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Recognition of Prior Learning – FASEA Approach and Inconsistency with the 

Explanatory Memorandum 

by Phil Anderson, AFA General Manager, Policy and Professionalism 

 
There continues to be calls for better recognition by FASEA of the experience and prior learning 
undertaken by financial advice practitioners.  There are, however, some who have suggested that the 
ability to do a Graduate Diploma, rather than a full undergraduate degree, is the vehicle for the 
recognition of experience.  There are others that question the standard that has historically applied to 
the assessment of CPD activity in recent years.  It is appropriate to assess some of these factors. 
 
The reason that there continues to be this ongoing uncertainty, is the regulatory mechanism under 
which the education standards were defined.  Rather than the standards being set in the law, the law 
only set a high level requirement and then delegated the responsibility to FASEA to actually set the 
detailed standards.  It is the decisions of FASEA that are setting the standards in accordance with the 
power that they have been given under the legislation, that needs to be examined.  The question now 
is whether they have appropriately complied with the expectations of the Federal Parliament. 
 
We need to start by considering the legislation: 
 
Section 921B(2) of the Corporations Act states the following: 

The first standard is that: 
(a) the person has completed a bachelor or higher degree, or equivalent qualification, 
approved by the standards body under section 921U; 

 
In terms of existing providers, the requirements are set out in Section 1546B on “Existing providers to 
meet certain education and training standards, Completion of qualifications”: 

(1) An existing provider must have done either of the following by 1 January 2024: 
(a) met the education and training standard in subsection 921B(2); 
(b) completed one or more courses determined by the standards body to give the 
provider qualifications equivalent to that standard. 

 
So, this debate all comes down to what degrees are approved by FASEA, what qualifications are 
considered equivalent and what the completion of ‘one or more courses determined by the standards 
body’ may require.  The use of the words ‘one or more courses’ might serve to set a realistic 
expectation that this was not going to be an overly excessive requirement for existing advisers.  It is 
also the case that Section 1546B(1)(b) actually offers an alternative to the requirement in Section 
921B(2)(a), that the adviser is required to complete a bachelor, or higher degree or equivalent 
qualification.  Thus, it is questionable as to whether the required courses need to be at the AQF8 level. 
 

Professional Standards for Financial Advisers - Explanatory Memorandum 
 
In the context of this lack of certainty and the seemingly outright power provided to FASEA to make 
these decisions, a good starting point to consider the actual outcome is to have a look at what the 
Professional Standards of Financial Advisers Explanatory Memorandum said with respect to the 
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education standards.  So, let’s step through some of the statements in Chapter 6 of the Explanatory 
Memorandum. 
 
EM paragraph 6.7. - ”if the existing adviser holds a relevant bachelor degree or higher or equivalent 
qualification (as approved by the body), the adviser does not need to undertake any further 
education.” 
 
What FASEA have done. – FASEA have defined a Relevant Degree, however an adviser with a Relevant 
Degree is required to do four bridging courses at the Graduate Diploma (AQF 8) level as opposed to no 
further study, as suggested by the EM. 
 
EM paragraph 6.7 (cont). – “if the existing adviser does not have an approved bachelor degree or 
higher or equivalent qualification, then the adviser can complete bridging courses approved by the 
body.” 
 
What FASEA have done. – An adviser without either an approved degree or a relevant degree will 
need to complete an eight subject Graduate Diploma, with access to RPL for an approved professional 
designation or the Advanced Diploma of Financial Planning (or equivalent).  They do not have access 
solely to bridging courses.  It would also appear from this section of the EM, that the bridging 
course(s), would not necessarily need to be at a degree level or higher or represent a formal 
qualification.  Neither is there any basis to conclude that a four subject Graduate Certificate would not 
have been sufficient. 
 
EM paragraph 6.8. – “These provisions are designed to allow flexibility for existing providers, ensuring 
that they only need to undertake adequate study to bring their qualifications in line with the new 
standard. It is not expected that existing providers will be required to complete a three year degree.” 
 
Assumed Message. – This is somewhat clear, in that it explicitly states that existing advisers are not 
required to do a three year degree.  This position applies to all existing advisers, even those who were 
first registered in 2018.  Access to a Graduate Diploma, as opposed to a three year degree, is not the 
mechanism for recognition of experience, it is the starting point for all existing advisers. 
 
EM paragraph 6.9. – “For the avoidance of doubt, the new law explicitly states that courses 
undertaken before the new law commences must be taken into consideration. The body may take into 
account diploma or degree courses, licensee training courses or CPD.” 
 
What FASEA have done – There is no recognition for diploma courses other than the eight subject 
DFP.  There is no recognition for licensee training courses or CPD.  In fact, there is no recognition for 
diploma courses that were done a number of years ago, including a number of courses that the AFA 
ran in the 1990s through Deakin University on life insurance advice. 
 
EM paragraph 6.11. – “The length of time that the adviser has been in the industry is not itself a 
relevant consideration. The body may, however, take into account the fact that an adviser who has 
been in the industry for a longer period of time has completed more CPD courses.”  
 
What FASEA have done – There is no recognition of CPD courses and an adviser who has completed 
CPD every year for the last 20 years will be treated the same as an adviser who started in 2018.  Whilst 
there have been some questions raised about the standard of CPD since the commencement of the 
current regime in 2003, it is necessary to understand that the CPD standard for financial advisers, that 
has been applied by licensees and professional associations, is at a level that is not inconsistent with 
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other professions.  In fact, many would say that the role of licensees, ensures that it has been at a 
higher level and records are retained by licensees and their learning management systems. 
 
EM Example 6.3: Appropriate bridging courses  
“Anastasia has been working as a relevant provider for over 20 years. She has a bachelor degree in 
engineering and an advanced diploma in Financial Planning. She has also completed several CPD 
courses throughout her career.  
 
The body decides that an engineering degree does not meet the degree standard set for new financial 
advisers in the new section 921B. When determining whether Anastasia needs to undertake a bridging 
course, the body may take into account all of the courses that she has already completed (that is, her 
bachelor degree in engineering, her advanced diploma and the CPD courses).  
 
The body may not take into account the fact that Anastasia has been in the industry for 20 years.  
The body may decide that the mathematics units in Anastasia’s bachelor degree, together with her 
advanced diploma and CPD courses, give her knowledge and skills equivalent to the standard. In this 
case, Anastasia would not need to undertake any further study.”  
 
What FASEA have done – A financial adviser with an engineering degree would get one credit, whilst 
they would also get two credits for an Advanced Diploma of Financial Planning.  With no credits for 
CPD, this means that the adviser would only get a total of three credits and be required to complete a 
further five subjects as part of a Graduate Diploma.  This is very different from the prospect 
mentioned in Example 6.3, that the adviser would not be required to do any further study. 
 
EM Example 6.5. – “Hamish is an existing provider with a relevant degree. Hamish wants to continue 
to give personal advice on relevant financial products to retail clients after 1 January 2024. As he has a 
degree, he can also continue to give advice after 1 January 2024.” 
 
What FASEA have done – An adviser with a relevant degree, as defined by FASEA, would get four 
credits and would need to complete four bridging course subjects as opposed to no further study. 
 

What was said at the Senate Estimates Hearing on 23 October 2019? 
 
On 23 October 2019, Senator Amanda Stoker asked some questions of FASEA CEO Stephen Glenfield, 
who made the following points: 
 
Mr Stephen Glenfield (CEO of FASEA). Page 109: 
What we've said for existing advisers, in recognition of their time in the industry, is, 'Rather than doing 
a 24-course bachelor degree, a recognition of the work you've done is that the most you will need to 
do is a graduate diploma, which is eight courses.' 
 
We've recognised their continuing professional development where you can benchmark it at bachelor 
level or higher. 
 
Again, to the extent that we have committed to do a graduate diploma, that's a move from a 24 
course to an eight course, which is recognition of work they've done in the industry to get there. 
Again, the legislation itself talks about bachelor level or higher. The great difficulty with CPD is that it 
varies and there's no record for us of what's been done at bachelor level or higher. What we've said is, 
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where we can demonstrate it, we will recognise it—and we continue to do so—as meeting the 
requirement of the legislation as to the standard of that education. 
 
Our Analysis of the Discussion at Senate Estimates 
 
The reference to being able to do an eight subject Graduate Diploma, rather than a 24 subject degree 
does not recognise the clear point from the Explanatory Memorandum, that existing advisers were not 
required to do a three year degree.  Equally, all existing advisers having access to the option of an 
eight subject graduate diploma, does not provide any distinction between an adviser who has been 
practicing since 1990 and one who was first registered in 2018. 
 
It is also important to note that the FASEA education standard (FPS001 Education Pathways Policy) 
also clearly sets out a New Entrant (Career Changer) - Postgraduate pathway, which includes the 
requirement to do an eight subject Graduate Diploma.  Thus, an eight subject Graduate Diploma 
pathway is available to people with no previous background in financial advice, and we should 
therefore not accept the proposition that providing an eight subject pathway for existing financial 
advisers is in any way an additional concession. 
 
Neither the Professional Standards for Financial Advisers Bill nor the Explanatory Memorandum 
includes any statement that suggests that only CPD undertaken at the bachelor degree level could be 
counted towards the education standard.  The recognition of the Advanced Diploma of Financial 
Planning is proof that FASEA can approve training that is not at a degree level.   This discussion also 
seems to be mixing up the approval of professional designations (which FASEA have chosen to define 
as being required to be at the Graduate Diploma level (AQF 8)), as opposed to the recognition of 
regular CPD activity that advisers have been required to do for many years.  The distinction between 
professional designations and CPD is clearly set out in the Explanatory Memorandum. 
 
Mr Glenfield answered the questions at the Senate Estimates hearing with respect to recognition of 
CPD as though he was discussing recognition of professional designations.  Whilst the completion of a 
professional designation by course work may have counted towards CPD requirements in the past, 
professional designations and CPD are very different and thus he did not address the question with 
respect to the failure to recognise regular CPD activity, which is clearly set out in the Explanatory 
Memorandum in paragraph 6.9 and Example 6.3. 
 
Conclusion 
 
A detailed analysis of Chapter 6 on Transitional Provisions for Existing Providers in the Professional 
Standards for Financial Advisers Explanatory Memorandum clearly demonstrates that FASEA have set 
substantial additional education obligations for financial advisers with a relevant degree, and are 
expecting the completion of a Graduate Diploma, rather than the suggested bridging courses (for 
advisers without a relevant degree) and are not recognising many older Diploma level courses or any 
Continuing Professional Development as specifically referred to in the Explanatory Memorandum. 
 
In 2017 when the Parliament passed the Professional Standards for Financial Advisers Bill, financial 
advisers necessarily needed to rely upon the expectation that FASEA would comply with the 
statements of the Parliament in the Explanatory Memorandum.  It is clear that this has not occurred, 
and FASEA have sought to set the education standards at a much higher level.  The current model fails 
to adequately recognise the training that experienced advisers have undertaken during their careers. 
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