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Review of Qualifications Frameworks – international practice

Introduction to International Practice

This paper presents an overview of international practice concerning the review of national qualifications frameworks in five jurisdictions:

· National Qualifications Framework of South Africa

· the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework

· the National Qualifications Framework of England, Wales and Northern Ireland

· the National Qualifications Framework of New Zealand

· the Australian Framework of Qualifications. 

Comprehensive framework reviews have been carried out in respect in three frameworks (South Africa, Scotland, and England, Wales and Northern Ireland) and consideration is being given to a review in one other (New Zealand). These reviews concern impact, implementation and/or fundamental objectives of frameworks. The question of review is approached in different ways and emerges as a key issue at different stages in the development and implementation of frameworks. Whilst some frameworks have not been comprehensively reviewed, in most cases specific themes or issues are regularly reviewed. 
This paper summarises the main issues that emerge from international practice. It does not make any specific recommendations but instead describes the main reviews and sets out key questions that could inform planning and discussion of the approach to be taken to reviewing the National Framework of Qualifications. It is emphasised that review practice is relatively recent, is quite specific to the nature of each particular framework and to its stage of development/ implementation. It would be useful to also engage in discussions with the relevant authorities in each case on their experiences to fully identify the key issues and inform the approach to be taken to review of the National Framework of Qualifications in Ireland.
 In passing, it is noted that that published critiques and debate of the approach taken to the impact study of the South African framework exist but do not appear to exist for other cases. 

The main issues that arise are:

· different approaches to comprehensive reviews

· the type of framework in question impacts on the approach to review

· scope and purpose of review 

· review methodology and process

· timing of review

1.
Different approaches to comprehensive reviews

The question of ‘review’ has been approached in different ways. The term ‘review’ ranges from assessments of overall implementation and impact of frameworks, to a questioning of original objectives of frameworks and their structure and reviews of specific aspects or dimensions of frameworks. To some extent, ‘review’ is built into the day-to-day work of all frameworks in the sense of action taken in respect of new challenges and developments. There are no cases where there is a specific legislative or (central) government requirement to review them. However, most authorities or ‘custodians’ of frameworks see review as a possible undertaking. To-date, three out of five national frameworks (with the exception those in New Zealand
 and Australia
) have been reviewed. The approach is influenced by the overall nature and purpose of frameworks, stage of development, extent to which they are contested and changes in the policy environment. Broadly speaking, two main types of review can be identified in terms of their purpose and scope: a) an assessment of implementation and impact of the framework, and b) a questioning of the original objectives and structure of the framework. In practice, there can be some overlap between the two main types of review.
2.
Framework type and approach to review

A number of reviews have identified different understandings, perceptions and expectations amongst stakeholders (education providers, government departments, learners) about the qualifications framework under review. Differences arise about the type of framework in question and its purpose (regulatory, communicative, reforming). For example, is the framework about structure alone (understood as the building blocks of, for example, levels, level descriptors and qualifications)? Is the framework understood to be separate from policies and procedures? Is it understood independently of its underlying objectives? The objectives, structures, policies and procedures are related in different ways in each qualifications framework. 

The more sharply defined the framework (or differentiated from the qualifications system), the more likely it is that there will be greater shared understandings of what it is and does (i.e. is a bridging device between different areas or levels of education; a quality tool, a reforming mechanism). Frameworks may be more or less tied to government/department objectives and priorities. The main point is that understandings shape views about the performance or impact of frameworks. 

3.
Scope and purpose of review

International practice shows that that the scope of reviews may include:

· a review of original objectives and purposes of frameworks

· impact of framework in meeting its original objectives

· ‘fitness for purpose’ e.g. appropriateness of the framework structure and/or related procedures and policies to meeting education goals or to address changing education and training environments

· the extent to which the framework has been implemented. 

In some cases, on-going thematic reviews of policy, procedures of implementation in specific fields/areas may be undertaken instead of a wholescale ‘framework’ review. They may also supplement comprehensive reviews. There are specific considerations in respect of each kind of reviews.

The purpose of review can be to:

· support implementation by assess progress in implementation, identify gaps in implementation, obstacles to implementation and identify ways to address them. 

· set targets and baselines for assessing progress in implementation

· address concerns about the development or implementation process (e.g. perceived failures, delays)

· assess whether original objectives (and framework structures) are appropriate

· to re-shape the overall purpose, control and direction of a framework

The extent to which the qualifications framework is contested is an important consideration in any comprehensive review.  In the South African case, the framework remains contested and for this reason its key objectives and structures (administrative and governance) are under on-going review. This is marked by periodic reports from government or relevant departments and so far has not been brought to a conclusion. At the same time, a review of the impact of the framework is being undertaken as a separate exercise. It can be difficult to effectively insulate one kind of review from another, especially after a certain period of time has passed. 

In other cases, in particular where frameworks are in the early stages of implementation, the question of comprehensive reviews of objectives or impact is deemed to be  premature (in the sense of it being too early to make such evaluations, potentially distracting from implementation or re-opening debates about overall purpose and structures). 

Reviews can be prompted by different concerns e.g. from a wish by regulatory bodies or custodians to ‘know’ whether the framework is meeting its objectives to concerns that the framework is not an effective tool to meet certain objectives. It could also be the case that, over time, framework objectives are re-formulated or given different emphasis (either explicitly or implicitly). Also, over time, the management structures for the framework may be tested and the question of framework ownership may be re-visited. This has arisen in connection with the SQCF and links with extending the framework. In essence, the framework itself, its management and its objectives may change over time and this impacts on what is to be reviewed.

4.
Review methodology and process

A range of approaches can be taken to review – both quantitative and qualitative. The qualitative method seems prevalent – interviews/consultations with stakeholders, focus groups, surveys and case studies. In some cases, quantitative methods are also used. The impact study of the South African framework is the most comprehensive of its kind and involves a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods. The latter involves the identification of statistics that need to be gathered in order to assess implementation of particular aspects e.g. learner records. In the South African case, the five objectives of the framework were deemed too broad to be measured. Research questions were formulated in order to identify measures of impact and this led ultimately to the generation of ‘impact indicators’. In the case of the national qualifications framework of England, Wales and Northern Ireland, a two-stage consultative process was used involving consultative meetings and focus groups with stakeholders, supplemented by desk research (some specific studies were commissioned on aspects of the review).

Comprehensive reviews can be contracted out to external parties or conducted internally. There is also a model whereby international experts can be involved in reviews. In the South African cases, international experts have been involved in framework reviews.  

The main issues that arise in respect of the review process include objectivity, credibility, knowledge and understanding about the framework on the part of reviewers, timing and resources. Other considerations include that of ascertaining the effects of the framework as opposed to something else on outcomes or the relative impact of the framework on certain outcomes. An important consideration in any review is subjectivity – stakeholder bias can emerge in interviews etc. The type and number of ‘informants’ is important as well as some effort to separate ‘evidence’ from ‘opinion’ (this has raised in respect of the Impact Study, South Africa but whether this has been a major issue elsewhere is not possible to know from other published studies). 

5.
Timing of review

The objective or any review may impact on timing (in the sense of being able to make definitive judgements about impact and in the sense of the impact of any review on framework development or implementation). Changes in the overall education and training environment may also prompt particular reviews. It may also be necessary to put in place tools or identify relevant benchmarks or indicators of ‘success’ (or failure).

Questions for consideration in respect of review of the (Irish) national framework of qualifications

The following key questions arise:

· Is it useful, at this stage, to undertake a comprehensive review of 

a) the original objectives and structure of the framework?
b) implementation of the framework?

c) impact of the framework?

d) specific aspects of the framework and/or its management?

· What would the purpose of a review be (to assess progress, identify gaps in implementation etc.)
· When should a review be undertaken?

· What process should be followed (consultation, stages in review)?

· Who should undertake the review?

National Qualifications Framework, South Africa

Background

The South African National Qualifications Framework (NQF) was formally established under the South African Qualifications Act of 1995, the first act of the democratic post-apartheid parliament. The framework was introduced as an instrument to transform education and training. The NQF was an important part of the transition to democracy and has been symbolic of the development of a single education system for all South Africans (Allais, 2003). Its objectives are to:

· create an integrated national framework for learning achievements

· facilitate access to and mobility and progression within education, training and career paths

· to enhance the quality of education and training;  

· accelerate the redress of past unfair discrimination in education training and employment opportunities,

· contribute to the full personal development of each learner and the social and economic development of the nation at large. 

The South African Qualifications Authority has a key role in overseeing the development and implementation of the National Qualifications Framework (NFQ).
 

The framework is built around four parameters: level, band, types of qualifications and certificates, and locations of learning for units and qualifications. The framework is made up of eight levels, for which level descriptors have been developed. The framework is outcomes-based and criteria are set out for the registration of qualifications and unit standards in the framework. 

Reviews of the National Qualifications Framework 

The Framework is subject to two kinds of comprehensive review:

1. on-going review of its objectives and operation 

2. a long-term study of the impact of the framework against its objectives 
The review of objectives and operation was carried out in a joint Ministerial Study, published in 2002.
 This was commissioned by the Department of Labour and the Department of Education. This report has triggered an on-going process of review. The approach taken to the 2002 report is described below.

The impact study, undertaken by SAQA, aims to assess the implementation of the framework. This takes the framework objectives, which are set down in legislation, as the benchmark for progress. The study comprises a series of successive cycles, the first two of which were completed in 2003 and 2005 respectively. Preparations for the third cycle of the study are now (Sept/Oct 2006) underway. The approach to the study was designed to insulate it from the on-going debates around framework objectives. The approach taken and outcomes of the impact study are also described below.

1. Review of Framework objectives and operation of the framework

In 2001, a Study Team was appointed by the Ministers of Education and of Labour to review the development and implementation of the framework and to recommend ways in which its implementation could be streamlined and accelerated. Blom and Keevy (2005) state that the appointment of the study team ‘set in motion an extended review process of the NQF that has been characterised by internecine power struggles and contestations – a review process that until the present day remains to be concluded’.
 The review was published as report of the joint Ministerial Study Team on the implementation of the national qualifications framework (2002),

Organisation

The study team comprised 7 South Africans and 3 international specialists, supported by a research team of 3. 

Terms of reference

The study was to focus on:

1. Relevant and contemporary international developments on national qualifications frameworks with reference to policies, regulatory frameworks and implementations procedures and their implications for NQF practice and future directions in South Africa.

2. The match between policy objectives and outcomes (as outlined in relevant policies and legislation) and the experience and attitudes of education and training providers and learners with the implementation of the NQF.

3. The extent to which the South African qualifications authority has put in place the appropriate and relevant policies, procedures, delivery systems, other resources and capacities essential for the establishment of the NQF and for implementing the relevant mandates of the Ministers of Education and Labour on education and training, and how these can be improved. The study should examine and advise, in particular, on how to address the concerns among some key social partners and stakeholders about an apparent proliferation of bodies and procedures, and an apparent fragmentation of roles and responsibilities in the areas of quality assurance and national standards development.

4. Any other obstacles, real or perceived, to streamlining the implementation of the NQF. The study team included experts and practitioners with the education, training and economic sectors, international experts and local researchers.

Research methodology

The research involved:

1. Inviting written submissions from the public and all relevant stakeholders through press advertisements and written invitations.

2. Consultations with the Departments of Education and Labour and/or relevant statutory bodies and stakeholders.

3. Consultations with chairpersons of the parliamentary portfolio committees of education and labour, meetings with the national standards bodies and chairpersons of SAQA’s national standards body and ETQA sub-committees.

4. Studies on a range of matters central to the terms of reference including relevant international experience with national qualifications frameworks, legislation affecting the NQF and key issues raised by stakeholders.

5. Literature review.

The project team used the written and oral submissions to identify areas where implementation of the NQF could be improved. The submissions and material on relevant international developments were used to identify guiding principles. 

Report of the study team

The study team completed its work in April 2002 and its report was published in May 2002. The report includes an account of progress made in developing and implementing the NQF, a summary of public submissions made to the study team, an analysis of relevant international developments, a set of operational principles and detailed recommendations for improving the implementation of the NQF.

Main findings

The submissions indicated strong support for the overall objectives of the NQF in achieving a transformation of South Africa’s education and training system. Many indicated difficulties with implementation, especially in respect to access, progression and redress. The structure of the NQF was also seen to be unduly complex and confusing. The concerns with the overall structure were linked to uncertainty about the respective responsibilities of the SAQA and government ministers and departments and perception among many stakeholders of a lack of leadership at all levels. The proliferation of bodies responsible for standards setting and quality assurance was strongly criticised. 

In terms of general understandings about what the framework is, the study team found that four distinct but related meanings were attached to the NQF by stakeholders. They were:

1. The set of approved unit standards and qualifications, level descriptors and quality assurance guidelines that make up the framework.

2. All the activities of SAQA.

3. The activities of the whole range of partners and stakeholders involved in the development and delivery of standards and qualifications.

4. The achievement of all the objectives of the NQF: an integrated framework of learning achievements, and improved access, mobility, progression, quality, redress and development.

The overall perception was that the implementation of the NQF had been unnecessarily slow. The review of international developments pointed to the need for clear and flexible leadership for NQF development, the necessity to build communities of trust involving the providers and users of qualifications and the importance of recognising necessary and legitimate differences between learning sectors within one framework. It also pointed to the normality of debate and contestation about the framework as new concepts and practices engaged the interests of different learning communities and stakeholders. 

Recommendations

The study team developed seven principles that underpinned its analysis and recommendations for the implementation of the NQF.
 The recommendations addressed qualifications design and implementation, standards setting and quality assurance, leadership and governance, and resourcing the National Qualifications Framework. The study team recommends the establishment of new standards setting bodies and new arrangements for quality assurance. It recommends that a body be established in law, the NQF strategic partnership, comprising senior executives from the Departments of Employment, Labour and SAQA to ensure clear strategic leadership of NQF implementation. It should also approve and monitor a national plan for implementation and resolve differences. The team also notes the urgent need to develop a new integrated funding model for the NQF. A joint national plan for NQF implementation is proposed which, for the first time, would provide targets and indicators of progress across the system and make clear the relationship between the NQF and the national human resource development strategy. The team also noted that the development of a plan for assessment reform, including the recognition of prior learning and the need for wide-ranging and a sustained capacity building throughout the NQF system needed to be addressed as a priority in implementing the NQF. 

Follow-up to study team report

An interdepartmental task team of senior officials was appointed to prepare a draft joint statement on behalf of the Departments of Education and of Labour. The task team worked from May 2002 until May 2003. It agreed that the study team had correctly identified where problems existed in NQF implementation. It regarded the study team’s recommendations as being suggestive rather than definitive. Further work was needed to gain a fuller understanding of the underlying reasons for the differences that had emerged between the two Departments in relation to the framework. The final report of the task team supports many of the study team’s recommendations, but embodies a new perspective on the NQF and proposes significant structural changes. The findings are contained in An Interdependent National Qualifications Framework System: Consultative Document. It was envisaged that once the written submissions have been reviewed, a revised policy document would be submitted to government in 2004, along with a new national qualifications framework bill. Since then, a related draft Higher Education Qualifications Framework Policy Document (July 2004) has been published.
 

Conclusions about the review process

The Cycle 2 Impact Study report, from SAQA, discussed below, briefly describes the main issues that emerged from the 2002 review and the debates which followed:

· Debates surround the integrated nature of the framework Different views of education and training are identified as a stumbling block in the achievement of a seamless, integrated framework. 

· Some of the reviews point to the unresolved political divisions which have affected the implementation of the framework. Tensions between the Departments of Education and Labour have also impacted on the framework implementation, as well as gaps in financing. 

· The lack of clarity and coherence in terms of the legislation governing education and training in South Africa has a negative impact on leadership of the NQF. Whilst there is considerable support across stakeholders for the NQF, issues of leadership have not yet been resolved. 

· The review suggests different arrangements for the governance of the NQF
 and highlighted issues that need to be resolved in order for implementation to be taken forward. 

· The reviews to-date have not brought closure to the main areas of contestation. 

2. 
National Qualifications Framework Impact Study

Already in 1999, SAQA indicated its intention to review implementation of the NQF. It agreed to ‘institute a review of progress in the development and implementation of the NQF against the objectives of the NQF outlined in the SAQA Act’. It was proposed that that the study should look at the extent to which the objectives of the NQF have been achieved, with the purpose of establishing a baseline against which future progress can be made. The study was postponed on the basis that it was then too early to judge the impact of the framework (it had been operating for barely one year) and that it would be unwise to start such a study a that the same time as the joint Ministerial Study Team (above) was beginning its review. However, as it became clear that the review process would not be completed in the near future, it was decided to being the impact study as a parallel but clearly separate activity. (Keevy, 2006).
 The Impact Study would not question the framework objectives but focus on the extent to which they had been achieved.

The overall aims of the impact study were to:

1. Establish criteria against which to measure success.

2. Establish a baseline against which to measure progress.

3. Set and monitor targets.

4. Plan for the evaluation of the impact of the NQF.

Management of the Study

The same management structure was used for the first two cycles of the study. A project team composed of three members of SAQA’s research unit and two international experts (Ron Tuck, former Chief Executive of the Scottish Qualifications Authority, and Gary Granville, National College of Art and Design). The role of the external experts was to provide external professional scrutiny. An internal SAQA working group supported the first cycle of the study. An advisory group of about 6 members (SAQA Board members and management) oversees the work of the project team.

Scope and Design of the Impact Study

The main considerations that shaped the design of the study were replicability, cost-effectiveness and credibility. The study did not attempt to evaluate the rationale or objectives of the NQF. The five NQF objectives as set out in the 1995 Act (above) are the reference points for the study and it is assumed that these remain valid and widely supported. The study was undertaken in the knowledge that judgements about the attainment of the NQF objectives could not be made with any finality for a considerable number of years. It was important to design an impact study which would not become involved in current debates on the NQF architecture. The research design allows for the possibility of external agencies to conduct certain cycles of the study.

A key feature of the research design was to approach the impact study as a comparative study that would take place over a number of years. It involves successive cycles of enquiry beginning with the establishment of a baseline. It was agreed that comparisons with the pre-NQF education and training system lay outside of the scope of the impact study. The design allows for an external agency to conduct subsequent cycles, that is cycles three and four.

The research design envisages four successive cycles (see Annex 1). The first cycle was to establish criteria against which to measure progress of the NQF (completed in 2003). The second cycle was to establish a baseline against which to measure progress (completed in 2004/2005). The third cycle, to be undertaken in 2007, will involve the first measurement of the impact of the NQF. The fourth cycle, to be undertaken in 2009, involves the second measurement of the impact of the NQF. 

The reports which result from each cycle will have three similar components. Each will describe the context which the NQF emerges and operated, gather and compare data and make recommendations. The third and fourth cycle studies will involve extensive measurements that can be compared with the baseline data and any other proceeding measurements. It is expected that it will only be in the third and fourth cycles that any definitive judgements about the impact of the framework can be made.

First cycle of the impact study (2003)

The main concern of the first cycle was that of how best to carry out an impact study over time. Its main aim was to develop, pilot and evaluate impact indicators. An impact indicator is defined as 

‘a policy-relevant, quantitative and/or qualitative statistic designed to provide a profile of the current situation, the stability or change, the functioning and/or the effect of the NQF on the transformation of education and training in South Africa’ (SAQA, 2004,16).

Impact indicators are intended to be used to monitor progress and to facilitate data gathering and analysis.
 

Research design

Draft impact indicators were developed through review, analysis and consultation. Stakeholders were involved in a series of focus groups and interviews. Instruments to gather qualitative and quantitative data were identified. Quality assurance bodies, learners, providers, employers and trade unions participated in the process of developing draft impact indicators. 

It was found that the five objectives of the framework were too broad to be measured either qualitatively or quantitatively or qualitatively. The team devised three research questions of each one (to what extent has practice changed; to what extent have mindsets changed and to what extent has the framework enabled the development of education and training relevant to a changing world?). These questions generated a large list of potential impact indicators each of which was linked to the framework objectives. These were then tested thought interviews and focus groups. 

The pilot testing resulted in agreement on a reduced number of indicators grouped into four sets (see annex 2 attached). They relate to 1) the impact of qualifications development; 2) learning programs, 3) quality assurance and 4) the extent to which the NQF has had a wider, social and political impact in building a life-long learning culture. 

Report and Findings of the First Cycle Impact Study

The report sets out the research design; a contextualisation of framework development and implementation; the results of developing and testing indicators; findings and conclusions. The man focus of the study was on research methodology. Some suggestions for future refinement of the methodology are made. A significant issue that needs to be addressed, the report notes, is the consequence of measuring impact over time. This is most easily achieved by using the same indicators and research instruments in successive cycles. However, it notes the need to identify and take account of new issues and factors that will be relevant to the framework as it is assessed in the future. Of the 23 indicators tested, 17 were deemed to be suitable for subsequent cycles of the impact study. The study found that, although there are difficulties in assessing the level of impact – i.e. positive, minimal, negative - of the indicators, this could and should be attempted in subsequent cycles.

The contextualisation of the framework includes a description of the role of the SAQA, the current status of implementation and the location of the NQF in an international context. It was initially envisaged by the project team that this would be a disproportionately large element of the first cycle report and that subsequent cycles would not need to devote such space to context. However, one of the outcomes of the cycle was that contextual issues will remain a crucial element of the study.
  Also, it was found that the role of SAQA forms an important part of the contextualisation of the study, but that a consideration of its role this could be broadened to include the roles of other key stakeholders in subsequent cycles of the study. The report states that a concerted effort needs to be made to distinguish between the impact of the NQF and the impact of SAQA. 

The report contains some indicative findings about the impact of the framework. These include findings about the development of new qualifications, the portability of qualifications, the relevance of qualifications and new admission practices and learner support systems. There was some evidence on the impact of outcomes-based approaches. However, there was very little data available on learners’ achievements. There was as strong perception amongst stakeholders that it was too soon to measure the impact of the NQF.

Second Cycle Impact Study (2004/05)

The main focus of the second cycle study was on surveying the impact of the framework using the indicators developed in the first cycle of the study. The research involved interviews, surveys, statistical analysis and case studies. The report on this study was published in 2005.

Research Methodology

The research methodology was based on the use of the 17 indicators developed in the first cycle. The main elements of the research were:

· interviews and focus groups with stakeholders and partners – 111 interviews and 12 focus groups were held

· an independent national survey – undertaken by an independent company

· a quantitative analysis of all qualifications on the National Learners Records Database – data on qualifications and unit standards was available from 31 January 2005

· a qualitative analysis of qualifications in three sectors (mining, tourism and construction) – this aimed to assess the relevance of current qualifications to the needs of learners and society.

A questionnaire was developed for use in interviews and focus groups as well as for the national survey. The project team found that it was not feasible to undertake representative sampling in the impact study (as was recommended in the report of the first cycle) and instead used quota sampling.
 The national survey and sectoral study were carried out by external contractors.

Report and Findings of Cycle 2 Impact Study

The report of the study contains a contextualisation of the framework including a description of current issues facing its implementation and international developments concerning frameworks. It also contains a data gathering section and findings and recommendations. The research and findings are organised around the 17 impact indicators. Impact was measured along a range from high positive, moderate, minimal/ mixed and negative. 

Research design: It was found that in broad terms, the research design developed in the first cycle was appropriate for future cycles of the study. Some of the impact indicators were found to be too broad and suggestions for changes were made. It suggested that a broader range of stakeholders could be included in future cycles of the study and that the issue of representing the voice of learners needs to be addressed. The ability to conduct a national survey, in addition to interviews, questionnaires and interrogation of data, was found to have made the overall research design more robust. It noted that there needed to be some further refinement of the methodology in order to distinguish between two variables – 1) the extent of impact of the framework (e.g. systemic changes, numbers of qualifications etc. and 2) the beneficial impact of the framework (i.e. impact on quality, access, redress). It was also found that replicability, cost-effectiveness and credibility should remain important considerations for future studies. Questions about whom, either SAQA or an external agency, should undertake different elements of future studies was also raised in the findings.

Contextualisation: This section of the study reviews the development of the framework, reviews that have been conducted of the framework, the emerging national qualification frameworks at the international level, and the overall context facing the NQF. It notes that three formal reviews of the framework have been completed and published (as discussed above).

Impact of the Framework: The research shows that NQF has had a ‘high positive’ impact on three areas: the e-design of learning programs, the organisational and societal benefits, and the contribution to national skills and human resource strategies. This suggests that there is high demand for NQF qualifications and that the quality and design of learning programmes has improved. See Annex 3 for areas of impact.

The framework was found to have a ‘moderate positive’ impact on the number of qualifications and unit standards, the relevance of qualifications to employers, equity of access, quality of teaching and learning, assessment practices and career and learning pathways. The framework was found to have had ‘minimal/mixed’ impact on: quality assurance practices; portability of qualifications; redress and an integrative approach to education and training. 

No indicators were rated as negative. This does not mean that there were no negative findings (there were!) but that the research evidence did not show a marked negative change across most of the education and training system as it pertains to the national qualifications framework. Amongst the negative findings, were concerns about unnecessary and/or difficult bureaucracy, the need to address implementation concerning the recognition of prior learning and the lack of relevance of particular qualifications. On the positive side, for example, improvements in assessment practice were noted. 

Recommendations: The findings of the study suggest that there are four key areas for development. These are the simplification of assessment, clarification and simplification of responsibilities for quality assurance, the development of communities of trust, and clarification of the integrative intentions of the NQF.

General Observations on the Impact Study Approach

There has been much debate and critique of the Impact Study approach. This is discussed by Keevy (2006). The Impact Study does not question the rationale, objectives or implementation of the national qualifications framework. It focuses on its impact. Its rationale and objectives are the points of departure for the study. This focus means that questions about the existence or relevance of the framework to meeting certain objectives are not explored. In essence, this approach insulates the impact study from debates about the framework. The inclusion in the report of each cycle of the context of developing and implementing the framework allows for such debates to be reported on. This approach to assessing the impact of the framework has not precluded other reviews or evaluations of the framework (these are noted in the second cycle report). Keevy (2006, 23) points out that this separation may be more difficult to justify (if not maintain) in future cycles of the study when more evidence of impact is likely to emerge. There may be greater pressure or need to re-visit the question of appropriateness of objectives then.

Jansen (2005)
 raises some questions about the approach taken in the impact study. Jansen suggests the usefulness of looking at the ways in which institutions implement the NQF. He points out that might be a better way to uncover the reasons for which the NQF may not be implemented. He also warns that an approach to an impact study which argues that it would take time for change to be implemented may be both disingenuous and deceptive as, for example, this could be an excuse for non-action, a defence for the lack of resources or a front for lack of political will. French (2005)
 raises the question of whether ‘cumulative, persuasive in-depth narratives of responses to the transformative challenge of the NQF backed by national, regional and central statistics would be more telling than indicators’ (p.108). Some of the questions about implementation, he argues, can be raised without reference to indicators. French also raises the question about whether the slow unfolding of the NQF impact study could itself be a weakness. Both Jansen and French support the use of studies of practices, institutional arrangements and individual responses to the NQF as tools to assess impact.

Blom and Keevy (2005) note the dangers of over-emphasising quantification in the study to discrete levels of impact and the possible conflation between extent of impact and beneficial impact of the framework. They note the need for further refinements to the methodology. They however confirm the value of a longitudinal comparative study as opposed to ‘dipstick’ tests that provide snapshots. The impact study, alongside other research, can guide and inform policy-makers. They also find that the research design allows for insights to be gained into the much broader issues of equality, democracy and quality in South Africa.
 This is of particular importance given the genesis and overall aims of the framework.

Annex 1
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Annex 2 
Impact Indicators for South African National Qualifications Framework – (Cycle 1 Impact Study, 2003)

Set 1: The extent to which qualifications address the education and training needs of learners and South African society

1 Number of qualifications 

2 Effectiveness of qualification design 

3 Portability of qualifications

4 Relevance of qualifications 

5 Qualifications uptake and achievement

6 Integrative approach

Set 2: The extent to which the delivery of learning programmes addresses the education and training needs of learners and South African society

7 Equity of access

8 Redress practices

9 Nature of learning programmes

10 Quality of learning and teaching

11 Assessment practices

12 Career and learning pathing

Set 3: The extent to which quality assurance arrangements enhance the effectiveness of education and training

13 Number of registered assessors and moderators

14 Number of accredited providers

15 Quality assurance practices

Set 4: The extent to which the NQF has had a wider social, economic and political impact in building a lifelong learning culture

16 Organisational, economic and societal benefits

17 Contribution to other national strategies

Annex 3            Cycle 2: Levels of impact and Findings
	High positive
	Research evidence shows a marked positive change across most of the education and training system

	Moderate positive
	Research evidence shows a moderate positive change across most of the education and training system

	Minimal/mixed
	Research evidence shows a minimal and/or mixed change across most of the education and training system

	Negative
	Research evidence shows a marked negative change across most of the education and training system


High Positive

9. Nature of learning programmes

· high demand; outcomes-based approach; quality of learning programmes
16. Organisational, economic and societal benefits

· support for lifelong learning; learner-centred; institutional policy and practice; RPL
17. Contribution to other national strategies

· Alignment with HRD strategy; reducing illiteracy; up-skilling of workforce; employability; NSD Strategy; SMME providers
Moderate Positive

1. Number of qualifications

· 466 unit-std. based; 7710 non-unit std; 8203 unit standards

4. Relevance of qualifications

· 80% agree on relevance; new and emerging fields of learning; responsive to work/industry/society

7. Equity of access

· greater access; RPL

10. Quality of learning and teaching

· Responsive to the needs of learners; outcomes-based approach; professional development of practitioners

11. Assessment practices

· fairness, validity; quality, but workload and administration

12. Career and learning pathing

Minimal/mixed

2. Effectiveness of qualifications design

3. Portability of qualifications

5. Qualifications uptake and achievement

6. Integrative approach

8. Redress practices

13. Number or registered assessors and moderators

14. Number of accredited providers

15. Quality assurance practices

The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework

Background

The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework was formally launched in December 2001, three months after the publication of An Introduction to the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF 2001). The Framework aims to bring together all Scottish mainstream qualifications into a single 12-level unified framework.
 It aims to create a national vocabulary for describing learning opportunities. All learning in the Framework is allocated to one of the twelve SCQF levels, which range from Access 1 (level 1) to doctoral study (level 12). Level descriptors relating to the SCQF are described in relation to learning outcomes. They allow broad comparisons to be made between learning outcomes. This aims to support access to different education and training programmes over a person’s lifetime; to enable employers, learners and the public to understand the full range of qualifications and how they relate to each other and can contribute to improving skills of the workforce.

The SCQF is a descriptive and enabling framework rather than a regulatory one – it facilitates the awarding of credit and supports credit transfer and progression routes. 

By 2002, the main design principles of the SCQF were established and the Framework moved into its implementation phase. In December 2002, a National Plan for Implementation of the Framework was published. The Plan outlines objectives, targets and activities for the period 2003-6, including action on incorporating the qualifications of the main awarding bodies in Scotland in the framework, general arrangements for credit, information and development of routes for access, transfer and progression. It also included targets for widening the Framework to other forms of learning including experiential learning. 

Operation and Management of the SCQF

The SQCF is the product of a voluntary partnership of the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) and the Scottish higher education institutions, represented by Universities Scotland and the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education. Together with the Scottish Executive, these bodies comprise the four Development Partners who have led the development of the framework.  The Association of Scotland’s Colleges added to the Development Partners in 2006. Up to mid-2005, the SCQF had dedicated central bureaucracy; its development and management was taken forward by a Joint Secretariat comprising senior officials of the Development Partners and a very small number of full-time officers housed with (and employed by) one of the Development Partners. In mid-2005 a core team of three executives were in place.

In 2000, a Joint Advisory Committee (JAC) was established to advise on the development, management and implementation of the Framework (it also advises the Scottish Executive on lifelong learning). It is made up of a wide range of stakeholders. An Implementation Group, comprising the main partners in implementation, was set up in 2002 to take forward an implementation plan. The Plan was published in December 2002 and covers the period 2003-06.

The elements of the Implementation Plan involve consultation and agreement with the main partners on plans and timetables for implementation. These include developing principles and guidelines on determining the level and credit value of programmes of learning and qualifications; recording learning achievements in terms of SQCF; the extension of credit-rating beyond higher education institutions and the Scottish Qualifications Authority
 and work to support the transfer of credit across the interface of higher education and further education. 

Review Arrangements for the SQCF

The development and implementation of the framework is an incremental process. Review of progress is built into the Implementation Plan and the Plan itself is reviewed quarterly. There are no formal procedures for a full review of the framework. Two framework reviews have been carried out – one on impact of the framework and one on the implementation of targets set for the framework. The results of the impact study were published in 2005 whilst the second implementation study is not yet fully completed (August 2006). Aside from these studies, the implementation phase raised key issues about the management structures for the framework. This arose, for example, in the context of extending the coverage of the framework, for example, to professional qualifications other than those offered by the higher education institutions and the SQA. 

Evaluation of Impact of the SQCF

In 2004, the Scottish Executive and the development partners commissioned a research study of the initial impact of the SCQF. The study was carried out by a team lead by Jim Gallagher, Glasgow Caledonian University, David Raffe, University of Edinburgh and Richard Edwards, University of Stirling.  It was timed to inform the next stages of implementing the framework, beyond the period of 2003-06 covered in the implementation plan. This study aimed to:

· explore the knowledge and understanding of the framework among institutions and organisations providing learning opportunities, employers, professional bodies, information and advice agencies and relevant national organisations 

· investigate the initial impact of the framework on policies, practices and behaviour of the above organisations, including amongst others, the impact on the structure and organisation of the curriculum, institutional planning, the design of programmes and pathways, the presentation of information, and institutional collaboration  

· investigate factors which influence, facilitate or hinder institutions’ responses to the SQCF and the implementation strategies, and the practical issues that are raised, including amongst others,  internal factors (institutional mission and organisation, staff attitudes etc.) and external factors (student demand, stakeholder interests, etc.)

· outline further research required to investigate more fully the impact on learners

· Identify changes to policy and practice which relate to the Framework, its implementation and future development.

The research was conducted in 2004/2005 and published in October 2005.

Research Methodology and Process

The methodology used was largely qualitative. It involved the identification of key informant organisations and interviews and case studies with respect to the knowledge, impact, operation and future developments with respect to the SCQF in six institutions. The case studies were designed to explore the impact of the framework on institutional/subject level, including changes that may have been stimulated or influenced by the framework. 

A purposive sampling framework was used in the research. This involved specialists, practitioners and stakeholders from national organisations, further education and higher education institutions, employers and professional bodies. The fieldwork consisted of 69 interviews.
 The project involved five phases. In the first phase, a scoping study was carried out with individuals who had a knowledge and understanding of the work undertaken so far in the development of the framework, the issues it raises for organisations, institutions or sectors and issues associated with further implementation. The objective was to establish the informant’s perspectives on the framework, to help identify and clarify the central issues for further investigation and to assist in drawing up the sample of respondents for the next stage of the project. Nine interviews were completed in this phase. 

The remaining four phases of the project focused on identifying:

· the knowledge, understanding and expectations of the SQCF

· the impact of the framework on policies and practices

· the operation of the framework

· factors which have influenced organisational responses.

The second phase of the study involved institutional case studies. This focused on staff in further education colleges and higher education institutions. Three universities and three further education colleges were involved. Interviews were carried out with institutional leaders, guidance staff or those engaged in quality assurance, and programme or course-based staff. The outcomes from the first phase of the project suggested that social care/social work represented an area in which there was considerable framework-related development. Engineering represented an area with more limited development and use of the framework. These two areas were selected as case study examples. The overall objective of the case studies was to explore the impact of the framework at the institutional or subject level, including the consideration of particular changes or developments underway that may have been stimulated, influenced or shaped by the SQCF. 

The third phase of the project involved interviews with 12 organisations which represented the key stakeholder groups likely to be affected by the SQCF. This included schools-based education, further education, higher education, community-based learning, vocational education and training, information and advice agencies, employers and trade unions. Interviews with 4 informants regarding developments in the UK were also undertaken as part of this phase. 

The fourth phase of work involved interviews with employers and professional bodies, or sector skills agencies in the areas of engineering, social care, computing education, teaching and accountancy.

The fifth and final phase of the project involved interviews with key informants in order to consider issues arising from the evaluation process. Four interviews were carried out at this stage and covered issues including progress toward the implementation of the SQCF; main challenges facing the SQCF, and structures for the management and direction of the SQCF.

Report of the evaluation of the impact of the SQCF

The final report of the evaluation addresses the background to the SQCF, existing research on qualifications frameworks, and UK developments relating to the framework. The main body of the report contains findings concerning:

· the extent of knowledge and understanding of the framework

· expectations and perceptions

· impact and operation of the framework

· curriculum case studies

· future management and administration of SQCF

The report also contains conclusions.

Main findings

It was found that knowledge and understanding regarding the framework varied considerably within institutions and organisations included in the study. In general, it was good among those who were involved with the framework and its implementation. It was suggested by those interviewed that knowledge and understanding of the framework amongst learners, employers, the general public and within the schools sector was relatively limited. It emerged from the interviews that there was a need to establish more clearly the role and function of the framework. It appears that are differing views and expectations of the framework amongst stakeholders. 

In general, respondents had positive perceptions of the framework. A number of respondents expressed concern that publicity concerning the framework had encouraged unrealistic expectations regarding its potential to introduce change. A number expressed concern that expectations concerning credit transfer would not be met. There was a perception amongst many respondents that progress in framework implementation was slow. In many cases, it was recognised that the framework, particularly in the higher education sector, had an important role in introducing a common language of credit and levels and that it had acted as a catalyst to encourage the institutions to carry out quality enhancement activities. Many regarded the SQCF as an enabling tool which facilitated change and built on other changes, such as modularisation, the introduction of credit and developments in quality. In some cases, there was a difficulty in attributing change to the SQCF. The study found little evidence that the framework, for example, had contributed much beyond providing a language and tools to underpin arrangements that would have usually been introduced in the absence of SQCF in the area of articulation and credit transfer between further education and higher education. Some respondents also attributed importance to extending the framework to include qualifications beyond the mainstream and in particular to include community learning and vocational and work-based qualifications. 

The study found that there was strong pressure, particularly from employers and labour market interests for coordinated approach to framework development across the UK. 

A number of respondents noted that the current partnership arrangements for the control and management of the framework had been very successful in the development stage. It was particularly helpful in establishing consensus around the key principles on which the framework was built and in ensuring acceptance and participation in the framework across all sectors. However, the question was raised as to whether modifications were required for the implementation phase of the framework, in particular as concerns administrative capacity. 

Two possible models were identified by the researchers for the future development of the framework. The first concerns a more limited enabling or communications function for the framework. The framework would be an instrument of change rather that an agent of change. Here, the emphasis would be placed on maintaining and extending the framework, developing links with other frameworks in the UK and Europe. The second model would see the framework itself as an agent of change, in which it would proactively encourage openness and flexibility. The emphasis would not be solely on maintaining the framework, but on considering how it can contribute to a wider agenda of change. The researchers noted that it was important to clarify the functions of the framework in order to develop appropriate structures for the control, management, development and administration of the framework. It was recognised by many respondents that there was now a need to establish new structures for the framework which would better enable it to move forward to its next phase of development.

Issues for further research

The researchers identified a number of research questions that address both the implementation and the impact of the framework. As concerns implementation, they recommend that further work is needed to examine the issues associated with employers and work-related learning, social services, management structures for the SQCF, cross-national issues, and comparative issues including the examination of mutual lessons for the development and implementation of qualifications frameworks from comparisons with developments in the UK, Europe and elsewhere. In terms of impact, the researchers suggested further research is needed on the issues of guidance and counselling, information and awareness amongst learners and parents, institutional arrangements for credit transfer, participation and progression. 

The researchers also found that it was necessary to identify changes to policy and practice which relate to the framework, its implementation and future development. It noted, in particular, the importance of widening the framework to include qualifications beyond the mainstream. This could have considerable cost implications for credit rating, assessment and quality assurance. The researchers noted the need for a clear articulation of the role and function of the framework. This was deemed to be important in developing appropriate structures for the control, management, development and administration of the framework. It should also help clarify the expectations which people can realistically have regarding the framework and its impact. This should also help inform a future programme of work regarding the development and implementation of the framework. 

It was also suggested that there needs to be clarity concerning the contribution of the framework to the agenda of change associated with the Scottish Executive’s lifelong learning strategy. It was considered, for example, by a number of respondents that the framework had made only a limited contribution to developing cross-sectoral arrangements and enhanced opportunities for credit transfer. The researchers note that if this is to continue to be an objective associated with the establishment of the framework, there is a need to consider how it can be achieved more effectively. Finally, the researchers note the need to consider how all sections of the Scottish community can be helped to see the relevance of the framework to their interests, in so far as it is relevant, and that this would also contribute to more effective use and implementation of the framework. The pressures for a more coordinated approach across the UK to framework development, particularly with regard to vocational qualifications, was noted in the report and the need to ensure that developments within Scotland are in line with wider European developments.

Study of implementation of the targets for the SQCF

In 2006, the development partners commissioned a study of the implementation of the targets for the SCQF set out in the Implementation Plan 2003-2006. It was intended that the implementation study and the evaluation study would inform the next phase in the development and implementation of the framework.

The aims of the implementation study were to:

· identify the achievements of the SQCF against the targets which are set out on the National Plan for Implementation

· identify the reasons for non-achievement where a target has not been reached

· report on any additional or unintended outcomes where the SQCF has contributed to lifelong learning which is not in the Implementation Plan.

The research was carried out by Jim Gallacher, Co-director, Centre for Lifelong Learning, Glasgow Caledonian University. The research approach was one of interviews with key stakeholders and desk research. No statistical analysis was carried out. Initial findings from this research were presented to a Joint Advisory Committee Seminar in March 2006.
 This identified main achievements in establishing the framework, extending it, developing routes for progression and credit transfer and in UK and European developments. Limitations were also identified – in public knowledge and understanding, areas where progress was slow and in terms of stakeholder engagement and the partnership approach. The key challenges for the future were identified as being a) the establishment of an appropriate (management/governance) structure for the framework; b) effectively engaging the lifelong learning community to make sure the opportunities created by the framework are fully realised; c) agree a realistic set of objectives and implications for their achievement; d) address key issues associated with extending the framework and e) engage positively with developments at a UK level.

The finalisation of the research, publication of results and follow-up are under discussion at present (August 2006).

Observations on Impact and Implementation studies

Two distinct approaches to the question of framework review were undertaken. Both were designed to assess progress over a defined implementation period and to inform the next stage of framework development/implementation. The impact study was more comprehensive in scope whereas the implementation study focused particularly on a single benchmark of achievement of targets set out in the Implementation Plan. Even though neither study had a specific remit to explore the overall management/governance arrangements for the framework, they arose in the context of both studies. It’s not possible to comment in any detail on the implementation study as this has not yet been completed and overall results are not yet available.

The impact study raises some issues that might be taken into account in the design of impact studies of frameworks. One of the issues identified in the research was that of distinguishing between the impact of the framework and the impact of other policies or actions. For example, the impact of sub-frameworks – SCOTCATS (the framework for qualifications of Higher Education Institutions in Scotland) and National Qualifications was found to be greater in the areas of credit articulation and transfer between further education colleges and higher education institutions. The study finds that different views and expectations about the framework coloured perceptions about its impact. A further issue to emerge was the impact of the framework on other policies or actions such as the HN review. Also, specific sectoral studies such that on Community Based Adult Learning (CBAL) provided greater assessment of impact. The proposals for future research point to the importance of undertaking specific, and perhaps separate, studies concerning implementation and impact. Impact studies could address issues such as framework awareness, specific themes such as credit arrangements and in the longer-term, impact on progression and participation. (SQA record and school leavers surveys).

Since the impact study was completed, the issues of SQCF ownership and ‘maintenance’, the specific role of the SCQF in supporting lifelong learning and appropriate mechanisms to carry forward both strands of work are being discussed by the development partners. At the Joint Advisory Committee Seminar, March 2006, it was agreed that an initial programme of work on the use and application of the SCQF be developed and that this national plan would link with individual sector work plans (e.g. higher education, further education, social services, health etc.) and with Scottish Executive priorities and policies.

The National Qualifications Framework for England, Wales and Northern Ireland

Background

The national qualifications framework (NQF) for England, Wales and Northern Ireland was introduced in 2000. This framework concerns Entry level qualifications, schools qualifications, vocational and occupational qualifications (a separate framework exists for higher education qualifications). The levels were originally from Entry level to level 5, and were revised to 9 levels (Entry level to level 8) as part of the review of the NQF in 2002/2003, as referred to below. The NQF originally included categories of qualifications (general, vocationally related and occupational), which were removed under the 2002/2003 review. The framework aims to 

· promote access, motivation and achievement in education and training, strengthening international competitiveness 

· promote lifelong learning by helping people to understand clear progression routes 

· avoid duplication and overlap of qualifications while making sure all learning needs are covered 

· promote public and professional confidence in the integrity and relevance of national awards.

Review arrangements for the national qualifications framework 

The national framework of qualifications was formally reviewed in 2002-03 and the number of levels increased from 6 (Entry level to Level 5) to 9 (Entry level to level 8). The review was not the subject of a published report. Only the changes to the framework, which were identified in the review and agreed by the framework regulatory bodies were published. The review process was somewhat overtaken by separate but related strands of work that Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) carried out on the reform of vocational qualifications and on developing a unit-based national system of credit and qualifications. The latter strands of work culminated in a proposal, in 2004, to develop a Framework for Achievement, which would reform the existing national qualifications framework. This framework is currently being taken forward for trials and tests (2006 to 2008) as the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF).

The review of the national qualifications framework is described below.

Review of the national qualifications framework, 2002/03

It was agreed, at the outset of framework development, that the framework would be kept under regular review and updated as necessary. In 2002, the regulatory authorities indicated that they would undertake a review of the framework in the light of developments, particularly in higher education, and would consider potential linkages with Scottish, European and wider international examples.
 The Department for Education and Skills Green Paper ‘14-19: Extending Opportunities, Raising Standards’ invited the QCA to review the structure and criteria underpinning the framework. It recommended that it work closely with the other regulatory authorities
 in the review process.

The overall aim of the review was to ensure that the framework, the arrangements for accreditation and monitoring were fit for purpose, accessible and transparent. A number of developments prompted the review of the framework:

· developments in qualifications policy in Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland

· the introduction of the Framework of Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ)

· the emergence of sectoral frameworks of qualifications

· the costs and benefits of the regulation of qualifications

· broader European and international developments

A number of key reports and training/workforce development strategies also informed the review.
 

Scope and purpose of review

The key issues identified for review were to clarify the purpose of the framework, identify stakeholder/user needs, the national/international context and to address the relationship between the framework and other frameworks. Specific issues included those of the number of levels, level indicators/level descriptors, the value of the existing categories of awards and unit-based qualifications and credit. The outcomes of the review were to include recommendations for a revised national qualifications framework and a timetable for its introduction.

Review process

The review was based on a wide series of consultations organised by QCA across England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Representatives from awarding bodies, providers and representatives from universities, colleges, schools, employers, trade unions, funding bodies, Sector Skills Councils, training providers, careers services and others attended. These consultations took place between October and November 2002. Some 360 delegates attended in total.
 Desk research was also carried out to support the review. Consultants were commissioned to contribute to organizing consultations and data analysis. Following the initial series of consultations, preliminary findings and recommendations were prepared. These were considered by focus groups made of representatives of key stakeholder groups in order to identify issues and concerns. Some 200 delegates took part in the focus groups, which met in February and March 2003. 
Outcomes of the Review

The key outcomes of the review were reported in August 2003. The changes to the framework were agreed by the regulatory authorities and published in April 2004.
 It was agreed that would take effect as of September 2004.

The main change was that the number of levels in the NQF was increased from six to nine, from Entry level to level 8. This allows for clearer links with other frameworks in the UK and clearer articulation with the SCQF and Ireland’s national framework of qualifications. Higher level qualifications are introduced in levels 4-8 and these broadly indicate how national qualifications framework qualifications align with the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ). Entry level to level 3 remain the same.  The terms ‘foundation’, Intermediate’ and ‘Advanced’ are removed, leaving the terms Entry and levels 1-8 instead. The three categories of vocational, general and occupational are removed as they no longer accurately represent the range of qualifications on offer and being devised. 

Level indicators are also introduced.  These offer broad descriptions of generic learning outcomes at each level, and provide a general understanding of each level. Level descriptors are also introduced. Level descriptors are not intended to be prescriptive or comprehensive but are a guide for awarding bodies in writing learning outcomes and developing related assessment criteria. They also aim to facilitate placement of qualifications and comparisons between qualifications. The descriptors were developed as a working guide and are kept under review.  

The review also found support from key stakeholders for a unit-based approach to qualifications. It was recommended that the revised framework must be compatible with developments in unitization and credit and that there should be an interface with initiatives in pre-19 education, the vocational qualifications remit and higher education across England, Wales and Northern Ireland and Scotland to support flexibility and progression. The review concluded with support for the work on unitisation and credit (which commenced within QCA after the framework review process commenced). A communications strategy formed the final element of the outcomes of the review. 

Follow-up to Review

It was agreed that the changes to the framework would be introduced in a transition period from 1 September 2004-1 January 2006. In this period, all higher level qualifications would be accredited according to the nine-level framework and existing level 4 and level 5 qualifications (except National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) would be assigned a new level from level 4 through to level 8. A separate timetable for the re-leveling of existing level 4 and level 5 NVQs had to be agreed between the regulatory bodies and the relevant bodies. A series of steps were taken to communicate the main changes and to implement the main changes to the framework.

Australian Qualifications Framework

Background

The Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) is the framework for the recognition and endorsement of all national qualifications in post-compulsory education and training in Australia. The AQF was established in 1995 by the Ministers responsible for education, employment, training and youth affairs in the State, Territory and Australian Governments – known as the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) – to give effect to agreed standards in relation to the provision of education and training in Australia.

The AQF is a continuation of a well-established system of national tertiary awards, authorised by all Governments in the federation of Australia, dating back to the 1970s. It was developed in response to a decision by MCEETYA that the overall system of qualifications should support the major reforms in vocational and technical education (VTE) in the 1990s, which required a new suite of national qualifications based on industry competency standards. This decision reflected a key objective of Ministers to support continuous learning across the interfaces among all three sectors – schools, VTE and higher education – through cross-sectoral articulation of programmes, credit transfer and recognition of prior learning. So the AQF at the outset had two main objectives: to reform the training system and to ensure that all qualifications it comprises are brought into productive relationships, giving access to both employment and continuous learning.

The AQF classifies the (now) fifteen national qualifications according to the “accrediting” sector – the sector responsible for setting the standards and the underpinning quality assurance mechanisms – and according to pathways for progression of learning within and between sectors. Each qualification is described in a detailed AQF Guideline including descriptors of the main characteristics of learning outcomes/competencies, and descriptors of pathways into, through and from each qualification.
The AQF reflects two main features of Australian education and training; federalism and sectoral autonomy.  Hence it is flexible rather than prescriptive. It operates on the basis of consensus amongst the main players in the jurisdictions and sectors. It has no legislative basis in itself, although it is incorporated in various pieces of legislation at jurisdictional level.  In contrast to other frameworks or qualifications, it is policy-oriented rather than regulatory in kind.
The key objectives of the framework are to:

· bring together the qualifications issued by schools, VET and higher education sectors into a single comprehensive system of titles and standards
· support flexible education and training pathways between sectors and lifelong learning

· encourage parity of esteem between academic and vocational qualifications

· offer flexibility to suit the diversity of purposes of education and training and provide for the differences in the constitution of the sectors; encourage cross-sectoral partnerships
· underpin national policies, in particular on quality assurance and articulation and credit transfer (AQF Implementation Handbook, 2002,2)

Operational functions associated with the AQF, such as accreditation of qualifications, assessment and quality assurance arrangements, are the responsibility of the individual jurisdictions.  In the VET sector, responsibility is shared between individual jurisdictions and the Commonwealth Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST). The Australian Qualifications Framework Advisory Board (AQFAB), representative of the training and education sectors, the industry parties and the Commonwealth government,
 promotes, monitors and maintains the Australian Qualifications Framework. It is supported by a small secretariat.
The arrangements for development, oversight and management of the framework are set out in a government Charter. Two five-year Charters have the covered the period 1995-2005. 

Review Arrangements for the framework

Review of the AQF occurs within the broad terms of the requirements placed upon the AQF Advisory Board to ‘advise MCEETYA on the operations of the AQF, including compliance, and recommend any appropriate changes to the Framework and its operation’. The framework has not been the subject of comprehensive review. Review arrangements are implicitly provided for in the context of renewal of the Charter for the framework. The relative looseness of the AQF structure allows for ongoing strengthening, such as addition of qualifications to increase diversity of pathways, and development of supporting policy guidelines for cross-sector linkages and recognition of prior learning. There is a preference for the governing authorities to review aspects of the framework, policies and issues that arise from time to time, in the interests of maintaining simplicity, clarity and stability in the overall Framework itself. 
 

Review also takes the form of monitoring of international developments in qualifications, qualifications systems and frameworks, as models for improvement and to ensure the AQF remains a suitable and sufficient instrument to support recognition and portability of its own and other countries’ qualifications.  AQFAB participation in the OECD project on qualifications systems and lifelong learning and the OECD follow up activity on Non-formal and Informal Learning is integral to this self-review. AQFAB also maintains a watching brief on State/Territory initiatives in qualifications policy and structures which may be recommended to MCEETYA for adoption at the national level. 

Review of governance arrangements 

The overall goals and governance arrangements for the framework within which the AQFAB operates are set out in a government Charter and can be reviewed when the Charter is renewed. 

There have been minor reviews of governance arrangements concerning AQFAB membership, and the AQFAB budget (as AQFAB has no operational functions, with implementation of the AQF being the responsibility of the State/Territory governments, the supporting Secretariat and budget is correspondingly small). The existing Charter does not specify a fixed review arrangement for the framework i.e. such as a total review every five years, although it is always understood that MCEETYA could call for a review of the AQF and/or of the AQF Advisory Board, just as it may call for a review of any of its other national policy initiatives or advisory bodies from time to time. Agreement to the third Charter for 2005- 2010 has been held over for a time pending a major hand-over of policy-making and administrative process at the national level in the VET sector from the Australian National Training Authority to the Commonwealth Department of Education Science and Training.
 

A major review of the AQF Charter 2000-2005 is now in train (mid-2006). Consultations on object, role and functions, membership, reporting relationships to Ministers, secretariat arrangements and budget have involved consideration of a number of governance models ranging from a company model to a Ministerial committee. There is broad support for governance which enables ‘corporate’ decision-making processes to progress explicit MCEETYA directives, close and strategic stakeholder engagement, and international standing.  Recommendations on the new body will be submitted for Ministers’ endorsement and the new arrangements are expected to be in place in the first half of 2007. 

This is not expected to change the AQF in its essential elements, but may have an impact on its future strategic development.
New Zealand National Qualifications Framework

Background 

The proposed introduction in the late 1980s of an outcomes-based framework, with unit standards as the common building block, marked a radical departure in qualifications and education in New Zealand.
 The Education Act, 1989, sets out the legislative basis for the framework and the key role that the New Zealand Qualifications Authority has in its development and implementation. The framework, a regulatory framework of initially eight levels, was officially launched in 1991. Underlying the framework was the objective of transforming education and training (in particular, vocational education and schools).

The initial focus of framework development work was on developing unit standards with respect to trade and technical qualifications, followed by a focus on the schools sector and areas that spanned more than one industry sector. In the 1990s, the implementation phase of the framework was highly contested – there were tensions about the relationship between curriculum development and unit standards, assessment and debate about the merits of unit standards for all education and forms of learning.  From the outset, there was opposition from universities to the inclusion of university qualifications in the framework. In 1996, the New Zealand Vice Chancellors’ Committee withdrew the university sector from the framework, before it was fully developed, over the question of unit standards. As a result, university qualifications remained outside the framework. 

In 2001, the framework was extended to ten levels as part of the development of the New Zealand Register of Quality Assured Qualifications (the Register). Also in 2001, the framework was developed to include the registration of ‘achievement standards’ for school subjects. Although it was envisaged that the framework would encompass all qualifications available in New Zealand, it does not include ‘local qualifications’ i.e. qualifications which are not unit-based. These are offered by universities, polytechnics, colleges of education, and private training establishments. 

The framework is a subset of the Register.
 The Register, which is to be fully implemented by 1 August 2006, includes all qualifications that are based on national standards, quality assured qualifications that are not based on NQF standards and ‘local qualifications’. It aims to show relationships between all qualifications, according to a common set of characteristics

Review arrangements for the Framework

The Education Act does not provide for any formal review of the framework and no such review has been carried out to-date. In 2004, the NZQA began a consideration of a review of the framework which has since been deferred pending implementation of reforms of the tertiary sector.  

The question of framework review has however arisen in the context of debates, changing government priorities and policy reviews on specific issues concerning the framework and its development, and on education and training in general, particularly tertiary education. In addition, the overall operation and implementation of the framework has been also assessed from the perspective of the Authority’s role in the context of a confidential review of the Authority itself (1996). The following section describes the main reviews as they concern the framework.

A confidential internal review, Strategic risks and Opportunities, carried out in 1996 by NZQA staff with the support the NZQA Board, reviewed the role of the Authority , its mission and its activities with a view to informing the then incoming chief executive of strategic risks and opportunities facing it.  It is understood that issues concerning framework implementation were also examined. The results and follow-up to this review were not published. Also in 1996, the NZQA itself signalled a major shift of direction in ‘Realising the goals of the framework’ when it announced that the framework would include whole qualifications.

In 1997, a government green paper, entitled ‘A future qualifications policy for New Zealand: a plan for the national qualifications framework’ 
 addressed some of the key concerns that arose in the implementation of the framework. These included: the policy of implementing a system based exclusively on unit standards across all subjects and providers; the assessment system and the unit standards approach to stating learning outcomes. The Green Paper reviewed progress in implementation by considering the framework in relation to its objectives and debates and responses of main education providers, industry and Maori.
 It also proposed three main objectives for the future development of the framework (quality, information and inclusiveness). The Green Paper contains detailed proposals about quality, registration, outcomes, level, credit, recognising excellence and merit and the role of the NZQA (and its approval agencies). The Green Paper invited public submissions which would feed into a government policy decision to be agreed by December 1997. One of those submissions, the Smithers report, commissioned by the Education Forum
 reviews the genesis of the Framework, its objectives and implementation. It does this through an analysis of statistics on progress in a) creating framework structures (including  records of learning, registered unit standards, qualifications, accredited providers and registered training organisations); 2) learner participation; 3) credits and qualifications; 4) qualifications outside the Framework but approved by the NZQA; and 5) funding. The report also examines the findings of reports, research and comments from key stakeholders groups (schools, universities, polytechnics and industry), analysis of a related reform effort in the UK and a critique of the key assumptions underlying the framework and of its governance. Amongst its recommendations was one that there should be a new structure for qualifications with a reduced role for the NZQA.

Debate on the green paper, and a related green paper on tertiary education (September 1997) which also emphasised quality, culminated in a government white paper, 1999, ‘The National Qualifications Framework of the Future’ which signalled a new more expanded framework and a significant change in the role of the NZQA (to be replaced by a Quality Assurance and Audit Agency of New Zealand). It called for the framework to embrace a wider range of qualifications (particularly degrees, certificates and diplomas) in the context of lifelong learning, and a greater focus on quality and flexibility in qualifications. While a new government rejected key elements of the White Paper concerning a new role for the NZQA, the reforms that did emerge led to the Register
 of Quality Assured Qualifications which will include university qualifications, and agreement to a more extensive framework to include the recognition of whole qualifications, and the introduction of National Certificates of Educational Achievement (NCEA).

The Education Sector Review, 2005, which did not address the framework directly, notes that the framework is the core business of the Authority. It found that while the framework is effectively sustained, the NZQA itself has struggled to become securely established.




Establish the criteria against which to measure progress of the NQF


(2003)





Describe the context against which the NQF is measured;


Gather and compare data (based on the Impact Indicators);


Develop recommendations; and Produce report.





Describe the context against which the impact of the NQF is measured;


Gather and compare data (based on Impact Indicators);


Develop recommendations; and Produce report








Second measurement of the impact of the NQF


(2009?)





First measurement of the impact of the NQF


(2007)





Establish a baseline against which to measure progress


(2004)





Describe the context against which the impact of the NQF is measured;


Gather date (based on the Impact Indicators);


Develop recommendations; and


Produce report. 





Develop Impact Indicators;


Describe the context against which the impact of the NQF is measured;


Pilot draft Impact Indicators; and Produce report. 


























� The paper is based on published papers and initial contacts with executives responsible for national qualifications frameworks. It was revised following comments from these executives which were gratefully received.


� Here, a comprehensive framework review has been considered since 2004 but has been postponed as a result of related reviews in the education sector.


� In the case of the Australian Qualifications Framework, a number of particular areas of work have been reviewed since it was established. This reflects an approach where review is effectively built-in to framework development/ implementation rather than being a separate undertaking


� The role of SAQA is to:


Oversee the development of the framework


Formulate and publish policies and criteria for the registration of national standards bodies and standards-generating bodies and the accreditation of education and training quality assurance bodies.


To oversee the implementation of the framework.


To advise the minister on matters affecting the registration of standards and qualifications.


To be responsible for the control of the finances of the authority.


� Published in April 2002 and available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.saqa.org.za" ��www.saqa.org.za� under reports.


� R. Blom and J. Keevy (2005), ‘The impact of the implementation of the National Qualifications Framework on education and training in South Africa’, prepared for Kenton at Mpekweni, 27-30 October, 2005, hosted by Rhodes University and University of Fort Hare, p.2. The framework was also reviewed by the EU - European Union mid-term review (2002) 





� The 7 principles are:


The NQF is a major vehicle, but not the only one for the transformation of education and training.


The Departments of Education and Labour should assert their leadership of the NQF.


An overall national plan for implementation is needed that will match resources with NQF objectives.


The policy on integration of education and training should be reaffirmed and elaborated.


Simplicity, clarity, flexibility and trust should be hallmarks of successful NQF implementation.


The stakeholder principle should be strongly upheld but appropriately applied.


Standards setting and quality assurance should come under the same roof.


� Department of Education, Pretoria


� The study team report (2002) recommended that a permanent NQF strategic partnership consisting of the Department of Education, the Department of Labour and SAQA be formed and enacted in law. The inter-departmental task team (2003) recommended a permanent inter-departmental NQF strategic partnership, which would interact with a national human resource development forum. It also recommended the establishment of new standards generation and quality assurance bodies. It also recommended a 10-level NQF. The draft higher education qualifications framework (2003) recommended a permanent inter-departmental NQF committee. 


� J. Keevy (2006) ‘The national qualifications framework impact study: propaganda and legitimisation or a necessary longitutional survey?, FOTIM and CHELSA Conference, Quality Assurance in Higher Education: Mission (Im)Possible?, 20-22 June 2006, CSIR Convention centre, Pretoria


� A brief overview of the research design is provided in R. Tuck, J. Hart and J. Keevy (2004), ‘The relevance of the national qualifications impact study to qualification framework development in the Southern African development community’, SAQA Bulletin, vol 6 no 2.


� Granville (2004) ‘Impact of the national qualifications framework after ten years of democracy’, SAQA Bulletin, Vol6 No.1, notes that indicators are widely used in the international context of evaluation and management, p.12-13 They can be used for a variety of purposes, including monitoring, evaluation, inference and affecting behaviour. Each of these uses can be seen in some ways as being contentious. He notes that indicators must be credible and acceptable as being valid, both individually and as a set to stakeholders.


�� HYPERLINK "http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?main=docs/reports/impactreport/index.html&menu=docsrep" �National Qualifications Framework Impact Study Report 2003� (at � HYPERLINK "http://www.saqa.org.za" ��www.saqa.org.za� under documents, reports)


� These developments, Granville (2004) argues, are likely to have implications for on-going understanding of the role and meaning of the NQF as a social construct. What the original planners perceived may not be what the fully mature model of the NQF will be. The first cycles report notes that the study should not be drawn into debates about the architecture of the framework but should only report on its impact.


� This choice gave priority to repeatability over representation on a proportional basis. It does not allow for any generalisations about sub-groupings within the population to be made. 


� SAQA analysed the data from the stakeholder interviews and focus groups, while both SAQA and the external provider analysed data from the national learner records database. The external provider also conducted and analysed responses from the national survey. The analyses of the 3 data sources were then merged.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?main=docs/reports/impactreport/cycle2/index.html&menu=docsrep" ��http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?main=docs/reports/impactreport/cycle2/index.html&menu=docsrep�


� The significant contribution of the two international experts was acknowledged and future involvement by external experts was deemed to be of great value.


� J. Jansen (2005), ‘Do good ideas matter?’ SAQA Bulletin volume 6 number 2; 


� E. French (2005) ‘Those unheard…. a review of the presentations on the occasion of the SAQA chairman’s lecture, September 2004’, SAQA Bulletin, vol. 6 no. 2.


� The Cycle 2 impact study found that the framework has impacted on equality through the adoption of an integrated approach, the increased portability of qualifications and the facilitation of access, mobility and progression. It has impacted on democracy through encouraging active stakeholder participation and the understanding of the framework as a social construct, and on quality through promoting equity and democracy and a focus on the quality of teaching and learning and quality assurance.





� The SCQF is the latest step in an incremental process to develop a unified qualifications system for Scotland. It started by bringing together two existing sub-frameworks, the National Qualifications (NQs) awarded by the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA), and the Scottish Credit Accumulation and Transfer System (SCOTCAT) for higher education which links HN (Higher National) qualifications with university awards. A third sub-framework, Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs), is still being placed in the framework. These sub-frameworks are themselves the product of earlier qualifications reforms, including the Action Plan which modularised vocational education in the 1980s, the unitisation of HN awards from 1989, the subsequent launch of SCOTCAT in 1991 and the Higher Still reforms which introduced new National Qualifications in 1999 (from Evaluation of Impact study report, p.13 below). 


� This refers to the process of ascribing SQCF level and credit to a qualification. A consultation process on extending the authority to credit-rate was initiated in October 2004 and a pilot phase on extending credit-rating is underway in late 2005.


� Available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.scqf.org.uk/news.asp" ��http://www.scqf.org.uk/news.asp� 


� http://www.scqf.org.uk/downloads.asp#D4


� Of these, 20 were held with key informants and representatives of national organisations, 5 were UK informants, 34 with staff from further and higher education institutions, 5 with employers and 4 with professional bodies.


� Report Joint Advisory Committee Seminar, 31 March 2006, Glasgow (available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.sqcf.org.uk" ��www.sqcf.org.uk�).


� The regulatory authorities annual report to Ministers on the rationalisation of qualifications, 2002, p.21





� The responsibility for maintaining the National Qualifications Framework lies jointly with three regulators: the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) for England, the Department for Education, Lifelong learning and Skills (DELLS) for Wales, and the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA) for Northern Ireland. On 1st April 2006, ACCAC, the regulatory authority for external qualifications in Wales, merged with the new Department for Education, Lifelong learning and Skills (DELLS).  These bodies regulate external qualifications and accredit qualifications submitted by awarding bodies for admission to the framework according to agreed criteria. They also operate codes for of practice, for GCSE, GCE, VCE, GNVQ and AEA s, for NVQs and for National curriculum assessments in order to ensure high standards, quality and consistency in assessment and awarding practices. The accreditation criteria and codes of practice are regularly reviewed and updated to take account of developments in qualifications and experience of use.


� Cabinet Office, Policy Innovation Unit ‘Adult Skills in the 21st Century’; 14-19 curriculum review and development; Learning Skills Council Workforce Development Strategy; White Paper on the Future of Higher Education; Skills and Employment Action Plan for Wales, the Learning Country; the remit given (December 2002) to the QCA, Learning Skills Council and Sector Skills Development Agency on the reform of vocational qualifications; developments in credit (including on-going work led by QCA), and the associated review of codes and criteria and accreditation criteria concerning qualifications by the regulatory authorities.


� Representatives of the Authority took part on these consultative meetings and in the meeting of external reference focus group to consider the main findings and next steps in the review process including consideration of arrangements for a transition phase and the communication of the main changes to the framework.


� The statutory regulation of external qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (2004). This document sets out clear principles for regulation, the revised National Qualifications


Framework (NQF) and the criteria for accreditation (QCA, ACCAC and CCEA).


� See in particular the NDAQ website for up to date information at � HYPERLINK "http://www.accreditedqualifications.org.uk" ��www.accreditedqualifications.org.uk� (which replaces openQuals database previously at � HYPERLINK "http://www.qca.org.uk/openquals" ��www.qca.org.uk/openquals�) 





� OECD (2003) The role of qualifications systems in promoting lifelong learning: Background Report for Australia, p.13, at � HYPERLINK "http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/13/45/34327618.pdf" ��http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/13/45/34327618.pdf� 


� At � HYPERLINK "http://www.aqf.edu.au/" ��http://www.aqf.edu.au/� 


� Membership of the Board reflects the sectoral structure of the AQF, comprising representation from the three main sectors – the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee (AVCC); ANTA and two schools bodies, the Australasian Curriculum Assessment and Certification Authorities (ACACA) and the body comprising the schools CEOs in individual jurisdictions.  In addition the adult and community education (ACE) sector is part of the membership, together with industry parties and the Commonwealth government.


� This note is based on a briefing note received from the AQF Secretariat in June 2005


� The following reviews were carried out:


Review of the AQF Guidelines (in particular, outcomes and pathways descriptors) for the higher education qualifications (2000-1);


Review of 1995 AQF Guidelines on Articulation and Credit Transfer (2001-2), leading to a more comprehensive and detailed set of national guidelines;


Review of proposal to include an Associate Degree in the AQF (1998, 2003-4), leading to the addition of an Associate Degree as a higher education qualification in the AQF;


Review of the AQF Guideline for the Senior Secondary Certificate of Education (2003-4);


Review of the sectoral status of the Graduate Certificate and Graduate Diploma (1998-2005), leading to the addition of two new post-graduate vocational qualifications in the AQF;


Review of 1997 AQF benchmark study of Recognition of Prior Learning policy and practice across States/Territories and the three sectors (2003-4);


Review of the AQF Guidelines for Certificates I-IV, Diploma and Advanced Diploma (2005 - ).





� In October 2004, the government announced that the responsibilities and functions of the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) would be transferred to the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) as of July 2005. The establishment of a new Ministerial Council on Vocational Education was also announced. Proposed new directions for the national training system, including amended legislation, for vocational education and training were set out in a consultation document in February 2005 (Skilling Australia, new directions for vocational education and training, February 2005 (Department of Education, Science and Training). Following consultations, it was agreed to establish a new National Quality Council with a focus on consistency of registration and audit practices across the states and territories, the development of an outcomes-based audit model and a model for offshore audits.


� See the New Zealand National Qualifications Framework, revised paper, national qualifications framework review team, June 2005 at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nzqa.govt.nz" ��www.nzqa.govt.nz�


� The Register will be the central and authoritative source of information on qualifications, the basis for the development of improved systems of Recognition of Prior Learning and credit transfer (see website,  � HYPERLINK "http://www.kiwiquals.govt.nz/index.do" ��http://www.kiwiquals.govt.nz/index.do� )


� NZQA/Education and Training Support Agency (1996), Realising the goals of the national qualifications framework, Wellington, New Zealand (cited in The New Zealand Qualifications Framework, Prepared by Alan Smithers,(Centre for Education and Employment Research, Brunel University), for the Education Forum, November 1997,PO Box 38218, Howick, Auckland, New Zealand). The Education Forum is funded by the New Zealand Business Roundtable. Smithers argues that this move coupled proposals on school examinations and the grading of units would undo the unifying structure of the framework p.38-38) 


� The methodology used in the Green Paper is not specified.


� The secondary teachers union, the New Zealand Post Primary Teachers’ Association also commissioned a review of the framework, Te Tire Hou.


� See footnote 42�(Centre for Education and Employment Research, Brunel University), for the Education Forum, November 1997,PO Box 38218, Howick, Auckland, New Zealand





� D. Philips (2003),’Lessons from New Zealand’s National Qualifications Framework’ in Journal of Education and Work, Vol.6 No. 3, p.296. He also addresses the development and implementation of the NCEA, and reviews of it. A major review of variability in scholarship/NCEA examinations results and the role of the NZQA was undertaken in 2005. The Education Sector Review (2005) found that there have been difficulties in both communicating the NCEA and in achieving broad stakeholder and public acceptance of it. The NZQA has responsibility for developing and implementing the NCEA.


� In February 2005, the New Zealand government initiated a review of the Ministry of Education, the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) and the NZQA. It was published in June 2006. � HYPERLINK "http://www.ssc.govt.nz/display/document.asp?NavID=82&DocID=4629" ��http://www.ssc.govt.nz/display/document.asp?NavID=82&DocID=4629�, p.40.
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