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TOWARDS A EUROPEAN QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORK (AND A CREDIT TRANSFER SYSTEM FOR VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING)
This note gives an overview of current efforts to develop a European Qualifications Framework (EQF) covering all levels of education and training and providing a strong link to the labour market. The main purpose of a EQF is to enable citizens to fully utilise the rich diversity of education, training and learning opportunities in Europe, to enhance communication and transparency between systems and providers, to facilitate recognition and to promote mobility. The note also contains an annex setting out the approach proposed for the implementation of a credit transfer system for VET (ECVET).
1.
The Mandate

The Joint Interim report of the (Education) Council and the Commission (February 2004) on the implementation of the ‘Education and Training 2010’ work programme
 gives priority to the development of a European Qualifications Framework as an essential contribution towards the Lisbon strategy. The report states that such a framework could stand as a common reference enabling and promoting transparency, transfer and recognition of qualifications and competences. The EQF would be implemented on a voluntary basis and not entail legal obligations. 
2.
Qualifications frameworks at national and sectoral level; the need for transparency and communication
Qualifications frameworks are being established in many countries, in Europe and beyond (OECD 2003, 2004). These qualifications frameworks take many forms and appearances, according to the specificities of national situations. Common to them all is a wish to tackle the increasing complexity of modern education, training and learning systems. The aim of qualifications frameworks is to clarify (for students, parents, employers and policy makers) the main routes to a particular qualification, how progress within the system can be made, to which extent transfer is allowed and on which basis decisions on recognition are taken. 

The development of qualifications frameworks has reached different stages in the 32 countries currently taking part in the Copenhagen-Maastricht process. This creates a problem as the communication (the possibility to “read-across”) between these frameworks and systems becomes immensely complex and may hinder cross-border co-operation and development. This problem of communication is further accentuated by the tendency to develop qualifications and competences frameworks at sector level.   
A European Qualifications Framework is required in order to facilitate communication between these diverse frameworks and systems, as well as to provide a reference point for the development of national qualifications frameworks. This requires a neutral common reference referring to learning outcomes,  expressed as competences rather than to the structure of specific national or sectoral education and training systems or frameworks. 
3. 
Added value to citizens, enterprises and education-training systems; the purpose of a EQF
3.1 Supporting citizens

A EQF must be developed in such a way that it enables citizens to navigate within and between complex systems and locate their own learning outcomes in this broader context. According to this perspective the EQF can be understood as a kind of reading grid.
3.2 Supporting enterprises and sectors

A number of stakeholders at sector and branch level are asking for a European qualifications and competence framework with a set of reference levels at its heart
. Such a framework would make it possible for employees and employers to identify interconnections, synergies and possible overlaps between education and training offers within their own sector, between sectors. A European framework would also make it easier to develop European / international education and training solutions, a need very much emphasised by sectors.   

3.3 Supporting the development of education and training policies and systems

Thanks to a shared framework, policy makers, education and training institutions and other providers will to a greater extent be able to situate learning offers according to reference levels commonly understood in the wider Europe. A EQF could thus add value to national education and training systems by facilitating comparisons between frameworks and systems.  
3.4 Recognition of competences

The common reference levels of the EQF would provide a common reference for those authorities recognising education, training and learning outcomes. It would fulfil the same function to external agencies evaluating and accrediting education and training institutions. A EQF could prove important for the assessment and recognition of immigrants from outside the EU.
4.
Model for the structure of a European Qualifications framework

The EQF would be structured around a number of well-defined common reference levels relevant to all levels of formal qualifications as well as to all levels of competences acquired through various combinations of formal, non-formal and informal learning. These reference levels, however, would need to be complemented and supported by a range of common principles/guidelines and by a set of common, citizen-oriented instruments and tools. Figure 1 illustrates this approach.
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4.1 Common reference levels underpinning the EQF

The EQF would be underpinned by a set of common reference levels for qualifications described in terms of learning outcomes and expressed in competences. The common reference levels would refer primarily to learning outcomes rather than to specific education and training arrangements or institutions. Common reference levels would provide a kind of ‘reading grid’ making it possible to relate different learning outcomes to each other. 
4.2 Common principles and guidelines

During the last couple of years, and notably as a result of the Copenhagen, Bologna and Objectives processes
, considerable effort has been made to develop European principles and frameworks which provide a common direction for future developments and a basis for mutual trust. 
4.3 Common instruments and tools
The practical relevance of the EQF for citizens, employers and providers will be strengthened by a range of instruments such as the new Europass framework for transparency, the Ploteus database
 on learning opportunities and European Credit and Accumulation systems. 
5.
time-table 

November 2004: First meeting of expert group appointed by the Commission. 
April 2005: Presentation of first EQF blueprint by Commission based on work of the expert group (Commission staff working paper).

May 2005: Discussion of the Higher Education part of the envisaged EQF blueprint at Ministerial meeting Bergen (Bologna process). 

April to October 2005: Widespread consultation of the EQF blueprint of stakeholders in Member States and of social partners, industry and service sectors. 

2005-2006: Commission EQF proposal to be formally presented  


Does the approach foreseen to develop a credit transfer system suitable for VET (ECVET) based specifically on competencies and validation of learning outcomes, corresponds to the need of learners within the European labour market?

	· 


Annex

EUROPEAN CREDIT TRANSFER SYSTEM FOR VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING (ECVET)

1.
ECVET: a system for all citizens 
The concrete aim of the European Credit Transfer System (ECVET) is to facilitate the mobility of individuals during their vocational education and training (VET) - within a national system or between different national systems. Accordingly, the system will enable individuals in constructing and realising their individual learning careers as well as attribute value to the knowledge and competences they have acquired, notably through mobility. The system encourages furthermore co-operation based on mutual trust between authorities and other stakeholders responsible for VET systems - on an international, national as well as on a cross border basis.

Since the end of the Eighties, a European credit transfer system (ECTS) was developed gradually in higher education, initially within the Erasmus programme.  ECTS is a system primarily based on student workload and knowledge required to achieve the objectives of a programme of study.  The specificities of VET, more particularly the close and direct links which exist between VET, the labour market and real occupations, require a credit transfer system that it is fully, from the outset, a competence based system.

ECVET is a system for progressively obtaining credit points, based on the competences acquired by an individual along a vocational learning route, whatever the modes of it. These credit points will be accumulated, capitalized, recognised and validated in particular in the context of the mobility of the individual learner. 

Furthermore, ECVET will allow everyone to:

· accumulate and value acquired learning outcomes - converted into credit points - within an entire individual education and training route or career. 

· transfer acquired learning outcomes from one education and training setting to another, from one formal national system to another, from one level to another and from a non-formal to a formal learning context.  
2.
An open, flexible and evolving system
The national VET systems present a large diversity. This diversity results in  different perceptions and understandings of a range of issues, for example, the conception of qualifications, the organisation and duration of programmes, pedagogical approaches, validation of prior learning, certification of professional diplomas and the status of the learners, etc. This diversity is a specific characteristic of VET. 

Furthermore, the principles and methodologies of the ECVET system must be sufficiently open and flexible to be applied without demanding major modifications to the national systems.
Countries should put ECVET in place step-by-step and in a gradual way. In the initial phase, priority must be given to students/pupils within the formal vocational systems and in the context of international mobility. Nevertheless, participating countries should enjoy the opportunity to fully adopt ECVET at national level and define the range of application as suits them best (formal system or non formal system, pupils and adults in training, within the framework of national or trans national mobility).


 ECVET is, in effect, conceptualised for application at regional, national, European (and international) level; it is a decentralised European system based on voluntary participation of the Member States and those stakeholders involved in the respective VET-systems.

3. 
Essential rules underpinning the system 

ECVET is supported by a European Qualifications Framework underpinned by common reference levels, in effect making the application and generalisation of the system possible. Furthermore, ECVET will, on a medium term basis, be integrated in a common competence and learning outcomes based approach with ECTS.

ECVET is based on the following essential rules:

1.
A methodology defined and agreed at European level which permits authorities (ministries, sectors, etc) or VET providers to assign a number of credit points to a part or full qualification, a learning sequence or a training programme.

2.
A partnership agreement is concluded between the authorities involved or between the VET providers who contribute to put in place a mobility scheme based on ECVET. This agreement makes sure that the scheme becomes operational as well as conforms to basic ECVET principles.  

3.
Credit points are attributed to persons on the basis of their acquired learning outcomes, expressed in terms of their knowledge and, particularly their skills and competences. 

4. 
A project in four stages
· End of first semester 2005 : completion of basic ECVET  model. 

· Second semester 2005 : testing of model and consultation. 

· End 2005 : formal Commission proposal on a ECVET system. 

· 2006 : preparations for implementation of ECVET system.
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� http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/policies/2010/doc/jir_council_final.pdf


� This was illustrated by the seminar on ‘European education and training solutions at sector level’ organised by the Dutch Presidency and the Commission in October 2004.


� In the report on the implementation of ‘Education and Training 2010’ (Joint Interim Report of the Council and the Commission, February 2004)� it is stated that the development of common European principles and guidelines can usefully support national education and training policies and should be given priority.


� � HYPERLINK "http://europa.eu.int/ploteus/portal/home.jsp" ��http://europa.eu.int/ploteus/portal/home.jsp� 
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