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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?

In general the objectives and functions of the framework are addressed in a coherent manner. The document sets out clear boundaries and addresses issues such as mobility, quality assurance, role of national frameworks, etc. 

The importance of the EQF in determining employability is implied rather than explicitly stated. The focus appears to be on the process of cross-referencing education and learning outcomes with very little reference to potential labour market outcomes.  FÁS believes that the EQF will have a huge impact on determining the licence to practice with particular reference to sectoral qualifications. 

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

The document suggests that responsibility for the successful operation of the EQF rests predominately with the national framework authorities. This implies that there will be a natural diversity of approach to the implementation and monitoring of the EQF. FÁS believes that the process must be supervised by a centralised committee comprising of representatives of the participant states. Such a committee would act as an arbitrator/mediator should the need arise. FÁS recommends that such a committee be put in place.

FÁS has some concerns that the voluntary nature of participation in the EQF could conflict with the placement of sectoral qualifications. Furthermore, countries may decline involvement in the process although their institutions and sectors may wish to gain international recognition of their awards through the EQF. It is the view of FÁS that a mechanism is required which allows institutions/sectors to place their awards on the EQF in the event that their home country does not wish to contribute to this voluntary process. This further supports FÁS’ recommendation regarding the establishment of a dedicated central committee or board.

The EQF must be regarded as an emerging process that is constantly reviewed. FÁS recommends that the process rolls out in a number of stages allowing for the variation in the provision of learning opportunities. Current levels of co-operation and mutual recognition among European HE would facilitate the mapping of HE qualifications onto a national framework and subsequently onto the proposed meta-framework. However, qualifications frameworks representing the VET sector are at an earlier stage of development. Traditionally there is a greater diversity in the nature of the programmes, assessments methods, qualifications and learners’ needs within VET.  In the Irish context, placement of such awards on a national framework has been a complicated process. Inevitably these difficulties would also arise in the transfer of awards on the meta-framework. FÁS believes that by phasing in the EQF these difficulties could be dealt with in a more efficient and logical manner. 
2.
The reference levels and descriptors

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

Currently the Irish NQF is a ten level approach to addressing all life long learning. The Framework has already had to accommodate demands from the Higher Education sector for qualifications above Ph.D. level to be recognised on the Irish framework. Reducing the framework to an 8 tiered system may impose further limitations especially when it aims to encompass a significantly larger geographical and cultural spread. Initially documentation on the meta-framework suggests that each level would be further divided into 3 sub-levels. FÁS considers that this 8 level/3 sub-level framework may have the potential to better represent the diversity in European wide qualifications.  However, further information on how these sub-levels will be elaborated is essential to offering an informed opinion.

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

The level descriptors are general in their nature and follow a natural progression. The Personal and Professional Competence is sub-divided and sets out clearly and logically the learning outcomes. FÁS recognises that these competencies are worthy of inclusion in a qualifications framework. However, within this organisation’s experience, validation of these areas has proven problematic. These competencies and in particular personal competencies are difficult to assess due to their highly subjective nature.  FÁS is of the opinion that pilot projects must be carried out and take account of national/international learning and recommendations.

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

Formal education and upper secondary are cited as possible learning environments across levels 1 to 4. This may be the case in many European countries but does not conform to the Irish education system. It is the opinion of FÁS that informed comment and discussion is only possible if examples of qualifications and suggested placements are indicated. 

The tools used to gauge the assessment/validation of informal and non-formal learning needs to be specified. It is vital that these areas are regulated and quality assured at national level before being incorporated into a European wide initiative. However FÁS realises that this is an iterative process whereby the development and implementation of a European policy may promote the formulation of policy and procedures at national level.

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

It is the opinion of FÁS that sectoral qualifications must adhere to a transparent quality assurance procedure. These procedures should link to the national frameworks for qualifications and their validation processes. This may prove difficult where a sector qualification spans a number of countries and therefore must meet the varying standards of a number of national frameworks. This raises the necessity of having a central body to oversee the EQF process. 

It is the opinion of FÁS that there are some outstanding issues regarding license to practice. If the framework is to adequately serve the needs of individuals and nations, cross border recognition of awards must not compromise national labour market requirements. FÁS recommends that the EQF actively promote gap analysis and the design of modular programmes addressing any short falls in learning, particularly in the area of health & safety and environmental legislation. This will ensure the maintenance of national outcome standards for designated occupations while recognising non-national qualifications and enhancing employment mobility by bridging such gaps into employment. 

3.
National Qualifications Frameworks

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

Currently this process is being undertaken. There is a high degree of participation among all the stakeholders. Although it is a voluntary the possibility to have nationally recognised qualifications has resulted in sectoral involvement.

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

Not applicable

4.
Sectoral qualifications

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

Policy development and internationally-recognised validation procedures will encourage development at sector level. The creation of the central framework management committee that FÁS has recommended will facilitate the mapping of sector-specific qualifications to the proposed framework.  This should enhance the quality assurance of such qualifications and this process will also strengthen sector- framework links at national level.

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

Sectoral initiatives are often a response to an identified need or trend within a sector. The linkage of such initiatives to the EQF learning outcomes has different implications for both established and emerging programmes. There may be a need to allow the former to diverge from and bridge a number of the descriptors. However in terms of developing programmes modifications of the initiatives using EQF standards is more achievable. Therefore through the identification of broad learning outcomes in each of these areas the development of future programmes will be impacted.

Undoubtedly the EQF could drive policy formation within such sectoral initiatives and encourage greater linkage to the national framework.

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

Facilitating such stakeholders to reference their qualifications to the framework, as national qualifications authorities decline framework participation will encourage buy-in. 

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

Work is underway on this in Ireland.

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?
Subjectivity may be an issue with regard to the placement of awards on the EQF. This can occur at local, sectoral, national and European levels. Self-certification requires a large degree of trust. Therefore a central quality assurance system must be developed and accepted by all participants to ensure that transparency and consistency permeate all facets of the EQF.
Quality Assurance underpins the development of mutual trust. There needs to be a high degree of comparability between the systems if this is to occur. Countries with fragmented educational and training provision and which have yet to develop QA systems at regional and national level will face enormous difficulties in terms of credibility.  This would be especially true when dealing with the migration of semi-skilled and non-skilled workers. The use of an EQF in terms of worker mobility would be limited especially if the worker has little or no formal education.

Pilot studies need to be implemented involving interested national qualification authorities where qualifications are placed at all levels of the framework. This would generate a high degree of discussion thereby refining the meta-framework into a more workable and credible system.

· How can the EQF become a reference to improve the quality of all levels of lifelong learning?
Through the development of international policy the EQF would influence policy and procedural development at national and sectoral level. The inclusion of non-formal, informal and work based learning in the framework ensures that recognition of these non-traditional areas is enhanced. The quality of lifelong learning is further improved by the inclusion of Personal and Professional Competences under the learning outcomes. 

6.
Other comment

Where a qualification spans more than one level, there may be difficulties in securing EU-wide acceptance of the placement of such qualification.
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