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SUMMARY

The EQF is a meta-framework that forms a translation device between different na-
tional qualification systems. Each qualification system needs to link to the EQF lev-
els if the translation is to be made easier across all countries. The move towards
NQFs has been rapid and seems to some extent to have been triggered by the EQF
proposal. It also reflects a general acceptance that lifelong learning requires a fo-
cus on learning outcomes rather than learning inputs and that the links between dif-
ferent subsystems of education and training need to be strengthened. Thus, devel-
opment of NQFs cannot exclusively be explained by the emergence of the EQF. This
article emphasises the distinction between national qualifications systems and na-
tional qualifications framework. It reviews the development of NQFs in the EU, EEA
and candidate countries up to April 2007 and addresses the issue of European co-
operation in education and training and its future.
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This article discusses the potential impact of the European qualifica-
tions framework (EQF) on national education and training policies. Par-
ticular focus will be on the rapid and widespread development of nation-
al qualifications frameworks (NQFs) across Europe. Pioneered by coun-
tries like Ireland, France and the UK, NQFs have moved into the forefront
of the debate on how to realise lifelong learning and how to promote ac-
cess to and progress in education, training and learning. While being pur-
sued both nationally and internationally (for example by the OECD) for some
years, development of EQF (from February 2004) significantly increased
interest in NQFs. Both the original EQF consultation document (July 2005)
and the Commission recommendation (European Commission, 2006b) state
that countries need to ‘speak with one voice’ when relating their nation-
al qualifications to the EQF and it is suggested that each country set up
a NQF to make this easier. A NQF is considered to be the most appro-
priate way to solve this coordination challenge and is argued to be a pre-
condition for referencing to a European meta-framework. It is argued that
NQFs are necessary to overcome the barriers between different nation-
al subsystems of education and training, notably between vocational edu-
cation and training and higher education and between initial and contin-
uing education and training.

Development of NQFs has not been the most visible part of the EQF
development and debate. Most attention has been paid so far to the over-
arching European objectives to promote transparency, enable compari-
sons and ease transfer of qualifications (1) between countries. However
this cross-border function can only become a reality if countries change
the way their education and training systems are coordinated and gov-
erned. The 2005 EQF consultation document included the objective for
the EQF to be a ‘force for change at European, national and sector lev-
els’. We can thus speak of two distinct but interrelated functions of the
EQF, one at European and one at national level. The European function
(translation, comparison) is visible and broadly accepted; the national func-
tion (increased coordination and permeability) is less visible and poten-
tially more controversial. The purpose of this article is to address these
developments and to give a first interpretation of this interchange of Eu-
ropean and national education and training policies. The following main
questions will be discussed:

(1) According to the EQF recommendation (September 2006) a ‘qualification’ is achieved when
a competent body determines that an individual has achieved learning outcomes to given
standards. A qualification is a formal outcome of an assessment and validation process.
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• How can the concept of a qualifications framework be defined? What are
the significant differences between a meta-framework like the EQF and ex-
isting and emerging national qualification frameworks? How can we dis-
tinguish the term qualification framework from the broader concept of quali-
fication system? And why is this distinction important?

• What is the state of play regarding national qualifications frameworks in
Europe? What kind of commitment can be observed at national level and
is it possible to identify common objectives, strategies and solutions?

• What are the main lessons – in terms of governance – to be drawn from
EQF and NQF developments? These lessons can be addressed from two
main angles. First, in relation to the EU ‘open method of coordination’
underpinning the development and implementation of the EQF and se-
cond, from a national perspective, as part of the internationalisation and
modernisation of education and training systems in the context of life-
long learning.

Development of the EQF – and its correspondence with NQFs – can-
not be discussed without considering the shift to a learning outcomes ap-
proach (2). While use of learning outcomes is seen as the only way to com-
pare and translate national qualifications, this learning outcomes approach
is also important for the governance of national education and training sys-
tems in the future. A shift towards learning outcomes significantly changes
the way objectives are formulated, standards are set and curricula are described
and thus influences teaching and learning directly (Adam, 2004).

Qualifications framework; a deepening concept

The idea of a qualifications framework that shows how qualifications re-
late to one another is not new. For many centuries trade organisations in many
countries have exercised control over the right to practise a trade and defined
a hierarchy of skills within the trade. These hierarchies were the forerunners
of sectoral and national qualifications frameworks. The universities had also
set down common patterns of recognising progress within higher academic
learning, thus defining another hierarchy of qualifications. What is new about
the modern national qualification framework is the interest of governments in

(2) In the EQF these are defined as ‘statements of what a learner knows, understands and is
able to do on completion of a learning process’.
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developing overarching frameworks that incorporate qualifications that rep-
resent the learning outcomes from school, work, higher education and other
adult learning. The new frameworks are thus often linked to lifelong learning
strategies and are intended also to capture informal learning, or experience,
that the learner wishes to have recognised (Cedefop, Colardyn and
Bjørnåvold, 2005).

A qualifications framework is a classification of qualifications according to
a set of criteria for levels of learning achieved. This set of criteria may be an
implicit characteristic of the qualifications themselves or made explicit in the
form of a set of level descriptors. The 2006 EQF recommendation defines the
concept in the following way:

‘a national qualifications framework is an instrument for the classification
of qualifications according to a set of criteria for specified levels of learning
achieved. It aims at the integration and coordination of national qualifications
subsystems and the improvement of transparency, access, progression and
quality of qualification in relation to the labour market and civil society’.

In the simplest form of classification the qualifications themselves are
arranged in a hierarchy of demand or standard, the lowest level of qualifi-
cations rises through a series of steps to the highest level (3). The qualifica-
tions in these hierarchies are sometimes further classified into qualification
types (higher education qualifications, school qualifications, work-based quali-
fications). The second type of classification uses explicit levels that are each
defined by criteria – these are often termed level descriptors or level indica-
tors (4). It is this second type that is attracting the interest of many countries
since this offers more than the first type in coordinating power across edu-
cational sectors and work-based qualifications. However, all qualifications frame-
works aim to establish a basis for improving the links between qualifications
and the quality, accessibility, and public or labour market recognition of qual-
ifications within a country and internationally.

NQFs have various forms and functions (Coles, 2006) but it is reasonable
to conclude that all have four generic aims:
• establishing national standards for learning outcomes (competences);
• promoting through regulation the quality of education and training provi-

sion;
• acting as a way of relating qualifications to one another;
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(3) The Australian qualifications framework serves as an example (www.aqf.edu.au).
(4) The Irish framework of qualifications serves as an example (www.nqai.ie).
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• promoting access to learning, transfer of learning and progression in learn-
ing.

NQFs can have policy purposes that go beyond these four aims. Devel-
oping an NQF can be used to integrate parts of the qualifications system (for
example professional education delivered in further and higher education) or
to provoke modernisation of parts of the education and training system, for
example to change the regulation of the quality of qualification processes or
to change the way public funds are used to support education and training.
This additional factor of using a national qualifications framework as a tool for
reform is becoming more common and this suggests it should become a fifth
aim; however some frameworks are developed through strong consensus of
stakeholders and it is more difficult to assign these frameworks the explicit
aim of becoming a tool for reform. Additionally, some NQFs are used to al-
low target setting and planning of public investment in education and train-
ing and they support the measurement of performance of the education and
training system.

It is possible that, even where no explicit wider reform agenda is acknowl-
edged, there is a power within a simple classification of qualifications to trans-
form aspects of education and qualifications. This arises through the codifi-
cation of the complex arrangements for qualifications in a country into a rel-
atively simple form. Codification, or modelling, creates a relationship and a
language with which stakeholders can readily engage (Cowan et al., 1999).
Without the codification of a framework, the hierarchy of qualifications, the know-
ledge, skills and wider competences they each testify and the horizontal
equivalencies between qualifications are often subject to incomplete or tac-
it knowledge of the qualifications system. The latter reduces confidence in poli-
cies aimed at reform and makes innovation difficult. 

There is another effect: sometimes modernisation requires multiple ac-
tions on different parts of the qualifications system (accreditation, funding,
institutional arrangements), these coordinated reforms are challenging. Choos-
ing incremental ‘one-at-a-time’ approaches is less risky, cheaper and more
manageable. It is arguable that the coordinating effects of NQFs, especial-
ly in terms of stakeholder engagement and institutional roles and responsi-
bilities, make it more likely that broader, coordinated programmes of reforms
can be proposed.

Qualifications frameworks should be seen as a part of a qualifications sys-
tem (OECD, 2007). The latter is an all-embracing term for all structures and
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processes (5) that lead to the award of a qualification. Some qualifications sys-
tems are so complex and fragmented that they hardly appear to be system-
atic. Nevertheless, within these systems the public is aware of levels of qual-
ification (such as basic schooling, completion of upper secondary education,
apprenticeship, bachelors degree, professional licence, etc.). These implic-
it levels of qualification come close to resembling a qualifications framework,
however they fail to embody some of the power of frameworks simply because
the levels are implicit and therefore are subject to differences in interpreta-
tion. The relationship between gaining qualification and the requirements for
progression from one qualification to another or to a job are often unclear and
not reliable. Stakeholder ownership is also not clear and thus reforming dif-
ferent qualification types based on low levels of trust and compatibility is like-
ly to be difficult.

Development of the EQF meta-framework has the potential to formalise
some of these implicit levels and tacit appreciations. The EQF sets overar-
ching descriptions of learning outcomes and associates these with levels of
qualification. The level descriptors are in fact criteria for aligning national quali-
fication levels (implicit or explicit) to the EQF. The process for carrying out
this task requires that each qualification level (including all the different types
of qualifications at each level) be matched against the EQF level criteria for
alignment. The transformation of these implicit levels requires involvement
of and acceptance by all relevant stakeholders. Traditionally the description
of these levels would have been focused on duration and location of edu-
cation and training, on entry requirements to learning or work and on work
related licences to practise. Following the EQF, however, the main ingredi-
ent to be made explicit will have to be the knowledge, skills and wider com-
petences that this national qualification level testifies to learners and other
users of qualifications. Thus it seems likely that linking implicit national qual-
ification levels to the EQF can be a staged process. First, the links can be
made by means of the proxies for knowledge, skills and wider competences
and then, second and over time, pressure is likely to develop for the actual
knowledge skills and competences required at a qualification level to be for-
mally agreed by stakeholders. Thus the implicit levels of national qualifica-
tion will be transformed into explicit levels that can be the basis for an NQF
defined in learning outcomes.

(5) The Qualifications systems: bridges to lifelong learning (OECD, 2007) refers to the substruc-
tures of a qualifications system as the means of developing and operationalising national or
regional policy on qualifications, institutional arrangements, quality assurance processes, as-
sessment and awarding processes, skills recognition and other mechanisms that link edu-
cation and training to the labour market and civil society.
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A meta-framework such as the EQF has distinct characteristics to NQFs
that relate to it and enable relationships to be established between qualifica-
tions levels in different countries. The major differences between EQF levels
and NQF levels depend on the functions of the frameworks, the method of
their development, the influences on the form of the frameworks, the qualifi-
cation levels they recognise, the quality assurance processes involved and
the benchmarks used for establishing levels. Table 1 summarises these dif-
ferences. 

Table 1: Comparing national qualifications levels and levels in the EQF

Differences National qualifications 
levels

EQF levels 

Main function: to act as a benchmark for the level,
volume and type of learning

to act as a benchmark for the level of
any learning recognised in a qualifica-
tion or defined in an NQF

Developed by: regional bodies, national agencies
and sectoral bodies

Member States acting together

Sensitive to: local, regional and national priori-
ties (e.g. levels of literacy, labour
market needs)

collective priorities across countries
(e.g. globalisation of trade)

Recognises learning of
individuals by:

assessment/evaluation, validation
and certification

[Does not directly recognise learning
of individuals]

Currency depends on: factors within national context the level of trust between internatio-
nal users

Quality is guaranteed
by: 

the practices of national bodies and
learning institutions

national practices and the robust-
ness of the process linking national
and EQF levels

Levels are defined by
reference to:

national benchmarks which are
embedded in different specific le-
arning contexts, e.g. school educa-
tion, work or higher education

general progression in learning across
all contexts across all countries
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If these distinctions are accepted, the form and function of national quali-
fications levels (or frameworks) will be different to those of a meta-framework
such as the EQF (Tuck et al., 2006). Such differences should create a clear
space for NQFs to continue to develop distinctively that reflects national so-
cial and cultural perspectives. In the EQF proposals and in the emerging meta-
framework in southern Africa (SADC, 2005), the intention is to respect and
encourage different national perspectives. However, even if the differences
are accepted, the existence of each of the meta-framework characteristics in
the third column in Table 1 asks questions of each country on the content in
the second column. Once again the effect of a classification, in this case the
EQF classification, which aims to be neutral, is likely to raise expectations of
clearer design features of NQFs. As will be clear in the next section, it is in-
teresting to note that even in the early days of the EQF, many countries are
intending to use eight reference levels in their emerging frameworks (for ex-
ample, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Spain, Lithuania and Slovakia).

National qualifications frameworks in Europe

The number of European countries having implemented national qualifi-
cations frameworks is still low. We can observe however an increasing num-
ber of European countries taking concrete steps towards implementing NQFs.
This process has gained speed significantly during 2005 and 2006 and seems
to be linked to the increasing definition of an EQF.

The following section reviews these developments (6).
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(6) Reflecting the situation in April 2007 in countries taking part in the Education and training
2010 process as well as in preaccession countries. The country descriptions have been based
on the following sources: 
• national responses to the EQF consultation, December 2005 to February 2006;
• presentation of national developments to the first meeting of the EQF implementation

group in March 2007;
• responses to questions regarding EQF developments submitted by Commission end March

2007 to countries taking part in Education and training 2010 (follow up to meeting 23 March
2007);

• material gathered by ETF regarding development of NQFs in accession countries.
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Austria 
The aim is to develop a single overarching NQF, based on learning out-

comes, which will be linked to the EQF. This framework will open up valida-
tion of non-formal and informal learning and will better meet the needs of the
labour market than the existing system. Agreement on the need for a NQF
was expressed in the national response to the EQF consultation and work-
ing groups set up in summer 2006 to prepare a NQF based on in-depth re-
search. In February 2007, a national steering group for developing the Aus-
trian NQF was constituted. All stakeholders will be involved in a bottom-up
process of consultation (beginning in autumn 2007) and development which
is being coordinated by the General Directorate in the Austrian Ministry of Edu-
cation, Arts and Culture. The main aims of the Austrian NQF is to support qual-
ity, promote access to and permeability of education and training and promote
a better balancing of VET and academic qualifications. The Austrian NQF is
planned to be ready for 2010.

Belgium (Flanders)
A NQF is seen as a necessary prerequisite for relating Flemish qualifica-

tions levels to the EQF. A set of eight draft reference level descriptors was
developed during 2005/06 and led to a discussion note published in October
2006. All relevant ministries as well as all official advisory bodies (where so-
cial partners are included) in the field of education and training gave an opin-
ion on this document. A formal decision on the establishment of a NQF (through
the passing of a Decree) is expected before summer 2008. The development
of the NQF has taken more time than the Flemish authorities anticipated. Sev-
eral unforeseen consequences have been detected, requiring additional work
and clarification. Setting up a NQF is expected to improve overall access to
education, training and learning, to support the development of quality and
to strengthen overall permeability in education and training. There is full agree-
ment that a NQF must be based on learning outcomes – something that is
well reflected in the draft reference level descriptors. It is worth noting that the
Flemish level descriptors are based on ‘knowledge’, ‘skills’, ‘context’ and ‘au-
tonomy-responsibility’, thus paying particular attention to the importance of
context in describing qualifications levels. A series of pilot projects were finalised
in spring 2007 testing the learning outcomes approach and the link to the qual-
ifications framework in a range of sectors (EQF Levels 1 to 5). Similar proj-
ects have also been carried out by Bologna promoters for Levels 6 to 8. The
general conclusion of these test projects is that the descriptors developed for
the Flemish framework are useful for classifying qualifications and only require
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minor changes and adaptations. A report on the development of a central quali-
fications database has been completed and a prototype will be developed by
the end of 2007.

Belgium (Wallonia)
A formal decision on setting up a NQF was made in March 2006. In re-

sponse to the EQF consultation, a NQF is seen as a requirement and pre-
condition for a functioning European framework. A group of experts was set
up in autumn 2006 to outline the main features of a future NQF. The result
of this work is expected to be presented in 2007 and will form the basis for
future developments. As in Flanders, emphasis on learning outcomes is es-
sential to the ongoing work. It is noted that some parts of the education and
training system (adult learning, vocational education and training, the new
system for validation of non-formal learning) have significant experience in
using the learning outcomes approach; other subsectors have less experience.
It is likely that an eight-level structure will be chosen for the framework.

Bulgaria
The Bulgarian Ministry of Education and Science committed (in 2006) to

setting up a NQF which is considered to be of great importance and is expect-
ed to be presented to the government for adoption by 2008. A discussion pa-
per on an integrated NQF will be the basis for consultation with stakeholders.
The ministry is also working on a complete register of qualifications. Experts
are currently working on the relationship between current Bulgarian qualifi-
cations levels and the EQF. An important area for further development will be
the redefinition and reformulation of education and training standards and cur-
ricula based on learning outcomes. The question of how to integrate the frame-
work for higher education (referring to the EHEA) and the EQF and the ques-
tion of how to develop a single credit system in the framework are being dis-
cussed.

Croatia
First steps towards development of an overarching (lifelong learning) Croa-

tian qualifications framework (CROQF) have been taken. During 2006 the Min-
istry of Science, Education and Sports (MSES) formed a joint working group
of experts from VET and HE. The proposal of this group has been discussed
(during spring 2007) with all the relevant stakeholders. The framework will have
eight levels (with additional four sublevels reflecting the particularities of the
Croatian qualifications system). Levels 6, 7 and 8 correspond to the three
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‘Bologna’ cycles. The levels have been described through credit ranges, links
to levels in the EQF and types of qualifications gained after completion of stud-
ies within a certain level. Elements of key competences are also included in
the first four levels. During 2007, a wider working group consisting of experts
from all stakeholders will be formed that will define common standards and
descriptions for all levels which will serve as a basis for development of de-
tailed descriptions for all qualifications based on measurable learning outcomes
and competences. Quality assurance and prior learning recognition, includ-
ing non-formal and informal learning, will be important considerations. The Croa-
tian framework is expected to be complete by 2009.

Cyprus
Cyprus has, in discussions on the EQF, signalled scepticism towards de-

velopment of NQFs. Representatives of the country have argued that the prin-
ciples and structures of a potential NQF have to be the responsibility of each
Member State and expressed fear that the EQF recommendation goes too
far in standardising one particular NQF solution. It is anticipated that the cur-
rent qualifications system will eventually be used to develop an NQF. Cau-
tion has also been expressed on the use of learning outcomes. The learning
outcomes approach promoted by the EQF is considered not in line with the
needs of national education and training institutions.

Czech Republic
The Czech Republic started work on a national qualifications framework

prior to the launching of the EQF (2003-04). This work formed part of the na-
tional reform agenda, partly supported by the EU social funds. An outline of
a NQF has been developed and laid down in the 2006 law on recognition of
continuing education results. This law came into effect August 2007. The Czech
NQF is based on eight levels, including a set of reference level descriptors
reflecting the principles promoted by the EQF. The NQF is part of a lifelong
learning strategy and it is hoped it will raise qualification levels generally and
increase the degree of success of people on the labour market and in so do-
ing improve the response of the educational system to labour market needs.
The learning outcomes approach has been firmly embraced and is seen as
crucial for reducing barriers between different education and training sectors.
It is also hoped it will improve permeability and parity of esteem between vo-
cational education and training and academic education. The main aim of the
NQF is thus to promote comparability, transfer and transparency, at nation-
al level as well is in a wider European context through the link to the EQF.
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The NQF builds on units (complete and partial qualifications) and standards
(for qualifications and assessment). The development of the NQF has taken
place in close cooperation with all relevant stakeholders, including social part-
ners and education and training providers. 

Denmark
Denmark has yet to take a final decision on establishing a NQF. The na-

tional framework for higher education (related to the EHEA) is currently being
revised and work has been undertaken to develop a qualifications framework
that supports stepwise qualifications in VET programmes. In 2007, an inter-
ministerial group is considering how to develop a coherent NQF based on the
current qualifications system. The goal will be to improve transparency, cred-
it transfer and overall coherence in education and training that will support life-
long learning and create a strong basis for implementing EQF in Denmark. The
linking of Danish qualifications levels to the EQF will start from 2008 onwards.
As an important background for this development, it should be noted that the
Danish government’s strategy on globalisation Progress, innovation and co-
hesion – strategy for Denmark in the global economy from May 2006, includes
goals and measures that targets the needs for increased permeability, allow-
ing for increased transfer and combination of learning outcomes between ed-
ucation and training subsystems, between education and work and also points
to the link between the Danish education and training system and the EQF.

Estonia
There is a proposal in Estonia for an eight-level lifelong learning NQF. The

legal basis for the education and training system is currently under review in-
crementally considering one sector at a time. It is intended that in the long term
a new qualification system will cover the spectrum of lifelong learning. A set
of new, learning outcome-based national curricula for VET, is expected to be
in place by 2008. To these will be added a new model of professional stan-
dards to be gradually developed from 2008-13. Estonia noted, in the EQF con-
sultation, that the development of a NQF requires substantial resources as
it implies development of study programmes based on learning outcomes. Nev-
ertheless, proposals for a NQF have been made and discussions on the ap-
propriate number of levels are taking place. The five years of experience with
a competence framework for VET is being used to consider a widening of the
use of learning outcomes in general education and higher education.
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Finland
Finland started work on a (three cycles) framework for higher education

(EHEA) in 2004. A proposal was ready in 2005 and a formal decision is ex-
pected during 2007. A parallel development is not foreseen for VET – an over-
arching NQF covering all qualifications levels is therefore not seen as an op-
tion. Finland will therefore relate to the EQF without an overarching frame-
work and has set up two expert groups to consider how best to do this. The
main reservation about developing an overarching Finnish NQF is the devel-
opment would require extensive work that could distract from other necessary
developments in education and training. Finland has extensive experience in
applying a learning outcomes approach to its education and training system.
This applies in particular to VET but increasingly in general and higher edu-
cation. This is seen as a fundamental precondition for linking Finnish quali-
fications levels to the EQF without setting up an overarching NQF.

France
National qualifications classifications have been established in France for

40 years. There is a legal basis (since 2002) to bring these various classifica-
tions together in a French NQF. The eight-level EQF has been a positive in-
fluence on this process of integration. However, the EQF level descriptors for
knowledge, skills and competences have created problems for creating a sin-
gle French qualifications framework. The key element of the French framework
is the national repertoire of professional qualifications. These qualifications con-
sist of three main types; those delivered by the Ministry of Education, those
delivered by sectors and branches and those delivered by other ministries, cham-
bers of commerce as well as various public or private institutions. The purpose
of this repertoire is to increase the transparency of qualifications, both for em-
ployers and for individual citizens. For a qualification to be registered, a par-
ticular procedure has to be followed, guaranteeing that the relevant quality cri-
teria have been met. A national committee consisting of 16 representatives of
the State and 12 representatives of the social partners has been set for this
particular purpose. An important aspect of the French approach has been im-
plementation of a system for validating learning gained through experience (non-
formally and informally acquired learning outcomes). This system provides an
important bridge between different segments of the education, training and learn-
ing system and underlines that qualifications can be achieved by different routes
and pathways, which include formal routes as well as non-formal and informal
ones. The French approach can thus be seen as an illustration of the practi-
cal implementation of a learning outcomes approach.
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Germany
Germany has declared its intention to create a NQF covering all areas

and levels of education and training. Studies and technical preparations were
initiated autumn 2006 and a first outline of a German NQF is expected dur-
ing 2007. A pilot project has been set up to formulate competence-based
vocational training regulations in a few selected occupations. Other projects
test the recognition of leaning outcomes of VET for access to higher edu-
cation. German debate on the EQF has focused explicitly on its possible im-
pact on the national education and training system and to what extent and
in which form it would support national reforms. Some stakeholders see the
EQF, and notably a German NQF, as an opportunity to reduce barriers be-
tween subsystems of education and training and promote a more flexible
form of recognition (for example, non-formal and informal learning). The shift
to learning outcomes (in the German context formulated as ‘competence’)
is supported by major stakeholders (Federal Ministry, employers organisa-
tions). Other stakeholders (some trade unions) emphasise the need to pro-
tect the German vocational training model (Berufsmodell) and warns
against a modularised model watering down the existing dual model com-
bining school and work practice. A NQF for the higher education sector
(EHEA) was implemented in May 2005.

Greece
Greek reactions to the EQF have been positive. However, it has reserved

its national position regarding developing a NQF. Initial discussions on a NQF
were started in September 2006. These discussions are linked to the ESSEE-
KA Law (on the relationship education-employment) and cover several aspects,
for example development of national VET standards and validation of non-
formal and informal learning. No decision has been taken on development of
a NQF so far. In general, the learning outcomes perspective has not been em-
braced in Greece (an exception is two competence-based VET profiles de-
veloped under a new common ministerial decision that defines EKEPIS – Min-
istry of Employment as the responsible authority for developing profiles). A
certain reluctance can be detected in higher education, expressed in scep-
ticism/opposition to credit transfer and diploma supplements.

Hungary
There is a clear commitment to develop a NQF in Hungary. As stated in

the response to the EQF consultation, ‘[...] the lack of such a framework has
become one of the major factors impeding lifelong learning’. The NQF work

European journal of vocational training
No 42/43 – 2007/3 • 2008/1216

JOURNAL_EN_42B 181-316.qxd:JOURNAL_DE_41.qxd  4/8/08  7:18 PM  Page 216



Governing education and training; 
the case of qualifications frameworks

Jens Bjørnåvold, Mike Coles 217

is part of the national development plan 2007-13. An NQF is seen as neces-
sary for strengthening political commitment and for increasing the efficiency
of policy coordination at national level. Stakeholders see the need for a frame-
work that promotes lifelong learning and a policy coordination tool that sim-
plifies communication between education and training sectors and the
labour market. Hungary has begun gathering information on the experiences
of other countries with NQFs. The learning outcomes based approach is seen
as a prerequisite for success. Reforms have already been carried out in seg-
ments of the education and training system, in particular in VET and adult edu-
cation. Some reforms have also been carried out in general secondary edu-
cation and higher education. 

Iceland
Iceland has committed itself to developing a national qualifications frame-

work for higher education (EHEA) but has yet to address the question of an
overarching NQF. Iceland has made substantial progress on using learning
outcomes in describing curricula. This applies in particular to VET and adult
education but is increasingly influencing general and higher education. There
is an ongoing restructuring of the upper secondary education system in Ice-
land, which aims to demonstrate the attractiveness of VET and bridge the gap
between VET and academic studies at this level. It is also an Icelandic goal
to increase participation in formal education and establish a system for vali-
dation of non-formal and informal learning. Establishing an NQF is being con-
sidered, but as yet no final proposals have been made.

Ireland
Ireland set up a national qualifications framework in 2003. The 10 levels

of the Irish national framework capture all learning, from the initial stages to
the most advanced; qualifications achieved in schools, further education and
training and higher education and training are all included. Each level of the
framework is based on nationally agreed standards of knowledge, skills and
competence that are expressed as learning outcomes. In addition, each qual-
ification included in the framework is quality assured, as is every provider de-
livering programmes that lead to qualifications. The current stage of devel-
opment is described as one of deepening implementation where more con-
sistent approaches to learning outcomes, credit transfer and recognition of
non-formal learning are being pursued. Work on linking the Irish framework
to the EQF will start in the near future. 

JOURNAL_EN_42B 181-316.qxd:JOURNAL_DE_41.qxd  4/8/08  7:18 PM  Page 217



Italy
An NQF is a widely shared priority and initial work has started. In Septem-

ber 2006 the Ministry of Labour presented a ‘national table’ that aimed to be-
gin the process of defining and implementing a NQF. Stakeholders in such
a framework would be, in addition to the Labour Ministry, the Ministry of Edu-
cation, universities, regions and social partners. The aim will be to integrate
the different titles, qualifications and diplomas delivered by these stakehold-
ers (and employment services) into one framework. This framework may even-
tually lead to a definition of national criteria and methodologies improving the
transparency and visibility of knowledge, skills and competences, irrespec-
tive of where they were acquired. Learning outcomes play an important role
in this development, in particular VET and higher technical education have
adopted this approach and other segments of the system are also working
in this direction. 

Latvia
Latvia will develop a NQF by building on the existing five-level structure

in VET and the three-level structure for higher education. Work on a nation-
al framework for higher education – in the context of EHEA – has started and
is covered by a draft law on higher education. The term learning outcomes
is not widely used in Latvia. We can however observe growing emphasis on
learning outcomes (and competences) in recent years, partly in developing
a framework for higher education, partly in developing occupational standards
(based on Ministerial Regulation February 2007). The link between Latvian
qualifications levels and the EQF will be the responsibility of a tripartite com-
mittee working on a new law on vocational education and training. 

Lithuania
Lithuania is currently developing an overarching eight-level national

qualifications framework, based on competences/learning outcomes. The char-
acteristics of the level descriptors will follow the pattern of the EQF. This frame-
work of qualifications is the integral part of the national system of qualifica-
tions being designed at the moment. The qualifications system consists of the
qualifications framework and the processes of designing, providing, evaluat-
ing and recognising qualifications. The project was started in 2006 and the
plan is to finalise work by 2009 (a new law on qualifications will be issued to
provide a basis for the framework and the NQF will also be covered by the
new law on vocational education and training). The expert group responsi-
ble for developing the NQF included all relevant national stakeholders; edu-
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cation and training providers (VET and HE), social partner organisations and
representatives of research. An even broader set of stakeholders will com-
ment on the expert group’s proposal, involving universities, chambers, indus-
try and trades, non-governmental organisations, etc. Implementation of the
NQF, including establishing a link to the EQF, will involve the setting up of a
national register of qualifications and a representative national coordination
body. The university sector is rather reluctant towards the competence-based
approach of the NQF and employers are worried that transparency of quali-
fication levels may lead to increased migration of skilled people from Lithua-
nia. There is also the challenge of implementation and development of the sys-
tem of assessment and certification of informally and non-formally acquired
competences and qualifications, as well as inclusion of sector qualifications.

Luxembourg
A working group, coordinated by the Ministry of Education, was set up in

2006 to prepare a NQF proposal to be submitted to relevant stakeholders dur-
ing 2007. As Luxemburg is preparing a reform of the VET system focused on
the learning outcomes approach, the group’s work has been delayed. Discus-
sion on the law proposal will bring some clarification to the link between the
VET system and the labour market as well as learning outcomes. This will in-
fluence the results of the proposal for the NQF.

Malta
Basic elements of a NQF have been put in place by establishing a Nation-

al Qualifications Council (legal notice 1 October 2005) and a proposal for prepar-
ing an eight-level framework. This proposal has been generally accepted by
the main stakeholders (employers, trade unions, major public and private edu-
cation and training providers) in a broad consultation process ending in April
2007. The learning outcomes approach is seen as fundamental to these de-
velopments. Many existing VET courses are already designed based on this
approach and will be extended to other qualifications. In May 2007 four work-
ing documents on Malta’s NQF were published. They will focus on the con-
ceptual framework of Malta’s NQF; a reform strategy for a VET system in a
NQF; a quality assurance policy for a VET system and level descriptors for
key competences at Levels 1, 2 and 3 of the NQF. Malta’s NQF encompass-
es all levels of formal, informal and non-formal education and training.
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The Netherlands
In e response to EQF consultation, the Netherlands will strengthen coor-

dination between the different education and training subsystems and pursue
a policy increasingly referring to learning outcomes. A national steering com-
mittee has been set up to consider a national qualifications framework and
a proposal is expected within one year. Also the Dutch Education Commit-
tee, where all relevant stakeholders are represented, has produced a report
on the impact of the EQF on the Dutch qualifications system and raised the
question of a NQF. Focus on learning outcomes and validating non-formal and
informal learning is strong in the Netherlands, in particular in VET and adult
education and training, and may prove important for developing a NQF. On
linking Dutch qualifications levels to the EQF, work will not start until formal
adoption of the EQF has taken place.

Norway
In response to EQF consultation, Norway did not commit itself to develop-

ing a NQF. Emphasis was on developing and implementing a framework for
higher education (related to the EHEA framework). It was however noted that
the higher education framework would have to be compatible with a potential
future, overarching framework. This position was further developed during 2006
with the setting up (June 2006) of a working group consisting of representa-
tives of some main learning arenas (VET, HE, adult learning). This group has
produced (October 2006) a preliminary report on a possible overarching NQF.
The working group suggested developing a framework for part of the VET sys-
tem and use experiences from this and other pilots before developing a frame-
work for lifelong learning. The learning outcomes approach is fundamental to
this work, and is extensively used in several segments of the education and
training system, in particular in VET but also increasingly in higher education.

Poland
Poland is ready to develop an NQF but acknowledges that this would

be a substantial development as such a framework would have to be built
from scratch. Work will be linked to the operational programme human cap-
ital 2007-13, which started in 2006. In this programme a set of projects re-
lated to a NQF and the EQF will be carried out. The aim is to gather informa-
tion and data on all qualifications (learning outcomes) in education, training,
labour market and other sectors. The next step will be to arrange this infor-
mation in a NQF. It is envisaged that this new framework will make it possi-
ble to introduce a mechanism for validating non-formal and informal learning.
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Portugal
The Portuguese response to the EQF acknowledges the necessity of es-

tablishing a NQF. A decision on setting up a NQF was taken in 2006, the aim
being to integrate and coordinate national qualifications subsystems and im-
prove access, progression and quality of qualifications in relation to both the
labour market and society in general. An agreement was signed between the
government and the social partners in March 2007 agreeing on the following
key elements to form part of the NQF: a national agency for qualifications un-
der the responsibility of the Ministries of Education and Employment, a na-
tional catalogue of qualifications based on learning outcomes and, finally, fur-
ther development of a system for recognition of non-formal and informal learn-
ing (taking forward the existing RVCC system). The validation system will re-
fer to the qualifications standards in the national catalogue. The linking of Por-
tuguese qualifications levels to the EQF is seen as fundamental and the over-
all development of a NQF is expected to take from three to five years.

Romania
Development of an overarching Romanian NQF has yet to be decided. If

this happens, it will have to build on the national qualifications framework for
VET recently agreed between government and the social partners. This frame-
work introduces a five-level structure and gives priority to a learning outcomes
approach which has been in development since 1995. A series of draft poli-
cy documents have already been elaborated, for example related to the na-
ture and scope of standards (occupational standards and training standards).
A system for validating non-formal learning has been developed in relation
to the VET framework. The emerging three-level qualifications framework for
higher education (EHEA related) will also have to be considered by an over-
arching NQF.

Slovakia
Positive steps have been taken towards developing a NQF. This frame-

work will be based on eight levels and refer to learning outcomes. Slovakia
estimates a time schedule of three to four years to develop this. The process
is led by the Ministry of Education but involves other relevant stakeholders. 

Slovenia
There is a positive attitude towards developing a NQF. In the EQF con-

sultation response, it states ‘the Slovene qualifications framework will have
to clarify criteria for transferring between educational programmes, institutions
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and systems’. It is agreed that the learning outcomes approach is important
for a future NQF. Redefining curricula according to a learning outcomes ap-
proach has been in progress since 2003, but work is facing some scepticism
from general education. A first concrete step towards a NQF was taken in 2006
by adopting a national classification (repertoire) of qualifications. This clas-
sification is an important first step towards recognition of non-formal and in-
formal learning. An eight-level NQF structure is proposed covering the main
types of qualifications.

Spain
Spain has started on the road towards an overarching NQF. Currently, the

national qualifications and vocational training system and the national cata-
logue of occupational qualifications provide instruments which can be used
to create the basis of an NQF for VET. A qualifications framework for higher
education is currently being developed (three levels, EHEA related) and will,
as soon as it is completed, be linked to the remaining qualifications categories
and levels, for example in VET where a five-level structure exists. This would
result in an eight-level structure covering all Spanish qualifications. The le-
gal basis for these developments has been established through the 2002 Law
on Qualifications and Vocational Training and the 2006 Law on Education,
both underlining the importance of recognising learning outcomes irrespec-
tive of how, when or where they were acquired. The standards that charac-
terise the five VET levels have, in line with this, already been written in terms
of learning outcomes and are defined considering professional competences
demanded by employment sectors using criteria such as knowledge, initia-
tive, autonomy, responsibility and complexity.

Sweden
No overarching NQF has been set up in Sweden and a political decision

on linking qualifications levels to the EQF and a possible NQF is still pend-
ing. A working group has been set up in the Ministry of Education and Re-
search to discuss and analyse different options and the objective of this group
is to start a more in-depth analysis before the summer of 2007. This depends
on political clarification and therefore no designs have been developed so far,
although an international project is underway to explore how qualifications lev-
els might be linked to the EQF without a formal NQF structure. A NQF for high-
er education is being established (EHEA related).
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Turkey
The main elements of a NQF are in place in Turkey and further develop-

ments will involve drawing the various elements together. Estimated time for
development of the NQF is three to five years. Learning outcomes is seen as
an essential part of development of a NQF, and much work has already been
done in VET and HE. A national project is supporting development of a NQF,
for example by introducing assessment and certification at all levels based
on national standards. The NQF will consist of eight qualifications levels de-
fined through learning outcomes and will cover general, vocational and high-
er education and training. A new Law on an Occupational Qualifications In-
stitution was adopted on 21 September 2006 and will simplify preparation of
a NQF.

United Kingdom
There are four national frameworks in the UK: (a) the national qualifica-

tions framework for England, Wales and Northern Ireland (NQF), (b) the Scot-
tish credit and qualifications framework (SCQF), (c) the credit and qualifica-
tions framework for Wales (CQFW) and (d) the framework for higher educa-
tion qualifications (FHEQ) in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The NQF
for England, Wales and Northern Ireland has been established since 2000 and
covers all qualifications except those in higher education (the latter are ac-
commodated in the FHEQ). The NQF has eight levels plus a lower level, en-
try level, aimed at easing access to the qualifications system. Since 2003, Wales
has been developing a separate qualifications framework that has the capac-
ity to accommodate credit accumulation and transfer and recognise all learn-
ing outcomes. Recently England, Wales and Northern Ireland have begun test-
ing an eight-level (plus entry level) qualifications and credit framework designed
to be fully operational in 2010. The Scottish credit and qualifications frame-
work has existed for 20 years in various forms and has recently become a pub-
lic company. It is an overarching framework made up of 12 levels. All the UK
frameworks are based on learning outcomes.
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NQF developments in the wider Europe; preaccession (7) countries
following European developments

All preaccession countries have started to work on NQFs; action plans to
establish NQFs exist in most countries, however these do not reveal a pat-
tern for what kind of NQF is planned in these countries. Development of the
labour market is a key driver that leads to pressure to develop qualifications
frameworks for VET and to recognise the skills of adults without formal quali-
fications. Together with Bologna developments (all these countries engage
with the Bologna process) this has often led to development of two qualifica-
tions frameworks (for VET and HE) in each country.

Validating non-formal and informal learning is a long-term goal for most
of these countries, and most do not have alternative pathways to the same
qualifications level. Therefore recognising lifelong learning through the qual-
ifications system remains some way off.

VET reforms in most countries have seen experimentation with outcome-
based approaches and, with the influence of the EQF, it is possible to see fo-
cus on learning outcomes in developing NQFs. The EQF and the Bologna
process are important drivers of change in all countries, and NQFs are be-
ing developed to align qualifications systems to the EQF. 

Summarising current trends
The evidence presented above documents that the EQF and NQF con-

cepts influence the policy formulation processes in many countries. How this
eventually will influence and change individual citizens’ education, training and
learning is still, in most cases, too early to assess. It may be argued, how-
ever, that development and implementation of NQFs in Ireland, France and
the UK has increased transparency and simplified access, transfer and pro-
gression.

The review of progress towards NQFs illustrates that relatively few coun-
tries – Ireland, France, Malta and the UK (England, Scotland and Wales) –
have actually adopted and/or implemented NQFs. All these frameworks, apart
from Malta, were developed prior to launching the EQF and are therefore ini-
tiatives responding primarily to national policy agendas. The remaining coun-
tries can be divided into three main groups (8):
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(7) Preaccession countries are: Croatia, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Turkey
(candidate countries), and Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia
(precandidate countries).

(8) This summary is based on the situation in April 2007.
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• the first group (Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic,
Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia and Turkey) are those
countries having committed themselves, politically and/or legally, to de-
veloping an overarching NQF explicitly linking into the EQF; 

• the second group (Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Lithuania, Luxembourg,
the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Romania and Sweden) are those coun-
tries where preparation for a NQF is under way but where a formal com-
mitment has yet to be made. This second group covers countries at dif-
ferent stages of development, from those at an early reflection stage to those
close to final commitment and implementation;

• the third group (Cyprus, Finland, Greece and Iceland) are countries who
are either sceptical to developing an overarching NQF or where no prepa-
rations have been made so far. 

The learning outcomes approach seems, irrespective of the position to-
wards an overarching NQF, to be widely accepted. Several countries giving
low priority to developing a NQF may thus be well prepared to relate their quali-
fications to the EQF – Finland is a good example. This focus on learning out-
comes, sometimes expressed as a competence-based approach, is closely
linked to the need to increase transparency and accountability of qualifica-
tions. These are critical conditions for transferring and combining learning out-
comes from different settings and may be seen as necessary for achieving
more, better and more equitably distributed lifelong learning. It is also worth
noting that while the learning outcomes approach is firmly embedded in vo-
cational education and training, this is less so in general and higher educa-
tion. Further, it is worth noting that a significant number of countries want to
develop their NQFs according to an eight-level structure. This may, in some
cases, be seen as an effort to bring national frameworks as close up to the
EQF structure as possible. 

Given the significant NQF developments presented above, it is likely that
launching the EQF has contributed significantly to these developments.
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Push and pull – main lessons in terms of governance

Many European policy initiatives in education and training – following the
2000 Lisbon Declaration (9) – have been criticised for having limited impact
on national policies and practices. The evidence above seems to show the
EQF is different and has created a strong pull effect for formulating national
frameworks. But as already indicated, development of NQFs cannot exclu-
sively be explained by emergence of the EQF. There is a strong push from
within countries and framework development is closely linked to national re-
form agendas. Where NQFs already exist it is possible to identify the issues
that have led to their creation. This combination of European pull and nation-
al push provides us with an interesting picture of how contemporary educa-
tion and training systems are governed.

Pursuing a European agenda; the open method of coordination
Development of the EQF and corresponding NQFs should be seen in re-

lation to the changes in political climate triggered by the 2000 Lisbon decla-
ration. This declaration represents a watershed in European education and
training policies. Before 2000 the situation can be described as one of reluc-
tance towards European cooperation. Member States emphasised, with ref-
erence to the EU treaty (10), the need to resist efforts to ‘harmonise and stan-
dardise’ education and training. The main question was thus whether policies
should be coordinated – not how they could be coordinated. Cooperation through
programmes such as Socrates and Leonardo da Vinci were accepted, initia-
tives going beyond this treated with scepticism. This perspective changed sig-
nificantly following Lisbon. A range of initiatives have addressed how to de-
fine and pursue a common European education and training strategy – the
most important being the 2001 communication on lifelong learning, the 2001
objectives process, the 2002 Copenhagen process and, eventually from 2004,
Education and training 2010. Without this shift in attitude and these initiatives,
current EQF/NQF developments would be unlikely.

Several authors have looked into the emergence of this shift (Corbett, 2005;
Laffan and Shaw, 2005). Gornitzka (2006) has described these developments
as creation of ‘a novel political space’ reflecting the limitations of a strictly na-
tional policy approach. The European level, she states, has surfaced as a sep-
arate governance level introducing an increasingly important European dimen-
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(9) “[...] develop the most competitive, knowledge-based society in the world”.
(10) Articles 149 and 150.
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sion. This applies in particular to vocational education and training (the Copen-
hagen process) and higher education (the Bologna process). A significant fea-
ture of European developments is use of the open method of coordination
(OMC). Originally developed in the field of employment, this method is used
in areas where ‘hard law’ is excluded and where voluntary policy cooperation
has to be pursued. Development of the EQF, which is a voluntary initiative,
is based on this open method of coordination. An EQF cannot be implement-
ed based on top-down legal measures but has to build on common trust and
recognition of overall usefulness and functionality. OMC is normally described
according to four main features (Gornitzka, ibid.). It consists of:
• identifying and defining common goals;
• establishing indicators and/or benchmarks for assessing progress towards

goals;
• translating common objectives into national and regional policies consid-

ering the particular conditions at these levels; 
• periodic monitoring. 

Developing the EQF is following this scheme. The ongoing political process
is focused on the need to identify and define common goals and functions.
The positive feedback from the 2005 consultation process provided a basis
for further development as countries gave clear signals on the main objec-
tives to be pursued. One objective was developing NQFs (or referencing qual-
ification levels to EQF descriptors); another was increasing the focus on learn-
ing outcomes. Both objectives provide benchmarks for measuring progress.
The previous section of this paper is a stocktake of progress towards these
objectives. The proposal to establish national coordination centres (see the
EQF recommendation) to oversee referencing of national qualifications sys-
tems to the EQF is a means of monitoring developments in transparency and
coordination of European qualifications systems.

Developing NQFs responds to the need to translate these objectives into
national and regional policies, considering the country context. This is gen-
erally the most critical point in European policy developments and where the
threshold of success or failure is most obvious. The following points may ex-
plain why the EQF seems to be successful in moving from European level pol-
icy formulation to national level implementation.
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Structuring the focus and agenda setting
Academic literature on OMC points to structuring focus and agenda set-

ting as a potentially important mechanism for coordination. This may be seen
as part of a process leading to the convergence of ideas (Dehousse, 2002;
Radaellei, 2004). Several factors may influence this structuring of focus; main
examples are regular reporting, monitoring, defining tasks (for example, launch-
ing the EQF consultation) and setting deadlines (for example, the end of 2005
as for the EQF). 

Launching the EQF consultation in 2005 had a direct impact on national
education and training policy agendas. Most countries identified the EQF as
a key policy initiative and organised systematic national consultation process-
es. Since the EQF was defined as a meta-framework, covering all levels and
segments of education and training, a wide range of stakeholders were involved.
The challenge ‘to speak with one voice’ required dialogue between stakehold-
ers not normally speaking to one another. In many countries (for example Aus-
tria), this was summarised as a positive effect of consultation that contributed
to greater coordination. The deadline set for consultation was contested by
some Member States that claimed there would be no time for proper involve-
ment of stakeholders. Based on experiences and responses it may be argued
that the limited available time (six months) successfully focused attention and
left no time for discussions to drift and become weak and inconclusive.

A potential problem for the EQF (as well as for other initiatives) is how to
sustain the political momentum over time. The risk is that attention – and the
ability to influence national agendas – will be lost as soon as the highly visi-
ble, formal process is finished. 

Peer pressure 
The open method of coordination has been described as potentially rep-

resenting a podium where badges of honour and shame are awarded (Gor-
nitzka, op.cit.). The normative pressure stemming from a desire to look good
or fear of being embarrassed may be seen as a potential coordination mech-
anism (Gornitzka, op.cit.). Normally this naming and shaming function has been
linked to developing and agreeing quantitative indicators. This is obviously not
the case for EQF where the performance of countries must be assessed ac-
cording to more complex and ambiguous references. 

However, presentation of the results from the EQF consultation process
(February 2006) triggered a certain amount of peer pressure. Publishing and
comparing responses made it clear that while countries are moving at dif-
ferent speeds, most countries are in favour of setting up NQFs. Somewhat
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taken by surprise, several countries adjusted their original messages to be-
come more positive and in some cases decided to change direction and speed
at national level (for example Norway). Attention was also given to challeng-
ing the extent of progress in NQF development claimed by some countries.

Coordination of the framework will take place through a European advis-
ory body. This body will consist of national stakeholders from national coor-
dination centres functioning as a group of peers. The future success of the
EQF will heavily depend on the ability of this group, supported by the Com-
mission, to exert peer pressure to maintain the quality of link between nation-
al qualifications systems. While this is not an explicit and official objective, in-
sistence on transparency and publishing results as core principles for coor-
dination points in this direction. 

Common learning
Another core aspect of the OMC is common learning or peer learning.

The process makes it possible for national level stakeholders to be informed
about developments in other countries. It draws on discourse of policy learn-
ing that is a strong practical concept for looking outwards while retaining a
premium value on the national context (ETF, 2004). Potentially the OMC prom-
ises to establish ‘institutionalised learning capabilities’ (Olsen and Peters,
1996, p. 13-14). In principle there is a strong conviction in the OMC that des-
pite different traditions and lack of legal means, Member States do learn from
one another and improve their policies for reaching common goals (Gornitz-
ka, op.cit.). This perspective is firmly integrated in Education and training 2010
(European Commission, 2006a) and further developed through launching peer
learning activities since 2005.

Developing NQFs – and adopting a learning outcomes-based approach
– can be seen as an example of extensive common learning in and beyond
Europe. OECD work on this topic has played an important role (OECD, 2007),
first by organising systematic comparative research, but also by bringing to-
gether regularly key persons from different countries. In some cases we can
observe that development of NQFs (for example the Czech Republic) is dir-
ectly influenced by OECD work. The research initiated by Cedefop in 2003
(Cedefop, Coles and Oates, 2004) on reference level descriptors (11) has pro-
vided a strong basis for comparison of national approaches in this field. This
compilation of qualitative data, by the OECD, Cedefop and others, has es-
tablished a sound basis for common learning and has proactively supported

(11) Undertaken in relation to the technical working group established by the European Commis-
sion on a credit transfer system for VET (ECVET).
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both European and international policy developments. In Cologne in 2004 and
in Moscow in 2006, conferences were organised on qualifications frameworks
by G7 and G8 summits.

Limitations of the OMC
The EQF case demonstrates clearly that a novel European space has been

established in education and training. The ability to set the political agenda,
the impact of peer pressure and common learning are real factors that go some
way to explaining the rapid developments in recent years. 

The discussion also illustrates some of the weaknesses and limitations of
the approach. Lack of legal or economic sanctions/rewards makes it challeng-
ing to maintain the political momentum over time. Exchange of expertise and
joint research will be needed to influence national agendas, which is neces-
sary to ensure continuity and cohesion at European level. 

Pursuing a national reform agenda
While the number of countries proposing a NQF suggests the ‘pull’ of the

EQF for formulating NQFs is a strong one, the pace of development suggests
there is also a strong ‘push’ from within countries. NQF development is like-
ly to support a range of national reform programmes. Where NQFs already
exist, it is possible to identify the issues that have led to their development.
Most common is a modernisation agenda, especially for VET but also for gen-
eral qualifications often perceived not to meet the needs of users. High on the
reform agenda is institutional reform prompted by inflexibility of the education
and training system to produce relevant programmes of learning. Links be-
tween VET and general qualifications are not as strong as some countries would
like and low public esteem for VET qualifications is also a problem. Another
issue is the detachment of social partners, especially employers, from the quali-
fications system, particularly in skills needs analysis. The role of qualifications
systems in promoting lifelong learning (OECD, 2006) investigated the pres-
sures on national policy-makers to develop qualifications systems. While the
kind of international pressure (or pull) was one of these, others were identi-
fied, notably demographic pressures associated with low population growth
and immigration flows; social and cultural pressures are increasing to broad-
en current provision of education to include such aspects as values, behav-
iour and citizenship. There is pressure to develop more flexible vocational ed-
ucation and training systems for people in disadvantaged situations as a means
of improving social inclusion through education and, subsequently, work. Pres-
sure from technological change brings with it a need for improved training and
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retraining in using new technologies. Qualifications systems must allow for
recognition of new knowledge, skills and wider competences. These pressures
stemmed from the call for qualifications systems to be more demand-led and
therefore user-oriented in structure, presentation, management and function-
ing. In response to these pressures countries wanted the qualifications sys-
tem to:
• increase flexibility and responsiveness;
• motivate young people to learn;
• link education and work;
• promote open access to qualifications;
• diversify assessment processes;
• make qualifications progressive;
• make the qualifications system transparent;
• review funding and increase efficiency;
• improve system management.

It is clear there is an agenda for change that is national in nature and re-
sponds to different pressures than those arising from the OMC and EQF. NQFs
can be used as part of the reform strategy to address pressures to modernise
education and training provision as well as qualifications systems, in a review
of NQFs around the world (Coles, 2006) a series of wider reforms are linked
to policies for NQF development. 

Introducing NQFs based on learning outcomes alters the point of equi-
librium of governance in education and training systems. Additionally we pro-
pose there are general shifts of position of the key actors where consumers
of qualifications, mainly individuals and businesses, are likely to be empow-
ered at the cost of providers. It is clear that learning programmes and qual-
ifications based on inputs, such as teaching programmes and course dura-
tion, are impenetrable by end users. They are asked to trust the system and
feel confident they will have their needs met. Transforming a teachers/insti-
tutional intention into a measurable aspect of learning brings great clarity.
This process of transformation of teaching specifications to learning outcomes
is a process of codification or modelling and allows reexamination of pro-
grammes and a profoundly revised pedagogy and evaluation process. Stake-
holders are able to intervene and discuss purposes, content and methods
and there is the opportunity for peer learning and cross fertilisation of ideas
about best practices. Some inputs will arise from learners and other users
of qualification where direct intervention can occur though seeking to recog-
nise existing competences. Thus the ‘secret garden’ of learning pro-
grammes is exposed to external scrutiny.

JOURNAL_EN_42B 181-316.qxd:JOURNAL_DE_41.qxd  4/8/08  7:18 PM  Page 231



Just as the learning targets of learners are clarified through use of learn-
ing outcomes, so is expression of need from businesses and other employ-
ers. Systematic definition of occupational standards has been common prac-
tice in many countries for many years and continues to grow into more coun-
tries and new sectors. These occupational standards are invariably written as
learning outcomes although it is possible to combine learning outcomes with
definitions of learning programmes. It is likely that employers favour the trans-
parency associated with learning outcomes and are able to use them in on-
the-job training and recruitment.

With learners, teachers and employers involved in identifying and scruti-
nising learning outcomes, there is an opportunity for greater links between dif-
ferent sectors and pressure to develop better coordination and eliminate un-
necessary repetition. It is also likely that social partnership can be strength-
ened.

Conclusions

NQFs are established in more and more countries. They are increasing-
ly seen as an instrument for reform and change. Translating implicit qualifi-
cations levels into formal and explicit classifications based on learning out-
comes allows qualifications frameworks to offer a coordinating and planning
power across education and training sectors and the labour market. The EQF
has become a catalyst offering stakeholders at national level a starting point
and a benchmark for codifying (and thus making more explicit and account-
able) qualifications levels and areas.

Many European countries are using the EQF already even though its for-
mal adoption will probably not take place until the end of 2007. There are sev-
eral lessons to be drawn from this: 
• we can observe an internationalisation of education and training policies.

The idea that education and training policies can be seen as something
belonging exclusively to the national domain seems to be in conflict with
current realities;

• developing national qualifications frameworks – interaction between Eu-
ropean and national policies – illustrates a multilayer policy development
involving diverse stakeholders from various levels, including national and
European business interests;

• European-level stakeholders are able to set the agenda and structure the
focus of education and training policies. However agenda setting brings
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with it the need to stabilise and make European policies more sustainable.
Shifts in political focus, where stakeholders move from issue to issue, threat-
ens long-term implementation of initiatives. Therefore a major challenge,
where ‘hard’ legal and economic sanctions and incentives are not avail-
able, is to assure continuity and permanence. This will be crucial for fu-
ture implementation of the EQF.

Independently of the EQF, there has been a policy intention to use learn-
ing outcomes for employment needs analysis, to define learning pro-
grammes and to validate learning (formal and informal). Transforming teach-
ing specifications into learning outcomes is a process of codification or mod-
elling and allows reexamination of programmes and a profoundly revised peda-
gogy and evaluation process. Employment interests favour the clarity of learn-
ing outcomes and scope is provided for increased engagement of stakehold-
ers.

The EQF, NQFs and learning outcomes are creating a shift in governance
in education and training provision at all levels. In general terms, it empow-
ers learners and other users of the systems and favours demand-led reforms. 
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