Consultation on the European Commission Proposal for a European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning, September / October 2005.

Response to the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland 

Please use this form for responses to the proposal for a European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning, published in July 2005. A consultation on the proposal is being undertaken in Ireland by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland at the request of the Department of Education and Science and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment. 

The proposal is outlined in document SEC(2005) 957 of the Commission of the European Communities, published in July 2005.  An explanatory note has been prepared to assist Irish stakeholders in considering the proposal. The documents may be obtained from www.nqai.ie or in paper copy from the Authority (EQF Consultation Responses). 
· The deadline for responses is Friday 28 October 2005. 

· Do not feel constrained by the space provided for each answer; use as much space as you need. 

· We prefer you to return your response as a Microsoft Word document attached to an email to eqf@nqai.ie 

· Paper responses should be sent to: 

National Qualification Authority of Ireland 
EQF Consultation Responses 
Jervis House 
Jervis Street 
Dublin 2  

Tel: (01) 8871500 
Fax: (01) 8871595 
Email: eqf@nqai.ie
Consultation on the European Commission Proposal for a European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning, September / October 2005.

Response to the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland 

Name:



Margaret Kelly
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Principal Officer, Qualifications Curriculum and Assessment Policy Unit 
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D/Education and Science, 
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Marlboro St






Dublin 1

Telephone:



00 353 1 889 6579

Fax:




00 353 1  8095048

Email:



MargaretW_Kelly@education.gov.ie

Date:
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Is this response a personal view or is it made on behalf of your organisation?
Organisational (please delete as appropriate)

All submissions will be made public on the website of the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland and attributed to the author and/or their organisation. Contact details will not be published but will be retained on the Authority's database for future communication unless you request otherwise.

Questions for the consultation process

The following questions are set out in the proposal document of the Commission. They are suggested as a means of facilitating the responses of a wide variety of stakeholders in many countries. Answers to some of the questions may be perceived as self-evident in some countries: for example, in Ireland, many respondents may consider the questions in section 4 to be already addressed by the developments in relation to the National Framework of Qualifications. Respondents may use the questions as guidelines or may choose to structure their responses in other ways. Responses should not be constrained by the space provided following each question. 

1.
Rationale for a European Qualifications Framework (EQF)
· Are the most important objectives and functions to be fulfilled by an EQF those set out in the consultation document?

The OECD study on the impact of national systems frameworks on lifelong learning has identified the critical characteristics as scope, control, accreditation processes, a framework, descriptors, access, progression, stability of the qualifications system, awarding processes, including assessment processes for formal and non formal learning, recognition of prior learning, a credit system, and international reference points. The EQF as proposed has the potential to include all these components. With regard to the control element, control is exercised via the voluntary participation of national authorities, underpinned by externally evaluated quality assurance systems, but without an international structure for control. Peer review, external evaluation and participation of international experts in the placement processes will provide a level of international oversight and consistency in the overall meta framework.
· What is needed to make the EQF work in practical terms (for individual citizens, education and training systems, the labour market)?

Clarity on the inter-relationship and placement of awards within a national system is an essential first step to participating in the EQF. Consistency in the interpretation and application of generic learning outcomes underpinning the placement of awards nationally and in the EQF will be essential. For learners, the real benefits will be in terms of access, transfer and progression, the opportunities for recognition of non formal learning and the validation of prior learning, and the fact that the frameworks as developed allow for flexible provision and ultimately international mobility. The emerging developments can also play a key role in enhancing quality, and the transparency of quality assurance systems. However, for the real benefits to be tangible takes time and resources, and requires changes in practice by providers as they move towards more flexible and relevant delivery models for lifelong learners.  Having a framework of qualifications which is designed to be flexible is not sufficient of itself-- providers, resourcing systems and funding models, and information and guidance systems must change as well to make lifelong learning a reality. Frameworks of qualifications have been seen to be effective in promoting these changes 

2.
The reference levels and descriptors

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

The core function of the EQF is to signal through a meta framework how qualifications internationally are related at a broadly comparable level of learning, and to ensure that all awards are underpinned by a common approach/common principles to quality assurance which will help promote trust and transparency. The 8 level structure is generally adequate to this task, once it is accepted that a range of qualifications may fall within a single level.  While there may be more levels within national system, they can relate to the EQF meta framework on a pragmatic best fit basis. 

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

The levels descriptors are broadly consistent with the approach taken in the national framework of qualifications for Ireland. There will be a need to ensure consistency internationally in how they are interpreted in terms of the placement of awards. The requirement that placement would be undertaken by national authorities with the participation of international experts is a welcome one.

Learner progression depends on both the general level of learning already undertaken, and the compatibility of the content of that learning vis a vis the next steps proposed.

While the 8 level structure provides for progression opportunities, decisions on admission criteria entry will remain in large part the prerogative of providing institutions. The national frameworks and EQF, together with the focus on learning outcomes, will add transparency to the decision making process.  

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

We believe that Table 2 is most useful as a supplementary general explanation of where different awards might be placed within the overall EQF. However, the core exercise of placement would need to be done by comparing awards with the generic learning outcomes set out in Table 1. We can see no particular merit in encouraging Member States to re-write Table 2 or in using it explicitly in the placement exercise. 

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

In Ireland, placement of existing awards in the National Framework of Qualifications was undertaken by the relevant awards bodies taking a representative sample of awards at each level, examining the learning outcomes vis a vis those in the Framework, evidencing the conclusions reached in terms of curricula, examinations and supporting documentation, and making recommendations to the Awards Councils and the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland on placement. 

A similar process could be undertaken by the national authorities in regard to placement in the EQF, with, as suggested, the involvement of international experts in examining the evidence for placement.

In terms of sectoral qualifications, we believe that their awards should be placed in the first instance through the structures of the national authorities in the national frameworks. This is vital to the success of the EQF in terms of promoting acceptance and mutual trust. The overall requirements for the EQF are that awards should be subject to quality assurance by external bodies or agencies, and that those agencies should themselves be subject to regular review.  Given that no international structure for decision making and external review of QA systems forms part of the EQF proposal, there will be a fundamental problem with placement of sectoral qualifications if they bypass national systems. 

A compromise for international sectoral qualifications could be for the awards to be subject to QA and a placement analysis in a small sample of countries (3 ?) and for this, following consultation, to form the basis for placement of the award in the EQF internationally.   

Many voluntary professional bodies with no legal power to make awards, and vender-led qualifications providers, operate in the field of VET, without reference to national structures for the recognition of qualifications. While the recognition of learning gained in a variety of sites must be respected and encouraged, it is important that all awards in the framework are subject to the same requirements in terms of commitment to access, transfer and progression, mutual respect, quality assurance, external evaluation and credit accumulation.  In addition, national systems tend to be underpinned by appropriate legislative structures which may be absent in sectoral qualifications. 

3.
National Qualifications Frameworks

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

Ireland has a national framework of qualifications which is in keeping with the principles and processes set out for the EQF.  Systems are evolving continuously as implementation progresses. 

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

See above. The developments in Ireland were preceded by a substantial period of analysis, research and widespread consultation with stakeholders. This was essential to ensuring commitment to implement a single framework covering all awards in the State across the education and training sectors.  It was essential for a consensus to evolve on the best way of progressing the development of the framework, and to allow time for providers and existing systems to adapt to the new regime. The legislation allowed for a 5 year transition phase to the new system, but this built on a substantial body of earlier research and consultation.

While the EQF is voluntary and falls within the Open Co-ordination Method, the timescale for consultation provided for in the Commission Paper is inadequate. There is a strong danger that pushing developments too far too fast will damage the achievement of the overall objectives, particularly for countries who do not have at present an established agreement on the relativity of awards within a levels structure.  It will be important not to oversell the uses to which the EQF can be put, and the timescale needed to effect a real difference for learners should not be under estimated. In Ireland rapid progress has been made since the announcement of the Framework in October 2003. However a considerable body of work remains to be done, especially in regard to the recognition of  minor and supplemental awards and a systemised framework for recognition of prior learning. 

4.
Sectoral qualifications

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

There should be more engagement between sectoral systems and the national frameworks. If national authorities adhere to the principles and approaches set out in the Paper, the EQF is will ensure more transparency, flexibility and responsiveness in the recognition of sectoral awards, where they comply with the specified criteria. The EQF will play a vital role in providing for a unified framework of awards in schools, VET and higher education, as well as in community and workplace settings.. 

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

The EQF provides a systemic framework for 

· Defining at a generic level the knowledge skills and competences which underpin awards at each level within the framework

· Ensuring that common approaches and principles to quality assurance underpin the awards process

· Providing for accumulation of credits and the validation of formal and non formal learning. 

· Providing clarity of the relationship between different levels of award, nationally and internationally. 

These developments must be supported by continuing collaboration in national, regional and local systems as appropriate, in the identification of industry needs and the development of appropriate education and training and workplace responses.  The key contribution of the EQF is that this would happen within a broadly agreed international framework which will support best practice, transparency and mobility.

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

See above

· How can the link between sectoral developments and national qualifications be improved?

See above

5.
Mutual trust

· How can the EQF contribute to the development of mutual trust (e.g. based on common principles for quality assurance) between stakeholders involved in lifelong learning, at European, national, sectoral and local levels?
Mutual trust is best secured through information, knowledge and understanding. The EQF will make explicit and transparent the QA processes underpinning awards, as well as the relative positioning of awards in different Member States. In addition the focus on learning outcomes, supported by the information in Certificate and Diploma Supplements under Europass will provide an improved information base for comparing qualifications. 

The participation of international experts in the placement of awards in the EQF will be another important dimension, allied with the range of networks and quality fora which are featured in the Bologna and Copenhagen processes

· How can the EQF become a reference to improve the quality of all levels of lifelong learning?
The emphasis on provider self-assessment, allied with external monitoring, plus review of the external monitoring agencies provides for a rigorous approach to the development of a quality culture of continuous improvement, in a manner which will be consistent internationally. 

6.
Other comment

Sectoral qualifications.  
 It is important that sectoral qualifications are placed in the EQF via the mechanism of national systems, and that they are subject to the same requirements and commitments as other awards in the framework.

Key competences 


Ensuring that all pupils leave initial education with a core set of key competences (communication in mother tongue +other language, maths, science and technology, digital competence, learning to learn, interpersonal and civic competences, entrepreneurship and cultural expression) is clearly important in today’s knowledge society. However, the requirement that these should be “maintained throughout lifelong learning”  should not be a criterion for awards. The role of providers and the EQF is to support opportunities for learning and progression, and to ensure that options are available through which the competencies identified can be developed/enhanced at each level of the framework should participants wish to do so. We cannot dictate to adults what they should learn or be unduly restrictive in how their choices are respected in national award systems. Education and training programmes must be flexible and relevant to the needs and interests of learners if they are to be motivated to engage in lifelong learning, and choice is an important part of securing adult engagement.

School Awards

We welcome the inclusion of school awards in the EQF. However, this is an area which is outside the scope of the Copenhagen and Bologna processes, and there is little evidence generally that school awards have created fundamental barriers to mobility. There is generally a common understanding internationally of what is comprehended by primary, lower secondary and upper secondary education and we see no need for the development of new quality assurance approaches to underpin the inclusion of school awards in levels 1, 2 and 3 of the EQF.   Given the long standing nature of national systems at primary and second level, the fact that this is not an area which is within the competence of the European Commission, that the school system has not been featured in discussions and consultations to date, and that there is no particular evidence of mobility barriers in this area, we believe that 

· School awards should be placed in the EQF system by the national authorities, following a comparison with the learning outcomes set out for the framework

· The QA processes requiring self assessment, external validation and external review of the external QA agencies should NOT apply to school based awards on culmination of primary, lower secondary or upper secondary education. However, the QA requirements process SHOULD APPLY to VET which is not explicitly part of the national school system, and to second chance and adult education awards at this level in the EQF. 

In Ireland, 

· pupils follow a national curriculum devised by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment with the approval of the Minister. New developments are preceded by widespread consultation and international research

· there is no external assessment of students at the end of primary education

· student performance is monitored through national examinations operated by the State Examinations Commission at the end of lower second level education and upper second level education. These operate in a very transparent manner – examination papers and aggregate results are published and are subject to extensive media scrutiny and analysis, marking schemes are published, students may apply to view their scripts to see how they were marked and to determine whether to appeal, and there is an appeals process.

· a culture of school self-appraisal and review is encouraged through a national programme of School Development Planning at both primary and second level

· quality assurance is monitored by the Inspectorate of the Department of Education through Whole School Evaluation, subject evaluations and thematic studies 

· performance is internationally benchmarked through participation in international studies such as PISA, TIMMS etc, and through ongoing participation in key international networks designed to share best practice.

New QA models and other forms of external review are not considered necessary as far as the school system is concerned, and would have the result of drawing resources away from the key task of implementing the Bologna and Copenhagen processes, where the mobility barriers are more in evidence, as well as from increasing investment in adult learning. . 

Scope for Review. It would be important to provide for a review of the operation of the EQF after a period of 5 years.

Certificate and Diploma Supplements.- It would be useful to provide for both the EQF level of award and the National Framework level of award on these documents, and possibly on certificates as well, as part of the implementation strategy to increase public awareness of developments.
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