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Is this response a personal view or is it made on behalf of your organisation?
Organisational (please delete as appropriate)
The following represents an agreed joint response on behalf Forfás, Enterprise Ireland and IDA Ireland.

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 Contact details will not be published but will be retained on the Authority's database for future communication unless you request otherwise.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. 

Introduction

The following response was prepared by Forfás and represents an agreed joint response on behalf Forfás, Enterprise Ireland and IDA Ireland
 to the Commission of the European Communities (2005) Staff Working Document: Towards a European Qualifications Framework for Life Learning. For the purpose of the remainder of the document, the term Forfás is deemed to include the views of IDA Ireland and Enterprise Ireland. The response as set out below broadly follows where relevant the response template requested by the Commission.  

At the outset, Forfás welcomes the work completed to date in developing Ireland’s National Qualifications Framework. The establishment of a single National Qualifications Framework is a significant step forward for Ireland in its use as a mechanism to promote Lifelong Learning (LLL), as a mechanism to enhance the understanding of qualifications and related competency and crucially from an enterprise perspective as a mechanism for matching competencies with enterprise needs. The further development of the National Framework as a usable resource and reference point for all stakeholders is of key concern. The success of a National Qualifications Framework is arguably based on the extent to which stakeholders, individuals, education and training providers and enterprise (employers) understand and use the framework in their everyday work as a mechanism for explaining, comparing, evaluating and decision making. Forfás welcome and support the work of the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI) now underway to promote the use of the NFQ amongst its stakeholders.  

The overarching objectives of the EQF as envisaged by Forfás are (i) further facilitating and promoting life-long learning and (ii) enhancing of the flexibility and responsiveness of the European labour market through increased mobility of workers.

Forfás see the development of the EQF as an important step in implementing both the European Higher Education Area and the European Research Area. Consequently it should enhance the competitiveness of the EU and thus advance the Lisbon agenda.

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?

Forfás understands the rationale for the establishment of an EQF and believes that the objectives set down in the Working Document
 are appropriate. Of particular importance from an enterprise perspective is the role of an EQF as a common reference point and as a translation device. The mobility of labour both within and from outside of Europe has meant that the need for a common reference point is heightened.

The relationship set out between the proposed EQF and the National Framework and the respective responsibilities appear appropriate.  

· What is needed to make the EQF work in practical terms (for individual citizens, education and training systems, the labour market)?

The success of the proposed EQF is interrelated with the success of national systems. Firstly, as stated above, ‘buy-in’ and understanding of levels by stakeholders is a crucial element in the success of the national framework. 
Secondly, the ability of stakeholders to relate the EQF to the national framework will be key to its success. Understanding of what each level means in terms of vocational competencies at both National and European level is of key concern to enterprise. 

Thirdly, there is a need for the continued development of all National Frameworks which will facilitate translation between systems.  

2.
The reference levels and descriptors

· Does the 8-level reference structure sufficiently capture the complexity of lifelong learning in Europe?
Forfás notes the process of development which has led to an 8-level reference structure. Forfás believes the use of eight levels at European level raises a number of issues in an Irish context. 

Ireland was amongst the early movers in establishing a National Framework of Qualifications. Ireland currently has a well developed 10-level system. The proposed 8-level EQF system would seem somewhat incongruent with the Irish NFQ. In adopting an 8-level EQF, it seems likely that countries that have not yet developed systems would adopt mirror 8-level frameworks at national level. This could result in Ireland being left as an outlier with other countries coalescing around eight levels. In practice, this could lead to the perception of an Irish system that is less transparent from a European perspective.
Forfás welcomes the concept of the primacy of the national frameworks in the consultation paper in that the EQF should not have implications for the number of levels in the national framework.  
· Do the level descriptors, in table 1, adequately capture learning outcomes and their progression in levels?
At a general level, the use of learning outcomes and competence as a mechanism to reference qualifications is appropriate. This mirrors the principles which underpin the Irish NFQ. The inclusion of ‘professional and vocational competence’ in the EQF is particularly welcome from an enterprise perspective.
· What should be the content and role of the ‘supporting and indicative information’ on education, training and learning structures and input (table 2)?
· How should national and sectoral qualifications be matched to the proposed EQF levels and descriptors of learning outcomes?

National bodies with responsibility for developing and operating National systems should be primarily responsible for matching national qualifications to the proposed EQF. Some trans-national mechanism of quality control in this process is required to ensure that the credibility and integrity of such a process is maintained.
3.
National Qualifications Frameworks

· How can a National Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning, reflecting the principles of the EQF, be developed in your country?
· How, and within which timescale, can your national qualifications systems be developed towards a learning outcomes approach?

A National Framework of Qualifications is already in place in Ireland. The Irish NFQ already reflects a learning outcomes approach.
4.
Sectoral qualifications

· To what extent can the EQF become a catalyst for developments at sector level?
· How can the EQF be used to pursue a more systematic development of knowledge, skills and competences at sector level?
· How can stakeholders at sector level be involved in supporting the implementation of the EQF?
· How can the link between sectoral developments and national qualifications be improved?

The Irish National Framework of Qualifications brings together sectoral awards and qualifications. The National system should continue to be the main vehicle to facilitate the development of knowledge, skills and competence at sectoral level. The EQF will provide a means of relating these across Europe.  
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?
· How can the EQF become a reference to improve the quality of all levels of lifelong learning?
The continuation of the development of robust systems of quality assurance across European Education and Training Systems is integral to the development of mutual trust between stakeholders.  Mutual trust, based on sound and comparable national systems of Quality Assurance will be required to underpin the use of an EQF as a translation device.

The continued internalisational of education and migration patterns within Europe mean that mutual trust in the quality of inputs and outputs from National education and training systems is becoming more important.

6.
Other comment
As outlined in point 1, Forfás see the enhancing of the flexibility and responsiveness of the European labour market through increased mobility of workers as one function of the proposed EQF.

The inability of employer’s to compare international qualifications of migrant workers was highlighted in a recent study by Forfás and the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs Skills needs in the Irish economy: the role of migration (2005) as a possible contributory factor to the “occupational gap” amongst migrant workers. The occupational gap refers to a situation where migrant workers are employed at levels below which they are qualified for.  The report says that 

“such a situation can work to the disadvantage of employers, migrants and possibly Irish workers where incorrect value is accorded to international qualifications. It may also be a reason for the existence of the ‘occupational gap’ where employer’s make a decision to employ but at a level lower than may be the case if there was clarity around a qualification.“ 

The report suggests that:
“A narrowing of the occupational gap which currently exists i.e. maximising the full potential of migrants currently working within Ireland would significantly reduce skills shortages and increase productivity.”  

The Forfás/EGFSN report suggests that DETE and employers groups should engage with the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI) to develop a strategy to deal with this situation. The development of an EQF and the identification of the relativities of the NFQ to it would form part of the strategic response to this issue.
� Information on Forfás is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.forfas.ie" ��www.forfas.ie�. Information on IDA Ireland is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ida.ie" ��www.ida.ie� and information on enterprise Ireland is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.enterprise-ireland.com" ��www.enterprise-ireland.com�.





� Commission of the European Communities (2005) Staff Working Document: Towards a European Qualifications Framework for Life Learning
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