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1.1  



1.1.1. Lifelong learning

Council Conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European 
cooperation in education and training

‘European cooperation in education and training for the period up to 2020 should 
be established in the context of a strategic framework spanning education and 
training systems as a whole in a lifelong learning perspective. Indeed, lifelong 
learning should be regarded as a fundamental principle underpinning the entire 
framework, which is designed to cover learning in all contexts – whether formal, 
non-formal or informal – and at all levels: from early childhood education and 
schools through to higher education, vocational education and training and adult 
learning.’ (Council of the European Union, 2009, p. 3).
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1.1.2. New skills for new jobs

New skills for new jobs

inter alia
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1.1.3. 
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1.2.  

learning
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  The different routes to validation and their basis in 
standards

Decision 
to reflect 

on learning – 
the importance 
of motivation 
and guidance

Decision 
to make
learning 

visible or to
produce 
a record 

of learning 
experience

Decision 
to seek

and/or accept 
informal
(social) 

recognition

Outcomes 
other than

certification
such as job
promotion 

or exemption 
from part of 

a formal
learning

Identification 
of knowledge, 

skills and 
competences

Documentation 
of evidence 
of learning
outcomes

Validation 
of learning
outcomes 

using systems
designed to 

be responsive 
to individual 
candidates

Validation of learning 
outcomes using 

systems designed
for whole cohorts

of candidates

Learning in a 
study programme

Assessment

Standards/
Referential, 

expected learning 
outcomes

Certificate 
of formal

qualification 
is issued

Decision 
on need 
for any

supplementary 
learning

Personal activities

Living in a community

Working

Decision on 
further learning 

and further 
qualification
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1.2.1. Same language, different concepts
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1.2.2. 
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formation

formation

Beruf
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1.3. 



38

C.  Prepare for 
employment

D.  Confirm occupa-
tional competence 
and/or licence to 
practise

E.  Updating and 
continuing 
professional 
development (CPD)

C1. Prepare for employment in a broad occupational area

C2. Prepare for employment in a specific occupational area

D1. Confirm competence in an occupational role to the standards required

D2.  Confirm the ability to meet a ‘licence to practise’ or other legal requirements 
made by the relevant sector, professional or industry body

E1.  Update knowledge and/or skills relating to legal, technical, process or best 
practice changes/requirements

E2.  Develop knowledge and/or skills in order to gain recognition at a higher level or 
in a different role

E3.  Develop knowledge and/or skills relevant to a particular specialisation within 
an occupation or set of occupations

A.  Recognise personal 
growth and 
engagement in 
learning

B.  Prepare for further 
learning or training 
and/or develop 
knowledge/skills in 
a subject area

A1. Recognise development of skills for life
A2.  Recognise development of knowledge and/or skills to operate independently 

and effectively in life, learning and work 
A3.  Recognise development of personal skills and/or knowledge
A4. Recognise development of employability skills and knowledge

B1. Prepare for further learning and/or training

B2. Develop knowledge and/or skills in a subject area
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1.4. 
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1.5. 
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1.6. 
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1.6.1. Main theoretical perspectives
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1.6.1.1. Human capital theory

‘… the acquisition of such talents, by the maintenance of the acquirer during 
his education, study or apprenticeship, always costs a real expense, which is a 
capital fixed and realised, as it were, in his person. Those talents, as they make 
a part of his fortune, so do they likewise that of the society to which he belongs. 
The improved dexterity of a workman may be considered in the same light as 
a machine or instrument of trade which facilitates and abridges labour, and 
which, though it costs a certain expense, repays that expense with a profit…’ 
(Adam Smith, The wealth of nations, 1776). 
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1.6.1.2. Signalling theory
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1.6.1.3. Political economy

1.6.1.4. Identity theory
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1.6.1.5. System theory
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1.7. 

  The structure of the report

Introducing the study, its conceptual basis and its place in the Cedefop research portfolio
(Chapter 1)

Scenarios for the future of qualifications systems and the policy implications (Chapter 6)

Short synthesis of the outcomes of the study (Chapter 7)

Literature
on qualifications change

(Chapter 2)
Country evidence

(Chapter 3)

Cedefop
Research studies

(Chapter 4)

Change in qualifications systems (Chapter 5)
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2.1. 



2.2. 

50
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2.3.  
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2.3.1. Broad economic pressures

2.3.2. International pressures

2.3.3. Demographic pressures

2.3.4. Social and cultural pressures

Trends shaping education
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2.3.5. Pressures from learners and recruiters

2.3.6. Technological change

2.3.7. Commercial pressures
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2.3.8. 
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2.4. 
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2.4.1. Modularisation and unitisation
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2.4.2. 
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2.4.2.1.  Credit and the validation of non-formal and informal learning
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2.4.3. 



60

Entgrenzung/neue Begrenzung
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2.4.3.1. Measuring the trend: stages in the development of NQFs

Stage Countries in 2009

The exploration stage, during which there is no agreement 
yet on whether the country would need an NQF, which is 
used to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of an 
NQF as a policy tool and alternatives.

The conceptual stage, during which countries discuss, 
develop and define the rationale and the main outline of a 
future framework.

The design stage, used to design the national framework 
and to agree between stakeholders on how it should be 
implemented.

The testing phase, used to test and develop the tools for 
implementation and support the operational planning for 
implementation.

The implementation stage, which normally starts with 
capacity and institution building, populating the framework 
with qualifications, followed by more attention on quality 
assurance linked to assessment, certification and 
delivery processes and the coordination, regulation and/
or management of the framework, including ensuring 
sustainable funding and ICT systems.

The review stage to review progress and the impact of the 
framework, often followed by reconceptualisation, redesign, 
testing, implementation, etc.

Algeria, Azerbaijan, Moldova, Kazakhstan, 
Tajikistan, Ukraine

Latvia, Slovakia

Albania, Belgium (Wallonia), Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Georgia, 
Greece, Hungary, Italy, Kosovo, Luxembourg, 
Montenegro, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Romania, Russia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, 
Tunisia, Turkey

Austria, Germany, Iceland

Belgium (Flanders), Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Lithuania, Malta, 
Portugal

France, Ireland, UK

Stages in the development of NQFs
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2.4.4. 



67

2.4.5. 

Les métiers en 2015
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2.4.6. 
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2.4.7. Recruitment and selection
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72



73

‘…. academic qualifications alone have limited value. In providing an acceptable 
common professional standard, the European Chemist requires experience in the 
application of knowledge, level of skill, safety and environmental consciousness, 
sense of responsibility, ability to communicate and level of supervision received. 
In providing an acceptable common professional standard, the European Chemist 
requires experience in the application of knowledge, level of skill, safety and 
environmental consciousness, sense of responsibility, ability to communicate 
and level of supervision received. Through the European Chemist designation the 
[members of the association] have ensured that there is an easily understood 
title to indicate a high level of competence in the practice of chemistry. The 
award of EurChem will assist individual chemists who are moving from one 
employer to another in different member states…’.

Employer selection strategies

Assessing technical
expertise

Assessing
capacity

Assessing
relevance

Assessing level of 
expertise

Assessing
compatibility

Assessing
motivation
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2.4.8. 

2.4.9. 
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Hard currency
Such as 

qualifications

Soft currency
Such as 

personal skills 
and attitudes

Employability

Self
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2.4.10. Credentialism
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2.4.11. 
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2.4.12. 
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2.4.13. 
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2.4.14. Knowledge and skills and the competence approaches



88



89



90

2.4.15. National testing arrangements

2.5. 
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3.1. 

3.1.1. Denmark
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3.1.1.1. Dominant policy positions
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3.1.1.2. Validating non-formal and informal learning

3.1.1.3.  

market
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3.1.1.4. Changing roles of competent bodies

3.1.1.5.
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3.1.2. France
diplômes

Professionnelle Cadre 
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validation des acquis d’expérience

3.1.2.1. 

Bac professionnel
Diplôme universitaire de 

Technologie
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3.1.2.2.  The changing scope of the validation of non-formal and informal 
learning

3.1.2.3. 

baccalauréat
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validation des acquis d’expérience

3.1.2.4. 

securisation des parcours
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3.1.2.5. 

Commissions 
Professionnelles Consultatives

referential

referential
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3.1.2.6. 

habilitations

3.1.2.7. 
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3.1.3.

3.1.3.1. 

Länder

Hauptschulabschluss

Abitur
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Länder

Föderalismusreform

Länder

3.1.3.2. Policy positions
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Berufsprinzip

Übergangssystem

Innovationskreis Weiterbildung

Berufsprinzip
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3.1.3.3.

Hauptschule
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Ausbildungsbausteine



111

Länder

Länder
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113

Länder

3.1.3.4. Trends in purposes/functions
Hauptschulabschluss

Abitur
Abitur Fachhochschulreife

Abitur
Abitur

Hochschulzugangsberechtigung

Länder

Kultusministerkonferenz

Ausbildungsberufe

Handlungskompetenz
vollständige Handlung
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Sozio-
ökonomisches Panel
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3.1.3.5.  Changing scope/credit transfer and recognition of informally 
acquired competences

Länder 

Länder
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3.1.3.6. International perspectives
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118

3.1.4. Ireland
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120

3.1.4.1. 



121

3.1.4.2. 



122

inter alia
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3.1.4.3.

3.1.4.4.
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3.1.4.5. 

3.1.4.6.



125



126

3.1.5. United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland)
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3.1.6. United Kingdom (Scotland)
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3.1.6.1. 



130



131

3.1.6.2.
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3.1.6.3.  The changing scope of the validation of non-formal and informal 
learning
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3.1.6.4. Changing international perspectives

3.2. 
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3.2.1. 

3.2.1.1. Economy and the labour market
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3.2.1.2. Social measures

3.2.1.3. International pressures

3.2.1.4. Education and training



136

3.2.1.5. Lifelong learning policy implementation

3.2.2. 
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3.2.3. Aspects of change
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In some countries State-centred systems of schooling and VET were undergoing change based on a more 
market-driven approach, with more devolved responsibilities and involvement of private sector companies 
and processes.

Significant changes to VET qualifications have occurred in many countries with attention being paid to 
improving the apprenticeship (alternance) system to ensure higher levels of participation of learners and 
companies. The recent economic crisis was considered to have weakened training provision and this was 
perceived to be especially problematic for the future when an upturn in economic activity would require good 
levels of skills supply. There was appreciation that VET programmes that had enjoyed high status were less 
valued now and that general qualifications had possibly increased in currency. Changes aimed at improving 
employability were high priority in some countries. Some countries had clearly changed the expectations of 
professional bodies and how professional qualifications related to other national provision – it is not clear to 
what extent this has led to changes in qualifications arrangements.

In higher education, there have been various activities aiming to align university programmes (and 
qualifications) better with the level descriptors in the Framework of qualifications for the European 
area of higher education (FQEAHE or Bologna Framework). The focus on learning outcomes within higher 
education was not so prominent. Some countries noted the expansion of collaborative arrangements between 
institutions where a qualification was delivered and awarded in partnership. The quest for better interfaces 
between higher education and VET has led to the development of new qualifications, such as associate 
degrees, and to institutional characteristics such as recruitment policies. Changes aimed at striking a better 
balance between graduate employability and the focus on research in universities were also identified.

New systems for validating non-formal and informal learning was a common change but there were few 
national systems described and it may be the case that establishing the legal and institutional framework 
was the main activity rather than new national and systematic levels of validation.

An expanding use of standards: there was sectoral activity aimed at developing and reviewing occupational 
standards and profiles in systematic ways across a range of sectors. These standards were often seen as the 
basis of learning-outcome-based curricula and qualifications.

The use of learning outcomes was a theme in several responses, with some examples of significant moves 
to set whole education systems into transition towards more competence-based teaching, learning and 
assessment.

Frameworks and registers of qualifications were identified as a common change. Most countries reported 
framework development across all sectors although the new frameworks were not always intended to be a 
unified development across the different sectors. Improving communication of the qualifications opportunities 
to learners was important.

Some curriculum changes were introduced in response to new qualification requirements that involve 
specifying learning outcomes. Modularisation of professional education had also initiated reforms. Some 
countries identified reforms (rather than changes) that aimed to make the whole system of work-based 
training, assessing and qualification more modern, responsive and coherent. The primacy of the 
curriculum and the role of teachers was identified as a policy goal that had implications for changing the 
qualifications system rather than the other way around.
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Credit arrangements were receiving attention in several countries and modularisation was a key theme 
in making qualifications progressive for learners. In some countries credit systems were developing and 
leading to many systemic changes: in terms of governance of the qualifications systems, new interfaces with 
learners and providers and shared responsibility for designing and operating credit arrangements.

Methods of ensuring quality were being introduced but there were mixed messages. Some centralised 
the function in the form of a remit for a new body; others devolved responsibilities for quality by setting out 
criteria that providing institutions would use.

New governance bodies were being established in some countries, often to manage qualifications 
frameworks or new quality assurance arrangements. Some of the new bodies were intended to coordinate 
VET-related work from definition of occupational standards, stakeholder engagement through to the 
assessment and certification of learning.

Assessment methods were being modified in line with more competence-based approaches and to 
capitalise on modularisation. Electronic assessment was also mentioned as a significant development in 
some countries.

New qualifications arrangements sometimes required new activities in information, advice and guidance 
(IAG) for learners. Some countries identified a growing role for IAG in a world where lifelong learning was 
expected to be the norm.

3.3. 

3.3.1. 
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3.3.2. Solid changes and stable positions
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3.3.3.  

3.3.4. 

3.3.5. More permeable institutional interfaces

3.3.6. 
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3.3.7.

3.3.8. Greater focus on standards

3.3.9. 

3.3.10.
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3.3.11. Responding to international activities



4.1. 

The shift to learning outcomes: policies and practices in Europe

Learning outcomes approaches in VET curricula: a comparative 
analysis of nine European countries

comparative analysis



The relationship between quality assurance 

The relationship between 
sectoral qualifications

and the European 
Qualifications Framework

Regular analysis of 
NQF development

in Europe

A qualification is
the final outcome
of an assessment

and validation process 
obtained when a competent 

body determines that an 
individual has achieved 

learning outcomes to given
standards

The dynamics of 
qualifications: defining 

and renewing 
occupational and 

educational standards

Linking credit systems 
and qualifications 

frameworks: 
an international 

comparative analysis

The shift to learning 
outcomes: policies and 

practices in Europe

The relationship 
between quality 
assurance and 

certification of VET
in EU Member States

Guidelines and 
inventories concerning 
validation of learning

Learning outcomes 
approaches in VET 

curricula: a comparative 
analysis of nine 

European countries
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4.2.  

4.2.1. 
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4.2.2. Standards and assessment methods

4.2.3. The trend towards occupational standards
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4.2.4. Social partner engagement

4.2.5. Responsiveness to the labour market

  The relationship between educational and occupational 
standards

 The dynamics of qualifications

World of Labour
occupational/

professional profiles

World of Education
legislative framework, 
values, traditions, etc.

qualification

standards

participation/dialogue

dynamics (process)
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4.2.6. Modularisation

4.2.7. 

4.2.8. 
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4.3.   

4.3.1. What does ‘credit’ mean?
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4.3.2.  
with credit arrangements

4.3.3. 
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4.3.4. 

4.3.5. Supporting transfer, accumulation and progression
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4.3.6. Integration of NQFs and credit arrangements

4.3.7. Governance



154

4.3.8. 
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4.4.  

4.4.1. Research questions and objectives

4.4.2. Diverse practice that the EQF might support
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4.4.3. Referencing to the EQF through NQFs

4.4.4. Sectoral frameworks
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4.4.5. Concerns of national authorities

4.4.6. 
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4.5. 

4.5.1. NQFs with a lifelong learning perspective
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4.5.2. NQFs at different stages
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4.5.3.

4.6.  
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4.6.1. 

Quality assurance
Use of centrally set standards to define assessment 
criteria
Centrally defined assessment methods
Centrally defined assessment specifications
External examination centres
External examiners
Assessment committees with external actors
Multiple assessors
Inspection of assessment

Monitoring or evaluation of assessments
Systematic training of assessors (including 
teachers who undertake assessment)
Approval of assessment design by competent body
Regulation of assessment processes regarding, 
not their content, but their process
Description of assessment methods as part of 
accreditation criteria

Validation
Validation stage is independent from the assessment stage
Validation committees with participation of different parties
Centrally organised validation
Centrally set evaluation grids/ grading keys or criteria to grade performance
Weak criterion referencing
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The prescriptive model
In the prescriptive model, assessment methods are centralised. They are designed and specified by one 
awarding authority. This same body is responsible for the marking the assessment, quality assurance, validation 
and awarding a certificate. The education provider, while potentially having a great deal of responsibility in other 
important areas such as teaching, mentoring and curriculum development, is little more than a conduit between 
the individual learner and the awarding body in the assessment and certification.

The cooperative model
In the cooperative model, awarding bodies retain the responsibility of designing assessment criteria and broad 
methodological boundaries, while decisions concerning the exact form and content of the assessments used 
for VET qualifications are left to providers. The providers may also be responsible for conducting the marking or 
even grading of the examinations, but this responsibility is closely supervised by the awarding body. Providers 
may have to submit their decisions to scrutiny, or remain within certain guidelines. The ultimate responsibility for 
ensuring the certification quality lies with an external agency. The model essentially relies on mutual cooperation 
and trust, both in formulating practices and in undertaking them.

The self-regulated model
In the self-regulated model the VET provider designs and undertakes assessment validation, and is also the 
awarder of the qualification certificates. The provider takes on the responsibility of quality assuring all aspects 
of the certification process itself, without deferring to any higher government ministry or agency.
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4.6.2. From implicit to explicit standards

regulation

Assessment
Design

Assessment 
Delivery

Validation 
Design

Validation 
Delivery

Recognition 
Delivery

Recognition 
Design

Pr
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

M
od

el

Assessment 
strategies, 

principles and 
precise 

requirements for 
methods are 
prescribed

Assessments 
conducted 

according to 
precise national/

centrally set 
arrangements 

and timetabling

The organisation 
of validation, the 

requirements 
concerning who 
validates and on 

basis of what 
evidence is 
regulated

Validation is 
undertaken by the 

AB or a third 
party external to 

the provider.
Evidence is 

collected from 
provider in a 
centrally set 

format (e.g. grid)

Recognition is 
issued by one or 

a few central 
awarding bodies

Processes on 
basis of which 
regulation is 

issued (i.e. AB 
accreditation) are 

regulated

Co
op

er
at

iv
e 

 M
od

el

Assessment 
strategies and 
methods are 

designated at AB 
level in 

cooperation with 
other actors 
(regional or 

national)

Assessment 
delivery (form, 

timetable, etc.) is 
the decision of 

the provider with 
guidance from 

the AB

Validation 
arrangements are 
designed by the 

provider following 
guidance from 

the AB

Validation is 
undertaken by the 

provider but 
monitored/

evaluated by the 
AB

Recognition is 
issued by a 
number of 

accredited or 
otherwise 

authorised bodies

There are some 
guidelines on 

processes, from 
which regulation 
is issued but the 

exact 
arrangements are 
up to the provider

Se
lf-

re
gu

la
te

d 
M

od
el

Assessment 
methods and 

precise 
requirements 

minimally 
prescribed with 

individual 
assessment plans 

made with 
candidates

Assessments 
delivered 

according to 
individual 

assessor-learner 
arrangements

There are no 
formal 

requirements on 
validation design. 
This is left up to 
the provider. In 

some cases 
validation is not 

formally 
distinguished 

from assessment

Validation is 
undertaken by the 
provider. In some 
cases validation 
is not formally 
distinguished 

from assessment

Recognition is 
not regulated by 
any accreditation 
or authorisation

There is no 
regulation of 

processes leading 
to recognition. 
This follows 

assessment and 
validation and is 
in the hands of 

the provider

NB: AB= awarding body
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4.6.3. 

4.6.4.
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4.6.5.

4.7.  
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4.7.1. Moving towards practice

4.7.1.1. General education
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4.7.1.2. Vocational education and training

4.7.1.3. Post-compulsory general education

4.7.1.4. Higher education

4.7.2. 
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4.7.3. A range of applications

4.7.4.
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4.8.  



170

4.8.1. VET curriculum reform

4.8.2. A broadening concept

4.8.3.
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4.8.4. 

4.8.5. The shift towards learning outcomes
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4.8.6. 

4.8.7.

4.8.8. 
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4.8.9. Changing governance
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4.8.10. 
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4.9.  

4.9.1.
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4.9.2.

4.10. 

The shift 
to learning outcomes: policies and practices in Europe



177



178



179



180

4.10.1. Ideas for further research



5.1.  



‘including all aspects of a country’s activity that result in the recognition of 
learning. These systems include the means of developing and operationalising 
national or regional policy on qualifications, institutional arrangements, quality 
assurance processes, assessment and awarding processes, skills recognition 
and other mechanisms that link education and training to the labour market 
and civil society. Qualifications systems may be more or less integrated and 
coherent. One feature of a qualifications system may be an explicit framework 
of qualifications.’

182
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5.2. 

Dimension of change Examples

Concepts of qualification
Concepts of a qualification system
Concepts of a qualification level
The competence concept (knowledge, skills, personal and social)
Concepts of standards

National
The direction of national social and economic policy
Knowledge creation and knowledge transfer process
Social inequity and the activities of all bodies to reduce it
The creation of a qualifications market 
The labour market and regulatory agreements
Education and training interests
Funding models for education and training

International
Policy learning in relation to qualifications systems
Benchmarking projects
Exchanges and activities, e.g. projects and policies of international 
organisations, multinational companies, professional bodies with 
international agendas

Documentation of outcomes
Capacity-building effects (professions/labour market)
Learner-related effects
Systems development and management
Improvement strategy
Funding and provision
Other more general effects such as protection of consumers and meeting 
international licensing requirements

Change in conceptions of 
qualification

Change in the drivers of 
change in qualifications 
systems

Change to the purposes and 
functions of qualifications

Categories of change
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5.2.1. Categories of change

5.2.2. Depth of change

Dimension of change Examples

The use of sets of standards (occupational, educational, validation, 
certification)
Learning outcomes as the basis for curricula, qualifications and certification
Assessment arrangements
Use of qualification levels to compare different types of qualifications (NQFs)
The use of catalogues/registers of accredited qualifications
The extent of differentiation between education and training sectors
Modularisation/unitisation
The assessment and recognition of key competences
Institutional arrangements (infrastructure) for qualifications
Validation of non-formal and informal learning
Quality assurance processes
Credit systems and the accumulation/transfer of learning
Reference to meta frameworks

The status of the individuals as the main beneficiary of qualifications
The validation of non-formal and informal learning as a basis of certificating 
learning and enhancing access to the qualifications system
Qualifications systems and personal identities
Coherence of qualifications systems
Transparency of qualifications systems
Changing rates of return (personal and public, financial and social)
Changing arrangements for providing information, advice and guidance

Change in the qualification 
process

Change in the roles of 
qualifications systems in 
terms of lifelong learning
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5.3. 

5.3.1.
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5.4. 

5.4.1. Drivers at the national level
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5.4.1.1. Economic drivers

5.4.1.2. 
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5.4.1.3. Technical pressures

5.4.1.4. 

5.4.1.5. 
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5.4.2. International drivers

Education at a Glance Trends 
Shaping Education and Training



192

5.4.3.
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5.5.
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5.5.1. Current purposes and functions

5.5.1.1. Documentation of outcomes

5.5.1.2. Capacity-building effects (professions/labour market function)

5.5.1.3. Learner-related effects
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5.5.1.4. Systems development and management

5.5.1.5. Improvement strategy
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5.5.1.6. Other more general effects

5.5.2. 

Function Description

Providing accurate and fair accounts of knowledge, skills and wider 
competences. The technical function of qualifications relating to 
measurement. Principles laid down by assessment emphasise the 
importance of validity and reliability of assessment, including clear 
construct specification and adequate domain sampling.

The nature of the inference that can be made on the basis of the 
assessment. The ‘claim’ made by the qualification is crucial here, and 
is conditioned by the form of reporting adopted in the qualifications; 
for example, the contrast between a qualification being oriented 
to a claim that a person has reached a particular general level of 
attainment, compared with a qualification which makes a very specific 
claim about the possession of a particular array of knowledge, skills 
and competences.

Documenting outcomes of 
learning

Supporting specific, valid 
inference(s) regarding the 
candidates’ possession of 
specific knowledge, skills 
and/or understanding

1

2
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Indicating that the individual has attained a specific level of education 
and/or training or has specific attainments. The signalling can relate 
to the very specific components of the qualification, or can extend 
to inferences made by selectors in relation to when and how the 
qualification was attained – for example, the distinction between 
attaining a degree as an adult learner rather than during the 19-25 
age range; the distinction between gaining ostensibly the same 
qualification in institutions of different status.

Different weightings can be given, within the assessment and 
reporting arrangements, to different aspects of knowledge, skills 
and competences. This contributes to patterns of ‘signalling’ and 
‘valuation’ in the system. This can be explicit, as when a qualification 
gives a differentiated report (for example, a profile), or implicit, when 
embedded in the assessment system (for example where weightings 
for components are not made generally available such as when written 
outcomes are given a higher weighting than performance outcomes).

Supporting inferences about attainment in order to split a group of 
people into those suitable for a specific role or programme and those 
who are not. Essential to this is the predictive validity of qualifications, 
for example, differentiating between those who are likely to drop out of 
an educational programme and those who are less likely so to do.

Historical instances of changing qualification requirements for the 
purpose of reducing or increasing the numbers eligible for practice in 
an occupation. Raising levels has been associated with protection of 
the wage rates, status and/or entitlements of the existing members of 
that occupation; reductions have been seen where a State is anxious 
to increase numbers in a specific profession.

General notions of higher levels of qualification being associated with 
social, economic and personal goods. This can be associated with 
analysis of the poorer life chances of the less-qualified, with a notion 
of a nation being less effective due to a lower level of qualification 
in the population, with notions of equipping individuals with greater 
facility for international labour migration.

Where changes in qualification requirements have been used to affect 
relative shift in the status of professions and/or subgroups within 
professions, and to realign patterns of autonomy and control, but 
within and between professions.

Where qualifications are used as a proxy for the volume of skills, 
knowledge and understanding, or the volume of learning that is 
occurring. National and international surveys and routine monitoring 
have frequently used this proxy measure.

Focuses on aspects of qualifications which may bear a relationship 
with performance; for example, time taken to acquire qualifications 
among those taking the qualifications, cost of different programmes 
linked to specific qualifications, etc.

Signalling

Valuation of different 
aspects of knowledge, skills 
and understanding

Discrimination and selection

Controlling flows into 
specific occupations and 
regulating the labour market

Empowering citizens

Realigning the control of 
professions

Measuring the level of 
skills and knowledge in the 
national, sectoral system

Measuring the performance 
of the education system

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
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A drive to link qualifications more tightly to the content and 
requirements of specific work roles, with the aim of increasing both 
validity and efficiency of the qualifications.

The process of qualification development being used as a means of 
analysing with precision the requirements of performance in a domain, 
feeding back into general understanding of the nature of performance 
and into the design of, for example, learning programme, certification 
requirements.

Qualification (and relicensing and/or professional updating) for the 
purpose of attending to emergent problems in professions that relate 
to knowledge or skills gaps (for example, communication skills in 
medical professions; ethical behaviour in financial services).

Operating as a safeguard for learners electing to participate in 
programmes of assessment and/or learning (and to fully or part-fund 
participation). Learners may have very specific interest in the value 
of a qualification in relation to particular aims or goals (for example 
labour market progression, entry into a specific profession).

Operating as a safeguard for those funding (fully or in part) the learning 
and/or assessment programme associated with a qualification. 
Funders may have very specific interest in the skills, knowledge and 
competences resulting from a qualification (for example, they are 
funding the qualification to improve specific productivity) or general 
interest (for example, where the country is concerned with general 
benefit from the use of State funding for qualification purposes, is 
ensuring responsible expenditure of public funds).

Associated with concepts of ‘socialisation into a profession’, 
or ‘signalled’ membership of a professional group. Attaining a 
qualification is can be associated with enhanced personal esteem 
and self-image, with many adult who return to study emphasising 
increased self-confidence as a result of attaining a qualification. 
Negative effects, for individuals, of failing in one’s effort to gain a 
specific qualification should be acknowledged.

Linked to identity and to ‘empowering citizens’, the attainment of 
qualifications can support social integration – a sense of status and 
belonging – reintegrating individuals into more prolonged engagement 
with lifelong learning processes. As with identity formation, the 
negative effects, for individuals and society, of failing in an effort to 
gain certification should be acknowledged.

Elevating in, in a general sense, the status of individuals. Related to 
‘signalling’ above, qualifications can make visible and convey ‘latent’ 
or ‘hidden’ skills knowledge and understanding.

Making their skills, knowledge and understanding available to 
individuals, society and the economy. This feeds into the enhancement 
of learner identity, improved skill flow into work processes and 
improved use of knowledge, skills and understanding in individual 
enterprises.

Ensuring linkage of content 
of programmes (training) 
to work

Recognising the actual 
knowledge, skills and 
competences required in 
performance

Fill gaps and update 
requirements in knowledge, 
skills and competences

Guaranteeing the quality of 
provision for learners

Guaranteeing the quality 
of provision for funding 
agencies

Affecting the identity of 
learners

Effecting social integration

Conferring status on 
qualified individuals

Processes of recognition, 
accreditation and ‘valuation’ 
of prior learning

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19
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Using qualifications as a contribution to means of managing 
development of knowledge, skills and understanding in an enterprise, 
and the distribution of knowledge, skills and understanding.

Using qualifications provision as a means of directing opportunity and 
benefit at specific social groups.

Qualification ‘pathways’ and qualifications ‘frameworks’ can 
provide clarity of purpose to individuals in respect of ‘life plans’ and 
aspirations, and can provide specific motivation for participation 
(deriving from notions of ‘requirement’ and ‘benefit’).

Qualifications are an instrument of control and an expression of the 
model of control in operation and the distribution of power between 
the State, professional bodies, social partners, assessment agencies, 
learner groups, etc. Issues of power and control are many and 
complex, both nationally and internationally.

The form and content of qualifications are amenable to ready change 
(by policy-makers, etc.) and thus are often a ‘first choice focus’ in 
reform efforts, with reformers attempting to capitalise on the ‘wash 
back’ effect from qualifications into the curriculum (80). If qualifications 
are also prominent in accountability measures, this effect can be 
pronounced.

The ‘wash back’ effect from qualifications into learning programmes; 
implicitly through programme design tuned to deliver the qualification 
or explicitly through the development of programme specification 
linked to qualifications outcomes.

Some qualifications have a commitment to a specific mode of learning 
and state this explicitly or require assessment processes which 
strongly dictate pedagogic approach.

The balance of the purposes of assessment; for example the relative 
weight of formative, diagnostic and summative assessment can be 
conditioned by the qualification specification.

Common qualifications, qualifications equating, and/or signalling 
through qualifications can be highly instrumental in establishing zones 
of mutual trust, supporting international and national mobility.

Qualifications have been used as a principal mechanism of 
performance measurement in accountability systems for education 
and training providers. Such systems are used to draw inferences 
about performance at teacher/trainer level, departmental level, school/
enterprise level and other higher units (for example, regions).

Managing competences 
within enterprises

Offering inclusion

Providing orientation, 
guidance

Controlling the education 
and training system 
generally and the 
qualifications system 
specifically

Enacting reform in 
education and training

Influencing the content of 
learning programmes

Conditioning or shaping 
pedagogy

Conditioning or shaping 
assessment

Developing zones of mutual 
trust (between users of 
qualifications)

Providing an accountability 
mechanism

20

21

22

23
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Qualifications can be used as the vehicle for expressing (and 
perpetuating) certain models of competence, both the explicit and 
also the implicit model of competence embedded in the form and 
content of the qualification. Qualifications can thus be a mechanism 
for social reproduction, including perpetuation of distorted models 
of competence, erecting barriers to participation and attainment of 
certain groups.

The attainment of ‘approved centre’ with the right to offer and/or 
award a specific qualification can provide important status to the 
standing of an institution’s programme offer.

As a status- and benefit-carrying instrument, the award of 
‘qualification awarding’ powers and ‘approved centre’ (for provision 
of assessment and/or learning) carries considerable power. This can 
be used for adjusting control from one agency to another, within the 
education and training system.

A change in the assessment regime in a qualifications – for example, 
away from written assessment to performance assessment or 
vice versa – can have a profound effect on the locus of control in 
assessment processes; this can radically affect quality assurance 
arrangements, cost of assessment, the need for assessor development 
and support, etc.

A qualification can express, embody and/or codify a complex 
agreement relating to interests of the State, social partners, 
qualification users such as learners and teachers and other actors 
with a specific role in the sector.

Where the assessment associated with a qualification can be used, 
or explicitly is intended to support, formative and/or diagnostic 
assessment.

Where information from the pattern of attainment and/or 
characteristics of the manner in which learners are attaining, or 
reacting to, the qualification (and the associated learning and 
assessment arrangements) can be used for refining the programme 
design, or other aspects of provision (such as additional support, 
information and guidance, staff skills set, etc.).

Where qualifications (complete qualifications or parts) can be used by 
the State to introduce elements of innovation (such as an emphasis on 
equality, increased use of technology) or by enterprises (for example, 
revision of production processes) to do the same.

Providing protection to consumers by assuring certain behaviours, 
practices and/or outcomes.

Where qualifications not only carry aspects of consumer protection but 
guarantee that certain public benefits (for example, public health) are 
delivered by the systems/institutions which use the qualifications.

Qualifications can be explicitly focused on securing the requirements 
of international licensing.

Invoking specific models of 
competence

Giving status to institutional/
provider offering

Shifting control from one 
agency to another

Shifting control for 
assessment in the system

Protecting the content, 
standing and identity of a 
profession

Providing feedback to 
learners (formative and 
diagnostic function)

Helping teachers and 
trainers understand the 
strengths and weaknesses 
of their provision (evaluative 
function)

Introducing innovation

Protecting consumers

Delivering public benefits

Meeting international 
licensing requirements
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5.5.3.
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5.5.4. Discussion

5.5.4.1. From the perspective of an individual

5.5.4.2. 
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5.5.4.3.
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The concept of representation

Representation

Key competences

Potential

Qualification Experience

Plus other 
factors?
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5.5.4.4. Management and monitoring of education and training 

5.5.4.5. 

de facto
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5.5.4.6. International functions
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5.6.

5.6.1. The use of explicit standards
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5.6.2. Modularisation and credit
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5.6.3. 

5.6.4.
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5.7.1.

5.7.2.
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5.7.3. 

5.7.3.1. 
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5.7.3.2. 

5.7.3.3. Increasing permeability
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5.7.4. In conclusion
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6.3.  

‘Pressures for change that operate on qualifications (and systems) are diverse and 
generally increasing in intensity. The economic pressure is strongest, especially in 
terms of VET qualifications but also for higher education qualifications. Pressures 
for the inclusion of individuals in education and training are evident as are 
pressures to maintain an objective basis for the standards on which qualifications 
are based.’

6.3.1. 
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6.3.2. 
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Flexible, nimble
qualifications

Demand-ledSupply-driven

Solid,
dependable

qualifications
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SCENARIO 1:
Flexible qualifications, supply-driven

Learners can navigate qualifications flexibly, which 
leaves space for learners to choose how they qualify. 
Education and training providers are in control, 
emphasising traditional goals and values, efficiency, 
cost-effectiveness and making sure that large 
numbers can qualify.

SCENARIO 3:
Solid, dependable qualifications, supply-driven

Learners face large, benchmark national qualifications 
and systems that govern access, participation and 
progression. This limits flexibility. Education and training 
providers are in control, emphasising traditional goals 
and values, efficiency, cost-effectiveness and making 
sure that large numbers can qualify.

SCENARIO 2:
Flexible qualifications, demand-led

Learners can navigate qualifications flexibly, which 
leaves space for learners to choose how they qualify. 
Governance systems ensure that the social partners 
and community interests are strong partners in 
qualifications development, emphasising labour 
market signals, as well national and community 
values.

SCENARIO 4:
Solid, dependable qualifications, demand-led

Learners face large, benchmark national qualifications 
and systems that govern access, participation and 
progression. This limits flexibility. Social partners and 
important groups in civil society have a lot of influence 
over how qualifications are structured, mainly at the 
national level.
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6.4. 
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Area of concern

Develop social partners’ role 
in shaping education and 
training

Introduce regulations to 
make qualifications more 
flexible

Motivate more people to 
become lifelong learners

Associated policies

National consultation on creating VET and higher qualifications that are 
responsive to labour market needs

Establish national representative councils engaging employers and trade unions 
in qualifications design and implementation

Ensure that all universities, vocational colleges and schools have industry 
representatives on their boards

Introduction of national qualifications framework

Progressive requirement that all qualifications become modular in design

Gradual introduction of credit framework that allows accumulation and transfer 
between qualifications

Regulations and arrangements in place to recognise the outcomes of informal 
and non-formal learning

New public/private cost sharing arrangements and financial incentives for 
disadvantaged target groups

Maximum flexibility to allow learners control over where and when they study

Distance learning and maximum use of ICT is developed

Each learner has a unique learner record and number, so that evidence can be 
accumulated
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Area of concern

Adjusting qualifications 
to meet new needs and 
accommodate the changing 
culture of young learners

Create some flexibility 
without a full reform of 
qualifications

Associated policies

A progressive set of key competences is introduced for all stages of school and 
qualifications, including teacher training

Within existing qualifications, some new options are introduced, encouraging 
learners to mix general and vocational areas of study

Approaches to information advice and guidance are reformed, with improved 
entitlement to personalised learning plans

A voluntary system of online student feedback is introduced

Community engagement and a cross-curriculum project are introduced for all 
general education and higher education qualifications

A new applied learning programme (ALP) and applied learning qualification are 
introduced into the NQF to sit between the general and vocational pathways
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Area of concern

To raise public levels of trust 
and understanding of the 
decentralised, flexible and 
learner-centred system of 
qualifications

To make the system of 
qualifications less complex

Associated policies

Impact evaluation and a public enquiry into qualifications and assessment 
standards reasserts the importance of some of the traditional disciplines

New QA systems, with greater external emphasis on external evaluation

Public awareness campaign to improve employer and parent trust

New regulations to simplify pathways and rationalise learners’ wide range of 
choice

Tighter rules of combination are introduced, with more emphasis on whole 
qualifications, rather than individualised accumulation of modules

NQF is modelled around three clear pathways for schooling: the higher education 
variants, opportunities for gaining workplace qualifications, and how adults can 
gain access
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Policy responses to harness qualification 
systems to motivate lifelong learning

Mechanisms to support the implementation of policy, so 
that qualification systems support lifelong learning

Increase flexibility and responsiveness

Motivate young people to learn

Link education and work

Aid open access to qualifications

Diversify assessment processes

Make qualifications progressive

Make the qualifications system transparent

Review funding and increase efficiency

Better manage the qualifications system

Change stakeholder behaviour

Communicating returns on learning for qualifications

Recognising skills for employability

Establishing qualifications frameworks 

Increasing learner choice in qualifications

Clarifying learning pathways

Providing credit transfer

Increasing flexibility in learning programmes leading to qualifications

Creating new routes to qualifications

Lowering cost of qualifications

Recognising non-formal and informal learning

Monitoring the qualifications system

Optimising stakeholder involvement in the qualifications system 

Improving needs analysis methods so that qualifications are up to date

Improving qualification use in recruitment

Ensuring qualifications are portable

Investing in pedagogical innovation

Expressing qualifications as learning outcomes

Maximising coordination in the qualifications system

Optimising quality assurance

Improving information and guidance about qualifications system
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APEL Accreditation of prior experiential learning

AQF Australian qualification framework

CFE Curriculum for excellence (Scotland)

CHEERS Careers after higher education (Germany)

CNC Cadre national de certifications

CNCP Commission Nationale de la Certification Professionnelle

CPC Commissions Professionnelles Consultative

CVET/CVT Continuing vocational education and training/Continuing vocational training

DARES Direction de l’Animation de la Recherche et des Statistiques

DQR Deutscher Qualifikationsrahmen (German qualifications framework)

ECTS European credit transfer system (for higher education)

ECVET European credit transfer system for VET

EHEA European higher education area

EQARF European quality assurance reference framework (for vocational training)

EQF European qualifications framework

ETF European Training Foundation

EU European Union

EVA Danish Evaluation Institute
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EWNI England, Wales and Northern Ireland

FÁS National Training and Employment Authority (Ireland)

FETAC Further Education and Training Awards Council (Ireland)

FQEHEA Framework of qualifications in the European higher education area

GIA General intellectual achievement

HE Higher education

HEA Higher Education Authority (Ireland)

HETAC Higher Education and Training Awards Council (Ireland)

IAG Information, advice and guidance

IALS International adult literacy survey

ILO International Labour Office

ISCED International standard classification of educational development

NARIC National academic recognition and information centre

NCVER National Council for Vocational Educational Research (Australia)

NFQ National framework of qualifications

NQAI National Qualifications Authority of Ireland

NQF National qualifications framework

OECD Organisation of Economic Development and Cooperation

Ofqual Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation

PIRLS Progress in international reading literacy study

PISA Programme for international student assessment
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QA Quality assurance

QCF Qualifications and credit framework (England, Wales, Northern Ireland)

RNCP Repertoire national des certifications professionnelle

RPL Recognition of prior learning

SAQA South African Qualifications Authority

SAQF South African qualifications framework

SCQF Scottish credit and qualifications framework

SMEs Small and medium-sized enterprises

SQA Scottish Qualifications Authority

TIMSS Trends in international mathematics and science study

UKCES United Kingdom Commission for Employment

VAE Validation des acquis d’expérience

VET Vocational education and training
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Scottish education: spending more – 
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The possibility of naturalism: a philosophical critique 
of the contemporary human sciences

Current anthropology

Information externalities and the social payoff 
to academic achievement

Actualité de la formation 
permanente
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The overeducated worker? 

The economics of skills utilization
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Oxford 

career development across Europe

The mismanagement 
of talent: employability and jobs in the knowledge economy

Education and Training

Work employment 
and society

Overeducation 
in Europe: current issues in theory and policy
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09.12.2009.

Cognitive capital and the return 
to education and social change: lessons from the last 50 years

School leavers’ 
survey report 2007
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CPC Info

L’orientation scolaire et professionnelle
Modernising vocational education and training: fourth 

report on vocational training research in Europe: synthesis report

The shift to learning outcomes: policies and practices in 
Europe

occupational and educational standards

The relationship between quality assurance and 

in Europe: September 2009

Future skill supply in Europe: medium-term forecast up to 
2020: synthesis report

European guidelines for validating non-formal and 
informal learning

The skill matching challenge: analysing skills mismatch 
and policy implications
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an international comparative analysis

Learning outcomes approaches in VET curricula: 
a comparative analysis of nine European countries

in Europe: August 2010

assessment and recognition of non-formal and informal learning in 
Europe

Training in 

background report: volume 1
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European reference levels for 
education and training: an important parameter for promoting credit 
transfer and mutual trust
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