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ABSTRACT 

 

Introduction 

Vocational learning has been key to developing South Africa’s emergency medical 

services (EMS) workforce. However, the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) 

introduced in 1995 replaced vocational learning systems with standardised 

qualifications. While the framework supports recognition of prior learning (RPL) as a 

pathway to access higher education, its primary focus remains on undergraduate 

programmes. This creates potential challenges for vocational paramedics transitioning 

to postgraduate studies. Addressing systemic barriers and fostering equitable access 

for these learners is critical to promoting diversity and inclusion within academic and 

professional domains. 

 

This research adopted a social constructivist approach embedded in Vygotsky’s 

Sociocultural Theory (SCT), with an indirect participatory action research (PAR) 

methodology. The study examined the support needs of vocational paramedics, 

admitted to postgraduate study at the University of Cape Town (UCT) through the RPL 

process, during their year of study. 

 

Methods 

The research aim was addressed via four studies, each building on the other. Study 

one was a descriptive literature review, and study two entailed sequential mixed 

methodology research that included the quantitative analysis of learning styles and 

academic performance. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to capture the 

lived experiences of RPL candidates. The results were used to design study three, 

which included three participatory action cycles, culminating in study four, the 

development of a contextual support framework. 

 

The research was conducted between 2021 and 2023, with ethical approval from the 

Human Research Ethics Committee and the Department of Student Affairs at the UCT. 
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Results 

The RPL process validated the knowledge and skills vocational paramedics had 

gained through work and life experiences. The results indicated that RPL candidates 

demonstrated academic performance comparable to those admitted through 

traditional pathways. However, the findings suggested that their vocational learning 

background did not adequately prepare them for the institutional and technological 

aspects of postgraduate study. 

 

Personal motivation and peer and familial support emerged as enablers, while 

institutional culture and technological challenges were identified as barriers during the 

thematic analysis. The first action cycle introduced a tutor support programme 

available to all learners, providing additional support. This informed the second action 

cycle, which implemented a Tutor Student Charter to establish clear expectations and 

boundaries. The final action cycle focused on examining learners’ engagement with 

university resources. The findings of the three studies contributed to the development 

of a support framework designed to bridge the gap between vocational learning and 

academic expectations. 

 

Conclusion 

The aim of this research was achieved. Four interconnected studies demonstrated that 

while RPL candidates exhibited strong academic potential, they faced challenges 

navigating academic and institutional environments. By exploring vocational 

paramedics’ experiences transitioning into postgraduate programmes, the research 

highlights RPL’s transformative role in promoting equitable and inclusive access to 

higher education. 

 

Through the development of the Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework, the study offers 

a conceptual model designed to bridge the gap between vocational learning and 

academic demands. Contributing to the broader discourse on vocational learning and 

adult education, this research positions RPL as a mechanism for advancing 

educational equity. However, the findings emphasise that successful transitions 

require more than institutional access; they demand systemic strategies that integrate 

learner-centred support and foster collaborative practice. 
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KEY TERMS USED 

 

Barrier  

This term describes factors that hinder transitions into higher education.1 

 

Constructivist Principles 

This learning theory posits that knowledge is actively constructed through experience 

and reflection, aligning with Vygotsky’s SCT. It is essential in designing effective 

academic scaffolding.2  

 

Emergency Care Provider 

This refers to personnel who are registered with the Health Professions Council of 

South Africa (HPCSA) under the auspices of the Professional Board for Emergency 

Care.3,4 

 

Emergency Medical Services (EMS) 

Any private or state organisation that is dedicated, staffed and equipped to offer: a) 

prehospital medical treatment and transport for the ill and/or injured, and where 

appropriate, b) inter-health establishment referrals of patients requiring medical 

treatment en-route, c) prehospital EMS for events, and d) the medical rescue of 

patients from a medical rescue situation.3  

 

Enabler  

This term describes factors that facilitate transitions into higher education.4  

 

Framework 

A framework is a structured foundation used in research to define, organise, and 

interpret key elements of the study. It provides a systematic approach to addressing 

the research problem, guiding data collection, and ensuring coherence in analyses 

and interpretations.5 
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Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA) 

The HPCSA, established by the Health Professions Act (No. 56 of 1974), governs 

registered healthcare professions in South Africa. The HPCSA ensures public safety 

and guides professional standards by overseeing healthcare professionals’ 

registration, education, training, professional conduct, ethical behaviour, continuing 

professional development, and compliance with healthcare standards. Registration 

with the HPCSA is mandatory for all individuals practising healthcare professions 

within its scope.6  

 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 

These organisations offer learners advanced academic and professional training and 

typically award bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees. HEIs can be public or 

private.7  

 

Learner 

An inclusive term referring to anyone learning, including pupils at school; students at 

colleges, traditional universities, comprehensives, and universities of technology; 

apprentices, learners in learnerships, interns; people undergoing training, and people 

learning non-formally and informally as well as people enrolled for particular 

qualifications or part time qualifications.8  

 

Mentor 

A mentor is an individual who provides sustained academic, professional, and 

psychosocial guidance to a less experienced learner, supporting their holistic 

development and adjustment to educational and institutional demands. Mentorship 

extends beyond subject-specific support to include role modelling, career advice, and 

personal encouragement, fostering confidence, critical thinking, and long-term 

growth.11,185 

 

National Qualifications Framework (NQF) 

The NQF Act (No. 67 of 2008) underpins the NQF. This comprehensive system is 

approved by the Minister of Higher Education and Training for the classification, 

registration and publication of articulated and quality-assured national qualifications 

and part-qualifications. The South African NQF is a single integrated system 
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comprising three co-ordinated qualifications: Sub-Frameworks for General and 

Further Education and Training, Higher Education, and Trades and Occupations.8  

 

Paramedic 

Paramedics are prehospital emergency care personnel registered as such with the 

HPCSA Professional Board for Emergency Care (PBEC) engaged in an advanced life 

support scope of practice. This qualification includes the National Diploma in 

Emergency Medical Care, the Diploma in Emergency Medical Care and Critical Care 

Assistants.3  

 

Postgraduate Education 

Postgraduate education builds on undergraduate education, focusing on advanced 

mastery in specific disciplines, often integrating research and professional 

application.7 

 

Postgraduate Diploma in Emergency Care (PGDip EC) 

A PGDip EC is aligned with NQF Level 8. This qualification is offered by the UCT.9 

 

Progression 

Progression refers to the sustained movement and development of a learner after the 

initial transition into a programme. While transition relates to entry and early 

adaptation, progression reflects the learner’s capacity to advance through the 

academic trajectory and, where applicable, to extend into further academic or 

professional opportunities. Internally, progression involves maintaining momentum 

toward successful completion of the programme; externally, it involves leveraging the 

qualification for continued study or career advancement. 7,8,10,15 

 

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) 

In South Africa, RPL is a ‘processes through which the prior knowledge and skills of a 

person are made visible, mediated, and assessed for the purposes of alternative 

access and admission, recognition and certification, or further learning and 

development.’10   
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RPL Candidate 

In the context of this research, an RPL candidate refers to a vocational paramedic who 

was admitted to the PGDip EC programme through RPL for access, as they did not 

hold the formal qualifications required for traditional application to the programme. 

 

Scaffolding 

Wood, Bruner and Ross define ‘scaffolding’ as an educational process in which 

learners receive tailored support to achieve goals, solve problems, or complete tasks 

that would otherwise be beyond their independent capabilities.11 

 

Short course 

In this study, a short course refers to the vocational training programmes historically 

offered in South Africa for entry into the emergency medical services profession. 

These included the Basic Ambulance Assistant (BAA), Ambulance Emergency 

Assistant (AEA), and Critical Care Assistant (CCA) certificates. Short courses were 

typically of limited duration, skills-focused, and not aligned with the National 

Qualifications Framework, which meant they did not provide formal articulation into 

higher education pathways.3,4 

 

Social Being 

Social being refers to the inherent interconnectedness of individuals, emphasising that 

learning and development are shaped by social interactions and cultural contexts, 

central to sociocultural frameworks.2 

 

Sociocultural Theory (SCT) 

The SCT is a psychological framework developed by Russian psychologist Lev 

Vygotsky, emphasising the critical role of culture and social interaction in shaping how 

people learn, think, and act. Also referred to as cultural-historical psychology, the SCT 

highlights the influence of tools, language, and shared experiences within a community 

on cognitive development.2  
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South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) 

The statutory authority established in terms of the SAQA Act (Act 58 of 1995) and 

continuing in terms of the NQF Act (Act 67 of 2008), which oversees the further 

development and implementation of the NQF, the achievement of the objectives of the 

NQF, and the coordination of the three Sub-Framework.12 

 

Success 

In this study, success is understood as broader than academic excellence or final 

grades. It includes the learner’s capacity to meet postgraduate expectations, engage 

meaningfully with course content, and complete the PGDip EC. This perspective aligns 

with literature on adult and non-traditional learners, which emphasises that success 

encompasses persistence, engagement, and integration into the academic 

environment rather than being confined to a narrow performance metric. 7,8,10,15 

 

Tutor 

A tutor is an academically capable peer or graduate, appointed by the institution, who 

provides structured, supplementary academic support to learners. Their role is 

narrower than that of a mentor, focusing on facilitating understanding of curriculum 

content, promoting academic skills, and easing the transition into university study, 

often within defined boundaries set by institutional policy.11,174,180,181 

 

Undergraduate Education 

Undergraduate education refers to initial levels of tertiary learning, culminating in a 

first degree or diploma, and serves as the foundation for further academic or 

professional qualifications.7  

 

Vocational Learner 

In the context of this research, the vocational learner is any person who has acquired 

knowledge and skills primarily through occupationally directed training and workplace 

experience, often via qualifications or courses that are not aligned to the NQF. These 

individuals typically enter professional practice through short-course or sector-based 

training routes rather than conventional academic pathways.8 
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Vocational Learning 

Vocational learning is education and training focused on developing specific skills and 

knowledge for a particular trade, profession, or occupation, combining theoretical 

instruction with practical application. It aims to prepare individuals for immediate 

integration into the workforce.13 

 

Vocational Paramedic 

Emergency care personnel registered with the HPCSA but without a prehospital 

qualification that aligns with the NQF of South Africa are vocational paramedics. This 

includes the Critical Care Assistant (CCA). 

 

Vocational Training 

Vocational training equips individuals with skills specific to particular trades or 

professions through practical and theoretical learning. It is designed to align with 

workforce needs, particularly in contexts like South Africa, where vocational education 

addresses employment challenges.13  
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 

AEA Ambulance Emergency Assistant (Qualification) 

ANA Ambulance Emergency Assistant (Registration Category) 

ANT Ambulance Noord Tegnikus (Paramedic) (Registration Category) 

BAA Basic Ambulance Assistant (Qualification) 

CAT Credit Accumulation and Transfer 
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SECTION 1 

Introduction, Background and Literature Review 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction and Background  

 

1.1  Vocational Learning 

 

In South Africa’s evolving educational framework, vocational training is pivotal in 

driving economic growth and combating unemployment.1 Vocational programmes 

provide learners with hands-on skills and industry-specific knowledge, enabling them 

to quickly integrate into the workforce and contribute to national development.1 By 

aligning training with market demands, vocational education fosters a globally 

competitive workforce, equipping individuals to meet local and international 

employment standards.7  

 

The dynamic nature of work, driven by technological advancements, evolving industry 

demands and the push for professionalisation, resulted in the need for better education 

and training.2 This shift prompted the integration of programmes within higher 

education institutions (HEIs), moving beyond traditional vocational settings. In 

response, the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) was established in 1995, 

alongside the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA), to create a cohesive 

system for developing, classifying, and recognising qualifications across education, 

training, and employment sectors. 7,10 Designed to address challenges within South 

Africa’s education and training system, the NQF provides clear pathways for learners, 

facilitating their progression and mobility across the education and training landscape.7 

Learners who underwent vocational training and have not progressed to an NQF-

aligned programme are referred to as ‘vocational learners’ in this thesis. 

 

Despite this framework advocating for vocational learners, vocational programmes’ 

integration into HEIs has introduced challenges. Many vocational qualifications fail to 

align with SAQA and NQF standards, as illustrated in Table 2.4,7,12 This misalignment 

has created systemic challenges and perpetuated inequities, disproportionately 

affecting individuals from historically disadvantaged backgrounds who rely on 

vocational training. 
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In the context of this study, individuals’ transition from vocational training to NQF-

aligned education is evident in the emergency medical services (EMS).13 Historically 

rooted in vocational education, EMS training in South Africa focused on practical, 

skills-based short courses.13 The shift towards NQF-aligned qualifications and 

professionalisation led to the phasing out of previous vocational short courses and the 

creation of a new curriculum designed for NQF-aligned programmes, as illustrated in 

Table 2.4,7,13 This transition left many vocationally trained emergency care providers in 

a challenging position, as their qualifications do not align with the new NQF system. 

The phenomenon creates barriers to their progression and restricts their mobility within 

the evolving educational and professional framework.4,13 

 

The term ‘paramedic’ refers specifically to prehospital emergency care providers in 

South Africa who were either trained through the vocational short-course system prior 

to the alignment with the NQF, or who obtained a National Diploma or Diploma in 

Emergency Care.3,4 In the context of this research, the term ‘vocational paramedic’ 

refers to the paramedic who qualified through the vocational route. This is discussed 

further in Chapter 2. While the term ‘Emergency Care Provider’ may, in regulatory and 

academic contexts, encompass a broader spectrum of practitioners, including those 

operating at various levels of care, this study focuses exclusively on the vocationally 

trained paramedic, whose qualifications predate the introduction of NQF-aligned 

programmes. These individuals represent a distinct professional cohort navigating the 

implications of systemic reform. 

 

1.2  Recognition of Prior Learning 

 

The South African National Policy for the Implementation of Recognition of Prior 

Learning (RPL) was introduced to promote social inclusion, redress, and lifelong 

learning by enabling the recognition of skills and knowledge acquired through non-

formal, informal, and experiential learning.10 One of its important applications is to 

provide vocationally trained individuals with access to higher education, while also 

contributing to the broader agenda of improving learner mobility and progression 

across the NQF.10 RPL is thus a process through which prior learning is formally 

recognised and can be used for access, credit, or career advancement. Post-

apartheid, RPL has served as a mechanism for addressing historical inequities in 
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education and professional development by opening pathways to previously 

inaccessible qualifications. Rooted in principles of transformation, lifelong learning, 

and alignment with the NQF, RPL enhances equity and inclusivity within both 

education and the workplace.10 The RPL process is discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter 2. 

 

The South African vocational paramedics represent a cohort that may benefit from 

RPL. Despite their extensive practical experience, these professionals often lack the 

formal qualifications required to enter higher education without restarting their studies 

at the undergraduate level.4,13 However, while RPL provides a mechanism for 

accessing higher education, its application for vocational paramedics has been limited, 

constraining their educational and career development opportunities.10  

 

The Postgraduate Diploma in Emergency Care (PGDip EC) at the University of Cape 

Town (UCT) offered a context for examining this issue.9 To the research team’s 

knowledge, this programme is the first postgraduate qualification in emergency care 

in South Africa to integrate RPL as an admission pathway. The programme was not 

designed with vocational learners in mind, and the decision to include them via RPL 

was taken at a later stage. As a result, vocational paramedics were integrated into a 

mixed-classroom environment alongside medical practitioners, degree-qualified 

nurses, and degree-qualified paramedics.9 Given that this is the first postgraduate 

programme accessible to vocational paramedics, it was assumed that these learners 

might encounter challenges during their transition into postgraduate study and could 

require additional support to succeed. To differentiate between learners admitted to 

the PGDip EC through the traditional application process and those who entered via 

RPL for access, the term ‘RPL candidate’ is used to refer to the latter throughout this 

research. 

 

The researcher identified a gap in understanding how vocational learners experience 

the transition through postgraduate education and whether additional support 

structures are required to enable successful progression. To address this, the 

concepts of transition, success, and progression are explained in relation to this 

research. 
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Transition is identified in the National Education Policy as a key enabler of learner 

mobility. 7 SAQA defines transition as movement across the NQF levels, supported by 

mechanisms such as RPL, Credit Accumulation and Transfer (CAT), and articulation 

across and within qualifications frameworks.7,10 In this research, ‘transition’ refers to 

the way vocational learners, accessing postgraduate study via RPL, adapt to the 

academic, cognitive, and institutional demands of the PGDip EC within the broader 

university context. It encompasses both the structural process of entering 

postgraduate education and the experiential dimension of navigating an unfamiliar 

academic environment without the foundations typically acquired during 

undergraduate study. While transition is well established in educational literature, most 

research has focused on undergraduate pathways, leaving a limited understanding of 

vocational learners in postgraduate contexts.15-18 

 

Progression, by contrast, is concerned with sustained movement and development 

after the initial transition has occurred. Where transition focuses on entry and early 

adaptation, progression reflects a learner’s capacity to advance through the academic 

trajectory of the programme and, where relevant, into further academic or professional 

opportunities. Internally, this involves maintaining momentum towards successful 

completion; externally, it entails leveraging the qualification for continued study or 

career advancement. 7,8,10,15 

 

In this study, success is understood as broader than academic excellence or final 

grades. It includes the learner’s ability to meet postgraduate expectations, engage 

meaningfully with course content, and ultimately complete the PGDip EC. This 

perspective aligns with adult and non-traditional learner literature, which emphasises 

that success encompasses persistence, engagement, and integration into the 

academic environment rather than being confined to a narrow performance metric.7,16-

18  

 

This study responds to the identified gap by asking three critical questions: Can 

vocational paramedics succeed in a postgraduate programme such as the PGDip EC? 

If so, what support is required to facilitate their success? Do they have distinct needs 

that differentiate them from traditionally admitted learners, and if so, what are these 

needs? 
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1.3  Problem Statement 

 

The PGDip EC at the University of Cape Town was, to the knowledge of the research 

team, the first postgraduate programme in South Africa to admit vocationally trained 

paramedics through RPL. It was unknown whether these learners would be able to 

cope with the cognitive demands of postgraduate study, or what types of challenges 

they might encounter. The research commenced during the first year in which RPL 

was implemented for access to the PGDip EC, and as such no prior data were 

available on this programme or, more broadly, within emergency medical services 

education. Studying at postgraduate level presents cognitive and academic 

challenges, which may be intensified for learners whose prior education has been 

predominantly vocational in nature1,19,20  

 

The online mode of delivery adds further complexity, requiring digital literacy, self-

regulation, and the ability to engage meaningfully in virtual learning environments 

without the reinforcement of face-to-face interaction.20 Given the paucity of research 

exploring the support needs of those transitioning into postgraduate education in 

emergency medicine, this study set out to explore the experiences of vocational 

paramedics admitted through RPL. It aimed to identify the challenges they 

encountered, the support services they engaged with, and the barriers and enablers 

to their learning, as well as to consider processes that may enhance academic 

integration in the PGDip EC and beyond.  

 

Their ability to successfully navigate the demands of the PGDip EC is therefore 

considered central to understanding their potential for success. By identifying and 

understanding the types of challenges experienced, additional support structures can 

be implemented, where necessary, to address needs, promote academic integration, 

and enable meaningful progression through the PGDip EC. This is essential for 

facilitating the advancement of vocational paramedics into higher academic and 

professional roles, thereby contributing to the sustainability, responsiveness, and 

ongoing development of the emergency care workforce in South Africa. The insights 

gained from this study may also hold relevance for other postgraduate programmes 

that admit learners through RPL, providing a basis for developing support models 

applicable beyond the immediate context of the PGDip EC. 
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1.4  Thesis Aim 

 

This research aimed to develop a conceptual framework using a participatory action 

research (PAR) approach to support vocationally trained paramedics’ transition into 

postgraduate studies in emergency medicine through RPL. 

 

1.5  Objectives 

 

The research aim was accomplished through the following objectives:  

 

1.  Describe the evidence base concerning RPL, outlining the support mechanisms 

RPL candidates require during postgraduate studies. 

2.   Examine RPL candidates’ learning styles, perceptions and progress during their 

postgraduate studies. 

3.   Use a PAR approach to critique and evaluate RPL candidates’ progression during 

postgraduate studies.  

4.  Develop a conceptual framework that addresses the support requirements of 

vocationally trained RPL candidates transitioning into higher education.  

 

1.6  Research Design 

 

To meet the objectives, the research comprised four studies:  

 

Table 1: The Four Studies of This Research 

Study 1 
A descriptive literature review of RPL that considers RPL candidates’ support 

needs during postgraduate studies (Chapter 4). 

Study 2 

A mixed-method study examines learning styles by conducting interviews to 

explore learners’ perceptions and progress in the PGDip EC course, as well 

as analysing course evaluations and attrition rates (Chapters 7, 8 and 9). 

Study 3 
Use of PAR to critique and evaluate RPL candidates’ progression through the 

PGDip EC programme (Chapters 10–14). 

Study 4 
Development of a conceptual framework of support for vocationally trained 

RPL learners transitioning into higher education (Chapter 15). 
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The first study situates the research within the broader context of emergency medical 

care education and the challenges RPL candidates experience during their transition 

into postgraduate education. This study, discussed in Chapter 4, describes the 

enablers and barriers encountered during this transition. It draws on existing literature 

highlighting the challenges that RPL candidates face in adapting to the academic 

expectations of postgraduate education.1,21-24 

 

Study 2 is divided into two stages to address the second research objective. The first 

stage examines learners enrolled in the PGDip EC programme’s learning styles 

(Chapter 7). This stage builds on the literature suggesting that an understanding of 

individuals’ unique learning styles can enhance their academic outcomes by enabling 

individuals to tailor their learning strategies and engage more effectively with course 

content.25-28 

 

The second stage employs a two-phase sequential design. In the first phase, an 

exploratory mixed-methods approach is adopted, starting with a descriptive analysis 

of the 2021 PGDip EC cohort’s grades (Chapter 8). This analysis identifies academic 

performance trends and patterns within the cohort. Thereafter, semi-structured 

interviews with RPL candidates were conducted to provide detailed insights into their 

experiences, challenges, and perceptions of the programme (Chapter 9).  

 

Study 3 adopts a PAR approach involving three iterative action cycles (Chapters 10-

14). Cycle one focuses on the tutor group for the PGDip EC programme to address 

support needs (Chapter 12). Cycle two includes group discussions and follows a 

centralised tutor WhatsApp group to develop a Tutor Student Charter to establish clear 

boundaries and expectations, reflecting principles of effective academic partnership 

(Chapter 13).29 Cycle three evaluates the continuum of learning and progression, and 

the utilisation of institutional support structures (Chapter 14). 

 

The findings from studies one, two, and three inform study four, which developed a 

conceptual framework of support for vocational paramedics transitioning to 

postgraduate studies (Chapter 15).  
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1.7  Approach and Paradigm 

 

This research employed Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory (SCT) as a foundational lens 

to explore the support needs of vocational paramedics transitioning into postgraduate 

education. The SCT, rooted in constructivist principles, emphasises the role of social 

interactions, cultural tools, and institutional structures in mediating learning and 

development. It provides a lens to understand the challenges and enablers vocational 

paramedics face during this transition.2,30,31  

 

1.8  Structure of this Research 

 

This thesis consists of five sections, as detailed below. 

 

Section 1: Introduction, Background and Literature Review (Chapters 1 to 4): 

1. Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the study, outlining the research aims, 

objectives, and scope. 

2. Chapter 2 presents the literature review, offering background on emergency 

medical care in South Africa and providing a context for the study. 

3. Chapter 3 expands the literature review and introduces Vygotsky’s SCT, the 

theoretical framework grounding this research. 

4. Chapter 4 is a descriptive literature review focusing on the support needs of 

RPL candidates transitioning to postgraduate studies.  

 

Section 2: Mixed Methodology Studies (Chapters 5 to 9): 

1. Chapter 5 outlines the research design, providing an overview of the 

methodology. 

2. Chapter 6 discusses the study’s ethical considerations and concerns. 

3. Chapter 7 details the researcher’s use of the Honey and Mumford Learning 

Styles Questionnaire to identify learning preferences. 

4. Chapter 8 examines the mixed-methods approach employed in the study. 

5. Chapter 9 describes the reflexive thematic analysis process employed in 

analysing the semi-structured interviews. 
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Section 3: Participatory Action Research (Chapters 10 to 14): 

1. Chapter 10 provides an overview of PAR, its principles, and its relevance to this 

study. 

2. Chapter 11 describes the PAR methodology used. 

3. Chapter 12 presents PAR cycle one. 

4. Chapter 13 discusses PAR cycle two. 

5. Chapter 14 focuses on PAR cycle three. 

 

Section 4: The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework (Chapter 15): 

1. Chapter 15 introduces the conceptual framework developed from the research 

findings, designed to address the support needs of RPL candidates 

transitioning to postgraduate studies. 

 

Section 5: Discussion, Recommendations, Limitations, and Conclusion (Chapters 16 

to 18): 

1. Chapter 16 presents a discussion of the findings, linking them to the literature 

and theoretical framework. 

2. Chapter 17 outlines the recommendations derived from the research and 

addresses the study’s limitations. 

3. Chapter 18 concludes the thesis. 

 

1.9  Included Papers and Approvals 

 

Four papers are integral to this work and are included in this thesis (Chapters 4, 8, 9 

and 11). The Doctoral Degree Board has approved the inclusion of all papers, and 

authors’ contributions are detailed prior to each paper.  
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review - Emergency Care 

 

2.1  The Evolution of Emergency Care and Education in South Africa 

 

Before 1970, local authorities were responsible for emergency services in South 

Africa.4 Recognising the need for more formal training, the then Prehospital 

Emergency Care Committee (now Health Professions Council of South. Africa 

(HPCSA), together with the South African College of Medicine, introduced the 

Emergency Medical Assistant 1 course in the mid-1970s.4,13 This course was designed 

for non-ambulance personnel, allowing entry to the local fire department. Provincial 

ambulance training colleges linked to fire departments developed similar in-service 

training opportunities, and in 1985, a four-week Basic Ambulance Assistant (BAA), 12-

week Ambulance Emergency Assistant (AEA), and four-month Critical Care Assistant 

(CCA) short courses were introduced.4 These short courses were taught against a 

rigid set of outcomes and culminated in a pedagogical-style final assessment. Course 

material followed strict protocols and algorithms, resulting in a graduate who would 

function under the direction of a medical doctor with a specific skill set.4  

 

The BAA, AEA, and CCA courses were initially delivered by provincial training 

academies, operating under strict clinical governance with a focus on skills and 

protocol-driven training.4 These three short courses constituted the only prehospital 

training available in South Africa for many years. Apart from the CCA course, which 

was extended by an additional five months of clinical work, these courses’ curriculum 

outcomes and structure remained largely unchanged over time; see Table 2 for an 

overview of the short courses.4 The brevity of these courses, combined with increasing 

societal demand for emergency care, made them appealing and affordable, leading to 

widespread completion by many individuals over subsequent years. However, all three 

short courses were phased out between 2018 and 2020, and although the courses are 

no longer offered, many BAAs, AEAs and CCAs are still registered with the HPCSA 

and practice clinically within South Africa.4,34  
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2.1.1  The Basic Ambulance Assistant (BAA) Course 

Last offered in 2018 (Table 2), the BAA course was a foundational four-week 

programme designed to equip candidates with essential skills in anatomy, physiology, 

and the management of common prehospital medical and trauma emergencies.32,34 

The scope of practice for BAA-certified individuals is limited to non-invasive 

procedures, focusing on basic emergency care interventions.33 This entry-level 

training programme thus prepared participants for roles providing essential, non-

invasive prehospital care. To practice clinically, individuals with a BAA certification 

may work under the supervision of a person registered as an independent practitioner 

with the HPCSA.  

 

2.1.2  The Ambulance Emergency Assistant (AEA) Course  

The AEA course was a four-month programme tailored to candidates who had 

completed the BAA qualification and accrued at least 1,000 hours of clinical 

experience.35 It marked the progression from basic to intermediate levels. This 

programme integrated theoretical education with hands-on practical training 

conducted in prehospital environments, such as frontline emergency vehicles, and 

within hospital units, including trauma wards and primary healthcare clinics.33 

 

The AEA certification expanded the skills acquired during the BAA programme to 

include certain invasive procedures, enhancing practitioners’ ability to manage more 

challenging emergency cases.35 AEAs are classified as independent practitioners, 

meaning they are authorised to practice clinically on their own within their defined 

scope of practice. This autonomy allows them to perform intermediate-level 

emergency care interventions while adhering to the standards set by the HPCSA. The 

AEA course was last offered in 2020 (Table 2).33 

 

2.1.3  The Critical Care Assistant (CCA) Course  

The CCA course was last offered in 2018 (Table 2) and represented the apex of 

training within the short-course emergency care system, marking the progression from 

intermediate to advanced levels.34,36 Candidates were required to have completed the 

AEA programme and achieved a minimum of 1,000 emergency care clinical hours to 

be eligible for the CCA course. The programme comprised 570 hours of theoretical 
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instruction and 610 hours of clinical practice, encompassing rotations in prehospital 

care settings, intensive care units, neonatal units, and operating theatres.36 

 

CCAs are classified as independent practitioners, authorised to practice clinically on 

their own within their defined scope of practice. This advanced qualification enables 

practitioners to deliver high-level emergency care across diverse, critical healthcare 

settings while adhering to the HPCSA’s standards.33 The CCA qualification category 

at the HPCSA is known as ANT; individuals with this qualification are also referred to 

as ‘paramedics’, and the term is used as such throughout this research.37 As the 

highest level of qualification that is not NQF aligned, this is the category of emergency 

care providers that this research focuses on, and is referred to as ‘vocational 

paramedics’ in the research. 

 

2.2  Advances from Vocational to NQF Qualifications 

 

The emergence of professional qualifications aligned to the NQF in emergency care 

was driven by the need to bring the profession in line with other recognised health 

professions in South Africa.4,7,13 However, recognising that it would take time to 

establish higher education qualifications, the presentation of the short courses 

continued, with the idea of phasing them out once higher education qualifications were 

established.36 

 

The first higher education qualification was introduced in 1987 as a three-year national 

diploma offered at technikons (now universities of technology). It was envisaged that 

the three-year qualification would replace the short courses and equip graduates with 

additional rescue capabilities, medical skills and knowledge to function as independent 

prehospital emergency care personnel.4,7 In 2003, an undergraduate with a three-year 

National Diploma in Emergency Care could complete an additional two years of study 

and obtain a Bachelor of Technology (B Tech) in Emergency Medical Care.4,7  

 

Between 2004 and 2006, the HPCSA initiated a review of emergency care education 

and training.6 Their findings revealed that the short-course curriculum was outdated 

and no longer compliant with international best practices and the progression of the 

profession. Furthermore, these courses’ learning outcomes were not aligned with the 
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NQF’s standards.4 The review culminated on 27 January 2017, when the Minister of 

Health, Dr Aaron Motsoaledi, published new regulations (GN.49 in GG40577 under 

the Health Professions Act of 1974) that officially phased out the short courses in 2018; 

the last short courses ran in 2020.34,38 This decisive action signalled the end of an era 

for prehospital emergency care short courses, which had been a mainstay since the 

early 1980s, creating a new chapter of education for South African paramedics.6,7  

 

2.3  Current Pathways in Emergency Care 

 

Currently, South Africa offers a three-tiered undergraduate framework of qualifications 

in emergency medical care, each accredited by the HPCSA and aligned with specific 

NQF levels, durations, and professional registration categories. These qualifications 

serve as entry points into the field of emergency medicine, establishing foundational 

and advanced skills for various roles. All these undergraduate programmes are offered 

exclusively as full-time courses at universities. 

 

In 2005, master’s and doctorate programmes were introduced, offering theoretical or 

research-based qualifications. However, these advanced degrees do not alter the 

registration category of the individuals who complete them. Table 2 and Table 5 

illustrate the listings of current South African emergency medical care undergraduate 

qualifications with HPCSA registrations. 
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Table 2: Past and Current EMS Qualifications in Emergency Care in South 

Africa – Vocational and Undergraduate Qualification 

Vocational 

qualification 
Certificate level 

Duration of 

short course 

HPCSA PBEC 

registration 

category 

Date of last 

registration 

at the HPCSA 

Basic Ambulance 

Assistants (BAA) 
Basic 4-5 weeks BAA 

26 January 

2018 

Ambulance 

Emergency 

Assistants (AEA) 

Intermediate 3 months ANA 
26 January 

2020 

Critical Care 

Assistant (CCA) 
Advanced 9 months ANT 

26 January 

2018 

Undergraduate 

Qualification 
 

NQF Level 
 

Duration 

of 

Qualification 

HPCSA PBEC 

Registration 

Category 

Introduction 

Year 

Higher Certificate 

in Emergency 

Medical Care 

5 1 year full-time ECA 2019 

Diploma in 

Emergency 

Medical Care 

6 2 years full-time ANT 2016 

Bachelor’s 

Degree: 

Emergency 

Medical Care 

8 4 years full-time ECP 2011 

 

Each emergency medical care qualification is a standalone programme, though 

learners can start at the higher certificate level and progress to advanced qualifications 

if they choose. Programmes are designed with a scope of practice, reflecting 

progressively advanced responsibilities and capabilities as learners move up the 

qualification ladder.33 Once registered with the HPCSA under the Professional Board 

for Emergency Care (PBEC), emergency care providers are authorised to work 

clinically, though they must adhere strictly to the scope of practice defined by their 

qualifications and registration category. The NQF-aligned qualifications that define 
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these categories of registered emergency care providers are discussed in the sections 

below. 

 

2.3.1  Higher Certificate in Emergency Medical Care 

The Higher Certificate in Emergency Medical Care is an entry-level qualification 

designed to equip candidates with the foundational knowledge and practical skills 

required for emergency medical care.4 Registered at NQF Level 5, this undergraduate 

qualification spans one year of full-time study and serves as the initial step for 

individuals seeking to enter the EMS field. Graduates of this programme qualify as 

Emergency Care Assistants (ECAs) and are registered with the HPCSA under the 

PBEC in the ECA category. 

 

These individuals’ scope of practice exceeds that of the BAA programme, although 

both are currently registered for supervised practice at the HPCSA. The higher 

certificate is tailored for individuals aiming to provide non-invasive emergency care at 

the prehospital level, focusing on stabilising patients during transport. 33,34,38 

 

2.3.2  Diploma in Emergency Medical Care 

The Diploma in Emergency Medical Care represents the next tier of EMS training. This 

qualification, registered at NQF Level 6, requires two years of undergraduate full-time 

study and is intended for individuals who have already entered the EMS field and seek 

to advance their skills and responsibilities. Graduates are registered with the HPCSA 

PBEC under the ANT category. 

 

Introduced around 2016, the diploma bridges the gap between entry-level and 

advanced EMS qualifications, aligning with National Emergency Care Education and 

Training Policy (NECET) policy directives to create a structured and progressive 

training pathway.4 The curriculum integrates theoretical education with practical 

clinical training in diverse environments, such as prehospital emergency vehicles, 

trauma units, and primary healthcare settings. The scope of practice of the diploma 

graduate is the same as that of the CCA.34 This qualification equips practitioners with 

the ability to perform intermediate-level emergency care interventions, including 

certain invasive procedures, and manage more complex medical and trauma 

emergencies.35 
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2.3.3  Bachelor’s Degree in Emergency Medical Care 

The Bachelor’s Degree in Emergency Medical Care is the highest undergraduate 

qualification in the field, designed to produce Emergency Care Practitioners (ECPs) 

who can operate at an advanced level in EMS. Registered at NQF Level 8, this 

programme spans four years of full-time undergraduate study and combines 

theoretical instruction with extensive practical training in prehospital and in-hospital 

settings. 

 

This degree equips graduates with advanced clinical knowledge, leadership skills, and 

the ability to provide comprehensive emergency medical care and engage in critical 

decision-making in high-pressure environments. The programme also includes 

rotations through various specialised units, such as intensive care, neonatal care, and 

trauma, alongside advanced prehospital care scenarios. Graduates are registered 

with the HPCSA PBEC as ECPs, granting them the authority to perform a broad range 

of advanced medical procedures and take on leadership roles in EMS.33  

 

Per the HPCSA’s Emergency Care Capabilities and Medications guidelines, the scope 

of practice for vocational paramedics and those holding a Diploma in Emergency Care 

is the same as both are registered under the ‘ANT’ category at the HPCSA.33 This 

equivalence in authorised skillsets thus offers limited motivation for vocational 

paramedics to pursue higher education through the diploma qualification.  

 

2.4  RPL 

 

RPL is an educational and developmental mechanism designed to evaluate and 

formally acknowledge the knowledge, skills, and competencies individuals acquire 

outside formal academic environments.10 This includes workplace experience, 

informal training, and non-formal learning opportunities.10 RPL plays a pivotal role in 

widening access to higher education by validating prior achievements and providing 

alternative pathways for learners who may not meet conventional entry 

requirements.10 Rooted in social justice and lifelong learning principles, RPL seeks to 

address systemic educational inequities, particularly in contexts where traditional 

qualifications fail to reflect individuals’ real-world expertise.39-43  
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In South Africa, RPL emerged as a cornerstone of the NQF, introduced in 1995 to 

create an integrated education system that recognised diverse learning pathways, 

particularly for historically disadvantaged groups.7 The NQF serves as the legislative 

backbone for RPL implementation, aligning with SAQA’s National Policy for the 

Implementation of Recognition of Prior Learning; it establishes benchmarks for 

comparing prior learning to qualification requirements.7,10 SAQA defines RPL as a 

process for comparing prior learning against the requirements of a qualification to 

determine if the learning outcome is sufficient for access, advanced standing, or 

exemption.10 The 2019 amended policy mandates that RPL achievements be treated 

with equivalency to conventional learning routes, ensuring parity of esteem in 

certification, and requiring institutions to uphold quality assurance standards across 

RPL assessments.10 

 

Many regulatory and professional bodies endorse RPL as a tool fostering equity and 

advancing workforce development across sectors. For example, the Health 

Professions Act (No. 56 of 1974) sets guidelines ensuring that RPL aligns with 

competency standards in professions such as emergency medical care.4,10,38  

Similarly, professional councils in nursing, teaching, and engineering have 

incorporated RPL into their frameworks to enable career progression.44-47 This 

approach reflects broader global trends of endorsing RPL as a mechanism to promote 

inclusivity in education and workforce development.45,48 

 

Globally, RPL has been increasingly recognised as a mechanism for bridging the gap 

between vocational and academic qualifications. Countries like Australia, Canada, and 

the United Kingdom have developed comprehensive RPL frameworks that formalise 

skills acquired outside traditional academic settings, enabling seamless transitions 

from vocational to higher education.47,48 However, while RPL is primarily leveraged 

internationally to enhance access to education and workforce mobility, its 

implementation in South Africa has particularly focused on addressing historical 

inequities and creating opportunities for previously disadvantaged communities.10  

 

RPL should be understood not merely as an administrative mechanism for access or 

redress, but as a pedagogical practice grounded in established educational theories. 
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Experiential learning theory affirms that learning emerges through reflection on 

experience, a concept particularly relevant to adult learners with substantial workplace 

knowledge.8,49 This aligns closely with Knowles’ theory of andragogy (1980), which 

highlights self-direction, relevance, and learner autonomy as central principles in adult 

education.50 These theoretical perspectives emphasise that RPL candidates, 

especially those entering postgraduate study from vocational pathways, require more 

than formal recognition; they may also need academic mediation to support their 

integration into formal academic environments. 

 

2.5  Implementation of RPL  

 

RPL is implemented in two primary forms: to grant access to a qualification 

programme, or to allow advanced standing or exemption from specific modules or 

courses within a qualification, each serving distinct purposes in higher education. RPL 

for access provides an alternative route into higher education by allowing individuals 

without formal qualifications to demonstrate their readiness for academic study.7,10 It 

is particularly prevalent in undergraduate programmes, enabling learners to bridge the 

gap between vocational training and academia.10 RPL for advanced standing or 

exemption enables candidates to be exempted from specific modules that form part of 

a qualification, without the awarding of credits for those modules. While this can 

reduce the time and cost of completing a degree, it requires rigorous alignment 

between prior learning outcomes and academic curricula.10 

 

Despite its potential, RPL’s implementation varies widely across institutions and 

professions. While some higher educational institutions (HEIs) have robust RPL 

frameworks, others have limited resources, inconsistent policies, and insufficient staff 

training to support the process.14,51 SAQA reported that approximately 15% of South 

African HEIs actively utilised RPL frameworks as of 2020, demonstrating widespread 

adoption gaps.49 Additionally, RPL in HEIs in South Africa predominantly focuses on 

undergraduate entry, with fewer options for advanced qualifications. Although national 

policy permits RPL for access into postgraduate programmes, its uptake is constrained 

by institutional conservatism, limited examples of precedent, and concerns about 

academic integrity. As noted by the CHE, RPL at the postgraduate level often requires 

a higher level of academic mediation and discipline-specific expertise, which many 
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institutions are not adequately resourced to provide.14 This creates persistent access 

barriers for experienced professionals with substantial non-formal or workplace 

learning, particularly those from vocational backgrounds seeking vertical progression 

within the NQF. 

 

RPL must be clearly distinguished from CAT which applies to formal, credit-bearing 

learning and enables students to transfer previously earned credits across 

qualifications, institutions, or sub-frameworks of the NQF.51 Unlike RPL, which is 

based on the assessment of experiential or informal learning and results in exemption 

rather than credits, CAT allows for the recognition and inclusion of previously awarded 

credits in a new qualification structure.10,51 Together, these systems offer 

complementary but distinct mechanisms for promoting articulation and lifelong 

learning. 

 

The theoretical foundations of RPL are rooted in principles of equity, redress, and 

lifelong learning.10 It draws from adult education theories recognising that valuable 

learning occurs outside formal settings, and is guided by social justice objectives that 

aim to broaden access for marginalised or professionally experienced individuals who 

were historically excluded from higher education opportunities.51 The CHE and SAQA 

frameworks both promote RPL as a strategic enabler for transformation, mobility, and 

progression within the post-school education system.10,14 

 

In the context of this study, RPL for access is particularly relevant, as it enables 

experienced vocational paramedics trained through the former short-course system to 

gain entry into postgraduate programmes without meeting the formal admission 

requirements typically associated with undergraduate qualifications, through the 

completion and submission of an RPL portfolio. 

 

2.6  Challenges in Entering Higher Education using RPL pathways 

 

Broadly speaking, RPL pathways provide vocational learners with an opportunity to 

transition into higher education by recognising their prior experience and skills. While 

this approach broadens access to education, it introduces several challenges for 
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learners due to the fundamental differences between vocational and academic 

systems.1,17,20-22 Some of these challenges are discussed in the sections that follow. 

 

2.6.1  Mismatch between vocational and higher education learning approaches 

Vocational education prioritises hands-on training, practical skills, and immediate 

workforce readiness. These programmes address industry-specific needs, equipping 

learners with tangible competencies rather than abstract theoretical knowledge.52 The 

direct connection between vocational curricula and real-world applications enhances 

learner motivation and engagement.22 However, the misalignment between vocational 

learning and the theoretical and independent learning demands of higher education 

often leaves vocational learners struggling to adjust to the academic demands of 

university life. They are consequently required to develop new skills and engage with 

complex theories unfamiliar to their vocational training background.1,22,52  

 

2.6.2  The cultural and institutional adjustment 

The cultural shift from vocational institutions to universities presents additional 

challenges for vocational learners. Vocational training environments are typically 

structured, outcome-focused, and practical, providing learners with a clear framework 

and hands-on guidance.12,53 In contrast, universities place greater emphasis on 

independence, self-direction, and theoretical engagement, which can feel unfamiliar 

and isolating for learners accustomed to the guided nature of vocational training.20,22  

Studies have highlighted that vocational learners often face difficulties integrating into 

the academic culture of higher education.20,22,52,54  

 

2.6.3  Balancing multiple responsibilities 

Vocational learners pursuing higher education through RPL pathways often encounter 

the added demands of balancing established careers and family responsibilities. The 

dual demands of professional responsibilities and academic study can become 

overwhelming, particularly for learners already navigating financial constraints and 

limited flexibility in study options.12,20,22,54 

 

While these challenges are not unique to the emergency care profession, their 

occurrence within this context presents a distinctive set of considerations. Professions 

rooted in vocational training, such as nursing, have similarly faced structural and 
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educational barriers when aligning prior experiential learning with formal academic 

progression.19,22,46,59 Comparable patterns are evident in sectors such as engineering 

and teaching, where individuals with substantial practical expertise often struggle to 

access or succeed in higher education 41,44,45 

 

However, what distinguishes this study is not only the focus on vocational paramedics 

entering postgraduate study for the first time, but also the layered complexity of their 

learning context. The leap from vocational to postgraduate studies, together with the 

online context, has the potential to presents compounded challenges in academic 

adaptation, digital literacy, and sustained engagement.57 These factors intersect with 

the demands of part-time study, often undertaken alongside professional and personal 

responsibilities, creating a distinct combination of conditions under which learners 

must operate.55-58 This study draws on principles of andragogy to explore how these 

learners engage with and respond to academic support structures.50 Unlike 

pedagogical models, which centre on dependent learning, andragogical approaches 

highlight self-direction, prior experience, and practical relevance.50 The online delivery 

of the programme adds an additional layer of complexity, as it requires learners to 

develop digital literacy, self-regulation, and the ability to engage meaningfully without 

the reinforcement of face-to-face interaction, potentially creating new barriers to 

learning. 

 

2.7  Workforce Shortages and the Need for EMS Education 

 

The shortage of emergency care providers in South Africa further compounds the 

systemic challenges vocational paramedics face in accessing higher education.60 This 

creates a need to balance workforce development with accessible education.  

 

According to the HPCSA, the latest available data (2019) depicted the country has 

1,491 registered ANTs (CCA and Diploma in Emergency Medical Care Graduates) 

and 737 ECPs (Table 2).60 This totals 2,228 emergency care providers delivering 

advanced life support to a population of approximately 60 million, resulting in a ratio 

of 3.71 per 100,000 people. In contrast, the United States and Australia report ratios 

of 78.8 and 91.7 per 100,000 people, respectively, underscoring the severity of South 

Africa’s workforce deficit.61,62  
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In addition to this shortage, the continual efflux of skilled paramedics migrating abroad 

for better opportunities has resulted in a “brain drain”, further depleting South Africa’s 

already limited pool of experienced professionals.63 Therefore, as the demand for 

emergency care services continues to grow, the gap in workforce development 

threatens to deepen health inequities.60,64 Moreover, although RPL was introduced as 

a national directive to advance education and workforce development, it remains 

underutilised in emergency medical education contexts.4,10  

 

2.8  RPL for Vocational Paramedics 

 

Vocational paramedics in South Africa represent a group that could greatly benefit 

from RPL, given their extensive practical experience and training in emergency 

care.3,14,41 These individuals face substantial challenges, including long work hours, 

financial constraints, and limited flexibility in study options.13,65 At the undergraduate 

level, the equivalency between the Diploma in Emergency Medical Care and the 

vocational paramedics’ scope of practice limits opportunities for career advancement 

(Table 2). Paramedics are consequently confined to their current clinical and 

operational roles, preventing them from achieving academic growth.33 Moreover, while 

RPL provides a pathway to access the Bachelor’s Degree in Emergency Medical Care, 

pursuing this option still requires paramedics to commit to at least three years of full-

time education. 

 

However, there is a growing availability of postgraduate programmes that offer 

alternative pathways for professional advancement. One such initiative is the PGDip 

EC, introduced by UCT’s Division of Emergency Medicine. The programme is 

accessible for healthcare professionals seeking to further their education without 

disrupting their careers.66  

 

2.9  UCT Postgraduate Diploma in Emergency Care 

 

In 2021, UCT’s Division of Emergency Medicine introduced the PGDip EC, an NQF 

Level 8, one-year standalone programme.66 This initiative was aimed at addressing 

identified educational gaps, including the perceived disconnect between 
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undergraduate emergency care qualifications and master’s programmes.4,13,67 The 

programme also targets learners who are ineligible for master’s degrees, those not 

pursuing research-oriented studies, and those unable to attend compulsory contact 

sessions required by other qualifications.67 The online format is particularly 

advantageous for individuals in rural and remote areas, where access to advanced 

educational opportunities is limited, as it requires no travel or contact sessions. 

Therefore, while emergency medicine has advanced as a specialised field in urban 

regions, the PGDip EC recognises the need for educational initiatives to support rural 

healthcare providers.64,65  

 

2.9.1  Programme design 

The PGDip EC programme was designed for healthcare professionals such as 

doctors, nurses, and paramedics working in emergency care across South Africa and 

the African continent.67 Consisting of 120 credits, each representing approximately 10 

notional work hours, the programme requires an estimated 20 hours of learner 

engagement per week.9 This structure ensures the programme accommodates 

healthcare professionals’ demanding schedules while offering a pathway for academic 

and professional advancement. The PGDip EC comprises six courses (Table 3), does 

not include a clinical component, and does not alter the clinical scope of practice or 

registration requirements with governing bodies for paramedics or nurses. This design 

ensures that the programme focuses on theoretical knowledge and practical 

application within existing professional frameworks. 

 

Table 3: Overview of PGDip EC Courses 

Course name 

Semester 

and 

duration 

Credits Overview 

Introduction to 

Postgraduate 

Studies 

Semester 1 

Duration: 8 

weeks 

10 

This course focuses on individuals achieving the 

basic skill set to succeed in postgraduate 

studies. It covers topics like searching literature 

and using a number of medical databases, 

plagiarism avoidance, time management in 

study and research, how to structure and write 
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Course name 

Semester 

and 

duration 

Credits Overview 

assignments, and how to do research 

presentations. 

Concepts in 

Emergency 

Care 

Semester 1 

Duration: 10 

weeks 

20 

This course provides candidates with basic 

insight into the differences between emergency 

care and other medical fields. It introduces the 

EMS and healthcare systems, principles of adult 

and paediatric triage, principles of emergency 

care diagnostics, and aspects of teamwork, 

handover and communication.  

Adult 

Emergency 

Medicine 

Semester 1 

Duration: 18 

weeks 

30 

This course focuses on adult emergency care. It 

is a problem-based course emphasising 

evidence-based medicine and critical thinking. 

The course takes a system-based approach to 

the undifferentiated patient presenting for 

emergency care. It encompasses common 

problems and differential pathways, as well as 

relevant basic physiology and anatomy, and 

deals with the management of common adult 

medical and surgical emergencies and the 

evidence base for these recommendations. 

Child Health for 

Emergency 

Care 

Semester 2 

Duration: 18 

weeks 

30 

This course focuses on key aspects of child 

health for emergency care. The module is 

divided into three sections. Section one begins 

with an overview of recent data on global child 

mortality. Linked to this is an exploration of the 

causes of these tragic deaths and an exploration 

of the global health community’s actions to 

reduce these unnecessary deaths. The course 

examines referral pathways and the journeys 

taken by children seeking emergency care in 

learners’ own settings. It looks at some of the 

widely available tools for managing childhood 

emergencies. This section concludes with an in-
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Course name 

Semester 

and 

duration 

Credits Overview 

depth appraisal of the healthy child in terms of 

factors such as nutrition, growth, development 

and immunisations. Section two involves a 

closer look at the top causes of child mortality. 

The third section introduces learners to the 

concepts of child rights, consent, and health 

professionals’ reporting obligations in the 

emergency care field. 

Research 

Literacy 

Semester 2 

Duration: 

9 weeks 

15 

The course teaches learners to think like a 

researcher and develop an understanding of the 

research process. It introduces key concepts for 

developing a postgraduate research proposal, 

including research ethics, design, and academic 

writing. In addition, the course introduces 

learners to quantitative and qualitative research 

approaches, including the principles of critical 

thinking and evidence-based medicine. 

Leadership and 

Patient Safety 

Semester 2 

Duration: 

9 weeks 

15 

The course provides an overview of basic 

managerial skills, with a focus on setting 

objectives, implementing plans and conducting 

reviews. Resource management is also 

presented, e.g. staffing schedules, basic human 

resource processes, and financial management. 

The aim is to make content practical and 

applicable to the senior/shift leader level, not the 

first-line manager level. It provides in-depth 

knowledge of the principles of patient safety that 

learners can use to improve the care delivered 

in their own emergency centres. 

 

The PGDip EC programme’s development was supported by the Centre for Innovation 

in Learning and Teaching (CILT) at UCT.67 The CILT provides expertise in curriculum 

development and the integration of learning technologies for both online and in-person 
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teaching.67 A formal agreement was signed with the CILT to support the programme’s 

development for its inaugural year of delivery.  

 

Educational theories, such as the persona-based learning design, the ABC curriculum 

development framework, and Laurillard’s conversational framework, informed the 

programme’s design.68-72 These methodologies ensured the programme addressed 

the needs of a diverse and geographically dispersed learner cohort with varied working 

schedules, online learning experiences, and academic literacy skills.73  

 

2.9.2  Admission to the PGDip EC through RPL for Access 

The Division of Emergency Medicine decided to include vocational paramedics, 

specifically those holding CCA qualifications, as eligible applicants through an RPL 

process. The RPL process and portfolio requirements were developed in alignment 

with UCT’s RPL policy, consultations with other UCT divisions and departments 

running RPL programmes, and input from other universities with established RPL 

initiatives.10,73  

 

Eligible candidates were expected to compile a detailed portfolio of evidence that 

incorporated their professional experience, academic background, continuing 

education, and community contributions. In addition to this evidence, they were 

required to complete three structured tasks: a reflective piece on selected 

achievements, a critique of a prescribed journal article, and a short academic essay. 

These portfolios were assessed individually using a rubric shared with candidates at 

the outset of the process, which was informed by a consensus document reflecting the 

Division of Emergency Medicine’s values and strategic objectives. Candidates’ 

portfolios were then presented and discussed at a selection meeting, with the selection 

committee comprising course conveners, lecturers within the division, and a 

representative of the transformation committee.  

 

All RPL candidates had to apply via the University system to be considered for RPL. 

Successful candidates were informed after the selection committee reached 

consensus with registration following shortly after. It is important to note that the 

present research did not investigate the assessment of the portfolio process , but 
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rather the research considers successful  candidates once they were on the  

programme. 

 

The PGDip EC sets a transformative precedent for vocational paramedics, providing 

them with new opportunities to advance their qualifications and careers. Thus, if RPL 

for access is utilised, this programme allows vocationally trained paramedics to attain 

a postgraduate diploma at NQF Level 8 in just one year, compared to entering and 

completing an undergraduate diploma at NQF Level 6 in the same timeframe. While 

neither qualification changes the current scope of practice, the NQF Level 8 

postgraduate diploma provides enhanced academic recognition and broader 

opportunities for professional growth.  

 

However, vocational learners transitioning into higher education may require 

additional support to navigate the academic and institutional demands of university 

life.1,24,74 Universities typically offer a range of support structures to enhance all 

learners’ success and well-being. 

 

2.10  Support Structures in Higher Education 

 

Universities’ support structures typically encompass academic assistance, health and 

wellness resources, career guidance, and inclusivity initiatives.21,75 Academic support 

often includes tutoring, writing centres, and study skills workshops designed to help 

learners meet rigorous academic standards. Health and wellness services provide 

medical care, psychological counselling, and programmes promoting healthy 

lifestyles. Career services assist learners in exploring career options, developing 

professional skills, and connecting with potential employers.75,76  

 

The functioning of support structures in higher education often differs from those in 

vocational institutions. Vocational training colleges in South Africa frequently provide 

accessible and centralised support services, including coordinators who guide 

learners through administrative and academic processes, creating a highly supportive 

environment.13,24 In contrast, HEIs typically feature decentralised and less 

personalised support systems, many of which require in-person attendance and self-

directed navigation.12,23 These differences can present challenges for vocational 
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learners transitioning to higher education, as they may lack familiarity with the self-

directed approach required to navigate university systems effectively. 

 

2.11  Support Structures at UCT 

 

Table 4 displays some of the support services offered by UCT.75 While not exhaustive, 

this list highlights key resources designed to support learners academically, socially, 

and financially, providing an overview of the diverse assistance available to help them 

navigate their university journey. 

 

Table 4: Support Services at UCT 

Category Service Description 

Academic 

Support 

Libraries 

Learners can request books, get referencing 

help, and search for articles, videos, and 

eBooks. 

Virtual Library Service Offers information and referencing support. 

eBook Platforms 
Learners can find online textbooks and 

eBooks for every subject. 

Information and 

Communication 

Technology Services 

Provides software packages.  

Writing Centre Offers one-on-one consultation sessions. 

UCT English Language 

Centre 

Offers general English courses at all levels 

year-round. 

UCT Knowledge Co-op 
Links learners to community partners for 

research projects. 

UCT eResearch 
Provides support for researchers at every step 

of the research data lifecycle. 

International Academic 

Programmes Office 

Supports international postgraduate learners 

with immigration issues, study visas, and 

outgoing mobility opportunities. 

Transitional 

Support 
First-Year Experience 

Helps new learners transition to university life 

through structured orientation, academic 

workshops, mentorship, and peer support 

initiatives. 
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Category Service Description 

Other 

Support 

Services 

Learner Wellness Provides medical and counselling services. 

Disability Service Supports learners with disabilities. 

Careers Service 
Provides career consultations, employer 

networking events, and more. 

Teaching Resources 

Provides detailed ‘how to’ guides, including 

text guides and screencasts for specific online 

teaching practices. 

Financial 

Support 

UCT Financial Aid Office 

Offers guidance on applying for financial aid, 

managing learner loans, and accessing 

scholarships or bursaries. 

Learner Funding 

Administers and manages financial awards, 

such as scholarships, grants, and bursaries to 

support learners in need. 

Funding Advice and 

Support 

Provides information sessions and individual 

consultations to help learners explore financial 

aid options and manage educational 

expenses. 

 

Additionally, UCT provides a dedicated online resource hub for undergraduate and 

postgraduate learners. These resources address the different needs of learners at 

various stages of their academic careers. 

 

2.11.1  Postgraduate and postdoctoral resources 

UCT offers comprehensive guidance for postgraduate learners, including tools for 

academic success, research support, and funding opportunities. These resources are 

complemented with services for postdoctoral researchers to assist with career 

planning, publishing, and accessing grants. The site also provides essential 

information on administrative processes, workshops, and writing retreats to support 

postgraduate scholarship.77  
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2.11.2  Undergraduate resources  

Undergraduate learners can access a variety of online tools to enhance their academic 

experience. These include platforms for managing coursework, tips for improving 

study techniques, and links to support services tailored to their unique academic and 

personal needs. This centralised site ensures that all learners have access to the 

information required to navigate university life effectively.78  

 

2.11.3  Online resource access 

Despite the wide range of services offered, postgraduate learners often underutilise 

them.79,80 This challenge is compounded by the competing demands of research, 

coursework, and personal responsibilities, making it difficult for learners to seek out or 

prioritise these resources.24,59,76,79,81 To address this phenomenon, universities post 

information about their support services on their learning management system (LMS) 

to drive learners towards these resources.82 Additionally, services are frequently 

introduced during undergraduate ‘first-year experiences’, designed to familiarise 

learners with available support.83  

 

As the PGDip EC programme is delivered online, it does not include a physical 

orientation, which may limit opportunities for learners to familiarise themselves with 

the university culture, support services, and academic expectations through in-person 

interactions. Additionally, those entering university studies for the first time would not 

have encountered traditional ‘first-year experiences’. All information regarding support 

services is thus shared through the programme’s LMS and the programme outline.9 

This includes links to academic tools, wellness resources, and programme-specific 

administrative assistance. Additional information is easily accessible on the UCT 

website.75 This approach ensures that PGDip EC learners have access to the 

necessary support resources to navigate their academic journey effectively. 

 

It may take time for learners to locate and navigate academic resources, and if they 

are not aware of what is available, they are unlikely to search for it. For vocationally 

trained paramedics admitted through RPL, this challenge is compounded by limited 

prior exposure to university-level study and online learning environments. The shift 

into the PGDip EC therefore represents not only a transition in academic level but also 

a fundamental change in mode of delivery, requiring digital navigation skills, self-
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regulation, and the capacity to engage meaningfully in virtual online environments. 

These demands are not confined to RPL candidates, as all learners are required to 

adapt to the fully online format of the programme, though vocationally trained learners 

may experience the transition more acutely. Literature shows that similar shifts in other 

professions are often accompanied by difficulties in adapting to online education, 

raising the question of whether vocational paramedics entering postgraduate study 

through RPL face comparable barriers to engagement, persistence, and academic 

integration. 
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CHAPTER 3: A Targeted Review of Educational Theories 

 

3.1  Introduction 

Adult learning recognises that mature learners bring accumulated life experience, 

practical knowledge, and intrinsic motivation into educational contexts. Foundational 

theories such as Knowles’ andragogy emphasise self-direction, understood as the 

learner’s capacity to take initiative, set goals, and regulate their own progress, as well 

as the relevance of learning to immediate needs.50 Kolb’s experiential learning theory 

similarly highlights the cyclical process of reflecting on and applying experience as a 

driver of knowledge construction, while also emphasising that adult learning involves 

cognitive, emotional, and social dimensions.85  

Theoretical perspectives provide various lenses for explaining how adults acquire and 

process knowledge. For example, Cognitive Development Theory, a perspective most 

often applied in early education, conceptualises learning as a biologically driven 

progression through universal stages of maturation. It emphasises internal equilibrium 

and learner readiness, framing knowledge acquisition as a function of independent 

exploration.86 While valuable in the context of early education, this model is less suited 

to the diverse and non-linear trajectories of adults who bring accumulated life and work 

experiences into academic settings 

Behaviourist theories, such as operant conditioning, describe learning as a 

conditioned response to external stimuli, reinforced through repetition and reward.87 

This perspective is applicable in technical or procedural training, where task 

automation and routine practice are essential. However, behaviourism has been 

criticised for its limited explanatory value in postgraduate contexts, where reflective, 

metacognitive, and theoretical demands require higher-order thinking and 

abstraction.86,87 

Cognitive constructivism contributes further insights by emphasising the learner’s 

active role in discovery and the importance of scaffolding, with Bruner’s spiral 

curriculum illustrating how knowledge may be revisited with increasing complexity.88 

While this perspective offers pedagogical strategies, it remains largely psychological 
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and individualistic, with limited attention to the social and institutional conditions that 

shape learning.86-88 

Situated Learning Theory (SLT) provides another perspective, conceptualising 

learning as a process of legitimate peripheral participation within communities of 

practice.89 It emphasises enculturation into social groups and the gradual acquisition 

of expertise through observation and interaction. SLT is associated with vocational 

learning environments, where peer-based immersion and practical apprenticeship are 

common. However, its reliance on extended, informal participation makes it less 

applicable to structured, time-bound higher education programmes, where learners 

must rapidly adapt to academic discourse and institutional expectations.87,89  

Bernstein’s theory of pedagogic discourse offers a contrasting sociological perspective 

by analysing how educational knowledge is classified, framed, and distributed within 

formal systems.90 This approach highlights how vocational knowledge is positioned 

within hierarchies of value, often subordinated to academic knowledge in higher 

education. While it is valuable in critiquing inequality and power relations, pedagogic 

discourse theory provides limited pedagogical strategies for supporting learners at an 

individual level, as it does not engage with the micro-processes of learning or 

mechanisms of scaffolding.86,90 

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory (SCT) provides a further perspective by positioning 

learning as a socially mediated process, shaped by interaction with others and the use 

of cultural tools.2,30 Rather than viewing learning as a solitary or internally driven act, 

SCT situates development within social and institutional contexts, emphasising the 

role of interaction with more experienced individuals and systems of support.2,30,86 

Central to SCT is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which describes the 

space between what a learner can achieve independently and what they can 

accomplish with the guidance of More Knowledgeable Others (MKO).2,30 This 

orientation shifts emphasis away from purely individual development and towards the 

role of collaboration, mediation, and context in shaping learning. 

While each of these theories contributes valuable perspectives on adult learning, they 

do not fully address the particular context of this research, which explores the support 

needs of vocational paramedics transitioning into postgraduate education through 
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RPL for access. Cognitive and behaviourist models focus primarily on individual 

processes or stimulus-response conditioning, offering limited value for understanding 

how learners who possess extensive workplace-based competence engage with 

abstract academic discourse.87 SLT and pedagogic discourse theory illuminate 

important social and structural dynamics yet they provide little practical guidance for 

supporting learners in structured and time-bound programmes such as the PGDip 

EC.89,90 This study required a theoretical framework that could integrate individual 

development with social interaction, acknowledge the legitimacy of prior vocational 

competence, and account for the institutional mediation necessary for success. 

Vygotsky’s SCT was selected because it offers this balance, conceptualising learning 

as a socially mediated process where prior experience can be scaffolded into new 

domains of academic knowledge through interaction with others, the use of cultural 

tools, and engagement with institutional structures.2,30,86,91 The following section 

therefore considers SCT in greater detail and its relevance for understanding the 

transition of vocational learners into postgraduate education. 

3.2  Justification for the Use of SCT 

 

This research adopts Vygotsky’s SCT because it provides a framework that aligns 

closely with the experiences of vocational learners transitioning into postgraduate 

education through RPL. Vocational learners often bring well-established procedural 

competence but may require structured support in adapting to the academic and 

institutional demands of higher education. In the PGDip EC, the one-year programme 

structure limits opportunities for extended, iterative learning, which makes scaffolding 

strategies especially important for facilitating academic adaptation.30,31,91 This 

orientation also reflects national imperatives to strengthen pathways into higher 

education by recognising and developing prior learning as a legitimate route for 

access.10 

Other theories such as Bernstein’s pedagogic discourse, Piaget’s cognitive 

development theory, or Lave and Wenger’s SLT provide valuable insights.86,89,90 

Bernstein’s framework highlights structural inequalities but offers limited guidance at 

the level of the individual learner.90 Piaget’s model, grounded in universal stages, does 

not fully account for the influence of social or institutional mediation in adult learning.86 
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SLT illuminates vocational apprenticeship but assumes extended informal 

participation, which contrasts with the time-bound and structured demands of the 

PGDip EC.89 In contrast, SCT integrates individual development with institutional and 

social mediation, emphasising supported learning within the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD). This makes it well suited to framing the dynamic and often non-

linear transitions experienced by vocational learners. 

Vygotsky’s SCT is not without limitations. Critics have pointed to its absence of clear 

developmental stages and its limited engagement with motivation and emotion.30 

These aspects are important in adult and vocational learning, where confidence, 

identity, and resilience may influence educational outcomes. Nevertheless, SCT is not 

adopted here as a comprehensive theory of learning but as a tool for conceptualising 

support strategies that scaffold learners effectively. Its recursive potential allows 

movement between independence and guided support, reflecting the lived 

experiences of vocational learners who must draw upon existing knowledge while 

adapting to new academic demands. 

For these reasons, SCT was selected as the theoretical foundation of this research. It 

provides a lens through which to conceptualise the support needs of vocational 

learners in transition and aligns with institutional and policy priorities for widening 

access through RPL. 

Building on this justification, it is necessary to consider in greater detail how Vygotsky 

conceptualised learning within interconnected developmental zones. These zones 

illustrate the ways in which learners move from independent ability to guided 

participation and ultimately to mastery, providing a useful framework for understanding 

how vocational learners may bridge the gap between prior experiential competence 

and the demands of postgraduate study. 

 

3.3  The Zones of Development 

 

Vygotsky conceptualised learning as occurring across three interconnected zones of 

development, which describe different stages in a learner’s progression (Figure 1).2,30  

The Zone of Actual Development (ZAD) represents the skills and knowledge a learner 

can demonstrate independently. The ZPD encompasses tasks that the learner cannot 
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yet perform alone but can achieve with guidance, highlighting their potential for growth 

through targeted support. Beyond this lies the Zone of Distal Development (ZDD), 

which includes skills and knowledge currently beyond the learner’s capacity, even with 

assistance, representing future learning potential.30  

 

This conceptualisation is useful in understanding how individuals with vocational 

backgrounds who access higher education through RPL may progress through formal 

academic environments. Many such candidates enter with well-established practical 

competence (ZAD) but require support to engage with the abstract reasoning and 

disciplinary conventions typical of postgraduate study (ZPD). The ZDD remains a 

theoretical space for future development, but one that can inform long-term curriculum 

planning and targeted support.2,30 These zones are not fixed boundaries but fluid 

stages through which learners may move as they are supported to engage in new and 

increasingly complex academic tasks.2,30 

 

Figure 1 illustrates these zones as a continuum, highlighting the central role of support 

in enabling movement from existing knowledge to future capability. 2,30  

 

 

Figure 1: Vygotsky’s Zones of Development 

 

3.4 Scaffolding 

 

The concept of scaffolding, closely associated with Vygotsky’s ZPD, was later 

introduced by educational psychologist Jerome Bruner as part of cognitive 

constructivist theory in the late 1950s.88 Bruner expanded upon Vygotsky’s 
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foundational ideas by emphasising the dynamic role of structured support provided by 

educators or peers, enabling learners to perform tasks beyond their independent 

capabilities.30,31 This structured support, referred to as scaffolding, is gradually 

withdrawn as learners gain proficiency and confidence, ultimately fostering autonomy 

in learning. This perspective aligns with Vygotsky’s focus on the collaborative 

construction of knowledge through engagement with MKOs. 31  

 

The term ‘scaffolding’ derives from its practical use in construction, which refers to the 

temporary structure erected to support workers and materials during the building 

process. Scaffolding holds everything in place, allowing workers to reach higher areas 

safely and efficiently.88 Once the building becomes stable at a given phase, the 

scaffolding is removed or adjusted to support new areas as construction progresses.  

 

This metaphor is particularly apt in education, where scaffolding provides learners with 

the temporary support to build their understanding and skills.31 As in construction, 

educational scaffolding ensures stability and access while allowing for progressive 

growth and development. Therefore, as learners advance, support is gradually 

adapted or removed, enabling them to take full responsibility for their learning 

journey.22  

 

The effectiveness of scaffolding in various educational contexts, particularly in 

supporting learners transitioning into more complex learning environments, is well-

documented in the literature.22,91 For example, scaffolded learning interventions have 

improved critical thinking and problem-solving skills, aligning with Vygotsky’s 

emphasis on fostering higher-order cognitive functions.22,30,91, This may be particularly 

relevant for vocational learners who enter higher education with strong practical skills 

but limited exposure to abstract and theoretical reasoning.  

 

This concept of scaffolding thus provides a valuable theory for understanding 

vocational learners’ transition into higher education. These learners, entering a new 

and often unfamiliar academic environment, may require structured support to 

navigate challenges posed by academic, institutional, and personal expectations.91 

Scaffolding addresses these demands by offering temporary support suited to their 
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needs.91,92 Like building a scaffold, this support can be gradually reduced or adjusted 

as learners gain confidence and develop the skills necessary for independent learning. 

 

Scaffolding should thus not be viewed as a permanent support structure but as a 

dynamic and adaptable system, ensuring that learners receive the assistance they 

need while fostering autonomy over time.92 It is important to distinguish this broader 

conceptualisation of scaffolding from its narrower application in learning design, which 

typically focuses on instructional strategies.92 Although learning design contributes to 

scaffolding, the broader perspective includes institutional, academic, and social 

supports for facilitating transition into higher education. 

 

3.5  Vygotsky’s Theory and Adult Learning 

 

While Vygotsky’s original work focused on children, his concepts equally apply to adult 

learners. Adult learners bring rich life experiences and practical skills to their 

educational journey, forming their ZAD.91,93-96 These experiences provide a strong 

foundation, but as adult learners transition to higher education, they encounter new 

academic challenges that require them to develop new skills, necessitating support 

within their ZPD.31  

 

 

Figure 2: A Conceptual Interpretation of Tools, Rules and Community 
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In facilitating this transition, tools, rules and community form interconnected aspects 

of Vygotsky’s SCT (Figure 2).2 Tools, as mediators of cognitive development, 

encompass tangible and intangible resources such as language, cultural artefacts, and 

technological aids. These tools act as bridges between the learner and their 

environment, enabling the internalisation of knowledge and skills.2 Closely intertwined 

with tools are rules, which refer to the norms, guidelines, and institutional policies 

shaping the learning environment. These rules ensure a structured process that aligns 

institutional expectations with learner needs, providing clarity and consistency in 

academic practices.2 The concept of community further enriches this approach and 

encompasses the networks of peers, educators, mentors, and institutional support 

systems that collectively shape the learner’s experience.2 Figure 2 illustrates the way 

in which tools, rules, and community collectively operate within the ZPD, bridging the 

gap between vocational expertise and academic competence by situating the learner 

at the centre of a scaffolding process.  

 

Transitioning from vocational training to higher education often requires learners to 

adapt to unfamiliar academic tools, rules, and community dynamics. Vygotsky’s SCT, 

the ZPD, and the concept of scaffolding provide a theory for understanding and 

facilitating this adaptation.30,91,94 For the vocational paramedic, scaffolded 

interventions could bridge the gap between their established practical expertise and 

the demands of theoretical engagement, ensuring they are equipped to navigate and 

excel in the complexities of higher education. 

 

3.6  Lens: Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory and Scaffolding 

 

This research is underpinned by Vygotsky’s SCT, which aligns with constructivist 

principles emphasising the interplay of social interactions, language, and cultural 

contexts in the learning process.30,31,94 SCT provides a theoretical foundation for 

understanding learning as a socially mediated process, where individuals construct 

knowledge within a community of practice and through the guidance of More 

Knowledgeable Others (MKOs). Central to SCT is the ZPD, the space between what 

a learner can do independently and what they can achieve with guided support. For 

vocational learners, this space reflects the transition from practice-based competence 

to abstract academic engagement. 
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By anchoring this research within Vygotsky’s SCT, it is posited that vocational learners 

transitioning into postgraduate studies can enhance their cognitive abilities through 

structured support and guidance.31 The ZPD and the scaffolding process thus provide 

a theoretical foundation for understanding how targeted and adaptive support can 

facilitate this transition.30,94 Aligned with the aim and objectives of this research, 

Vygotsky’s theory underscores the role of educational support systems in aiding 

learners as they navigate the challenges of integrating into postgraduate studies. This 

makes SCT a robust and contextually appropriate theoretical framework for examining 

the support needs of vocational learners entering postgraduate education through 

non-traditional pathways. 

 
This research is particularly relevant to vocational learners, whose prior education and 

training often emphasise practical skills over theoretical knowledge and independent 

academic practices.53 The focus on skills-based learning can leave vocational learners 

unprepared to navigate the demands of postgraduate studies, where critical thinking 

and theoretical engagement are essential. As a result, support may be crucial to 

ensuring that vocational learners can adapt successfully to higher education’s 

academic requirements and expectations.22  
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CHAPTER 4: A Descriptive Literature Review of Recognition of 

Prior Learning for Vocational Learners in Emergency Medical Care 

in South Africa 
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4.1  Abstract 

 

Radical advances in emergency medical care education in South Africa have resulted 

in both advancements and suppression. After short-course vocational training, the 

emergency care provider could seek employment in an emergency service. With the 

realignment of emergency medical care programmes to the National Qualifications 

Framework (NQF), these short vocational courses were phased out by 2018. Although 

necessary for educational advancement, these changes prevented vocationally 

trained emergency care providers from articulating into higher education without 

returning to full-time academia. Moreover, despite recognition of prior learning (RPL) 

policies in higher education, few institutes offering emergency medical care 

programmes offered this as an access option.  

 

This descriptive literature review aimed to analyse the RPL processes in South Africa 

and globally. Additionally, insight into RPL candidates’ support requirements for 

postgraduate studies was gained. A systematic search of peer-reviewed journal 

articles, periodicals, dissertations, and governmental reports from 2000 to 2021 was 

conducted. Various databases were accessed, including ProQuest, EBSCOhost, 

LearnTechLib, JSTOR, ERIC, Google Scholar, and the Thesis Repository. The lack of 

literature focusing on the prehospital RPL system in South Africa prompted search 

expansions into the field of health science internationally. Of the 401 screened 

sources, 19 met the researcher’s inclusion criteria. Two additional articles were 

sourced in a repeated search in February 2022.  

 

The findings revealed enablers and barriers for RPL students and expanded on their 

personal and academic transitions. The themes identified through the enablers and 

barriers can assist in identifying additional support for RPL students during their 

educational journey. Ultimately, despite vital institutional transitions in RPL processes, 

intrinsic motivation inspired these students to embrace the challenges they faced, and 

their process of personal transition and lifelong learning began. 

 

Keywords: recognition of prior learning, vocational learning, emergency medical 

providers, paramedic, higher education 
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4.2  Background 

 

Emergency care education in South Africa has evolved rapidly over the last decade 

and is dynamic and continuously changing. Previously, emergency care providers 

could qualify as ‘vocationally trained’ through a short-course tiered system, 

progressing from basic to advanced life support emergency care providers.4,6 After 

successfully completing the relevant course, a certificate was issued, and one would 

be able to enter the prehospital emergency system as a vocationally trained 

emergency care provider. However, these certificate courses were not aligned with 

the National Qualification Framework (NQF). They were discontinued in 2018, 

meaning emergency care providers could no longer qualify or advance in emergency 

care education via vocational or short-course pathways.34 Their educational journey 

was further halted as those who qualified in this system were unable to articulate into 

other qualifications as they did not meet NQF entry requirements. Table 5 details the 

NQF levels and current emergency medical care qualifications.  

 

Table 5: National Qualification Framework Scale with Current Emergency 

Medical Care Qualifications 

Sub-Framework 
NQF 

Level 
Qualification Type Qualification 

General and 

Further Education 

and Training 

Qualifications 

Sub-Framework  

1 Grade 9   

2 

Grade 10  

National Certificates  

Occupational certificates  

 

3 

Grade 11  

National Certificates Level 3 

Occupational Certificates  

 

4 

Grade 12  

National Certificates Level 4  

Occupational Certificates 

 

5 

Higher Certificate  

Advanced National Certificate 

Occupational Certificates 

Higher Certificate in 

Emergency Medical Care (1 

year) 
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Vocationally trained emergency care providers are essential in the emergency medical 

system. Due to the diverse geographical communities within South Africa, emergency 

care providers are often the only providers in rural and marginalised communities. 

This, together with full-time employment, family responsibility, and financial 

challenges, prevent the emergency care provider from returning to full-time education. 

Since the emergency medical NQF programme required to advance the scope of 

practice would take four years, educational advancement is thus out of reach for most 

vocationally trained emergency care providers. These vocational workers were 

suspended at a time when education was rapidly advancing, yet theirs limited them. 

 

4.3 RPL in South Africa 

 

South African vocational emergency care providers have a wealth of operational 

experience, and many perform mentorship roles for undergraduate students. Their 

advancement in career and education (via tertiary education) can be recognised 

through recognition of prior learning (RPL). The South Africa Qualifications 

Association explains this concept as the principles and processes through which the 

prior knowledge and skills of a person are made visible, mediated, and assessed for 

Sub-Framework 
NQF 

Level 
Qualification Type Qualification 

Higher Education 

Qualification Sub-

Framework  

6 

Diploma  

Advanced Certificate  

Occupational Certificates 

Diploma in Emergency 

Medical Care (2 years) 

7 

Degree 

Advanced Diploma 

Postgraduate Certificate 

 

8 
Honours 

Postgraduate Diploma 

Bachelor’s Degree in 

Emergency Medical Care (4 

years) 

9 Masters 
Master’s in Emergency 

Medical Care 

10 Doctorate 
Doctor of Philosophy in 

Emergency Medical Care 
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the purposes of alternative access and admission, recognition and certification, or 

further learning and development.8,10 

 

The RPL process is multi-dimensional; non-formal and informal learning are measured 

across different contexts and certified against credit, access, inclusion, or 

advancement placement within an NQF-aligned qualification.10 Through the RPL 

process, placement into NQF-aligned educational programmes could provide the 

answer vocationally trained emergency care providers have been looking for.  

 

4.4  Educational Opportunities for Vocational Emergency Care Providers 

 

In 2014, the University of Cape Town’s Department of Surgery, Division of Emergency 

Medicine, applied to the Council on Higher Education to add a Postgraduate Diploma 

in Emergency Care (PGDip EC) to their offerings. It took a few years to attain the 

necessary permissions, additional time was required for course design, and the first 

course was launched in 2021. The one-year standalone programme was designed as 

an interdisciplinary course to equip doctors, nurses, and emergency care providers 

working in emergency care systems with theoretical, clinical, research and 

management skills that promote the development of evidence-based emergency care 

across the African content. Entirely online, this NQF Level 8 programme allows for 

distance learning while working full time. Practitioners could improve knowledge and, 

at the same time, develop management and research-based skills in an 

interdisciplinary realm. Students would develop through carefully designed courses 

over the year, focusing on accessing and using best practice evidence-based methods 

in theoretical, research, and management science to improve emergency systems.66   

 

The Division of Emergency Medicine offers this programme to emergency care 

providers, nurses, and doctors with at least a four-year degree or NQF Level 7 

qualification. It also considers those who successfully completed an RPL portfolio 

demonstrating experience and knowledge. Through recognition of the RPL process, 

the vocational emergency care provider can apply for access and gain a postgraduate 

diploma with successful completion. This could then facilitate access to and eligibility 

for higher postgraduate programmes in tertiary education.  
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As the first offering promoting individuals’ transition to a higher education qualification 

at NQF 8 for vocationally trained emergency care providers, the PGDip EC 

qualification offers many opportunities using the RPL process. The online programme 

overcomes the necessity of class attendance but creates new challenges in 

transitioning vocationally trained emergency care providers to postgraduate studies. 

 

The rapidly evolving educational environment provides an exciting area for research. 

This study thus reviewed existing literature detailing the support requirements of 

vocationally qualified emergency care providers who have gained access to 

postgraduate emergency care programmes using a descriptive approach. The findings 

will provide a deeper understanding of RPL and offer insight into successful 

programmes, potential gaps, and challenges experienced by institutions and RPL 

participants. As there is limited knowledge about RPL and support requirements at the 

postgraduate level, this study contributes to the emerging knowledge base. 

 

4.5  Design and Methods 

 

4.5.1  Study design 

A systematic, descriptive review design was used to analyse the RPL process in South 

Africa and globally. Insight to support RPL candidates’ postgraduate studies could be 

gained from this review. The information sources used to conduct this literature review 

included peer-reviewed journal articles, periodicals, dissertations, and governmental 

reports. Using the University of Cape Town library portal, ProQuest, EBSCOhost, 

LearnTechLib, JSTOR, ERIC, Google Scholar, and the Thesis Repository were 

accessed.  

 

4.5.2  Search strategy 

A systematic search was conducted using the ‘advanced search function’ on the 

abovementioned databases. The following search terms were used in various 

combinations: ‘recognition of prior learning or RPL’, ‘vocational or skill training or 

vocational education or skill-based training’, ‘emergency care provider or emergency 

medical care or emergency care’, ‘support needs’ and ‘postgraduate studies’. Further 

specifications of the date range from 2000 to current, and English language, were 

included. The review was done from July 2021 to January 2022. The lack of literature 
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focusing on the prehospital RPL system in South Africa prompted search expansions 

into the health science field. As only a few articles were found in the South African 

context, the search was broadened to include international studies, and a total of 401 

non-duplicate articles were found.  

 

4.5.3  Inclusions and exclusions 

After reviewing the titles and abstracts, 355 articles were excluded as they did not 

relate to the adult learner or were irrelevant to the study. Of the 46 articles reviewed, 

19 were included in this literature review. Two additional articles were excluded for 

repeats (Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3: PRISMA flow diagram of database search and article screening199 

 

4.6  Results 

 

This literature review aimed to explore RPL processes within South Africa and gain 

insight into vocational emergency care providers’ support requirements when 

transitioning into postgraduate studies.  
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Of the 19 articles relating to this study’s aims, four were internationally based, three 

were within the African continent, and 12 were from South Africa. A majority of the 

literature used a qualitative methodology, where one-on-one interviews expanded the 

journey into higher education through RPL and students’ experiences while studying.  

 

4.6.1  Transition through recognition of prior learning 

In research exploring Malaysian postgraduates’ support requirements, Abiddin and 

Ismail epitomised higher education by identifying the only constant as change.81 For 

the current study, the researcher views the South African education system, within the 

definition of change, as an ever-transforming system.98 Through the dire need for 

transformation, the concept of RPL was expanded with the vision of facilitating 

educational access and developing those previously unable to advance into higher 

education.19,99 However, despite the RPL process’ intentions, the execution was slow, 

particularly in the field of health science, with little to no focus on the prehospital 

context.99 Institutional capacity was also recognised as one of the most significant 

challenges for the successful implementation of RPL.99,100  

 

To determine students’ support requirements, barriers and enablers must be explored. 

Enablers in the context of this research include support structures that had a positive 

influence on the students’ journey throughout the programme. Conversely, barriers 

can be considered as those that have a negative influence or effect. By exploring these 

two concepts, areas that promoted and impacted individuals’ learning and successful 

transition could be identified. Support requirements should thus be investigated, 

enhancing those already in place, and implementing new measures in areas where 

support may be insufficient or completely lacking through participatory action research. 

 

Consistent themes emerged throughout the literature and are summarised in Table 6 

and then further discussed. These are divided into three themes, with subthemes of 

enablers and barriers. 
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Table 6: Themes and Subthemes Influencing Postgraduate RPL Students’ 

Successful Transition 

 Enablers Barriers 

Individual 

Personal growth 

Personal motivation 

Support Structures 

Personal failure  

Financial constraints 

Time restrictions 

Academic 
Personal experience 

Flexibility 

Academic writing/language 

barriers 

Ability to learn 

Technology 

Institutional Services offered 

University Culture 

Orientation 

Lack of guidance 

 

4.6.2  Individual enablers and barriers 

To quantify personal growth and transition during education is difficult due to the 

nature of this concept, yet this theme was repeatedly presented during the literature 

review.18,22,23,58,76,81,99–102 Through the actual RPL process, applicants experience the 

first concept of transition. For many, successful acceptance in the RPL process 

increased self-confidence and boosted self-motivation, allowing a generic feeling of 

achievement.18,81,84,99,101,102 This intrinsic motivation based on the elevation of self-

worth enhances the learning experience for the RPL student; that which was not 

possible is now achievable.102 For the vocational learner who previously did not meet 

entry requirements to higher education, this process of proving self-worth and self-

confidence could be internalised as the first achievement in educational progression.  

 

Hoffman and Julie explored the academic transition process and argued that many 

educational transitional challenges are linked to the primary motivation for pursuing 

further studies.22 Self-actualisation and improvement on an existing body of knowledge 

were identified as the most significant intrinsic motivational factors.100 Moreover, 

although progression in education was initially thought to promote professionalism and 

employability, the main effect was personal.100 Academic transition was the concept 

feared by most students, where words such as ‘fear of failure’ were used during 
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interviews.42,102 This perceived and potential barrier could prevent successful 

progression due to the ideology of failure.  

 

Based on the positive personal transition most students experienced when entering 

postgraduate studies through the RPL process, family support structures were further 

explored in this literature review; family and peer support was rated the most 

valuable.99,100,102 Moreover, of the social support students received, the support 

acquired from fellow students was identified as the most influential.18,52,102 A degree of 

commonality amongst RPL students resulted in private workgroups, increased inter-

student support, and a perceived sense of belonging. The education journey can be 

lonesome and despairing, especially for the RPL candidate who does not carry the 

institutional experience. The need for acceptance is intrinsic in the social being; thus, 

inter-student support promotes motivation, inspiration and a positive experience.18 

Hamer epitomises this concept by exploring a philosophy of recognition in RPL and 

human agency, concluding that ‘this is a way to see and be seen’.42 This emphasis on 

self-worth and belonging can support and motivate learning.42  

 

Financial challenges, including loss of income and concern over additional expenses, 

were highlighted as a significant hindrance and often resulted in the non-completion 

of postgraduate studies.18,58,103 Secondary to finances, time was identified as one of 

the greatest sacrifices RPL students made.29 The implication of balancing study, work 

and family often hindered students’ transition into postgraduate studies, resulting in 

conflicting role demands.52,103  

 

4.6.3  Academic enablers and barriers 

This theme outlined the most barriers RPL students experienced. In using the RPL 

process to access postgraduate studies, many steps within academic growth are 

omitted. Together with individuals’ lack of knowledge of academic protocol, it was 

noted that these students initially relied on emotion and personal experience to guide 

their writing rather than data or scientific research.52 Due to the pedagogical ‘rote-

learning’ style that many vocational learners were exposed to pre-apartheid, pre-

university learning fails as a foundation of critical thinking skills.30 Mastering language 

and interpretation of meaning was another challenge experienced.100,104 Most South 

African universities use English or Afrikaans as the language of instruction, which is 
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not the first language of the majority of South Africans, further challenging the 

educational journey.29 This linguo-cultural barrier compounds the stress dynamic, 

especially in the transition phase into higher education.22,52,105 The time required to 

learn a new vocabulary and understand departmental meaning in assessments and 

academic-related concepts is deemed a barrier that could articulate across the 

programme.  

 

Although personal experience was considered an enabler, the downside was age and 

the years since studying last took place. Many students who were interviewed 

expressed the need to ‘learn to study’ again.29,32 This process of learning to study, the 

pressure for critical thinking and scientific writing, together with a new orientation to 

the university culture, often resulted in delays in adjusting to the learning process. It 

was noted the flexibility of online programmes assisted as the mature learner could 

engage in learning material at any time.29  

 

Asamoah identifies that effective teaching depends on rich knowledge, critical thinking, 

expertise in subject matter and the use of technology.76 While the former are 

educational and experience requirements, technology can both hinder and support 

online learning. Asamoah further eludes that the advances in technology directed for 

higher education has been augmented with the intrinsic motivation of students 

presenting with a desire to learn without barriers.76 As education transitions from 

traditional to the online platform, technological expertise is no longer a 

recommendation but a necessity. Moreover, at the postgraduate level, the assumption 

of technological competence exists. This assumption is based on the premise that 

students advance from undergraduate to postgraduate studies, and technological 

knowledge expands during this journey. However, the RPL candidate entering the 

postgraduate level may not have experienced the necessity to grow in the 

technological domain and therefore faces an additional challenge in his journey of 

learning.76  

 

Moreover, to access the learner management systems used by universities, an 

electronic device that supports internet connectivity is required. Although almost every 

student owns a smartphone, the size of the screen does not allow for effective reading, 

completion of assessments or generic course-related scholarly events This can 
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become a costly addition to study material, especially when specialised platforms, 

applications or systems are required. In addition, despite the flexibility of online 

studying, the national and global energy crisis results in unreliable electricity supply 

and internet inconsistencies, which delay scheduled study sessions.22,76  

 

4.6.4  Institutional enablers and barriers 

A common theme among students who had never attended university was a lack of 

orientation to the institutional culture.24,58,76,103,106,107 Orientation ranged from gaining 

an understanding of lines of communication within the university and the department 

responsible for the programme, exploring additional services offered, and generic 

movement from registration to admission, and then the learning system used. Brenner 

similarly suggests that a link between the RPL students’ unfamiliarity with university 

processes and lack of cultural capital may be a barrier and delay transition.23 The 

natural causal sequence thus requires additional interrogation, delaying the rapid 

adaption required in terms of workload, schedules and performance.24  

 

Each higher education institution comprises interdepartmental components that aid 

the student’s journey. One would start with registration, and progress through finance 

and logistics to the specific programme-related teaching divisions. Roles are clearly 

defined among registrars, educators and tutors, and most learning management 

systems clearly display the relevant persons to approach when support is required. 

Yet this multi-layered staff organogram conflicts with many emergency medical care 

vocational courses. In these, one or two educators play multiple roles in terms of 

administration, education, and generic go-to-person for almost all course-related 

issues. In the reviewed literature, vocationally taught students thus expressed 

confusion in understanding this interdepartmental approach and tended to contact the 

programme manager for most issues.24,55,103 As this often requires a query redirection, 

time frustrations can be perceived as a lack of support or guidance.58,103  

 

Despite this, most higher education institutions have multiple support centres to aid 

students’ transition and educational journey, but minimal references to these 

departments were found in the reviewed literature. As many barriers and frustrations 

were voiced by RPL students, it can be assumed that these were underutilised, 

although the reasons for this should be further explored. 
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4.7 RPL Students’ Transition 

 

To grasp the transition process, one must be cognizant of both the academic and 

personal journey undertaken by the RPL student. Through intrinsic motivation, these 

RPL students have held onto a dream of purpose. Dykes claims if prior knowledge 

and learning are devalued and disregarded, their importance is negated.21 By 

suppressing this knowledge, the student’s transformation towards lifelong learning is 

silenced.21  

 

When entering a postgraduate programme, the goal is graduation and certification, but 

the journey to this point necessitates change. While the primary expectation of change 

entails student transition, the need for quality education has warranted a reform of 

higher education.81 The varied backgrounds of the mature RPL students add a unique 

and unequalled experience to each programme, and it is this experience that higher 

education facilities should harness in further developing RPL policies.  

 

4.8  Conclusion 

 

Despite a floundering start, the conception of RPL is gaining momentum in higher 

Education in South Africa, and slowly spreading throughout Africa. To disregard 

vocational learners’ wealth of knowledge is deleterious and would cement the future 

of the mature student. Equally, to advance the vocational learner infers an 

understanding of their requirements and support needs.  

 

After evaluating the enablers and barriers in the literature reviewed for this study, 

multiple themes were identified. These were categorised into subthemes based on 

individual, academic and institutional enablers and barriers. To accurately determine 

RPL students’ support requirements, an understanding of their challenges and support 

areas is vital. Although many enablers were identified, there are multiple areas where 

support requirements can be actioned for improved transition. It is of interest to note 

that despite barriers’ potential negative impact, many students embrace these as 

opportunities and, on reflection, realise that the barriers became enablers through their 
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personal transition during their studies. It is in this growth process where true transition 

occurs. 

 

4.9  Discussion of Section 1 

 

The word ‘success’ is used in this study to encapsulate key outcomes for the 

vocational learner: successful transition, successful progression, and successful 

acceptance. Success is defined as “the accomplishment of an aim or purpose”.98 To 

quantify ‘success’ within the context of this research, this study draws on literature 

where success in transitioning to higher education involves academic achievement 

and adaptation to institutional norms. The literature further frames success as a 

combination of personal growth, effective integration, and resilience in overcoming 

barriers.18,22,58,108 

 

Vygotsky’s SCT underpins this conceptualisation by suggesting that success is 

mediated through tools, rules, community, and structured support, enabling learners 

to bridge gaps in knowledge and skill to achieve positive outcomes (Figure 1) The 

word ‘success’ is used in this study to encapsulate key outcomes for the vocational 

learner: successful transition, successful progression, and successful acceptance. 

Success is defined as “the accomplishment of an aim or purpose”.98 To quantify 

‘success’ within the context of this research, this study draws on literature where 

success in transitioning to higher education involves academic achievement and 

adaptation to institutional norms. The literature further frames success as a 

combination of personal growth, effective integration, and resilience in overcoming 

barriers.18,22,58,108 

 

Vygotsky’s SCT underpins this conceptualisation by suggesting that success is 

mediated through tools, rules, community, and structured support, enabling learners 

to bridge gaps in knowledge and skill to achieve positive outcomes (Figure 1).2 These 

perspectives validate the broad definition of success as applied in this study. 

 

The barriers and enablers vocational learners face when transitioning into higher 

education ultimately play a role in these learners’ success. Integrated within the 

enablers and barriers are tools, rules, and community.2 Tools, including tangible 
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resources such as technology and intangible assets like language and prior 

knowledge, mediate learning, enabling learners to connect their vocational expertise 

with the demands of academic study.2,12 Rules, reflected in institutional policies and 

academic frameworks, provide necessary structure and consistency but can also 

create barriers when misaligned with vocational learners’ diverse backgrounds.2,13,84 

Community, comprising networks of peers, mentors, and institutional support systems, 

offers critical guidance and emotional reinforcement, acknowledging the learner as a 

social being.2,16,102 Together, these interconnected elements influence how vocational 

learners navigate and overcome the challenges of higher education. 

 

In this descriptive literature review, RPL emerged as an important tool, facilitating 

individuals’ access by validating non-formal and informal learning, addressing 

historical inequities, and enabling vocational learners to enter advanced academic 

pathways.99,110 However, access alone does not guarantee success. Overcoming 

barriers in academic preparedness, institutional navigation, and theoretical 

engagement requires comprehensive and well-structured support systems providing 

scaffolding that can help vocational learners to thrive in academic 

environments.24,55,100  
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SECTION 2 

Mixed Methodology Studies 
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Four interconnected studies (Chapters 7-9) in this section explore the lived 

experiences of RPL candidates enrolled in the PGDip EC programme. The section 

also provides an overarching discussion of ethical considerations, detailing the 

principles applied throughout the research process, measures taken to address 

biases, and insights drawn from a reflexive journal. 
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CHAPTER 5: Research Design 

 

This chapter outlines the research design for this study and explains how the chosen 

methods, informed by the social constructivist orientation of Vygotsky’s SCT and the 

collaborative focus of PAR, align with the objectives of the research and the aim of 

developing a conceptual framework of support for vocational paramedics transitioning 

into postgraduate study through RPL. 

 

A key consideration during the research design was learners as a vulnerable 

population, and RPL candidates may be considered even more vulnerable because of 

the potential challenges or assumptions linked to their academic preparation and 

transition into postgraduate study. There was also a design consideration that the 

vocational learners should not feel singled out or disadvantaged during the research. 

Thus, during the design of the four studies, these aspects were considered. These 

considerations are discussed here, and specific details regarding different 

methodologies are presented within each study. 

 

At a broader level, the nature of the research questions shaped the methodological 

approach. This study was concerned with understanding how vocational learners 

experience and navigate academic systems, and the support they may require to do 

this successfully. Such a question is inherently exploratory, aligning with the view of 

knowledge as being co-constructed and situated within lived experience. From this 

social constructivist position, meaning is generated through interaction, dialogue, and 

shared interpretation, making the voices of learners an essential component of the 

inquiry. As a result, PAR provided a methodological orientation that could engage with 

the complexity of these experiences, while the indirect approach balanced the need 

for learner voice with the ethical responsibility to avoid overburdening a vulnerable 

group. 
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5.1  Research Design 

 

The investigation was divided into four interconnected studies (Table 1) to meet the 

primary study’s aims and objectives. Many of these contained sub-studies, and as 

PAR was used, they built upon the findings of the previous one, creating a progressive 

and iterative research process. This approach allowed for a comprehensive 

exploration of the research questions, with the studies conducted from 2021 to 2024. 

Figure 4 represents a chronological timeline of all four studies conducted in this 

research 

 

The findings from studies one, two, and three collectively informed study four (figure 

5), which resulted in the development of a conceptual framework of support for 

vocational paramedics transitioning to postgraduate studies (Chapter 15). 

 

 

Figure 4: Chronological Timeline of Studies Conducted in the Research 
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Figure 5: Infographic of Research Design 

 

5.1.1 Study 1 

Study 1 (Chapter 4) addressed the first objective and employed a descriptive literature 

review to explore the enablers, barriers, and challenges vocational learners faced in 

transitioning to postgraduate education. This foundational study established the 

theoretical framework underpinning subsequent investigations and was therefore 

discussed earlier in this research. Full details of the literature collection process, 

analysis, and identification of themes are presented in Chapter 4. 

 

5.1.2  Study 2 

Study 2 (Chapters 7, 8 and 9) was designed to address the second research objective, 

which focused on understanding how vocational learners adapt to postgraduate study 

and what support mechanisms facilitate their progression. By integrating quantitative 

and qualitative methods, this study sought to identify learning styles, explore academic 

experiences, and generate evidence to inform the conceptual framework for 

supporting RPL candidates.  

 



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

62 

A sequential multi-method design was employed as follows: 

1. An analysis of the 2021 and 2022 cohort annual marks (for all courses on the 

programme),  

2. An assessment using the HMLSQ,  

3. Semi-structured interviews with RPL candidates 

 

This multi-method approach was selected to capture both measurable academic 

performance and the lived experiences of RPL candidates. Quantitative data, such as 

the final grades of the cohort and HMLSQ results, provided descriptive insights into 

learning styles and academic achievement, while qualitative interviews offered depth 

and context to these findings. Integrating both strands allowed for a more 

comprehensive understanding of the support needs and learning trajectories of 

vocational learners. 

 
Study 2 was conducted within the PGDip EC programme at UCT, which comprises a 

mixed cohort of RPL and traditionally admitted students. No distinction was made 

between the different groups in the cohort. Data collection took place across the 2021 

and 2022 academic years (see tables 8 and 9). 

 

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from UCT, and is further detailed in 

chapters 6, and 8,7,  

 

5.1.3 Study 3 

Study 3 (Chapters 10–14) addressed the third research objective, which was to 

evaluate the progression of RPL candidates during their postgraduate studies. This 

study employed three iterative cycles of PAR, which ultimately informed the 

development of a support framework for vocational paramedics transitioning into 

postgraduate study through RPL for access (figure 6). Given that learners were 

considered a vulnerable population, with RPL candidates assumed to be more so due 

to their non-traditional academic backgrounds, an indirect approach to PAR was 

adopted in the first two cycles. This approach engaged the programme convenor and 

tutors as co-researchers to reflect on and respond to learner experiences, allowing the 

learners to focus on their studies without additional pressure.  
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This approach aligns with emerging recognition of indirect participation in PAR, where 

institutional actors reflect and act on behalf of learner groups.155,157 Such methods are 

increasingly validated in educational contexts where learners are constrained in their 

capacity to engage directly.146 Mertler affirms that educators, administrators, or 

academic staff may be well-positioned to act as co-researchers in the PAR process, 

particularly when embedded in the learning environment and able to drive iterative 

improvements.159 This adaptation maintains the integrity of the reflective cycle central 

to PAR while upholding ethical standards and safeguarding participant well-

being.160,161 

 

In the third PAR cycle, learner perspectives were incorporated more directly through 

reflective questionnaires and feedback. Further details of each PAR cycle, including 

data collection, analysis, and findings, are presented in the corresponding PAR 

chapters. 

 

Study 3 spanned two years (2022 and 2023 (see figure x)) and was conducted using 

PAR (Chapters 10-14). Three cycles of PAR were conducted: 

1. Cycle one expanded the tutor group in 2022 (Chapter 12). 

2. Cycle two developed a Tutor Student Charter for boundary setting (Chapter 13). 

This process included:  

a. facilitation of a focus group discussion with the tutor group (Chapter 

13.11) 

b. content analysis of the discussion to identify key themes, which led to 

the development of the Tutor–Student Charter; (Chapter 13.11). 

c. use of a safety cross to follow tutor-learner communication over a three-

month period (Chapter 13.9.1). 

d. comparison of the safety cross results with the PGDip EC timetable, and 

the availability commitments outlined in the Tutor Student Charter 

(Chapter 13.9.1.1) 

e. distribution of three questionnaires to the tutors, one per month, over a 

three-month period (Chapter 13.9.2).  

f. content analysis of the feedback from the questionnaires (Chapter 

13.9.2) 
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3. Cycle three explored support and progression of learners through two 

questionnaires: analysis  

a. administration of a questionnaire to the 2023 PGDip EC cohort, focusing 

on their engagement with university support services during the 

academic year (Chapter 14.3) 

b. administration of a questionnaire to graduates from the 2022 PGDip EC 

cohort to determine whether they had enrolled in further qualifications 

post-graduation (Chapter 14.4.1). 

c. content analysis of the responses from both questionnaires (Chapter 

14.7) 

 

Figure 6: Chronological Overview of PAR Cycles and Associated Tasks 

 

5.1.4 Study 4 

Study 4 (Chapter 15) synthesised the findings from the previous studies to form a 

conceptual framework of support for vocational paramedics transitioning to 

postgraduate studies, the fourth objective. This framework incorporates theoretical 

insights with practical integration to provide a structured and adaptable approach to 

addressing the challenges vocational paramedics encounter. 
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5.2 Timelines 

 

The timelines for the research were sequential, with each phase building on the 

findings of the previous one; this sequence is depicted in Figures 4,5 and 6. 

 

5.3  Sample Size 

 

The initial research design exclusively focused on RPL candidates within the PGDip 

EC programme. However, the scope was later broadened to include all learners 

enrolled in the PGDip EC programme between 2021 and 2023 to avoid isolating this 

vulnerable population (Table 8). This adjustment allowed for descriptive analysis 

between RPL and non-RPL candidates, offering a more inclusive and balanced 

exploration of their experiences while safeguarding the well-being of the RPL group. 

 

To contextualise the sample size, Table 7 presents the applications and admissions 

to the PGDip EC programme for 2021 and 2022, distinguishing between RPL and non-

RPL candidates. In 2021, there were 98 applications, of which 53  through the RPL 

route and 45 were non-RPL. Ten RPL applicants were admitted (18.9 percent), 

alongside 13 non-RPL applicants (28.9 percent). In 2022, applications increased to 

139, with 81 RPL and 58 non-RPL candidates. Of these, 21 RPL applicants were 

admitted (29.6 percent) and nine non-RPL applicants (13.2 percent). In 2023, 

applications rose further to 179, with 103 submitted through the RPL route and 76 via 

the non-RPL route. Eighteen RPL applicants were admitted (24 percent), while 29 non-

RPL applicants gained admission (28.2 percent). Taken together, these figures 

indicate that across the three years, more than half of the total applications were 

submitted through the RPL route, suggesting the potential for vocational paramedics 

to seek advancement in higher education and positioning this pathway as an important 

mechanism for expanding access. 
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Table 7: Applications and Admissions to the PGDip EC (2021-2023) 

 
Total 

Applications 

RPL 

Applications 

Non-RPL 

Applications 

RPL 

Admitted 

(Rate) 

Non-RPL 

Admitted 

(Rate) 

2021 98 53 45 10 (18.9%) 13 (28.9%) 

2022 139 81 8 21 (29.6%) 9 (13.2%) 

2023 179 76 103 18 (24%) 
29 

(28.16%) 

 

As the PAR cycles followed an indirect approach, the specific participants involved in 

each cycle are described in detail within the respective sections and is detailed in table 

8. 

 

Table 8: Inclusion, Sample Size and Participants per Study 

 Study Inclusion 
Sample 

Size 
Participants 

Study 2 HMLSQ (presented as 

a quiz in the first PGDip 

Course) 

All 2021 PGDip EC 

learners  

 

All 2022 PGDip EC 

learners 

24 

 

 

35 

24 

 

 

35 

Interviews with RPL 

candidates 

All 2021 RPL 

candidates 

11 10 (One unable to 

participate due to 

work constraints) 

Study 3 

  Cycle 1 

 

   

 

Invitation to join a tutor 

group 

 

 

All 2021 PGDip EC 

learners  

Tutors 

 

24 

 

6 

 

4 

 

6 

 Cycle 2 Development of Tutor 

Student Charter 

Tutors 6 6 

 Cycle 3 2023 PGDip EC cohort 

feedback questionnaire 

2022 PGDip EC 

graduate feedback 

questionnaire 

All 2023 PGDip EC 

learners  

All 2022 PGDip EC 

learners (now 

graduates) 

27 

 

35 

29 

 

14 
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CHAPTER 6: Ethical Concerns and Considerations 

 

6.1  Vulnerable Population 

 

Learners are widely regarded as a vulnerable population within educational research, 

which necessitates heightened ethical consideration to safeguard their well-being.111 

This is especially relevant when research involves learners who are in transition, such 

as those entering higher education through RPL. Within this study, the decision to 

exclude RPL candidates from the core design process was informed by their 

heightened vulnerability as learners who had never previously engaged with higher 

education. They were perceived by the research team as potentially vulnerable due to 

the perceived academic and institutional adjustments required of them. Recognising 

the potential for added stress or disruption to their learning journey, measures were 

implemented to ensure that participation did not negatively impact their academic 

experience or well-being. Care was taken to prevent any perception of coercion, 

punishment for non-participation, or discrimination, and to ensure that participants 

were not singled out within the classroom as the cohort under study, thereby protecting 

the integrity of the research and the rights of the participants.10 

 

Although RPL candidates were involved in the research, they were not the primary 

contributors to the design of the PAR cycles. Their engagement was limited to 

interviews and questionnaires sent at strategic times, such as semester break, which 

ensured that whilst the research remained embedded in their lived experience, they 

were able to focus on their studies rather than the research. This selective involvement 

reflected a deliberate methodological choice, shaped by the time-intensive nature of 

participatory design and a commitment to ethical practice.  

 

The researcher employed the following strategies to protect participants: 

 

1. Timing of Interviews: All interviews with RPL candidates were conducted after 

the participants completed assessments in their courses to avoid interfering 

with learning times or academic opportunities. This timing ensured that 
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participants could fully engage in the research process without compromising 

their focus on coursework or academic performance. 

2. Voluntary Participation: Participation in the study was entirely voluntary, with no 

pressure or obligation to take part. Clear information about the purpose and 

scope of the research was provided to all participants, who were free to 

withdraw from the study before the analysis stage. Since the results from the 

questionnaire that was sent to learners were anonymised, individual responses 

could not be identified or withdrawn once submitted. 

3. Non-Interference with Educational Experience: The PAR cycles used in Study 

3 (Chapters 12, 13 and 14) were purposefully designed to avoid interfering with 

the educational experience of any learners, including RPL candidates. For 

example, these cycles included tutors rather than learners, ensuring that the 

research activities did not disrupt the learners’ academic journey. 

4. To avoid overburdening this cohort, the action research cycles were developed 

and refined primarily through the involvement of institutional stakeholders, such 

as tutors and academic staff.10,11,130 

 

6.2  Trustworthiness 

 

To ensure the findings are trustworthy, the qualitative research studies were designed 

with attention to the four established criteria of trustworthiness: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.111-115 

 

6.2.1  Credibility 

The studies were designed to triangulate each other and build on the body of work in 

this research (Figure 7) to make sure the research findings are credible. The methods 

employed in studies one and two included questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, 

and data analysis. These approaches are well-recognised and widely established in 

research designs.112 These three methods were used for method and data 

triangulation, enhancing the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings. 111-115 
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Figure 7: Triangulation Used Within this Research 

 

6.2.2 Transferability 

Transferability refers to the way in which findings can be applied to other contexts or 

settings.114 This was achieved through thick descriptions of the research context, 

participants, methodologies, and data collection processes.111,112 Guba emphasises 

that rich, detailed, contextual information enables others to assess the applicability of 

the research outcomes.111-113,115 Unlike generalisation, which aims to apply findings 

universally across diverse populations, transferability allows readers to determine 

whether the findings are relevant to their specific contexts.111 While the sample size 

and specific context of this study may not support generalisation, its emphasis on 

detailed, context-rich descriptions ensures that the findings are meaningful and 

valuable to educators and researchers working in similar environments. 

 

6.2.3 Dependability 

Dependability was ensured by maintaining a transparent and systematic approach 

throughout the study.111 This involved keeping detailed records of the research path 

to establish a comprehensive audit trail. A reflexive journal, as discussed in 

subheading 6.5, was an integral part of this process, enabling the researcher to 

document their personal insights and evaluate the impact of their positionality on the 

study.113-115  
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6.2.4  Confirmability 

Confirmability refers to the degree to which the findings are shaped by the data rather 

than by the researcher’s biases, motivations, or perspectives.111 In this study, 

confirmability was supported through several strategies. An audit trail was maintained 

to provide transparency in the decision-making process and to document the 

progression of the research. Reflexive journaling was undertaken throughout to 

acknowledge and critically reflect on the researcher’s own assumptions and potential 

influence on the study.116,117 In addition, a research assistant independently coded the 

qualitative data, with any discrepancies between the researcher’s and assistant’s 

analyses reviewed collaboratively. This process ensured that the findings remained 

anchored in the data and not in subjective interpretations. 

 

6.3  Bias 

 

6.3.1  The researcher 

During the proposal phase of the research process, the researcher served as a tutor 

for the 2021 PGDip EC programme, and the potential for power imbalances and 

unintentional biases due to this dual role was recognised. To address these concerns, 

the researcher withdrew from their tutoring role before submitting the research 

proposal. Additionally, the following measures were implemented to safeguard ethical 

standards and minimise potential bias: 

 

1. The researcher was not involved in teaching, assessing or grading the PGDip 

EC learners’ work. 

2. Access to learner information was limited strictly to research-related tasks and 

was only permitted once permissions were obtained.  

3. Triangulation methods were used to reduce personal bias. An external research 

assistant was tasked with analysing the data independently to enhance 

objectivity, ensuring findings were collaboratively and independently validated. 

4. Informed consent was obtained from all participants in a manner free from 

coercion. The voluntary nature of participation was emphasised to ensure that 

candidates did not feel obligated to participate and could withdraw until data 

analysis occurred. Detailed information about the research objectives and 
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procedures was provided, enabling participants to make informed decisions 

regarding their participation. 

 

6.3.2  Primary supervisor 

The research supervisor is employed within UCT’s Division of Emergency Medicine, 

where the research was conducted. Furthermore, they serve as programme convener 

for the PGDip EC. This presented ethical challenges, and the research was 

purposefully designed to reduce the impact. The following measures were thus 

implemented to address these concerns and ensure objectivity and participant 

comfort: 

 

1. Separation of Roles: The primary supervisor was excluded from any 

involvement in interviews or direct interactions with participants during the data 

collection process. The researcher sent all information letters requesting 

participation in the research. This ensured that participants could freely express 

their experiences without fear of judgement or academic repercussions.  

2. External Oversight: A research assistant confirmed the data analysis findings, 

mitigating potential bias in data interpretation. This independent oversight 

ensured objectivity and reinforced that the conclusions were grounded in the 

data.119  

3. Dissemination of Findings: Continuous feedback was provided to the Division 

of Emergency Medicine throughout the research process. Preliminary findings 

were shared to inform and enhance ongoing support structures for PGDip EC 

learners. This approach ensured that the study’s insights were applied in real 

time.  
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6.4  Ethical Approval 

 

Ethical approval was obtained from the UCT’s Health Research Ethics Committee: 

 

1. Study 1 - HREC 012/2022 (Appendix 1) 

2. Study 2 - HREC 041/2022 (Appendix 2) 

3. Study 3 - HREC 042/2022) (Appendix 3) 

 

Permission was also granted by the Department of Student Affairs at UCT to access 

learners (Appendix 4). 

 

6.5  Reflexive Journal 

 

Reflexive journaling is integral to qualitative research, particularly in fields such as 

education, sociology, and health sciences.116-118 This methodological practice 

enhances the trustworthiness of research by encouraging transparency about the 

researcher’s embedded role within the study.116-118 By documenting their thoughts, 

decisions, and biases, researchers provide a clear audit trail of their influence on the 

research, fostering credibility and accountability.118 Reflexivity acknowledges that the 

researcher is an active participant shaping the research process rather than a 

detached observer. This practice enables researchers to examine their perspectives 

and biases, ensuring these do not overshadow the study. By engaging in reflexivity, 

the researcher maintained a balance 

 

6.5.1  Researcher’s reflexive journal extract 

The researcher maintained a reflexive journal during the study, with the following 

section presenting an extract from these reflections. 

 

The origins of my research interest lie in my early experiences as a learner in 

emergency medical care studies at NQF Level 6. During this time, I was influenced by 

the mentorship I received from vocational paramedics. These individuals were not just 

mentors but emergency care providers whose expertise and guidance shaped my 

skills and understanding of the field. Their dedication to their craft and ability to balance 
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teaching with real-world practice inspired my desire to contribute meaningfully to the 

field of paramedicine. 

 

However, I observed a stark divergence as I advanced my academic journey. While I 

was able to pursue higher education and broaden my professional horizons, many of 

my mentors faced personal and systemic constraints that hindered their ability to do 

the same. These constraints created barriers that prevented them from engaging with 

the evolving educational landscape. Today, as I near the completion of this journey, 

many of my mentors continue to serve as vocational paramedics. This realisation 

became the foundation for my research, shaping the central questions and 

methodological choices that guided the study.  

 

My entry into education as an educator revealed the multifaceted challenges learners 

face in their academic journeys. For over a decade, I worked with learners from diverse 

backgrounds, observing their varying support needs and barriers to progression. As a 

programme coordinator, I became immersed in the realities of each learner’s life, 

gaining a deeper understanding of how educational privileges I had taken for granted 

were inaccessible to many. Listening to their life stories highlighted the systemic 

inequities that shaped their experiences. Guided by the motto of “changing education 

one learner at a time”, I aimed to make meaningful differences in their lives. Yet, I often 

felt my efforts were insufficient, as older learners struggled to advance while new 

entrants seamlessly entered the emergency care field. This lingering sense of 

inadequacy drove me toward research, seeking deeper insights and systemic 

solutions to bridge these gaps. 

 

6.5.1.1  Navigating bias and dual roles 

To learn about the programme, I intended to use as a setting for this research, I initially 

assisted as a quality reviewer during the design of the PGDip EC, and later served as 

a tutor for the first intake in 2021. However, after completing the first two courses and 

gaining approvals for this research, I recognised the potential for my biases as both a 

tutor and researcher to influence the research outcomes. This was further highlighted 

during the review by the divisional ethical committee. I thus withdrew from the tutoring 

role to mitigate this challenge. Although I was familiar with many of the RPL 

candidates, my interactions with them were deliberately limited to contact sessions 
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specifically conducted for the research to maintain professional boundaries and avoid 

undue influence or bias.  

 

Balancing familiarity with impartiality presented challenges, and I consciously had to 

navigate my connection to the programme and the RPL participants to ensure their 

narratives were represented authentically. This process required careful attention to 

the power dynamics between me as a researcher and the participants, ensuring that 

their voices remained at the centre of the study. Adopting participatory action and 

constructivist approaches enabled ongoing engagement with the RPL candidates, 

allowing their stories and experiences to actively shape the research. These 

approaches recognise the power dynamics and position participants as co-creators of 

knowledge.117 By prioritising their experiences, I was able to mitigate the influence of 

my own biases and foster a collaborative and ethical research process that honoured 

the authenticity of their contributions. 

 

Although I struggled to ground my research in the early stages, it became clear that I 

was employing a constructivist approach as I progressed, which emphasises that 

knowledge is co-constructed through interactions between the researcher and 

participants.81 This understanding resonated with Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD, 

which describes the space where learning occurs through guided interaction and 

support.40 Recognising the parallels between my own intellectual journey and the 

theory of the ZPD, I began to see how my research process mirrored this model. Just 

as learners in the ZPD rely on the scaffolding provided by MKOs to progress, I, too, 

found myself advancing through the learning process with the guidance and support 

of my supervisor. The iterative nature of reflexivity and the PAR methodology provided 

a structure for my growth as a researcher within this developmental zone. By 

embracing this theory, I could appreciate how my study’s collaborative and interactive 

elements contributed to the research outcomes and my own learning trajectory.83  
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6.5.1.2  Participants’ stories: Voices of resilience and vulnerability  

To learn about the programme, I intended to use as a setting for this research, I initially 

assisted as a quality reviewer during the design of the PGDip EC, and later served as 

a tutor for the first intake in 2021. However, after completing the first two courses and 

gaining approvals for this research, I recognised the potential for my biases as both a 

tutor and researcher to influence the research outcomes. This was further highlighted 

during the review by the divisional ethical committee. I thus withdrew from the tutoring 

role to mitigate this challenge. Although I was familiar with many of the RPL 

candidates, my interactions with them were deliberately limited to contact sessions 

specifically conducted for the research to maintain professional boundaries and avoid 

undue influence or bias.  

 

Balancing familiarity with impartiality presented challenges, and I consciously had to 

navigate my connection to the programme and the RPL participants to ensure their 

narratives were represented authentically. This process required careful attention to 

the power dynamics between me as a researcher and the participants, ensuring that 

their voices remained at the centre of the study. Adopting participatory action and 

constructivist approaches enabled ongoing engagement with the RPL candidates, 

allowing their stories and experiences to actively shape the research. These 

approaches recognise the power dynamics and position participants as co-creators of 

knowledge.117 By prioritising their experiences, I was able to mitigate the influence of 

my own biases and foster a collaborative and ethical research process that honoured 

the authenticity of their contributions. 

 

Although I struggled to ground my research in the early stages, it became clear that I 

was employing a constructivist approach as I progressed, which emphasises that 

knowledge is co-constructed through interactions between the researcher and 

participants.81 This understanding resonated with Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD, 

which describes the space where learning occurs through guided interaction and 

support.40 Recognising the parallels between my own intellectual journey and the 

theory of the ZPD, I began to see how my research process mirrored this model. Just 

as learners in the ZPD rely on the scaffolding provided by MKOs to progress, I, too, 

found myself advancing through the learning process with the guidance and support 
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of my supervisor. The iterative nature of reflexivity and the PAR methodology provided 

a structure for my growth as a researcher within this developmental zone. By 

embracing this theory, I could appreciate how my study’s collaborative and interactive 

elements contributed to the research outcomes and my own learning trajectory.83  

  



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

77 

CHAPTER 7: Honey and Mumford Learning Styles 

 

7.1  Introduction  

 

Honey and Mumford’s Learning Styles theory, developed in the 1980s by Peter Honey 

and Alan Mumford, builds upon David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, which 

describes learning as a cyclical process involving four stages: concrete experience, 

reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation.28,119 

Kolb argued that effective learning occurs when individuals move through each 

stage.119 Honey and Mumford adapted this concept, recognising that while learners 

may engage with all stages, they often exhibit a preference for a particular starting 

point or dominant learning style.28 For instance, Activists align with Kolb’s active 

experimentation, while Reflectors correspond to reflective observation. Honey and 

Mumford reframed Kolb’s cyclical model into a typology of preferences, highlighting 

that individuals tend not to move through the stages sequentially but rather approach 

learning from their preferred style. 28,119 

 

Honey and Mumford refined Kolb’s model to better fit the needs of adult learners by 

focusing more on how learning styles can be applied in practical settings.28 Their goal 

was to create a framework that could be implemented in workplace training 

programmes and academic settings.28 The HMLSQ emerged as a tool for assessing 

individuals’ learning preferences. This 80-item self-reported questionnaire categorises 

learners into four distinct styles: Activist, Reflector, Theorist, and Pragmatist (Appendix 

5).28,120  

The HMLSQ serves two key purposes: it helps learners identify their dominant learning 

styles, enabling them to engage more effectively with learning content, and it provides 

educators with insights to customise course designs and learning activities.26,28,120 In 

the context of this research, the focus was on the learner-facing function of the tool; 

specifically, its potential to support students in understanding how they learn and 

engaging more effectively with academic content. 
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7.2  Overview of Honey and Mumford’s Learning Styles 

 

Honey and Mumford’s model categorise learners into four distinct styles, though many 

individuals may demonstrate a blend of preferences or favour two styles equally.  

 

Activists: These learners are enthusiastic about new experiences and tend to learn by 

doing. They are open-minded and enjoy challenges, often engaging fully in new 

activities. Activists prefer environments that offer dynamic, hands-on opportunities to 

experiment and participate in tasks.28 

    

Reflectors: Reflectors learn best by observing others and reflecting on experiences 

before drawing conclusions. They prefer to gather data and think deeply before making 

decisions or taking action. Reflectors are more inclined to take a step back to consider 

all possible perspectives before engaging in learning activities.28  

 

Theorists: Theorists approach learning through logical reasoning and prefer to 

understand the underlying concepts and principles behind any activity. They tend to 

organise their thoughts systematically and appreciate well-structured and concise 

information. Theorists thrive in environments where ideas can be examined, 

compared, and explored in depth.28  

 

Pragmatists: Pragmatists learn by applying ideas to practical situations. They prefer 

experimenting with new concepts to see how they work in the real world. Pragmatists 

are results-oriented and value learning that has clear, practical outcomes. They are 

often eager to apply new knowledge immediately in relevant, real-life scenarios.28  

 

7.3  Application and Use 

 

The HMLSQ has been applied in numerous academic and professional contexts to 

help learners understand and reflect on their learning preferences. It has been used 

in healthcare education programmes such as nursing and medical laboratories, as well 

as in fields like business management and financial management, to support the 

alignment of teaching strategies with learner preferences. 25,121 In these contexts, it 

can contribute to improved learner self-awareness and communication with educators, 
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which in turn enhances engagement and facilitates more effective learning 

environments. 27,122 

 

Awareness of their learning preferences enables learners to adopt study strategies 

suited to their cognitive tendencies. 28 This self-awareness can improve academic 

outcomes by promoting retention and understanding, while also helping learners 

communicate their needs more effectively and fostering independent study habits 81,123 

Such reflection is particularly beneficial for mature learners and those entering 

academic settings from vocational backgrounds, who may rely more heavily on 

structured self-reflection to navigate academic demands.124-126 

 

Despite its widespread use, the HMLSQ remains contested in the literature. While 

some studies suggest that it enhances learner engagement and reflective capacity, 

others challenge its validity and caution against using it to prescribe teaching 

methods.124 Critics argue that matching instruction to preferred styles has not been 

conclusively shown to improve outcomes and that such practices risk reinforcing fixed 

learner identities.125,127,128 Nonetheless, when used as an informative or 

developmental tool rather than a diagnostic measure, the HMLSQ can still play a role 

in cultivating self-awareness and empowering students to take greater ownership of 

their learning processes.122-125,127 

 

While a number of other learning style instruments exist, including Kolb’s Learning 

Style Inventory and the VARK questionnaire, the HMLSQ was selected for its practical 

utility and accessibility within adult and vocational education contexts. 85,120,128 Unlike 

some alternatives that require extensive facilitation or technical interpretation, the 

HMLSQ is quick to administer, self-reported, and framed in language that is easily 

understood by learners unfamiliar with academic theory. 28,121 Its categorisation into 

four distinct styles offers a structured yet intuitive framework through which learners 

can reflect on their patterns of engagement.28 It is assumed that this clarity could be 

particularly important for vocational learners entering higher education, as many have 

limited prior exposure to formal academic reflection tools. The HMLSQ’s emphasis on 

practical, observable learning behaviours aligns well with the experiential knowledge 

base typical of vocational learners, which makes it a possible tool for supporting their 

transition into academic environments.26, 
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7.4  Rationale for HMLSQ Use in this Study 

 

The HMLSQ was introduced into the first course of the PGDip EC, titled “Introduction 

to Postgraduate Studies”, by the course designers. Introduction to Postgraduate 

Studies focused on equipping students with the foundational skill set required for 

success in postgraduate education. The rationale behind incorporating the HMLSQ 

into this course was based on the understanding one's preferred learning style can 

help a learner engage more effectively with their learning process. Knowing how one 

prefers to learn may also contribute to better time management, as learners can focus 

their study time on strategies and materials that are more compatible with their 

cognitive preferences. Incidentally, the HMLSQ section was followed by a section on 

time management. The HMLSQ is self-administered, designed so that the results are 

available immediately, providing all students in the PGDip EC with the opportunity to 

reflect on their learning preferences from the outset. A discussion forum within the 

learning platform provided an opportunity for learners to share their preferences and 

challenges with their peers, using a structured scenario based on engaging with a 

journal article. 

 

The HMLSQ in this study was intended as a self-directed tool that learners could use 

to engage more consciously with their learning experience. Vygotsky emphasised that 

development occurs within the ZPD, where individuals can achieve more with the aid 

of structured tools than they could independently.30  The HMLSQ was offered as a 

structured opportunity for all learners, to reflect on their learning style and approach to 

study. The aim was not to categorise or label learners, but to provide a quick and 

accessible method for increasing self-awareness about how they typically engage with 

learning tasks. However, consistent with Vygotsky’s view that tools must be socially 

mediated to be effective, the questionnaire was most valuable when paired with 

feedback or dialogue, enabling learners to interpret their results within a supported 

environment. In this self-administered study, students received written feedback on 

their learning style profile, encouraging them to consider how their preferences might 

influence engagement with different types of academic tasks. They were also invited 

to explore these reflections through peer engagement on the institutional learning 

platform, which offered an asynchronous space to discuss strategies and experiences. 

This reflects Lang’s123 conclusion that learning styles alone cannot predict behaviour; 
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rather, they function best as developmental prompts within a broader sociocultural 

framework. Moreover, recognising that learner behaviour is dynamic and context-

dependent, the HMLSQ was positioned not as a fixed typology but as a scaffold to 

facilitate reflection, adaptability, and guided academic growth. 

 

7.5  Methods 

 

The HMLSQ was used without modification and incorporated as part of the first course 

in the PGDip EC programme during 2021 and 2022; all learners on the programme 

thus completed the questionnaire (Table 9).120 To support the HMLSQ’s application, 

the researcher developed a two-page document explaining the learning styles, 

suggestions to integrate them into learning, and learning activity recommendations 

based on preferred styles (Appendix 5). This document was attached to the 

questionnaire to enhance its practical utility.120 The questionnaire was uploaded onto 

the LMS as a quiz, ensuring accessibility and integration into the programme. Upon 

completing the HMLSQ, learners received immediate results detailing their 

predominant learning style(s), which they could use to reflect on their approaches to 

learning and adapt their strategies accordingly. The programme convenor then sent 

the completed questionnaires to the researcher.  

 

Table 9: 2021 and 2022 PGDip EC Learners who Participated in the HMLSQ 

 Total 

participants 

RPL 

candidates 

Non-RPL 

candidates 

2021 cohort 24 11 13 

2022 cohort 35 22 13 

 

7.5.1  Ethical concerns 

Recognising learners as a vulnerable population, the HMLSQ was incorporated into 

the PGDip EC programme to minimise additional demands on their time. Vulnerable 

learners often face academic pressures, time constraints, and emotional stress, which 

external requirements can exacerbate.130 Embedding the HMLSQ within the 

programme ensured that learners could complete it without allocating extra time or 

effort beyond their scheduled academic commitments.  
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7.5.2  Ethical approval 

Ethical approvals were obtained, as illustrated under subheading 6.4. 

 

7.6  Validation of the Questionnaire 

 

The HMLSQ has undergone considerable scrutiny regarding its validity and reliability, 

producing findings that reflect both its potential and its limitations. Several studies have 

confirmed its ability to differentiate between distinct learning preferences, reporting 

acceptable levels of internal consistency when used to generate self-reported learner 

profiles. 26,125 A factorial validity study reinforced its structural soundness by 

demonstrating its capacity to identify coherent learning style groupings, which 

supports its application as a learner support instrument rather than a diagnostic 

one.26,125 

 

Although the psychometric robustness of the HMLSQ remains contested, its persistent 

use in adult and professional learning contexts speaks to its practical value.125,131 Its 

concise format, straightforward language, and ease of administration make it 

especially well-suited for learners who may be unfamiliar with academic 

conventions.126 By incorporating this easy-to-use, self-interpreting tool into the 

programme, learners were able to complete and interpret it with relative ease, making 

it more accessible than complex alternatives, particularly in settings where formal 

academic support may be limited, such as online programmes.27,76,129-133 

 

The HMLSQ was included in the PGDip EC as a tool to support learners by indicating 

their learning preference. It was anticipated that there may be a difference between 

the RPL candidates and non-RPL students, considering that the former had typically 

progressed through practically oriented short courses while the latter had experienced 

formal higher education. The RPL candidates came from traditional, teacher-led, 

classroom-based learning environments that focused on procedural and applied 

knowledge rather than academic self-direction. In contrast, non-RPL learners were 

more likely to have been exposed to independent learning strategies and academic 

conventions. Within this context, the HMLSQ was not intended to label or stratify 

learners but to provide insight into learning preferences that students may not have 

previously recognised. 
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Its function aligned with the broader aim of this research, which sought to scaffold 

vocational learners' transition into postgraduate study. Viewed through this lens, the 

HMLSQ operated as a mediating artefact in line with Vygotsky’s SCT, enabling 

learners to engage with and interpret their own learning behaviours within their 

ZDP.2,30,31  

 

7.7  Data Analysis 

 

The data collected from the HMLSQ were analysed using simple descriptive analysis. 

The preferred learning styles for each learner were exported to a password-protected 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, ensuring data security and access limited to the research 

team. Each learning style was ranked from 1 (most preferred) to 4 (least preferred). A 

two-step sequence was then followed in 2021, which was repeated in 2022: 

 

1. The cohort’s dominant and least preferred learning styles for each year were 

identified. 

2. The cohort’s dominant and least preferred learning styles for each year were 

compared between RPL and non-RPL learners. 

 

Finally, the results from the 2021 cohort were compared to those of the 2022 cohort. 

 

7.8  Results 

 

Figures 8-10 illustrate the distribution of learning styles among the 2021 and 2022 

cohorts of the PGDip EC programme. The data are further segmented to highlight 

differences between RPL candidates and non-RPL candidates for each year, providing 

a detailed overview of the learning styles within these groups.  
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Figure 8: HMLSQ Learning Styles of the 2021 and 2022 PGDip EC Cohorts 
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Figure 10: HMLSQ Learning Styles of the 2021 and 2022 PGDip EC Cohorts – 

RPL Candidates 

 

The HMLSQ results for the PGDip EC cohorts indicated preferences across the 2021 

and 2022 groups:  

 

7.8.1  Overall cohort (RPL and Non-RPL) 2021 and 2022 

Among all learners across both years, the Reflector learning style emerged as the 
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less common primary preferences, while Activist was rarely selected as most likely (n 
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styles, Theorist was the most frequently selected (n = 29), followed by Pragmatist (n 

= 12), Reflector (n = 5), and Activist (n = 2). Third-choice responses showed 

Pragmatist as the most frequent (n = 19), followed by Theorist (n = 11), Reflector (n = 

6), and Activist (n = 7). Activist was most commonly identified as the least likely 

learning style (n = 36), while few learners selected Reflector (n = 3), Theorist (n = 3), 

or Pragmatist (n = 5) in this category. 

 

7.8.2  Non-RPL cohort 2021 and 2022  

Among non-RPL learners, Reflector was the most frequently selected as the most 

likely learning style in both 2021 (n = 10) and 2022 (n = 7). No learner selected Activist 
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most likely level, indicating equal preference for two learning styles. For second-choice 

preferences, Theorist was most frequently selected in 2021 (n = 9) and remained 

common in 2022 (n = 3). Pragmatist was selected by four learners in 2021 and six in 

2022, while Reflector was chosen by two learners in each year. Activist was identified 

as a second preference by one learner in 2021 and two in 2022. Additionally, six 

learners indicated a dual preference at the second-choice level. Third-choice 

responses in 2021 showed Pragmatist (n = 7) as the most frequent, followed by 

Reflector (n = 1), with no learners selecting Theorist or Activist. In 2022, Theorist was 

the most common third choice (n = 6), followed by Reflector (n = 2), with two learners 

selecting Activist and none selecting Pragmatist. Activist was most selected as the 

least likely learning style: 10 learners in 2021 and 5 in 2022. 

 

7.8.3  RPL cohort 2021 and 2022  

Among RPL learners, Reflector was the most frequently selected as the most likely 

learning style in both 2021 (n = 7) and 2022 (n = 10). Pragmatist followed closely in 

2021 (n = 2) and 2022 (n = 9). Theorist was selected as most likely by three learners 

in 2022 and none in 2021. Activist was selected as most likely by two learners in 2022, 

while no RPL learners selected it in 2021. Three learners in 2022 indicated a dual 

preference at the most likely level. For second-choice preferences, Theorist was the 

most frequently selected in both 2021 (n = 7) and 2022 (n = 7). Pragmatist was chosen 

by two learners in each year, and Reflector was selected by one learner in 2022 only. 

No RPL learner selected Activist as a second choice. No dual second-choice 

preferences were reported among RPL learners. Third-choice responses in 2021 

showed Pragmatist (n = 5) as the most frequent, followed by Theorist (n = 2), Reflector 

(n = 1), and Activist (n = 1). In 2022, Theorist remained the most frequent third choice 

(n = 5), followed by Pragmatist (n = 3), Reflector (n = 3), and Activist (n = 4). Activist 

was most selected as the least likely style, with 8 learners in 2021 and 10 in 2022. 

Fewer learners selected Reflector (n = 1 in each year), Theorist (n = 0 in 2021, n = 1 

in 2022), or Pragmatist (n = 0 in 2021, n = 2 in 2022) as least likely. 

 

7.9  Discussion 

 

The observation that the Activist learning style was the least dominant among PGDip 

EC learners aligns with existing research, indicating that healthcare professionals 
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often exhibit a Reflector learning style.133,134 For instance, a study exploring learning 

style differences between undergraduate and postgraduate medical learners found 

that undergraduate learners often identify as Activists, favouring hands-on, 

experiential learning. In contrast, postgraduate learners tend to adopt a Reflector style, 

emphasising observation and analysis.65 This shift in learning preferences is thought 

to reflect the increasing cognitive and reflective demands of advanced academic and 

professional roles.133  

 

The tiered paramedical training system in South Africa also fostered growth within a 

hierarchical structure that could support the development of Reflector-style learning. 

This system allows paramedics to progress through clearly defined levels of 

responsibility and skill, often under the guidance of more experienced practitioners. 

Such progression provides structured opportunities to observe mentors, engage with 

decision-making processes, and learn how protocols are applied in real time. These 

experiences encourage paramedics to build knowledge incrementally, relying on 

reflective practices to evaluate progress and adapt to increasing levels of complexity 

and responsibility13,99  

 

The Reflector style observed among the RPL candidates in the PGDip EC programme 

may also signify a natural progression in learning maturity.129 Although these 

candidates may not have traditional undergraduate experience, their substantial 

professional exposure supports their tendency to observe, gather information, and 

consider multiple perspectives before drawing conclusions.129 This preference may 

stem from repeated exposure to real-time decision-making in high-risk environments, 

where observing senior colleagues, reviewing protocols, and analysing outcomes are 

necessary before acting. Research in health professions education further suggests 

that experienced practitioners often favour careful observation and retrospective 

sense-making, particularly in environments that demand accuracy, safety, and 

accountability 

 

The Reflector learning style also resonates with the structure of the PGDip EC 

programme, which emphasises evidence-based learning, evaluation, and systematic 

problem-solving. 9,124 Such practices are particularly well-suited to healthcare, where 

professionals must continually assess outcomes, adapt their approaches, and 
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prioritise patient safety and quality of care. In this way, the programme’s design 

reinforces the reflective strengths of RPL candidates, enabling them to succeed in 

both academic and professional roles.6,129,132 

 

Feedback from learners reinforced this alignment. As part of the programme, 

participants were asked to reflect on their outcomes of their HMLSQ in the learning 

management system. Some  learners commented on its usefulness: one reflected, “I 

was excited to learn my learning style – I am a reflector. I think this will help me with 

studying,” while another noted, “I read about your learning style and think it will count 

in your favour.” These discussions encouraged interaction between learners and 

prompted reflection on their learning styles, with participants perceiving the tool as 

useful for supporting engagement in the programme. 

 

While the Reflector style emerged as the most dominant among the participants, it is 

acknowledged that other learning styles continue to play a role in the learning process. 

For instance, Activists may be particularly important during the initial stages of learning 

when engaging with practical skills, while Theorists and Pragmatists contribute to the 

consolidation and application of knowledge. Thus, although Reflector was most 

prominent, the presence of multiple styles illustrates that learning is not a singular 

process but rather a dynamic interplay of approaches that shift according to context 

and task. 

 

7.10  The Reflector Learning Style and Vygotsky’s Framework 

 

In this study, the Reflector learning style’s dominance among PGDip EC learners 

aligns closely with Vygotsky’s ZPD. Reflective learners thrive in environments that 

encourage systematic evaluation and the integration of new knowledge through 

careful observation and analysis.28 These qualities resonate with the core principles 

of the ZPD, where learners are supported to bridge the gap between their current 

abilities and the demands of complex academic and professional tasks.31  

 

For RPL candidates, the ZPD offers a theoretical foundation for understanding their 

learning progression. Many of these candidates lack traditional undergraduate 

education but have extensive practical experience. This experiential knowledge is a 



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

89 

foundation within their ZPD, enabling them to grasp postgraduate-level concepts when 

scaffolded by structured support systems. The Reflector style complements this 

process, as reflective learners naturally engage with the analytical and evaluative 

practices required to navigate their ZPD effectively.28,30  

 

Both PGDip EC cohorts in this study demonstrated a preference for the Reflector 

learning style, indicating that reflective learning strategies may be particularly well-

suited to the cognitive and professional demands of the programme. Reflective 

learners typically thrive in environments that promote critical observation, structured 

analysis, and the thoughtful integration of new knowledge—competencies that are 

foundational for success in postgraduate education, where independent inquiry and 

evaluative engagement are essential.28 This alignment also resonates with Vygotsky’s 

view that learners advance most effectively when guided through socially mediated 

interactions.30 For RPL candidates, who may lack formal academic preparation but 

bring substantial experiential knowledge, the ZPD offers a theoretical lens through 

which their learning trajectory can be understood. Their practical experience functions 

as a base within the ZPD from which scaffolded engagement can facilitate the 

assimilation of complex academic content.31 That both RPL and non-RPL cohorts 

showed similar preferences for the Reflector style is an encouraging outcome; it 

indicates a shared orientation toward reflective engagement, regardless of educational 

background. This convergence allows for the design of inclusive support strategies 

that do not need to be differentiated based on admission status, but rather on shared 

cognitive approaches.  
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8.1  Abstract 

 

8.1.1  Introduction 

Vocational learning has been critical in shaping South Africa’s workforce, especially 

for paramedicine. The introduction of the National Qualification Framework (NQF) in 

1995 phased out previous short course learning systems and redesigned qualifications 

within the framework. While recognition of prior learning is well advocated in the NQF, 

the predominant focus is undergraduate studies. The leap from vocational to Higher 

Education can be significant, especially for non-seasoned learners, and additional 

support may be required to ensure a successful transition. This study describes the 

support needs of vocational paramedics transitioning to postgraduate education. 

 

8.1.2  Methods 

The study used a two-phase sequential design to achieve the aims. The first phase 

was conducted in 2021 and involved an analysis of grades followed by semi-structured 

interviews to obtain qualitative insights. The second phase, conducted in 2022, 

focused exclusively on collecting quantitative data to validate and expand upon the 

initial findings from phase one. 

 

8.1.3  Results 

Analysis of the academic results over two years between Recognition of Prior Learning 

(RPL) and non-RPL candidates showed a difference of 4% in the aggregated mark. 

This shows that the RPL candidates have the academic acumen to succeed in a 

postgraduate diploma education programme. Interview analysis revealed the support 

requirements were not academic but rather technological and institutional, with 

navigation of the university’s learning management system being a common 

challenge. 

 

8.1.4  Conclusion 

This study highlights the academic ability of students from vocational backgrounds to 

succeed in postgraduate programmes. These learners demonstrated strong academic 

performance despite entering higher education through a non-traditional pathway. 

Whilst advocating for consideration and refinement of the role of RPL within the NQF, 
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this research suggests a re-evaluation of current support systems for vocational 

learners transitioning to postgraduate studies.  

 

Keywords: ‘Recognition of Prior Learning’, ‘Vocational learning’, ‘vocational 

paramedic’, ‘postgraduate studies’, ‘support needs’ 

 

8.2  Introduction 

 

Historically, vocational learning has served as an invaluable pathway for individuals 

entering the workforce, particularly those without traditional academic credentials. 

Emphasising practical skills and job-specific training, vocational learning adopts a 

direct, hands-on approach, equipping learners with the competencies vital for specific 

occupations.54 This form of education has proven instrumental in empowering 

individuals by offering a practical route to employment.54 The emphasis on hands-on 

training ensures alignment with the dynamic needs of evolving industries. Moreover, 

the accessibility of vocational learning and the possibility of earning a wage or stipend 

during the training period enhances its appeal. Vocational learning is pivotal for those 

seeking swift integration into the job market and desiring sustainable personal and 

professional growth. 

 

Despite the vital role of vocational learning in bridging industry gaps, a pressing need 

emerged for transformation and formalised education structures in South Africa to 

eliminate marginalisation and foster equal opportunities for learners. In response, the 

National Qualifications Framework (NQF) was established, serving as a cornerstone 

in orchestrating the nation’s educational and vocational terrain.7 Initiated in 1995, the 

NQF systematically organises various qualifications into levels that reflect academic 

progression and serves as a benchmark to ensure that the standards and quality of 

education remain consistent across different institutions and sectors.7 It encompasses 

formal, informal, and workplace-based learning and is governed by the South African 

Qualifications Authority (SAQA) – a regulatory body responsible for developing, 

upholding, and aligning the NQF.7,10  

 

SAQA’s functions extend to validating qualifications and ensuring that educational 

endeavours are recognised across varied spheres.7 A noteworthy initiative under 
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SAQA is the endorsement of the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL), which values 

informal skills acquisition, promoting the visibility and credibility of non-traditional 

learning paths and access.7,10 By internationalising the standards of the NQF, South 

Africa elevates the standing of its qualifications on the global stage, fostering a highly 

competitive and proficient workforce. 

 

Without the RPL framework, vocational learners would encounter significant barriers 

to having prior learning experiences recognised, hindering progression in education 

and professional development. Though RPL focuses on undergraduate programmes, 

the potential for transition to postgraduate level also exists. The classification of 

qualifications and emphasis on credit accumulation and transfer within the NQF create 

a defined pathway for career growth, reducing the risk of marginalising some learners.7  

 

Despite the vision of empowering the vocational learner, many sectors experienced 

challenges transitioning to NQF-aligned qualifications. The gap between vocational 

training and the NQF benchmark is apparent in South Africa’s prehospital emergency 

services sector. Traditionally, the path to becoming a paramedic in South Africa was 

through a short course-tiered system accredited by the Health Professions Council of 

South Africa.4 However, these short courses lacked alignment with the NQF and 

SAQA, and a comprehensive review of emergency care programmes ensued. This led 

to the development of NQF-aligned qualifications in emergency care and the phasing 

out of the short-course approach in 2018.35 

 

The non-alignment of the paramedical short course curriculum to the NQF and SAQA 

framework prevented the direct articulation of the vocational paramedics into formal 

education. Despite the objective set by the NQF to ‘accelerate the redress of past 

unfair discrimination in education, training, and employment opportunities’, the 

vocational workforce now faced the challenge of aligning diverse vocational skills with 

the standardised levels and categories outlined within the framework.7 The NQF, while 

enhancing the recognition of formal education, could inadvertently leave behind those 

who have traditionally thrived in vocational learning environments. 

 

 



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

94 

8.3  Recognition of Prior Learning 

 

RPL is defined as ‘a process through which non-formal learning and informal learning 

are measured, mediated across different contexts, and certified against the 

requirements for credit, access, inclusion or advancement in the formal education and 

training system, or workplace’.10  

 

For vocational paramedics, RPL enables them to leverage knowledge and practical 

experience to meet the academic prerequisites necessary for transitioning into 

postgraduate studies. 

 

Although RPL is crucial for paramedics to progress academically, more tailored RPL 

initiatives are needed in the emergency care sector. Vocational paramedics, often 

primary breadwinners in mid-career, face hurdles like full-time work, remote locations, 

and limited university access.133 Many are based in remote areas, and most higher 

education institutions are urban-based. 

 

There are opportunities and challenges within the educational landscape for vocational 

paramedics. While RPL is acclaimed as a national pathway to undergraduate 

education, offering a gateway for seasoned providers to formalise their expertise, the 

available RPL programmes in South Africa are limited. This gap presents a 

considerable obstacle for those seeking to elevate their professional qualifications 

within the educational framework.44 While the scope of this study is centred on the 

South African context, the insights gained are believed to have implications for and 

applicability to other regions that are developing or implementing out-of-hospital 

emergency care systems. 

 

8.4  Educational Transformation 

 

In 2021, the Division of Emergency Medicine at the University of Cape Town (UCT) 

launched the Postgraduate Diploma in Emergency Care (PGDip EC), an NQF Level 8 

qualification. Designed as a one-year interdisciplinary programme, it aims to enhance 

the skills of medical professionals in emergency systems, focusing on theory, clinical 

practice, research, and leadership, particularly benefiting those in rural settings. Its 
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online delivery allows learners to continue working full-time, transcending 

geographical barriers.66 The programme draws a broad range of participants from 

across Africa. It incorporates RPL to provide access to vocationally trained nurses and 

paramedics.  

 

8.5  Problem Statement 

 

Navigating the transition from vocational training to postgraduate education demands 

understanding the needs of vocational learners. Identifying the needs and barriers they 

face during this transformative period is essential. By recognising these and tailoring 

support mechanisms to address them, educational institutions can develop effective 

support systems that facilitate a smoother transition for vocational learners. This will 

enable the successful navigation of the academic terrain. 

 

8.6  Aims 

 

The aims of this study were to:  

 

• Determine the performance of RPL candidates in comparison to non-RPL 

candidates 

• Determine if RPL students need additional support during the programme 

 

8.7  Study Design 

 

A two-stage sequential design was followed. The first stage used an explanatory 

mixed-method approach, beginning with an analysis of grades followed by semi-

structured interviews. Inclusion criteria: the 2021 PGDip EC cohort that completed the 

programme. The second stage included the 2022 cohort, and quantitative data were 

collected to expand and triangulate the phase one findings. Figure 8 shows the 

research design with the stages and phases. 
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Figure 11: Display of Research Design 

 

8.7.1  Trustworthiness 

The study was designed to meet Guba and Lincoln’s criteria for trustworthiness.114, 134 

An interview guide was used during the semi-structured interviews to ensure 

consistency across all participants. During the thematic analysis stage, coding was 

conducted after each interview. An external research assistant completed 

independent coding to minimise bias and enhance dependability, followed by a 

comparison and discussion of any discrepancies. As this study is embedded within a 

larger study, the results were triangulated against multiple data sources, including 

quantitative data from all stages, to enhance confirmability. A reflexive journal was 

maintained throughout the research process, allowing the researcher to document 

personal insights and reflect on potential biases, further contributing to the study’s 

rigour. 

 

8.7.2  Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Human Research Ethics Committee of the 

University of Cape Town (reference numbers 041/2022 and 042/2022). In addition, 

permission was granted by the Department of Student Affairs at the University of Cape 

Town to include UCT candidates in the research. 

  



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

97 

8.8  Data Collection  

 

Stage one 

Stage one, phase one 

Stage one, phase one, included the analysis of the final grades from the 2021 PGDip 

EC cohort. This entailed comparing the academic progress and outcomes of RPL 

students against the non-RPL peers to gauge and differentiate respective academic 

performances. 

 

Stage one, phase two  

All RPL candidates from the 2021 PGDip EC cohort were invited to participate in semi-

structured interviews. The purpose was to explore their experiences, challenges and 

the support required. Interviews were arranged approximately six weeks before the 

end of the programme, allowing the capture of immediate reflections while avoiding 

disruption of exam preparations. 

 

Participants were contacted via email, providing information about the study and the 

interview process. If they provided written consent, they were contacted for an online 

interview. Microsoft Teams (Microsoft Corporation; Redmond, Washington, U.S.) was 

used to conduct these interviews. The written consent was followed by verbal consent 

as the interview started.  

 

Interviews were conducted in English and audio-recorded. Audio files were securely 

deleted after transcription. The transcribed data are stored on an encrypted OneDrive 

account (OneDrive, Microsoft Corporation; Redmond, Washington, U.S.). 

 

The method developed by Braun and Clarke was used to perform thematic analysis.135 

Enablers and barriers were identified and further categorised into themes, see Table 

12. 
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Stage two 

Stage two, phase one 

This stage focused on the PGDip EC 2022 cohort. Again, the final grades between 

RPL and non-RPL were compared and then contextualised by comparing the results 

with the PGDip EC 2021 cohort. 

 

Stage two, phase two 

A survey was sent to the PGDip EC 2022 RPL candidates at the end of the 

programme. It was designed to ascertain the support students found most valuable in 

their academic journey. Participation in the survey was voluntary.  

 

Responses were entered into a password-protected Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. The 

answers were analysed to identify correlations, specifically emphasising the support 

requirements. The results of these surveys were also correlated against the qualitative 

data collection in phase one. This ensured the triangulation of results.136,137  

 

8.9  Results 

 

The analysis of the 2021 and 2022 cohorts provides a comparative perspective on the 

performance of RPL and non-RPL candidates (Table 10). In 2021, the 10 RPL 

candidates achieved a mean grade of 68.8% (median 70%, IQR 64.5–72.5), compared 

with a mean of 72.7% (median 71%, IQR 68–74) for the 13 non-RPL candidates. All 

RPL candidates passed the programme, and several attained marks above the 

average of their non-RPL peers. The relatively narrow IQRs for both groups (8% for 

RPL, 6% for non-RPL) indicate that most students were clustered within a similar 

grade range, suggesting consistent performance across the cohort. 

 

In 2022, the 21 RPL candidates attained a mean grade of 67.6% (median 68%, IQR 

64–73), compared with 72.0% (median 71%, IQR 69–74) for the 9 non-RPL 

candidates. Again, all RPL candidates achieved a pass, with more than half scoring 

above the overall cohort mean. The IQR values (9% for RPL, 5% for non-RPL) show 

that the middle 50% of both groups performed within a relatively tight range, though 

RPL candidates displayed slightly greater variability. 
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Overall, these comparisons demonstrate that while non-RPL candidates achieved marginally 

higher averages, the differences between the groups were small when both central tendency 

and distribution were considered. The data therefore indicate that RPL candidates were not 

only able to meet the academic requirements of postgraduate study but did so at levels 

comparable to their traditionally admitted peers, reinforcing the viability of RPL as a pathway 

for access. 

 

Table 10: Grade Averages 

Cohort of PGDip EC 
Number of candidates per 

cohort per year 

Grade average per cohort 

per year 

 2021 2022 2021 2022 

RPL candidates 10 21 69% 68% 

Non-RPL candidates 13 9 73% 72% 

 

Nine of the possible ten RPL candidates gave consent to be interviewed. One was 

unavailable due to a work assignment. Interviews lasted between 30 and 40 minutes. 

Three primary themes were identified: individual, academic, and institutional, each 

comprising distinct enablers and barriers. Written reflections were made to support 

further analysis.  

 

Table 11 reflects the codes and themes found in the thematic analysis. To maintain 

anonymity, participants are labelled as P(number). 

 

Table 11: Themes and Codes Identified in Thematic Analysis of Interviews 

Quotation Theme Code 

‘…battled to write academically, English is not my first 

language’ (P4) 

Academic > 

Scientific writing 

Academic 

Barrier 

‘The way I used to read a paper and the way I read 

the paper now is like worlds apart. And then there was 

the actual academic writing, I struggled with that’ (P6) 

Academic > 

Scientific writing 

‘...academic writing to complete our assignments was 

really difficult and it took me at least four or five of the 

assignments to work out what they wanted.’ (P7) 

Academic > 

Scientific writing 
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Quotation Theme Code 

 ‘…been many years since I studied formally, so it 

took a while to get back into it’ (P2) 

Academic > Ability 

to learn 

 ‘I had to go and buy a new computer for the course 

because mine was outdated…’ (P3) 

Academic > 

Technology 

‘...had to keep up as never knew when the internet 

wouldn’t work.’ (P4) 

Academic > 

Technology 

 ‘I was in the middle of the (rural) and there was 

literally no (internet) signal.’ (P8) 

Academic > 

Technology 

‘It was not easy because there were so many 

deadlines.’ (P4) 
Individual > Time 

Individual 

Barrier 

‘I can remember a lot of weekends indoors. That’s one 

thing I recall because I always thought to myself I will 

be done by Thursday and I’m gonna be off this 

weekend, but I found I almost spent every weekend 

working.’ (P9) 

Individual > Time 

‘I think the students integrate well; we had a lot of 

group work with people that qualified through 

university. They never looked down on us guys.’ (P1) 

Individual >fear of 

failure 

‘I was able to discuss and interact with people in a 

way where my opinion means something, even if it 

may have been wrong.’ (P8) 

Individual > fear of 

failure 

‘…family were really supportive and understanding’ 

(P9) 

Individual 

>support 

structures 

Individual 

Enabler 

‘I called friends in (local emergency medical service) 

to help me when I got stuck’ (P6) 

Individual 

>support 

structures 

‘…wanted to prove myself, so worked really hard’ (P2) 

Individual > 

personal 

motivation 

‘I battled with how this (Learning Management 

system) works and how the online libraries worked’ 

(P2) 

Institutional > 

orientation Institutional 

Barrier 
‘I didn’t know which department in the varsity to go to 

so I asked (course convenor)’ (P5) 

Institutional 

>orientation 
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The online questionnaires sent to the 2022 cohort of RPL candidates focused on 

specific support areas within the programme, providing multiple-choice responses and 

open-ended feedback. To determine which university support systems had been used 

during their studies, various scenario questions were posed to the RPL candidates, 

requesting them to indicate their chosen answer, such as, ‘If you battled with (learning 

management system) (LMS) after hours, who did you ask for help?’ and ‘If you did not 

understand an academic concept, who would you ask for help?’. Analysis of both tick 

box options and free text revealed a marked preference among the candidates for 

engaging directly with the programme convenor to address all issues related to their 

academic pursuits. This preference spanned matters ranging from technology and 

financial assistance to everyday academic challenges. This is despite detailed 

information provided regarding support departments and individual course lecturer 

details.   

 

8.10  Discussion 

 

RPL is a transformative approach within higher education, vital in widening access 

and advocating the philosophy that learning occurs through a myriad of avenues 

outside formal educational structures.10,42 Its strategic implementation retrospectively 

acknowledges the wealth of knowledge and skills that individuals learn through work 

and life experiences, thereby offering a remedial pathway to formal qualifications and, 

by extension, educational advancement. The RPL framework is crucial for inclusion 

and has the potential to recalibrate academic outcomes, as it brings diverse 

perspectives and expertise into the academic sphere.  

 

Evaluation of RPL candidates’ academic performance presents compelling evidence 

concerning their intellectual mettle. The comparative results indicated an insignificant 

difference between the academic accomplishments of RPL and non-RPL candidates, 

as noted by a 4% grade difference, reinforcing the assertion that RPL candidates are 

academically proficient and capable of standing their ground within the educational 

landscape. While seemingly slight, this modest grade disparity between RPL and non-

RPL students has implications within the broader academic trajectory of RPL 

candidates. It ascertains the efficacy of RPL as a conduit for integrating vocational 
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learners into formal education. RPL students met the foundational benchmarks and 

consistently aligned with the competencies expected at the NQF Level 8. The 

proximity of their performance to their non-RPL peers highlights the legitimacy of prior 

vocational and life learning as a substantive indicator of academic capability and 

potential. This suggests that the RPL process, in its current implementation, 

successfully facilitates a transition into higher education for individuals possessing 

substantial professional experience, positioning them well within the academic 

expectations of postgraduate study. 

 

To further explore the support requirements of RPL candidates, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with the 2021 cohort. These interviews provided 

candidates with the opportunity to discuss their personal challenges, successes, and 

the support structures they had drawn upon during their studies. Building on these 

insights, a questionnaire was developed and distributed to the 2022 RPL cohort. The 

design of this questionnaire was directly informed by the themes and data generated 

through the interviews, enabling the inclusion of structured lists of institutional support 

services as well as categories of individuals such as tutors, lecturers, peers, and 

workplace mentors who were positioned to provide support. This approach allowed 

data to be systematically captured on both the services that learners had accessed 

and the additional areas of support they considered necessary, thereby extending and 

refining the understanding of learner support needs across consecutive cohorts. 

 

In the thematic analysis, three main themes of support emerged: individual, academic, 

and institutional support. This aligns with the data collected through the questionnaire, 

as well as with findings from other studies that have examined the support 

requirements of vocational learners transitioning into postgraduate education.133  

 

Barriers were evident, particularly in adjusting to the technological requirements. 

Accustomed to traditional classroom settings and textbooks, vocational learners 

encountered challenges adapting to digital learning environments. They required 

additional support in technological literacy, navigating online platforms, and utilising 

referencing tools. In this study, age disparities were initially considered a potential 

cause of these barriers, but it was noted that the average age of the 2021 PGDip EC 

cohort was 39.25 years, with RPL candidates averaging 38.72 years and non-RPL 
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candidates 37.84 years. These similar age groups indicate that the challenges faced 

were not necessarily age-related but stemmed from adjusting to new learning 

modalities. This may suggest a disconnect between their prior educational 

experiences and the expectations of postgraduate studies. 

 

Institutional barriers included hesitancy in accessing formal support services provided 

by the university, such as writing centres. Curiously, the RPL students often turned to 

the programme convenor for guidance on issues not directly pertinent to the 

programme content, such as difficulties accessing the learning management system. 

This suggests a reliance on the programme convenor, which mirrors the vocational 

learning environment where a singular coordinator is often responsible for managing 

the student’s vocational training, serving as a central point of contact for any support. 

It may indicate a gap in how institutional support structures are communicated and 

perceived by RPL candidates. To bridge this divide and provide additional assistance, 

institutions may consider revising their orientation and strategies to highlight university 

support centres, enhancing the accessibility and personalisation of services for this 

student cohort. Additionally, universities could ensure that available services are well-

communicated regularly. This could foster smoother transitions for RPL candidates.  

 

8.11  Limitations 

 

The study focused on the vocational paramedic sector in South Africa, thereby limiting 

the applicability of its findings to other vocational fields or regions as the results may 

not reflect the broader vocational learner population or other disciplines that could 

have different challenges. Further studies with more diverse vocational disciplines are 

necessary. 

 

8.12  Conclusion 

 

The study illuminated the academic landscape for vocational learners who gained 

access to the programme via an RPL process. Despite navigating a non-traditional 

pathway into higher education, the learners demonstrated academic performance, 

consistently meeting and often exceeding the standards required at a postgraduate 

level. However, the integration of RPL into South Africa’s NQF invites scrutiny over 
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the equitable recognition of vocational education and the persistent barriers that 

impede the smoother transition into higher education institutions. It is essential to 

carefully refine the role of RPL within the NQF, re-evaluating support systems and 

advocating for approaches recognising the unique pathways. Ensuring fairness and 

accessibility, such deliberation is crucial to enriching the educational landscape with 

the diverse skills and experiences that vocational learners introduce. Additional 

research across various vocational professions and regions could reinforce these 

findings and provide a broader understanding of the support needed for successful 

transitions to higher education. 

 

8.13  Dissemination of results 

 

The results of this survey were shared with the Division of Emergency Care, University 

of Cape Town. They were also presented at the Western Cape Provincial Emergency 

Medical Services research day. 

 

8.14  Discussion 

 

The above article presented the overall programme averages for the 2021 and 2022 

cohorts, highlighting the comparative performance of RPL and non-RPL candidates. 

Table 12 provides a more detailed description of the average results achieved by RPL 

and non-RPL candidates across individual courses within the PGDip EC. By 

disaggregating the results in this way, the data offer a clearer view of performance 

patterns within specific subject areas and allow for a more nuanced understanding of 

the academic outcomes achieved by each group. 
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Table 12: Average results of RPL and non-RPL candidates across PGDip EC 

courses, 2021 and 2022 

  Adult 

Emergency 

Care  

Introduction 

to 

Postgraduate 

Studies  

Concepts 

of Emergency 

Care 

Child Health 

for Emergency 

Care 

Research 

Literacy 

Leadership 

and Patient 

Safety 

TOTAL 

2021 RPL 80% 71% 66% 70% 65% 63% 69% 

 Non 

RPL 

84% 76% 60% 76% 73% 67% 73% 

2022 RPL 67% 72% 65% 68% 65% 69% 68% 

 Non 

RPL 

67% 77% 69% 73% 70% 76% 72% 

 

When comparing performance at the course level, the results show that RPL 

candidates consistently achieved outcomes that were closely aligned with their non-

RPL peers. In 2021, for example, RPL candidates averaged 80% in Adult Emergency 

Care, only slightly below the 84% achieved by non-RPL candidates, while performing 

comparably in Child Health for Emergency Care (70% vs. 76%). In some modules, 

such as Concepts of Emergency Care, RPL candidates outperformed non-RPL 

candidates (66% vs. 60%), suggesting that their vocational knowledge and practical 

experience may have provided a foundation for stronger performance in this domain. 

A similar trend is evident in 2022. In Adult Emergency Care, both groups achieved 

identical averages of 67%. In Concepts of Emergency Care, RPL candidates scored 

65% compared to 69% for non-RPL candidates, while in Leadership and Patient 

Safety, the averages were 69% vs. 76%. Importantly, across both years, RPL 

candidates consistently met or exceeded the 50% pass threshold and maintained 

overall averages (69% in 2021 and 68% in 2022) that were only marginally lower than 

non-RPL candidates (73% in both years). 

 

These results, however, are not representative of the effort and cognitive demand 

invested by RPL candidates. These grades must be viewed as indicative rather than 

exhaustive measures of capability. The close alignment of averages across modules 

indicates that RPL candidates were academically capable of meeting postgraduate 

demands. This consistency across two cohorts suggests that, while support needs 

were identified in areas such as technological navigation and institutional processes, 

RPL candidates demonstrated both the effort and cognitive capacity required to meet 
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the academic requirements of the programme, and in many respects were more 

prepared than initially envisioned. 
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CHAPTER 9: Support Needs for Vocational Learners Transitioning 

into Postgraduate Education: A Thematic Analysis 
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9.1  Abstract 

 

9.1.1  Background 

The transition from vocational training to postgraduate education can be challenging. 

This study explored the support needs of vocational paramedics transitioning to a 

postgraduate diploma programme, aiming to identify barriers and enablers they 

encountered during their year of study. 

 

9.1.2  Methods 

This study involved semi-structured interviews with a cohort of vocational paramedics 

enrolled in a one-year postgraduate diploma programme at a South African university. 

Thematic analysis was used to identify key themes related to support needs, barriers, 

and enablers. 

 

9.1.3  Results 

Three key themes emerged regarding support needs: the enabling role of recognition 

of prior Learning (RPL), academic barriers related to writing and digital literacy, and 

institutional challenges navigating university support structures and communication 

channels. Participants emphasised RPL as crucial for accessing the programme, 

valuing its recognition of their prior experience. However, they highlighted difficulties 

adapting to academic writing demands and navigating the learning platform, 

contrasting with their practical training. Participants relied heavily on the programme 

convenor for support, indicating unfamiliarity with broader university resources. 

 

9.1.4  Conclusions 

While RPL facilitates access to postgraduate education for vocational learners, 

targeted support is crucial for their success. By recognising the enablers and barriers, 

higher education institutions can provide targeted support aimed at overcoming the 

barriers experienced by those using RPL for access. Ultimately, this approach can 

benefit all learners and enrich the academic community by embracing the diverse 

perspectives and experiences that vocational learners bring to the postgraduate 

landscape.  
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9.2  Introduction 

 

Vocational learning, emphasising practical skills and workplace relevance, plays a vital 

role in shaping the global workforce. By equipping individuals with industry-relevant 

knowledge and hands-on experience, vocational education and training programmes 

provide a direct pathway to employment and contribute significantly to economic 

growth.138 However, the evolving nature of work, driven by technological 

advancements and shifting industry demands, increasingly necessitates higher levels 

of education and training. This shift has resulted in programmes situated within higher 

education institutions as opposed to traditional vocational settings. Consequently, 

vocational learners now face the requirement of university entry to further their 

educational journey. 

 

With its diverse economic landscape and historical inequalities, South Africa provides 

a compelling context for examining the experiences of vocational learners entering 

higher education. The National Qualification Framework (NQF) aimed to create a 

seamless and integrated education and training system, recognising the value of both 

vocational and academic pathways.7 Navigating this system and successfully moving 

from a vocational to a higher education environment can be challenging for learners. 

While substantial research explores vocational learners entering higher education at 

the undergraduate level, less is known about the experiences and support needs of 

those progressing directly to postgraduate studies.12,22,17,139,140  

 

Paramedicine in South Africa is an example of the global shift towards higher 

education in vocational fields. Historically, paramedic training was primarily vocational, 

involving short courses and on-the-job experience focused on practical skills and 

immediate patient care. The introduction of the NQF signalled educational change, 

requiring paramedics to attain higher education qualifications for advanced roles and 

leadership positions. Currently, entry into emergency medical care can be achieved 

through various undergraduate academic pathways, including a higher certificate, a 

diploma, or a full degree.4 Upon successful completion of one of these qualifications, 
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individuals become eligible for registration with the regulatory body – a prerequisite for 

operational work in the field.  

 

This new landscape means that even experienced vocational paramedics with years 

of practical knowledge must now achieve an undergraduate qualification to formally 

advance their careers and pursue other higher education opportunities.4 As many do 

not meet the entry requirements, by using Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL), these 

vocational paramedics can have their experience assessed and potentially credited 

towards formal qualifications  

 

While offering opportunities for professional growth, entering higher education, 

particularly at the postgraduate level, can present several challenges for vocational 

learners. Learning environments of vocational training and higher education 

institutions often differ; vocational training typically emphasises hands-on experience 

and practical application, while higher education usually involves more theoretical and 

conceptual learning.104 This difference in academic preparation can create a barrier to 

academic success. Additionally, vocational learners transitioning to postgraduate 

studies are often older, juggling work and family commitments alongside their studies, 

making time management and balancing competing demands a constant 

challenge.55,103  

 

Although the challenges faced are considerable, the most formidable barrier for 

vocational learners entering higher education at the postgraduate level often lies 

within. Years of encountering roadblocks in their educational journey, coupled with the 

demands of work and life, have been shown to impact self-confidence and create 

perceptions of academic limitations.20,81,99 The very act of navigating the RPL process 

and gaining acceptance can be a profound experience for these learners.133  

 

This paper explores the experiences of vocational learners transitioning to higher 

education in South Africa, using the case of paramedicine to illustrate the support 

requirements inherent in this process. By exploring the perspectives of these learners, 

this research aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the support mechanisms 

needed to facilitate successful transition and address experienced barriers. 
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9.3  Aim of the Research 

 

This paper aims to describe the experiences of vocational paramedics during a 12-

month postgraduate diploma, specifically focusing on perceived support requirements.  

 

9.4  Research Methods 

 

A qualitative exploratory design was used with semi-structured interviews conducted 

with participants who met the inclusion criteria.  

 

9.4.1  Study setting  

 

This study setting was a Postgraduate Diploma in Emergency Care Studies. It is an 

interdisciplinary NQF level 8 qualification offered by a Higher Education Institute. The 

one-year online programme is designed for working professionals and blends 

theoretical and practical learning across clinical, research, and management domains. 

The programme accepts RPL candidates previously qualified via vocational learning, 

thus enabling individuals with relevant experience to gain admission to the 

Postgraduate programme by submitting a portfolio of evidence demonstrating their 

competency. 

 

9.4.2  Population and sampling  

A purposive sampling strategy was employed for this study. All RPL candidates 

enrolled in the 2021 cohort were invited to participate via email. 

 

9.4.3  Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Inclusion criteria: RPL candidates from the 2021 cohort.  

Exclusion criteria: Non-RPL candidates, candidates who applied to the programme via 

RPL but were not accepted for the 2021 programme, and RPL candidates not 

available during the period of interviews. 
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9.5  Data Collection 

 

This study forms part of a larger study and a semi-structured interview guide (see 

supplementary file) was developed from a prior study.133 Interviews were conducted 

using Microsoft Teams. Interviews were timed to take place after completion of the 

programme, providing the participants an opportunity to reflect on their experiences 

throughout the year of study. Interviews took place during April and May of 2022. The 

study adhered to the criteria for reporting qualitative research guidelines for qualitative 

studies (COREQ).141  

 

Eligible participants were contacted via email, providing information about the study, 

the interview process and consent forms. Upon receipt of the signed consent form, an 

hour was scheduled at a time convenient for both the researcher and the participant. 

The interviews were conducted in English, audio-recorded and lasted between 35 and 

45 minutes. Verbatim transcriptions were generated by Otter.ai.142  

 

9.6  Data Analysis 

 

Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis was used.135 The original transcripts 

were checked against the audio recording for accuracy. Transcripts were then 

anonymised by coding each participant. Following this, a six-phase analysis process 

was conducted, including familiarisation with the data, initial code generation, theme 

identification, theme review, theme definition and naming, and final report production 

(Figure 12). 
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Figure 12: Thematic Map of Themes and Codes 

 

9.7  Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Human Research Ethics Committee of the 

University of Cape Town (HREC 041/2022). Participation was voluntary. Potential 

participants were informed of the study’s objectives. Written consent was obtained 

prior to interviews. Participants retained the right to withdraw from the study at any 

point before the analysis commenced, with no negative consequences. To ensure 

anonymity, all identifying data was removed from the transcripts. Data was kept 

confidential on a password-protected device. 

 

9.7.1  Trustworthiness 

The study adhered to Guba and Lincoln’s description of trustworthiness. As part of a 

larger mixed-methods research project, the findings of this study were triangulated 

within the larger study to ensure credibility. Additionally, researcher triangulation and 

reflexive note-taking during interviews were also used. An audit trail of all research 

processes was kept ensuring dependability. To enhance the analysis’s reliability and 

validity, an independent research assistant reviewed the coding process, confirming 

the consistency and accuracy of the identified themes.114, 134,143  

 

 

 

 

Thematic Map of Themes and Codes 
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9.8  Results 

 

Ten interviews were conducted. Three main themes emerged with 12 categories that 

were subdivided into enablers and barriers (Table 13). The three themes were 

Individual, Academic and Institutional. Some categories were noted as both an enabler 

and a barrier. 

 

Table 13: Themes and Categories 

Themes Categories 

Individual Enabler and Barriers 

RPL for access to online education 

Peer and familial support 

Balancing responsibilities whilst studying 

Self-esteem and fear of failure 
 

Academic Enabler and Barriers 

Feeling valued within a system 

Online education offers a degree of flexibility. 

Academic writing and literacy 

Technology  

Institutional Enabler and Barriers 

Departmental support and programme structure 

Programme structure 

Channels of communication 

University culture 

 

9.8.1  Theme 1: Individual 

In the context of this research, “individual enablers” refer to personal attributes or 

circumstances that facilitate an individual’s ability to succeed or adapt positively in 

their learning or professional environment. Conversely, “individual barriers” were 

considered personal challenges or limitations that hinder an individual’s progress or 

adaptation in their educational or vocational pursuits. 
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9.8.1.1  Enablers: Opportunities, access and support 

RPL for access to online education 

Participants shared their appreciation of the opportunity to pursue a postgraduate 

programme, emphasising that the process of RPL and the online format made 

advancing their education possible: 

 

“I never finished school, I had to start working when I was 16. I never had a mom or 

dad supporting me. I was convinced I was going to get turned down. It was like that. 

I’m gonna get turned down because I don’t have a matric and not good enough. My 

history and experience of 17 years in EMS is not gonna mean anything. But it did 

and I got on. I now actually have something to show for my years of experience.” 

(Participant 8). 

 

“I always wanted to go to the university but I was looking forward to pursue the 

emergency side of things So it was quite difficult to go to the university as I had only 

CCA (vocational qualification). Hey, I didn’t have any other qualifications that let me 

go to the university. And then I just waited and prayed that one day I will go there 

when I saw this programme.” (Participant 6). 

 

Peer and Familial support 

Participants expressed great support, from in-class peers, to occupational colleagues 

and family. Although the programme was comprised of RPL and non-RPL candidates, 

it appeared that the group dynamic was supportive and collaborative:  

 

“...it was more of my fellow colleagues, we used to have very great communication. 

We’d talk about the school work and we support each other. Uh, if we experienced 

any problems, we tend to ask each other how is it going on your side. Especially 

those who went to the university before.” (Participant 6). 

 

“We kind of formed an alliance where we would communicate outside the class with 

each other and try to help each other and try to even just motivate each other…” 

(Participant 4). 
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“A big benefit was having them on the course, especially when we had contact 

sessions. You approached them from your prehospital environment and then they 

will come in with their hospital knowledge or intensive care knowledge and, you 

know, bring a different view on, um, many things.” (Participant 2). 

 

9.8.1.2 Barriers: Balance and personal obstacles 

Balancing responsibilities whilst studying 

Participants shared their difficulties in balancing their academic pursuits with existing 

responsibilities. The demanding nature of the programme, coupled with inflexible work 

schedules, often resulted in family time being sacrificed. 

 

“The challenges that I can really think of was balancing schoolwork and then my 

career working and then family time, because obviously working full time it takes up 

a lot of time of your life. And now having to study full time online was also taking up a 

lot of time. So balancing that and then to try and fit the family in was stressful.” 

(Participant 2). 

 

Self-esteem and fear of failure 

Another individual barrier that emerged was low self-esteem and the fear of failure. 

Participants often voiced the phrase ‘Not good enough’, emanating from two key 

concerns: an initial apprehension of qualification status amongst the programme’s 

multidisciplinary team and their peer group, and secondly, based on previous 

educational experiences.  

 

“I think the biggest challenge for me was the fear of failure and the fear of not 

accomplishing this with my background in terms of my schooling. I was very much 

sport orientated and I spent a fair amount of time at sports, maybe not looking at my 

academics as I should have, and I think the fear of not achieving was probably my 

biggest stumbling block.” (Participant 9). 
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9.8.2  Theme 2: Academic  

 

Academic enablers enhance learners’ learning experience and positively affect their 

academic success. Academic barriers are challenges that may impede learning and 

academic performance. 

 

9.8.2.1 Enablers: Flexibility, value and engagement  

Online education offers a degree of flexibility 

Despite the demanding schedule, participants mentioned an appreciation for the 

programme’s flexibility. Shifting schedules and revisiting sections provided a sense of 

control over their learning experience. This flexibility, however, didn’t come at the 

expense of structure. Weekly tasks and checklists ensured all learners stayed on track 

and met the programme’s requirements: 

 

“You just that little bit of freedom to complete the task when you had a chance, and 

read at your own pace and learn at your pace.” (Participant 7). 

 

“The lectures were filmed and then available for us to view in our own time. We had 

to keep up with the weekly work, though, but at our own convenience. This was very 

effective. It meant that we could cover the content in our own time, at our own pace 

and go back to it if we needed to.” (Participant 5). 

 

Feeling valued within a system 

Participants highlighted how they enjoyed engaging with the multidisciplinary team in 

the programme and felt knowledgeable within their field of expertise. They felt that 

interactions provided a platform to voice their opinions and actively contribute to 

discussions, which was essential for their learning and confidence:  

 

“I was able to discuss and interact with the others in a way where my opinion meant 

something, even if it may have been wrong. I had some good debates with some of 

the doctors. I felt valued in the group.” (Participant 9). 

 

“And I think after a couple of weeks, we realised we were in the same boat. You 

could see people were experiencing the same struggles. We were all flourishing in 
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the same way and quite quickly we all felt we were just colleagues. And not 

necessarily divided by qualification.” (Participant 5). 

 

9.8.2.2  Barriers: Academic writing, literacy and technology 

Academic writing and literacy 

For those whose first language is not English or who do not have training in academic 

writing, expressing complex concepts in written form can be challenging. These 

challenges were highlighted: 

 

 “The way I used to read a paper and the way I read the paper now is like worlds 

apart. And then there was the actual academic writing, I struggled with that.” 

(Participant 3). 

 

 “English is not my first language so I was slow and had to look up a lot of words. 

Especially working in rural Africa, there isn’t someone you can just quickly ask for 

help.” (Participant 4). 

 

Technology 

Participants mentioned technology as a barrier with many lacking access to reliable 

technology, including computers and internet connectivity, and were unable to engage 

fully with digital learning resources, submit assignments on time, or participate in 

online discussions until this was solved:  

 

“I had to go and buy a new computer for this course because mine was outdated, 

and then set it up!” (Participant 3). 

 

“I think the first challenge was in the first three months, and most of the challenges 

was getting through and understanding of the technology of how this online platform 

works and how the libraries work, and obviously I think one of my challenges is now 

having to maintain a different email address, which I never manage to link to mine. 

So I would miss notifications and announcements.” (Participant 7). 

Despite envisioned internet connectivity issues, participants realised this potential 

barrier and seemed to prepare for it: 
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 “I was the middle of the (rural) and there was literally no (internet) signal. I made 

sure I always downloaded the work when I had signal” (Participant 8). 

 

9.8.3  Theme three: Institutional 

In this study, Institutional enablers encompass an educational organisation’s 

supportive structures and practices that facilitate learning and success. Conversely, 

institutional barriers are the systemic obstacles within an educational institution that 

can hinder learners’ academic journey.  

 

9.8.3.1  Enablers: Institutional support services 

Departmental support and programme structure 

The support provided within the programme was highlighted amongst participants. 

They commented on the responsiveness and guidance from the programme convenor 

and lecturers. Others emphasised how the programme’s structure, clear progression, 

and logical learning flow contributed significantly to their positive experience.  

 

“The support that the department gave us from the word go, the RPL process then 

the curriculum they supplied ahead of time class, we were never in the dark with 

what is needed, they [lecturers] will always offer help. it felt like it was planned out 

properly. It just flowed week by week…” (Participant 2). 

 

“The tutors played a huge role and it was fantastic because you are able to interact 

with them and they gave us some really awesome feedback and sometimes it was 

frustrating to get the feedback we did. But the tutors played a huge role for me.” 

(Participant 9). 

 

9.8.3.2  Barriers: University culture 

Channels of communication 

The participants indicated that they used the programme convenor for day-to-day 

assistance, even beyond academic support. 

 

“I just emailed [programme convenor] for advice and [they] guided me to the right 

place.” (Participant 1). 
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“We had a convener, in the beginning I had to email her to direct me to the sort out 

my problem” (Participant 10). 

 

9.9  Discussion  

 

The transition from vocational to postgraduate education is a considerable leap, 

presenting specific challenges and support needs.133 The research aimed to 

understand the support requirements of vocational paramedics during 12 months of 

postgraduate studies, emphasising identifying barriers and enablers.  

 

Theme one highlighted support as a powerful enabler, emphasising the impact of the 

RPL pathway. This factor, however, was not recognised as a support strategy in the 

other literature.79,140 Access via RPL provided recognition and legitimacy to their 

vocational learning, allowing them to bypass traditional academic prerequisites and 

access postgraduate education. 

 

When considering academic barriers, the participants shared their challenges in 

developing academic writing and literacy skills, a shift from the practical skillset 

prioritised in their vocational training. As most had never experienced undergraduate 

education, learning a new academic language took time, especially for those whose 

home language was not English. Additionally, while adept at navigating traditional 

learning environments, these participants encountered difficulties adjusting to digital 

platforms, indicative of a disconnect between their vocational background and the 

academic demands they now face and migration to modern-day technology.  

 

The shift to university life presented institutional challenges for participants who said 

they were unfamiliar with higher education’s norms and support structures. Having 

engaged primarily with the online aspects of the programme, they lacked the traditional 

in-person orientation or “First Year Experience” designed to ease students into 

university life.75 Additionally, their predisposition to seek guidance from programme 

staff rather than dedicated support services aligns with practices from vocational 

training environments, which often centred around a principal coordinator who 

addresses any support needs.22,144 This pattern suggests a preference for the 



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

121 

familiarity and direct communication offered by the programme convenor, highlighting 

an opportunity to better integrate broader university support structures. 

 

As RPL continues to integrate into the higher education system due to the NQF, 

continuous support beyond access becomes vital for those who gain access via this 

route. Accordingly, higher education institutions should actively offer and promote RPL 

programmes in line with the national educational agenda. Alongside this access, the 

development of support mechanisms is critical. Institutions should implement 

orientation programmes designed to meet the unique requirements of non-traditional 

learners, leveraging platforms to ensure these programmes are widely accessible. 

 

Universities should develop targeted support services that address the specific 

academic, technological, and institutional barriers. It is also advisable to increase the 

visibility and user-friendliness of these support resources, ensuring that RPL 

candidates are aware of and feel comfortable accessing the help available to them.  

 

9.10  Limitations 

 

The scope of this study focused on vocational paramedics from South Africa and 

conclusions may not extend to diverse vocational fields or geographic areas. It 

included a small cohort on one programme, and other programmes may have different 

support structures and processes in place. Future research should encompass a 

broader array of vocational disciplines and regions to ensure all challenges can be 

identified and explored. 

 

9.11  Conclusion 

 

This study aimed to describe the experiences of vocational paramedics during a 12-

month postgraduate diploma, focusing on perceived support requirements. By 

recognising the enablers and barriers, higher education institutions can provide 

targeted support aimed at overcoming the barriers experienced by those using RPL 

for access. Ultimately, this approach can benefit all learners and enrich the academic 

community by embracing the diverse perspectives and experiences that vocational 

learners bring to the postgraduate landscape.  
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9.12  Discussion of Section 2 

 

This section presented the culmination of three interlinked studies designed to explore 

the support needs of vocational paramedics transitioning into postgraduate education, 

focusing on those enrolled in the PGDip EC programme. Together, these studies 

provided a balanced view of the challenges and opportunities these learners 

experience throughout the academic year, offering both practical insights and 

theoretical connections to existing research. As only RPL candidates were included in 

the interviews, the findings reflect the perspectives of this group alone. It is possible 

that traditionally admitted students may have encountered similar challenges, but their 

experiences were not examined in this study. The results should therefore be 

understood within the scope of vocational learners entering via RPL. 

 

The first study utilised the HMLSQ to identify the predominant learning styles among 

the 2021 and 2022 PGDip EC cohorts (Chapter 7). Results provided a clear preference 

for the Reflector learning style, characterised by thoughtful observation and 

consideration before taking action.28,126 This finding aligns with the structure of the 

PGDip EC programme, which emphasises reflective practice through guided activities 

and coursework designed to promote cognitive engagement.9,66 Conversely, the 

Activist style, which thrives on hands-on engagement and immediate application, was 

the least preferred, despite the context of emergency medicine, where quick thinking, 

on-the-go action, and hands-on problem-solving are vital competencies.13,99  

 

The second study explored the support needs of vocational paramedics transitioning 

into postgraduate education using a mixed methodology (Chapter 8). While RPL 

candidates demonstrated academic competence, with results comparable to those of 

non-RPL peers, the study highlighted challenges primarily related to technological and 

institutional support. Difficulties navigating the LMS and accessing formal university 

support services emerged as recurring barriers. Instead of utilising institutional 

resources, RPL candidates often relied on the programme convenor for assistance. 

While reliance on the programme convenor may plausibly reflect patterns from 

vocational environments where a single coordinator often provides broad support, it 

may also have been shaped by convenience or the perceived accessibility of the 
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programme convenor. The interpretation presented here, therefore, highlights a likely 

vocational influence while recognising that other explanations are possible.13, 30 

 

Aligning these findings with Vygotsky’s SCT, the reliance on programme convenors 

can be understood as an extension of the scaffolding that learners have become 

accustomed to in vocational settings. Vygotsky emphasised that learning occurs within 

the ZPD, the space between what a learner can do independently and what they can 

achieve with support.30,31 For RPL candidates, the programme convenor may act as 

an MKO, providing the guidance necessary to navigate unfamiliar academic processes 

and technologies. This reflects the social and collaborative nature of vocational 

learning, where mentorship plays a central role in skill acquisition and professional 

growth.30,31 The linkage to Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory is presented as a heuristic 

lens rather than a direct equivalence. The intention is to illustrate how participants’ 

reliance on guided support resembles scaffolding within the ZDP.31 This should not be 

read as claiming identical mechanisms between vocational mentorship and academic 

MKOs, but rather as a useful frame for interpreting how learners experienced support 

in transition. Further empirical work would be required to examine these processes in 

more detail. 

 

The continued reliance on informal scaffolding highlights the gap in formal institutional 

support structures that could otherwise extend learners’ ZPD more effectively. 

Expanding scaffolding strategies to include structured orientation programmes for 

online learners, technology training, and peer-assisted learning would provide the 

necessary tools to enable learners to transition more independently into the higher 

education environment.31,39 These enhancements align with Vygotsky’s assertion that 

learning is mediated through social interaction and that structured support fosters 

cognitive development, ultimately equipping learners to achieve tasks and outcomes 

previously beyond their reach.30,31  

 

The third study employed reflexive thematic analysis to identify key themes related to 

the support needs of vocational paramedics transitioning into postgraduate education 

(Chapter 9). The findings highlighted individual, academic, and institutional barriers 

and enablers that shaped participants’ experiences throughout their academic 

journey. These themes illustrate the multifaceted nature of support required to facilitate 
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a smooth transition for vocational learners, aligned with Vygotsky’s SCT, which 

emphasises the inherently social nature of learning and development.30  

 

The first theme, individual enablers and barriers, reflects Vygotsky’s notion that 

learning and growth occur through social interactions and shared experiences.30 The 

RPL candidates’ use of peer and familial support highlighted the importance of 

relationships as enablers in their learning journeys. This social aspect of individual 

enablers resonates with Vygotsky’s assertion that the ‘social being’ is central to 

development, where learners rely on interactions with others to make sense of their 

experiences.2 The RPL pathway further aligns with this theory, as it validates learners’ 

accumulated knowledge, which was developed through mentorship, practical 

collaboration, and years of professional engagement.10  

 

The academic barriers highlighted RPL candidates’ challenges when transitioning 

from practical, skills-based training to theoretical, academically oriented learning. 

Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD provides a useful lens for understanding this 

transition.30 RPL candidates struggled with academic writing and digital literacy, both 

of which required scaffolding to develop the competencies needed to succeed in 

higher education, especially when undergraduate levels are skipped. Many of the RPL 

candidates reached out to peers or colleagues to overcome these challenges, which 

aligns with Vygotsky’s view that learners advance when supported by MKO, such as 

programme staff or peers.2,31  

 

The third theme, institutional barriers and enablers, highlighted the programme 

convenors’ role in providing support, mirroring the mentorship culture characteristic of 

vocational learning environments. In vocational settings, learners often build 

knowledge through close relationships with mentors, supervisors, or coordinators, who 

act as primary facilitators of learning.1 This reliance on programme convenors can be 

interpreted as scaffolding within the ZPD, where learners require guided support to 

navigate the complexities of university structures and digital platforms. However, 

participants’ reluctance to engage with broader institutional resources reveals an 

opportunity to enhance the visibility and accessibility of university support systems.  
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These findings collectively reflect the interconnected social and cultural elements of 

Vygotsky’s SCT.2,94 Individual enablers, such as peer collaboration and familial 

support, showcase the social dimensions of learning, while academic and institutional 

barriers highlight the need for scaffolding to extend learners’ capabilities within their 

ZPD.30 The findings of this research align with existing literature in both the medical 

field and other professional domains, emphasising the need for integrating support 

services into academic programmes.17,22,52 By addressing these challenges and 

reinforcing the importance of guided learning, universities can better support 

vocational learners in their transition to postgraduate education. 
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SECTION 3 

Participatory Action Research 

 

  



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

127 

CHAPTER 10: Participatory Action Research 

 

In Chapter 10, PAR is introduced and explained, followed by an overview of the three 

iterative cycles conducted in this research. Each cycle was designed to progressively 

build upon the insights and findings from the previous one, ensuring an evolving and 

adaptive approach. The first PAR cycle was informed by the research findings outlined 

in Section Two, which considered progression and the lived experiences of RPL 

candidates on the PGDip EC 2021. Cycle one focused on addressing the support 

needs of these learners, with particular emphasis on enhancing mechanisms available 

to RPL candidates in the PGDip EC. The subsequent cycles built on the outcomes of 

Cycle One, extending and refining these strategies in response to emerging insights 

and ongoing feedback. 

 

10.1  Overview of Participatory Action Research 

 

PAR is a collaborative research approach that actively involves participants in the 

process of examining and addressing their own community or workplace issues.144,145 

Emerging in the mid-20th century, PAR has its roots in the work of Kurt Lewin, who 

emphasised the role of action research in promoting social equity and empowerment 

through reflective cycles of planning, action, and evaluation.147 Lewin’s theory 

emphasised the importance of involving community members in the research process, 

proposing a cyclic method of planning, taking action, and fact-finding about the result 

of the action.148,149 

 

PAR is characterised by its focus on reflection, data collection, and action to improve 

strategies, practices, and knowledge of the environments in which participants are 

directly involved.5,145 PAR is distinct in its iterative process, and cycles of action and 

reflection thus gradually increase understanding among participant researchers.146,150 

The collaborative nature of PAR helps to break down the traditional barriers between 

researchers and subjects, fostering a co-creative environment where knowledge is not 

merely extracted but jointly constructed.151,152 Through this approach, participants 

become empowered as active agents in the research process, contributing to 

meaningful, context-specific outcomes that reflect their lived realities. 
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10.2  Theoretical Foundations of PAR 

 

The theoretical underpinnings of PAR are rooted in constructivist and sociocultural 

theories, closely aligning with Vygotsky’s principles.95,147,150 Constructivism is a 

learning theory that posits knowledge is actively constructed by individuals rather than 

passively absorbed. According to this perspective, learners engage with their 

environment and prior knowledge to make sense of new experiences, thereby creating 

meaning.2,147 Constructivism emphasises the importance of learners’ active 

involvement in the learning process, recognising that meaning-making is both a 

personal and social endeavour. 

 

A core principle of constructivism is cultural mediation, a concept central to Vygotsky’s 

SCT. Vygotsky argued that all learning occurs within a cultural context and is mediated 

through shared tools, rules and community.2,31 Cultural mediation acknowledges that 

individuals do not learn in isolation; rather, they engage with and are shaped by their 

social and cultural surroundings. Culture can be understood to include the institutional 

culture of the university, which influences how learners adapt to academic 

expectations, access support, and integrate into the postgraduate environment. This 

view aligns with PAR’s emphasis on collective inquiry, as participants interact and 

draw upon cultural tools to address shared issues and construct meaningful solutions 

within their context.2  

 

Active social engagement, another key tenet of SCT, refers to the process through 

which individuals learn by interacting with others within a community of practice.2,30 

Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD highlights MKOs’ role in supporting learners to achieve 

tasks they cannot accomplish alone.30 Through guidance, collaboration, and shared 

experiences, learners are able to reach higher levels of understanding and skill 

development. In the context of PAR, active social engagement manifests as a 

collaborative effort where researchers and participants work together to identify 

problems, share knowledge, and co-create solutions. This dynamic process enhances 

learning and empowers participants to act on their findings to create meaningful 

change.31,150  
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The active social engagement approach leverages the transformative potential of 

collaboration and active participation by grounding PAR in constructivist and 

sociocultural principles. By ensuring that knowledge is co-constructed through shared 

inquiry and cultural mediation, this theory promotes both individual and collective 

growth within specific social contexts.31,150  

 

This study employed an action research methodology to facilitate cycles of change 

through iterative phases. Data collected from the mixed-methods studies (Chapters 8 

and 9) served as the foundation for implementing the PAR approach. Three action 

research cycles were conducted to address RPL candidates’ support requirements in 

postgraduate emergency care programmes. 

 

PAR was selected for its ability to actively engage vocational learners and educators 

in a collaborative, transformative process.150 One of the aims of this research was to 

develop a conceptual framework of support to aid vocationally trained learners 

transitioning into postgraduate studies in emergency medicine. Given the barriers and 

enablers identified in Study 2 (Chapters 4, 8 and 9), PAR provided an ideal method 

for directly involving these learners in identifying their specific support needs and 

collaboratively developing strategies to address them.152-154  

 

Craig Mertler’s PAR approach was chosen for its systematic yet flexible methodology, 

which incorporates clear phases of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting.155-157 

Mertler’s emphasis on practical application allows findings to be translated into 

actionable solutions within learners’ educational environments.5  

 

10.3  Craig Mertler and PAR 

 

Craig Mertler’s work equips educators and researchers with practical tools to improve 

classroom practices and foster learner success through systematic inquiry and 

reflection.5,158 His approach aligns with constructivist principles, emphasising that 

learning is an active, collaborative process where individuals construct knowledge 

through experience and social interaction.2,31 This made Mertler’s PAR approach 

particularly well-suited to this research, as it provided a structured, iterative method 

for engaging participants in identifying and addressing their support needs.  
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The four phases of Mertler’s PAR include planning, acting, observing, and reflecting.5 

These phases are not isolated; rather, they are iterative and often overlap, enabling 

continuous refinements and adaptations to actions based on the data and insights 

gathered throughout the process. This cyclical nature ensures that each phase builds 

upon the previous one, fostering a deeper understanding of the issues being 

addressed and enabling practical, responsive solutions.5 These phases are further 

discussed in the article titled: Participatory Action Research in Emergency Care 

Education: an Indirect Approach to Learner Support (Chapter 11). 

 

Although RPL candidates were involved in the research, they were not the primary 

contributors to the design of the PAR cycles. Their engagement was limited to 

interviews and questionnaires, which ensured that whilst the research remained 

embedded in their lived experience, they were able to focus on their studies rather 

than the research. As discussed in Chapter 6, this selective involvement reflected a 

deliberate methodological choice, shaped by the time-intensive nature of participatory 

design and a commitment to ethical practice. The decision to exclude RPL candidates 

from the core design process was also informed by their heightened vulnerability as 

learners who had never previously engaged with higher education. All learners in 

higher education can be considered vulnerable. This vulnerability may arise from the 

academic demands they face, the unequal power relations between researchers and 

learners, and the potential for exploitation within educational settings.106, It is assumed 

that RPL candidates face additional challenges compared with peers who have 

progressed through traditional undergraduate study, as they often lack prior exposure 

to university culture and academic conventions. To avoid overburdening this cohort, 

the action research cycles were developed and refined primarily through the 

involvement of institutional stakeholders, such as tutors and academic staff.10,11,130  

 

This approach aligns with emerging recognition of indirect participation in PAR, where 

institutional actors reflect and act on behalf of learner groups.155,157 Such methods are 

increasingly validated in educational contexts where learners are constrained in their 

capacity to engage directly.146 Mertler affirms that educators, administrators, or 

academic staff may be well-positioned to act as co-researchers in the PAR process, 

particularly when embedded in the learning environment and able to drive iterative 
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improvements.159 This adaptation maintains the integrity of the reflective cycle central 

to PAR while upholding ethical standards and safeguarding participant well-

being.160,161 

 

This indirect model of participation aligns with broader national and institutional 

commitments to equity and redress. RPL candidates, whose prior educational 

trajectories were often interrupted or undervalued, require forms of support that 

acknowledge structural disadvantage while avoiding new exclusions under the guise 

of participation.12,58,110 Literature on RPL and adult learning reinforces this, cautioning 

that well-intentioned participatory frameworks can inadvertently reinforce inequalities 

if they impose additional burdens on already marginalised learners.21,130 By framing 

participants beyond learners as co-researchers and change agents, the research 

preserved the participatory ethos of PAR while remaining ethically and contextually 

appropriate.  
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CHAPTER 11: Participatory Action Research in Emergency Care 

Education: an Indirect Approach to Learner Support 
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11.1  Abstract 

 

11.1.1 Background 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) is a collaborative methodology that uses cycles 

of planning, action, observation, and reflection to link inquiry with action. This study 

examined whether a moderated, indirect participatory approach could capture learner 

support needs without imposing additional workload and cognitive burden. The 

research was situated within Recognition of Prior Learning as a pathway into 

postgraduate emergency care education in South Africa, where little methodological 

precedent exists for engaging vocational learners. 

 

11.1.2  Methods 

The study focuses on one PAR cycle, using Mertler’s four-phase action research 

approach as a methodological scaffold.  

 

11.1.3  Results 

The three cycles illustrated how indirect PAR can be adapted to postgraduate contexts 

through involvement at key choice points. Cycle 1 saw the formation of a structured 

tutor group. Cycle 2 generated a Tutor–Student Charter, formalising boundaries and 

expectations as a methodological artefact that safeguarded both tutor capacity and 

learner access. In Cycle 3, short questionnaires demonstrated that direct participation 

could be incorporated without creating additional burden. 

 

11.1.4  Conclusion 

The study demonstrated that PAR can be applied as an adaptive methodology in 

postgraduate education by moderating participation according to learner readiness 

and context, confirming its flexibility and rigour across diverse disciplinary and 

institutional settings. 

 

11.1.5  Contribution 

The study demonstrated a constructivist-aligned model of PAR for higher education. 

It offered a transferable approach for programmes serving learners with competing 

demands, showing how choice points, mentoring structures, and time-conscious 
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methods can embed learner perspectives into programme development without 

imposing undue burden. 

 

11.2  Introduction 

 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) has become a well-suited methodological 

approach in education and the social sciences, recognised for its emphasis on 

collaboration, reflexivity, and responsiveness. Its origins are often attributed to Kurt 

Lewin, whose work in the 1940s conceptualised action research as an iterative cycle 

of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting in order to address pressing social 

problems.147,148  Lewin’s vision was anchored in the belief that research should not be 

a detached process but an instrument for social transformation, linking knowledge 

generation directly to action. This early formulation provided the foundation for later 

approaches that placed participants at the centre of inquiry, ensuring that research 

outcomes were meaningful and connected to lived experience.153 

 

Building on Lewin, subsequent theorists framed PAR as a critical and democratic 

methodology that seeks to challenge dominant structures and open space for shared 

voice.146 Later interpretations describe PAR as both a process and a philosophy of 

practice, with its strength lying in collective knowledge creation and social reform. 145 

The cyclical and reflexive nature of action research has been highlighted as 

particularly suitable in education, where contexts and learner needs evolve rapidly.160 

Within this tradition, Mertler introduced a structured framework comprising four stages; 

planning, acting, developing, and reflecting. His model illustrates how PAR can be 

applied in a systematic yet adaptable manner, ensuring both rigour and 

responsiveness. This orientation made it particularly suitable for studies addressing 

learner transitions and institutional change.5,155,157,158 

 

In educational research, PAR has been used to reframe learners as active contributors 

rather than passive recipients of knowledge.151 Learner voice initiatives show that 

learners can influence teaching, curricula, and institutional practice. In postgraduate 

settings, PAR has been used to create collaborative spaces where learners shape 

academic processes, positioning them as co-constructors of knowledge.149 
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This participatory orientation resonates strongly with social constructivist perspectives, 

which view learning as socially mediated and situated within cultural and institutional 

contexts.2,30 Knowledge is constructed through shared processes rather than 

transmitted from teacher to learner. PAR reflects this principle by creating research 

structures in which meaning is co-constructed through collective inquiry, with learners’ 

experiences becoming cultural tools that enable institutional learning and 

transformation. 

 

Indirect PAR extends this alignment by recognising that mediation can occur through 

proxies as well as through direct involvement. These proxies can act as intermediaries 

who surface and interpret learner experiences at defined points, enabling those 

perspectives to guide institutional change without overburdening learners. This 

reflects the logic of scaffolding, where responsibility for articulation is temporarily 

distributed in order to protect and support learners.11 In this way, indirect PAR 

demonstrates that constructivist principles can be enacted flexibly, ensuring that 

learner perspectives are represented even when direct participation is limited. 

 
Additionally, higher education contexts often involve groups of learners who 

experience vulnerability in distinct ways. Working adults re-entering education also 

face barriers of time, finances, and competing responsibilities, challenges that can be 

amplified in postgraduate contexts.106 Disadvantaged learners often describe their 

experiences in terms of isolation, exclusion, and disconnection from academic 

communities, highlighting that vulnerability is not only economic but also social and 

institutional. 16 

In these circumstances, full and continuous engagement may not be feasible. Studies 

caution that learners balancing employment and study may find participatory methods 

an additional strain.104 It is further emphasised that while involvement is empowering, 

action research must be designed in ways that protect wellbeing and autonomy.171 

These arguments underscore a central methodological tension: PAR aims to 

democratise knowledge, yet if applied uncritically, it can inadvertently reproduce 

inequality or disempower the very groups it seeks to support. 

Indirect PAR has emerged as a methodological response to these challenges. By 

introducing participation through carefully chosen “choice points,” indirect approaches 
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enable learners’ perspectives to inform inquiry without demanding continuous 

involvement.167 Mediation through tutors, mentors, or convenors ensures that 

authentic learner voices shape institutional processes while protecting learners from 

the risk of exploitation or academic overload. In this sense, indirect PAR is both a 

pragmatic compromise and an adaptation in participation, showing how protection 

from undue burden can become a defining principle of participatory practice. 

This interpretation also broadens how participatory research is understood. PAR can 

be seen not as a rigid standard of full and direct involvement but as a spectrum of 

possible practices that can be tailored to context.170 Indirect approaches exemplify this 

spectrum by showing that moderated involvement can coexist with agency, voice, and 

collaboration. Even with reduced intensity, participants can still influence agendas, 

shape institutional reflection, and contribute to social transformation. While intensity of 

engagement is reduced, the core ethos of PAR is retained: participants influence the 

research agenda, shape institutional reflection, and contribute to social transformation. 

The methodological value of indirect PAR extends across higher education settings 

where learners face multiple vulnerabilities. International learners dealing with cultural 

and linguistic barriers, first-generation learners negotiating unfamiliar academic 

terrain, vocational graduates adjusting to new modes of knowledge, and learners with 

financial or social constraints may all benefit from this approach.23,106 Moreover, by 

carefully balancing involvement, indirect PAR helps to mitigate subtle power 

imbalances that often exist between researchers and participants, ensuring that 

learner agency is acknowledged without creating additional demands.41,165 

 

This article contributes methodological conversation by exploring the use of indirect 

PAR in a post-graduate diploma at a higher educational institution. In this instance, it 

was demonstrated that indirect PAR can preserve participatory values, reduce burden 

on learners, and provide transferable insights for supporting diverse learner 

populations in higher education. 
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11.3  Research Methods and Design 

 

11.3.1  Study Design 

on a broader research project which explored the support needs of vocational 

paramedics transitioning into postgraduate education, an area that remains 

underexplored in both South African and international discourse.12,22 The design 

followed the cyclical framework of planning, acting, developing, and reflecting as 

outlined in Mertler’s work on educational action research (figure 13).5 In the first two 

cycles, PAR was adapted into an indirect model to minimise potential disruption to 

learners’ academic progress.  

 

Figure 13: Stages and Steps in Action Research (Adapted from Mertler) 

 

The indirect approach was implemented through two iterative cycles: 

• Cycle 1: Formation of the tutor group. Tutors were introduced to the research 

aims and engaged in collaborative discussions to identify potential challenges 

facing the learner cohort. This cycle established the group as the primary site 

of participation and created a foundation for mediated reflection. 

• Cycle 2: Development of a tutor charter. Tutors co-constructed a charter that 

outlined boundaries, expectations, and strategies for engagement. This artefact 
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acted as a safeguard against over-involvement and clarified the responsibilities 

of tutors as mediators of learner experience. 

The last cycle used direct PAR: 

• Cycle 3: Progression and lifelong learning. Questionnaires were directed at 

both current learners and recent graduates to evaluate progression and the 

potential for lifelong learning. 

11.3.2  Setting 

The study was conducted within the Postgraduate Diploma in Emergency Care 

(PGDip EC) at a South African university. Delivered fully online, the programme 

enrolled learners from diverse geographical regions and professional contexts across 

the South African emergency medical services. The broader research project centred 

on the support needs of vocational paramedics who accessed the programme through 

the Recognition of Prior Learning pathway, positioning them as the primary focus of 

the study. Postgraduate study is academically demanding, and these learners were 

expected to encounter additional challenges as they entered directly at this level 

without the undergraduate preparation that often facilitates transition. To help address 

this, tutors were engaged to provide structured support, forming part of the educational 

environment in which the participatory action research cycles were conducted. 

 

11.3.3  Study Population and Sampling Strategy 

The study population included learners enrolled in the PGDip EC, tutors, and the 

programme convenor between 2021 and 2023. Inclusion criteria comprised all 

learners registered in the PGDip EC during this period, tutors supporting the cohorts, 

and the programme convenor.  

 

Once permissions were obtained, potential participants were emailed by the 

researcher providing information about the research, and if they were interested 

inparticipating, further engagement followed. Exclusion criteria applied to individuals 

not enrolled in the PGDip EC and those not engaged in tutor or convenor roles. 

 

Participation was structured across three indirect PAR cycles, each employing a 

sampling strategy suited to its purpose: 
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Cycle 1: Purposive inclusion of all learners in the PGDip EC cohort, their tutors, and 

the programme convenor to capture a comprehensive view of early transition 

experiences. 

Cycle 2: Purposive and criterion-based sampling of all learners in the PGDip EC 

cohort, tutors, four graduate tutors from the 2021 cohort (introduced in Cycle 1 to 

strengthen peer-led insight), and the programme convenor. 

Cycle 3: Purposive sampling of all learners in the PGDip EC cohort, graduates of the 

preceding cohort, and the programme convenor, enabling reflection across both 

current and past programme participants. 

 

Once permissions were obtained, potential participants were emailed by the 

researcher providing information about the research, and if they were interested in 

participating, further engagement followed. 

 

This inclusive approach reduced the risk of reinforcing perceptions of vulnerability and 

ensured that reflections were situated within the collective cohort experience rather 

than isolating RPL learners as a distinct subgroup. 

 

11.4  Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the Human Research Ethics Committee 

of the University of Cape Town (041/2022 and 042/2022). Institutional permission was 

also obtained from the Department of Learner Affairs. Informed consent was secured 

from all participants, who were advised that participation was voluntary, withdrawal 

was possible at any stage without penalty, and that all responses would remain 

anonymous. Participation had no impact on learners’ academic progression or future 

involvement in the programme. 

 

11.5  Results 

 

This section provides an overview of the three PAR cycles, with an emphasis on 

methodological application rather than on detailed empirical findings. Guided by 

Mertler’s four-phase framework, the cycles illustrate how indirect participation was 

operationalised in this study. Each cycle highlights calibrated “choice points” where 
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learner involvement was mediated, ensuring that perspectives were included without 

increasing learner burden.167 

 

11.5.1 Cycle 1: Establishing a tutor support group  

Planning stage 

As learners in higher education are considered vulnerable, those entering the PGDip 

EC through the RPL pathway could be regarded as even more so, as many had not 

previously undertaken undergraduate study. To reduce the potential burden during 

their year, an indirect PAR approach was selected, with findings mediated through 

tutors and the programme convenor rather than through direct learner participation.  

 

During the planning stage, an action plan was developed as outlined in Figure 14. This 

was valuable in providing a structured roadmap for addressing the identified support 

gap through the establishment of a tutor group. The plan was framed using the SMART 

approach, which ensured that objectives were specific, measurable, achievable, 

relevant, and time-bound, thereby enabling systematic monitoring and reflection within 

the cycle. 
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Figure 14: Action Plan for Cycle One 

 

Acting stage 

During this stage, engagement took place with tutors and the programme convenor, 

who represented learner perspectives and guided the initial steps of the support 

strategy. Structured discussions were held to identify areas where learners might 

require assistance, and these inputs were documented to ensure that the objectives 

set during the planning stage could be actioned in practice. The process was further 

informed by insights from the literature review conducted in the broader research 
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project, which provided an evidence-based perspective to complement the tutor and 

convenor contributions. 

 

Developing stage 

During the developing stage, all graduates from the 2021 cohort were contacted by 

the programme convenor via email and offered the opportunity to join the tutor group. 

Although only four graduates expressed willingness to participate, their inclusion 

expanded the tutor group and increased its capacity to provide structured support for 

the incoming cohort.  

 

Reflecting stage 

The cycle confirmed that the use of indirect PAR, combined with a SMART framework, 

enabled actionable changes to be made while minimising the burden on learners. 

 

11.5.2 Cycle 2: Establishing a charter for boundaries 

Planning stage 

This cycle was informed by semi-structured discussions with the tutor group 

established in Cycle 1. Feedback indicated recurring challenges in learner–tutor 

interactions, including expectations for constant availability and requests for support 

beyond academic guidance. The planning process consisted of multiple steps, as 

outlined in Figure 15, which provided the foundation for subsequent actions. 
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Figure 15: PAR Cycle Two Process 

 

Acting Stage 

During this stage, the group discussions were analysed, and it was determined that 

the main challenges centred on learner expectations for constant availability and 

requests for non-academic support. Further discussions were held with the 

programme convenor, and it was agreed that a charter would be an appropriate 

mechanism to establish boundaries. It was decided that the charter should be 

developed by the tutors to suit their individual availability. 

 

Developing Stage 

Tutors collaboratively drafted a charter that formalised expectations for 

communication and clarified the scope of tutor support. Each tutor was able to record 

their availability within the charter and distribute it to their allocated learner group. 

 

Reflecting stage 

During the reflecting stage, data were collected to evaluate the efficiency of the charter 

through two methods: an adapted safety cross tool and three monthly tutor 

questionnaires. The safety cross provided a visual record of WhatsApp communication 

patterns, capturing frequency, timing, and type of interactions between tutors and 

learners. This enabled systematic monitoring of boundary adherence and highlighted 
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variations in communication across different time points. The tutor questionnaires, 

generated structured feedback on the usefulness of the charter, challenges in its 

enforcement, and learner adherence to agreed communication boundaries.  

 

11.5.3 Cycle 3: Exploring progression and lifelong learning  

By the time the third cycle was initiated, earlier cycles had shown that vocational 

learners in the cohort did not require the level of academic support that had originally 

been envisaged. The focus then shifted to whether access through RPL had supported 

progression and fostered engagement with lifelong learning. Based on this learning, it 

was decided that learners could be approached directly, but through low-burden 

methods, to ensure their perspectives were captured without compromising their 

studies. 

 

Planning stage 

To determine progression and lifelong learning, the planning stage involved the design 

of two short online questionnaires: one distributed to current learners to explore their 

use of institutional support services, and another to recent graduates to capture 

experiences of progression into further study or professional development. At this 

point, questionnaires were chosen over interviews as they provided a mechanism to 

gather perspectives efficiently while minimising the time and cognitive load of 

participants, who were already balancing academic and professional responsibilities. 

 

Acting stage 

The questionnaires were distributed electronically to the 2023 cohort and to recent 

graduates, and responses were collected for analysis. 

 

Developing stage 

The responses were consolidated and analysed thematically, using a structured 

process to group data into categories that reflected patterns of support use, 

progression, and engagement with lifelong learning. The results were then considered 

alongside the findings from Cycles 1 and 2, as well as the literature review undertaken 

in the broader research project. Together, these data sources informed the 

development of a conceptual framework for learner support, which constituted the final 

component of the broader research project 
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Reflecting stage 

Once it became clear that vocational learners were coping academically, direct 

participation could be incorporated without compromising their progress. The use of 

short questionnaires represented a methodological adjustment, providing a low-

burden tool to capture learner perspectives while respecting their limited availability 

and competing responsibilities. This cycle demonstrated that PAR functioned as an 

adaptive approach, shifting between mediated and direct forms of engagement in 

response to context and learner needs. 

 

11.6 Synthesis across PAR cycles 

 

The three cycles illustrate how PAR was adapted in one context through careful 

calibration at key choice points. In Cycle 1, learner perspectives were represented 

indirectly through alumni who joined the tutor group, showing that proxies can be used 

to carry forward learner voice while protecting current learners from additional 

demands. In Cycle 2, mediated dialogue with tutors was formalised into the charter, 

demonstrating how indirect engagement can be converted into structured artefacts 

that safeguard both tutor capacity and learner access. By Cycle 3, it had become clear 

that vocational learners were coping academically, and the methodology was adapted 

to permit direct participation through short questionnaires. This selective shift showed 

that once the risk of overburdening learners had lessened, appropriate direct methods, 

such as short questionnaires, could be introduced to capture progression and lifelong 

learning. 

Across the three cycles, PAR was not implemented as a rigid framework but as an 

adaptive approach capable of shifting between indirect and direct forms of 

engagement depending on learner needs and ethical considerations. The iterative use 

of choice points ensured that learner perspectives informed programme reflection and 

development in ways that balanced empowerment with protection. Methodologically, 

the cycles highlight that alumni can act as effective mediators, tutors can take on 

mentoring roles, and direct participation can be incorporated when context allows. 

Together, these findings confirm the flexibility of PAR as a methodology in this 

research, particularly when working with cohorts that may be considered vulnerable. 
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11.7  Discussion  

 

This study applied PAR to explore the support needs of vocational paramedics who 

used RPL for access into postgraduate study. Postgraduate education is demanding, 

and vocational learners were assumed to face additional challenges, having entered 

directly at this level without the undergraduate preparation that typically eases 

transition.14,22,39,86 To protect these learners from the additional burden of research 

participation, an indirect approach was initially adopted.  

 

Indirect participation was central in the first two cycles, where learner perspectives 

were mediated through alumni, tutors, and the programme convenor. This approach 

allowed support needs to be surfaced and addressed without requiring learners to act 

as co-researchers during a period of significant adjustment. By the third cycle, 

however, it had become clear that learners were coping academically, and the method 

adapted to allow direct participation through short, low-burden questionnaires. This 

shift expanded the focus from immediate programme support to broader questions of 

progression and lifelong learning. 

 

Across the three cycles, PAR was therefore used to establish a tutor support group, 

co-construct a charter, and explore progression and lifelong learning. The findings 

illustrate that indirect participation can preserve the ethos of PAR when carefully 

calibrated at methodological choice points, and that direct participation can be 

introduced once the ethical risks of overburdening learners are reduced. Together, the 

cycles highlight the methodological flexibility of PAR, its ethical sensitivity to learner 

vulnerability, and its alignment with constructivist perspectives where mentoring and 

mediation play a central role in enabling learning and institutional change. 

 

Four key findings emerged from the application of PAR across the three cycles: 

 

1. Flexibility and reflexivity 

PAR proved inherently dynamic, requiring responsiveness to both context and learner 

needs. Flexibility was evident in the decision to employ indirect participation in Cycles 

1 and 2, where learner perspectives were mediated through alumni, tutors, and the 

programme convenor, before adapting in Cycle 3 to allow direct participation through 
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low-burden questionnaires once it was clear that learners were coping academically. 

Reflexivity was critical in evaluating these choice points, ensuring that decisions about 

participation were continually aligned with ethical considerations and learner 

readiness. This supports existing literature that identifies PAR as cyclical and adaptive 

and extends it by showing that flexibility applies not only to the sequence of actions 

but also to the structuring of participation itself.5,155,157,158 

 

2. Context matters 

The study reinforced that participation must be situated within the lived realities of 

learners. Vocational paramedics who entered through RPL were adapting to 

postgraduate study without prior exposure to university culture, while also navigating 

the demands of an intensive, fully online programme. Directly involving them as co-

researchers during this perceived vulnerable period may risked undermining their 

academic focus. Indirect strategies, such as expanding the tutor group in Cycle 1 and 

co-constructing the charter in Cycle 2, ensured that learner needs shaped programme 

reflection without creating additional strain. By Cycle 3, when learners had 

demonstrated academic competence, direct participation was introduced. These 

methodological choices confirm that PAR must remain sensitive to context and cannot 

be applied in a standardised or mechanical way.104 

 

3. Time management 

Sustaining iterative cycles required careful management of time and workload for both 

participants and researchers. Indirect participation offered a way to respect learners’ 

limited availability while still embedding their perspectives in programme-level 

reflection. This was evident in Cycle 1, where alumni mediated learner perspectives, 

and in Cycle 2, where tutors formalised boundaries through the charter. By Cycle 3, 

the use of short questionnaires demonstrated that direct methods could also be 

employed without placing undue burden on participants. These decisions highlight that 

time management is not peripheral but central to the success of PAR in higher 

education, supporting calls for researchers to pay closer attention to the temporal 

organisation of participatory cycles and the distribution of workload across all 

stakeholders.160 
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4. Bridging theory and practice 

A central strength of PAR lies in its ability to connect theoretical reflection with practical 

action. In this study, learner experiences were acknowledged and mediated into 

structural interventions that reshaped the programme. The expansion of the tutor 

group created sustained peer support, the charter clarified boundaries and 

expectations, and questionnaires captured progression needs to inform future 

planning. These outcomes illustrate how participatory reflection, even when mediated 

indirectly, can generate tangible change at programme level. Tutors, though formally 

designated as tutors, acted in practice as mentors who mediated both academic and 

personal aspects of learner adjustment. Methodologically, the study demonstrated that 

PAR, including its indirect application, can move beyond surface consultation to 

embed learner perspectives into institutional practice, thereby embodying its 

democratic intent to foster meaningful change.146 

 

11.8  Strengths and Limitations 

 

The strengths of this study lie in its iterative design, methodological reflexivity, and 

adaptability. Learner perspectives were central throughout, yet their academic 

workload was respected by calibrating involvement. However, limitations remain. 

Learners were not engaged as co-researchers at every stage, which may have 

constrained opportunities for deeper collaborative inquiry. The focus on a single 

programme and disciplinary context limits transferability to other settings. In addition, 

while indirect approaches reduced learner burden, they risked narrowing opportunities 

for collective deliberation and richer data generation.  

 

11.9  The Reflecting Stage 

 

The reflecting stage in PAR is vital for assessing the impact and efficacy of the 

implemented action plan – here, the Tutor Support Programme. It is a period of 

introspection and evaluation aimed at gathering comprehensive feedback to inform 

future cycles of action.5 Two months after the PGDip EC 2022 programme began, 

tutors were sent three online questionnaires at one-month intervals. These 

questionnaires aimed to collect the tutors’ perspectives on the challenges and 

achievements they encountered in their support roles. These questionnaires provided 
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data points for reflection on the tutors’ perspectives. Notably, recurring feedback 

highlighted through the questionnaires was the issue of candidates making contact 

outside of workable hours, indicating a need for more explicit boundaries and 

expectations. This feedback influenced the ensuing PAR cycle, prompting the creation 

of a Tutor Student Charter designed to establish clear guidelines on acceptable 

communication practices. 

 

11.10  Implications and Recommendations 

 

The study offers implications for both methodology and practice. Methodologically, it 

shows how indirect PAR was used as a viable strategy in a higher education context 

ensuring that their voices influence change while minimising strain. Practically, it 

highlights that indirect PAR can generate support mechanisms that address transition 

needs in ways adaptable to different learner populations, including those entering via 

RPL. Future research should test indirect PAR across diverse programmes and 

sectors to examine the sustained impact of interventions on learner progression and 

lifelong learning.  

 

11.11  Limitations 

 

The potential interplay of power and positionality between participants and the 

researcher was recognised and mitigated through intentional inclusivity as a core 

strategy throughout the PAR cycles. A second limitation of this research is its focus on 

a single programme offering. By concentrating on vocational practitioners in 

emergency care, the study may not capture the varied experiences and challenges of 

other RPL candidates in other fields when transitioning to the postgraduate 

environment. This limitation suggests additional research to understand the diverse 

educational landscapes fully. 

 

11.12  Conclusion 

 

These findings demonstrate that PAR can be applied flexibly along a spectrum of 

participation, shifting between indirect and direct approaches depending on learner 

needs and ethical considerations. Indirect participation in the early cycles preserved 
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the democratic ethos of PAR while protecting vocational learners from additional 

burden during their transition into postgraduate study. By the third cycle, once it 

became clear that learners were coping academically, direct participation through low-

burden questionnaires was practically viable. Overall, this progression demonstrates 

PAR as an adaptive methodology, capable of balancing empowerment with protection, 

rather than a fixed model requiring continuous co-researcher engagement. The study 

therefore contributes methodologically by illustrating how choice points, contextual 

sensitivity, time management, and mentoring relationships can be mobilised to embed 

learner perspectives into research while safeguarding learner wellbeing 
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CHAPTER 12: Participatory Action Research Cycle One – the Tutor 

Group 

 

12.1  Background 

 

At the beginning of the 2021 PGDip EC, two tutors were introduced to assist learners, 

with an initial emphasis on those admitted through RPL. These tutors were both 

suitably qualified and available to support learners should they require additional 

assistance. All learners were informed of the tutors’ availability, and their engagement 

with the tutors remained voluntary. Additionally, the programme convener facilitated 

connections with the tutors for learners identified as struggling. While initially aimed at 

supporting RPL learners, it became evident that other learners also benefited from this 

additional layer of support.  

 

Towards the end of the 2021 PGDip EC, some graduates expressed an interest in 

remaining involved with the programme. The programme convener consequently 

recognised an opportunity to enhance learner support. Mentoring programmes, 

particularly in postgraduate education, are well-documented for their ability to enhance 

academic outcomes, foster learner engagement, and provide essential scaffolding for 

underrepresented groups.22 This led to the initiation of PAR cycle one, focusing on the 

development of a structured tutor group. 

 

12.2  Methods 

 

Cycle one employed a PAR approach to develop a tutor group, following Mertler’s four-

phase action research framework and integrating the nine steps of an action cycle as 

a methodological scaffold for the study (Figure 13).5 Rooted in social constructivism, 

PAR positions participants as co-researchers, empowering them to enact meaningful 

change within their context.5 Although PAR typically involves direct engagement with 

participants, this study adopted an indirect approach to mitigate potential interference 

with the PGDip EC learners’ academic year.149,150,153,170 In this cycle, indirect PAR was 

operationalised by focusing on the tutors, who included graduates from the 2021 
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PGDip EC cohort, and who acted as a mediated voice of the learners within 

programme-level dialogue. 

 

 

Figure 16: PAR Cycle One Process 

 

Figure 16 displays the four stages of the first cycle, which ran between November 

2021 and February 2022. All PGDip EC learners who graduated in 2021 (RPL and 

non-RPL) were included in this cycle.  

 

12.3  Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approvals were obtained, as illustrated under heading 6.4. 

 

12.4  Ethical Concerns 

 

PAR introduces ethical considerations beyond those associated with traditional 

research methodologies.170 As a collaborative and iterative process, PAR positions 

participants as co-researchers, which requires careful attention to issues such as 

power dynamics, shared ownership of data, and equitable participation.153  

 

PAR cycle one focused on the development of a tutor group, with no data collection 

taking place during this cycle. All ethical considerations outlined in Chapter 6 were 

adhered to, with the following additions specific to the PAR cycle: 
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12.4.1  Credibility 

Open communication between tutors, the programme convener, and the head tutor 

was encouraged to ensure transparency and collaboration. All tutors were informed 

about the research objectives and their roles in its progression, creating a supportive 

and cooperative environment. Importantly, participation in the tutor group and the 

research process was entirely voluntary.111,172 

 

12.4.2  Dependability 

The tutor support programme was initiated after the PGDip EC’s completion in 2021. 

This timing ensured that the process took place outside the academic year, minimising 

potential power dynamics between the research team and learners.111,172  

 

12.4.3  Integrity 

Tutors were fully informed about the research objectives to ensure they understood 

the study’s purpose. All tutors voluntarily agreed to engage as the research evolved. 

Participants were assured that their details would remain anonymised throughout the 

research process, safeguarding their privacy. Additionally, participants were informed 

of their right to withdraw from the research at any time without any consequences. No 

remuneration was provided to tutors for their participation in this research.111,172  

 

12.4.4 Accountability and reflexivity 

The researcher maintained accountability by ensuring clear communication with the 

tutors. She kept a reflexive journal to document ongoing reflections, identify potential 

biases, and monitor the research process. This reflective practice ensured that the 

integrity of the research was upheld.172  

 

Following Mertler’s PAR approach, as portrayed in Figure 13, the tutor group’s 

development is outlined through the four stages of planning, acting, developing, and 

reflecting.5  

 

12.5  The Planning Stage 

At the end of the 2021 PGDip EC programme, a few learners expressed an interest in 

remaining involved with the programme. Recognising the potential to enhance learner 

support, the programme convener discussed the opportunity to expand the tutor group 
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with the researcher. This initiative was further supported by findings from the 

descriptive literature review conducted as part of this research (Chapter 4). 

Consequently, an action plan to expand the existing tutor group was developed using 

SMART objectives (Figure 13 and Table 14).173 

 

Table 14: SMART Objective for PAR Cycle One 

SMART Framework Action 

Specific 
Establish a tutor support programme where learners are assigned 

to tutors for mentoring during the PGDip EC 2022.  

Measurable 

Monitor interactions between tutors and learners on the tutor 

WhatsApp group to identify common areas of need and assess the 

effectiveness of the support provided. 

Achievable 

Launch the tutor support programme at the start of the 2022 

academic year, ensuring each incoming candidate is paired with a 

tutor. Tutors will provide guidance and support throughout the 

programme, integrating mentorship into the learner journey. 

Relevant Provide an additional layer of support to PGDip EC learners.  

Timely 
Implement the tutor support programme to be operational by the 

next academic intake (PGDip EC 2022).  

 

12.6  The Acting Stage 

 

In December 2021, an announcement was made to all 35 PGDip EC learners (now 

graduates), inviting those interested to join the tutor group. The purpose of this 

invitation was to expand the tutor group to support the incoming PGDip EC 2022 

cohort. Four new tutors were recruited as a result, expanding the tutor group from two 

divisional tutors to six for the new academic year. Four graduates volunteered and 

were recruited, increasing the tutor group from two divisional staff tutors to six for new 

academic year. Although the invitation was extended to the entire graduating class, all 

four volunteers had entered the PGDip EC through RPL for access.the  
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12.7  The Developing Stage 

 

12.7.1  The tutor orientation site 

A tutor orientation site was developed on UCT’s LMS to guide the tutors.174 This 

platform serves as an orientation resource for tutors involved in the PGDip EC 

programme, providing tutors with the necessary information and tools to support 

learners.  

 

Features of the site include: 

 

• Courses on the PGDip EC: Provides detailed information about the courses 

included in the PGDip EC programme, enabling tutors to understand the curriculum 

and align their support accordingly.174  

• Tutor Roles and Time Management: Outlines tutors’ responsibilities and offers 

guidance on efficient time management to balance tutoring duties with other 

commitments.174 

• Communication: Offers strategies for effective communication with learners. 174 

• Discussion-based Tutorials: Provides insights on facilitating engaging and 

productive discussion-based tutorials. 174 

• Resources: Guides tutors on utilising educational resources to support learner 

engagement and comprehension. 174 

• Marking and Feedback: Offers best practices for assessing learner performance 

and providing constructive feedback to promote academic growth. 174 

 

Additionally, the site includes details of UCT’s support services, a glossary of relevant 

terms, and a question-and-answer section to address common queries.174 Tutors were 

thus encouraged to familiarise themselves with the content and reach out to the head 

tutor, programme convener, or course lecturers for further support.  

 

12.7.2  Allocation of learners to tutors 

During the Introduction to Postgraduate Studies course in 2022, the programme 

convener adopted a structured approach to divide all PGDip EC learners into groups 

of four to five. These groups intentionally comprised a mix of RPL and non-RPL 
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learners, ensuring inclusivity and preventing any group from being exclusively RPL 

learners. The programme convenor then assigned a tutor to each group for the 

academic year. 

 

The tutors were introduced to the PGDip learners during an online introductory 

meeting, which is a component of the Introduction to Postgraduate Studies course. 

During this meeting, the tutor programme was explained to the learners, highlighting 

the voluntary nature of engagement. Additionally, both tutors and learners were 

encouraged to introduce themselves on Padlet, a digital board available within the 

LMS. 

 

12.8  The Reflecting Stage 

During this cycle, the tutor group was expanded from two to six with the aim of 

providing support to all learners in the PGDip EC. This strategy aligns with Vygotsky’s 

SCT and MKOs.2,91 In this theory, the MKO serves as a guide, helping learners 

overcome institutional and technological barriers, which are preconditions for 

engaging with the academic content within their ZPD.31 As graduates of the 

programme, the new tutors had a strong understanding of the pressures and demands 

within the programme, enabling them to provide support that was both academically 

and contextually relevant. The tutor group functioned as MKOs, offering guidance to 

help learners navigate the challenges of postgraduate education.  

This cycle expanded the tutor group and oriented new tutors to the PGDip EC 

programme, but the efficiency of the tutor support programme was undetermined. This 

prompted several questions, including whether the learners would engage with the 

tutors, for what specific purposes they would seek tutor support, whether the tutors 

required additional support themselves, and how effective the tutoring programme was 

in meeting its intended objectives. These questions highlighted the iterative nature of 

PAR and informed the design and focus of PAR cycle two, which sought to understand 

and reflect on the tutor group’s experiences. 

 

 

 



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

157 

CHAPTER 13: Participatory Action Research Cycle Two – The Tutor 

Student Charter 

 

13.1  Background 

 

In cycle one, a tutor group consisting of divisional tutors and PGDip EC graduates was 

developed and envisioned to support learners during the 2022 PGDip EC (Chapter 

12). This initiative aimed to assist learners and alleviate some of the pressure on the 

programme convener and lecturing staff. The implementation of this tutor group laid 

the groundwork for PAR cycle two, which built on the reflections and questions that 

emerged from the first cycle. 

 

The aim of PAR cycle two was to explore and reflect on the tutor group’s experiences 

in their new roles. Learning from these experiences could identify areas where 

additional support or training is required. 

 

13.2  Methods 

 

The researcher followed Mertler’s four-phase action research approach, integrating 

the nine steps of an action cycle as a methodological scaffold for the study.5 The steps 

and phases are depicted in Figure 13.  

 

The four stages of this PAR cycle (Figure 17) are: 

 

1. The Planning Stage – June 2022 

a. A discussion group was held with tutors to identify areas of support for 

them and the learners, and to hear about their experiences as tutors. 

2. The Acting Stage – July to September 2022 

a. Content analysis of group discussion 

b. Identification of themes 

c. Review plan – Identify the need for a charter 

3. The Developing Stage – August to October 2022 
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a. Development of a Tutor Student Charter for use with the 2023 PGDip 

EC cohort.  

4. The Reflecting Stage – March to May 2023 

a. Establishment of communication between PGDip EC learners and tutors 

using a safety cross. 

b. Distribution of an online questionnaire to tutors for feedback on the 

charter. 

 

The method employed in conducting each stage is described within that stage, 

followed by the results and discussion.  

 

 

Figure 17: PAR Cycle Two Process 

 

13.3  Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approvals were obtained, as discussed under heading 6.4. 
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13.4  Ethical Concerns 

 

13.4.1  The group discussion 

The researcher invited tutors to participate in the group discussion via email. This 

occurred during the planning stage for PAR cycle two. The email provided an overview 

of the research, explaining the purpose of the discussion, and included details about 

consent, recording procedures, and participants’ right to withdraw at any time without 

consequences. 

 

Informed consent was obtained from three available tutors; the other three tutors could 

not participate due to work commitments. A discussion brief was used as a guide 

during the group discussion, which lasted 55 minutes (Appendix 10). The 

transcriptions were anonymised by removing identifiable information and assigning 

each tutor a code to ensure confidentiality after the discussion. All data were securely 

stored on a password-protected device and will be destroyed five years after the 

study’s publication. 

 

13.5  The Planning Stage 

 

The planning stage of a PAR cycle involves identifying key areas for exploration.155,157 

In this research, this stage was informed by feedback from the first cycle. This cycle 

involved a tutor group discussion, which led to the development of a Tutor Student 

Charter. The process was structured using an action plan and the SMART framework, 

as illustrated in Figure 18 and Table 15.168  
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Table 15: SMART Objective for PAR Cycle two 

SMART Framework Action 

Specific 

Develop a comprehensive Tutor Student Charter for the PGDip EC 

programme to clearly define boundaries, response times, and 

communication protocols for tutor-learner interactions. This charter 

will address key issues such as last-minute requests and tutor-

hopping to enhance the consistency and equity of support. 

Measurable 

Monitor the charter’s implementation by tracking the frequency of 

communication between tutors and learners using a safety cross 

adapted for communication. Collect feedback from tutors through 

surveys conducted over a three-month period. 

Achievable 

Engage the programme convenor and tutors in collaboratively 

designing the charter during PAR cycle two. Distribute the charter 

to the PGDip EC 2023 learners, who should sign within the first two 

weeks after commencing the programme. 

Relevant 

The charter addresses tutors’ workload by formalising 

communication expectations and reducing out-of-office 

engagement. 

Timely 
Finalise the Tutor Student Charter, with an implementation 

deadline of PGDip EC 2023. 

 

13.5.1  Overview of tutor group for 2022 

At the beginning of 2022, each tutor was allocated a random group of PGDip EC 2022 

learners, forming individual tutor groups to foster academic and institutional support. 

Each tutor was free to decide what medium of communication to use, and some 

options included a chat room on the LMS, emails and WhatsApp groups. Each new 

tutor was also added to a ‘tutor orientation page’ on the LMS that provided guidance 

on learner communication, the use of university resources, and tutor 

responsibilities.174 

 

Tutors were added to a tutor WhatsApp group that included the programme convener, 

course conveners and lecturing staff. The researcher was also added once approval 

for this research was obtained. Some lecturing staff and course conveners opted not 

to participate in the WhatsApp group, and no administrative staff elected to be on the 

group. The group mainly focused on deadline-driven communication, with the primary 
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means of communication for the programme and with the lecturing staff remaining 

email communication. 

 

13.5.2  Focus group discussion with the tutors 

The researcher invited tutors to participate in the focus group discussion via email. 

The email provided an overview of the research, explaining the purpose of the 

discussion, and included details about consent, recording procedures, and 

participants’ right to withdraw at any time without consequences. 

 

Informed consent was obtained from three available tutors; the other three tutors could 

not participate due to work commitments. A discussion brief was used as a guide 

during the group discussion, which lasted 55 minutes (Appendix 10). The 

transcriptions were anonymised by removing identifiable information and assigning 

each tutor a code to ensure confidentiality after the discussion. All data were securely 

stored on a password-protected device and will be destroyed five years after the 

study’s publication. 

 

During the 2022 semester break, all tutors were invited to participate in a loosely 

structured focus group discussion; three of the tutors were able to attend. This break 

occurred midway through the PGDip EC programme (18 weeks into the programme), 

following the completion of three of the six courses: Introduction to Postgraduate 

Studies, Concepts in Emergency Care and Adult Emergency Medicine. The 

programme convenor, course convenors and lecturing staff were excluded from the 

group discussion. 

 

With the first half of the programme completed and the potential for increased learner 

needs at the beginning of the programme, the discussion was arranged mid-year to 

explore any emerging challenges and identify support requirements. The discussion 

was held online, using Microsoft Teams, at a time convenient for the tutors, with the 

primary aim to ascertain areas where both tutors and learners might benefit from 

additional support in the programme. The discussion points were loosely structured to 

allow for open and meaningful conversation, fostering an environment where tutors 

could share their experiences, highlight challenges, and propose solutions (Appendix 

10). 
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The discussion commenced with a welcome, followed by an explanation of informed 

consent and participants’ right to withdraw. Once consent was obtained, the session 

was recorded. A brief overview of the study and action cycle was also provided.  

 

13.6 Content Analysis 

 

After the group discussion, the researcher verified the accuracy of the transcription 

against the recording to ensure reliability. All identifying data were removed to maintain 

confidentiality, and codes were applied to anonymise each tutor. The content analysis 

began with familiarisation, where the researcher listened to the recording and read the 

transcript multiple times to grasp the context of the data.175 Key phrases and sections 

were then assigned initial codes, which were grouped into broader themes that 

captured recurring patterns and reflected shared experiences among participants. 

These themes were reviewed to ensure they accurately represented the data and 

remained distinct from one another. Finally, they were defined, named, and 

synthesised into a comprehensive report, supported by direct quotes from the 

discussion to illustrate key insights. This systematic and rigorous approach ensured 

the findings were trustworthy, grounded in the data, and reflective of the participants’ 

perspectives. 

 

The content analysis followed an inductive approach, allowing themes and categories 

to emerge directly from the data rather than being guided by predefined 

frameworks.175-177 To ensure dependability, an audit trail of research decisions was 

maintained, while triangulation within the broader PAR cycle enhanced 

credibility.136,178 Reflexive notetaking during the group discussion further contributed 

to transparency and depth in the data collection process.111,135,143 

 

13.7 Results of the Focus Group Discussion with the Tutors 

 

Table 16 consolidates the themes and insights into a single, structured format. Two 

themes were identified during the content analysis, namely challenges with academic 

writing and the need for boundaries. It must also be noted that all PGDp EC learners 
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were included in the tutor support programme, and unless specified, the findings relate 

to both RPL and non-RPL learners.  

 

Table 16: Codes and Themes from the Group Discussion 

Key Phrases Codes Themes 

“A lot of people actually failed the intro to PG 

studies this year.” (T1) 

Academic readiness 

issues 

Challenges with 

academic writing 

“Understanding of how to write, if they don’t 

have that, the rest of the subjects they will 

struggle in.” (T3) 

Foundational course 

importance 

Challenges with 

academic writing 

“I get asked, what is meant by academic 

writing?” (T2) 

Gaps in academic 

writing and 

understanding 

Challenges with 

academic writing 

“The second thing is in terms of self-reflecting 

- how to actually combine this with academic 

writing.” (T2) 

Integration of 

reflection and writing 

Challenges with 

academic writing 

“Reflection models and academic writing are 

difficult for students to grasp.” (T2) 

Academic writing 

challenges 

Challenges with 

academic writing 

“They’ve got an expectation that you should 

help them now.” (T1) 

Immediate response 

expectations 

The need for 

boundaries 

“They send it to you at the 99th minute and 

expect help – this was often a Sunday 

evening.” (T3) 

Last-minute queries 
The need for 

boundaries 

“Pop between teachers looking for the best 

answer.” (T2) 
Tutor-hopping 

The need for 

boundaries 

“Providing consistent answers between tutors 

is important.” (T2) 

Unanimity in tutor 

guidance 

The need for 

boundaries 

 

13.7.1 Theme 1 – Challenges with academic writing 

The tutors perceived the Introduction to Postgraduate Studies course as the most 

challenging for learners. This course laid the foundation for the programme, creating 

what was perceived by the tutors as an intense learning curve for learners unfamiliar 

with university systems. Tutors noted that prior exposure to concepts such as 

academic writing and self-reflection could better prepare learners for this course. One 

tutor suggested incorporating prerequisite or introductory material before the start of 
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the programme: “So I feel that we should look if it's possible to add it when they apply 

or as a prerequisite to start” [Tutor 3]. 

 

Tutors also highlighted gaps in learners’ understanding of academic writing. A learner 

reportedly asked: “What is meant by academic writing?” [Tutor 2]. Participants further 

explained that the learners struggled to integrate self-reflection with academic writing: 

“The second thing is in terms of self-reflecting - how to actually combine this with 

academic writing” [Tutor 2]. 

 

13.7.2 Theme 2 – The need for boundaries 

Tutors expressed concerns regarding the boundaries of time, tutor-hopping, and the 

expectations placed on them for the support they felt they should provide. These 

concerns highlighted the tension between learners’ expectations and the tutors’ 

capacity to provide assistance within their professional roles. One tutor remarked, 

“They've got an expectation that you should help them now,” [Tutor 1] illustrating that 

learners frequently sought immediate responses, often at inopportune times. This was 

particularly evident on Sundays before assignment deadlines, with another tutor 

noting, “They send it to you at the 99th minute and expect help – this was often a 

Sunday evening” [Tutor 3]. 

 

Another issue was learners’ tendency to seek assistance from multiple tutors, often 

disregarding their group allocations. One tutor described this behaviour as “…pop 

between teachers looking for the best answer” [Tutor 2]. This behaviour complicated 

the tutors’ ability to manage their workload effectively and provide equitable support 

to all learners. 

 

13.8  Discussion 

 

The findings from the group discussion presented two themes: challenges with 

academic writing and the necessity for boundaries in the tutor-learner relationship. The 

tutors highlighted that academic writing may be a barrier for many learners enrolled in 

the PGDip EC. This observation is supported by existing literature, which emphasises 

that academic writing at the postgraduate level is a specialised skill that requires 

continuous refinement and practice.55 This challenge becomes even more pronounced 
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for RPL learners, whose prior educational experiences may not have included 

exposure to structured academic writing practices.103  

 

The second theme highlighted the necessity to establish boundaries to manage tutor-

learner interactions effectively. Tutors reported frequent last-minute requests for 

assistance, often at inconvenient times, such as weekends preceding assignment 

deadlines. Such incidents reflect a misalignment of learner expectations with tutor 

availability and professional responsibilities. Additionally, the practice of ‘tutor-

hopping’, where learners bypass their assigned tutors to seek alternative perspectives, 

further compounded these challenges. These findings align with broader research 

advocating for structured communication protocols and clearly defined boundaries to 

support equitable learner engagement and protect tutor well-being.29,179 Unregulated 

communication can lead to increased stress and burnout among educators, thereby 

compromising the quality of support they provide.12,29,179 Policies specifying 

appropriate response times and preferred communication methods can mitigate 

unrealistic expectations, ensuring a sustainable workload for tutors while fostering 

productive interactions.29,179 

 

13.9  The Acting Stage 

 

The acting stage of PAR involves implementing planned actions to address identified 

issues and gathering data to evaluate their impact. It focuses on engaging participants 

in real-world interventions, ensuring the process is both collaborative and 

responsive.149  

 

13.9.1  Designing a Tutor Student Charter  

Recognising the need to balance accessibility with sustainability, structured guidelines 

were essential to formalise expectations and establish clear communication 

boundaries. A Tutor Student Charter was developed based on the guidelines and 

policies of UCT, other South African universities, and international practices (Appendix 

13).179-180 While the term ‘Tutor Student Charter’ may not be widely cited in academic 

literature, its principles align with existing institutional frameworks that address 

professional boundaries and communication protocols in higher education. 
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For instance, the University of the Western Cape’s guidelines emphasise the 

importance of professionalism, advising tutors to create safe and supportive learning 

environments while maintaining boundaries.181 Similarly, the University of 

Johannesburg’s policy highlights tutors’ role in supporting learners’ psycho-social well-

being, referring them to appropriate university resources, and serving as professional 

role models through responsible and ethical engagement.180 Internationally, 

institutions advocate for clear professional boundaries and encourage learner 

independence to prevent over-dependence.28,179 By incorporating these principles, the 

Tutor Student Charter could serve as a dynamic document that establishes clear 

communication expectations while empowering tutors to define their own boundaries. 

The conceptualisation of the charter took place in December 2022, and it was rolled 

out to the tutors at the programme’s start in February 2023 (Figure 18).  

 

To evaluate the efficacy of the Tutor Student Charter, a safety cross was adapted to 

track communication outside of the tutors’ availability hours (Figures 19-21) over a 

three-month period following the charter’s dissemination to learners (March to May 

2023). The safety cross is a visual management tool originating from Toyota’s 

production system.182 It is commonly used to track incidents or activities over time 

using a colour-coded grid to identify trends and areas requiring intervention. Initially 

applied in workplace safety and healthcare, it has since been adapted across sectors 

for monitoring purposes.182 In this study, the safety cross was used to monitor and 

record communication on the tutor WhatsApp group, providing a structured approach 

to categorising the nature of interactions. 
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Figure 18: Action Plan for Cycle Two 
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13.10  The Developing Phase 

 

The developing phase bridges the gap between analysis and action, serving as the 

transition from analytical insights to practical applications.5 During the group 

discussions, the theme of setting boundaries emerged. Building on this theme, the 

plan for a Tutor Student Charter was conceptualised. This stage involved translating 

insights into actionable steps through the development of the charter. 

 

To ensure relevance and adoption, the Tutor Student Charter was developed through 

a collaborative process involving the tutors, programme convenor, head of the tutor 

programme, and the researcher. This participatory approach ensured the solutions 

were grounded in real-world experiences, fostering a shared sense of ownership and 

accountability.5,152,154,162 

 

The researcher prepared the initial draft of the charter, which was then sent to the 

programme convenor for input. From there, the draft underwent an iterative feedback 

process and was circulated between the programme convenor and the tutors for 

further refinement. Once all revisions were incorporated, the final version was 

reviewed and approved by the tutors and the programme convenor (Appendix 13). 

 

After finalising the Tutor Student Charter, each tutor could customise it by specifying 

their preferred availability and communication channels. This flexibility enabled tutors 

to set sustainable boundaries aligned with their professional responsibilities and 

personal commitments. At the commencement of the PGDip EC 2023, tutors 

distributed the customised charters to their allocated learners through their chosen 

communication platforms. Each learner was required to review and sign the charter, 

signifying their acceptance. This step fostered mutual agreement and accountability, 

establishing a shared understanding of expectations between tutors and learners.  

 

It was envisioned that the Tutor Student Charter would serve as a point of reference 

should a learner communicate outside the boundaries set by the tutors. It could be 

sent as a reminder to reinforce expectations.  
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13.10.1  Implementation of the Tutor Student Charter 

At the beginning of the PGDip EC 2023, once the programme convenor randomly 

allocated all the PGDip EC learners to a tutor, the tutors received the Tutor Student 

Charter via email from the programme convenor. They were requested to complete it 

and discuss their boundaries with all the learners within their groups. After the 

discussion, this was signed by the learners and sent back to the tutors. The tutors kept 

a copy and shared a copy with the programme convener. Table 17 displays the chosen 

communication times, channels and expected turnaround time set by the 2023 tutors. 

 

Table 17: Summary of the Tutor Student Charter 

Tutor Times of communication 
Channels of 

communication 

Expected turnaround 

time (as per each 

tutor’s charter) 

Tutor 1 
Mon-Fri 8 am – 5 pm 

Sat 8 am – 1 pm 

Email or 

WhatsApp 

Depends on if I’m busy 

with a patient – but will 

be as soon as I can 

Tutor 2 

Mon-Thursday 8 am – 5 pm 

Friday 5 pm – 8 pm 

Saturday 3 pm – 5 pm 

Email or 

WhatsApp 

24 hours or next 

working day 

Tutor 3 
Mon-Fri 8 am – 5 pm 

Sat 8 am -1 pm 

Email or 

WhatsApp 

24 hours (weekdays) or 

next business day 

(weekends) 

Tutor 4 
Mon-Fri 8 am – 5 pm 

Sat 8 am – 1 pm 

Email or 

WhatsApp 
24 hours 

Tutor 5 
Mon-Fri 8 am – 5 pm 

Sat 8 am – 1 pm 

Email or 

WhatsApp 
24 hours 

Tutor 6 
Mon-Fri 8 am – 5 pm 

Sat 8 am – 1 pm 

Email or 

WhatsApp 

24 hours or next 

working day 
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13.11  The Reflecting Stage 

 

A three-month safety cross (March to May) and online questionnaires sent to the tutors 

(March to May) formed the feedback for this reflection stage (Figures 19 to 21). 

 

13.11.1 Tutor WhatsApp group and the safety cross 

The researcher monitored activity in the tutor WhatsApp group from March to May 

2023, following the rollout of the Tutor Student Charter. During this period, all tutor 

communication in this group was recorded and categorised using the safety cross. 

The communication was divided into three categories, each represented by a different 

colour on the safety cross (Figures 19-21). 

 

1. Communication – non-specific (green colour code): This category included 

any queries relevant to the university but not directly related to the programme, 

such as financial assistance inquiries or general institutional questions. All 

information pertaining to these queries is available on the course and 

programme outline available to each learner on the LMS. 

2. Communication – learner-specific inside office hours (orange colour 

code): This category captured communication occurring between 8 am and 5 

pm on weekdays and included programme-related inquiries, such as 

assistance with the LMS, content clarification, or assessment-related queries. 

All information pertaining to these queries is available on the course and 

programme outline available to each learner on the LMS. 

3. Communication – learner-specific outside office hours (red colour code): 

This category encompassed communication that occurred outside regular 

working hours and covered programme-related inquiries, including LMS 

support, content clarification, or assessment-related assistance. All information 

pertaining to these queries is available on the course and programme outline 

available to each learner on the LMS. 

 

It is acknowledged that this form of monitoring, as recorded on the safety cross, only 

captured communication tutors posted in the WhatsApp group. This may have 

excluded some of their direct communication with learners or interactions conducted 

through the correct channels. 
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Figure 19: Safety Cross March 2023 
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Figure 20: Safety Cross April 2023 
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Figure 21: Safety Cross May 2023 

 

The researcher observed two developments in the centralised WhatsApp group: first, 

communication often occurred outside working hours, contrary to the guidelines 

reflected in the Tutor Student Charter (Table 17); second, tutors used the group to ask 

questions on behalf of learners. However, learners were expected to raise such 

queries themselves through the correct communication channels. These channels, 

clearly outlined in the programme and course documents, specify the appropriate 
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methods and designated contacts for various issues. For example, problems related 

to the LMS should be addressed directly by learners to an administrator or the 

university IT support team rather than being raised by tutors in the tutor-learner 

WhatsApp group.  

 

13.11.1.1 Results: Safety cross 

While there may have been instances where the exact time of learner-initiated contact 

was not accurately reflected due to delayed message delivery or offline notifications, 

or when the learner used the appropriate communication channel, clear 

communication patterns were identified. Table 18 presents a comparison of the days 

and times when communication occurred and assessment submission deadlines.  

 

Table 18: Correlation of Communication Spikes and Assessment Dates 

Date Assessments 
Communication outside of 

tutor availability 

Introduction to Postgraduate Studies Course 

27 February – 5 

March 2023 

Searching for Evidence Exercise 

(Assessment Date: 2 March Peer 

Review 5 March 2023) 

Queries during office hours 

6–12 March 2023 
Read and Summarise Article 

(Assessment Date: 9–12 March 2023) 
11 March 2023 

13–19 March 2023 
Write an Abstract (Assessment Date: 

16–19 March 2023) 
17 and 20 March 2023 

20–26 March 2023 
Word Document Format (Assessment 

Date: 23–26 March 2023) 
21 and 22 March 2023 

27 March – 2 April 

2023 

Endnote References (Assessment 

Date: 2 April 2023) 
27 March 2023 

3–9 April 2023 
Final Assignment submission 

(Assessment Date: 9 April 2023) 
4 and 10 April 2023 

Concepts of Emergency Care Course 

10–16 April 2023 
Triage Tools submission (Assessment 

Date: 15 April 2023) 
10 and 14 April 2023 



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

175 

Date Assessments 
Communication outside of 

tutor availability 

17–23 April 2023 
Am I Prepared? Assignment 

(Assessment Date: 20 April 2023) 
Queries during office hours 

24 April – 1 May 

2023 

How Do You Do Handovers? 

Submission (Assessment Date: 1 May 

2023) 

29 April and 2 May 2023 

Adult Emergency Care Course 

20–26 March 2023 

Respiration Discussion Response 

(Assessment Date: 27–28 March 

2023) 

27 March 2023 

1–9 April 2023 

Chest Injuries, Chest X-ray, Blood Gas 

Self-assessments (Ongoing during 1–9 

April 2023) 

10 April 2023 

15–18 April 2023 

Circulatory Failure Discussion Posting 

and Responses (Assessment Date: 14 

April 2023) 

14 April 2023 

23–30 April 2023 

Circulatory Failure Self-assessment 

and Portfolio Task 2 (Assessment 

Date: 29 April 2023) 

29 April 2023 

6–14 May 2023 

Neurology Discussion Posting, 

Portfolio Task 3 (Assessment Date: 2, 

7 and 12 May 2023) 

7 and 12 May 2023 

20–23 May 2023 

Endocrine, Metabolic, Fluid, and 

Electrolytes Discussion (Assessment 

Date: 19–20 May 2023) 

19 and 20 May 2023 

28 May 2023 

Endocrine, Metabolic, Fluid, and 

Electrolytes Self-assessment 

(Assessment Date: 28 May 2023) 
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Based on the data from the safety crosses for March, April, and May 2023, the 

following was observed:  

 

1. Communication Outside Office Hours: 

Data from the WhatsApp group, as reflected in the red-coded entries on the safety 

cross, showed consistent communication outside tutor availability across all three 

months (Figures 19-21). Learners frequently reached out during evenings, weekends, 

and public holidays.  

 

2. Increased Communication Before Key Dates: 

Peaks in communication on the WhatsApp group often aligned with weekends and 

days leading up to deadlines or submission periods. This pattern was evident in March 

and April, where spikes in both learner-specific communication (orange and red-coded 

on the safety cross) were observed on certain weekends (Table 18).  

 

3. Varied Nature of Communication: 

Green-coded entries on the safety cross, representing non-learner-specific 

communication, included queries related to administrative matters or general 

requests, such as contact details. While these interactions were less frequent than 

academic-related queries, they indicate that tutors also served as a point of contact 

for broader guidance. 

 

13.11.2   Tutor questionnaires 

Three online questionnaires were distributed to tutors monthly (March, April and May 

2023) (Appendix 7-9). The questionnaires assessed whether the Tutor Student 

Charter was useful in establishing and maintaining communication boundaries, 

identified any challenges tutors faced in enforcing the guidelines, and gathered 

insights on learners’ adherence to the agreed-upon communication times. This 

feedback provided observations of the usefulness of the charter and informed potential 

adjustments to better support both tutors and learners. 

 

The results from the Microsoft Forms questionnaire were downloaded and exported 

into an Excel spreadsheet for analysis.178,179 This was kept on a password-protected 
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computer, and the tutors’ responses were analysed using comparative and content 

analysis. 

 

13.11.2.1 Methods 

Three online questionnaires were distributed to all six tutors in March, April and May 

2023, with the first sent one month after the charter’s introduction (Table 19, 

Appendices 7-9). The six tutors responded to each of the three questionnaires. 

 

The questionnaires were designed for online completion using Microsoft Forms.183 The 

links were sent to a divisional assistant lecturer for testing to ensure the link functioned 

correctly and the responses were accurately captured. One change was made to the 

May questionnaire to improve flow. The questionnaires were structured as follows: 

 

Table 19: Summary of PAR Cycle Two Questionnaires 

Questionnaire Design Sent 

March 

Questionnaire 

8 questions 

Open and closed-ended questions. 
27 March 2023 via email 

April 

Questionnaire 

13 questions 

Open and closed-ended questions. 
23 April 2023 via email 

May Questionnaire 
12 questions 

Open and closed-ended questions. 
25 May 2023 via email 

 

Once ethical approval was obtained for the research (see heading 13.3), the 

researcher informed tutors about the research objectives via email at the end of March, 

April, and May 2023 to ensure they understood the study’s purpose. All tutors 

voluntarily agreed to engage as the research evolved. The tutors were assured that 

their details would remain anonymised throughout the research process, safeguarding 

their privacy. Additionally, participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the 

research at any stage without any consequences. No remuneration was provided to 

tutors for their participation in this research.111,172 
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13.11.2.2 Data analysis 

All tutors participated in each of the three questionnaires. The tutors’ responses were 

analysed using content analysis to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the data.  

 

13.11.2.3 Results – Tutor questionnaire 

The results of the questionnaires are summarised as follows: 

 

Tutor Feedback One (March 2023) Summary: 

• All tutors reported that no learners raised objections or concerns about the Tutor 

Student Charter, and none had to remind learners of the charter’s content. 

• One tutor noted that a few learners did not acknowledge the charter. The tutor 

shared that the charter was resent, but no further feedback was received explaining 

why it was not signed. The rest of the tutors reported no problems with learner 

compliance. 

 

Tutor Feedback Two (April 2023) Summary: 

• No tutors reported recent concerns or objections from learners regarding the 

charter. 

• One tutor indicated they had engaged with learners outside their stipulated working 

hours. 

• WhatsApp was identified as the method most used by learners to communicate with 

their tutors.  

 

Tutor Feedback Three (May 2023) Summary: 

• All tutors found the Tutor Student Charter effective in setting boundaries for 

communication and interaction, although some learners still communicated outside 

the designated times. 

• The tutors indicated they did not need to remind the learners of the charter. 

• No major recommendations were offered for improving the charter, although it was 

suggested that it continue to be used in the next academic year. 
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13.12  Discussion – WhatsApp Group, Safety Cross and Questionnaires 

 

The findings from the safety cross analysis revealed a pattern of learners contacting 

tutors outside of designated working hours. These instances were particularly 

prominent during evenings, weekends, and public holidays, often coinciding with 

assessment deadlines or submission periods. While this behaviour suggests that 

learners may require additional support outside standard academic hours, it may also 

reflect the reality that many learners, particularly those balancing work and study, only 

have time to engage with their studies during non-office hours.13,17,105 This explanation 

aligns with the broader realities of postgraduate education, where learners must 

manage academic and professional responsibilities simultaneously.103,106  

 

The feedback gathered from the tutor questionnaires did not fully align with the trends 

observed in the safety cross. While the red-coded entries on the safety cross 

highlighted ongoing communication outside designated availability, tutors did not 

consistently report these patterns in their questionnaires. For instance, all tutors in the 

March questionnaire reported no concerns or objections from learners regarding the 

Tutor Student Charter, yet communication during these times was documented on the 

WhatsApp group, as shown in the safety cross (Figure 19). This discrepancy may stem 

from underreporting by tutors or their focus on managing the interactions rather than 

identifying them as problematic. Alternatively, it may reflect that boundaries between 

tutors and learners were not consistently communicated or enforced, which supports 

the importance of the Tutor Student Charter in setting clear expectations. 

 

Furthermore, this trend of out-of-hours contact correlates with the working schedules 

of most postgraduate learners, many of whom are employed full-time during 

conventional office hours and therefore require support during evenings and 

weekends 1,106 While this demonstrates a genuine need for flexibility in support 

structures, it also implies a cost implication that the university would need to address 

should extended hours of academic or mentorship support be formally integrated into 

institutional provision.51 At the same time, the reliance on voluntary tutor availability 

raises concerns around sustainability and the potential for fatigue or burnout.179-181 

This highlights the importance of setting realistic boundaries and ensuring that any 
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future expansion of support provision considers both learner needs and staff 

wellbeing. 

 

In the context of this research, the tutors provided an additional layer of support to the 

PGDip EC learners. As all six tutors volunteered as tutors, the Tutor Student Charter 

protected their time and availability. The charter safeguarded the tutors from potential 

exploitation and contributed to their retention by establishing clear boundaries and 

expectations. While the PGDip EC learners also had access to broader institutional 

support services, they likely valued the social aspect of human connections with peers 

and colleagues through their interactions with the tutors. 

 

The communication patterns can be linked to Vygotsky’s ZPD. Within the ZPD, 

learners rely on the support of MKOs. Learners sought assistance from more 

knowledgeable others, in this case their tutors, to complete tasks beyond their 

independent ability.2 The spike in communication during assessment periods 

illustrates how scaffolding was actively sought to bridge gaps in understanding or 

performance.2 As Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory positions learning as a 

fundamentally social process, the WhatsApp group provided a platform where learners 

could co-construct knowledge, reinforcing the importance of collaborative participation 

for internalising new skills.90,94  

 

The findings also highlight the role of rules within Vygotsky’s framework. Rules, such 

as those outlined in the Tutor Student Charter, function as mediating tools that 

structure tutor–learner interactions and protect sustainable engagement. 2 By setting 

expectations around communication times and methods, these rules were intended to 

create balance and consistency. However, the persistence of out-of-hours 

communication suggests that the enforcement and reinforcement of these rules 

require greater emphasis and institutional support. 

 

After reflection, the researcher recognised that referring to these individuals as “tutors” 

may have been inaccurate. In higher education, a tutor is typically understood as 

someone who provides targeted, subject-specific instruction and supports learners in 

mastering academic content. In contrast, mentorship is defined as a broader, longer-

term developmental relationship that encompasses academic, professional, and 
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psychosocial guidance, helping learners to navigate challenges beyond specific 

curriculum issues.184,185 Within South African higher education, mentoring is frequently 

adopted to strengthen transition, retention, and success, extending beyond the more 

limited instructional role of tutoring.72 In this study, the volunteers’ engagement went 

beyond academic instruction to include emotional support, motivation, and scaffolding 

across academic and institutional domains. Their role therefore aligns more closely 

with the conceptualisation of a “mentor” than that of a “tutor,” providing a more 

accurate framing of their contribution within the PAR process. 

 

13.13 Report to Division of Emergency Care - Feedback from Tutor Interview – 

Report of Findings 

 

This report summarises the findings (shared with the programme convenor) as part of 

the ongoing PAR process within the PGDip EC. It reflects feedback gathered from the 

focused group discussion held with the tutor group in June 2022 and was prepared in 

line with the commitments set out in the research proposal and agreed upon with the 

Emergency Medicine Divisional Research Committee (EMDRC). 

 

Division of Emergency Medicine 

University of Cape Town 

Cape Town, South Africa 

27 July 2022 

To: 

Associate Professor Clint Hendrikse 

Head of Division: Emergency Medicine 

University of Cape Town 

Subject: Report on Findings from Tutor Group Feedback (2022) 

 

Dear A/ Professor Hendrikse 

This report summarises the findings shared with you as part of the ongoing PAR 

process within the PGDip EC. It reflects feedback gathered from the tutor group in 
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2022 and was prepared in accordance with the commitments set out in the research 

proposal and agreed upon with the Emergency Medicine Divisional Research 

Committee (EMDRC). 

 

13.13.1 Finding 1 - Introduction to postgraduate studies  

 

The tutors perceived that the ‘Introduction to Postgraduate Studies’ course was 

perhaps the most difficult for all learners. The tutors felt that this course laid the 

foundations for the programme and was an intense learning curve for those who had 

never experienced the functioning of a university. Tutor 3 commented: “So I feel that 

we should look if it's possible to add it when they apply or as a prerequisite to start”. 

Another tutor mentioned a learner had asked: “What is meant by academic writing?” 

[Tutor 2]. The tutors thus felt that if these learners had a prior understanding of 

postgraduate expectations, they may be able to approach the first course from a 

different perspective. This was further expanded with “…the second thing is in terms 

of self-reflecting - how to actually combine this with academic writing” [Tutor 2]. 

 

Suggested action 

All learners (to mitigate bias between RPL and non-RPL) on the PGDip EC should 

receive a document detailing academic writing per the Department and UCT’s policy. 

This can be provided to them prior to the start of the programme. Information on how 

to reference and one or two of the different referencing programs available should be 

included so that the learner can explore these in their own time.  

 

13.13.2 Finding 2 – Setting of boundaries  

 

Time 

The tutors expressed concerns regarding the boundaries of time. They stated that 

learners blatantly disregarded these boundaries and expected them to step in and 

assist at a moment’s notice. This was especially evident on the Sundays before an 

assignment submission. Tutor 4 explained, “…they’ve got an expectation that you 

should help them now” and “they send it to you at the 99th minute and expect help – 

this was often a Sunday evening”. 
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Group allocation: 

According to Tutor 2, learners “pop between teachers looking for the best answer”. 

The point was thus raised by some participants in the interview that experienced 

learners migrated between the tutors of the various groups, potentially looking for 

answers or more information. Although the tutors understood this behaviour, 

limitations must be set to prevent unintentional undermining – for example, learners 

migrating to one tutor who tends to explain something differently or is more relaxed in 

time boundaries. This undermines those with rigid boundaries in place. 

 

Suggested action: 

It was recommended that boundaries should be set to support the tutors. It could be 

set collectively or individually. The boundaries can include: 

 

1. Specific times and modes of contact: Each tutor should set boundaries that 

learners should follow, and tutors should portray these boundaries to the 

learners within their groups. This ensures consistency between all learners, 

and no learner has more time privileges than others. 

2. Regular meetings between the tutors and the head of the tutors should be held. 

This would mitigate learners bouncing between tutors and ensure that all tutors 

convey the same set of information to the learners – this is particularly 

important in conveying post-assessment information.  

 

13.13.3 Finding 3: Tutor assistance  

 

“…that was the biggest question that I received, actually, how to answer the 

question, the approach and to think of it from a systematic point of view and not just 

from, you know, the EMS but from the global picture, they struggled, you know, to 

how to answer that” [Tutor 4]. 

 

This was a point that tutors kept returning to and appropriately summarised learner 

expectation versus tutor ability. Tutors were questioning how much information they 

could share with learners, and there may be a need to ascertain whether learners are 

using the tutors as leverage to access more information than what the educators are 

providing.  
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The tutors expressed an understanding of learners’ insecurity in the approach to some 

of the assessments or assignments and recognised the learners’ desire to do well and 

achieve good marks. Despite this understanding, it was acknowledged that the RPL 

learner-now-tutor reflected on their own experience and wanted to do their best to 

assist the learner through the programme. This results in a fine line of boundaries 

where ‘how much I can do to help you’ versus ‘what is expected of me as a tutor’. 

 

Suggested action: 

To assist the tutors (many who have never assisted in the formal education 

environment), regular meetings and feedback sessions are required. It was evident in 

the interview that these online feedback sessions did not occur regularly. Although 

numerous emails are exchanged, these do not provide details of feedback, support, 

time or boundaries. Online meetings with experienced staff and educators are vital for 

the tutors as this will provide a framework of unity in a department and consistency 

between ranks. These regular meetings between the head of the tutors, educators, 

and the tutors themselves would guide the tutors in their understanding and the 

limitations of their role. 

 

An additional recommendation is to capacitate the tutors with some of the UCT’s 

support service contact details. Although these tutors may not have used the support 

services while they were learners, they can recommend/refer the learners in their 

groups. 

 

13.14 Conclusion 

 

Some tutors have never experienced higher education as a tutor. Despite this 

limitation, it is evident they thoroughly enjoyed the experience and succeeded as they 

learned. However, they required boundaries and additional support.  
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CHAPTER 14: Participatory Action Research Cycle Three 

 

14.1  Background 

 

A Tutor Student Charter was developed in cycle two to establish boundaries between 

tutors and learners (Chapter 13). PAR cycle three expands on this development by 

exploring how learners engaged with broader university support services and 

progressed in education post-graduation. Insights from all the cycles were aimed at 

developing a support framework that speaks to the fourth objective of the overall 

research study. 

 

This cycle investigated two key areas: the 2023 PGDip EC cohort’s engagement with 

university support services during their studies, particularly focusing on RPL 

candidates, and whether graduates from the 2022 PGDip EC cohort had enrolled in 

further qualifications post-graduation. 

 

14.2  Methods 

 

Cycle three was the final PAR cycle in this research. In this cycle, the researcher 

developed two online questionnaires, as summarised in Table 20. The PGDip EC 

programme convenor approved each questionnaire.  

 

The questionnaires were designed for online completion using Microsoft Forms.183 The 

links were tested by an external assistant to ensure they functioned correctly, and the 

responses were accurately captured. Two changes were made to the 2022 PGDip EC 

graduate questionnaire to improve grammar and flow; none were required for the 2023 

PGDip EC learner questionnaire. The questionnaires were structured as follows: 
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Table 20: Summary of PAR 3 Questionnaires 

Questionnaire Design 
Questionnaire 

sent 
Inclusion 

2022 PGDip EC 

graduate 

questionnaire 

Open and closed-ended 

questions. 

8 questions 

27 November 

2023 via email 

All graduates from 

the PGDip EC 

2022 

2023 PGDip EC 

learner 

questionnaire 

Open and closed-ended 

questions. 

22 questions 

14 August 2023 

via email 

All candidates on 

the PGDip EC 

2023 

 

The results from both questionnaires were downloaded and exported into Excel 

spreadsheets for analysis on a password-protected computer.186 The responses from 

both questionnaires were analysed using descriptive and content analysis. 

 

14.2.1  Ethical considerations 

Ethical approvals were obtained, as illustrated in heading 6.4. 

 

14.2.1.1 The 2022 PGDip EC graduate questionnaire 

The researcher emailed the Microsoft link to all graduates from the 2022 PGDip EC in 

November 2023 (Appendix 12). The questionnaire email included the research details, 

information on informed consent, and information that withdrawal would not be 

possible after submitting the questionnaire, as the responses were anonymised. The 

first question of the questionnaire requested individuals’ consent.  

 

14.2.1.2 The 2023 PGDip EC cohort questionnaire 

The researcher emailed the Microsoft link to all PGDip EC 2023 candidates in August 

2023 (Appendix 11); this date was chosen as it preceded the final course assessment. 

The email included a reminder about the research, details on consent, and information 

on withdrawing from the study. Participants were informed that withdrawal would not 

be possible after submitting the questionnaire, as responses were anonymised. The 

first question of the questionnaire requested consent.  
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14.3  The Planning Stage 

 

To ascertain how the 2023 PGDip EC cohort engaged with university support services 

during their studies, and whether graduates from the 2022 PGDip EC cohort had 

enrolled in further qualifications post-graduation, two online questionnaires were 

developed: 

 

1. The 2022 PGDip EC graduate questionnaire focused on academic progression 

into further qualifications (Appendix 12). 

2. The 2023 PGDip EC learner questionnaire examined learners’ utilisation of 

university support services during their studies (Appendix 11). 

 

The process was structured using an action plan and the SMART objectives, as 

illustrated in Figure 22 and Table 21.173  

 

Table 21: SMART Objective for PAR Cycle Three 

SMART Framework Action 

Specific 

Develop a 2022 PGDip EC graduate questionnaire focusing on 

graduates’ academic progression into further qualifications. 

Develop a 2023 PGDip EC learner questionnaire examining 

learners’ utilisation of university support services during their 

studies. 

Measurable 

Assess how many learners (from both RPL and non-RPL 

backgrounds) report using university support services. 

Assess how many of the 2022 graduates have enrolled in further 

NQF qualifications post-graduation. 

Achievable Use online questionnaires for ease of distribution and reporting. 

Relevant 
The information gained will support the development of the support 

framework. 

Timely 
Two online questionnaires that will take no more than five minutes 

to complete will be sent to two different cohorts. 
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14.4  The Acting Stage 

 

The acting stage of PAR involves implementing planned actions to address identified 

issues and gathering data to evaluate their impact. It focuses on engaging participants 

in real-world interventions, ensuring the process is both collaborative and 

responsive.146 This cycle drew on the action plan in Figure 18. 
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Figure 22: Action Plan for Cycle Three 
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Two weeks after the questionnaires were emailed to all learners, their responses were 

reviewed, and the content analyses began.176 First, the raw responses from the open-

ended questions were reviewed, and patterns or themes were identified. Table 22 

indicates the number of responses that were obtained from each questionnaire. 

 

Table 22: Questionnaire Responses 

Questionnaire Possible participants Responses 

2022 PGDip EC graduate questionnaire 35 29 (83%) 

2023 PGDip EC questionnaire 27 14 (52%) 

 

14.4.1  The 2022 PGDip EC graduate survey 

 

Table 23: Responses from PGDip EC 2022 Graduates 

 Responses 

Participants 

who enrolled 

in new NQF 

qualifications 

Number of 

RPL 

graduates 

who enrolled 

in new NQF 

qualifications 

Graduates 

who 

registered 

for a higher 

NQF 

qualification 

(for 

example, 

MPhil) 

Graduates 

who 

registered 

for a lower 

NQF 

qualification 

(for 

example, a 

certificate 

programme) 

2022 PGDip 

EC graduate 

questionnaire 

29/35 

(83%) 
12 5 7 5 

 

The findings from the 2022 cohort questionnaires showed that 34% of the graduates 

were motivated to pursue further academic qualifications after completing the PGDip 

EC (Table 23). Among the 12 graduates who registered for additional studies, seven 

pursued qualifications at an NQF level higher than postgraduate, while five opted for 

lower-level NQF qualifications. Of the five RPL graduates who responded, three 

registered for NQF Level 9 qualifications, one for an NQF Level 8 qualification, and 

one for a certificate programme (Table 24). 
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Table 24: Qualifications and NQF Levels of New Enrolment of 2022 PGDip EC 

Graduates 

Qualification NQF Level Presently enrolled 

Master of Science 9 1 

Master of Philosophy in Emergency Medicine 9 3 

Master of Business Administration 9 1 

Bachelor of Applied Social Science (Majors: 

Psychology and Counselling) 
8 1 

Postgraduate Diploma in Human Resource 

Management 
8 1 

Degree in Business Management  7 1 

Management and Leadership 7 1 

Firefighting Qualification  7 1 

Counselling for HIV and AIDS 6 1 

Higher Certificate in Business Management 6 1 

 

Of the 29 participants who responded, 14 indicated they planned to pursue further 

studies within two years after graduating. Table 25 contains the responses from the 

graduates who planned to continue their studies within the next two years.  

 

Table 25: Responses of Those Who Plan to Study Within the Next Two Years 

Participant Planned Studies 

P1 
“I want to do a master’s. I want to maybe go and do Mbchb (Bachelor of 

Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery)”  

P2 “Mphil in Emergency Care (Master of Philosophy in Emergency Medicine)” 

P3 “MPhil or a Master’s programme (Master of Philosophy)” 

P4 “Mphil (Master of Philosophy)” 

P5 “Expand on Fire qualification NFPA.”  

P6 
“MMed in Emergency Medicine (Master of Medicine in Emergency 

Medicine)” 

P7 “Something in management” 
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14.4.2  The 2023 PGDip EC questionnaire 

Of the possible 27 participants, 14 responded, of which six indicated they were RPL 

candidates, and eight were non-RPL learners (Table 22). The preferences for support 

varied across categories. RPL candidates predominantly sought support from peers 

and the programme convenor, while non-RPL learners indicated they preferred 

lecturers and tutors. In order to address LMS challenges, RPL candidates favoured 

the programme convenor and tutors, whereas non-RPL learners utilised the LMS 

support centre and tutors. For theoretical challenges, RPL candidates primarily relied 

on peers and tutors, while non-RPL learners preferred lecturers and occasionally 

tutors. Non-RPL learners also indicated work colleagues assisted them with theoretical 

challenges (Table 26). 

 

Table 26: Choices of Support for RPL and Non-RPL Learners 

 Choices for support RPL (6 respondents) 
Non-RPL (8 

respondents) 

Academic 

concepts 

Peers 3 2 

Tutor 1 2 

Lecturer 0 4 

Programme convenor 2 0 

Other 0 0 

LMS 

challenges 

Peers 1 0 

Tutor 2 2 

Lecturer 0 2 

Programme convenor 3 0 

Other 0 LMS support centre - 4 

Theory 

challenges 

(such as 

understanding 

a theory 

concept) 

Peers 4 0 

Tutor 3 1 

Lecturer 0 6 

Programme convenor 1 0 

Other 0 Work colleague - 1 
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14.5  The Developing Stage 

 

This stage is discussed in Chapter 15, with the development of a framework of support 

and strategies to address the challenges and opportunities identified from participants’ 

data. 

 

14.6  The Reflecting Stage 

 

The results show a reliance on social support systems among RPL and non-RPL 

candidates, despite the availability of university-provided support services. Few 

learners actively engaged with institutional resources such as the LMS support centre, 

and none indicated using the writing centre, suggesting a gap in the utilisation of 

formalised support structures. Instead, learners predominantly turned to peers, 

programme convenors, and lecturers for assistance, reflecting their preference for 

socially mediated learning environments. 

 

This finding aligns with Vygotsky’s theory of the MKO, where learners seek guidance 

from individuals they perceive as having greater expertise.2 The reliance on peers and 

specific programme staff portrays social interactions and mediation’s role in the 

learning process, central tenets of Vygotsky’s SCT. According to this theory, learning 

occurs most effectively within the ZPD, a space where learners can accomplish tasks 

with the guidance of MKOs that they would otherwise be unable to achieve 

independently.30 For both RPL and non-RPL learners, the support peers, convenors, 

and lecturers provide likely served to scaffold their learning, helping them progress 

beyond their current abilities and fostering confidence in their academic journey.30,91,04 

However, the limited use of institutional resources raises questions about accessibility, 

awareness, or the perceived effectiveness of these services.  

 

The reflecting stage concluded with the final report (Heading 14.7), which was 

submitted to the Division of Emergency Medicine, detailing the findings from the PAR 

cycles. 
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14.7  Executive Summary 

This report was shared with the Division of Emergency Medicine as part of the ongoing 

PAR process within the PGDip EC.  

 

Division of Emergency Medicine 

University of Cape Town 

Cape Town, South Africa 

27 July 2022 

To: 

Associate Professor Clint Hendrikse 

Head of Division: Emergency Medicine 

University of Cape Town 

Subject: Executive Summary of findings of PhD study 

 

Dear A/ Professor Hendrikse 

 

The report shares the findings of the researcher’s PhD study, as agreed upon in the 

research proposal and with the Emergency Medicine Divisional Research 

Committee(EMDRC). The research was conducted between 2021 and 2023, focusing 

on the RPL process within the PGDip EC. The support needs of RPL candidates were 

explored by employing four studies, each using a different method. 

 

Key highlights from the study are: 

 

1. Institutional support is a crucial factor in promoting RPL candidates’ success, 

as opposed to academic or individual support. 

2. Tutors play a vital role in supporting RPL candidates, but the current model of 

the tutors being unpaid volunteers is not sustainable. More structured and 

dedicated support is required to ensure consistent assistance for learners. 
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3. The process creates an additional workload, but there appears to be immense 

personal and professional value to the RPL candidates who successfully 

complete the programme. 

4. A central RPL support centre could offer dedicated guidance and resources to 

guide the RPL application process and ensure consistent, accessible support 

throughout learners’ academic journey. 

 

The report concludes with recommendations to enhance the PGDip EC programme. 

It aims to improve learning processes and available support to ensure that RPL 

candidates have the necessary resources to succeed in their postgraduate studies. 

 

14.7.1  Background of emergency medical care education in South Africa 

Emergency care education in South Africa has evolved over the last decade. 

Previously, paramedics could qualify as either a diploma or degree paramedic or were 

‘vocationally trained’ through a short-course tiered system, progressing from basic life 

support to advanced life support.4 These certificate courses were not aligned with the 

NQF and were discontinued in 2018, meaning paramedics could no longer qualify or 

advance in emergency care education via vocational or short-course pathways.  

 

Currently, the higher certificate and diploma qualifications in emergency medical care 

provide the exact scope of practice as that of the vocational paramedic.187 However, 

individuals with vocational qualifications frequently face employment challenges, as 

employers often prioritise candidates with NQF credentials. To obtain an NQF 

qualification, vocational paramedics must return to full-time university studies for an 

undergraduate degree. This necessitates them giving up their job and income to 

pursue a two- to four-year programme, with the two-year diploma offering the exact 

scope of practice they already hold. 

 

In 2021, UCT’s Division of Emergency Medicine launched the PGDip EC, an NQF 

Level 8 qualification. Designed as a one-year interdisciplinary programme, it aimed to 

enhance medical professionals in emergency systems’ knowledge, focusing on 

theory, clinical practice, research, and leadership, particularly benefiting those in rural 

settings. Its online delivery allows learners to continue working full-time, transcending 
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geographical barriers. The programme attracts doctors, degree paramedics, nurses, 

paramedics, and nurses from vocational backgrounds. Vocational practitioners can 

access the programme via an RPL portfolio process, enabling them to enter 

postgraduate education without having to start from scratch in undergraduate 

programmes, and it allows them to qualify at a higher NQF level.   

 

14.7.2  PGDip EC RPL application and selection process 

When RPL was rolled out within the Division, there were concerns both within and 

beyond the Division about the transition from traditional, classroom-based vocational 

training to an online postgraduate university qualification. Unlike traditional learners 

who progress through undergraduate studies, RPL candidates bypass the 

foundational phase that typically helps develop the academic skills necessary for 

university-level work.  

 

RPL candidates apply to the PGDip EC through the standard application process. 

Upon receiving the applications, the programme convener emails all RPL candidates 

a portfolio consisting of three tasks and detailed background information. The 

submissions are assessed using a standardised rubric and a consensus document to 

ensure consistent evaluation. Based on their performance, RPL candidates are graded 

and shortlisted for selection. The convener then presents the RPL grading to the 

Divisional Exco, which serves as the official selection committee for the programme. 

 

Throughout this research (2021–2023), the number of RPL applicants has steadily 

increased, with 60 to 70 portfolios submitted annually. Only the top applicants are 

accepted into the programme, making the selection process increasingly competitive. 

The portfolio marking is overseen by the convener, which adds to the additional 

workload involved in managing the RPL process. Beyond portfolio assessment, there 

is also additional work ensuring RPL candidates have clear information on the 

available university services. This further adds to the administrative demands of 

overseeing the RPL system. 

 

Vocational learning centres on industry-driven practical and clinical skills and hands-

on training, emphasising immediate application in the workplace. In contrast, 

postgraduate education requires a deeper theoretical understanding and academic 
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insight, including proficiency in research methods, academic writing, and engagement 

in scholarly discourse. This raised concerns that healthcare workers with vocational 

backgrounds may struggle to adapt to and navigate the complexities of university 

systems and processes. Moreover, there were questions about the wisdom of placing 

these individuals in the same classes as those who already possess undergraduate 

degrees and are more accustomed to the demands of university education.50,137  

 

14.7.3  The research 

The identified questions and assumptions prompted the need for this research, with 

the primary aim being to develop a conceptual framework using a PAR approach to 

facilitate vocationally trained paramedics’ transition into postgraduate studies in 

emergency medicine through RPL pathways. Various methods were used, with the 

main study being PAR (Table 1). The study population was vocationally trained 

paramedics enrolled in the PGDip EC between 2021 and 2023. Most of the 

participants resided in South Africa.  

 

14.8  Key Research Findings (Study 1 and 2) 

 

A descriptive literature review (Study 1) was conducted to determine the support 

needs of vocational learners transitioning into postgraduate education.133 Various 

databases were searched, and the lack of literature on the prehospital RPL system in 

South Africa led to an expanded search into the field of health science internationally.  

 

Three key themes of support were identified: individual, academic, and institutional, 

each with its own set of enablers and barriers. These themes emerged consistently 

during the semi-structured interviews conducted in Study 2 with the 2021 RPL 

candidates, which were analysed using thematic analysis. While all three themes were 

present, some were expressed more strongly than others. 

 

14.8.1  Individual enablers and barriers 

The literature review (Study 1) highlighted that the RPL process itself often serves as 

a crucial enabler, boosting self-confidence and motivation by validating the learners’ 

previous experience and knowledge. Financial constraints, time management issues, 

and the fear of academic failure were common barriers noted in the literature. 
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Additionally, support structures, particularly family and peer networks, played a role in 

helping these learners navigate their academic journey, providing the necessary 

encouragement and a sense of belonging.  

 

During the interviews with the 2021 RPL candidates (Study 2), these themes aligned 

with the findings from the literature review, with some nuances highlighted by the 

participants. The RPL process was an enabler for many participants, as it allowed 

them to access postgraduate education, something they previously thought 

unattainable. Peer and familial support were also crucial, as they helped create a 

supportive environment where RPL candidates could share challenges and advice. 

The flexibility of the online education format was particularly valued. 

 

Despite these enablers, the RPL candidates reported challenges in balancing 

academic work with their professional and personal responsibilities. The demanding 

nature of the programme, coupled with inflexible work schedules, often led to stress 

and sacrifices in personal time, particularly time with family. Many RPL candidates 

expressed low self-esteem and a fear of failure. These feelings were rooted in 

apprehensions about their qualifications compared to their peers and negative past 

educational experiences. The phrase “not good enough” was frequently mentioned, 

reflecting the beliefs many had before their acceptance into the PGDip EC. 

 

14.8.2  Academic enablers and barriers 

The reviewed literature (Study 1) revealed that vocational learners encounter notable 

academic challenges as they transition into postgraduate studies. Many struggle in 

shifting from practical, experience-based learning to higher education’s more 

theoretical and research-focused demands. Common difficulties include academic 

writing and language barriers, especially for those whose previous education did not 

emphasise these skills. The challenge of “relearning how to study” is particularly 

pronounced for those returning to education. Additionally, the assumption that 

postgraduate learners possess a certain level of technological proficiency can be a 

barrier as they may not have had the opportunity to develop these skills during their 

vocational training. While the flexibility of online programmes can be beneficial, it 

introduces new technological challenges. 
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An analysis of the semi-structured interviews with the 2021 RPL candidates (Study 2) 

reinforced these views of academic challenges. The flexibility of online education 

emerged as an enabler, allowing learners to engage with course material at their own 

pace. 

 

The barriers identified were particularly in academic writing, literacy, and technology. 

Many participants, especially those whose first language was not English, struggled 

to express complex ideas in writing. This challenge was compounded by their lack of 

prior training in academic writing. Additionally, adapting to the technological demands 

of online learning presented further difficulties. Some participants faced issues with 

reliable access to technology, such as up-to-date computers and stable internet 

connections, when studying at remote sites. 

 

14.8.3  Institutional enablers and barriers 

The literature review (Study 1) revealed that many RPL learners experience difficulties 

in navigating university systems and understanding the institutional culture. The lack 

of orientation to these systems often led to confusion and frustration. Vocational 

learners are usually unfamiliar with the multi-layered structure of HEIs, where 

responsibilities are divided among various departments. This contrasts with their 

previous educational experiences, where a single educator often managed most 

aspects of training. The confusion arising from this unfamiliar structure can result in 

delays and a perceived lack of support. While most universities offer multiple support 

services to aid in this transition, the literature suggests that these services are 

underutilised by RPL learners, indicating a need for better communication and 

orientation strategies. 

 

The interviews with the 2021 RPL candidates (Study 2) reflected these institutional 

challenges while shedding light on the specific enablers and barriers participants 

experienced. Divisional support and a well-structured programme were crucial 

enablers in facilitating a positive educational experience. Participants appreciated the 

responsiveness of programme staff and the clear progression of the curriculum, which 

provided them with a sense of stability and direction throughout their studies. The 

structured and supportive environment was thus key to their success, as it helped 

them navigate the complexities of the academic system more effectively. 
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The barriers raised were related to the need for more familiarity with university culture. 

Many participants expressed a preference for direct communication with the 

programme convenor, a practice carried over from their vocational training where a 

single educator often served as the main point of contact. This reliance on familiar 

structures led to the underutilisation of broader institutional support services, further 

complicating their adaptation to the university environment. These results were 

supported in the questionnaires sent to the 2022 RPL cohort (as part of Study 2); this 

reliance makes the RPL process work-heavy and adds to the programme convenor’s 

pressure during the programme itself.  

 

14.8.4  Grades and academic performance 

In Study 2, an analysis of the grades from the 2021 and 2022 cohorts revealed notable 

performance trends. A 4% difference between RPL and non-RPL candidates was 

observed over the two years, as summarised in Table 10 and Table 27. 
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Table 27: Grade comparison of the 2021 and 2022 cohorts 

Cohort of PGDip EC 
Number of candidates per 

cohort per year 

Grade average per cohort per 

year 

 2021 2022 2021 2022 

RPL candidates 10 21 69% 68% 

Non-RPL candidates 13 9 73% 72% 

 

 

14.8.5  PAR cycles (Study 3) 

PAR is a collaborative research approach that actively involves participants in the 

research process. Unlike traditional research methods, PAR emphasises the co-

creation of knowledge, where researchers and participants work together to identify 

issues, develop solutions, and implement changes. PAR is iterative, with ongoing 

reflection and action cycles that help refine individuals’ understanding of the problem 

and the strategies for addressing it. 

 

This methodology was chosen for this study to ensure that the voices and experiences 

of vocationally trained paramedics were central to developing a conceptual framework 

to facilitate vocationally trained paramedics’ transition into postgraduate studies in 

emergency medicine through RPL pathways. By involving these participants directly 

in the research process, the study could address their real-world challenges more 

effectively and co-create practical solutions tailored to their needs. 

 

14.8.5.1 Cycle one  

Data from studies 1 and 2 informed the design of the first PAR cycle. The tutors 

emerged as a vital support aspect, and from 2021 to 2022, the number of tutors 

increased from two to six. Initially, it was envisioned that the tutors would primarily 

support RPL candidates; however, to ensure equity, all learners in the PGDip EC were 

included in the tutor groups. Participation with the tutors was voluntary, allowing 

learners to engage as needed. The cohort was divided into groups and allocated a 

tutor for the year. Although the support was initially intended to be academic, it became 

apparent that the tutors also addressed institutional and administrative needs. This 
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additional support layer benefited the learners and helped relieve the pressure on the 

programme convener and lecturing staff. 

 

During the reflection phase of this cycle, a semi-structured group interview was 

conducted with the tutors to identify areas where additional support was needed. 

Three key findings emerged: 

 

1. Learners were contacting tutors outside of regular office hours now that a direct 

communication channel was available (WhatsApp). 

2. Learners sought assistance from tutors in areas beyond the programme’s 

academic content, including administrative, technological, institutional, and 

emotional support. 

3. The phenomenon of ‘tutor-hopping’ was observed, where learners, despite 

being assigned to specific tutors, approached other tutors for content and 

assignment-related questions, particularly close to submission deadlines. 

 

Communication within a tutor and programme team WhatsApp group was monitored 

over three months to support the tutors. An adapted safety cross was used to record 

the timing and content of these interactions. This tracking confirmed that 

communication often occurred outside regular hours, with noticeable increases before 

assignment deadlines and during weekends. This trend was noted across all learners 

in the 2022 PGDip EC programme. 

 

14.8.5.2 Cycle two 

Due to the growing reliance on tutors, concerns about learners frequently moving 

between tutors, and the expectations learners had from their tutors, the second PAR 

cycle focused on developing a Tutor Student Charter. This charter was envisioned as 

a contract between tutors and learners, outlining appropriate times and channels of 

communication. Tutors could complete the charter, specifying their availability, and 

share it with their groups at the beginning of the PGDip EC programme. The charter 

would then serve as a reference point if a learner attempted to communicate outside 

the specified times. Despite introducing the charter, monthly questionnaires conducted 

with tutors over three months revealed that learners communicated outside the 

designated times. However, there was a noted decrease in reliance on tutors for pre-
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submission assignment assessments. Nevertheless, RPL candidates continued to 

depend more heavily on tutors for information beyond the programme’s scope 

compared to non-RPL candidates. 

 

14.8.5.3 Cycle three  

The third PAR cycle involved two online questionnaires: one for the 2022 PGDip EC 

cohort and another for the 2023 PGDip EC cohort. For the 2022 cohort, an online 

questionnaire was distributed in 2023 to determine whether any learners had 

registered for new NQF qualifications. Of the 29 respondents, 12 indicated they had 

enrolled in another programme (of which five were RPL candidates), with all these 

programmes registered within the NQF framework. 

 

The online questionnaire for the 2023 cohort explored which university support 

services learners utilised during their studies. The results revealed that, aside from the 

library, no other support services were used throughout the year. Many learners, 

particularly the RPL candidates, still demonstrated a strong reliance on the programme 

convenor, often preferring this support over the allocated tutor. This persistent pattern 

highlights the ongoing challenge of transitioning learners from a centralised support 

model to more distributed university resources. 

 

Upon reflection, the findings of this research can be applied beyond the RPL 

candidates and translated to the support needs of non-RPL learners as well. While it 

was initially expected that RPL candidates would have additional support needs due 

to their vocational backgrounds, the research revealed that their needs were similar to 

those of traditional learners. Both groups benefit from the same foundational support 

structures, though RPL learners may require some additional orientation to adjust to 

the academic and institutional demands.  
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14.9  Summary of Research Findings 

 

1. Contrary to academics’ beliefs, the RPL candidates require institutional and system 

support rather than academic support. The literature supports this finding.  

2. The tutors stood central to the RPL process, and it should be noted that voluntary 

assistance is not a sustainable or feasible option, and it carries risk as these tutors 

are not employees of the university.  

3. The RPL candidates’ support needs can be translated to all learners, focusing on a 

concise orientation programme for the RPL candidates. 

4. The PGDip EC programme has successfully enabled vocational learners to pursue 

further education, with several graduates enrolling in additional studies within the 

NQF. 

 

14.10  Recommendations 

 

In conclusion of the PhD studies, the following divisional strategies are recommended: 

 

1. Offer targeted academic support  

a. Continue with the tutor groups, which provide peer and tutor support, but clear 

boundaries are required.  

b. Reinforce university support services to increase awareness. 

 

2.         Support services awareness and reinforcement 

a. Enhance orientation programmes; to capacitate online learners, the 

orientation should include detailed walkthrough videos, introductions to key 

support services, and guidance on navigating online platforms.  

b. To reinforce this information and provide continued support, regular 

announcements on the LMS can be made to remind learners of support 

services.  

 

3.      Additional support 

a. A dedicated staff member or RPL support centre should oversee the RPL 

application and portfolio process and provide feedback.  
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b. Portfolio feedback to unsuccessful RPL applicants will support these 

applicants in reapplying and reduce applicant loss. 

c. While the RPL process is beneficial and positive, running an RPL process 

adds to the overall workload. This should be anticipated and planned for 

beforehand to ensure a smoother process. 

 

14.11  Conclusion 

 

The findings suggest that the challenges RPL candidates face were less distinct than 

initially thought. Support needs, such as academic writing and technological 

proficiency, are common to a broader range of learners. At the same time, RPL 

candidates required extra guidance in transitioning from vocational to academic 

settings, though their needs primarily aligned with those of other postgraduate 

learners. 

 

The RPL process highlighted the crucial role of institutional and system support, with 

tutors playing a key role in bridging gaps. However, the reliance on tutors by both RPL 

and non-RPL learners suggests a need for more formalised and sustainable support 

structures. These findings emphasise the importance of reinforcing university support 

services and ensuring they are accessible to all learners. 

 

The PGDip EC programme has facilitated vocational learners’ transition into 

postgraduate education while demonstrating that its support systems can benefit a 

wider learner body. This has led to a more comprehensive understanding of 

emergency care education learning needs, fostering personal and professional growth 

across the field.  
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SECTION 4 

The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework 
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CHAPTER 15: The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework 

 

15.1  Introduction 

 

This chapter addresses objective four of the research and builds upon the findings of 

the previous studies by exploring vocational paramedics’ support needs while 

transitioning from vocational education to postgraduate study. The transition from 

vocational education to university-level learning was conceptualised through 

Vygotsky’s SCT, which emphasises the interplay between tools, rules, and community 

in the process of learning and movement within the ZPD.2,30 Vygotsky’s SCT 

underpinned the development of the conceptual framework (Figure 23). This 

theoretical lens provides a valuable foundation for understanding the dynamic support 

learners require as they navigate this transition.12,31,39  

 

This research utilised various tools to explore the support needs of vocational 

paramedics entering postgraduate education, including questionnaires, the HMLSQ, 

and interviews (Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 14). For example, in Study 2, the HMLSQ assisted 

in identifying learners’ preferences and strategies, enabling them to align their learning 

approaches with academic expectations.26,28,85,119 For the vocational paramedics, this 

tool may have helped to bridge practical knowledge with the theoretical demands of 

university education. The research began with a central question: Wht support do 

these learners requre and what challenges they would experience during transition. 

Findings suggested that while they could benefit from structured academic support, 

their biggest challenges lay in negotiating institutional culture, balancing workload, and 

building confidence in an unfamiliar university environment. While these insights 

emerged from vocational paramedics admitted through RPL, the issues identified may 

be generalisable to other postgraduate students who enter higher education from non-

traditional pathways. 

 

Rules, as described in Vygotsky’s SCT and applied in this research, refer to the norms, 

guidelines, and institutional policies that shape the learning environment.2 The Tutor 

Student Charter (PAR cycle two) provided structured boundaries that defined roles 

and responsibilities within the academic environment (Chapter 13). Acting as 
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regulatory scaffolds, these rules delineated expectations, helping learners internalise 

academic norms and adapt to the complexities of postgraduate education.2 By 

providing consistency and predictability, these frameworks supported learners in 

mastering new academic environments.12,18,103  

 

Community, encompassing tutors, academic staff, peers, and family, emerged as an 

enabler in this transition. For the vocational paramedic, peer interactions fostered 

collaborative learning, mutual support, and the co-construction of knowledge, 

reinforcing Vygotsky’s emphasis on the social nature of learning.30,31 Family support, 

both emotional and logistical, offered stability during the shift from vocational to 

academic contexts, acting as a buffer against the stresses of adaptation.17,188 

Additionally, institutional communities, including tutors and academic staff, enriched 

this process by offering mentorship and fostering a supportive environment facilitating 

integration into academic life.13,18 

 

Despite these enabling factors, this research also identified several barriers vocational 

paramedics face when transitioning into postgraduate studies. These included deficits 

in academic writing skills, limited connectivity and technology use proficiency, and 

difficulties adjusting to the university culture.1,17 Such challenges align with broader 

findings on the transitional difficulties vocational learners encounter in higher 

education settings, particularly in adapting to academic literacies and technological 

literacies.12,16 These areas of difficulty highlight where support interventions are 

required. While tools, rules, and community provide foundational enablers, the areas 

of deficit necessitate scaffolding to address the identified barriers. 

 

The interconnectedness of tools, rules, and community is illustrated in Figure 2, which 

emphasises their combined role in facilitating learning within Vygotsky’s ZPD. This 

research builds upon these foundations by incorporating Wood’s concept of 

scaffolding, which offers a structured approach to addressing barriers and 

enablers.11,31 The scaffolding framework should focus on equipping learners with the 

skills and strategies necessary to overcome their challenges while continuing to 

reinforce the strengths of existing enablers supporting transition.24,188 
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The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework was conceptualised around the idea of the 

learner bridging a gap from vocational practice to postgraduate study (Figure 23). It 

provides a context-informed approach to understanding and supporting the transition 

of vocational paramedics into postgraduate education, while also highlighting 

strategies that may hold relevance for the broader student cohort. Although neither 

Vygotsky nor Wood explicitly used the metaphor of a “bridge” or “bridging”, the concept 

aligns closely with their theoretical principles.2,11 Vygotsky’s ZPD and Wood’s 

scaffolding theory emphasise the importance of MKOs providing structured support, 

gradually enabling the learner to develop autonomy.2,11,30 The “bridge” metaphor 

encapsulates these ideas by conceptualising the transition as a connection between 

a learner’s current level of understanding and the competencies they can achieve 

through mediation, support, and collaborative engagement.  

 

The conceptual framework visualises this transition as a bridge (Figure 23), with one 

side representing the vocational education system and the other higher education. 

Vocational learning is characterised by practical, hands-on training aimed at 

immediate job readiness, whereas higher education emphasises theoretical 

understanding and lifelong learning.7,17,49 By identifying and leveraging the tools, rules, 

and community structures within both systems, this framework could provide the 

scaffolding necessary for vocational paramedics to cross the educational bridge. 

 

15.2  Methodological Approach to the Framework Development 

 

The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework was developed through an iterative process 

that combined empirical evidence with theoretical constructs. Strong frameworks are 

often the product of reasoning that moves between data and theory, where empirical 

findings and theoretical insights are repeatedly compared and refined until a coherent 

model takes shape194. 

 

This framework was not developed in a single step but evolved across three PAR 

cycles. Each cycle generated insights into learners’ challenges and enablers, with 

interventions such as the Tutor Student Charter serving as practical outputs that 

informed successive refinements. The final framework represents the cumulative 

integration of these cycles. Data from the grade analysis (Chapter 8), semi-structured 
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interviews (Chapter 9), tutor discussions (Chapter 13), and cohort questionnaires 

(Chapter 14) were synthesised thematically. The themes were then systematically 

mapped onto Vygotsky’s concepts of tools, rules, and community, as well as Wood’s 

scaffolding model, which provided the organising principles for the framework. This 

process reflects an iterative approach in which both theory-driven and data-driven 

elements shape the outcome 194,195. 

 

Following the recommendations of methodological literature, the framework was 

constructed by first identifying the key concepts, then defining them clearly, reviewing 

relevant theories, and visually representing the relationships among them (Figure 

23)196-198. Building on this methodological process, the framework is articulated 

through the acronym SCAFFOLD, which captures the essential elements of support. 

 

Thus, the methodological development of the Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework can 

be understood as both descriptive, in that it reflects the lived experiences of vocational 

learners, and prescriptive, in that it proposes structured interventions to scaffold 

transitions into postgraduate education. 
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Figure 23: The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework 

 

15.2  The Bridge-Scaffold: Supporting the Transition 

 

The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework is conceptualised as a tool to facilitate 

vocational learners’ transition into university education by providing support that aligns 

with their specific needs. As part of the framework, the acronym ‘SCAFFOLD’ 

encapsulates the key elements of this support system. Each letter in ‘SCAFFOLD’ 

builds on the barriers, enablers, and challenges identified throughout this research. 

 

• S – Structured Support: Provide clear, organised systems of support, including 

academic guidance, mentoring, and resources. 

• C – Community Integration: Foster a sense of belonging by connecting learners 

with peers, faculty, and campus initiatives. 

• A – Academic Acumen: Develop academic literacy and research skills to meet 

university standards. 
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• F – Flexible Learning: Offer flexible learning options, such as online courses, to 

accommodate diverse needs. 

• F – Feedback and Reflection: Provide continuous, constructive feedback and 

encourage reflective practices. 

• O – Opportunities for Growth: Create personal and professional development 

opportunities, like internships and workshops. 

• L – Lifelong Learning: Instil a mindset of lifelong learning that extends beyond 

formal education. 

• D – Dedicated Resources: Ensure access to academic support services, mental 

health programmes, and financial aid. 

 

Table 28 summarises the Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework, detailing 

recommendations aligned with Vygotsky’s concepts of tools, rules, and community. 

This approach emphasises the integration of practical resources, meaningful social 

interactions, and structured learning practices to effectively scaffold and support 

learners. 

 

Table 28: Recommendations for the Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework 

Acronym Brief Explanation Recommendation 

Link to Vygotsky’s 

Tools, Rules and 

Community 

S – 

Structured 

Support 

Clear, organised 

support systems 

tailored to 

individual needs 

with a focus on 

redress and social 

equity. 

-  Assign academic mentors for 

ongoing guidance.  

-  Conduct workshops on 

essential skills (e.g., academic 

writing, research).  

-  Offer structured learning 

pathways that address 

educational disadvantages. 

-  Create targeted tutor groups 

with clear boundaries. 

Tools: Mentors, 

academic resources, 

and structured 

pathways to guide 

learning. 

C – 

Community 

Integration 

Building a sense of 

belonging through 

active engagement 

-  Establish peer mentoring 

programmes to connect 

learners.  

Community: Peer 

and faculty networks 

fostering inclusion and 

active participation. 
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Acronym Brief Explanation Recommendation 

Link to Vygotsky’s 

Tools, Rules and 

Community 

with peers and 

faculty. 

-  Encourage participation in 

academic and social activities.  

-  Ensure faculty engagement in 

creating equitable learning 

experiences. 

-  Enhance awareness of support 

services. 

A – 

Academic 

Acumen 

Development of 

academic literacy 

and research skills. 

-  Offer academic writing support 

through workshops.  

-  Introduce exercises early.  

Tools: Resources like 

writing centres and 

exercises. 

F – Flexible 

Learning 

Accommodate 

diverse needs with 

online and in-

person learning 

options. 

-  Offer blended-learning courses 

accessible after hours.  

-  Ensure detailed orientation for 

online learners with 

walkthroughs. 

Tools: Digital 

platforms and flexible 

course structures. 

F – 

Feedback 

and 

Reflection 

Continuous, 

constructive 

feedback and self-

assessment 

practices. 

-  Provide timely and detailed 

academic feedback.  

-  Incorporate reflective practices 

like journals.  

-  Provide portfolio feedback for 

RPL applicants. 

Rules: Feedback and 

reflection practices 

that guide self-

improvement and 

learning behaviour. 

O – 

Opportuniti

es for 

Growth 

Personal and 

professional 

development 

beyond academics. 

-  Conduct career-focused 

workshops (e.g., leadership, 

communication).  

-  Offer internships and work 

experience programmes. 

Community: 

Professional networks 

and workplace 

integration 

opportunities. 

L – 

Lifelong 

Learning 

Cultivate a mindset 

of continuous 

education. 

-  Encourage engagement in 

professional development.  

-  Teach self-directed learning 

strategies.  

-  Establish alumni networks. 

Community: Alumni 

networks supporting 

ongoing learning and 

professional growth. 
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Acronym Brief Explanation Recommendation 

Link to Vygotsky’s 

Tools, Rules and 

Community 

D – 

Dedicated 

Resources 

Access to 

academic, mental 

health, and 

financial aid 

resources. 

-  Provide targeted support 

services for marginalised 

groups.  

-  Offer mental health 

programmes sensitive to 

diverse cultural needs.  

-  Provide financial aid initiatives 

aimed at levelling the playing 

field. 

Tools: Access to 

resources like mental 

health services and 

financial aid. 

 

This framework addresses vocational paramedics transitioning to postgraduate 

studies’ needs by drawing on Vygotsky’s principles of social learning. It highlights the 

importance of understanding learners’ cultural and historical contexts to create 

responsive and adaptable educational interventions. While initially developed for 

vocational paramedics, the framework has the potential to address broader 

educational transitions, offering solutions that foster inclusivity and effective learning 

across diverse learner populations. Ultimately, it aims to provide structured support 

and scaffolding to equip all learners for success in academically rigorous 

environments. 
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SECTION 5 

Discussion, Recommendations, Limitations and Conclusion 
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CHAPTER 16: Discussion 

 

16.1  Introduction 

 

This research explored the support needs of vocational paramedics transitioning into 

higher education through RPL for access, focusing on the PGDip EC programme at 

UCT. A mixed-methods approach was employed, comprising three PAR cycles 

alongside additional tools such as questionnaires, the HMLSQ, and interviews. The 

study examined enablers and barriers across individual, academic, and institutional 

dimensions, and concluded with the development of a conceptual support framework 

that integrated these findings. 

 

Across the sub-studies in this larger project, the findings suggest that while some 

support needs of RPL candidates were similar to those of traditionally admitted 

learners, important differences were also evident. RPL learners reported challenges 

with academic literacies, digital access, and navigating institutional processes, areas 

where undergraduates would typically gain gradual exposure during earlier stages of 

study. Entering directly at postgraduate level meant that RPL candidates confronted 

these demands without the benefit of prior university experience, which amplified the 

cognitive demand of the transition. As a result, they were required to manage 

advanced academic tasks while simultaneously adapting to institutional systems and 

technologies. 

 

It is also important to recognise that success in postgraduate study extends beyond 

academic achievement alone, encompassing professional development, personal 

growth, and sustained engagement with lifelong learning. Underpinned by Vygotsky’s 

SCT, this research emphasised the dynamic interaction of tools, rules, and community 

in shaping vocational paramedics’ learning experiences.2 These acted as mediators 

in the academic transition, facilitating the integration of vocational expertise’s 

integration into academic frameworks, and bridging gaps between prior experiential 

knowledge and formal educational expectations.2,86  
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Vocational learning in South Africa has historically provided a pathway for individuals 

to acquire industry-specific skills through practical, hands-on training programmes, but 

professions within healthcare have faced challenges in aligning vocational skills with 

NQF-compliant qualifications.39,99 Changes in educational policy and professional 

standards have necessitated a shift toward higher education as a prerequisite for 

continued academic and professional progression.7,10 However, for many vocational 

paramedics, systemic barriers impede this transition. Some lack the formal 

qualifications required for entry into higher education, while others, constrained by full-

time employment responsibilities, find traditional, full-time undergraduate studies 

unattainable.4,13  

 

While RPL offers vocational paramedics an opportunity to transition to higher 

education, pursuing the two-year Diploma in Emergency Medical Care leads to a 

qualification offering the same scope of practice that paramedics already 

possess.4,7,10,33 This paradox highlights that while RPL facilitates access, vocational 

paramedics aiming for academic and career progression face the prospect of having 

to undertake full-time undergraduate studies, often spanning three or more years.51  

Many postgraduate programmes exist, but to the researcher’s knowledge, the PGDip 

EC is currently the only postgraduate programme in emergency care offered in South 

Africa.9 The programme was initially developed without specific consideration for 

vocational paramedics but later opened its doors to them by integrating RPL as an 

admission pathway. This shift allowed vocational paramedics to advance their 

qualifications without needing extended undergraduate study.  

 

16.2  The Concept of Success 

 

To revisit the research question, “Can vocational paramedics succeed in a 

postgraduate programme such as the PGDip EC?” it is important to reiterate the 

previously established definition of success within this context (Chapter 4). In this 

study, ‘success’ encompasses outcomes broadly defined as vocational learners 

achieving intended aims or purposes. 
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16.3  Individual Transition 

 

From the perspective of academic success, the answer to the research question is 

unequivocally yes. This research demonstrated that vocational paramedics achieved 

comparable grades to their non-RPL counterparts, as evidenced by the analysis of the 

PGDip EC 2021 and 2022 cohort grades (Table 10). Completing the programme 

validated the effectiveness of RPL as a pathway to postgraduate education.10 Yet, 

success can extend beyond academic results, involving transformations such as 

enhanced self-worth and professional growth while integrating new knowledge into 

practice.108,109,185  

 

Drawing from the RPL interviews (Chapter 9) and 2023 PGDip EC graduate 

questionnaires (Chapter 14), vocational paramedics reported personal and 

professional growth during the PGDip EC. Self-actualisation and improvements on 

their existing body of knowledge, initially identified as personal motivators in the 

descriptive literature review, were confirmed in the RPL candidate interviews. The 

sense of self-actualisation is connected to human agency, described as ‘a way to see 

and be seen’ (Chapter 4), describing self-worth and belonging.42 Quantifying this 

personal development is difficult; each learner has personal goals and aspirations. 

However, the concept of professional acceptance emerged prominently in both the 

literature review and RPL interviews. It appears that the perception of being unable to 

progress academically or ‘keep up’ with the new NQF-aligned qualifications may 

obscure the value that each vocational paramedic contributes to the profession. 

 

The need to feel valued and be accepted is intrinsic to the social being, a concept 

validated by Vygotsky’s emphasis on social interaction.2,20,21 Vygotsky’s SCT posits 

that learning and personal growth are embedded in social contexts, where individuals 

co-construct knowledge through interactions with others.2 Whether academic or 

professional, acceptance within a community reinforces an individual’s sense of 

belonging and self-worth, which are essential for motivation and engagement. For the 

RPL candidates, the opportunity to have something to show for their years of 

experience validated their vocational journey (Chapter 9). Additionally, participation in 

multidisciplinary teams further enhanced these feelings (Chapter 9).  
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This trend was further illustrated by some PGDip EC graduates enrolling in new NQF 

qualifications, with a few studying levels higher than the PGDip EC NQF 8, while others 

were actively planning further studies (Table 25). Additionally, some graduates joined 

the tutoring programme, contributing to the support structures that may have facilitated 

their own success (Chapter 12). This sustained engagement with education, and the 

academic community portrays their progression within the ZPD as they transition from 

receiving scaffolded support to becoming providers of guidance themselves, a core 

tenet of Vygotsky’s SCT.2 

 

16.3.1  Opportunities, access and support 

 

RPL has emerged as a transformative tool in educational systems worldwide, enabling 

individuals to progress in their academic and professional careers based on their prior 

knowledge and practical experience.44,100,191 As a national strategy for inclusivity and 

equity, RPL bridges systemic gaps, providing vocational paramedics access to 

postgraduate programmes like the PGDip EC and fostering their validation and 

inclusion within the academic community.10 Beyond mere access, RPL also acts as 

an enabler of personal and professional growth, supporting self-efficacy and 

reinforcing professional identities (Chapter 4).  

 

The interviews with RPL candidates and the PGDip EC cohort questionnaire illustrate 

that RPL not only aligns with the broader goals of national educational equity and 

workforce development but also equips learners to navigate the challenges of 

transitioning to higher education. The RPL process serves as an initial scaffold, 

offering support and validation even before learners engage with formal theoretical 

content. According to Vygotsky’s SCT and the concept of the ZPD, this foundational 

scaffolding is essential for effective learning and smooth transitions into academic 

environments.91 For vocational paramedics, RPL demonstrates their capabilities within 

their ZAD, validating their existing expertise while preparing them for the cognitive 

demands of more complex academic challenges (Chapter 9). This process affirms 

their professional background and aligns with Vygotsky’s concept of scaffolding, where 

structured initial support facilitates progression and independent achievement.2  
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16.4  Academic Transition 

 

An academic challenge was identified in the literature review, rooted in the nature of 

vocational paramedic training in South Africa, particularly the historical short-course 

training model. While this training equips vocational learners with strong procedural 

problem-solving skills (essential for EMS contexts), it does not adequately prepare 

them for postgraduate studies’ theoretical and academic demands.39,52,190 Tasks such 

as academic writing, a concept not addressed in the practically oriented vocational 

training, proved challenging for vocational paramedics.1 This issue was reiterated 

during interviews, where some RPL candidates expressed unfamiliarity with academic 

writing as a practice (Chapter 9). Similarly, tutors noted in the group discussion that 

some candidates had sought clarity on this concept (Chapter 13). For many RPL 

candidates, the absence of prior undergraduate education compounded these 

challenges, as learning a new academic language required time and effort, particularly 

for those whose home language was not English (Chapter 9).  

 

This transition from vocational to academic environments for the RPL candidate can 

be conceptualised as a movement within the ZPD. Here, learners rely on scaffolding 

to bridge the gap between their existing procedural knowledge and the theoretical and 

analytical skills demanded by postgraduate studies.2 For these RPL candidates, the 

MKO played a dual role as both a mentor and a facilitator of learning, providing the 

structured support necessary to address knowledge and skill gaps, enabling 

candidates to meet the academic demands of the PGDip EC programme.  

 

16.4.1  Honey and Mumford learning styles 

 

The HMLSQ formed part of an early course to help learners see how they best 

assimilate information. Designed to help learners select learning activities aligned with 

their preferred styles during the academic year, the results revealed a predominant 

Reflector learning style (Figures 8-10). While this finding aligns with existing literature 

in healthcare, little evidence was available on the learning styles of vocational learners. 

 

The discovery that the Activist style was the least common among vocational 

paramedics presented an intriguing contradiction for the researcher. Given the high-
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stakes, practical decision-making aspects inherent in their vocational backgrounds, 

one might expect a stronger alignment with Activist traits. However, the predominance 

of the Reflector style suggests an adaptation process, reflecting adult learning theories 

that highlight a transition from practical to reflective learning as professionals advance 

in their careers. Kolb argues that as individuals engage in academic settings, they tend 

to develop more reflective learning styles, which are essential for theoretical analysis 

and deeper engagement with complex concepts.119,129 Additionally, research shows 

that learning styles often evolve as learners progress from undergraduate to 

postgraduate education, where Reflector traits may become more dominant.129  

 

The analysis revealed that the Reflector learning style was the predominant style 

among all the PGDip EC learners in 2021 and 2022. This, along with the minor 

disparity in grades between the two cohorts, illustrates that the learning approaches 

are similar. Honey and Mumford suggest that learners may adapt their learning styles 

to meet the expectations of academic contexts that prioritise reflection over action.28 

This raises the possibility that RPL candidates successfully adjusted their learning 

strategies to align with the academic demands of postgraduate education. 

 

Illeris emphasises the necessity of aligning educational designs with learners’ 

backgrounds, warning that mismatches can hinder the effective use of natural learning 

preferences.86 In the PGDip EC programme, the strong emphasis on academic 

reflection and theoretical engagement appropriately aligns with the Reflector learning 

style, making the programme’s structure particularly suitable for these learners. The 

online format further supports Reflectors, encouraging independent study and in-depth 

engagement with course materials, fostering an environment where they can thrive.9 

 

16.4.2  Academic performance 

 

One of the study’s objectives was to examine the RPL candidates’ progress. The 

academic performance of RPL candidates compared to their non-RPL peers presents 

vocational learners’ academic competence in this postgraduate setting. As outlined in 

Chapter 8, the analysis revealed only a 4% difference in grade averages between the 

groups (Table 10). While seemingly minor, this grade disparity has meaningful 

implications for the academic trajectory of RPL candidates. It supports the efficacy of 
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RPL as a mechanism for transitioning vocational learners into higher education. The 

closeness of the grades to those of non-RPL candidates also highlights vocational 

learners’ academic readiness, suggesting that the current RPL process successfully 

bridges the gap into higher education and positions these learners to meet the 

academic expectations of postgraduate studies. 

 

RPL candidates consistently met foundational benchmarks and demonstrated 

competencies aligned with the expectations of an NQF Level 8 programme. Their 

performance, which closely parallels that of their non-RPL peers, affirms the value of 

recognising vocational and experiential learning as credible indicators of academic 

potential. This alignment highlights the RPL process’s role in bridging vocational 

expertise and the academic rigour required for success in postgraduate education. 

These outcomes invite further exploration into how RPL frameworks can be refined 

and expanded to enhance inclusivity and equity in higher education. 

 

16.5  Institutional Transition 

 

The descriptive literature review depicts the institutional landscape as a challenge for 

RPL candidates (Chapter 4). A well-documented contributor to undergraduate 

transition is the first-year experience, which encompasses structured orientation 

activities and academic induction sessions designed to help learners acclimate to 

university life.19,20 These initiatives introduce learners to the institution’s culture, 

familiarise them with available support resources, and set clear expectations for 

academic success.18,19 However, such structured support is less common at the 

postgraduate level, where the assumption is that learners have already navigated 

these processes during their undergraduate studies.16,23  

 

This expectation creates a gap for RPL candidates entering postgraduate education 

as they bypass the undergraduate experience entirely.1,42 Consequently, they are not 

exposed to foundational university practices or introduced to the array of departmental 

and support structures available. This gap was evident in the findings from the PGDip 

EC 2022 questionnaire, where many respondents indicated a preference for 

contacting the programme convenor or tutors rather than engaging directly with the 

appropriate institutional channels or departments. This behaviour reflects a reliance 



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies  
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002 

223 

on familiar, centralised support figures, which mirrors the mentorship-driven approach 

of vocational training environments (Chapter 14).  

 

Despite being informed about academic resources during the Introduction to 

Postgraduates Studies course in the PGDip EC, as well as having access to freely 

available resources on the university website, the questionnaires revealed that none 

of the participants utilised these services. This raises the question of whether RPL 

candidates were unaware of the full benefits of these resources or if the demands of 

online learning and rigorous coursework left them overwhelmed and unable to engage 

effectively. Balancing professional responsibilities, academic commitments, and 

personal obligations creates additional pressures, often leaving little capacity for 

navigating institutional support systems. 

 

While existing literature highlights the successful use of university support services, 

the study’s findings depict that such success is not uniformly experienced in the PGDip 

EC.16,22 These results highlight the need to adapt support structures to better serve 

online postgraduate learners, offering more accessible and proactive solutions. From 

Vygotsky’s perspective, RPL candidates’ limited engagement with institutional support 

structures can be understood through the concept of the ZPD and the essential role 

of scaffolding. Vygotsky’s theory emphasises that learning is most effective when 

supported by MKOs within a collaborative community, enabling learners to transition 

from independently manageable tasks to those requiring guided assistance.31,91 For 

RPL candidates, tutors could have fulfilled this role, providing scaffolding that bridged 

academic gaps.  

 

The research also revealed that RPL candidates are embedded in strong networks of 

family, friends, and colleagues, which offer a deep sense of security and belonging 

(Chapter 4). This community-based support reflects the structure of vocational 

paramedical programmes, characterised by clear hierarchies and mentor-led learning 

(Chapter 2). Vygotsky’s SCT provides insight into this reliance on mentor-led 

environments, where structured guidance is paramount.2 However, this dependency, 

while aligning with Vygotsky’s concept of MKOs, highlights a limitation: the centralised, 

mentor-dependent model can hinder the development of self-directed academic skills 

crucial for higher education. 
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The PGDip EC 2022 cohort questionnaire data supported this finding, with RPL 

candidates frequently seeking the programme convenor’s assistance, even for non-

academic matters. This behaviour reflects the para-militaristic structure of vocational 

education, where centralised authority figures oversee learning.13,100,192 While this 

approach offers comfort and efficacy, it inadequately prepares learners for the 

independence and self-regulation required in a university setting, complicating their 

transition to a more autonomous academic environment. 

 

The online learning modality exacerbates this issue by failing to replicate the 

communal learning environment Vygotsky deemed critical for cognitive development. 

On-campus learners benefit from real-time interactions, shared experiences, and 

immediate feedback, fostering a sense of belonging. In contrast, online learners often 

struggle to form meaningful connections, diminishing the social aspects of learning 

and leaving RPL candidates to face academic demands in isolation. This concern is 

particularly acute as many RPL candidates entered the programme with pre-existing 

self-doubt about their academic abilities (Chapter 9). Integrated support systems that 

foster community, equip RPL learners with resources, and balance mentorship with 

opportunities to cultivate independence are required to address these limitations. 

 

16.6 Inclusion through PAR 

 

PAR aims to give participants a voice, ensuring that those most affected by research 

outcomes actively shape the processes and findings.149,156,162 In this study, PAR was 

instrumental in gaining a deeper understanding of the challenges RPL candidates 

faced throughout the programme. The participatory process, however, did not follow 

a traditional model of continuous co-researcher involvement. Instead, an indirect form 

of PAR was adopted, where learner voices were incorporated at defined choice points 

rather than requiring constant participation.162 This approach reduced the burden on 

RPL candidates, who were simultaneously managing postgraduate study and 

professional responsibilities, while still ensuring that their perspectives shaped the 

interventions. Tutors and the programme convenor played a key role in mediating 

insights and carrying them forward into programme-level changes. In this way, indirect 
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PAR maintained the ethos of participation while adapting the methodology to the 

realities of the learner context. 

 

The introduction of the Tutor Student Charter in the PGDip EC programme reflects an 

application of Vygotsky’s concept of rules within his SCT (Chapter 13). Vygotsky 

emphasised that learning occurs within a structured social and cultural framework, 

where rules and norms guide interactions and shape the learning process.2 This 

research demonstrated that tutors were perceived as valuable MKOs; however, it also 

highlighted the importance of protecting their time and availability to prevent burnout 

and ensure the sustained quality of support. The charter achieved this by clearly 

communicating boundaries and defining appropriate channels for assistance, 

balancing the needs of learners with the well-being of tutors. By delineating 

appropriate channels for assistance and establishing clear boundaries on availability, 

the charter reinforced tutors’ roles as MKOs while encouraging learners to develop 

self-directed academic skills.2 This approach aligns with Vygotsky’s assertion that 

structured guidance should address immediate learning needs and promote 

independence as learners progress within their ZPD.30  

 

16.7 The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework 

 

The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework, developed from the findings of this research, 

focuses on fostering independence among vocational paramedics transitioning to 

postgraduate studies (Chapter 15). It leverages the identified rules, tools, and 

community to help learners navigate their transition from vocational expertise (ZAD) 

to their potential development within the PGDip EC programme (ZPD). With structured 

support from the framework and guidance from MKOs, learners can progressively 

advance through their ZPD, building the skills and knowledge needed for academic 

success. 

 

As learners advance, the bridge or scaffolding can be systematically deconstructed, 

allowing the learner to determine when and where they require support. This 

scaffolding may then be repurposed to assist in new areas of learning, reflecting its 

dynamic and adaptable nature. Thus, this Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework is 

adaptable to each learner, for each learner, and by each learner.  
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CHAPTER 17: Limitations and Recommendations 

 

17.1  Introduction 

 

The output of this research offers a framework of support for vocational paramedics 

transitioning to postgraduate education using RPL for access. Drawing from the 

insights gained during this research and after a review of the findings and limitations, 

recommendations are proposed to enhance academic and social support structures 

for this population.  

 

17.2  Contributions of This Study 

 

17.2.1  Empirical contribution 

This study contributes to the broad understanding of vocational paramedics’ 

experiences and challenges transitioning into postgraduate education, a topic that 

remains underexplored in the South African higher education context. It examines how 

RPL functions as a bridge, facilitating access to advanced academic programmes like 

the PGDip EC.1 By documenting the barriers and enablers RPL candidates face while 

enrolled in the PGDip EC, the research expands knowledge on the intersection of 

vocational training and postgraduate academic transitions.  

 

The findings provide insights into RPL candidates’ reliance on mentorship-driven 

models and their challenges with academic writing, digital literacy, and navigating 

institutional processes. These observations highlight systemic gaps in postgraduate 

support structures and offer a basis for designing responsive and learner-centred 

interventions. Although not yet tested, the conceptual framework has the potential to 

be adapted to support the broader transition of vocational learners, providing a 

structured and flexible method for addressing the academic and institutional 

challenges associated with postgraduate education. By focusing on scaffolding 

through tools, rules, and community, the framework can offer guidance for paramedics 

and other vocational learners navigating similar transitions. 
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17.2.2  Theoretical contribution 

Theoretically, this research applied the SCT to understand the role of scaffolding, 

MKOs, and the ZPD in supporting learners’ transitions from vocational to academic 

environments.2,30 By contextualising these theoretical constructs within postgraduate 

education, the study extends Vygotsky’s principles, traditionally associated with early 

education, to adult learning and vocational contexts. 

 

The study also contributes to educational frameworks through the developed Bridge-

Scaffold Support Framework. This model synthesises Vygotsky’s concepts of tools, 

rules, and community to address the needs of vocational learners entering higher 

education. The framework’s adaptability demonstrates how scaffolding can evolve 

with learners, addressing immediate academic challenges while fostering long-term 

autonomy and self-directed learning. 9,192 

 

Additionally, the research provides insights into the dynamics of online learning for 

postgraduate vocational learners, reinterpreting Vygotsky’s emphasis on social 

interaction and cultural mediation. By examining online environments’ limitations in 

replicating communal learning spaces, the study offers a perspective on how 

theoretical concepts like the ZPD can be adapted to digital education settings. 

 

17.2.3  Methodological contribution 

This study contributes methodologically by integrating multiple qualitative and 

participatory approaches to explore vocational paramedics’ lived experiences 

transitioning into postgraduate education. It combined descriptive analysis, thematic 

analysis, content analysis and PAR to explore RPL candidates’ navigation of academic 

and institutional challenges. While the application of PAR is relatively uncommon in 

emergency medical care research, it has demonstrated its value in this context by 

actively involving participants in co-creating practical solutions, such as the Tutor 

Student Charter and the structured tutor programme. This participatory approach 

ensured that the findings reflected learners’ experiences and led to actionable and 

context-specific interventions. 

 

The incorporation of PAR into this research highlights its value as an adaptive 

methodology capable of addressing the needs of RPL candidates while ensuring 
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actionable outcomes. By triangulating data from interviews, questionnaires, and 

participatory processes, the study adopted a comprehensive approach to 

understanding vocational paramedics’ experiences. Furthermore, the Bridge-Scaffold 

Support Framework, developed through this participatory methodology, serves as a 

practical tool for future research and practice in supporting vocational learners. 

 

17.3  Limitations 

 

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting its 

findings. The research scope was broad, and while the richness of the data provided 

valuable insights, not all aspects could be fully explored within the constraints of this 

study. Certain themes and findings, though compelling, were beyond the capacity of 

this project to investigate comprehensively. Additionally, the research focused on a 

single academic programme, specifically the PGDip EC programme, and its 

engagement with vocational paramedics who obtained entry via RPL at a particular 

point in time. While the detailed insights gathered from this cohort are valuable, they 

may not comprehensively represent the experiences and challenges vocational 

learners face across other disciplines or sectors. This specificity grounds the findings 

in the context of EMS and may not fully account for variations in vocational training 

models or academic transition experiences in different fields. 

 

A further limitation is that some datasets included both RPL and non-RPL learners, 

which may have shaped the findings. While the analysis sought to highlight the 

perspectives of RPL candidates, overlaps between the groups mean that not all results 

can be attributed exclusively to RPL learners. 

 

While PAR was a methodological strength, its use also posed challenges. PAR is 

inherently time-intensive, and the iterative process of co-creating solutions limited the 

number of cycles that could be completed within the study’s timeline. Additional cycles 

could have facilitated further development and refinement of solutions, such as the 

Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework, allowing for more detailed testing and 

adaptation. 
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Moreover, the findings are grounded in the context of EMS and may not fully account 

for variations in vocational training models or academic transition experiences in 

different fields. Additionally, recognising the collaborative nature of PAR, this research 

may have benefited from PGDip learners’ greater involvement in the cycles. However, 

learners are considered a vulnerable population, and this is especially true for RPL 

candidates. Ethically, their inclusion was avoided to protect them from potential harm, 

such as disruptions to their academic commitments or undue stress during their 

studies. 

 

Finally, the study focused on academic and institutional barriers while excluding 

demographic and sociological variables such as race, gender, and socioeconomic 

background. These factors may influence RPL candidates’ experiences and their 

transitions to postgraduate education. Future research could explore these 

dimensions to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the challenges and 

enablers affecting these transitions. 

 

While the identified limitations highlight areas for future research, they do not diminish 

the study’s contributions to the understanding of vocational learners’ transitions to 

higher education and the development of supportive frameworks to promote their 

academic and professional success. 

 

17.4  Future Research Opportunities 

 

This research explored the support needs and challenges among vocationally trained 

paramedics transitioning into postgraduate studies through RPL within UCT’s Division 

of Emergency Medicine PGDip EC programme. While focused on this specific context, 

the developed principles have the potential to enhance support systems across a 

range of educational settings, creating scalable frameworks that benefit diverse 

learner populations. 

 

Expanding the scope to include other vocational fields would be highly beneficial. 

Although this study centred on paramedics in the EMS sector, similar support needs 

and barriers likely impact various vocational disciplines. Investigating whether the 

identified enablers, challenges, and requirements are consistent across different fields 
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could yield deeper insights into vocational learners’ experiences entering higher 

education. A comparative approach would enrich available knowledge of the 

contextual factors influencing these transitions and help design better support 

mechanisms to address shared challenges. 

 

Moreover, a focused analysis of the SCAFFOLD framework’s individual components 

is needed. Evaluating each element separately could reveal which interventions have 

the most impact and the reasons behind their effectiveness. This understanding could 

enable institutions to prioritise resources more strategically, investing in support 

mechanisms that deliver the best academic and practical outcomes for vocational 

learners. 

 

17.5  Recommendations 

 

17.5.1  Enhancing support systems for vocational learners 

Vocational learners transitioning to postgraduate education often bypass 

undergraduate experiences that provide foundational exposure to university systems. 

To bridge this gap and provide additional assistance, institutions could revise their 

orientation programmes and strategies to better promote university support centres, 

improving the accessibility and personalisation of services for this learner cohort. 

Furthermore, universities should ensure that these services are effectively and 

consistently communicated to learners, reinforcing their availability and encouraging 

utilisation throughout the academic journey. 

 

17.5.2  Implementing the Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework 

The Bridge-Scaffold Support Framework developed in this study should be piloted and 

refined to support vocational learners’ progression. Scaffolding should evolve as 

learners develop autonomy, offering structured guidance initially and transitioning to 

tools that foster independent learning. Further testing this framework across 

disciplines can ensure its adaptability and effectiveness among diverse learner 

populations. 
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17.5.3  Expanding the role of MKOs 

The findings highlighted the value of MKOs, such as tutors or mentors, in providing 

essential guidance and support for vocational learners transitioning to postgraduate 

education. The PGDip EC programme could enhance this support by formalising 

MKOs’ roles through structured mentorship initiatives. The Tutor Student Charter 

offers a valuable framework for establishing clear boundaries with vocational learners 

and should be annually adapted by the tutor team. 

 

17.5.4  Feedback from RPL processes 

Institutions should establish a dedicated staff member or an RPL support centre to 

oversee candidates’ application and portfolio review process, providing a centralised 

system to streamline procedures, offer clear guidance, and ensure timely feedback to 

applicants. Constructive feedback to unsuccessful RPL applicants is particularly 

important, as it can help them improve their submissions for reapplication, reduce 

applicant loss, and promote inclusivity. However, while the RPL process is highly 

beneficial, it adds to the overall workload for the staff involved. To address this 

challenge, institutions should anticipate and plan for these demands by allocating 

appropriate resources and personnel, ensuring a smoother and more efficient process. 
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CHAPTER 18: Conclusion 

 

18.1 Conclusion 

 

For many learners, pursuing higher education is not just a pathway to professional 

development but a deeply held aspiration – a dream that promises personal growth, 

improved opportunities, and the fulfilment of long-held ambitions. Yet, the transition 

from vocational training to the academic rigours of postgraduate study can be 

daunting, marked by numerous challenges that require support mechanisms. 

 

This research highlighted RPL’s role as a transformative mechanism providing access 

to higher education. By focusing on the experiences of vocational paramedics 

transitioning into postgraduate studies, the study emphasised the importance of 

addressing barriers and enablers to academic success. The Bridge-Scaffold Support 

Framework, developed through this research, offers a conceptual model to support 

vocational learners, bridging gaps between vocational expertise and academic 

demands. 

 

In contributing to the broader discourse on vocational learning and adult education, 

this study reinforced RPL’s potential to create equitable pathways into higher 

education. However, the findings also highlighted that such transitions are complex 

and require more than institutional access; they demand systemic approaches that 

prioritise learner-centred support and collaborative practices. 

 

As Malcolm X aptly stated: “Education is the passport to the future, for tomorrow 

belongs to those who prepare for it today”.193 This sentiment emphasises the urgency 

of reimagining higher education as an inclusive space that values diverse learning 

journeys. By fostering access and success for vocational learners, institutions invest 

in individuals’ potential and contribute to a more equitable and empowered society. 

This work is a call to action for institutions, policymakers, and educators to ensure that 

education becomes a reality for all, transcending barriers and transforming dreams 

into attainable achievements.  
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Appendix 5: Honey and Mumford Learning Style Questionnaire with Summary 

 

 

  

NAME:

STUDENT NUMBER: 

a I am happy today 1

ANSWER

1 I have strong beliefs about what is right and wrong, good and bad.

2 I often act without considering the possible consequences.

3 I tend to solve problems using a step-by-step approach.

4 I believe that formal procedures and policies restrict people.

5 I have a reputation for saying what I think, simply and directly.

6
I often find that actions based on feelings are as sound as those based on 

careful thought and analysis.

7
I like the sort of work where I have time for thorough preparation and 

implementation.

8 I regularly question people about their basic assumptions.

9 What matters most is whether something works in practice.

10 I actively seek out new experiences.

11
When I hear about a new idea or approach I immediately start working out how 

to apply it in practice.

12
I am keen on self-discipline such as watching my diet, taking regular exercise, 

sticking to a fixed routine etc.

13 I take pride in doing a thorough job.

14
I get on best with logical, analytical people and less well with spontaneous, 

"irrational" people.

15
I take care over the interpretation of data available to me and avoid jumping to 

conclusions.

16 I like to reach a decision carefully after weighing up many alternatives.

17 I'm attracted more to novel, unusual ideas than to practical ones.

18 I don't like disorganised things and prefer to fit things into a coherent pattern.

19
I accept and stick to laid down procedures and policies so long as I regard them 

as an efficient way of getting the job done.

20 I like to relate my actions to a general principle.

There is no time limit to this questionnaire. It will probably take you 10-15 minutes. The accuracy of the 

results depends on how honest you can be. There are no right or wrong answers. Please complete 

each statement for an accurate analysis of your individulal learning style.When you have completed the 

questionnaire, click in 'your summary' worksheet for on overview of your learning style.

If you agree more than disagree with the statement, place a '1' in the answer column. If you disagree  

more than agree with the statement, leave it blank. For example:                                                             

Honey and Mumford: Learning Styles Questionnaire
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21 In discussions I like to get straight to the point.

22 I tend to have distant, rather formal relationships with people at work.

23 I thrive on the challenge of tackling something new and different.

24 I enjoy fun-loving, spontaneous people.

25 I pay meticulous attention to detail before coming to a conclusion.

26 I find it difficult to produce ideas on impulse.

27 I believe in coming to the point immediately.

28 I am careful not to jump to conclusions too quickly.

29
I prefer to have as many sources of information as possible -the more data to 

mull over the better.

30 Flippant people who don't take things seriously enough usually irritate me.

31 I listen to other people's point of view before putting my own forward.

32 I tend to be open about how I'm feeling.

33 In discussions I enjoy watching the manoeuvrings of the other participants.

34
I prefer to respond to events on a spontaneous, flexible basis rather than plan 

things out in advance.

35
I tend to be attracted to techniques such as network analysis, flow charts, 

branching programmes, contingency planning, etc.

36 It worries me if I have to rush out a piece of work to meet a tight deadline.

37 I tend to judge people's ideas on their practical merits.

38 Quiet, thoughtful people tend to make me feel uneasy.

39 I often get irritated by people who want to rush things.

40
It is more important to enjoy the present moment than to think about the past or 

future.

41
I think that decisions based on a thorough analysis of all the information are 

sounder than those based on intuition.

42 I tend to be a perfectionist.

43 In discussions I usually produce lots of spontaneous ideas.

44 In meetings I put forward practical realistic ideas.

45 More often than not, rules are there to be broken.

46 I prefer to stand back from a situation and consider all the perspectives.

47 I can often see inconsistencies and weaknesses in other people's arguments.

48 On balance I talk more than I listen.

49 I can often see better, more practical ways to get things done.

50 I think written reports should be short and to the point.

51 I believe that rational, logical thinking should win the day.

52
I tend to discuss specific things with people rather than engaging in social 

discussion.

53 I like people who approach things realistically rather than theoretically.
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54 In discussions I get impatient with irrelevancies and digressions.

55
If I have a report to write I tend to produce lots of drafts before settling on the 

final version.

56 I am keen to try things out to see if they work in practice.

57 I am keen to reach answers via a logical approach.

58 I enjoy being the one that talks a lot.

59
In discussions I often find I am the realist, keeping people to the point and 

avoiding wild speculations.

60 I like to ponder many alternatives before making up my mind.

61
In discussions with people I often find I am the most dispassionate and 

objective.

62
In discussions I'm more likely to adopt a "low profile" than to take the lead and 

do most of the talking.

63 I like to be able to relate current actions to a longer-term bigger picture.

64 When things go wrong I am happy to shrug it off and "put it down to experience".

65 I tend to reject wild, spontaneous ideas as being impractical.

66 It's best to think carefully before taking action.

67 On balance I do the listening rather than the talking.

68 I tend to be tough on people who find it difficult to adopt a logical approach.

69 Most times I believe the end justifies the means.

70 I don't mind hurting people's feelings so long as the job gets done.

71 I find the formality of having specific objectives and plans stifling.

72 I'm usually one of the people who puts life into a party.

73 I do whatever is expedient to get the job done.

74 I quickly get bored with methodical, detailed work.

75
I am keen on exploring the basic assumptions, principles and theories 

underpinning things and events.

76 I'm always interested to find out what people think.

77 I like meetings to be run on methodical lines, sticking to laid down agenda, etc.

78 I steer clear of subjective or ambiguous topics.

79 I enjoy the drama and excitement of a crisis situation.

80 People often find me insensitive to their feelings.
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SUMMARY OF YOUR LEARNING STYLE NAME:

STUDENT NUMBER: 0

ACTIVIST 0

REFLECTOR 0

THEORIST 0

PRAGMATIST 0

THE THEORIST

Theorists like to understand concepts. They enjoy scientific research, data analysis and systems. They Theorists feel 

uncomfortable with subjective judgements. They love to question and probe theories and are delighted when presented with 

scientific research to substantiate learning, They are uncomfortable in emotional situations and unstructured activities. This is 

the one who will read the manual first!

THE PRAGMATIST

Pragmatists are keen to try things out. They look for new ideas that can be applied to problems. They like to get on with 

things and tend to get impatient with open-ended discussions; they are practical, down-to earth people. Pragmatists like to 

understand the 'idea behind the concept', especially if the outcome with be advantagous to them. They struggle to learn if 

they cannot identify the benefit of the content, or the guidelines are unstructructured

0

Your results may indicate you have a particular learning style, or a combination. The explainations below 

explain each style. Awareness of these help you judge how beneficial an activity may be to you

THE ACTIVIST

Activists are this that learn by doing or 'hands on'. They tend to involve themselves and are always keen to try something 

once, often acting first then considering the consequenses afterwards. The enjoy being thrown 'in the deep end' to solve 

problems and are often natural leaders in groups. The activist enjoys group work and role play scenarois. They do not enjoy 

working or reading alone, and will not read the manual first!

THE REFLECTOR

Reflectors learn by observing and reflecting on situations. They like to consider all the possibilities and implications before 

making up their mind. They are great listeners  and tend to be cautious and thoughtful. They learn best by observing 

scenarios and do not enjoy leading groups or tight deadlines. 

ACTIVIST

REFLECTOR

THEORIST

PRAGMATIST

Learning styles
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Appendix 6: RPL Candidate Interview 2022 

 

 

    

Interview Guide 

Introductory Questions 

1. Do you understand your rights as a research participant with regards to 

confidentiality, anonymity, withdrawing from the study?  

2. Are you comfortable with the limits to confidentiality?  

3. Do you have any questions before we begin?  

Background to qualification 

4. Could you elaborate on your qualification; 

i. What is your qualification? List all if more than one 

ii. When did you qualify? 

iii. Where did you complete your qualification? 

5. Could you give a brief overview of your work experience since qualifying? 

i. Services you have worked at (expand on type eg 

nursing/ICU/ED/EMS/education) 

ii. Period of time per service 

iii. Where are you currently working? 

PGDIP EC 

6. How did you find out about the PGDIP EC 

7. What sparked your interest in applying? 

8. What did you initially think the PGDIP EC would do for you after completion? 

RPL process 

Reflect on the RPL process you completed for access to the PGDIP EC programme; 
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9. Can you remember any specific components that posed a challenge to you? 

10. How did you feel about process? 

11. Can you recall any specific support structures that you used for the RPL 

application? 

PGDIP EC programme 

Reflect back on the duration of 2021/2022 

12. Intro was the first module where you were introduced to the online learning system 

(VULA). How did you find the online learning component? 

13. How did you feel about self-directed learning? 

14. What were your challenges during the year of study? 

15. If you think about UCT (the university offering the programme)  

i. Were there any areas of support that stood out for you? 

ii. What were the challenges you faced with the institution? 

16. Thinking about the actual studies, and writing of assessments and assignments,  

i. Where there any components of previous studies that supported you? 

ii. Were did you find support when required? 

iii. Did you use any of UCT support services such as writing centre/psych etc? 

Post PGDIP EC 

17. Looking back now over your year, what stands out in your mind? 

18. Do you feel your vocational studies prepared you for the PGDIP EC? 

19. How do you think the PGDIP EC enhanced your current employment? 

20. Has the PGDIP EC enhanced or promoted life long learning, and if so, how? 

21. Is there anything we may have missed that you would like to include as part of your 

experience during the RPL process and during the programme?  
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22. How do you feel about having participated in this study? What is your hope for the 

application of the results? 

23. Do you have any questions about the study, the interview, results, or any other part 

of the process?  
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Appendix 7: Tutor Charter Questionnaire 1 March 2023 
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This content is neither created nor endorsed by Microsoft. The data you submit will be sent to the form owner.

Microsoft Forms

Briefly explain this concern or objection. 6.

Yes

No

Have you needed to remind any of the students of the Charter since you first sent it out? * 7.

Please provide the names of these students * 8.

What was the reason you needed to resend the charter? * 9.

29/12/2024, 18:58 Tutor Charter feedback 1

https://form s.office.com /Pages/DesignPageV 2.aspx?origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=DQSIkW dsW 0yxEjajBLZtrQAAAAAAAAAAAAO__YUkE… 2/2
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Appendix 8: Tutor Charter Questionnaire 2 April 2023 
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This content is neither created nor endorsed by Microsoft. The data you submit will be sent to the form owner.

Microsoft Forms

Whatsapp

Email

Telephone/whatsapp call

Other

Which means of communication do you find the students use the most to communicate with 

you * 

12.

Yes

No

On reflection, do you feel the RPL portfolio that is completed for the application process 

adequately provides insight on who should be accepted to the PGDIP EC * 

13.

What suggestions do you have to improve the portfolio to assist the department with the 

selection process? * 

14.

29/12/2024, 18:59 Tutor Charter feedback 2

https://form s.office.com /Pages/DesignPageV 2.aspx?origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=DQSIkW dsW 0yxEjajBLZtrQAAAAAAAAAAAAO__YUkE… 3/3
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Appendix 9: Tutor Charter Questionnaire 3 May 2023 
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This content is neither created nor endorsed by Microsoft. The data you submit will be sent to the form owner.

Microsoft Forms

Your role as a Tutor

Please share a tutor experience that made you feel worthwhile! * 10.

Yes

No

Unsure at this stage

Would you be willing to tutor the 2024 cohort if this option was offered? * 11.

Yes

No

Reflecting over the 2023 cohort so far, have there been any particular areas of support the 

students needed? * 

12.

Please elaborate on these areas of support * 13.

Please provide any additional comments on your experience as tutor (if you have!) * 14.

29/12/2024, 19:00 Tutor Charter feedback…3

https://form s.office.com /Pages/DesignPageV 2.aspx?origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=DQSIkW dsW 0yxEjajBLZtrQAAAAAAAAAAAAO__YUkE… 3/3
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Appendix 10: Open Discussion Guide Tutors 2023 

 

  

Open Discussion Guide  2022 – The Tutor Discussion 

  

Good morning. Thank you for joining this discussion. 

Brief overview of research. 

Confirmation of consent: 

a) Can we record this session? (recording to start prior to obtaining verbal consent)   

b) Do you understand your rights as a research participant with regards to 

confidentiality, anonymity, and withdrawal from the study?   

c) Please confirm you have read the consent form and are comfortable with all 

components thereof.  

d) Are you comfortable with the limits to confidentiality?   

e) Do you have any questions before we begin?   

 

The tutor role: 

1) What has been the most challenging aspect of being a tutor? 

2) What support is needed for the tutors to make this a success? 

3) What information should we provide the students about the tutor’s role? 

4) Do you need any training or resources e.g. should we add something to the 

tutor page to better assist you, or set up a tutor manual, or do you think what 

we have provided is adequate? 

5) What would you change for tutoring semester 2 (short term)? 

6) From a tutoring perspective - What should we change for next year(long term)? 

7) Would you extend your role as a tutor at the end of the year? 

Student needs: 

1) What have you received the most queries on – e.g. library set up, academic 

writing, course content related, administratively related? 

2) Are there any additional components the department can investigate to further 

support the students? 

Additional comments specifically related to the student and your support role as a tutor 
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Appendix 11: Student Feedback Questionnaire 2023 
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This content is neither created nor endorsed by Microsoft. The data you submit will be sent to the form owner.

Microsoft Forms

Online learning experince

How has the experience of online teaching and learning compared to your previous in-class 

experiences?

19.

Yes

No

Has the online learning design and experience met your expectations?20.

Please elaborate on this21.

Yes

No

Did you have any assumptions or expectations of the online learning component of this 

programme?

22.

Please explain these assumptions or expections briefly23.

29/12/2024, 18:55 PGDIP EC 2023 student feedback

https://form s.office.com /Pages/DesignPageV 2.aspx?origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=DQSIkW dsW 0yxEjajBLZtrQAAAAAAAAAAAAO__YUkE… 7/7
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Appendix 12: Graduate Feedback Questionnaire 2022 



An Action Research Approach to Developing a Recognition of Prior Learning Framework for Postgraduate Studies 
in Emergency Medicine, Debbie Groome, NTTDEB002

281 

This content is neither created nor endorsed by Microsoft. The data you submit will be sent to the form owner.

Microsoft Forms

Yes

No

Since graduating from the PGDIP EC, do you feel your theoretical, research and management 

skills have improved?

7.

Yes

No

Did this qualification lead to any workplace promotion (this can include financial promotion 

or physical promotion within employment structural levels)?

8.

Reflecting on your year during the PGDIP EC, would you change anything?9.

29/12/2024, 18:49 Graduate feedback

https://form s.office.com /Pages/DesignPageV 2.aspx?origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=DQSIkW dsW 0yxEjajBLZtrQAAAAAAAAAAAAO__YUkE… 2/2
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Appendix 13: Tutor Student Charter 

Tutor Student Charter – Post Graduate Diploma in Emergency Care 

This charter outlines the agreement between students on the Post Graduate Diploma in Emergency Care 

and the Tutors allocated to these students by the Division of Emergency Care, University of Cape Town. 

By accepting a place at the University each student accepts responsibility for his or her own learning. 

This requires a commitment to hard work, and to participate fully in academic activities. It also 

recognizes that if students approach their studies in an open-minded, questioning manner, they will 

enhance their own educational experience and that of their fellow students and the academic staff.  

MUTUAL COMMITMENT 

Students undertake to: 

1. Treat staff and fellow students with dignity and respect.

2. Respect boundaries of the Tutors and fellow students.

3. Adhere to communication and time agreements. 

4. Respect the Tutor allocation, and refrain from contacting other tutors for academic or Tutor

related queries.

5. Take responsibility for their own learning, while also interacting constructively with their fellow 

students, lecturers and Tutors. 

6. Not to plagiarise, adhere the Honour Pledge of the University and not submit the work of

others as their own. 

7. Use University of Cape Town channels directly when university problems are faced.
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Tutors undertake to: 

1. Treat students and fellow staff with respect and dignity, and without discrimination or

favouritism. 

2. Be engaging, striving to achieve clarity and to create an environment where questions and

enquiry are encouraged. 

3. Provide all reasonable assistance to students to enable them to do as well as they can, and

to be available via the agreed communication channels to respond to student queries. 

4. Refer students to appropriate university channels when required.

Division Expectations: 

The tutors are not employed by the University of Cape Town and volunteer their time 

over and above their commitments to assist students. This charter sets the boundaries 

between the Tutors and student and expectation of the division. The role of the Tutor 

is one of support and guidance. They are not expected to pre-read or proof 

assignments prior to submissions. 

The Tutors will share this charter via the preferred route of communicate with allocated 

students. Please reply to your Tutor to indicate acceptance of the charter, and 

indicating the correct contact number or email address the Tutor must utilise. 

The unique and specific items agreed upon between the Tutor and students: 

1. The communication channel we will use during the year is: (For example email using

XXX@XXX.com or whats app on 123456789)

2. Times of communication include, or exclude: (for example Mon-Fri 8am - 5pm, Sat 8am

-1pm)

3. My turnaround time for response to messages is xxx (for example 24hours)

4. Please plan your time well. One cannot expect a Tutor to respond to a query in the

hours prior to an assignment submission. Respect the turnaround time as per point 3

5. The tutors are not there to pre-read assignments or assessment prior to submission.

include a few suggested lines for tutor to finalise.

mailto:XXX@XXX.com
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