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.
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Is this response a personal view or is it made on behalf of your organisation?
Organisational (please delete as appropriate)
Higher Education Authority 
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 Contact details will not be published but will be retained on the Authority's database for future communication unless you request otherwise.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 Higher Education Authority (HEA) is the statutory body with responsibility for advising the Minister for Education and Science on all aspects of higher education and research. The HEA is pleased to have this opportunity to comment on the development of a European Framework of Qualifications. 
The HEA also notes the statutory role of the NQAI in this context, and its particular role in relation 
· to the establishment and maintenance of a framework of qualifications for the development, recognition and award of qualifications based on standards of knowledge, skill or competence to be acquired by learners and 

· the establishment and promotion of the maintenance and improvement of the standards of awards of the further and higher education and training sector, other than in the existing universities.
The HEA also notes the obvious role for the NQAI, with the universities, HETAC and FETAC, in some addressing of the key issues relating to the development of appropriate learning outcomes, and levels in the framework.
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?

Yes. The proposal strikes the right balance between supporting and facilitating learners across Europe to have greater recognition of their awards, and access to further opportunities of learning or employment, without creating impractical or unrealistic legal obligations. The concept of using the framework as an enabling tool, whose effectiveness will be driven not by legislation but by the demands of its stakeholders is correct. 
· What is needed to make the EQF work in practical terms (for individual citizens, education and training systems, the labour market)?

There is a need to continue the process of the development of national frameworks of qualification, which can be mapped to the European framework. 
There is a need to communicate with learners and employers as to the role of national frameworks, and the value of the EQF in bridging the gaps between national frameworks. 

2.
The reference levels and descriptors

· Does the 8-level reference structure sufficiently capture the complexity of lifelong learning in Europe?
· Do the level descriptors, in table 1, adequately capture learning outcomes and their progression in levels?
The Authority is pleased to note that many of the issues raised in this section have been considered in the context of the development of the Irish framework of qualifications, led by the NQAI with the other stakeholders. The proposed principles for the EQF mirror closely those establishing the Irish framework particularly

· The focus on learning outcomes

· The focus on knowledge skills and competence acquired by the learner.

The HEA is pleased to note the shared conceptual basis for both frameworks. 
Ideally, the EQF would match the Irish framework exactly in also being a 10 level framework. We recognise that there may be pragmatic reasons why the European framework cannot match all national frameworks, and hence the approach that it should act as a means to may individual national frameworks together. We would strongly endorse the point made in the consultation paper that the existence of 8 levels in the EQF must not have implications for the number of levels within national frameworks. We would continue to see the 10 level NQF as the main reference point within Ireland while the EQF is an opportunity to map this to other national frameworks as well as the EQF itself.
· 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?

The NQAI has already, as part of its development of NQF here, produced helpful information describing the learning outcomes attached to each of the 10 levels of the NQF, and again this approach has been closely mirrored in the proposed EQF. The HEA would support this approach.

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?

The NQF is already in place within Ireland. There is a need on the part of higher education institutions to continue work to use the opportunities offered by the framework to support student access and progression through higher education, particularly through the use of credit accumulation based on learning outcomes.
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 EQF could potentially become a means to facilitate the development of new standards and qualifications of learning. However, the reality is that the majority of standards and qualifications are linked to national systems, mainly providers and awarding bodies, and where relevant to national qualifications frameworks. It is likely that most new standards and qualifications will continue to be developed at a national level. The challenge, which is being addressed currently in Ireland is to ensure that national frameworks accommodate and include insofar as is possible, the range of awards and qualifications being sought by learners. The EQF will then provide a means to relate these across Europe.
It will also be essential that these developments are supported by developments in relation to quality assurance at a European level. Considerable work has been done to develop common principles and approaches to quality assurance within Europe, with the aim of achieving a shared basis and the development of mutual trust of standards. That work is an essential counterpart to the development of the framework.
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?
The ideal is for the establishment of a robust EQF, which is used regularly by learners and employers across Europe, supporting cross border movement by European citizens. In order for that to occur there will first need to be a process of establishing mutual trust in the standards and learning qualifications in the different countries. That will be facilitated by the development of common approaches to quality assurance in the educational courses and providers concerned. 

It is unlikely therefore that the EQF itself will contribute to development of mutual trust – rather the development of mutual trust will be essential for the successful operation of the EQF. One means in this area is through the use of instruments such as Europass and the Diploma supplement across European countries. Provision should be made that these instruments would include reference to the relevant levels of the EQF. 
· How can the EQF become a reference to improve the quality of all levels of lifelong learning?
Within Ireland, the NQF has an important role in providing a basis for transparency in learning outcomes, and of qualifications and awards. As the NQF develops, and as quality assurance regimes become more closely linked to those outcomes, greater consistency of award standards between different providers can be expected to emerge. 
The replication of such a process in other European countries, can be expected to have similar effects.
6.
Other comment
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