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DEVELOPING THE EU DIMENSION
1 European Qualification Frameworks
1.1 National Frameworks and the EQF: The SCQF as an example
There is a Council Recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal learning (December 2012)
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/informal_en.htm
which states "The validation of learning outcomes, namely knowledge, skills and competences acquired
through non-formal and informal learning can play an important role in enhancing employability and
mobility, as well as increasing motivation for lifelong learning, particularly in the case of the
socioeconomically disadvantaged or the low-qualified."
SME2 needs to define exactly where its results will fit within the various European Frameworks (EQF,
ECVET, ECTS, EQAVET), and within the eCompetence Framework, to be able to ensure pan-European
acceptance of its results. The directive above highlights the key role played by ’learning outcomes’ - as
expressed by Knowledge, Skills & Competences – that are at the heart of all of these frameworks. SME2
must somehow ensure that its results align with these.
In this chapter we look at an example of a National Framework – that of the Scottish Credit and
Qualifications Framework (SCQF). The SCQF is also an example of a how a national credit transfer system
is implemented, in this case for all levels of qualifications in Scotland.
The SCQF was one of the very early National Frameworks, and as such it is annoyingly different from most
other frameworks, including the European Qualification Framework (EQF). As is common in all
frameworks the SCQF defines a number of levels, from ’Access’ levels all the way up to Doctoral degrees
(PhDs). This framework incorporates many qualifications:
•
•
•
•

the Scottish Qualifications Certificate;
Higher National Certificate and Higher National Diploma (HNC and HND);
Scottish Vocational Qualification (SVQ) – the Scottish equivalent of the National Vocational
Qualification (NVQ);
all Higher Education degrees.

It is managed by a partnership including:
•
•
•
•
•

the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) – the sole authority in Scotland, but one of a number in
the UK as a whole;
the Association of Scotland's Colleges;
the Quality Assurance Agency, Scotland;
Universities Scotland;
the Scottish Government.

Scotland is a part of the UK, but it has a devolved government with responsibility for Education, which goes
part way to explaining why Scotland has a different system of education from other areas of the UK.
England, Wales and Northern Ireland have, however, separately developed their National Qualifications
Framework in a similar fashion.
Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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The SCQF integrates with other UK frameworks and to frameworks such as the Eurpoean Qualifications
Framework (EQF) and the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS). There is also now an EU directive that
all new national qualifications map onto (or can ’level’ against) the EQF.

Figure 1.1: the SQCF
As can be seen in figure 1.1 the framework has 12 levels. Each level is described in terms of its
characteristic general outcomes under five broad headings. These are:
•
•
•
•
•

knowledge and understanding;
practice (applied knowledge and understanding);
generic cognitive skills;
communication, numeracy and IT skills;
autonomy, accountability and working with others.

These fairly general descriptors allow broad comparisons to be made between the outcomes of any student
learning, allowing learners and employers to compare different qualifications.
Credit points quantify the outcomes of learning, and are calculated on the basis of the amount of time that an
'average' learner at a specified level might expect to take to achieve the outcomes.
• As is common practice in other credit systems, one credit point equates to 10 hours of learning time;
• Learning time includes everything a learner has to do to achieve the outcomes, including assessment.
Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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1.2 The European Qualifications Framework
“The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) acts as a translation device to make national qualifications
more readable across Europe, promoting workers' and learners' mobility between countries and facilitating
their lifelong learning.” (European Commission)
The EQF a common reference framework to which all other National Frameworks must map. This then
allows for a common understanding by both learners and employers of the qualifications levels used in
different countries and different education and training systems.
As of 2008, EQF is being rolled out across Europe, and all new national qualifications must now map to an
appropriate EQF level.
Annoyingly for Scotland, with its 12 level SCQF, the EQF defines eight reference levels to learning
outcomes. The corresponding mapping is shown in figure 1.2. As with the SCQF, EQF applies to all levels
of education, from school education to academic, professional and vocational. There will be a similar
mapping for national systems in Ireland (10 levels), Hungary (link), Italy (11 levels?), etc.

Figure 1.2: Mapping the SCQF to the EQF

1.3 Options for SME2
Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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The four SME2 courses being developed should be leveled at an appropriate point in the EQF framework.
They would appear to be courses that could be developed to fit into the Higher National Certificate (HNC) or
Higher National Diploma (HND) level in Scotland. These qualifications sit at level 7 (or level 8), mapping
to level 5 in the EQF. A similar level alternative would be an SVQ3 course.
Looking at the qualifications, or programme frameworks, within the set of Higher National awards there is a
direct mapping for three of the SME2 courses, and a possible mapping for the fourth.
SME2 Course

SQA Unit

Unit Name

Programme

Core?

Project
Management

F1NH 34

Project Management: an
Introduction

HND Business

Option

Knowledge
Management

DV85 34

Managing Knowledge

HN Management &
Leadership

Option

Human Resource
Management

H1KP 34

Human Resource
Management: Introduction

HND Business

Option

On-line Marketing

FK93 34

Digital Marketing
Communications

HND Marketing

Core

On-line Marketing

FK92 35

Marketing
Communications: Using
digital media

HND Marketing

Option

(possible
alternative)

Table 1: SME2 courses and possible SQA HN units

1.3.1 Higher National awards
Higher National Certificates/Diplomas (HNC/Ds) are offered by colleges, some universities and many
other training centres, and are specially designed to meet the needs of employers both locally and
nationally. All HNC/D courses made up of HN Unit credits, at level 7/8 on the SCFQ scale – level 5 on
EQF.
One credit represents roughly 40 hours of timetabled learning.
•
•

HNCs are made up of 12 credits, usually take one year to complete
HNDs are made up of 30 credits, usually take two years to complete

They cover a very wide range of subjects, but including Business, Management & Leadership, and
Marketing.

1.3.2 Professional Development Awards
Professional Development Awards (PDAs) are designed for people already in a career or vocation and
who wish to extend or broaden their skills base. PDAs assess and certificate student progression in a
defined set of specialist occupational skills.
PDAs also sit within the same SQCF framework, available at a very wide range from SCQF level 6 up to
level 12, though most sit at the same level as the HNC/Ds (EQF level 5). PDA units tend to also be found in
HNC/D programmes.
PDAs are made up of a minimum credit value of 16 SCQF credit points - two units – and will be also be
aligned to National Occupational Standards, or other professional body standards.
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1.3.3 SQA Specifications
SQA specifications for qualifications (Arrangement Documents) and course units (Unit Specifications) are
very formally documented, and openly accessible – follow the links in Table 1 above.
Each HNC/HND qualification has an Arrangement Document – basically a validation document – that
includes background information on any revision of the ‘Group Award’. This will include information
about:
•
•
•
•

its aims;
guidance on access;
details of the Group Award structure;
guidance on delivery.

Each course unit that is included in the qualification Arrangement Document, whether as a core or optional
unit, will have a formal Specification detailing:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Purpose;
Credit points and level;
Core skills;
Context for delivery;
Assessment of Outcomes;
The actual Learning Outcomes.

Various Arrangement Documents and Unit Specifications can be accessed from the SQA via Table 1 above.
The recommendation for SME2 – as indicated in the SME2 Quality Handbook – is to use the SQA unit
specifications as the guidelines for the development and implementation of the four courses forming part of
the project deliverables, and to fully develop an SQA quality online course. These specifications are
expressed in terms of learning outcomes, exactly in line with the needs of EQF.
An example of a full, final delivery of SQA HND units online can be seen here:

http://show.opuslearn.net/
using a user name login of opusdemo2 and a password (case sensitive) of P@55word
SME2 should complete to this standard and structure.

1.3.4 SCQF and EQF fit
Any Course or unit meeting the SCQF criteria, in our case at levels 7/8, will automatically map to the EQF at
level 5. Within the set of SQA qualifications, all units fit into a programme framework (an Arrangement)
such as HND Business, HND Management & Leadership, etc. The actions within the project would be to:
•
•

Finish off the courses to align with the SQA Unit Specifications
Complete as per the Opus Learning course deliverables (see link above) at Level SCQF 7.

At this point they can be used for support of SQA delivered units, including through the online link above at
Opus Learning (which is an SQA Approved Centre, for the delivery of various HND qualification, and a
trading arm of the UK partner CAPDM).
The SQA will entertain suggestions for other awards, such as Professional Development Awards (PDAs).
The UK partner, CAPDM, has approached the SQA with a proposal for a PDA award for SMEs, and
Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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comprising the four SQA HN units identified in Table 1. PDAs tend to be specialized awards, whereas the
SME courses represent a base set of courses that all SMEs should be aware of and have access to.
SME2 course units could be offered as freely available, open courses (MOOCs) through Opus
Learning, with the additional option of possible SQA accreditation for any learner who wishes for
formal recognition. This would align with the EU drive to develop more entrepreneurs, more innovation
and more high-growth within SMEs in particular. Education is key in the promotion of more entrepreneurial
attitudes and behaviors.
Education for SMEs and entrepreneurs is already high on the EU agenda, and in its member states, and a
wide variety of programmes already exist. However delivering programmes and courses that align with
National Frameworks will provide a more formal footing, and will help with the promotion and acceptance
of this education. The prospect of a formal accreditation that can be mapped to the European Qualifications
framework will improve the visibility and mobility of the education.

1.4 The European e-Competence Framework (e-CF)
The European eCompetence Framework is an ICT-oriented framework for ICT Professionals across all
industry sectors. The e-CF is a reference framework defining 36 widely accepted ICT competences - see
figure 1.3.
The third dimension of the framework – the e-Competence Proficiency Level – also provides a mapping on
to the European Qualifications Framework. The five e-CF levels map to the EQF levels 3 to 8.
Working backwards from the mapping of the SCQF onto level 5 of EQF, then the implication for SME2 is
that the courses developed during the project should also equate to e-CF level 2.
Can this be achieved?
The e-CF uses common concepts defined and used within the EQF:
§
§
§

knowledge (K)
skill (S)
competence (C)

To complete a brief summary of e-CF terminology:
§
§
§

Skill is defined as “ability to carry out managerial or technical tasks”
Knowledge represents the “set of know-what”
Attitude is the “cognitive and relational capacity”. If skills and knowledge are the components, then
attitudes are the glue which keeps them together.

Knowledge and Skill have the same meaning in both frameworks, but Competence within the EQF is
described in terms of:
§

responsibility and autonomy – a “proven ability to use knowledge, skills and personal, social and/ or
methodological abilities in work or study situations and in professional and personal development”.

In e-CF, a competence is:
§

“a demonstrated ability to apply knowledge, skills and attitudes for achieving observable results”.

Comparing these two definitions, then EQF’s abilities seems to map to attitudes in e-CF.
Responsibility and autonomy are not explicitly emphasised in e-CF partly as they can be difficult for
organisations to interpret when applied to individuals’ competences.
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1.4.1 Examples of e-CF Competencies relating to SME2
Five e-Competence areas are identified in e-CF:
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

PLAN
BUILD
RUN
ENABLE
MANAGE

reflecting the ICT Business process and its main sub-processes, from a very general perspective.
As an example of the SME2 Project Management course could fit into, and hence provide an education need
for the following e-CF competencies :
A. PLAN
A4. Product or Project Planning
Analyses and defines current and target status. Estimates cost effectiveness, points of risk,
opportunities, strengths and weaknesses, with a critical approach. Creates structure plans;
establishes time scales and milestones. Manages change requests. Defines delivery quantity and
provides an overview of additional documentation requirements. Specifies correct handling of
products.
• Level e2: Acts systematically to document standard and simple elements of product
or project.
o Knowledge examples
Knows/ Aware of/ Familiar with:
§ K1 effective frameworks for project governance
§ K2 typical KPI (key performance indicators)
§ K3 basic decision-making methods
o Skills examples
Able to:
§ S1 identify all potential targets for the product or project
§ S2 define the communication plan; identify key users and create
related documentation
§ S3 produce project and quality plans including milestones
§ S4 ensure and manage adequate information for decision makers
§ S5 manage the change request process
E. MANAGE
E2. Project and Portfolio Management
Implements plans for a programme of change. Plans and directs a single or portfolio of ICT
projects to ensure co-ordination and management of interdependencies. Orchestrates projects to
develop or implement new, internal or externally defined processes to meet identified business
needs. Defines activities, responsibilities, critical milestones, resources, skills needs, interfaces
and budget. Develops contingency plans to address potential implementation issues. Delivers
project on time, on budget and in accordance with original requirements. Creates and maintains
documents to facilitate monitoring of project progress.
Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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• Level e2: Understands and applies the principles of project management and applies
methodologies, tools and processes to manage simple projects.
o Knowledge examples
Knows/ Aware of/ Famliar with:
§ K1 a project methodology, including approaches to define project
steps and tools to set up action plans
§ K2 technologies to be implemented within the project
§ K3 company business strategy and business processes
§ K4 development and compliance to financial plans and budgets
o Skills examples
Able to:
§ S1 identify project risks and define action plans to mitigate
§ S2 define a project plan by breaking it down into individual project
tasks
§ S3 communicate project progress to all relevant parties reporting on
topics such as cost control, schedule achievements, quality control,
risk avoidance and changes to project specifications
§ S4 delegate tasks and manage team member contributions
appropriately
§ S5 manage external, contracted resources to achieve project
objectives
§ S6 optimise project portfolio timelines and delivery objectives by
achieving consensus on stakeholder priorities
If SME2 is to fit within a National Framework and within a Competence Level of e-CF then it must map to:
• The Outcomes in the unit specifications of the HN documents
• The Knowledge and Skills set at Level 2 within the e-CF.
This dual mapping will be a goal of the project. If successful then is will enhance the acceptance of the
SME2 courses and the accreditation that goes with them.

Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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Figure 1.3: the 36 e-CF Competencies

2 The European Credit Transfer System (ECTS)
Why do we need CTS (Credit Transfer Systems)?
If we consider E-Learning Standards, there are a number of advantageous elements associated with these,
such as:
•

Interoperability

•

Comparability across institutes

•

Workforce Mobility

•

EU Mobility

•

Quality Assurance

The Academic Qualification System offers a number of similarities, which is then carried across
organizations, regardless of location – especially in terms of programme. Aims, size of credits and learner
efforts. Credits lead to qualification(s) - therefore, an Economical or Mechanical view is required – an
example being 2 people using the same currency – in which case it’s easy to determine exchanges. It’s harder
to do this if the 2 people are using 2 different currencies.
All of this is in the context of the Bologna Agreement/ Process – which was part of the Bologna Declaration
in June 1999, involving the Higher education area from 29 European countries (Today it is 47 countries).
The process involves the EC, Council of Europe, UNESCO-CEPES, HE institutions, students & staff,
employers & quality assurance agencies, etc. The Bologna Agreement outlined an initial set of details,
including :
•
•
•

A common set of descriptors of for education at different levels (E.g. “What would a BA/ PhD/
Masters would look like”)
A definition for skills, knowledge, competences, etc.
A Working context

After Bologna, organizations such as the National Qualification Authorities took over the responsibility of
ensuring adherence to a common system, providing interpretations based heavily on the outputs produced by
the Bologna agreement – with awarding Bodies providing the qualifications. Therefore, there are a number
of organizations and processes which have developed from the Bologna process.

Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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Using Ireland as an example then ‘levels’, which determine the level of qualification students receive, are
based on Nationally-Agreed standards of knowledge, skill, competence, etc. These outline what students are
expected to know, understand & be able to do following completion of learning process.
An Awarding body is a national body that can award qualifications to recognize learning. There are a
number of national bodies & ‘other’ awarding bodies (e.g. professional bodies/ bodies in the UK) that have
their awards included in the National Framework Qualification (NFQ), meaning that (in Ireland, at least)
organizations have delegated authority to grant their own awards, so long as they correlate to the NFQ
information. The Irish NFQ and awarding bodies and levels can be viewed on the NFQ website:
http://www.nfq.ie/nfq/en/about_NFQ/framework_levels_award_types.html
NFQ awarding bodies are bodies which have delegated authority to grant their own awards under NFQ.
These include:
•

FETAC (Further Education and Training Awards Council)

•

HETAC (The Higher Education and Training Awards Council)

•

Awards of HETAC and FETAC are now made by Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI)

•

At a VET level, FÁS provides VET training, now being replaced with ‘Solas’ (also under QAA)

Credit Accumulation Systems are systems that are based on learning outcomes and processes & which are
compatible with the EU Qualifications Framework. Credits are allocated to entire qualifications or to study
programmes as well as to their educational components. Credits are awarded to individual students (full-time
or part-time) and can be accumulated with a view to obtaining qualifications (decided by the institution). The
EU Credit Transfer System, for example, is based on the workload students need in order to achieve
expected learning outcomes – which describe what a learner is expected to know, understand and be able to
do at completion of a process of learning (these learning outcomes relate to level descriptors in national and
EU qualifications frameworks).
ECTS Credits are credits for a credit accumulation system (the EU Credit Transfer System) based on the
workload students need in order to achieve expected learning outcomes. These learning outcomes describe
what a learner is expected to know, understand and be able to do at completion of a learning process.
Information needed for ECTS credits include workloads which indicate the time students typically needed to
complete all learning activities such as lectures, seminars, etc. The number of credits ascribed to each
component is based on its formal workload. Learning Outcomes, in turn, may be either:
•

Threshold statements (showing the minimum requirements to obtain a pass)

•

Reference points (showing the expected level of achievement of successful learners).

Successful assessment of learning outcomes is the pre-condition for the award of credits and should always
be accompanied by clear assessment criteria for the award of credits - 60 ECTS credits are attached to the
workload of a full-time year of formal academic year learning. In most cases, student workload ranges from
1500 -1800 hrs for an academic year, whereby one credit corresponds to 25 to 30 hours of work.
•

30 ECTS credits => Semester

•

20 ECTS credits => Trimester

Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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Each of these is composed of educational components: self-contained, formally structured learning
experiences (course unit, module, seminar or work placement). Each educational component should have a
set of learning outcomes, appropriate assessment criteria, defined workload and specified number of ECTS
credits. This credit allocation system is a part of curriculum design which is based on NQF, level &
qualifications descriptors, which are generally the responsibility of higher education institutions and
academic staff - in some cases, these may be decided by external bodies.
‘Workloads’ in this context is defined as the desired learning outcomes as decided by individual institutions.
The estimated workload may vary in different countries, institutions, etc, but is typically the sum of:
•

Contact hours for the educational component (contact hours per week * number of weeks)

•

Time spent in individual or group work required to complete the component (i.e. preparation
beforehand, etc.)

•

Time required to prepare for and undergo the assessment procedure

Typically, the decision to develop and offer ECTS credits would be part of the development of a programme
in an institution.
Within Ireland, this is usually a multi-stage process which would involve approval from a board of studies
from a particular faculty for the right to investigate a programme, followed by a feasibility study – involving
prospective employers, students, cost study, etc. This go before heads of departments, etc. & the programme
structure & modules are examined. The process is finally validated or denied by a validation panel with
representation from HE & industry. Normally, a module in a HE institution will consist of 5-credit modules,
with a semester consisting of 30 credits.
With regard to the SME2 project, it should be noted that the process and the requirements will be highly
dependent on the country that would provide accreditation to the student. This, in turn, would depend heavily
on the awards body & institution who will represent the material – e.g. to award ECTS credits via CIT, it
would be required to seek approval for the right to investigate, a feasibility study, review from heads of
departments, a HE & industry validation panel, etc.
It would be possible to not go through an institution to award ECTS credits, but the credits would then need
to be awarded via an awarding body. Either way, to utilize ECTS credits via an institution or awarding body
or other, SME2 courses would need to be worked out according to requirements for transparency, broken
down into educational components, learning outcomes, assessments, workloads, etc.

3 European Credit system for Vocational Education & Training
(ECVET)
3.1 Introduction
ECVET is the abbreviation of European Credit System for Vocational Education and Training.
ECVET is a new European instrument to support:
• lifelong learning;
• mobility of European learners;
Copyright © SME 2 Consortium
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flexibility of learning pathways leading to the achievement of European qualifications.

ECVET is now in a phase of progressive implementation. The necessary conditions for the gradual
application of ECVET to VET (vocational education and training) qualifications were in place across Europe
in 2012.
Using Hungary as an example of the adoption of ECVET, this is a country that has a moderately favorable
atmosphere for the adoption and implementation of ECVET. There is evidence that many other EU
countries have reluctance to adopt and implementation.
See http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/Fi.les/6114_en.pdf for details of the development of ECVET in
Europe.
ECVET therefore seems to be a moderately important issue and influence for the SME 2.0 project.

Figure 3.1: The system of ECVET
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3.2 Technical components
3.2.1 What are learning outcomes?
Learning outcomes are statements of what a learner knows, understands and is able to do on completion of a
learning process
For ECVET partnerships it may be useful to devise tools for describing learning outcomes in order:
•

to compare qualifications across the different qualifications systems;

•

to highlight the similarities between qualifications and learning outcomes;

•

to highlight the differences between learning outcomes.

Learning outcomes are grouped to create units.

3.2.2 What is a unit and how does it relate to a qualification?
A unit:
•

Is a component of a qualification;

•

consists of a coherent set of knowledge, skills and competence that can be assessed and validated.

Units are defined as part of the qualification standard. They are hence defined at the central level by
competent institutions in charge of developing qualifications (e.g. ministries, sectoral organisations).
VET providers may have the responsibility for designing units based on the qualifications standard defined at
a central level.
Unit specifications should include:
•

the generic title of the unit;

•

the generic title of the qualification (or qualifications) to which the unit relates, where applicable;

•

a mapping of the qualification to the appropriate EQF level and the national qualifications
framework level, with the ECVET credit points associated with the qualification;

•

the learning outcomes contained in the unit;

•

the procedures and criteria for assessment of these learning outcomes;

•

the ECVET points associated with the unit;

•

the start and expiry dates of the unit, where relevant.

These are very similar to the course unit specifications included in the SCQF qualification Arrangement
Documents, detailed in chapter 1.
How are these units used in the ECVET framework for partnerships for mobility? They are used:
•

to identify comparable units’

•

to design units that are ‘open to mobility’;

•

to create ‘reference units’;

•

to design common units.
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3.2.3 What are ECVET points?
ECVET points are a numerical representation of:
•

the overall weight of learning outcomes in a qualification, and

•

the relative weight of units in relation to the qualification.

Allocation of ECVET points to a qualification is based on using a the convention of allocating 60 points to
the learning outcomes that are expected to be achieved in one year of formal full time VET study.
From the total number of points allocated to a qualification, each unit is allocated a number of points based
on its relative weight within the qualification based on:
•

the relative importance of the learning outcomes;

•

the complexity, scope and volume of learning outcomes in the unit;

•

the effort necessary for a learner to acquire the knowledge, skills and competence required for the
unit.

3.2.4 What is credit?
Credit for learning outcomes designates individuals' learning outcomes which have been assessed and which
can be accumulated towards a qualification or transferred to other learning programmes or qualifications.

3.2.5 What is credit accumulation?
Credit accumulation is a process through which learners can acquire qualifications progressively by
successive assessments and validation of learning outcomes.

3.2.6 What is an MoU (Memorandum of Understanding)?
A MoU is an agreement between competent institutions which sets the framework for credit transfer.
What does a MoU contain? It covers:
•
•
•
•
•

An acceptance of each institution's status as a competent institutions;
An acceptance of each institution's quality assurance, assessment, validation and recognition criteria;
An agreement on the conditions for the operation of the partnership;
An agreement on the comparability of qualifications;
An identification of other actors and competent institutions that may be involved in the process
concerned, and their functions.

3.2.7 What is a Learning agreement?
A Learning Agreement is an individualised document which sets out the conditions for a specific mobility
period. Compliance with the Learning Agreement enables automatic recognition of credit on a learner’s
return.
Who signs the Learning agreement?
•
•
•

The home institution;
The hosting institution (that delivers training for the learning);
The learner.

The Learning agreement contains information concerning:
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The identity of the learner;
The duration of the mobility period;
The learning outcomes to be achieved by the learner and the associated ECVET points.

Figure 3.2: Using ECVET

3.3 Examples of ECVET in action
Situations where credit transfer and accumulation can be useful include the following.
•

Adults may want to upgrade their existing qualifications, or achieve additional qualifications,
without the requirement of attending a full-time training programme, e.g. due to work or other
commitments. They may also wish the flexibility of obtaining the qualifications unit by unit,
accumulating them through ECVET to gain the full qualification.

•

People who are already qualified may wish to, or need to, achieve another qualification which shares
some learning outcomes with the qualification that they already hold. The credit from the
qualification that they already hold could be transferred using ECVET and the education and training
programme that they need to undergo could therefore be shortened.

•

Young people who have dropped out of education and training and who wish to return after a period
of one or two years could use ECVET to be able to build on the units of learning outcomes they have
achieved in the past, without having to go through the whole programme from the beginning.

People who have been following a profession, but without having the related professional
qualifications, may want to achieve such a qualification to progress in their career. They may have
achieved a number of relevant learning outcomes through informal learning which could be
validated and recognised, allowing the person to achieve some of the units of the qualification.
Remaining units of the qualification could be added through formal learning and credit
accumulation, via ECVET, to attain the requirement of the full qualification.
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4 EQAVET
4.1 Introduction
The Copenhagen Declaration (on 30 November 2002) documents the agreement of the Ministries responsible
for VET in the Member States, candidate countries, EFTA-EEA countries, the European social partners and
the European Commission, on enhancing European cooperation in VET. The priorities declared include:
•
•
•
•

Promote mobility by enhancing the European dimension in VET;
Improve transparency (with respect to VET systems and qualifications), policymaking, information
and counseling (especially from the perspective of lifelong learning);
Ensure the recognition of competencies and set of principles for the validation of non-formal and
informal learning;
Develop common instruments for quality in VET, including addressing the learning needs of
teachers and trainers.

The next three ministerial meetings (Maastricht, 2004, Helsinki, 2006, Bordeaux, 2008) reinforced the
Copenhagen priorities and established specific focus areas for the next planning period. The follow-up
meeting, held in Bordeaux at the end of 2008, set objectives and directions for actions for the period 20092010, among which the most important were:
•
•
•
•

Implement the tools and schemes for promoting cooperation in the field of VET – with a
particular focus on the EQAVET Framework;
Heighten the quality and attractiveness of VET systems – by promoting the attractiveness of VET to
all target groups, and by promoting excellence and quality;
Improve the links between VET and the labour market, developing validation and recognition of
non-formal and informal learning outcomes; increasing mobility;
Strengthening cooperation and linkages between VET, school education, higher education and adult
training.

In 2005 the European networks for quality assurance in VET - the ENQA-VET network - was started as a
platform for regular exchanges of experience, debate and consensus building on concrete proposals at a
European level. This provided support for various initiatives and thematic work reflecting the priorities,
needs and concerns of a wide range of stakeholders at system and provider levels. This aids the connecting
of developments, at both national and European levels, and the enhancement of sustainability in European
cooperation in the field of QA in VET.

4.2 The Recommendations
There are three major European policy initiatives regarding VET.
1. January 2008: EQF
According to the “Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council on a European
Qualifications Framework” EQF will relate different national qualifications systems to a common
European reference framework.
2. June 2009: ECVET
The Council published the “Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the
establishment of a European Credit System for Vocational Education and Training”.
3. April 2009: EQAVET
“The Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the establishment of a
European Quality Assurance Reference Framework for Vocational Education and Training –
Recommendation”
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The EQAVET Framework is a voluntary instrument that will be implemented progressively and in
accordance with national legislation and practices.
The EQAVET Framework main users are public authorities, bodies charged with quality assurance and
improvements, and VET providers. By 2011 Member States were expected to have devised an approach
aimed at improving quality assurance at national level making best use of the EQAVET Framework in
accordance with national legislation and practices. Member States should involve all relevant stakeholders
in this process.
In 2013 the Commission will report to the European Parliament and the Council on the results of testing and
assessment of actions taken at Member State level.

4.3 EQAVET network
The purpose of the network for supporting European quality assurance in VET (EQAVET) is to create a
structured and sustainable platform for Member States to exchange information and experience, engage in
debate, achieve mutual learning and enable consensus building. The main activities of EQAVET, listed in
the network work programme 2010–2012, are designed to contribute to the improvement of quality
assurance in vocational education and training across Europe.
The EQAVET network:
•

•

•
•

Sets up a well-functioning community of practice for the quality assurance of VET at European level
bringing together the Member States, social partners, and the European Commission in
collaboration.
Provides technical and content support to the Quality Assurance National Reference Points,
strengthening their position as key players in the area of quality assurance within the national
context.
Strengthens links with the Lifelong Learning Programme and Leonardo da Vinci projects.
Ensures that the quality assurance dimension of accreditation is fostered through solid cooperation
with other European instruments, such as ECVET and EQF, to support mobility and transparency.
The content and the methodology of the present information gathering exercise will add value to the
on-going EQAVET work by:
o describing common quality assurance practices, in the areas mentioned above;
o involving the National Reference Points in order to advise on the information gaps and the
latest developments and trends;
o fostering transparency and mutual trust by comparing policies and trends.

4.4 The Bruges Communiqué on enhanced European Cooperation in VET
The Bruges Communiqué on enhanced European Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training for the
period 2011-2020 reinforces the main VET development directions established within the Copenhagen
Process. Regarding the quality assurance in VET, the new document states:
strategic objectives and actions should be concerned with fostering excellence, quality and
relevance of both I-VET and C-VET, in order to improve quality, increase transparency, mutual
trust, the mobility of workers and learners, and lifelong learning;
• participating countries should establish quality assurance frameworks in accordance with the
EQAVET Recommendation. In this respect participating countries should – by the end of 2015 –
establish at national level a common quality assurance framework for VET providers;
• the commitment of all parties is to ensure the sustainability and excellence of vocational education
and training – high quality initial VET (I-VET) - and readily accessible, career-oriented
continuing VET (C-VET);
• there should be a focus on results via an approach based on learning outcomes (including for the
VET curricula) and catering for the validation of non-formal and informal learning;
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there should be a focus on the quality of teachers, trainers and other VET professionals.

This information gathering exercise should provide several issues for reflection on National Reference
Points, based on the focal points - all of which are relevant to the future of VET in Europe - as mentioned in
the Bruges Communiqué:
•
•
•
•

the recognition, validation and certification of the learning outcomes;
the development of more attractive curricula which are more responsive to labour market
needs;
the construction of transparent and standard based accreditation systems for VET
providers and programmes;
the quality of training of teachers, trainers and of other categories of VET personnel.

4.5 EQAVET indicators
Indicator 1: Relevance of quality assurance systems for VET providers
•

Share of providers applying internal quality assurance systems defined by law/at own initiative

•

Share of accredited VET providers.

Indicator 2: Investment in training of teachers and trainers:
•

Share of teachers and trainers participating in further training

•

Amount of funds invested

Indicator 3: Participation rate in VET programmes:
•

Percentage of annual cohort completing lower secondary school/compulsory education participating
in IVET programmes at upper secondary level (which lead to a formal qualification)

•

Percentage of active population (15-74 years old) entering continuing education and training
(CVET) programmes

Indicator 4: Completion rate in VET programmes
•

Percentage of those completing IVET programme(s)

•

Percentage of those completing CVET programme(s) - attaining a formal qualification

…attaining a formal qualification compared to those entering CVET programme(s).
Indicator 5: Placement rate in VET programmes
•

Proportion of VET programme completers who are placed either in the labour market, further
education or training or other destination within 12-36 months after the end of programme

•

Percentage of VET programme completers who are employed one year after the end of training

Indicator 6: Utilisation of acquired skills at the workplace
a) Percentage of VET programme completers working in relevant occupations;
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b) Percentage of employees in a given sector:
• who, within a period of 12-36 months from completing the VET programme, find that their
training is relevant for their current occupation;
• who are satisfied in finding VET programme completers with relevant qualifications and
competences required for work placement;
• who are satisfied with programme completers.
Indicator 7: Unemployment rate
The number of people unemployed as a percentage of the labour force. The labour force is the total number
of people employed, plus those unemployed.
Indicator 8: Prevalence of vulnerable groups
•

Percentage of participants in VET classified as disadvantaged groups (in a defined region or
catchment area) according to age and gender

•

Success rate of disadvantaged groups according to age and gender.

Indicator 9: Mechanisms to identify training needs in the labour market
•

Information on mechanisms set up to identify changing demands at different levels
a) Type of mechanisms used to update the VET offer to the future labour market needs;
b) Information on mechanisms used to provide stakeholders with the most recent information on
the future needs of the labour market.

•

Evidence of their effectiveness

Indicator 10: Schemes used to promote better access to VET
•

Information on existing schemes at different levels
a) Type of schemes used to improve access to VET
b) Information demonstrating the capacity of the VET system to increase access to VET.

•

Evidence of their effectiveness
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Conclusions
The European educational policy instruments described in this document are developed in order to:
•

promote harmonisation of the different educational systems;

•

improve transparency, transferability and comparability of national qualifications by:
o showing the relationship between qualifications;
o making the qualifications more comparable and transparent in Europe, and
o enhancing mutual trust;

•

support lifelong learning and awareness-raising related to different learning paths, and recognition of
a broader range of learning forms (including non-formal and informal learning);

•

reinforce the use of learning outcomes in standards-setting, curricula and assessment;

•

contribute to the establishment of a common approach for describing learning outcomes in different
subsystems.

In the long term these instruments are central to promoting the success of the strategic aims declared in
Europe 2020, namely for increasing mobility (Youth on the move1), for bridging the gap between the
labour market and education, and for promoting the competitiveness of European enterprises and SMEs.
It is important to underline here the context of the flagship initiatives of the EU 2020 strategy, particularly
the initiatives of:
•

‘New skills for new jobs’;

•

‘Digital Agenda’;

•

‘Small Business Act’.

We have to underline that any model for developing courses within SMEs will face difficulties relating to
how to help participants to gain the knowledge, skills and competences that will subsequently be recognised
as a part of their career and personal professional development (1).
The methods for recognising non-formal and informal learning are very different across European countries.
The only common feature across countries seems to be that efforts have be in place over several years long,
though there is no final solution as yet. Studies generally refer to ‘best practice’ and frontrunner countries,
rather that definitive solutions and implementations.
Concluding the research carried out by the transferred methodology of the earlier SMELearning project, and
that carried out by the SME 2.0 consortium – as aligned to the recommendations of the related EC studies (1)
- we can list the keywords for planning courses based on SME 2.0 products:
•

Modularity;

•

Units;

1

Youth on the Move is a comprehensive package of policy initiatives on education and employment for young people in Europe. Launched in 2010,
it is part of the Europe 2020 strategy. It aims to improve young people’s education and employability, to increase the youth-employment rate – in
line with the wider EU target of achieving a 75% employment rate for the working-age population (20-64 years).
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Credits;

•

EQF/NQF levels;

•

Learning outcomes (knowledge, skills, competences);

•

Flexible learning path.
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The main considerations to consider in order to make SME 2.0 results sustainable in the partner
countries are as follows:
-

SME 2.0 courses being developed should be levelled at an appropriate point in the EQF framework,
with partners aligning the curriculum with the NQF as applied to the system in their own country.

-

SME2 courses will need to be developed according to requirements for transparency, and broken
down into educational components, learning outcomes, assessments, workloads, etc. It should be
possible to not go through an institution to award ECTS credits, but credits would then need to be
awarded via an Awarding Body. It is highly advisable to align the curricula with EU standards such
as the eCF.

-

SME 2.0 modules should be delivered taking into account the special needs of SMEs. One option
for a business plan would include making the courses open, i.e. offered without any fee. For
example, courses could be offered as MOOCs which would be free and open, but without
accreditation. Providers, such as Opus Learning in the UK, could offer recognition for the skills and
competences through an awarding body, but at a cost levied on the applicant. It should be noted that
any such process, and attendant requirements, will be highly dependent on the country providing
accreditation to the student.

For the future, we have to study, and potentially take into consideration, the implications of recent ISO
standard ISO/ 17024 for Personnel Certification Programmes as a tool for recognition of competences gained
in non-formal and informal learning. This standard seems to be gaining ground and recognition in industry.
Details can be found at:
http://www.iso.org/iso/home/news_index/news_archive/news.htm?refid=Ref1625
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