1 Introduction 

1.1 Context
As Ireland embarks on the development of a national qualifications framework, it is timely to consider a range of issues relating to the development and implementation of a national credit system. The concept of credit has been with us for some time and a credit-based system can assist in realising the learning society. However, in response to the perceived inadequacy of traditional qualification systems for an era of lifelong learning, new credit systems are developing, representing a broader vision of the application of the concept of credit. Attempting to realise a national credit system is an ambitious and complex task, and valuable lessons and insights can be gained from the experiences of those endeavouring to do so. 
While many of the issues raised in this paper relate primarily to the development of a credit system, such an initiative needs to be addressed in the context of the developing national qualifications framework, and all related quality assurance processes. A national qualifications framework is a mechanism through which all relevant learning achievements may be referenced to one or more of a generic set of coherently-related qualifications for the purpose of national accreditation and/or recognition. In the case of Ireland, the qualifications framework should become a single, nationally and internationally accepted entity, which relates uniformly to awards in respect of further and higher education and training. It should be designed to link strategically with the certification arrangements of universities and the state examination system for second level schools. A national credit system would assist in the establishment and recognition of these and other strategic links. 

1.2 A national credit system for the learning society
A credit system facilitates recognition of learning achievements, progression and transfer between institutions and articulation between qualification pathways. It can support the development of a national qualifications framework and provide a flexible framework for lifelong learning. Credit systems have also been promoted as a means of widening participation and achieving broader social objectives such as combating social exclusion and promoting greater equity. Whilst there has been a growing recognition of the importance of recognising pluralism as a key principle in the provision of education, attention is now turning to the need for pluralism in the recognition of different learning achievements. (Hyland 1998). The development of a common currency relating to all learning achievement can provide an important means of avoiding the marginalisation of informal learning - usually defined as learning achieved through any mode other than full-time participation in structured learning programmes. A credit system is also presented as a vehicle for providing choice for learners, enabling them to assemble learning experiences which are most relevant to their needs. (Robertson 1994 and 1996)

The development of a national credit system is one important measure which can assist in the realisation of the new lifelong learning agenda. This broader vision of credit demands a positive policy decision at a national level and commitment on the part of all those concerned. It also requires a clear rationale for the development of a national credit system and a thorough understanding of the complexity of the issues involved in its design and implementation

1.3 Why now?
There are a number of reasons why consideration of the development of a national credit system for Ireland is now opportune. These factors include the emerging consensus on the need for a such a system, the opportunities presented by the developing legislative framework, the prospect of meaningful North-South collaboration in these matters and the need for greater transparency within the global learning society. 
As noted earlier, the developing legislative framework for a national qualifications framework represents one compelling reason to address the issue of a national credit system. In the advice given by TEASTAS, one of the recommended functions of the proposed new Authority is to establish, develop and maintain a national qualifications framework. The Second Report recommended that the national qualifications framework include the establishment of a credit scheme to recognise awards in terms of level, type, credit and nomenclature, irrespective of where they are developed or delivered (TEASTAS 1997). The imminent development of a national framework presents the ideal context and provides the appropriate rationale for consideration of issues in relation to the development and implementation of a national credit system
Apart from this important policy commitment, there are signs of a growing awareness of the need to respond to the learning age. Douglas (1997) challenges the higher technological education sector in Ireland to plan constructively for the changes in society. He identifies a number of 'storm clouds' gathering on the horizon; demographic changes, skills shortages, poor retention rates, the growth of the further education sector, qualifications inflation, lack of access for non-standard entrants and a reluctance to face up to the reality of modularisation and semesterisation. He identifies a number of strategies to embrace the changes - including a widespread credit transfer system.
O'Hare (1998) points to the need for Irish universities to adapt to the changing 'timeframe' for learning and proposes a new model based on a 'university without walls'. He claims that universities still regard mature students and distance learning as mere 'side-shows' and asks what will happen when the model of 'upfront-loading' of school leavers becomes more and more irrelevant. This need to reconsider the old model is reinforced by the responsibilities of Irish universities under the Universities Act (1997). The Act states that one of the objects of a university is to facilitate lifelong learning, through the provision of adult and continuing education. It is clear that lifelong learning will bring the former 'side-shows' into the mainstream of university activity. 
The need to plan proactively for these developments, comprehensively and coherently is well recognised. This is particularly evident in contributions to the recent Standing Conference of North-South Co-operation in Higher and Further Education in Dublin, March 1998. Proceedings from that conference document the clear consensus about the need for a common credit system - for all further education and training and all higher education, on both sides of the binary divide. (Standing Conference 1998) 
Finally, the issue of cross-border and transnational mobility and transfer is of particular interest to learners and institutions. This is especially pertinent in the light of proposed cross-border collaboration in areas such as education. Osborne and Clancy (1998) suggest that the political and educational climate is ready to establish more grounded and long-term collaboration on a North-South basis. They suggest as a starting point a common system of credit accumulation and transfer. The growth in opportunities for transnational mobility also highlights the need to address issues of comparability and transparency of awards at home, as a prerequisite to establishing a basis for international recognition. 

1.4 Credit -some key terms
The issues relating to the design and operation of a credit system provided the focus for Research Paper 1. A Review of Issues Relating to the Design and Operation of a National Credit System. That paper included a review of the literature in the field, a survey of some existing credit schemes and an overview of the main developments in credit-based systems. It established a set of working definitions, making clear distinctions between key terms which have been adopted for the purpose of this paper. (See Appendix A). Some key terms are as follows:
A credit is an award made to learners in recognition of learning achievement. 
A credit scheme is a formal mechanism for awarding credits in respect of learning achievement.
A credit system is a framework with a set of specifications that is used by a range of institutions and/or awarding bodies when designing and operating credit schemes.
A national credit system is a framework with a set of specifications that is used by all institutions and awarding bodies within a national education and training system. It is designed to be inclusive of all forms of learning and all types of awards. 
In the context of a qualifications framework, credit is the merit accorded to some learning achievement relative to a particular award, usually a specific qualification, either by, recording its relative value in an official source, or, issuing a certificate as testimony to the fact. 
The distinction made above between a credit scheme and a credit system is important. Credit schemes are operated by awarding bodies, or providers of education and training with the power to make awards, using a set of specifications and procedures for determining the relative merit of particular learning achievements towards the award of one or more specific qualifications. A national credit system implies that a framework or other comprehensive basis can be identified using a common set of criteria for determining and awarding credit within all systems of qualifications operating nationally. 

1.5 A strategy for development - the focus of this research
While it may appear that the concept of credit has a seductive simplicity to it, analysis of the implementation issues reveals the complexity of the task of establishing a national credit system. Increasing clarity about the concept of credit can contribute to an appreciation of the key issues involved. Practitioners who have been involved in implementing such initiatives can offer valuable insights into the complex issues involved in the design and operation of a credit system and the merits of different strategies adopted. Experience illustrates the importance of a clear rationale for a national credit system and an appropriate strategy for its development. 
In Research Paper 1, the issue of quality was established as central to the effective operation of a credit system. Approaches to internal quality procedures for credit schemes and external quality assurance were outlined. A number of key questions emerged in the review of issues relating to the design and operation of a credit system and these provided the basis for further research, the results of which this paper now reports. 
This document proposes a strategy for the development of a national credit system for Ireland. The proposals are the results of qualitative research and based on the analysis of structured interviews with practitioners in this field, using grounded theory techniques. This research is reported in full in Boland, J. (1998) National Credit System for Ireland: A strategy for Development. Fifteen participants in the research were selected to represent a range of perspectives on the issues of quality assurance for credit, in Ireland, the UK, Europe and USA. They have had direct experience in the development and implementation of credit-based systems at local, institutional, regional, national or international level. Many have made an important contribution to the literature and/or play an influential role in shaping policy. Participants are listed in Appendix B. Techniques of grounded theory, employed in the analysis of data in this research, are outlined in Appendix C.
Well-established democratic procedures for access were used in the course of the research process. It was made clear to the participants that the intention was to elicit and analyse their personal perspectives and judgements and that the research aimed to map out the issues for future policy and practice. Interviews were conducted between April and June 1998, and were of 45 minutes duration, on average. Extracts from the interview transcripts have been incorporated into the text of this paper according to the conditions agreed with the participants. The interview transcripts are confidential and within each one, responses are numbered. Quotations are indicated by reference to code, for example T4.35 indicates a direct quotation from Transcript No. 4, Response No. 35. 
Using techniques of grounded theory for the analysis of the interview data, the analogy most widely used in relation to credit was that of currency and strategies emerged as the main theme. The research present an account of the strategies used to establish that currency, develop schemes for managing it and assure its quality within a credit system. In general terms, these represent examples of strategies designed to promote and manage change, within a context that provides conditions which both facilitate and constrain that change. 
The recommendations for a strategy for Ireland are made in the light of this research which aims to fulfil many of the goals of the policy research model - by describing and explaining current practice in relation to a concept that is to be central to a future policy initiative. Thus, it is hoped that this research can help prepare the way for the future development of a national credit system for Ireland.
. 
2 Credit

2.1 Credit - the concept
The definition of credit is an important starting point. The choice of language used to describe credit serves to illuminate some different perspectives. References to the concept of credit regularly involve metaphors and analogies using the language of financial transactions and the market. Terms such as 'currency', 'value', 'liquidity', 'exchange', 'barter', 'cash-in', 'purchasing', 'free-market', and 'client-centred' are used freely and are indicative of a certain focus for the credit debate.
Differences in the strategies used to establish, develop and manage credit can be accounted for, in the first instance, by variations in perception of what credit actually is. One key difference evident is in the extent to which credit is perceived as an award, in its own right, or as something accumulated by learners on route to the achievement of a qualification. At it simplest, credit was defined as that which is awarded to learners for successful completion of learning outcomes. By contrast, in one awarding body for higher education, while credit values are assigned to all modules, full time students only receive an award on completion of an entire programme. Confusion between credit and modularity is also evident. While modularity may be a necessary condition for establishing a credit-based system, it is quite distinct from credit as a concept. It is reported that the academic community often regards completion of the process of modularisation as a sufficient condition for the achievement of a credit-based curriculum. 
The adoption of a particular definition of credit is shaped by the perspective taken, whether that of the learner, the practitioner, the academic community, the institution, the employer or the state. For example, the learner-centred approach is illustrated by a reference to the 'liquidity' of the credit as a currency within a market economy, as a vehicle for student choice. Such a perspective is evident in a view of a credit as a pure form of currency which 
…allows students to influence the shape of the 'learning market' - the shape of the products that are available in that market. It is taking the view that credit is a pure form of currency - a facilitator which lubricates the transactions an individual engages in.... 
T5.01
An institutional perspective on credit, such as within a single university, often reflects the more limited bounds within which those credits are used, either for accumulation towards an award of that institution, or in their role as 'gate-keeper' when determining access. The concept of credit 'points' within some higher education institutions is often criticised for being a matter of convenience for the organisation rather than a means of providing choice to the learner. In such circumstances credit is a proxy for a set of flexible arrangements which have other control devices built in - for example the organisation of the curriculum, the timetabling and delivery of programmes. 
2.2 Credit as a currency within an exchange economy
Taking the analogy of a currency further, one might ask: within what sort of economy is it to function - a barter or an exchange economy? A barter economy would involve individual learners trying to persuade awarding bodies or admitting institutions of the value of their credits, in the absence of any overall agreement or understating about the currency. Bilateral institution agreements are simply an extension of a barter economy. By contrast, an exchange economy involves establishing a basis on which credit can be exchanged - by establishing a means by which sound judgements can be made about equivalence. 
What we need to be developing is the notion of equivalence, that things can be equal but not the same…If a credit system is going to make everything the same then we might as well stop now, because there would be no point. 
H4.22
This proposal to develop a credit system for a national qualifications framework in Ireland reflects the need to progress beyond the barter economy by which learners currently negotiate access and progression opportunities. 
In terms of an exchange economy, certain characteristics apply equally to an economic currency or an educational currency: a measure of value, a store of value, a medium of exchange and a unit of account. Qualities that make for an effective currency include stability, consistency, recognition, acceptability, and transferability - all leading to confidence in a credible currency. The connection between credit and quality is central to its credibility and recognition.
One of the essential characteristics of a currency is consistency in face value…unless people have confidence in the face value behind it then it will never be able to achieve the other characteristic of a currency - being exchangeable and widely accepted in a variety of contexts. So if credit is an award, and I think that's an essential starting point for a credit framework …then there must be quality assurance procedures which support the value of the awards and confirm its value to users. 
T6.01

The achievement of credibility is fundamental to credit serving its functions as a measure of value, a store of value, a medium of exchange and a unit of account. While the analogy may have some limitations, it does serve to establish the importance of this confidence and the central role of quality assurance in establishing credit as a genuine currency. This provides a clear objective for the design of a national credit system. 
2.3 The purpose of a national credit system as a context for the strategy
One of the most significant contextual factors in the development of a credit scheme is the purpose/s for which it is designed. The different purposes may include allowing credit accumulation and/or transfer, access, facilitating student mobility, widening participation, or for quality assurance and/or funding decisions. 
The most common purposes for which a credit scheme is developed - credit accumulation and/or credit transfer - were discussed in Research Paper No. 1. It was noted that many credit schemes are designed to facilitate accumulation of credit, with few if any transfer arrangements. National and regional initiatives to develop a comprehensive credit system represents a response to the limited opportunities for credit transfer between institutions, between awarding bodies and between qualification pathways. In the particular context of the binary divide in Ireland, a credit system is perceived as a means of promoting mobility and transfer between different types of higher education institutions. 
For some advocates, the development of a credit-based system provides a means of freeing learners from the inflexibility of rigid qualification structures which are very age-specific and predicated on full-time participation in sequential courses. The widening participation agenda is also reflected in statements such as 
…the biggest advantages accrue to adult students who need a flexible structure to allow them to participate in the system at all. At a time that suits them, in a place that suits them, at a pace that suits them…with recognition of their learning…
T12.09
A particular vision of a credit system sees standards-setting as one of the purposes for which it is designed.
I think that a credit system should essentially be designed to do three things. Firstly, to recognise learning achievement. Secondly, it may be important not so much to transfer from one institution to another but to be able to move from one programme to another…. Thirdly, I think a credit system is important because of the impact it has in defining standards - one has a firm basis for the award of credit
T8.01
This expectation of a credit system as a standards-setting mechanism has significant implications for the choice of strategy to design the common specifications and for the quality assurance processes. 
In some instances, industry involvement in credit scheme developments derives from concerns about quality. In the UK, for example, a regional health authority was concerned about differences in the credit schemes in their area and about the quality of provision in universities providing continuing professional development programmes for them. They promoted the development of a regional credit system, because they liked the quality assurance aspect to credit. This was very useful to them from a commissioning point of view, as major purchasers of education and training.
The use of a credit system as a tool of quality assurance is also evident within student exchange programmes where it is used as a means to guarantee academic recognition for students. When SOCRATES was introduced "the message was given" that only those institutions which used the ECTS system would be financially supported. Thus students were assured of academic recognition for their achievements abroad and ECTS was widely adopted by higher education institutions throughout Europe. 
It is evident that the risks and challenges involved in developing a national credit system require a clear sense of purpose. The placing of neat numerical values on particular learning experiences is insufficient justification for the effort involved. Clarity about the rationale for developing credit requires deep consideration and a sense of realism. One valuable view of a credit system is as an enabling mechanism - combined with recognition that it is an imprecise science. 
The bottom line is that it is a tool - like many other tools. People are maybe trying to make more of it than it really is - trying to have it solve problems that are beyond the capacity of a credit system. I don't think credits can do everything, but it's an awfully useful mechanism. 
T9.24
The experience of seasoned practitioners in this field suggests that the development of a national credit system, designed to serve the need of learners and other users as well as the institutions and awarding bodies, requires a clear vision and skilful strategic planning.
. 
3 Strategies for Developing Credit
3.1 Examples of strategies used to develop credit
We need a credit system that is based on argued and agreed first principles. That is more important than devising a system which currently satisfies all those that have existing practices. 
T8.02
The experience of those involved suggests that the process of developing a credit system is characterised by a tension between the establishment of 'argued and agreed' first principles and the pressure to compromise in order to accommodate different values, cultures and practices. A range of strategies and tactics are deployed in different circumstances to further the development of a credit scheme or system. Many of these provide valuable examples of strategies for consideration in the development of a national credit system for Ireland.
Representative structures, representing all the stakeholders - both the enthusiastic and the sceptical - are common to many credit developments, especially those attempting to develop an integrated framework. It is reported that much effort is expended in the persuasion of all the players involved - both to become involved in a credit system and to operate according to agreed common specifications. Starting at grassroots level and building on experience is advocated as an important strategy in developing rather than imposing a system. An equally significant strategy involves influencing the main government agencies and ministries about the merits of a credit system in order to gain a commitment at national policy level. Collaboration, friendly relationships and strategic alliances were identified as important strategies for building mutual trust between institutions, professional bodies and between awarding bodies. 
In terms of the starting point for a system, a number of different strategies are evident. One particular approach, involving "getting our own house in order" is adopted by a federation of universities. This approach contrasts with the collaborative models advocated by many, involving a wider range of potential users of the system. In some cases, starting with adult education or continuing professional development programmes provided an obvious and easier area for credit developments. 
Researching other models provided a valuable starting point for a number of developments, either to illustrate how not to approach the task or as an example of good practice. Building on an existing system such as ECTS is a strategy adopted within a number of credit schemes since institutions already have some familiarity with it. However, one evaluator for the ERASMUS/SOCRATES programmes cautioned against the unquestioning adoption of ECTS as the basis for a national credit system for individual member states.
When I train other universities I say…Brussels has to make a proposal which has to fit all nations who want to participate, So ..within this philosophy, you must design your own system which should not clash with the overall ideas - but should not and cannot be identical. You have national virtues, which you should keep.
T10.07 
Some countries with well developed credit systems in place have managed to translate their credits to ECTS credit, in a manner that satisfies the requirements of Europe while retaining the integrity of their own system, developed to reflect their own situation. 
The importance of decoupling delivery from assessment and separating credit from qualifications was emphasised as fundamental to the notion of a credit system. Generally, the achievement of this clear separation proves more difficult where institutions have awarding powers for their own provision. The separation was clearer in instances where an awarding body carried out the certification function for a diverse range of providers. 
Any strategy needs to strike a balance between the needs of various interests. Two contrasting perspectives on where that balance should lie are represented by the following contributions.
We have to be clearly focused on what the objective of a credit system is. Its worth is not to place credit numbers or values on particular learning experiences - but to be sure that those learning experiences can be put together and re-packaged by students in ways that are meaningful for them. 
T5.38
Alternatively, the importance of academic freedom that 'takes account' of other interests is reflected in a claim that:
…teachers, lecturers must be allowed to behave as professionals with academic freedom - nor infinite academic freedom - that enables them to do their job properly within frameworks of policy that take account of other people's rights - such as those of students, community, employers etc. 
T2.38 
Balancing the interests of stakeholders is a key objective for a successful strategy for developing a national credit system. 

3.2 The impositional vs. compositional approach as a strategic choice 
The single most divisive issue in terms of choice of strategy for designing a credit scheme relates to the difference between the impositional and compositional approach. These approaches was outlined in more detail in Research Paper No. 1. In summary, impositional credit schemes use credit to superimpose a numerical partition on a greater whole e.g. a course. They usually employ the general concept of relative student workload for the size of credit, and year of programme as the basis for assigning a level. Compositional credit schemes begin by deciding the unit of account - the credit tariff, usually in terms of 'notional learning time'. Levels are determined by reference to a hierarchy of levels of achievement, described in terms of certain criteria. The credit rating of a module (indicating level and credit value) is validated using agreed quality assurance procedures. 
Impositional scheme are usually advocated and adopted for pragmatic reasons. Using impositional schemes,"the full year is deconstructed into the modules so that the student can take them bit by bit". Such schemes generally use a fixed number of credits for each year, (e.g. 60 credits within the ECTS model) and usually a standard size of credits for modules. (e.g. 5 or 10 credit modules). Pragmatic solutions are often adopted as a means of minimising threats and avoiding the inherent challenges in designing a credit system. One of the consequences of adopting the pragmatic approach is reflected in the experience of one academic administrator: 
In order to minimise the threat to academic staff, an impositional approach to credit was a pragmatic solution - it was easier because it didn't engage staff in those challenging debates. By now our first two years of under-graduate and all post-graduate provision are fully modular…I think we are now losing because we didn't engage in those debates at the beginning. The growth factor isn't there any more because the academic staff are not seeing the benefits… The quality assurance side isn't there. Its a case of 'Oh yes they passed the assessment for the module - Fine. That's 5 credits'. Not having to think about why it's 5 credits rather than 10 or 15. There's a danger of stagnation being built into the system. I can see it there because there is no challenge any more - they're 'doing it'.
T3.16
The advocates of a compositional approach are unwavering in their insistence about the fundamental nature of credit within a compositional credit system. 
A properly functioning credit system involves a compositional approach to credit, where you can build credit up. You don't take an overall qualification and chop it down, which is the impositional model and which is a relic inherited from the CNAA model. …The whole cultural change will be towards a compositional approach to credit. The underpinning to that approach is the fact that you can quantify that learning by attaching a credit value to it, but you must be able to quantify that learning, to set it at a level, so that learning can be compared, measured and described to establish equivilances.
T2.02
Many of the arguments about levels and credit tariffs revolve around this basic difference in approach to describing credit, as evident in Section 6.4 below. In many cases the approaches are presented as polar opposites with the terminology and language (e.g. 'impositional', 'relic') accurately reflecting the regard with which impositional schemes are held by the 'compositionalists'. 
The need to incorporate a range of existing arrangements within a new national credit scheme requires consideration of these issues as they highlight the tension between the desire for a comprehensive system and the need to ensure its integrity. There are many who believe that you cannot build confidence and quality assurance to support a currency unless the users are confident that the currency has a common basis upon which equivalence can be judged. 
What I'm fearful of is the attempt to make it a bigger club which means that you lose the concept of credit and turn it into a set of numbers ascribed to things for neatness...To attempt to encompass qualifications made up of different building blocks, with numbers attached is a mistaken starting point…and you will not be able to construct a genuine national credit framework on that basis. I recognise that from a political point of view that's a problem. 
T6.07-08 
The price of comprehensiveness clearly involves an element of compromise, tolerance for some 'fuzzy edges' and hard political decisions requiring strong leadership and clear commitment. This becomes particularly evident in a consideration of the strategy for agreeing the minimum specification for a credit system.

3.3 Agreeing the minimum specifications for a credit system 
Having considered a range of strategies, consideration can now be given to the decisions to be made in establishing and agreeing a national credit system. A common design specification involves agreement on the definitions of learning outcomes and assessment criteria and a particular way of describing the curriculum, to allow the practitioner to ascribe a credit value or level to a piece of learning. The design of a credit system also involves definitions of levels and a credit tariff. The debate on these technical specifications highlights the tensions between the establishment of first principles and the compromises required by virtue of existing practices and cultures. 
Variations in current practice in definition of learning outcomes and assessment criteria were indicated in Research Paper No. 1. One concern, evident from the literature, relates to the appropriateness of learning outcomes to academic disciplines and to a range of different assessment regimes (e.g. competency-based, criterion referenced and grading). However, some experience suggests that these concerns are unfounded. 
Our experience, on the ground, is that it is perfectly possible to construct units around learning outcomes and assessment criteria which are sensitive to the particular nature of the assessment regime which supports them. The fear people have, especially in academic disciplines, about expressing things in terms of outcomes, and making assessment criteria explicit disappears with actual experience.
T6.15
The process of writing a curriculum in outcomes terms may indeed be 'perfectly possible'. However, while such experience is quite common amongst those working in the further education sector, it is less prevalent amongst those working within higher education. An academic administrator working in the university sector in Ireland provides a perhaps more realistic assessment of some of the fundamental issues at stake:
The issues for the academics are - moving away from a tradition where you owned an entire educational programme and therefore owned an entire educational experience that a student had- to the point where you are prepared to be quite open about what you are providing - and allowing a student to move away with that experience into other programmes or other institutions. So that's the big challenge for the academic community…Getting the academic community thinking beyond the institution walls and the programme walls - it's huge! 
T3.02


4 The Levels Statement 

4.1 Levels 
The first thing that we need desperately, within Ireland and particularly within our own institution, would be a clear statement of levels of learning. 
T3.03
Most credit systems work on the premise that you need a set of level descriptors which practitioners, institutions and everybody who "buys into" the system uses as a tool to ascribe level. Level is one of the dimensions used in the process of determining the credit rating of learning achievement within practically all credit schemes. However credit schemes use different criteria for describing levels, such as threshold standards of achievement, the year of delivery of a module or occupational profile of the person. These are detailed in Research Paper No. 1. 
The rationale for the establishment of levels within a credit framework is based on their role in enabling rational judgements to be made about the comparative value of different kinds of learners achievements. Levels provide a mechanism for credit transfer to be established with the confidence of the users of the framework. However, one fundamental question arises - what are the levels describing? From that, a number of design considerations arise e.g. how many levels and how best to describe them? 
The development of level statements for credit systems has exercised the proponents of credit in the UK who concede that discussions could continue indefinitely because there is such scope for different views and expectations as to what can be achieved. The more idealistic practitioners continue enthusiastically in spite of the criticisms levied at their work - such as an absence of rigour or coherence and a failure to test theory for soundness. Mindful of the pitfalls, the approaches of some experienced practitioners are presented below in a discussion of some aspects of the levels debate. 

4.2 Levels - a definition of terms
An essential starting point is clarity about what exactly the levels are describing. Confusion as to the use of levels for modules, programmes or qualifications is reported e.g. where the CEDEFOP training levels have been used as a basis for developing a qualifications framework, which is in turn used as the basis for assigning a level to individual modules. 
Arising from an analysis of the date in this research it is proposed that, in the context of a credit system that: 
Level describes a threshold standard of learner achievement within a progression hierarchy and provides one of the dimensions of credit. 
A level descriptor characterises a single level within a hierarchy, according to certain criteria. 
A levels statement describes a series of levels within a hierarchy. The criteria for describing a level need to be agreed with this clear objective as to their purpose. 
It is important to note that the criteria used for levels in the context of a credit system may differ from those appropriate for describing occupational profiles or qualifications within a national qualifications framework.

4.3 A seamless robe - or an arbitrary hierarchy?
The quest for hierarchical level descriptors is motivated by dissatisfaction with year of delivery as a means of assigning level. It is suggested that the use of 'year' for 'level' is based on an implicit assumption that a full-time course involves a simple progressive hierarchy. This assumption is generally neither expressed, shared or even debated.
If you have a system of credit where level means simply the year of study - that's pretty useless because institutions can be fairly cavalier about the sequencing of material. Sometimes, subjects have to be slotted in somewhere - if it happens to be first year this year, its level 1, if its second year its level 2 and so on. That, I think, is fairly meaningless. 
T14.14
Others using such a system describe the sequencing problem as 
…one of the 'fuzzy at the edges' parts of a credit system ...it's not perfect by any means. The imperfections are however worth putting up with because of the advantages accruing to it. 
T12.22. 
Those who regard such fuzzy edges as a serious impediment to the achievement of key objectives of a credit system have continued to work on the development of levels. Hence, a number of initiatives have attempted the design of a "seamless robe" - a credit framework extending from entry level to post-graduate level. Within these systems, levels describe threshold standards of achievement in a hierarchical banded framework, using a number of criteria to reflect different aspects of learning achievement. Such seamless robes are designed to include all learning - academic, vocational and professional. The levels statement emerging from the Northern Ireland Credit Accumulation and Transfer System (NICATS) and other example are detailed in Research Paper No 1 
At one end of the spectrum of opinion on levels are those disillusioned after witnessing several years of level descriptor development work.
…we have a natural set of progressive levels …but I'm not so sure we can be so clever as to define them….You just need a hierarchy, an arbitrary framework...and year of delivery is probably as rough and ready, about as arbitrary as some of the levels descriptors I've seen. Just less paperwork involved. 
T5.20
This more conservative approach is typified by those who would like to see a situation where there is a level of credit which is simply kept relative to the year of a course - as an approach that "does not seriously interfere with academic freedom and professionalism" . 
The more sceptical regard level as a positioning of jobs within a hierarchy and only useful when it comes to jobs. It is also argued, in this context, that there is a great deal of confusion between education standards and occupational standards. 
The problem is that in many cases, levels are set by educational institutions and are based on educational qualifications and standards for the purpose of distinguishing between one year and the next. Quite a lot of 'higher level' modules are just other subjects… and that confuses the issue. 
T5.06. 
. 
This wide range of opinions and attitudes characterises the context for the development of an agreed levels statement for a national credit system. 

4.4 A strategy for the development of a levels statement
Once committed to the identification of an agreed statement of levels for a credit system, certain factors require consideration: the appropriate criteria for describing levels; the number of levels and the 'width of the bands'. It is recommended that level descriptors be simple, straightforward, consistent, progressive as one goes throughout the series of levels and above all user-friendly to the student and to those who are designing the modules. When the necessary qualities are satisfied, it is recommended to come to rapid agreement because 
...level descriptors do not need to define levels - they only need to characterise them and provide advice and guidance to those who use them in the system…if we regard them as criteria and somehow ossify them, then that is a recipe for much unrest.
T8.23
Many of the difficulties with level statements arise from attempts to graft level statements designed for disparate purposes or different sectors e.g. merging existing frameworks for higher and further education. In this way the number of levels may, in effect, be predetermined. The strategy of starting with a clean slate is posed as the ideal opportunity to address the central issues. One practitioner makes the telling point that "…if we were honest and started from scratch, we'd say - how many levels of attainment are worth separately identifying?"
Once the number of separate levels is agreed, in terms of describing each level, one strategy for facilitating this agreement within a collaborative model is taking the 'negative approach'. 
The way we used to tackle it…when we first started was to say to people - adopt a negative approach: what does one have to do to fail at say, level 1, level 2 etc. You then get some notion of where the dividing lines are. It's still difficult but it's the approach we tended to take. Levels are constructs. 
T7.28
Keeping it simple is advocated as a guiding principle and a focus for any effective strategy that is to be readily comprehended by all the users of a credit system. 
You need the minimum specifications that will facilitate confidence in the process and give adequate guidance to professionals involved. From a pragmatic level it will not work if you give people mountains of paper guidelines… you have to trust the professional judgements of the peer group, but within very clear simple specifications. The descriptors work because people have a lot of experience. 
T4.12
The basic requirement of user-friendliness necessitates the inclusion of users of the system in the process of drafting the statements for a national credit. The obvious immediate users are the practitioners, institutions and awarding bodies. It is notable that none of the participants in this research mention any learner involvement in this process, even for consultation and field-testing, in spite of the assertion that
…all the students need to know is what they can do, what permission they need to negotiate the type of learning experiences and package leading to qualifications which are satisfactory for them. They don't need ornate treatments of matters like credit or level…the need something that can be comprehended and easily assimilated. 
T5.05

5 The Credit Tariff 

5.1 What is the optimum size for a credit tariff? 
A credit tariff specifies a quantitative relationship between the amount of credit associated with achievement at a specified level - and notional learning time. It was noted in Research Paper No. 1 that within existing credit schemes in Ireland, as elsewhere, varying credit tariffs are used. The debate about optimum credit tariff continues in the UK, highlighting some central issues which require resolution in an Irish context, also.
The concept of notional learning time is commonly adopted within credit systems as the agreed unit of account, used as the basis for assigning credit value to modules. While the definition of notional learning time varies between different system one common approach is to define its as follows:
Notional learning time is an estimate of the total learning time required from a notional (average) learner to enable them to achieve the outcomes of a module/unit, all other things being equal. 
Such an approach entails the conceptual separation of certification from programme delivery, and represents one of the 'first principles' of a credit system. 
Varying degrees of confidence in the usefulness of notional learning time as opposed to delivery time are evident. 
Notionally! You look at the different learning efforts of different students and it really is very different. What is really meaningful when you look at a degree - the meaningful part of it is the actual contact teaching time. Everything else is pretty elastic, in my view. 
T14.15
The concept of notional learning time has particular implications when considering quality assurance processes to support a credit system. 

5.2 The credit tariff debate - UK
Typically, UK higher education institutions use a 10-hour credit, inherited from the Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA) model, while credit frameworks designed within further education are based on the National Open College Network(NOCN)/Further Education Development Agency (FEDA) model of 30-hour tariff. The tariff arguments have been voiced loudly in the process of developing comprehensive cross-sectoral credit systems. In summary the issues can be illustrated by the following contributions:
You need a basic building block and we went for 10 hours because in terms of a lot of our provision, it fits the size - it seemed to us cleaner and simpler and pragmatic. Its rather like bricks. The nine-inch brick is a wonderful invention. You can do a lot of things with it that you can't do with a 3 x 2 concrete block. The latter is more stable - but less useable. The brick can be made up as solid as a block but is a much nicer unit. A logo block is too small - that's how we ended up at the 10 hours. And, if you are going to have a system that enables you to accumulate, then round numbers make sense. Thus 5 and 10 were nice sizes- not for any theoretical reasons but purely practicality. 
T7.30
Such a perspective causes some anxiety to those who identify stability as a critical quality of an educational currency. 
When I listen to people describing their credit-based system and saying that their credit is more flexible than another credit, I get worried. Credits should not be flexible. They should be stable. Flexibility is a meaningless concept if credit is a currency. 
T6.27
The quality assurance angle is of particular relevance in the credit tariff debate. 
I have a very simple and pragmatic definition. To me credit is that which is awarded to a learner. In a credit system you have to be able to award a single credit. And your single credit ought to be the smallest measurable amount of learning. What instrument would you need to measure, what quality assurance would need to be in place to measure 10 hours? I think it would be difficult. … 
T4.15
This view is supported by the reported results of field trials where it has found that it is easier for people to come up with more consistent results with the larger, 30 hour, unit of credit. The debate about credit tariff is symptomatic of a more critical fault line in the credit movement. This is evident in the extent to which arguments about the relative merits of various credit tariffs are perceived as a struggle between different cultures and fundamental principles about credit.
One compromise that has already taken place (in the development of a comprehensive credit framework in Northern Ireland) is the adoption of the 10-hr. credit. Now I see that as a dangerous compromise. By adopting the 10-hr. credit we are not challenging the culture. Now the 10-hr. credit may seem a small thing but its allowing them off the hook. They think they've already chopped up the curriculum into 10 hr. chunks… 
T1.22
5.3 Credit tariffs - the Irish experience 
The quality assurance argument and the relative importance of flexibility vs. stability have featured significantly in the debate on this issue. There is little evidence of a similar level of debate regarding the different credit tariffs which exist in Ireland. Generally, credit tariffs have developed separately in further and higher education and the rationale for the choice of tariff reflects external factors. Within further education, the 80-hr. tariff used is accounted for by reference to certain provision considerations.
It goes back to the typical delivery of a post leaving certificate course. With a student on work experience one day a week, that left them with four days in a centre, typically one period per day on a module for 30 weeks. Whether it was good, bad or otherwise, it is in place and people accept it as what it is. The 80 hours is a convenient tariff - a measuring stick that people have become familiar with 
T13.09-12 
Within higher education, both in the technological sector and within some individual universities, the adoption of the ECTS credit system means that 60 credits are assigned to each academic year.
When you make that statement, you are saying that credit is a certain size. You can then define a credit in terms of typical student effort, as say approximately 20 hours of student effort…I'm not mad about the idea, but its very important to keep the system simple…which is why we have insisted that every course submitted for approval uses only 60 credits per year. Any thing else would render the system too complicated and difficult to actually apply. 
T12.14
The existing credit schemes require consideration and evaluation to ensure that the process of integration respects different cultures and draws on best practice while enhancing the opportunities for learners. Some sensible advice is presented, as follows: 
I wish that people could put some of these ideas into practice and let them run their course. That's probably a pretty naïve way of looking it because I think our world is too sophisticated for that sort of thing! People want a lot of background and documentation that things are actually going to work. Sometimes they might work without coming up with all the detail first. 
T9.23
6 Quality Assurance

6.1 Quality as a recurring theme
When discussing credit and the strategies used to design credit schemes and systems, one of the recurring concerns relates to the quality assurance necessary to support such developments. 
I don't think credit is a very meaningful concept unless it has something to support it… If credit is an award…and I think that's an essential starting point… then there must be quality assurance procedures which support the value of the award and confirms its value to all users. So the idea that credit can exist outside a framework of quality assurance, that is - a few numbers allocated without a process to support it- that is a dangerous idea. 
T6.01

When exploring the qualities and characteristics of credit as a currency within an education and training system, the need for confidence in the processes which ensure recognition and acceptance is highlighted. Quality assurance procedures is a recurring theme - internal to a credit scheme and external to those organisations operating one within a national credit system. Research Paper No. 1 explores many of the issues relating to quality assurance for a national credit system. This paper explores some of the strategies advocated or adopted to provide a quality system for credit. In practice, quality assurance practices reflect quite different attitudes to principles such as partnership, subsidiarity and authority. This is most evident in respect of external quality assurance. 

6.2 Internal quality assurance - within a wider quality framework
Internal quality assurance processes are those carried out by an organisation that operates a credit scheme. The quality assurance arrangements for an individual credit scheme cannot be isolated from the wider quality system in place. Other relevant processes include self-evaluation and external audit of awarding bodies and providing institutions, validation of programmes, and assessment of learner achievement leading to the award of credit. Reference to this wider quality framework characterises many of the contributions by participants when discussing the nature of quality within a credit system. This paper, however, focuses on particular processes in the internal quality system of a credit scheme, namely:
· assigning credit - to sets of learning outcomes 
· validating the credit rating - leading to the approval of a module 


6.3 Assigning credit 
In most instances reported, initial responsibility for assigning a credit rating is undertaken by those designing the curriculum, using the guidelines and template provided by the awarding body or institution operating that scheme. Many of the participants report that with experience, people begin to 'design into' the specifications of the credit scheme - resulting in considerably less dispute over the credit rating assigned. 
Strategies devised to support this process include; provision of effective guidelines and templates, staff development and regional support services to assist and advise teachers writing modules. The use of common specifications is agreed as a prerequisite for effective quality assurance procedures. Development of internal verification procedures within providing institutions is an increasingly significant part of the process and all of these measures are important elements of the quality assurance strategy. 

6.4 Validating credit - approval of modules
The process of validating the credit rating is a central part of quality assurance for a credit scheme. It involves evaluating a module or set of modules to determine or confirm the appropriate credit value and level. The validation process may result in approval subject to amendments being made. Such amendments may relate to the credit rating submitted, to the proposed learning outcomes and/or to assessment criteria to ensure an appropriate match with the credit rating. Many credit schemes use the term 'approval' to denote the outcome of the validation process. 
This process involves the 'judgement' of appropriate experts. 
Accreditation is very much about a community of expertise - because it is a judgement - it is not a simple arithmetic exercise. You are making a judgement that a bit of learning is equivalent, roughly, to another piece of learning. The only people who can do that are…the community of practitioners.
T7.14
Those involved in validation processes within higher education express a deal of confidence in their understanding of the levels as described for 'their part of the framework' - and less confidence in their ability to make judgements about learning achievement within further education. Likewise, those working in the further education sector express some difficulty in distinguishing between the levels established in higher education. This lends supports to the assertion that judgement comes with experience in the field, familiarity with the territory and a long process of 'internalising' the specifications for a credit system. 
Variations exist in the level of detail required for validation process. Some expect criteria so clear that anybody will make the same judgement. Expectations regarding the range and amount of supporting information required also vary. 
My own view is that I am only happy ascribing credit value if I can see supporting information, the syllabus, the assessment. I am much less happy about ascribing value based on assessment criteria only, without any information on syllabus…I need to see a lot more information..… I'd like to see the style of the examination 
T8.19-21
Within all credit initiatives, the specifications have evolved and developed over a number of years, in response to the need for greater clarity and a shared understanding of the specifications. The experience is that, as in many other quality assurance arrangements, you don't get consistency of judgement overnight. 

6.5 Modules or programmes
Quality assurance processes involved in validating the credit rating of a module or programme are the main focus of this paper. Programme validation is another important part of the quality assurance process and the relationship between these two processes varies in different systems. For example, within one awarding body, modules are only approved as part of the validation of a full-time programme. 
We would not at the moment envisage a situation where any module would be validated outside of an existing programme. We did originally did have provision for an 'off course subject' - but we decided against that because of instances in some institutions which amounted to a misunderstanding of this concept...and because really, there was no real demand for it. 
T12.16
In contrast, another awarding body approves individual modules, leaving providers to design their own programmes within an award structure of mandatory modules and a range of approved modules. Some dissatisfaction with this model is expressed, with some practitioners preferring to see where a module fits into an entire programme rather than look at it in isolation. Such a holistic picture is advocated by a number of experienced practitioners - either as part of the credit rating process or as another step in a system which ensures quality programmes and pathways to qualifications. This needs to be done together with an advisory and guidance process for learners with a means of identifying a pathway or programme from the component modules/units. 

6.6 Internal and external involvement in the validation process
The process of affirming credit value is an important validation process…It should involve people internal and external to the institution…
T8.18
The development of 'shared quality assurance processes' is identified as one of the requirements of a national credit system, giving all users confidence in the currency. For a national credit system this implies some integration of these quality processes - straddling the traditional boundaries between higher and further education and training.
How would Trinity College feel about having, say, a Woman's Technology Workshop sitting in on the validation of their Computer Studies degree? That's the logic of an integrated system, isn't it? 
T6.21
The question posed represents a significant challenge to traditional practice. Experience to date indicates that while representation of higher education interests within the quality assurance processes of further education is well established, the reverse is not the case. The integration of quality assurance processes requires an appreciation of the mutual benefits of collaboration and sharing of good practice - leading ultimately to confidence in the currency of the credit. 
While the involvement of end-users in the quality assurance process is advocated, the accounts of practice make little mention of their involvement, given that 
…its not how you or I or any other agency defines quality that matters - its how student and employers define it. In the end that's the only test. 
T5.14

6.7 Semantics - symptomatic of some key issues
Confusion abounds in the use of terminology by different contributors to the credit debate. One of the objectives of this research has been to devise a glossary of terms that may assist in future discussion in Ireland. (See Appendix A). It is however, valuable to examine the choice of language used in current practice as it often displays an apparent degree of precision which reflects the individual's particular concerns, while masking inherent imprecision or ambivalence. 
The distinction between 'assigning' and 'ascribing', for example, is sometimes made to distinguish between the validation of modules written to the specifications of the system and the process of 'estimating' a credit rating of other types of curricula. 
'Credit rating' isn't the terminology I like to use. It implies that your qualification/programme already exists and you just guess without using the correct methodology of working out the notional learning time, looking at the learning. To 'ascribe credit value' is the correct terminology, because when you ascribe credit value, quality assurance mechanisms are adhered to and consistency prevails.
T2.08
Such a position characterises the concerns of those who advocate a 'compositional' approach to credit - building up, as opposed to deconstructing an existing programme. 
Another significant factor, which is evident in the choice of terminology, is the issue of the 'ownership' of credits. 
This gets us to semantic points about 'assigning credit', 'awarding credit' and 'ascribing credit'! They are all different. Universities are awarding bodies - so only they can award credit. So if you say credit is an award - the universities get nervous because awards are theirs - as are qualifications. You can 'ascribe' credit through the process - so we could say 'this unit has been seen to have this value'. We had long debates … I suggested, heretically, that the student owned the credit - it didn't actually belong to anybody in any sense! It's not an object in that sense. Universities were nervous about it! 
T7.23 
The 'ownership' of modules which have been validated also raises concerns about intellectual property and highlights the tension between collaboration and competition amongst institutions. Ownership may simply be perceived as a payback for those who have invested significant effort in development work. 
At the moment the network 'owns' the units, but quite a lot of them are freely available. I would prefer them not to be owned. But because the college is subscribing to the whole development work for this set-up, then I think they feel that they have some intellectual property rights there that they might be able to use. I suspect over time that will wither away… 
T4.03
Suggestions for addressing issues of sole 'ownership' of modules by one centre or institution are also often motivated by the potential return in terms of quality improvement. 
If a module is written and has gone through an approval process I would like to see a situation where the centre which wrote it would have sole use of it for a year. They would deliver it, refine it and it would go through the approval process again, with feedback from the external examiners, who monitor and moderate national standards. Then that module should become available nationally. 
T13.21
.
6.8 Some definitions of terms
Arising from the analysis of the contributions and in the interests of consistency in the use of terminology the following terms have been added to the Glossary (See Appendix A). 
The credit rating for a set of learning outcomes indicates the number of credits and the level of learning for that module/unit. 
To assign a credit rating is to make an estimate of the credit value and level of a module and attach it thereto.
To validate a credit rating is to follow quality assurance procedures to determine that the credit rating assigned is appropriate and consistent with the specification of the credit system.

Using these terms to describe the relevant processes, it is suggested that the curriculum developer best carries out the assigning of a credit rating, at the design stage, using the guidelines of the credit scheme. Those with experience in quality assurance report that the process of validating a credit rating is really only possible when the curriculum is presented using the common specifications of the credit system. It is claimed that estimating a credit rating for other types of curricula at best compromises the core principles and at worst corrupts the system.

6.9 The implications of compositional and impositional approaches for the relationship between credits and qualifications 
Finally, it was noted, throughout this research that the credit debate is characterised by recurring differences between the advocates of 'impositional' and 'compositional' approaches to credit. The implications of this argument are most evident in accounts of internal quality assurance processes.
Our approach is 'compositional'. You look at the learning outcomes and assessment criteria, as the specification demands you do, and then try to make some realistic judgement about what independent study would be required and arrive at your 'notional hours'. You arrive at a realistic idea of what credit value that piece of learning should carry. Hence, in my opinion, it creates your currency…If you take the impositional approach … you end up by making your student's private study time fit what you want it to and saying 'there has to be 120 hours study here when in fact, very often, in reality…there's only maybe 80-90 hours. So you devalue your credit by an impositional approach. 
T1.12
These positions are often presented as polar opposites in the credit debate, whereas in fact they often reflect different approaches to the design of programmes or qualifications. One underlying reason for these different approaches arises, not because of the different ways of estimating 'learning time', but because modules are often validated in the context of a programme that must contain a fixed number of credits to meet the requirements for a particular award. 
It is very important to keep the system simple. That is why… we have insisted…that every single course submitted to us for approval uses only a 60 credit per year or 30 credit per semester basis. We have always disapproved of proposals for, for example, 57 credits or 63…. Even though it may seem like a small point - it would render the system too complicated and difficult to actually apply. 
T12.14
It is clear that that this relationship between the design of a national credit system is inextricably bound with the establishment of a national qualifications framework and the requirements for awards. The nature of that relationship depends on which comes, or is placed first i.e. whether credit provides the underpinning for a qualifications framework or existing qualifications determine the parameters for a credit system. In the minds of many, there is no doubt that a credit-based system provides for wider participation and greater choice for learners. 

7 External Quality Assurance for a National Credit System

7.1 Transparency is not enough. 
For the most part, what gives me confidence in any credit system or educational system is some type of external quality organisation, independent of the institution that is actually awarding the credential. 
T9.18
A national credit system is defined as a framework with a set of specifications that is used by all institutions and awarding bodies within the national education and training system. External quality assurance process are those carried out by a body external to the institutions or awarding bodies operating credit schemes, to assure all users that the system meets quality criteria. The issue of external quality assurance for a credit system is the area of greatest division, ambivalence and uncertainty, evident both within and between the contributions of the participants in this research. Some conditions which constrain the strategies to establish a national credit system are indicated, as are those that enable and encourage development. 
Information, transparency of operations, confidence, and mutual trust are important to the effective operation of a credit system. The ECTS model is presented as an example of the benefits of transparency - in a particular context of student exchange. However, for a more extensive and comprehensive credit system, mutual trust is deemed to lacking and/or insufficient. 
I think transparency is crucial. I've seen systems that attempt to operate on notions of mutual trust with very little evidence. I find that they're not credible…So you're talking about transparency, of developing a shared language, shared concepts. I think you do need a system which is auditable - there should be review and audit built into the whole system. 
T3.13
Partnership, authority and subsidiarity emerge as recurring concepts in the contributions by the participants. These concepts provide valuable perspectives with which to explore appropriate strategies for external quality assurance of a national credit system.

7.2 Partnership
The principle of partnership is based on the premise that a system requires holistic outcomes that can only be achieved through individuals and organisations working co-operatively, with a positive and shared sense of vision and a mission. Effective partnerships are characterised by the development of mutual trust and support, professionalism, integrity, collaboration, dialogue and consultation between all the interests and stakeholders. Important distinctions are made between different types of partnerships - evident in credit development in the UK, with some partners seeming 'more equal' than others.
My belief was that we would only arrive at a national credit framework in the UK when all those who represent the qualifications incorporated by QCA and QAA and the other bodies are actually meeting as a single forum. …But what happened was that HE made a lot of progress towards a different framework (to that developed in FE) …it then invited the FE colleagues to join and not surprisingly they were rather reluctant to do so. Now all this comes about on account of the way is was done. One group getting together and saying we'll devise something - would you like to abandon what you're doing and join us. What is likely to be much more fruitful is if people are involved in an equal partnership. 
T8.25
Important lessons can be learned from such experiences, since in Ireland also, separate credit schemes already exist for further and higher education and it is reported that within the university sector, individual institutions are starting to develop their own systems. The inclusion of all partners in the development of agreed quality assurance process to support a credit system is advocated as a requirement for national development. 
We're talking about a small country, really, where there could be a lot of mobility - I don't think any one of those partners should be absolutely outside the structure. I would urge people to move towards a national body… for quality assurance purposes, not for quality control. 
T3.18
The voluntary nature of the partnership within a national credit scheme is regarded as central to its coherence and integrity. Experience suggests that coercion does not work and that unbelievers require much persuasion. Rather than have everybody in, including the resistant, uncommitted and unwilling 
…they would be better off having a voluntary system - so they can say 'yes we want to develop a genuinely flexible credit system for the purpose of mobility, access and choice'. Thus institutions who want to sign up and use credit in that way can do so and those who don't opt out. 
T4.25
7.3 Subsidiarity
Effective partnership is also characterised by clear and appropriate division of roles and responsibilities, avoiding duplication of the quality assurance responsibilities of others. The principle of subsidiarity holds that some matters are more appropriately and effectively handled in increasingly decentralised locations than others. The appropriate devolving of responsibility features in all accounts of quality assurance - both internal and external, reflecting the principle of subsidiarity. The development of internal verification procedures, and self-assessment procedures within institutions is evidence of this, providing them with a greater role in the quality system. Experience suggests that the optimum operation of subsidiarity is dependent on partnership balanced with effective authority. 

7.4 Authority - and the external audit.
That's the problem - it becomes a question of who monitors. 
T7.30
Authority implies an acceptance by all concerned that a system includes a supervisory and regulatory element to which it responds and through which it will be informed. The effective operation of a quality system depends on authority, combined with partnership and subsidiarity. While the need for an external quality assurance body is identified by most participants, the greatest differences arise regarding the nature of the authority required and the role it should play in external quality assurance within a national credit system. There are who recognise that an external quality assurance body needs to monitor that a set of principles, specifications and processes is being used and that 
…that would be a reasonable function for a quality agency that would exercise a fairly light surveillance responsibility over the practice of the arrangements which institutions were subscribing to… that it should exercise that surveillance over the application of the regulations and any set of processes - that's fine.
T5.09
That would be fine! The question remains - who is to have this 'light touch'? The type of structure required to establish and assure the quality of a national credit system is noticeably avoided by most participants in this research and few are explicit about its nature and role. Some participants indicate the need for a centralised structure. 
…in relation to quality assurance I would see that something that would have to be done from a centralised source. I don't see it as something that can be diversified across a number of bodies. 
T11.25 
Concern about the nature of external quality assurance is most likely amongst institutions accustomed to a degree of autonomy and independence -"you have to be careful about the monitoring. It should not be the supervisory body, divine - so that it feels imposed".
Some experienced practitioners have some appreciation of the resources required to develop, implement and maintain a credit system.
The steering group …was suggesting that we would have a small, light, maintenance role - but there is a huge issue about staff development, setting it up in the first place. It's a process whereby everybody in the system understands the system. That is a really tall order. 
T1.58
While the importance of some type of external audit is accepted by most, the value and importance of trust is not underestimated. 
What you can't do is use that structure to compensate for trust. In the end, all currency transaction systems are based on trust. It's true in America. No amount of formalisation of procedures stops universities which trust each other's standards from working together. That's how it works - any market works like that. 
T12.22
The limits to the benefits of external quality assurance for a national credit system are also appreciated. External quality assurance is presented as a balancing act, between providing for the needs of learners and the need to ensure that those providing the learning experience are enabled to the best possible job. 
The only way you can get quality, in my opinion, is to create the circumstances, procedures and organisation which enable staff to be happy to do their best all the time. I do not believe that bureaucracy and paper-work of an extensive nature, in themselves, guarantee it. Many institutions operating ISO 9000 standards often think that the installation of the paperwork is the job finished. It is not. Unless every member of staff is happy to go in the door every day and teach those students, creating the environment and so on, to the best of their ability - it doesn't matter how good the paper work is. 
T12.51


8 Context for Change

8.1 Constraining conditions 
The achievement of a national quality system requires a realistic assessment of the conditions which impact on the success of the strategies employed. A number of constraining conditions can be identified. These are identified as territoriality, a 'reactionary agenda', a lack of collaboration between different sectors of education and training, complacency about the status quo and a determination to retain autonomy. The result of the lack of collaboration between autonomous institutions and awarding bodies is a cause of some concern given the prospect of a multitude of credit systems that don't relate to one another. 
The attitude of "why fix it if it's not broken?" is widely reported - in some sectors more than in others. An evaluation of the current situation in Ireland is provided. 
There are many people who disagree fundamentally with compartmentalising learning - as they would characterise it - who believe that academic freedom ought to be limitless, virtually, and they don't need to change their approach because the market is still delivering school-leavers to them in large numbers. Their problem is not inclusion -it exclusion and the need for systems for exclusion - at the moment! 
T12.41 
One particular issue which is identified as a cause of some concern is the prospect of credit-based funding i.e. resourcing authorities using credits as a factor when allocating funds to providing institutions. However there is evidence of a note of realism about the inadequacies of current arrangement predicated on full-time participation. 
There is a huge danger in linking quality assurance to funding. But I'm not sure you can actually divorce the two issues. On a very real level, in Ireland, to start with we need to address the whole area of funding all educational institutions of every shape and form. At the moment we make it very difficult for the non-traditional full-time learner to actually access any form of provision which would allow him/her to get into any sort of credit accumulation 
T3.33. 
Much of the debate about credit-based funding bring the debate back to the initial analogy of credit as a currency and learners as purchasers of learning opportunities. 
You're trying to reform an elitist system of higher education through the wrong channels. The only way reform it is through market diversity and student choice. Give the students the money and let them drive the system, largely. 
T5.14
8.2 Enabling and encouraging factors 
In spite of the obvious constraining conditions, it is valuable to remember that resistance to change is quite normal. There is sufficient evidence of enabling and encouraging factors to overcome such resistance. These include political policy commitments, positive good will, realisation of the potential benefits for everybody and evidence of the 'winds of change' at work. A lead from government is identified as a significant and powerful factor, which sets the tone and facilitates the change in practice and in cultures. A spirit of goodwill between higher education institution on either side of the 'binary divide' is identified as an important factor. Of greatest impact is the growing awareness about the benefits on a credit-based system, in terms of flexibility and organisation of programmes, in a rapidly changing learning market. 
One of the very persuasive and attractive aspects of credit accumulation is that it can actually meet the needs of the changing community that we're seeing in Ireland. We are no longer dealing with traditional 18 year olds coming straight out of school into university. We are seeing a changing community with new opportunities and new challenges. I think that is one of the very persuasive arguments both for members of staff and for the institutions. 
T3.32

8.3 The prospects for credit in Ireland
The balance of enabling and constraining conditions in Ireland would suggest that the time is opportune to seize the moment and establish a national credit system, in partnership with all users of the system. There are a number of other contextual factors that suggest that the prospects are good for the successful development of a national credit system in Ireland. 
Ireland is a small country, with a relatively small number of universities and a strong technological sector. The binary system of higher education has promoted diversity and flexibility in response to the needs of the learning society. There is a strong tradition of interim awards, within higher education in the technological sector. The further education and training sector continues to develop and it is already proposed that a single integrated awarding body will make the awards for that sector. The relatively small number of bodies making awards in Ireland presents an excellent opportunity for effective partnership and collaboration in the development of a national credit system. This context provides advantageous conditions compared with the situation in other countries attempting such developments, from a base of greater complexity and more entrenched interests.
Furthermore, many of the conditions identified for an effective credit system are in place or in process in Ireland. Learning outcomes are well established as the means of describing learning achievement in further education, the training sector, the technological sector of higher education and some universities. While the approaches may vary, there is in principle, a shared understanding of the need for transparency in curriculum content and new approaches to assessment. Modularisation is also well established as an organising concept for the planning of programme provision. It is well advanced in some institutions and in process in most. Credit schemes are well developed within the NCEA, the NCVA, Teagasc and some universities. While the specifications of these schemes differ, credit is not an alien concept and the experience gained to date provides a basis for further development.
The proactive involvement of stakeholders has been one of the strengths of developments in the education and training system in Ireland. The constructive contribution of representatives of learner interests is evident in many recent policy initiatives. This contrasts with the level of their involvement elsewhere. The inclusion of the social partners at national policy level has also been both influential and effective. The expanding role of the workplace and the community as places of learning has prompted a number of initiatives relating to accreditation of informal learning. The community and voluntary sector has been particularly vocal in the call for 'credit where credit is due'. The combined momentum created by these forces for change represents positive and enabling conditions for the development of a national credit system.
Most significantly, political commitment to change is evident and the forthcoming legislation promises concrete expression of this political commitment. This research indicates that a credit system is an important measure to underpin the national framework of qualifications and promote the realisation of a learning society. In preparation for the establishment of a national qualifications framework, we have an opportunity to develop the essential underpinning. Thus, it appears that some of the conditions are already in place, the ground is well prepared and the political will is not lacking.
My endeavours in this regard are primarily based on the needs of the individual learners. I want to be able to put in place a framework which will empower the learner to be able to see all of the learning options before the initial choice of further or higher education and training is made. In my view this can be done by having a single national basis for co-ordinating and comparing all education and training awards, by setting out in legislation how such a framework can be set up and how it can be continually revised and updated to allocate responsibilities for carrying out tasks 
Minister for Education and Science, 1998b, p.5


9 Recommendations -A Strategy for Developing a Credit System 

9.1 A clear rationale 
Different perspectives on credit and approaches to credit systems reflect the multi-purpose nature of such developments. A clear rationale is needed as a starting point for any strategy to establish a national credit system - one that justifies the effort involved, engages all those concerned and provides a clear direction for the process of development and implementation. The development of a national qualifications framework to meet of the learning society provides an appropriate focus for the development of a national credit system. This is endorsed by the broader policy context and supported by the advocates of credit systems. With learners at the centre of the strategy, a national credit system can establish a genuine currency and support a framework which ensures the inclusion and recognition of all learning experiences. By providing a means of integrating all the awards within the Irish education and training system, it can establish equivalence for different credits and parity of esteem for different awards, ensuring optimum opportunities for progression, articulation and mobility. Realisation of such objectives will require some alterations to current practice and perspectives, as reflected in the contributions of Irish participants in this research.

9.2 First things first
In the light of this research it is proposed that the strategy for developing a credit system start with the premise that a credit is an award made to a learner, with level and credit value indicated. This choice of definition is based on the consensus that emerges from the analysis of the contributions of experienced practitioners. The system should be designed to support the award of one or more credits to learners by awarding bodies/institutions using the common specifications, within their own internal quality assurance systems. This requires reconsideration of existing practice in some credit schemes in Ireland.
Given the definition of credit proposed above, the specifications of a national credit system needs to include descriptions of levels and a credit tariff. It is evident that the current inconsistency in the use of terminology is an significant impediment to a coherent strategy. It is necessary to establish some first principles and clarify key terms involved. A glossary of terms has been drafted. It is derived from a review of the literature, an examination of the documentation of a number of schemes, and an analysis of the positions put forward in discussion with experienced professionals. The Draft Glossary represents one outcome of this research which may assist future discussions and provide a starting point for the collaborative work to be done. (Appendix A)
.

9.3 The development process 
A national credit system should enable all users of the system to make decisions and judgements about the value of learning achievement. The accounts of the development processes adopted by different initiatives point to the central importance of partnership. Experience suggests that the development process needs to involve all users in a collaborative development process based on equal partnership i.e. representatives of those with responsibility for assigning credit, validating credit, awarding credit as well as of those who receive credit and other users of the credit system. Failure to adopt this approach would prove an impediment to the achievement of key objectives.
It is evident that the process needs to start with agreement on the first principles for a credit system and the common specifications. Those with experience of attempting a comprehensive credit system suggest the optimum approach is a fresh one, and a clean slate as a starting point, rather than an attempt to graft disparate existing schemes to each other. It is suggested that development of a comprehensive credit system, based on a genuine currency, requires a long-term view as opposed to the pragmatic welding of 'fuzzy edges' that don't quite meet. 
A levels statement for a national credit scheme needs to provide a rational basis for assigning level to learning. The emerging consensus is that these levels need to be based on a progressive hierarchy of achievement for areas of learning - not simply year of delivery. All research participants agree that these statements should be kept simple, consistent, easy to understand and simple to use - while many struggle to achieve these objectives. A small working group, representative of all stakeholders, has proved a valuable mechanism in many instances. It is recommended that such a group should undertake the task of drafting a levels statement for a national credit system in Ireland. This draft should provide the basis for field-testing the descriptors with a wide but short consultation process, resulting in an agreed levels statement.
A credit tariff needs to be agreed and used as the basis for assigning a credit value to modules in the context of a national system. The choice of credit tariff should balance the need for flexibility and stability, so as to ensure sound judgements about the credit value of learning. Experience suggests that the adoption of the established credit tariff of one existing scheme as the basis for a national system is inappropriate, counter-productive and at odds with an inclusive approach based on equal partnership. This experience is common to a number of development projects. An 'independent' tariff could be an important measure to counteract perceptions (expressed by some participants) of dominance by particular sectors within the education and training system. In setting a credit tariff, the adoption of 'notional learning time' as one dimension requires acceptance of the 'notionality' of the concept and transparency in the procedures for measuring it. 
It is claimed by contributors to this research that a comprehensive credit system can be designed to support any assessment regime (criterion referenced, competency based or graded). The realisation of inclusivity will be essential to the development of a truly national credit system, and that objective needs to be evident from the outset. A clear distinction needs to be established between the award of credit and the grading of learner performance for other purposes. 
The development of a national credit system involves the establishment of agreed procedures for quality assurance to be used by awarding bodies and institutions when validating credit. This requires collaboration on the development of quality assurance processes for the validation of credit, in a manner that respects the need for awarding bodies to determine how to build these into their quality system. Such processes will be an integral part of the quality assurance arrangements relating to programme validation and certification. 

9.4 Compatibility with other systems
Compatibility of the Irish national credit system with other credit systems should be established, without compromising the primary objective of the system. Experienced practitioners in transnational mobility suggest that comparability can be achieved though determining an appropriate translation of Irish credits into other currencies. A rate of conversion enables equivilences to be established and thus promotes mobility for learners. One of the obvious priorities for collaboration and comparability is with the developing credit framework in Northern Ireland (NICATS). The need for an all-island common currency has been well documented and supported, in the literature, in the contributions of participants and in recent policy statements reported. This objective requires significant and meaningful cross-border collaboration. There is considerable scope for strategically linking different systems, by means of translation protocols, once there is a coherent and transparent basis for so doing. 
The European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) is an important credit system in the context of Socrates exchange programmes. Conversion to ECTS should be built into the development of the Irish national credit system, while ensuring that the needs of the Irish learners and our education and training system are foremost in the development of a system for Ireland.

9.5 Underpinning for a qualifications framework 
A national credit system provides the underpinning for a national qualifications framework. Awards and qualifications may then be expressed in terms of credit requirements. It is essential to ensure the integrity of the system and the currency of the credit while maintaining maximum flexibility for the design of qualifications. Concern over the consequences of impositional approaches to qualifications permeated the contributions of participants to this research. The seemingly fine distinctions made (between 'impositional' and 'compositional' approaches) have significant consequences. 
It is important to avoid the pitfalls and deep divisions evident within many developing credit systems. Two significant design measures are advocated by the participants and are illustrated in some models of qualifications frameworks examined in the course of this research. Firstly, requirements for qualifications could be expressed in terms of the minimum credit requirements, at each level, rather than a fixed number. Secondly, the requirements could recognise that each stage of a qualification may be comprised of modules at different levels of learning - by stating the minimum percentage of the credits which need to be at certain level/s. These measures could free a credit system and qualifications framework from the consequences of an 'impositional' approach. This approach would help ensure the currency of credits and promote a flexible framework of qualifications that can respond to the diverse and changing needs of society. 
The process of validating programmes should recognise that the achievement of any number of credits is as legitimate an objective as meeting the requirement for a 'qualification'. Equally, it is legitimate to devise a programme that involves a number of credits in excess of the requirements for a particular award. From the analysis of existing schemes, it is evident that while some adopt this practice, others do not. The desire for neatness can impose rigid structures on what is a rapidly evolving system, where responsiveness and flexibly are more important qualities. 

9.6 Managing the development process
It is proposed that the new National Qualifications Authority, to be established in legislation, will have responsibility for establishing a national qualifications framework. On the basis of this research, it is recommended that this new authority should take the lead role in bringing together all the interests involved the development of a national credit system. The development process should involve intensive development work and consultation over a short period of time, promptly followed by implementation. Experience shows the need for prompt action rather than protracted debate. There are valuable lessons to be learned from the consequences of attempts at excessive precision of design. Evaluation and review should be an integral part of the implementation process, as an integral part of the establishment of the national qualifications framework.

9.7 Implementation
The greatest successes in credit initiatives, as with any other development, are evident where the initial focus has been on particular areas where credit development provides greatest advantages and where those involved are most receptive to the ideas. Arising from the experiences recounted, it is recommended that priority areas be identified. For example, the implementation of a national credit system could commence with areas such as any new programmes, adult and continuing education and workplace learning. The experience gained in the use of the specifications of the system and the development of internal quality assurance processes can provide a basis from which to extend good practice to existing programmes, on a phased basis, as they are reviewed. New initiatives in a variety of settings represent valuable opportunities to develop models for credit rating achievement gained in different learning environments. 
In order to ensure the integrity of a national credit system and the creation of a genuine currency, a number of participants have stated that it is important to resist the temptation to simply attach numbers to existing programmes. If these have not been designed within the specifications of the system and have not been through the agreed quality assurance procedures, they cannot be credit-rated without compromising the system. Accordingly, it is recommended that the implementation of a national credit system requires a phased approach, and a transition period within which to build on the experience gained using the specifications. This can help grow confidence in the system. Awarding bodies may need to continue to use the specifications of existing schemes in the interim. 
It is clear from those working is this field that the development of a national credit system is a resource intensive process, at the development stage. The relevant organisations and institutions need to commit resources to the development and implementation of the credit system. This includes for example, staff development and the provision of guidelines for those designing modules and programmes within the system. It is reported that adequate initial investment in such measures greatly enhances quality assurance and maximises the potential for subsidiarity. A programme of public information is also necessary to promote the concept of credit and provide details of the system to ensure maximum benefit for all users. The importance of clarity and simplicity is very evident in this regard. 
.

10 Recommendations - A Strategy for Ensuring a Quality System

10.1 External quality assurance 
The issue of quality is central to the implementation of a national credit system. A number of lessons can be learned from the literature and the experience of practitioners in relation to the achievement of a quality system. Strategies can be identified to assist in this regard. Transparency of operations with good documentation is important in developing good practice and building confidence in a credit system. The accounts given of collaborative panels for validating credits and programmes suggest that these provide an important mechanism for strengthening internal quality assurance arrangements and building trust between the users of the system. However, an inescapable conclusion of this research is that external quality assurance is also required to assure all users of the system of its quality. Furthermore it is clear that this issue has been a central problem in many credit developments to date, evident from the ambivalence, reticence and contrasting perspectives of the contributions on this aspect. 
A systems view of quality indicates clearly that external quality assurance of the credit scheme of an awarding body or institutions is just one part of a more holistic process. The evolving relationship in Ireland between awarding bodies/institutions and 'external' agencies (such as the Higher Education Authority, the relevant government departments and the proposed National Qualification Authority) presents an opportunity for them to incorporate quality indicators relating to a national credit system. For example, adoption of a national credit system and the establishment of appropriate internal quality assurance procedures could be a condition of approval for awarding bodies/institutions. The nature of that evolving external quality assurance role needs to take cognisance of the learning society and strike a balance between autonomy and accountability. This view is endorsed by many participants in the research and is reflected in the developing policy framework for Irish education and training. 
Measures which focus on accountability may well provide a powerful incentive for the implementation of a credit-based system, but constitute a less attractive option than genuinely co-operative collaboration. A number of co-ordinating organisations, such as the National University of Ireland, the Conference of Heads of Irish Universities, the Council of Directors of Institutes of Technology and the Irish Vocational Education Association have important strategic roles to play. A policy commitment to collaboration and partnership in pursuit of common goals requires leadership, vision and the abandonment of some traditional attitudes to culture and territory that have no place in a strategy to promote a learning society. 
10.2 Funding and quality assurance of a credit system 
There are several ways in which the operation of a national credit system could provide information which could contribute to resourcing decisions. Such measures are becoming an increasing feature of policy development, especially in the UK where credit-based funding is being introduced as a means of determining resource allocations to providing institutions, faculties, schools or departments. Participants in this research express quite mixed views on this subject. There is due cause for caution in the use of such measures as their impact has yet to be evaluated. As part of a national development strategy for Ireland, an evaluation of the impact of credit-based funding in other countries would provide valuable policy research. 
Credit could provide a valuable device for funding learners in their 'purchase' of appropriate learning experiences. Such measures find expression in initiatives such as 'learning accounts'. The current disparity in the funding of full-time and part-time students is presented by a number of participants in this research as a stark anomaly, given policy commitments to promoting the learning society. The funding of learners in terms of credits, rather than their mode of learning, represents a much more rational approach to the promotion of both full-time and continuing education. Such a measure would greatly enhance the choices for learners, encourage mobility and promote wider participation.

10.3 A quality credit system is no guarantee…..
The existence of a credit system will do little for learners if it is not accompanied by reform in the provision of learning opportunities appropriate to the needs of the learning age. Experience has shown that in many cases modularisation represents a management device for providers, rather than a vehicle for learner choice. Programmes are too often delivered solely in a full-time structured mode. Some significant advances have been made in the provision of learning opportunities at a pace, place and time that improves accessibility and promotes participation. However, much more needs to be done.
I know of another instance where people were recruited locally here in Dublin and given an intensive training course in Electronics. They all ended up working in a large multi-national on the north side of Dublin. They were a highly motivated group of women and they wanted to get the full Certificate. They had got their Record of Achievement, they had a taster for this learning but two years later, they were still having difficulty identifying a centre that would put on a training programme suitable for their needs, so they could complete the requirements for the certificate. So even though you talk about a credit system and a modular system, the reality is that it is very difficult to acquire these credits in the system because of how things have evolved - unless you're attending a full time course. 
T13.44

Just as curriculum reform can be a powerful factor in bringing about changes in pedagogy, a credit system can promote more flexible modes of delivery and reward learning achievement gained through diverse learning opportunities. It is recognised that 
…it is far from easy to bring about change in a system which has strong traditions, deep roots and many variations. For those who have created these systems, the degree of flexibility and change now advocated may appear to threaten quality and standards. For those excluded from those systems in the past, that flexibility and recognition is an imperative for their present and future. 
Dowling, 1998, p. 22
This imperative provides a compelling rationale for the establishment of a national credit system for Ireland with a strategy centred on meeting the needs of the new learning society. Dealing with the present and preparing for the future needs to involve all concerned in collaborative partnership with the benefit of a clear direction, political leadership and a well-planned strategy.
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APPENDIX A
GLOSSARY OF TERMS
	Assign - a credit rating
	
To assign a credit rating is to make an estimate of the credit value and level of a module, and assign it thereto.

	Credit
	A credit is an award made to a learner, with level and credit value indicated.

	Credit accumulation
	Credit accumulation is a process whereby learners accumulate credits towards an award of a particular awarding body or institution. 

	Credit- based curriculum 
	A credit-based curriculum is one with modules that are building blocks from which different qualifications can be made.

	Credit rating
	The credit rating for a set of learning outcomes indicates the number of credits and the level of learning for that module/unit.

	Credit scheme
	A credit scheme is a formal mechanism for awarding credits in respect of learning achievement.

	Credit system
	A credit system is a framework, with a set of specifications, that is used by a range of institutions and awarding bodies when designing and operating their credit schemes.

	Credit tariff
	A credit tariff specifies a quantitative relationship between the amount of credit associated with achievement, at a specified level, and notional learning time.

	Credit transfer
	Credit transfer is a process whereby credits, qualifications and learning experiences are given appropriate recognition.

	Credit value
	Credit value is the number of credits assigned to a set of learning outcomes.

	General credit
	
General credit refers to the number of credits assigned to a set of learning outcomes at a specified level.

	Level
	Level describes a threshold standard of learner achievement within a progression hierarchy and provides one of the dimensions of a credit, within a credit system.

	Level descriptor
	A level descriptor characterises a single level within a hierarchy, according to certain criteria. 

	Levels statement
	A levels statement describes a series of levels within a hierarchy, according to certain criteria.

	Module
	A module is a set of related learning outcomes and the associated assessment criteria.

	National credit system
	A national credit system is a framework with a set of specifications that is used by all institutions and awarding bodies within a national education and training system. It is designed to be inclusive of all forms of learning and all types of award. 

	National qualifications framework
	A national qualifications framework is a formal mechanism for recognising national awards, within a transparent, coherent and flexible national qualifications system. It involves, inter alia, the establishment of a credit system to provide a common basis for describing and comparing awards and for establishing equivalences between them. 

	Notional learning time
	Notional learning time is an estimate of the total learning time required from a notional (average) learner to enable them to achieve the outcomes of a module/unit, all other things being equal.

	Specific credit
	Specific credit is the amount of general credit which may be recognised for the purpose of a particular award or for entry to a particular programme.

	Unitised qualification 
	A unitised qualification is one where the unit is seen as a sub-set of the qualification.

	Validate - a credit rating
	To validate a credit rating is to follow quality assurance procedures to determine that the credit rating assigned is appropriate and consistent with the specification of the credit system.



APPENDIX B
LIST OF PARTICIPANTS (ALPHABETIC ORDER)

Interviews were conducted between April and June 1998 
Duration 45 minutes, on average. 
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Mr Oliver Duggan
Development Officer, National Council for Vocational Awards, Dublin
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Professor Volker Gehmlich
University of Applied Science, Osnabruck, Germany
Ms. Attracta Halpin
Assistant Registrar, National University of Ireland
Ms. Meri Hews
Modular Officer, Dublin City University
Mr Denis Mc Grath
Registrar, National Council for Educational Awards, Dublin
Mr. Mike Mc Manus
CATS Co-ordinator, Sheffield Hallam University
Ms. Shira Mehlman
Head of Development and Standards, National Rehabilitation Board
Ms. Annie Moore
Director, Northern Ireland Open College Network

Mr. Frank Nugent
National Co-ordinator of Traineeships, FÁS, Dublin. 
Prof. David Robertson
John Moores University, Liverpool

Prof. Beverly Sand
Director of Derbyshire Regional Network
Ms. Margid A Schatzman
Vice President, Educational Credential Evaluators, USA 
Mr Peter Wilson
National Development Officer, National Open College Network 
 

Preliminary interviews
Two preliminary interviews were held with the following:
Mr. Tony Tait
Further Education Development Agency
Dr. Patrick Cashell
Assistant Registrar, University of Limerick
  


APPENDIX C
GROUNDED THEORY TERMS AND TECHNIQUES 
	Terms

	Concepts
	
Conceptual labels placed on discrete happenings, event and other instances of phenomena. Concepts are grouped together under a higher order; more abstract category called a category.

	Categories
	A classification of concepts. Categories are discovered when concepts are compared against one another and appear to pertain to a similar phenomena

	Properties
	Attributes or characterises pertaining to a category

	Dimension
	location of properties along a continuum

	Phenomena
	The central idea, event, happening, incident about which a set of actions or interactions are directed at managing, or handling, or to which the set of actions is related. (a category)

	Causal conditions
	Events, incidents, happenings which lead to the occurrence or development of a phenomenon.

	Context
	The specific set of properties that pertains to that phenomenon. Context also represents a particular set of structural conditions within which the action/interaction strategies are taken 

	Intervening conditions
	Structural conditions bearing on the action/interactional strategies + enabling - constraining 

	Interactional strategies 
	Strategies devised to manage, handle, carry out, respond to a phenomenon under a specific set of perceived conditions

	Consequences
	Outcomes or results of actions and interactions

	Core category
	The central phenomena around which all the other categories are integrated.

	Story line
	The conceptualising of the story. This is the core category

	Story
	A description narrative about the central phenomena of the study

	Coding techniques

	Open coding:
	
The process of breaking down data, examining , comparing, conceptualising and categorising data 

	Axial coding
	a set of procedure whereby data are put back together in new ways after open coding, by making connections between categories, utilising a coding paradigm using the conditions, context, strategies and consequences

	Selective coding 
	The process of selecting the core category, systematically relating it to other categories validating these relationships and filing in categories that need further refinement.



Source: Strauss A and Corbin J (1990) Basics of Qualitative Research. Sage Publications: California
.
