EUROPEAN QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORK

IBEC SUBMISSON
IBEC generally recognises that the EQF can be a useful European voluntary tool. The consultation document provides a constructive basis for its development, but certain elements of the framework need to be further worked upon and clarified.
IBEC welcomes the fact that the EQF encompasses both higher education and vocational education and training (VET) in a lifelong learning perspective. It is also crucial for employers that the proposed reference levels are expressed in terms of knowledge, skills and competences, thereby allowing the various reference levels to be reached by individuals via different learning pathways ( formal, non-formal and informal). This can increase transparency of competences acquired by individuals, ease national and cross-border staff mobility and hence contribute to a better matching of supply and demand on European labour markets.

RATIONALE OF NFQ
Companies need more and more highly qualified workers. Because of demographic changes and an ageing working population, fewer newly qualified people are entering the labour market. It is therefore necessary both to ensure high-level education for young people which matches labour market needs and to give the opportunity to people already in the workforce to update their skills and develop lifelong learning pathways towards a higher level of qualification. The EQF should be tailored to contribute to a better matching of supply and demand on European labour markets.

IBEC broadly welcomes the EQF initiative, which aims to foster transferability of qualifications, to enhance their transparency and to ease the validation of competences across Europe. An EQF should promote transparency and readability of qualifications delivered by the different countries and contribute to increased mobility of workers and students within and across borders. Easing the mobility of workers contributes to addressing labour market supply and needs of companies.

It is doubtful that the EQF, as it is designed in the consultation paper, can be a practical tool to help recruitment managers in companies wishing to hire foreign staff. The European curriculum vitae is more likely to be useful in that context. However, the fact that the EQF requires qualifications to be described in terms of knowledge, skills and competences is useful in encouraging the implementation of lifelong learning strategies in member countries. IBEC therefore supports the development of a voluntary and outcome-oriented system.
REFERENCE LEVELS AND DESCRIPTORS

The fact that the proposed reference levels are common to Higher Education and VET is to be welcomed. It is crucial that the various reference levels can be reached via different learning pathways ( formal, non-formal and informal). This should increase transparency of qualifications, provided that the descriptors of common reference levels are based on the knowledge, skills and competences acquired by the individuals.

Given that the Irish National Framework of Qualifications ( NFQ)  has ten levels there will undoubtedly be some confusion at the introduction of an eight-level EQF. The common reference levels of the EQF are presented in combination with a series of other principles and tools and this makes the overall EQF proposal difficult to understand. These principles and tools should be clearly separated from the main proposal on reference levels as the use of multiple references could be confusing.
NATIONAL FRAMEWORKS

As the National Framework of Qualifications is still not widely known, the introduction of an EQF will undoubtedly be confusing for many. There will be added confusion given the difference in the number of levels in both frameworks.  However, the introduction of the EQF may foster further debates on the national framework which can only help to increase coherence and transparency of qualifications within one country despite increasing regionalisation, decentralisation or even individualisation of learning provision to ensure responsiveness to labour market needs. This could also mean improved permeability between VET and Higher Education and also greater dialogue between the world of education and the world of work.
SECTORAL QUALIFICATIONS

In recent years there have been very important developments at sectoral level in terms of identification of skills needs, validation of competences or learning provision and, in some cases, the establishment of sectoral qualifications. It is not clear how the EQF could foster an alignment of sectoral initiatives. The EQF can certainly be a useful reference tool for sectors but this is not the main role of the EQF.
MUTUAL TRUST

The development of mutual trust through the EQF partly depends on the scope of the implementation which is likely to have an indirect impact on its overall credibility and consistency. For the EQF to become a reference to improve the quality of all levels of lifelong learning, it needs to have widespread support from all stakeholders. It needs to be simplified in terms of structure and marketed in a more accessible manner to better demonstrate its intended added value.
CONCLUSION
IBEC believes that the EQF could be a useful voluntary tool to foster transferability of qualifications, to enhance their transparency and to ease the validation of competences across Europe. It can ease national and cross-border staff mobility and hence contribute to a better matching of supply and demand on European Labour markets. However, IBEC feels that in its current form it is not designed to be of much direct practical use for companies. The main added value of the EQF for employers in Ireland would be to foster development of the National Framework of Qualifications.
