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Part I – Introduction and Background

Introduction

This explanatory note has been prepared to assist Irish stakeholders in considering the proposal of the European Commission  for a European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning, as set out in the European Commission Staff Working Paper SEC (2005) 957, published 12 July 2005

Background

The Irish authorities, principally the Department of Education and Science and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and the various agencies under their remit, have been encouraging the development of an overarching European framework which can enable national frameworks of qualifications to relate to each other and to be compared to each other for a number of years.

The Council of EU Education Ministers and the European Commission agreed a Joint Interim Report on 26 February 2004; ‘Education and Training 2010’ reviewed progress in implementing the working programme on the future objectives under the Lisbon process and set out a number of priority areas for future work. The report called for the establishment of a European framework to stand as a common reference for the recognition of qualifications.  The Report further indicated that, given the diversity across Europe in structures and organisation, it is the learning outcomes and competences acquired through the programmes or training periods that should be regarded as important reference levels for the description of qualifications. The report also indicated that a framework of this kind for Europe should naturally be based on national frameworks, which themselves must be coherent and cover higher education and vocational education and training. 

The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland hosted a major conference as part of the Irish Presidency of the European Union on 8th March 2004 on common themes in European policy development in higher education and in vocational education and training.    The conference recommended that a European Qualifications Framework be taken forward within the framework of the Education and Training 2010 work programme, with a view to linking together the common reference levels framework for vocational education and training and the Qualifications Framework developed for the European higher education area (Bologna process).

Early in 2005, the European Commission established an expert group to assist it in preparing a proposal for consultation.  Members of the executive of the Qualifications Authority (Seán Ó Foghlú and Edwin Mernagh) have worked with the Commission as part of that expert group.
Part II – Consultation

Commissioner Jan Figel launched the Commission’s consultation on the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) at the informal meeting of European education ministers in London on 12 July 2005. 

In launching the consultation Commissioner Figel indicated that comment was being sought on the proposals in the working document.  He further set out that the consultation document is specifically aimed at experts, stakeholders and policy-makers in the field of qualifications and qualifications systems rather than at general actors in education and training or the general public. 

The 32 countries, including Ireland, participating in the Education and Training 2010 (i.e., the Lisbon) work programme are being requested to organise their own national consultations. In these national consultations, the Commission has requested that all relevant ministries with a direct interest in lifelong learning – education, youth, employment, economic - be invited to participate and that they in turn consult all sectors of employment and education most directly concerned by the development and implementation of the European Qualifications Framework. The Commission has set out that this should include, for example, the following:
· secondary education 

· higher education, including academics in the field of education 

· vocational education 

· adult and community education 

· trades unions and employers 

· national sector associations e. g. industries such as ICT and construction

· NGOs and voluntary organisations e.g. in youth work

Comment on any aspect of the proposed EQF is welcomed by the Commission and, in particular, to the specific questions set out by the Commission which seek to address the key issues surrounding the EQF, in particular, whether the EQF reference levels and descriptors are appropriate and whether your national and sectoral qualifications can be related to these reference levels and descriptors.  
In addition to these national consultations, the Commission is consulting, at the European level, the Bologna follow-up Group, the other European Institutions (e.g. Parliamentary committees), the European social partners, the relevant European associations, NGOs and networks, and the European industry sector associations e.g. ICT, construction, marketing etc. The Commission is asking the European bodies to consult their national members. 

The Commission’s web link for the consultative process is:

http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/policies/2010/consultations_en.html.

The development of an EQF is also being discussed at the UK Presidency conference on qualifications frameworks in Glasgow on 22-23 September 2005.   The website for this conference is:
http://www.eventsforce.net/expotel/frontend/frontEndFrameset1.csp?eventID=10
The Commission has asked that submissions be made by the end of 2005 and these are to be published on the Commission’s website.

The Commission aims to analyse and summarise all responses from the consultation process and publish its own analysis of these. Initial planning is underway for a conference to publicise and discuss the results of the consultation in spring 2006.

Following the consultation, the Commission plans to make a formal proposal on an EQF for presentation as a Council/Parliament recommendation in the first half of 2006.  It is likely that there would then be further consultation on this with a possible date for adoption some time in 2007.

Commission Questions

The Commission has identified the following questions as being of particular importance for this consultation process:

The rationale of an EQF

· Are the most important objectives and functions to be fulfilled by an EQF those set out in the consultation document?

· What is needed to make the EQF work in practical terms (for individual citizens, education and training systems, the labour market)?

The reference levels and descriptors

· Does the 8-level reference structure sufficiently capture the complexity of lifelong learning in Europe?

· Do the level descriptors, in table 1, adequately capture learning outcomes and their progression in levels?

· What should be the content and role of the ‘supporting and indicative information’ on education, training and learning structures and input (table 2)?

· How can your national and sectoral qualifications be matched to the proposed EQF levels and descriptors of learning outcomes?

National Qualifications Frameworks

· How can a National Qualification Framework for lifelong learning be developed in your country – reflecting the principles of the EQF?

· How, and within what timescale, can your national qualifications systems be developed towards a learning outcomes approach?

Sectoral qualifications

· To which extent can the EQF become a catalyst for developments at sector level?

· How can the EQF be used to pursue a more systematic development of knowledge, skills and competences at sector level?

· How can stakeholders at sector level be involved in supporting the implementation of the EQF?

· How can the link between sectors development and national qualifications be improved?

Mutual trust

· How can the EQF contribute to the development of mutual trust (e.g. based on common principles for quality assurance) between stakeholders involved in lifelong learning-at European, national, sectoral and local levels?
· How can the EQF become a reference to improve the quality of all levels of lifelong learning?
Part III - Summary of Proposal

The main elements of the proposal are as follows:

· Purposes and functions

· Core elements

· Multiple stakeholders and users

· 8 levels referring to learning outcomes

· EQF as a framework for co-operation

· Relevance and credibility

Purposes and functions

An EQF would be developed and implemented on a voluntary basis, not entailing any legal obligations. It is envisaged as a meta-framework increasing transparency and supporting mutual trust. It would thereby enable qualifications frameworks and systems at national and sectoral level to be related to each other – thus facilitating the transfer and recognition of the qualifications of individual citizens.

Core elements

An EQF would consist of three main elements:

· The core would be a set of common reference points – referring to learning outcomes-located in a structure of 8 levels.

· These reference levels would be supported by a range of tools and instruments addressing the need of individual citizens (an integrated European credit transfer and accumulation system for lifelong learning, the Europass instrument, the Ploteus database on learning opportunities).

· An EQF would also include a set of common principles and procedures providing guidelines for co-operation between stakeholders at different levels – in particular focussing on quality assurance, validation, guidance and key competences.

Multiple stakeholders and users

The three main elements of a possible EQF address different groups of stakeholders. The common reference levels have been designed and written to support the work of policy makers and experts at national and sectoral levels and provide ‘a reading grid’ facilitating comparisons and cooperation between national and sectoral frameworks and systems. The same applies to principles and procedures supporting co-operation and policy co-ordination. However, common instruments and tools play a different role by directly promoting individual mobility in learning and at work. The relevance of an EQF to individual citizens will be further strengthened when national and sectoral qualifications are systematically referenced to the EQF.

8 levels referring to learning outcomes

Qualifications at each level in a possible EQF are described (in table 1 and annex 1) in terms of three types of learning outcomes:
· knowledge;

· skills; and

· wider competences described as personal and professional outcomes.

Each level of the EQF is described (table 1) in terms of typical learning outcomes that can be related to qualifications and qualification frameworks throughout Europe. However, the learning outcomes do not include details of specific qualifications as these are national or sectoral responsibilities. By approaching the design of the EQF in this way, each national or sectoral qualification or level can be matched by national and sectoral experts and competent bodies to a particular level in the EQF.

Supplementary indicative information is provided (table 2) to explain the way EQF-levels would relate to existing, formal education and training systems and frameworks. This general information should be useful in the consultation process. At a later stage-when reaching the stage of implementation-table 2 should be filled in and further developed by national and sectoral authorities and bodies.

EQF as a framework for co-operation

The proposal outlines the relationship between the EQF and qualifications frameworks and systems at the national and sectoral levels. As the EQF would be voluntary and will not entail any legal obligations, the success of the initiative depends on the level of commitment to the framework from different stakeholders operating at different levels.

National authorities must determine how the qualifications within each country are linked to an EQF. From the point of view of an EQF, the optimal approach would be that each country set up a single National Framework of Qualifications and link this single National Framework to the EQF. Considering the rich diversity of national education and training systems and their stages of development, each country should therefore put in place a process whereby existing qualification structures and systems (whether a single national framework or system of qualifications, or various systems of qualifications) are linked to the EQF.

An EQF would also provide a common reference point to guide and inform developments of education, training and learning at sector level. Where possible, these sectoral developments should be linked to national frameworks – thus facilitating transfer and compatibility. The EQF common reference would also make it possible to link sector initiatives to national qualifications and thus facilitate transfer and compatibility. Linking a sectoral framework to the EQF furthermore implies an acceptance of, and a commitment to, a set of criteria regarding quality and transparency. The decision on linking sectoral initiatives to the possible EQF should be made by the stakeholders themselves, in consultation with representatives of national authorities responsible for qualifications.

Relevance and credibility

The success of a European Qualifications Framework depends on its relevance and credibility for education and training institutions, employers and policy-makers and ultimately for individual learners. In particular, the stakeholders must be convinced that a European meta-framework is needed and can contribute-indirectly and directly-to lifelong learning.
Part IV – Links to European Higher Education Developments
European Higher Education Minister met in Bergen in May 2005 and adopted the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area.

The Commission has set out that the development of an EQF is of direct relevance to the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area adopted by the Bergen Ministerial conference. While the scope of an EQF would be broader than that of the framework for higher education, compatibility would be ensured between these two initiatives with the objective of one overarching European qualification framework addressing lifelong learning.

The ‘Dublin descriptors’, adopted within the Bologna process for coordination of higher education, have been used extensively to reflect the 4 highest levels of an EQF. The Commission has set out that where the Dublin descriptors have been amended for the EQF descriptors, this has been done to (i) achieve consistency with lower-level descriptors, (ii) to ensure that the learning outcome focus of an EQF is maintained and (iii) to include high-level VET learning outcomes. Annex 3 to the Commission proposal presents the overlap between the Dublin descriptors and the descriptors of the EQF.

Part V – Irish Developments

General Issues

The general approach in the EQF has many parallels with the Irish approach.
Ireland is one of very few European countries that has introduced a national framework of qualifications.  Thus many of the issues that other countries will now be considering, such as whether all qualifications can be in a single national framework and thus related to a European one and whether it is possible for higher education and vocational education and training qualification to be at the same level or both defined in terms of learning outcomes, have been addressed in Ireland.

Consultative approaches were put in place by the Qualifications Authority for the development of the National Framework of Qualifications and these can now be used in consultation on the Commission proposal.

Technical Issues

The EQF levels are defined in terms of three types of learning outcomes:
· knowledge

· skills

· wider competences described as personal and professional outcomes.

· autonomy and responsibility
· learning competence
· communication and social competence
· professional and vocational competence.
These parallel in many ways the Irish strands and sub-strands which are as follows:
· knowledge

· breadth

· kind

· know-how and skill

· range

· selectivity

· competence

· context

· role

· learning to learn

· insight 

There are some differences in the approaches:

· the outcomes captured under the heading of ‘Professional and vocational competence’ in EQF are similar to those categorised as a ‘selectivity’ sub-strand of Skills in the Irish Framework. The Irish statement for ‘selectivity’ also contributes to the correspondence between the two Irish Skills sub-strands and the Skills statement in EQF.

· the EQF levels include a statement defining outcomes in the area of communication, under the heading of ‘Communication and social competence’. The Irish level indicators make no specific reference to communication.

· There are also concepts in some of the EQF descriptors that are not made explicit in the Irish indicator statements, e.g., at EQF level 4 the need to ‘take account of ethical and social issues’, and the supervision and training of others. 
The correspondence between the definitions of learning outcomes in the EQF proposal and in the Irish framework can be illustrated in the following table:

	EQF
	NFQ (Irl)

	
	

	Knowledge
	Knowledge:  breadth

Knowledge: kind

	Skills
	Know-how and skill: range

Know-how and skill: selectivity

	Personal and professional competence:

(i) Autonomy &  responsibility
	Competence : context
Competence : role

	Personal and professional competence:

(ii) Learning competence
	Competence: learning to learn

	Personal and professional competence:

(iii) Communication and social competence
	Competence:  insight

	Personal and professional competence:

(iv) Professional and vocational competence
	Know-how and skill: selectivity


A tentative referencing of the Irish Framework levels to the EQF levels is as follows:
	NFQ (Irl)
	EQF

	1&2
	1

	3
	2

	4
	3

	5
	4

	6
	5

	7&8
	6

	9
	7

	10
	8


Irish Consultative Process on EQF

The Department of Education and Science and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment have requested the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland to undertake the consultation process in Ireland on the Commission proposal with a view to presentation to the Department of Education and Science and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment of a joint draft report for the Commission.

The Qualifications Authority published the proposal on its website when it was published in July.

The Qualifications Authority has hosted an initial meeting of stakeholders to discuss the issue on 13 September 2005.  Following this, the Authority is inviting written submissions by the end of October with a view to the drafting by the Authority of a draft Irish response to the proposal and an opportunity for consultation by the Authority with stakeholders on this draft response.

The aim is for the submission of a draft response to the two Departments by mid-December 2005.
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