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HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE ECONOMIC CRISIS: 
RPL AS A TOOL FOR THE RECOGNITION OF QUALIFICATIONS, 

STUDENT MOBILITY, UP-SKILLING AND RE-SKILLING

KATE COLLINS1

Abstract – This article investigates how higher 
education (HE) experts and training stakeholders 
perceive the use and value of recognition of prior 
learning (RPL) in responding to changing learner 
profi les in the context of increasing economic diffi culties 
globally and their resulting impact on employment, the 
labour market and education and training systems. 
The data were gathered as an element of the author’s 
doctoral research. The immediate research context was 
shaped by a rich policy discourse on social inclusion, 
mobility, organisational development, personal 
development, up-skilling and re-skilling in the labour 
market, and economic regeneration. A Delphi survey 
was undertaken to gather data on the possible future 
use and benefi ts of recognition of prior learning 
(RPL) in this context. The survey sought the opinions 
of twenty-two national and international experts from 
higher education, work-based learning, in-company 
training, professional bodies, further education, and 
continuing professional development on the specifi c 
advantages and potential usages of RPL to companies 
and organisations. Analysis of the data found three 
main areas of divergence and ambiguity, namely: higher 
education and the recognition of qualifi cations; higher 
education and mobility; and higher education and up-
skilling and re-skilling. The main fi ndings are presented 
and discussed below.

Key words –  Delphi survey, future trends, labour 
market, recognition of prior learning.

INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

This article investigates how higher education (HE) 
and the training sector generally perceive the value of 
the recognition of prior learning (RPL) in responding 
to changing learner profi les in the context of increasing 
economic diffi culties globally, and their resulting impact 
on employment, the labour market, and education and 
training systems. The article is based on an element of 
my doctoral research data and related to a presentation 
I made at the SRHE Postgraduate and New Researchers 
Conference in December 2010. 

What the Statistics Say

Investigations of unemployment since the economic 
crisis from 2008 have found that unemployment 
rates are highest amongst those with lower secondary 
education or below [1] in the 25-34 year old age cohort, 
as well as older lower-skilled workers, and younger 
age cohorts (under 25s) [2]. With the diversity of 
unemployed persons in Ireland, different labour market 
activation measures have been put forward, increasingly 
including RPL [2]-[3].

In Ireland, the Expert Group on Future Skill Needs 
(EGFSN) found that in order to sustain a knowledge 
economy 45% of the workforce would need to hold 
a third level qualifi cation and that further up-skilling 
of the current workforce was essential [4]. Despite 
the economic downturn the EGFSN reports for 2009 
[5] and 2010 [6] found that there was still a need for 
up-skilling and even more so to re-skill those facing 
redundancy and to address the still signifi cant shortages 
in certain, often high skill areas.

The ‘National Strategy for Higher Education to 
2030’ (Hunt Report) report by the Strategy Group 
[7], whose work was framed in the context of the 
Government Framework ‘Building Ireland’s Smart 
Economy’ [8] called for the transformation of the 
higher education landscape in Ireland. By 2011 policy 
documents were recommending that higher education 
transformation should facilitate the growing numbers 
and changing profi le of students in higher education, 
and refl ect the emphasis now placed on lifelong 
learning and up-skilling as a result of unemployment 
and changed work patterns [7]. The Hunt Report 
stressed the role higher education should play in 
future economic development, particularly with regard 
to widening participation. In addition to the national 
higher education context international and European 
higher education policy has been promoting RPL to 
address the demands for greater levels of skills and 
qualifi cations in the international labour market.

The severity of the fi nancial crisis was 
acknowledged in the second half of 2008 when the 
European Commission issued its communication ‘New 
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Skills for New Jobs: Anticipating and matching labour 
market and skills needs’, arguing that for economic 
recovery it was essential to enhance human capital 
and employability by upgrading skills [9]. This focus 
on enhanced human capital is evident in European 
RPL policy such as the Education and Training 2010 
Work Programme to build on the Lisbon Strategy 
(from 2001) where RPL was considered a means to 
facilitate access of all to education and training [10]. 
The 2010 Work Programme was superseded by the 
‘Strategic Framework for European Co-operation in 
Education and Training’ (ET2020) where RPL formed 
part of realising lifelong learning [11].  Within the 
Bologna process (from 1999) RPL for access to, and as 
an element of, higher education and to create fl exible 
learning paths, was explicitly mentioned in the Bergen 
Communiqué [12]. The Copenhagen Process (since 
2002) looked to RPL for the recognition of competences 
and qualifi cations across vocational education and 
training in Europe [13].  The European Qualifi cation 
Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF-LLL) was 
formulated with the purpose to encourage lifelong 
learning by promoting the validation of non-formal and 
informal learning [14]. 

The European and national higher education (HE) 
landscape has been changing and there is now a need 
for greater transparency of qualifi cations, mobility of 
learners, and fl exibility in and access to education and 
training. Much higher educational policy reform is tied 
to European Union (EU) priorities of labour market 
development and economic competitiveness, where 
education and training are considered key contributing 
factors to success. 

Content and Structure of the Article

This article outlines perceptions of the role of RPL 
in higher education and the labour market. The article 
is structured into six sections. Section one described 
the background to the research including the research 
context. Section two describes RPL policy at national 
and European levels. Section three presents an overview 
of the Delphi Survey and reasons for its use. Section 
four summarises the fi ndings from the three survey 
rounds, and section fi ve presents a discussion of the 
fi ndings, highlighting three main points of discussion 
that emerged. Section six is a short concluding section to 
summarise the fi ndings.

THE RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING (RPL) 
IN THIS RESEARCH

RPL is a signifi cant component of skills upgrading 
initiatives tied to sustainable economic growth [15]. 
This is evident in the recent publication by the Expert 
Group on Future Skills Needs (2011) in Ireland entitled 
“Developing Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) in 
the context of the National Skills Strategy Up-skilling 

Objectives”. The report also suggests the relevance of 
RPL for reducing unemployment by recognising and 
valuing people’s skills, and providing relevant and 
fl exible education and training that meets individual 
and enterprise needs by using resources effectively and 
avoiding duplication of training [3].  RPL for employers 
is also considered relevant for use in recruitment 
processes, to identify skills, and to effectively target 
resources for employee learning and development [15]. 
At an individual level the transformative potential of 
RPL is said to increase a learner’s self-confi dence and 
motivation to go on to further learning and development 
by shaping their identity as a learner [15]-[17]. It has 
also been found to impact on an individual’s practice in 
the workplace as they grow in confi dence [17].

The National Qualifi cations Authority of Ireland 
(NQAI) defi nes the recognition of prior learning (RPL) 
as:

Recognition is a process by which prior 
learning is given a value. It is a means by which 
prior learning is formally identifi ed, assessed 
and acknowledged. This makes it possible for an 
individual to build on learning achieved and be 
formally rewarded for it. The term ‘prior learning’ 
is learning that has taken place, but not necessarily 
been assessed or measured, prior to entering a 
programme. Such prior learning may have been 
acquired through formal, non-formal and informal 
routes [18].

Identifi cation and validation of informal and non-
formal learning (VINFL) are the terms used for RPL in 
European policy rhetoric while the OECD (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development) has 
maintained the term ‘recognition’ of informal and 
non-formal learning [19]-[20]. The identifi cation of 
non-formal and informal learning is about recording 
and making visible an individual’s learning outcomes 
[21]. The validation of learning outcomes concerns 
the confi rmation that learning outcomes acquired by 
an individual have been assessed against set criteria 
and are deemed to comply with the requirements by a 
competent body [21]. 

Policy-makers at European and international 
levels have tended to focus on overcoming obstacles 
to RPL at a technical level, such as how to deal with 
the entrance of new stakeholders to the formal learning 
system, assessment methods, standards against which 
learning outcomes are measured, cost, and take-up [19]. 
Concerns over assessment relate to the social acceptance 
of qualifi cations gained through the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning and the potential to 
undermine formal education [20]. Murphy [22] fi nds 
that RPL systems trying to mimic formal codifi ed 
systems exacerbate perceptions that experiential 
learning outcomes need more rigorous assessment. 
The issue of the cost of recognition is raised by many 
commentators {19]-[20] and [23]-[25] as RPL is an 
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individualised process although examples such as in the 
OMNA project attempted to achieve economies of scale 
through group APEL [26].

THE DELPHI SURVEY RESEARCH METHOD

The Delphi survey research method is an iterative 
data gathering process.  In research, it is a means of 
anonymous expert surveying without undue emphasis 
on individual opinion [27]. It was regarded as a highly 
effective way to elicit, collate and focus expert judgement 
toward a consensus, and to identify areas of convergence 
and divergence [28]-[30]. The Delphi method generally 
involves three or more questionnaires sent either as paper 
documents or online to respondents to self-complete 
without direct contact with the researcher [31]. 

The Delphi method was chosen for this particular 
research because it was regarded as an ideal 
methodology for the rigorous consultation of experts and 
stakeholders.  A key advantage of a Delphi Survey was 
that it avoided the direct confrontation of experts [31]. 
Additionally, it did not require them to meet physically 
- which would be impractical for international experts 
in any case [32]. Another benefi t of the Delphi survey 
method was that it was less likely to suffer from a low 
non-response rate, perhaps due to its brevity and to its 
curiosity value among experts [30]. The Delphi survey 
method was also fl exible in its design, which was a key 
requirement for this particular research [33].

A sample frame of national, European, and global 
RPL experts was compiled from readings of the RPL 
literature and website searches. The result was a fi nal 
sample frame of fi fty-seven experts. Email addresses 
were obtained for all of the fi fty-seven experts and 
they were contacted by email with a letter explaining 
the study, what their participation would involve, a 
consent form and the ethical guidelines governing the 
research. The fi nal panel comprised individuals from 
different backgrounds and roles to refl ect the variety of 
contexts and applications for which RPL is practised; 
not just confi ned to academia. Furthermore this variety 
of perspectives aimed to enhance the credibility of 
the research, which was facilitated by the process of 
feedback to respondents as a form of member-checking.

The research was conducted in three rounds of 
online questionnaires between October 2009 and 
December 2009 through “Freeonlinesurveys.com”. A 
limit of three rounds was set for the study because with 
more than three rounds the process becomes too time-
consuming to maintain high response rates. Each round 
was pilot-tested before being sent out to respondents. 
The results were analysed in SPSS with automatic 
generation of tables and graphs from the online survey 
tool. Feedback was delivered by email to each of the 
respondents after rounds one and two. Analysis of 
responses was based largely around points of divergence 
and ambiguity with less emphasis on areas of consensus 
and broad agreement.

The Delphi surveys were constructed in the style 
of what Oppenheim (1999) called ‘panel studies’. 
Primarily closed questions were used for the surveys 
in order to avoid unnecessary completion time and 
extended writing for respondents. Closed questions also 
facilitate group comparison, which was an essential 
part of the Delphi process [34]. In order not to lose 
the spontaneity of responses, the surveys provided 
for respondents to leave comments or offer additional 
comments for each question, which many did. The fi rst 
round questionnaire focused on the purposes for which 
RPL was practised in different organisational contexts, 
the main RPL tools used, the costs and benefi ts of RPL 
and the future of RPL. These areas were considered the 
most relevant to explore the value and future potential 
of RPL. The subsequent second and third questionnaires 
were structured from the analysis and feedback from 
the previous questionnaires. 

FINDINGS OF THE DELPHI SURVEY

Data from Round One

The fi rst round Delphi was divided into six parts. A 
total of twenty-two respondents completed the fi rst 
round questionnaire. The fi rst set of questions asked 
about the purposes for which RPL was practised in 
organisations based on fourteen listed contexts. A 
further set of questions asked about the main RPL tools 
that were used in companies and organisations, the 
main assessment methods for RPL employed, and the 
main users.

 The fourth section asked about the costs and 
benefi ts of RPL for the labour market, the individual 
worker, the employing organisation, and further and 
higher education. An additional question was asked on 
the direct costs of RPL. 

The fi nal section was about the future of RPL. 
Firstly, about RPL technologies that would support the 
development of RPL such as fl exible learning pathways, 
levels of learning on an agreed framework, credits, 
learning outcomes, state funding, modules, sectoral 
qualifi cations and e-portfolios. Secondly, respondents 
were asked their level of agreement with a number of 
statements about the future of RPL including some of 
its main drivers and obstacles.

There were fourteen contexts for RPL practice listed 
in the fi rst round questionnaire. Across these fourteen 
contexts RPL for the purposes ‘access to qualifi cations’ 
and ‘up-skilling’ were selected in the highest 
proportions. This was determined by the frequency of 
answers to the ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ options to 
this question which consisted of a fi ve point Likert scale 
ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). 
This paper concentrates on responses where the context 
of higher education was rated highest. For example, 
RPL for the purpose of  ‘access to qualifi cations’ was 
chosen in the highest proportions for the contexts of 
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higher education (77.3%), further education (45.5%) 
and continuing professional development (40.9%). 
RPL for the purpose of ‘credits’ was chosen in low 
proportions across all of the fourteen contexts, except 
for the higher education context (68.2%). RPL for ‘up-
skilling’ was ranked highest for the context of higher 
education (40.9%). RPL for ‘mobility’ was chosen 
in the greatest proportions for the contexts of higher 
education (27.3%) and work-based learning/in-company 
training (22.7%). However there were generally low 
levels of agreement overall with ‘mobility’ as a purpose 
of RPL. Table I below presents the most frequently 
chosen contexts for each listed RPL use.

Therefore, in relation to higher education 
there were fi rm opinions about RPL for ‘access to 
qualifi cations’, for ‘credits’, for ‘up-skilling’ and for 
‘mobility’.  There were questions raised over the value 
of awards achieved through RPL. Respondents also 

added purposes of RPL for higher education, which 
were RPL for ‘access to programmes’ and ‘exemptions 
from modules or programmes’. 

The return on investment (ROI) from RPL to further 
and higher education was examined through thirteen 
statements, again to be rated on a fi ve-point Likert 
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Those statements with the highest levels of agreement 
are illustrated in table II below. Statements with a 100% 
rating for the ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ answers 
were ‘RPL offers alternate pathways to qualifi cation 
(mean of 4.5 and median 4.5), ‘RPL facilitates transfer 
into further and higher education’ (mean of 4.5 and 
median of 4.5), ‘RPL offers non-traditional learners 
the opportunity to participate in further and higher 
education’ (mean of 4.71 and median of 5), and ‘RPL 
policy should be mainstream in the higher education 
sector’ (mean of 4.67 and median of 5). 

TABLE I
THE MOST FREQUENTLY CHOSEN CONTEXTS FOR EACH RPL USE (Q. 5-18)

RPL Use Context
Training needs analysis Further education (36.4%)
Access to qualifi cations Higher education (77.3%)
Credits Higher education (68.2%)
Personal development plans Work-based learning/in-company training (40.9%)
Re-skilling Work-based learning/in-company training (27.3%)
Up-skilling Higher education (40.9%)
Meeting legal requirements Professional bodies (31.8%)
Mobility Higher education (27.3%)
Membership of professional body Professional body (36.4%)

TABLE II
THE RETURN ON INVESTMENT TO FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION

ROI item Percentage agree and strongly agree
RPL offers alternate pathways to qualifi cation 100
RPL facilitates transfer into further and higher education
RPL offers non-traditional learners the opportunity to participate in further and higher 

education
RPL policy should be mainstream in the higher education sector
RPL provides access to higher education 95.2
RPL provides a means to non-standard entry to education
RPL facilitates fl exibility in learning
RPL provides a means to advance entry to education 90.5
RPL offers mobility within the educational sector 81
RPL offers institutional-business collaboration 80
RPL raises educational attainment 76.1
RPL shifts the focus to learning outcomes 66.7
RPL raises questions about academic rigour 28.6

The fi nal section of the fi rst round asked respondents 
to rate twenty-eight statements on the future of RPL on 
a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
The highest ranking statements to this question are 
given in Table III and included ‘RPL will only expand if 
there is mutual recognition of qualifi cations and awards’ 
(75%, mean 3.82 and median of 4=agree) and ‘the 
main driver of RPL will be individual qualifi cations’ 
(72.2%, mean of 4, median=4). An agreement level of 
21.1% (mean of 2.86, median of 3=neither agree nor 

disagree) was found for ‘the main driver of RPL will be 
harmonisation of qualifi cation systems’. Furthermore, 
the ‘main driver of RPL will be the globalisation of 
knowledge’ received only 22.3% (mean of 2.62, median 
of 2.5) of agreement by the panel and ‘UNESCO will 
be a main driver of a global model of RPL’ received 
the lowest levels of agreement of 15% (mean of 2.82, 
median of 3) despite globalisation being paramount to 
the expansion of lifelong learning in the literature.
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Data from Round Two

The second round questionnaire consisted of twenty-
six statements resulting from the ambiguities and 
divergence that emerged in round one. Each statement 
included an option for additional comment from 
respondents. Respondents were asked to rate their level 
of agreement with each statement on a Likert scale 
ranging from ‘strongly agree’ (1) to ‘strongly disagree’ 
(5). There were a total of twenty respondents to this 
second round of the study. The statements with the 
highest levels of agreement are shown in table IV.

The concept of professional mobility is considered 
one of the potential value-adding attributes of RPL in 
terms of lifelong learning, yet the second highest level 
of agreement was with the statement ‘RPL will facilitate 
the mobility of workers more across and within 
qualifi cations frameworks than across borders’ (78.9% 
agreement).  Furthermore the statement ‘without global 
RPL principles for non-formal and informal learning it is 
likely that only certifi ed learning will facilitate mobility 
of workers’  had a 45% agreement, no ‘strongly agree’ 
answers, but a median of 2 (agree). 

With regard to qualifi cation recognition, there 
was disagreement with the statement ‘recognition of 
qualifi cations rather than recognition of non-formal/
informal learning will remain the focus of RPL in 
companies and organisations’ (20% agreement). There 
was also a high level of agreement with the statement 
‘RPL in the context of continuing professional 
development in companies and organisations will be 
valuable primarily for access to qualifi cations’ (65% 
agreement). It is also worthwhile to mention here a 
55% agreement (mean of 2.48 and median of 2=agree) 
with ‘globalisation of knowledge, goods, services and 
economic activity will increase the demand for RPL 

in companies and organisations’. Yet a call for global 
principles of RPL or global recognition of qualifi cations 
(as mentioned above), although within the context 
of mobility, did not receive high levels of agreement 
despite an acknowledgement that global practice will 
necessitate some form of trans-national agreements 
from authorities with global standing.

The market demands placed on higher education 
were also evident in the context of debates over up-
skilling and re-skilling of people where there was 
a 25% agreement with the statement ‘RPL for up-
skilling will more frequently be used in the contexts 
of State supported VET and Higher Education than 
in commercial companies and organisations’ (with 
a mean of 3.14 and medians of 3 and 4). There were 
additional comments from respondents stating that 
RPL is up to the individual, and it is up to educational 
institutions to build RPL into their systems. However, it 
was also said that academia does not lend itself to the 
simple solutions that organisations require and that this 
therefore necessitates some form of facilitation. There 
was a question over RPL for training needs analysis in 
the context of higher education, which was not rated 
highly in round one, ‘RPL for training needs analysis 
purposes will disappear from higher educational 
contexts’. There was only a 20% agreement with this 
statement (no ‘strongly agree’, mean of 3.62 and 
median of 4=disagree). There was an equally low 20% 
agreement with the statement ‘RPL for the purposes of 
personal development plans will be valuable in a work-
based training/in-company training context only’ (mean 
of 3.52 and median of 4=disagree). One of the panel 
suggested that RPL for personal development plans 
would be more suited for professional recognition in 
educational programmes than in workplaces.

TABLE III
RESPONDENT AGREEMENT WITH STATEMENTS ON THE FUTURE OF RPL

Statement Percentage agree and strongly agree
Employers will only use RPL if it is cost effective 100
RPL will only expand if there is mutual recognition of qualifi cations and awards 75
RPL will only expand if there is trust and credibility among powerful stakeholders 73.7
The main driver of RPL will be individual qualifi cations 72.2
The main driver of RPL will be for accreditation of non-formal and informal learning 71.4
The main driver of RPL will be the need for worker mobility 63.1
Universities will continue to resist RPL 57.9
RPL must be sought by individual workers themselves 57.1
RPL will expand only if there are frameworks of qualifi cations 52.7
RPL is likely to expand in medium or small enterprises 52.4
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TABLE IV
STATEMENTS WITH HIGHEST LEVELS OF AGREEMENT IN DESCENDING ORDER

Statement Percentage of strongly agree/agree
RPL credits will increasingly count towards an award or qualifi cation and not for the notional 

concept of “credit” as in “valuing learning”.
84.2

RPL will facilitate the mobility of workers more across and within qualifi cations frameworks 
than across borders.

78.9

RPL in companies and organisations will be driven greatly in the future by the need to keep 
up with technological change.

70

RPL will facilitate rather than achieve social inclusion.
RPL in the context of continuing professional development in companies and organisations 

will be valuable primarily for access to qualifi cations.
65

Electronic-RPL (e-portfolios and online assessment) will have to become one of the most 
used RPL “technologies” if economies of scale are to be achieved.

External RPL consultants and/or RPL brokers will be increasingly important for the 
development of RPL in companies and organisations.

Globalisation of knowledge, goods, services and economic activity will increase the demand 
for RPL in companies and organisations.

55

RPL will be increasingly used for mutual recognition of qualifi cations than for the 
harmonisation of qualifi cations systems.

50

Data from Round Three

The third round questionnaire was delivered in 
December 2009 with a total of eighteen respondents. 

Respondents were asked about the extent to which 
RPL was a factor in the re-skilling of workers made 
redundant.  They were asked to answer on a scale from 
‘not at all’ (1) to ‘serious commitment’ (4). The majority 
of answers were for ‘increasing’ (38.9%) and ‘a gesture 
only’ (27.8%). No respondents found there to be a 
‘serious commitment’ to RPL for re-skilling. Additional 
comments from respondents (27.8%) emphasised the 
marginal role of RPL in the re-skilling process because 
it is not fully integrated into policies, because it is more 
appropriate to assist those who lack formal qualifi cations 
to gain access to third-level education than to re-skill, 
because demand for RPL depends on labour supply (or 
shortages), and because it is more appropriate to look 
at the potential of RPL within the context of continuing 
professional development, as a means to enhance one’s 
current skill set than to re-skill. 

Respondents were also asked to predict the role 
of RPL for re-skilling workers in the current global 
economic crisis. These predictions included RPL as 
a means of access to education and training, as one 
of several small-scale policy options in the economic 

crisis, as a means of recognising both experience and 
qualifi cations, as a means to facilitate mobility and 
employability, and as a means to focus on skills, skill 
gaps and demand.

The fi nal section of Round Three presented 
respondents with ten RPL policy statements from 
global, European and National Organisations. These 
organisations were: UNESCO (United Nations 
Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization), 
Council of Europe, World Bank, WTO and GATS 
(World Trade Organization and General Agreement 
on Trade in Services), ILO (International Labour 
Organization), European Commission, EQF (European 
Qualifi cations Framework), ECVET (European Credit 
System for Vocational Education and Training), NCVER 
(National Centre for Vocational Education Research), 
SAQA (South African Qualifi cations Authority), and 
NQAI (National Qualifi cations Authority of Ireland). 
The organisations chosen in the highest proportions 
by the panel for each response category are shown in 
table V below. Respondents were asked to comment on 
the relevance of these for RPL practice from ‘little or 
no relevance to local RPL practices’ (1) to ‘local RPL 
informed by this policy ideology’ (4) as well as space 
for additional comments on each statement.  

TABLE V
RESPONSES TO RPL POLICY STATEMENTS FROM EUROPEAN AND INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS

Response Category Local RPL informed by 
this policy ideology

Starting to impact on 
local RPL practice

Background relevance 
only

Little or no relevance to 
local RPL practice

Policy Statement NQAI (35.3%) European Commission 
(41.2%)

World Bank (47.1%) WTO and GATS 
(41.2%)

EQF (25%) ILO (29.4%) WTO and GATS 
(47.1%)

SAQA (33.3%)

OECD (23.5%) SAQA (40%) ECVET (31.3%)
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DISCUSSION

There are a number of points to be made regarding 
RPL and its role in defi ning higher educational practice 
in globalised terms that are shaped by economic 
pressures,0 social dynamics and policy developments.  
The fi rst point is about higher education and the 
recognition of qualifi cations which, according to 
this study, has the potential to act as a means of 
social inclusion by providing access routes to higher 
education for non-traditional students whether that is 
due to level of educational attainment, origin of original 
qualifi cations, or the attainment of occupational or 
sectoral awards. The second defi ning point is about  
higher education is its role in both professional and 
academic mobility where mobility is tied to concepts 
of employability and social inclusion, and also to RPL, 
which in the context of higher education is considered 
a means to achieve mobility. A third and fi nal point 
is about higher education is the up-skilling agenda, 
particularly evident in labour activation schemes and 
over-arching funding mechanisms such as the European 
Globalisation Fund. These three points are discussed 
further below.

Higher Education and the Recognition 
of Qualifi cations

In Round One, RPL for ‘access to qualifi cations’ 
was chosen in relatively high proportions across all 
of the fourteen listed contexts for that question,  but 
the highest ranking were higher education (77.3%), 
further education (45.5%) and continuing professional 
development (40.9%).  It is expected that higher 
education can and will address the needs of non-
traditional learners although in the majority of cases this 
takes place within the bounds of traditional structures. 
This is not surprising, however, when considering 
the concept of credit which in the case of Ireland has 
become tied to awards and is therefore in many ways 
an infl exible tool. For example, in Round Two of this 
study, the strongest level of agreement was with the 
statement ‘RPL credits will increasingly count towards 
an award or qualifi cation and not for the notional 
concept of “credit” as in “valuing learning”’ (84.2%). 
This tendency toward a credit-qualifi cation link was 
further supported by the ambiguity surrounding the 
statement ‘a market in tradable credits is inevitable’ 
which was ranked in eighteenth place at a 25% level 
of agreement, a mean of 3.14 (the neither agree nor 
disagree mark) and median of 3 also. This might be 
related to the large proportion of Irish respondents and 
the Irish National Qualifi cations Framework, which is 
an award-based framework. The high ‘credit’ rating for 
the higher education context in round one was qualifi ed 
in round three by the perception from the expert panel 
that outside of higher education RPL is not very well 
known.  Furthermore there is still a perception that it is 

diffi cult to both assess and validate RPL in the higher 
education context, which is still according to many 
respondents, focused on credit arrangements.

There were low levels of support for the contexts 
of the voluntary sector, youth sector, community 
education, adult education, work sectors, trade unions 
and professional bodies for the practice of RPL for the 
purposes of ‘re-skilling’ and ‘up-skilling’. This raised 
questions around the priorities attached to using RPL 
in the fi rst place, and whether they extend beyond 
the economic to the social and cultural integration of 
individuals. This does not appear to be the case as the 
respondents found RPL facilitating social inclusion a 
return to the labour market from RPL, but not to the 
individual, the employing organisation nor higher and 
further education. Furthermore, a social justice model 
of RPL was not rated highly in the future development 
of RPL. In round two this lack of a social inclusion 
agenda was less evident, but in thinking of responses 
to the ten policy statements presented in round three 
for comment, it appears that it is a lack of policy 
and funding and inbuilt inequalities in the existing 
systems for RPL, which do not address the needs of the 
disadvantaged. What did emerge, to a certain extent, 
was the possibility that RPL in terms of the recognition 
of qualifi cations rather than of non-formal or informal 
learning were more a means of social inclusion, through 
the mutual recognition of qualifi cations and awards.

Higher Education and Mobility

In Round One RPL for the purposes of ‘mobility’ was 
rated highest by the expert panel for the contexts of 
higher education (27.3%) and work-based learning/in-
company training (22.7%). There were generally low 
levels of agreement overall with ‘mobility’ as a purpose 
of RPL, which raises questions about the differences 
between the aspirations of policy and the reality of 
practice. However, there were a number of questions 
asking about the return on investment (ROI) from RPL 
to the labour market, the individual, the employing 
organisation, and further and higher education, and 
here it was found that ‘RPL facilitates mobility’ was 
the highest ranked ROI to the labour market from RPL 
(100%) and ‘the main driver of RPL will be the need 
for worker mobility’ (63.1%) was amongst the highest 
ranked statements on the future of RPL in companies 
and organisations. 

Therefore, it is clear that the mobility potential of 
RPL was a disputed concept throughout the three rounds 
of this Delphi research. In round one, as mentioned 
above, there were generally low levels of agreement 
overall with RPL for the purpose of ‘mobility’, despite 
there being full agreement that RPL as a means to 
facilitate mobility was considered a return on investment 
to the labour market. In round two there appeared to be 
a tension between the potential for professional mobility 
and questions of assuring quality in that process. In 
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round three the question of mobility emerged through 
the various policy statements and featured within the 
comments pertaining to policy aspiration rather than 
lived practice. Mobility in these statements is tied into 
the social inclusion agenda especially when considering 
the recognition of qualifi cations of non-European 
migrants who often remain marginalised despite many 
provisions for recognition of both qualifi cations and 
skills for mobility purposes. Mobility is also tied into the 
concept of employability, though employability in the 
context of this study has referred to career development 
and employability within one’s own sector and country 
rather than an employable mobile workforce.

One might also consider the drive now to embed 
employability into higher education programmes such 
as using personal development planning and work 
placements to ensure that graduates are ‘work ready’. 
This also places further challenges and pressures on 
institutions to increase partnerships with industry and 
further places higher education at the threshold of 
market and the economy.

Higher Education and Up-skilling 
and Re-skilling

In Round One, RPL for ‘up-skilling’ was ranked highest 
for the context of higher education (40.9%). This 
may be a timing issue, considering the current global 
economic crisis. The further education and work-based 
learning/in-company training (36.4%) contexts were 
the next highest ranked. Additionally, for both the 
purposes of ‘re-skilling’ and ‘up-skilling’ the contexts 
of community based education, adult education, youth 
work, trade unions, work sectors, professional bodies, 
voluntary sector, and regulatory authority were chosen 
in very small proportions by the panel (<18%). This 
raises some questions around the priority given to 
the social inclusion agenda of RPL to provide for 
economic, social and cultural integration of individuals. 
However, as a return on investment to the labour 
market RPL ‘facilitates social inclusion’ was one of the 
highest ranked items at 95% as well as ‘RPL achieves 
up-skilling in the workplace’ (70%).  

The distinctions between RPL for up-skilling 
and RPL for re-skilling emerged from round one and 
continued into round three. It was not evident that RPL 
is viewed as a distinct policy in these processes as it 
is not fully integrated into re-skilling or up-skilling 
strategies. Furthermore, respondents found there to be 
a distinction between the potential of RPL, with more 
of a focus on up-skilling than re-skilling, where, to re-
skill is to learn new skills and to up-skill is to enhance 
one’s existing skill set. Up-skilling was highly rated in 
the higher education context, probably a result of the 
current large proportion of unemployed people going 
back to education and increasing government policy 
looking to higher education as a tool for economic 
regeneration.

CONCLUSION

This paper has explored the perception of RPL from 
twenty-two national and international experts in the 
areas of work-based learning, continuing professional 
development, higher education, in-company training, 
professional bodies, and further education. The fi rst 
round questionnaire was focused on the way RPL was 
used in higher education indicating RPL use for access, 
credit, mobility and up-skilling. Return on investment 
from RPL to higher education primarily concerned 
alternate pathways to qualifi cation and access for non-
traditional learners to higher education.  The second 
round questionnaire found general agreement between 
respondents that RPL would increasingly be used for 
the mutual recognition of qualifi cations rather than the 
harmonisation of qualifi cations systems. The third and 
fi nal questionnaire exposed some of the divergences 
between RPL policy and practice through ten policy 
statements from global, European and national 
organisations. The discussion found three main points 
of divergence and ambiguity that emerged from the 
data, namely: higher education and the recognition of 
qualifi cations; higher education and mobility; and higher 
education and up-skilling and re-skilling. Therefore, 
within the dialogue of lifelong learning and a reformed 
higher education area, higher education is expected to 
provide an alternate pathway into higher education.  
That alternate pathway can be through transfer from 
other educational sectors or making it possible to 
give exemptions from elements of a programme, or 
giving non-traditional learners the opportunity to 
enter into higher education by accrediting their prior 
experience and qualifi cations against programme 
learning outcomes. This has also meant incorporating 
new technologies such as modularisation, a credit 
transfer system and basing programmes on outcomes as 
opposed to inputs as well as framing qualifi cations and 
awards for qualifi cations frameworks.
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Abstract: The purpose of the article is to present 
the signifi cant experiences of UVSQ in developing 
collaborative education devices for professionalization 
of the logistics sector at local and  international level. 
The article describes the rationale for development 
of fl exible pathways and varying levels of awards 
developed for the logistics sector. It also suggests the 
pedagogical models required for an internationalised 
sector which has time and place constraints.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the context of a globalized economy, with its 
increased fragmentation of production processes 
and the implementation of fl exible organizations, 
the development and sustainability of companies 
depend on optimal control of traffi c fl ows, and 
consequently logistics is at the centre in this context. 
Since information is a major issue in the circulation 
of these fl ows, the revolution of Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICT) is an important 
support in the operation of the logistics process. It is 
also essential now to recognise the strategic importance 
of inter-enterprises links and evolving confi gurations 
associated with information exchanges. Lifelong 
learning is a response to the increased and renewed 
needs of professional skills expressed by companies 
and institutions in all sectors of activity.

Our university at Versailles Saint-Quentin en 
Yvelines (UVSQ) has, over the course of several 
years, developed a training branch in logistics offering 
continuing education studies and return to training at 
Licence and Master’s level. The university was created 
in the last wave of creation of universities in the Ile 
de France region, and has registered a strategic axis 
of development and territorial remit by implementing 
professional networks and devices to respond to the 
needs of lifelong training in the Paris region.

In terms of ‘engineering’ this model, the training 
includes strong co-operation with the professional 

community through the implementation of courses 
by block-release, and also by collaborative work on 
integrated learning tools (ERP=Enterprise Resource 
Planning). Moreover, degree awarding courses, through 
their modular organization offer the possibility to build 
qualifi cations that meet the needs felt in enterprises 
in a customized way which are in turn sanctioned by 
university degrees and/or certifi cates of competence. 
This engineering of «tailoring» skills is part of the 
growing need for lifelong learning and of the needs 
for continuing education in order to help secure 
professional trajectories. In this approach, the validation 
of prior learning, whether formal, informal or non-
formal, completes the device with a view to optimize 
the response to needs.

This USVQ training model, which is mainly 
based on the understanding and control of 
logistics processes, makes use of information and 
communication technologies, certainly as tools to 
support these processes, but also for several training 
purposes - educational support for face-to-face training, 
combination of a type of «blended system» with 
«face-to-face and «remote» (ODL) -  to overcome the 
constraints of place and time availability. 

The training model begins with job analysis, skills 
audits and profi les of recurrent training and associated 
qualifi cations in a company. Then, with the support of 
formal courses, and by integrating the use of TICE, 
we constructed a set of responses for training adapted 
to the diversity of emerging needs in a professional 
path with the company. Based on the results of this 
type of response in the engineering logistics sector, 
co-operative arrangements have already been made 
at an international level, including with Morocco and 
Algeria, with a view to build a co-operating network 
for the implementation and development of awarding 
degrees and other qualifying in logistic.

2. EVOLUTION OF PROFESSIONAL PROFILES AND 
QUALIFICATION REQUIREMENTS

For several years, jobs in logistics have grown 
dramatically. Within the relatively recent job of 
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‘logistics providers’, technical aspects require more 
advanced recruitment profi les. In an engineering 
enterprise the multiplicity of references and products 
processed is complicating the activity of the logistics 
provider. Within distributor and manufacturer job 
descriptions for recruitment are moving towards 
commercial and technical profi les. Within carriers, 
degrees of senior technicians (BTS) and the Technology 
University Diploma (DUT) are a source of recruitment 
under operational requirements demanded by the 
profession.

In other words, we are witnessing an evolution of 
the job of «pushing pallets» towards the job of ‘fl ow 
organizer’. We have, in recent years, witnessed a deep 
transformation of job profi les and qualifi cations required 
in logistics activities with it being increasingly more 
characterized by a rise of supply-chain management. It 
is a very changing environment which is becoming more 
and more internationalised. It now requires a rejuvenated 
workforce with an increasing level of education since it 
attracts very high wages among logistics providers.  We 
also see a rise in the use of computer tools altering the 
traditional contours of logistics jobs.

Regardless of the activity to which the company 
is attached, or the entity concerned, it is clear that 
the needs for training emerges on levels above that of 
technician. Several institutions of higher education have 
developed courses of levels II (licence) and I (DESS, 
Master’s degree).  It was the same for the University of 
Versailles Saint Quentin en Yvelines (UVSQ). 

3. THE REORGANIZATION OF THE DEGREE 
AWARDING CURRICULUM IN A LIFELONG 

LEARNING PERSPECTIVE

The logistics sector has developed in several stages, 
including the creation of the curriculum for the sector 
in response to the needs of companies, adapting them to 
the LMD, and fi nally using a modular structure which 
facilitates a range of possible courses.

In this fi rst phase, the logistics jobs identifi ed to 
create the Master’s degree and the DESS corresponded 
to the socio-professional categories of intermediate 
professions and executives, i.e. at a higher level 
than that of senior technicians, whether for coaching 
positions or senior management positions. At that time, 
senior technicians were recruited in terms of level of 
education (level III, in the classifi cation in force), see 
wcncp.gouv.fr, after a diploma representing two years 
of study after the Bachelor’s degree, either the “Brevet 
de Technicien Supérieur,” or “Diplôme Universitaire de 
Technologie”.

The University has undertaken to reconstruct its 
training provision in the context of the organization 
of the Bologna process; Licence - Master - Doctorate 
(DMLS). So, the logistics sector had to re-format its 
curriculum in this context of three cycles, as illustrated 
in Figure A below.

FIGURE A:  THE NEW ARCHITECTURE OF THE CURRICULUM
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This new architecture included several major 
innovations both in academic terms of continuation of 
studies as well as in terms of professional insertion, 
with the following features:

-  they open at level II, a general Licence, leading 
to a variety  orientation at Master’s degree level, 
in the sectors of Economics and Management 
Sciences, 

-  provide a course suffi ciently pre-professional  
by its orientation to engineering logistics (in the 
terminology of the work done by the TUNING 

Group), allowing either a vocational insertion at 
Licence level, or a continuation of studies towards 
a Master’s degree, in particular the professional 
Master’s in  e-logistics.  

-  offer two levels of better identifi ed professional 
exit: the Licence for the fi rst levels of coaching, 
the Master’s located in terms of opening at level I 
(equivalent engineer). 

The structuring proposed facilitating the validation 
of learning acquired from experience (see Figure B).

FIGURE B: EXIT LEVELS

As a fi rst step for a sector to adapt to the needs 
of lifelong training, the approach to the relationship 
between training and employment should be extended 
by the development of educational terms and training 
devices to enhance immediate employability while 
providing the fundamentals for career development and 
retention in employment, i.e. sustainable employability 
(i.e. giving employees a solid basis to conduct their 
professional path).

The construction of an alternating curriculum opens 
an extended opportunity to host trainees in continuous 
education in a long-term training project (one year), 
by using the professionalisation contract (contract of 
alternating training open to job seekers regardless of 
their age), or in respect to a period of professionalization 
(period of training open to a young recruit to complete 
training), or for employees on training leave.

The introduction of trainees coming from 
continuous education in a group of initial education 
students has an interesting impact on the functioning 
of the group by introducing references in terms of 
experience and knowledge of the business world. 

For candidates of CE, it was necessary for some of 
them to go through the validation of their professional 
experience, when they did not have diplomas to access 
Licence or the Master’s degree. The implementation of 

the validation of professional experience for access (text 
of 1985), but also the implementation of the validation 
of experience acquisitions (2002 Social Modernization 
Act), have helped to move forward  the identifi cation 
of the skills covered by training, with a view to bring 
training and professional experience in the process of 
validation.

4. MODULAR STRUCTURE, PLURALITY OF 
CURRICULUM AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE USE OF 

TICE TO REFINE THE ANSWER TO THE NEEDS 
OF TRAINING CONSIDERING THE DIVERSITY OF 
CONSTRAINTS SPECIFIC TO THE PUBLIC FROM 

LEARNERS

The ultimate development of the UVSQ response to 
sectoral training has been to build other qualifying 
routes, by establishing sub-modular sets, focused on 
the emerging operational needs of the companies in 
connection with their own strategy. This approach aims 
to explore, more fi nely, what the terms of adaptation 
of training for employment are in the context of 
employability but also the possibilities of recognition 
andvalidation of professional pathways and modes of 
accessing them.
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Approach by jobs and accessible positions

In our experience, the sectors most affected by the 
specialisation in logistics are industry, commerce, 
transportation, agriculture, and health. The central 
government is also increasingly interested in 
streamlining the procurement of supplies, equipment, 
computer equipment, etc. Therefore, there are several 
job referentials, both at national and international 
level, that are used as a frame of reference (www.cat-
logistique.com/audit.htm). Consequently, if we refer 

to the classifi cation proposed by the nomenclature 
of trades (INSEE/CNIS), it is possible to understand 
perspectives and opportunities.

According to this nomenclature, the Masters in 
e-logistics and IT systems belongs to the areas of 
technico professional services (areas 3) and to specialist 
groups of multi-purpose services specialties (300) and 
multipurpose specialties of trade and management 
(310).

The interface of the specialist groups with particular 
functions leads to the following classifi cation:

Approach by competences or  assessed 
capabilities

Future professionals will be able to design, analyze, 
and manage logistics systems, and to manage logistics 
teams, while controlling information technologies. The 
fi rst jobs targeted, towards which companies are moving 
with regards to training (fi elds of knowledge, know-
how and behavioural skills) relate to the activities and 
missions of management and optimization of fl ows, 
the integrated management (ERP, e-procurement), is  
“supply chain” projects.

These two approaches enable the modular 
formalization of the curriculum in relation to the 
apprenticeship results expected. The approach is 
complemented by defi nition of the certifi cations 
associated with each subset. 

These curriculums, based on a degree awarding 
training course (Master License), lead to various forms 
of certifi cation such as the following illustrated in text 
and in Figure C: 

– Professional certifi cate: allocation of specifi c 
modules constituting one or more learning units 
(professional dimension) of the diploma with a 
number of associated European credits (ECTS) 
which may be converted into a university 
diploma (DU). 
– Certifi cate of competence: allocation of some 
teaching units of the diploma with the number of 
associated European credits (ECTS) associated to 
the unit.  
– Licence or Master’s degree: allocation of all 
teaching and associated ECTS units. 

TABLE A:  CROSSING OF SPECIALIST GROUPS AND FUNCTIONS

Specialty groups Functions 300 310
Conception (n) System conception and logistics process 

(including support tools,…)
Conceptions of solutions of trade between 

the actors of the logistics chain
Organization, Management (p) Methods, organization and management of 

logistics fl ows
Methods, organization and integrated 

management of applications of  
e-Logistics

FIGURE C:  QUALIFYING CURRICULUMS
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Training can also be tailored to the specifi c needs 
of a business or an industry, but also by the introduction 
of “job” specifi cities related to an exercise in branch 
activity and a particular environment (see nomenclature 
CNIS). 

A longer cycle can be organized for a candidate in 
view of following all courses leading to the Master’s 
“Sciences and Techniques of logistics engineering”, 
knowing that ways of validating professional experience 
are in place to organise the curriculum as soon as 
the candidate is eligible and is well within a logic of 
lifelong training.

At fi rst, a face-to-face pedagogy or teaching mode 
is preferred. However, thereafter, training is normally 
in the form of Open Distance Learning (ODL). Digital 
resources will also be used in support of face-to-face 
sessions.

5. APPLICATIONS FOR TRAINING IN ENGINEERING 
ON THE LOGISTICS BRANCH

There are two main training courses for logistics 
developed by UVSQ in collaboration with the sector: 
The ERP Skills Certifi cate and the Diploma in Logistics 
Assistant in Import-Export.

The ERP Skills Certifi cate 

The needs of companies in the fi eld of integrated 
management software (ERP) and in the fi eld of 
digital economy are growing strongly. Considering 
this situation, a specifi c course has been created with 
training objectives which consist of an introduction to 
the specifi cities of the ERP, in the following aspects:

- Preparation, scoping study, implementation. 
- Technology components of an ERP project.
-  Articulation and integration of the various 

modules of ERP.  
This course is composed of activities used in 

support to two ERPs most used by companies.
Among the prerequisites, the knowledge of the 

company and a global vision of fl ows traversing it, 
as well as experience in its IT systems is necessary. 
Applications are supported with business projects. The 

validation of skills is based partly on the evaluation of 
the project achieved. 

Therefore, the relevant public includes managers 
and executives from:

- IT systems and computing management, 
- Functional directorates. 
-  Project leaders and members of the ERP project 

teams. 
- «building» teams of ERP projects.
- ERP consultants.
- Persons in charge of administration and operation.
Training is based on three modules: analysis of 

needs, conduct and support of change, ERP.
In total, 156 hours of the Certifi cate are extracted 

from a degree awarding curriculum level Bac + 5. In 
addition, the participant engages in continuing education 
to improve their qualifi cation and socio-professional 
place throughout their lives. 

The Skills Certifi cate therefore resembles the 
process of certifi cation implemented on a few transverse 
skills (languages, ICT). It is about identifying the skills 
which will be validated by obtaining the certifi cate and 
to defi ne by what activities they will be evaluated. 

The Certifi cate thus retains its university character 
because it is not dedicated to a «Product Editor». On 
the other hand, students have the opportunity to take 
tests allowing access to the «product» certifi cation: 
certifi cation SAP or Navision in the continuity of the 
ERP certifi cate.

The university diploma “Logistics Assistant 
in Import Export” 

In the context of a participation in international trade 
and export development strategy, small and medium-
sized companies often face the need of improving their 
skills in the fi eld of import-export logistics. Considering 
these needs and their validation by professional circles, 
the logistics sector has built a university diploma, in 
connection with a European project on the creation of 
a European certifi cate in export-import. This degree has 
been designed in a modular form, each module being 
described in learning outcomes. This course enables 
individuals to obtain different certifi cations depending 
on which modules are validated (see Table 2 below). 

TABLE 2: STRUCTURE OF UNIVERSITY DIPLOMA: ASSISTANT IN EXPORT IMPORT LOGISTICS

Subjects Hours Teaching 
modes

Certifi cations

Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) 
(12 lessons)

9 TD  

Basics Economics (32 lessons) 24 CM  
Economic Geography (12 lessons) 9 CM  
Export/Import (52 lessons) 39 CM & TD (13 

+ 26)
 

Project Management (40 lessons) 30 CM & TD (10 
+ 20)

Skills Certifi cate “ project leader”(“Conducteur de 
projet”)
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CONCLUSION

To complete the adaptation of logistics curriculum for 
training throughout life, several measures are under 
development in UVSQ including the following:

- Development of open and distance learning 
to facilitate access to training and to strengthen 
educational action (upgrading, support);
- Establishment of a partnership network on 
training in logistics with pooling of resources 
(digitized courses, activity bank, tutoring).

The fi rst consists of the production and the 
provision of extra digital resources for face-to-face 
learning, in order to assess training levels, but also to 
provide resources ensuring the continuity of training, 
when face-to-face teaching sequences are distributed in 
time or else  to accompany a project.  

The second is based on distance learning with 
communication methods for a tutorial framework, as 
well as collaborative work between peers. This allows 
lifelong training for those who often have location or 
time constraints. With the validation of professional 
experience, modular composition, and progressive 
capitalization through TICE, a real device of fl exible 
response to the needs expressed in a professional 
trajectory is thus proposed. 

The global engineering of the approach 
implemented for the logistics sector is perfectly 
adaptable to other areas. By these approaches in training 
and education engineering, the university is developing 
its ability as a territorial player of lifelong training, thus, 
responding to the diversity of personal projects related 
to the construction of a professional trajectory, but also 
to recurrent challenges related to social transformation.

Curricula (Modules Levels 1, 2, 3 111   

English 48  TD TOEIC (English test at the start of the course)
Flow and Logistics 28 CM Skills Certifi cate «company logistician» (“Logisticien 

d’entreprise”)Procurement 20 CM
Transport 33 CM & TD   

(11 + 22)
International Logistics 20 CM
Computing* 26  TD C2I
Additional modules Level 1 (UVSQ) 175   
Total 286   

30H/WEEEKS     2,5
9 WEEEKS     MONTHS
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Abstract – The need to recognise and validate informal 
and non-formal learning has been recognised as part 
of Europe’s Lisbon Strategy, and again in the EU2020 
Strategy. This is  both for economic reasons and 
social reasons. On an economic level Europe needs 
to have a skilled workforce. Documenting all skills 
and competences thus becomes relevant. On a social 
level, many times it is those marginalised citizens 
or those at risk of poverty who often do not possess 
formal qualifi cations but learn through their life and 
work experiences. This paper describes and discusses 
the development of an innovative ICT tool,  Lifepass, 
to be used for the validation of informal and non-
formal learning. This tool provides new approaches to 
present evidence of individuals’ knowledge, skills and 
competences which is much more powerful than the 
Europass CV and different to the traditional portfolio. 
The results of the piloting exercise of Lifepass across 
ten different sectors and in nine different countries will 
be presented. Although not fi nalised and some problems 
were identifi ed with respect to Lifepass, the researchers 
felt that Lifepass is a powerful tool which, although still 
needing further developed for the validation of informal 
and non-formal learning, can be that tool which 
suprecedes the Europass CV at European level.

INTRODUCTION

Europe, through the Lisbon Strategy and now the 
EU2020 Strategy (European Commission, 2010) is 
working towards building further the knowledge society 
and ensuring strong economies which promote and 
facilitate the mobility of workers. The recognition of 
qualifi cations and certifi cation across European borders 
has become are more and more important and this is 
the reason for many of the developments related to the 
European Qualifi cations Framework.  

The economic crisis experienced these recent years 
has changed European perspectives and priorities. The 
focus is on providing more jobs. It has brought the 
need to value all forms of learning, in whatever way 
it has taken place. There has been a shift towards the 
need for all citizens to have their knowledge, skills and 

competences offi cially recognised, not only to their 
survival in fi nding employment, but also for the survival 
and economic growth at national and European level. 
The Europe 2020 strategy (European Commission, 2010) 
explicitly calls for the promotion of the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning in different contexts 
both in the case of youths as well as in promoting 
lifelong learning.  The strategy emphasizes the need to 
ensure that European citizens acquire and have formally 
recognised their competences in order to be able 
to  engage in further learning and the labour market 
through participation in general, vocational, higher 
and adult education, and also  including non formal 
and informal learning. The Council recommendations 
of the European Commission related to youths based 
on the EU2020 strategy (European Commission, 
2010a) highlights the need to improve procedures and 
guidelines for the validation and recognition of both 
informal and non-formal learning in order to facilitate 
more mobility (for example in volunteering and youth 
work).  The Agenda for New Skills and Jobs fl agship 
initiative also underlines the role of non-formal and 
informal learning in helping to ensure that citizens 
acquire the competences they need to engage in further 
learning and the labour market. This requires that all 
range and types of knowledge, skills and competences 
within the European workforce be formally recognised 
such that it is possible to carry out stock taking of  what 
the European Labour workforce can offer.

This economic demand has also brought about the 
need to go through the exercise of identifying all the 
different types of occupations and/or jobs which exist, 
and to outline all the competences required in terms of 
knowledge, skills and abilities to carry out such work. It 
has also raised the role of quality assurance as the need 
to ensure that workers are really able carry out their 
work well and do possess all the required competences.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: VALIDATION OF 
INFORMAL AND NON-FORMAL LEARNING

In March 2000, the Lisbon European Council called 
on education ministers in the EU Member States «to 
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2 Richard CURMI, Senior Manager at the Malta Qualifi cations Council, richard.curmi@gov.mt.
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undertake a general refl ection on the concrete future 
objectives of education systems, focusing on common 
concerns and priorities while respecting national 
diversity and presenting a broader report to the European 
Council in the spring of 2001» (European Commission, 
2000). In considering concrete future objectives of 
Education Systems (Council of the European Union, 
2001), an objective identifi ed focused on facilitating 
access of all to education and training. Lifelong learning 
education systems needed to become more inclusive 
and coherent and involved among other aspects, that 
of overcoming barriers between formal education and 
training and informal and non-formal learning. There 
was need for recognition of informal and non-formal 
learning within a lifelong learning perspective.

The Communication on lifelong learning (European 
Commission, 2001) also tackled the issue of validating 
informal and non-formal learning. This document 
tackled the validation of informal and non-formal 
learning extensively and argued that lifelong learning 
should encompass formal, informal and non-formal 
learning, highlighting the need for formal education 
to recognise and value the contribution of informal 
and non-formal education. It listed as priorities: the 
identifi cation; assessment; and recognition of non-
formal and informal learning; as well as the transfer and 
mutual recognition of formal certifi cates and diplomas. 
It promoted facilitating access to learning opportunities 
within the formal sector, adapting entry, progression and 
recognition requirements to take account of non-formal 
and informal learning.  In creating a learning culture, the 
need to value and reward learning, especially non-formal 
and informal learning in all sectors was encouraged. 
It was acknowledged that progress in relation to non-
formal and informal learning was a crucial step towards 
a European area of lifelong learning. 

Common European principles were considered 
essential for the long-term development of high 
quality, cost effi cient approaches to identifi cation, 
assessment and recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning. These principles were to promote quality 
in the validation methodologies for actors at local, 
regional and national level. Individual rights were to be 
addressed. 

The common principles developed were organised 
according to six themes: purpose of validation, 
individual entitlements, responsibilities of institutions 
and stakeholders, confi dences and trust, impartiality 
and credibility and legitimacy. These European 
principles were developed to act as a guide and a 
common reference point in the development and 
implementation of methods for the validation of non-
formal and informal learning.  They were not designed 
to be prescriptive but rather to serve as a basis to be 
followed.  The overall aim of validation is stated to be 
that of making visible all the competences that a person 
has developed, irrespective of the ways and methods 
through which these were acquired. The purpose is for 

both formative and summative forms of assessment.  
Validation of learning outcomes, whether acquired in a 
formal, informal and non-formal setting, aims to make 
visible all forms of learning by an individual. Validation 
supports lifelong learning, employability and active 
citizenship as it facilitates progression in education and 
training, integration in the labour market as well as 
organizational and personal development.  It can be both 
summative assessment, that is, leading to certifi cation as 
well as formative assessment but still leading to formal 
recognition.

Since the validation of informal and non-formal 
learning must primarily serve the individual citizens, 
then individual issues in protecting citizens’ personal 
rights need to be taken into consideration. Validation 
thus should be a voluntary process, and if compulsory, 
the system should ensure transparency, fairness and 
privacy. In organisations, the validation processes 
should be based on social dialogue, and individuals 
should have the right of appeal a validation result. There 
should be special provision for individuals with special 
needs in order to ensure equal access, and the results of 
the validation process are the property of the individual 
and privacy must be ensured.

Validation of informal and non-formal learning is 
closely linked to the issue of career guidance. As the 
competences vary across the different sectors as well as 
the purposes for which validation is done, it is essential 
for the validation process to be accompanied by career 
guidance service which would help individuals to make 
the best use of their validation exercise in the different 
spheres of work, personal life and education. Validation 
should be supported by information, guidance and 
counseling services. Education and training institutions 
should have a legal and practical basis which enables 
individuals to validate their learning. The value of 
the validation process depends on the confi dence and 
trust that it enjoys by the difference key stakeholders 
involved. In order to instill confi dence and trust, the 
validation process must be based on clear standards; 
provide clear understanding on how assessment is 
conducted, give information on the purpose of the 
process, provide guidance and support provided, etc.

The validation process must instill confi dence 
in all concerned and must be designed in such a way 
that potential users are able to observe and judge the 
whole validation process. Transparency of criteria 
ensures reliability. It also ensures that different 
institutions follow the same criteria and reach the same 
conclusions. The criteria used by assessors need to be 
as clear as possible to ensure reliability. Impartiality 
is crucial for the professionals in the role of assessors 
in the validation process.  The European guidelines 
highlight that impartiality can be strengthened through 
training and systematic networking and that this needs 
to be provided by validation providers.  Credibility 
and legitimacy can be fostered through the inclusion of 
different stake holders at all the different levels.
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 The Education and Training 2010 report of 2007 
highlighted how systems for the validation of non-
formal and informal learning are also coming into 
place, even if at a slow rate.  The challenge identifi ed 
was the move from experiment to full application of the 
validation process in national qualifi cations systems, 
this including also providing access to higher education. 

THE INLEARNING LEONARDO PROJECT

The Leonardo project Validating Learning for an 
Inclusive Society (INLearning) is one example of 
moving from policy to practice. It focuses on the 
validation of non-formal and informal learning and 
the main objective is to develop a methodological 
framework (tool) to process such validation against 
the level descriptors of the EQF. The project was 
conceptualised with the target that it will promote social 
inclusion. This is achieved through the recognition 
of forms of learning than the traditionally recognized 
certifi cation usually achieved through the formal 
education offered in education and training institutions. 
Recognising non-formal and informal learning allows 
people who may have not been successful in the 
formal education system, or who would have dropped 
out of school for social and/or economic reasons, 
the possibility to validate the skills and competences 
which they would have acquired informally and non-
formally at work, in their personal life, as well as other 
investment in learning.

INLearning aims to develop a common 
methodology that can be adopted in the validation of 
non-formal and informal learning process across Europe 
through the use of the tool Lifepass. Lifepass involves 
a portfolio stored on a pendrive and is the acronym for 
‘Learning through InFormal Education’. In achieving 
this target in the widest sense possible, Lifepass was 
piloted, as part of the project activities in different 
employment sectors: agribusiness, printing, hospitality, 
transport, security, childcare, and construction. 

The specifi c aims of the project with respect to the 
development of this methodological framework were 
the following:

•  to identify existing occupational standards for 
specifi c jobs in particular sectors; 

•  to profi le individuals in the specifi c jobs in the 
sectors identifi ed with the intention of matching 
their skills and competences to the occupational 
standards identifi ed; 

•  to develop a methodological framework for the 
validation of non-formal and informal learning 
through the development of a Validation Manual 
for its implementation and use of the ‘Lifepass’ 
(portfolio pendrive) which can be applied to a 
wide variety of jobs and sectors;

•  to pilot the applicability of the validation 
methodological framework through the use of the 

Lifepass to a range of jobs and sectors profi led in 
the different partner countries; 

•  to draw up the Validation Manual on the 
implementation of the validation methodological 
framework and the use of the Lifepass in the 
form of a ‘portfolio pendrive’ based on the results 
obtained in the piloting stage; 

•  to disseminate and share the validation tool 
developed and its applicability with as many of 
the stakeholders across Europe as possible

LIFEPASS

The fi rst part of the INLearning project involved the 
development of occupational standards in various 
sectors and at various levels of occupations.  The 
Lifepass was then developed as the new  tool to be 
piloted in the process of validation of informal and 
nonformal learning. 

The aims of the piloting exercise thus were:

•  To test the adaptability of the Lifepass to the 
different profi les of workers in the different 
sectors and different levels of occupations;

•  To test the capability of the Lifepass to capture 
the evidence required to facilitate the process of 
validation of informal and non-formal learning; 
and

•  To test what types of different media the Lifepass 
allows which are more comprehensive than those 
of normal tools such as the Europass, portfolio 
etc.

The process will also be evaluated to provide good 
and insightful review of the adaptability of the new tool 
– Lifepass developed for the validation of informal and 
nonformal learning.

The European Guidelines for validating non-formal 
and informal learning published by CEDEFOP specifi ed 
the criteria to be taken in consideration in an assessment 
method. Lifepass was developed on these criteria and 
ensures that it allows inclusion of a range of knowledge, 
skills and competences to be assessed; is able to 
demonstrate the depth of learning required; shows how 
current or recent the knowledge, skills and competences 
acquired are; demonstrate the adequacy of information 
to enable an assessor to make a judgment; and provide 
the authenticity of evidence for the candidate’s own 
learning outcomes.

The portfolio method allows detail in the collection 
of evidence provided by learners. In the portfolio 
learners provide evidence of processes, refl ections, 
achievements, outcomes as well as testimonials 
obtained during a period of time. This is a process 
that accompanies the learning process rather than is 
compiled at the end of each process. Learners are guided 
on how to build their portfolio as they gain experience 
and learn how to maintain it on their own. This process 
gives the assessors a clear view of what learners know, 
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what skills they possess and what competences they 
have developed, putting them in a better position to 
assess their capabilities against specifi ed criteria. 

The Portfolio is a useful tool for the monitoring of 
knowledge, skills, competences and attitudes acquired 
by individuals through formal, non-formal and informal 
learning.  Indeed, with the help of guidance personnel, 
individuals are able to identify, organise and document 
all their experiences acquired in different settings and 
contexts. The Lifepass e-portfolio has been developed 
to serve as a source of evidence for assessing levels of 
performance of individuals.

The Lifepass e-portfolio was designed to be an 
organised collection of an individual’s experiences and 
all the work produced and skills acquired throughout a 
stipulated period.  The Lifepass e-portfolio portfolio was 
developed to describe the growth of an individual, as it 
documents the learning processes from the beginning 
to the middle and end of the learning experience.  The 
Lifepass e-portfolio also helps an individual to refl ect 
on the learning process, to identify how his/her skills 
have changed, thus celebrating accomplishments while 
identifying present and future challenges.

Four steps were envisaged essential in the 
compilation of the Lifepass portfolio. This included:

•  Identifi cation and Collection: This is the fi rst 
step where the individual identifi es his/her 
knowledge, skills and competences and collects 
the evidence of it; 

•  Selection and Organisation: At this point the 
Lifepass is compiled with the occupational 
standards for which validation is to take place 
in mind, and to select the relevant information, 
the mode of evidence to use, and how to best 
organize this evidence to facilitate the validation 
process; 

•  Refl ection: The individual refl ects whether the 
evidence being presented really and honestly 
represents his/her capabilities and whether this 
is the right time to present the portfolio for the 
validation process;

•  Documentation: The individual checks that there 
is enough documentation of the learning which 
is to be validated, whether the documentation 
is valid, and if it has all been included in the 
Lifepass.

The Lifepass allows the inclusion of a variety of 
evidence in different forms and using different media. 
The Lifepass allows individuals to include: examples 
of all type of activities and other material that they are 
currently working on or have completed; audio clips 
of testimonials by employers, others; video clips of 
performance at work, experiences and achievements;  
records of progress used to record competence 
achievement; goal setting; individual learning plans, to 
refl ect individuals’ aims and objectives set;  pictures/
documents/certifi cates to demonstrate different forms 

of achievement; recorded discussions, interviews, 
presentations; artefacts/products/displays which 
demonstrate competences and skills to be validated; 
witness testimony in different formats (letters, 
recording, videos etc.); and  audio/video of activity or 
tutor/supervisor commentary.

METHODOLOGY: USING LIFEPASS IN THE 
VALIDATION PROCESS

Lifepass is divided into different sections. When 
one accesses the main page, these sections appear 
as subfolders. These subfolders include: personal 
information; work experience; formal education; non-
formal education; informal education; assessment 
criteria; and self-awareness. The methodology used 
with the Lifepass in the validation of non-formal and 
informal learning following similar steps for ensuring 
standardisation of use across the different countries.

The fi rst step involved identifying the personnel 
in an occupation for testing Lifepass in the process of 
validation using Lifepass. The fi rst step followed was 
thus to have those persons who want to have their 
learning validated. It would be helpful at this point if 
the occupational standards against which these persons 
intend to have their learning validated was identifi ed at 
this point in time. 

The next step involves the counsellor/guidance 
person helped the individuals to fi ll in the Lifepass. The 
counsellor went through the occupational standards with 
the person and to guided him/her in fi nding the evidence 
to show that these skills have been achieved. Different 
forms of evidence were included in Lifepass. The 
occupational standards against which the validation was 
to take place were kept for reference by the counselor/
guidance person. 

The third step involved the actual validation of 
the individual’s learning. The counselor/guidance sat 
down with one or two assessors and together they went 
through the Lifepass. In order to carry out the validation 
process, the occupational standards were converted 
into assessment formats which allowed the assessors 
to identify whether the knowledge, skill or competence 
had been achieved or not. 

In order to obtain the validation for the 
occupational standard, the applicant had to fulfi ll all the 
required knowledge, skills and competences specifi ed 
in the occupational standards.  The validation process 
did not always lead to the individual fulfi lling all the 
requirements in order for the process to be successful. 
The validation process also served to indicate to the 
individual which knowledge, skills and competences s/
he possessed and what further training and education 
the individual needed to invest in to obtain certifi cation 
in the occupational standard.

The candidate was in some cases also invited for 
an interview so that she/he could have the opportunity 
to show what s/he is able to do and knows in those 
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aspects of the occupational standard for which there 
wasn’t suffi cient evidence for the specifi c knowledge/
competence. The individual was at the end provided 
with a report on the validation process. The format 
of this report included two sections: the fi rst section 
providing an overall assessment, stating the degree to 
which the knowledge, skills and competences had been 
validated. The standards used were four, ranging from all 
the knowledge, skills and competences being validated, 
most knowledge, skills and Competences (about 80%);  
a degree of knowledge, skills and competences (50%), 
and limited knowledge, skills and competences (30% )
of the knowledge, skills and competences indicated in 
the occupation standards.  

SECTORS IN WHICH LIFEPASS WAS PILOTED

As the occupational standards were developed in 10 
different sectors across 10 different countries, the 
piloting of Lifepass was also carried out across these 10 
sectors. The table below gives a summary of the sectors 
in which the piloting was carried out and in which 
country.

• Malta (P1): Printing and Agribusiness; 
• Austria (P2): Construction and Hospitality; 
• Italy (P3): Hospitality; 
• Greece (P4): Transport and Hospitality; 
• Romania (P5): Construction and Transport; 
• Slovenia (P6): Security and Childcare; 
• Estonia (P7): Construction; 
• Turkey (P8): Construction and Hospitality; 
• Portugal (P9): Construction and Childcare; and 
• Slovenia (P10): Construction and Hospitality;

The partners were each asked to write a report on 
the piloting exercise for using Lifepass in the validation 
of informal and nonformal learning. From the reactions 
and experiences in its use across so many sectors and 
so many occupations, an overall evaluation of the 
usefullness of Lifepass in the Validation of informal and 
nonformal learning could be achieved.

RESULTS

A number of specifi c issues were identifi ed in the 
ping process with the aim of understanding better the 
potential and power of Lifepass for the validation of 
informal and nonformal learning across the EU Member 
States involved.

In most of the partners, there was no diffi culty, 
with a few exceptions, in identifying the individuals to 
be profi led. In cases where there were some problems, 
employers directly or through their human resources 
managers were very supportive and considered the 
exercise in a positive light. This demonstrated how 
much employers considered the exercise as useful to 
them as well as to their workers. It was consequently 

easy to convince the workers to be interested in and to 
accept to be profi led and to go through the validation 
process. It can be concluded that, with the excpetion 
of Austria, the identifi cation of suffi cient number of 
persons to take part in the piloting of Lifepass was not 
a problem;

The use of Lifepass was overall not considered to 
be complicated by most partners and many found it 
friendly and easy to use. However, it has  to be pointed 
out that it still requires a basic knowledge of IT. In fact, 
it was found that in the case of individuals with very 
low skills, the help of the counsellor/researcher was 
necessary to be able to complete the details on Lifepass.

There were also a number of technical problems 
which emerged when the tool was put to the practical 
test. Most of the partners commented that one needs 
initial support to use Lifepass as it does not work 
automatically and it needs to be uploaded from the 
pendrive since it is not supported by usual windows 
programmes. It is only until one realises how to change 
the language, how to upoad the various  documents and 
other evidence that its potential becomes greater. Like 
any other ICT programme it needs experience in use 
and  people trying to use it will see and appreciate its 
potential in practice as they learn how to use it better.
The piloting process was too small an exercise to study 
in detail the technical capacity of the tool as well as 
identify the bugs which still need to be tackled in a 
comprehensive way, but it gives a fi rst reaction to how 
useful and applicable it can be.

Some specifi c technical details and limitations 
emerged. These included:

•  Lifepass needing a particular programme: 
Lifepass needs to be run on a particular 
programme and so this needs to be installed on 
the PC and run before one can actually access and 
view it. This introduced limitations in its transfer 
and usability;

•  Security of Lifepass: Lifepass could not be 
secured by means of a passwork. This means 
that anybody viewing it could also change details 
included, even if the viewer is not the individual 
who inputed the data;

•  Input and Viewer options: There was no 
distinction between the working document which 
the individual uses to input information and what 
someone such as an employer can see and browse 
through without having the possibility to change 
it. This issue needs to be addressed;

•  Printable version of Lifepass: There did not 
seem to  be the possibility of having a printable 
version of one’s own Lifepass. Although Lifepass 
was conceived as a virtual tool rather than one 
which can be printed, this possibility should also 
be allowed;

•  Language of Lifepass:  It was not possible to 
have two interchangeable versions of Lifepass 
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in the same programme. However, this could 
be achieved through saving it in the different 
languages separately;

•  Help Menu: Lifepass could have a help 
menu which tackles the various technological 
manipulations which can be done and which 
individuals who are unsure of how to use Lifepass 
to consult for help and support.

There were also  some diffi culties with respect 
to content aspects of Lifepass. The subheadings in 
the informal and nonformal learning were not always 
helpful and at times having a general and empty form 
would have been more helpful. It was suggested that 
there could be space for the person’s refl ections on 
their learning which could help. Due to the low level of 
some of the individuals profi les, there was a diffi culty in 
understanding terms which are used specifi cally in the 
fi eld. The inclusion of explanations of the main terms 
used in the help menu would thus be helpful to those 
who would like to understand the terminology used 
better. Although Lifepass was considered overall easy 
and user friendly, it still seemed challenging for those 
who do not have digital competences. Consequently, in 
such cases, there was the need for a guidance person to 
help with the profi ling process. This means that whereas 
Lifepass can be self administered by individuals of 
certain digital competence and education level, support 
was required for those individual with lower level of 
knowledge and skills. There was the realisation that 
certain documentation had not been kept. For example, 
in the case of the nonformal education, although many 
had the certifi cates, they had not kept the course 
description and programme which would have shed 
better light on the type of learning which had taken 
place and what skills and competences had been learnt 
and developed. This meant that individuals realised 
the need to keep more documentation, more than just 
certifi cation, but possibly any form of evidence which 
shows what type of learning outcomes were achieved.

It was not very clear where to include references 
to the occupational standards to which the lifepass was 
then to be compared to. The section used was that of 
assessment criteria. However, in this case one had to cut 
and paste the occupational standards so that he could 
then relate the evidence to this. There were comments 
by a number of partners that there could be space where 
the individuals could include refl ections about their own 
learning.The reports refl ected a diffi culty in adjusting 
to the innovative way of presenting evidence such as 
through the use of videos, photos, audio, scans etc. 
This demanded that individuals involved in the process 
to think different to the traditional method and posed a 
challenge. Experience will help overcome this challange 
as the power of the different forms of producing 
evidence is better understood.

So overall, the lifepass was not that diffi cult to use 
and one can easily become profi cient in it following 

some practice. There were some who wanted to have 
it in different languages. It was only after a while 
that it was realised that one could do two profi les in 
two different languages and to save them on the same 
pendrive. It also has to be said that the lifepass exercise 
has made most of the participants refl ect and appreciate 
their own learning which they would otherwise have 
not really considered as valid, particularly to gain a 
qualifi cation. This refl ection is that process which 
individuals go through when constructing a portfolio for 
the validation of informal and nonformal learning.

PROCESS OF ASSESSMENT OF EVIDENCE FOR 
VALIDATION

This part of the exercise appeared to be particularly 
diffi cult to tackle. There were a number of challenges 
identifi ed. One of the main challenges was that 
of fi nding the best way to provide evidence in an 
unconventional way which one could then use for the 
validation of learning. It was not easy or obvious to 
realise that one can actually upload own home-made 
short videos showing him/herself doing the work 
and explaining the process in order to shown one’s 
own competences and capabilities.  The other major 
challenge was how the lifepass could facilitate to the 
assessors the exercise of comparing the occupational 
standards with the evidence included in the lifepass. 
This was mainly for two reasons. The fi rst was that 
there was not specifi c way of indicating in the lifepass 
which evidence relates to which competence. The space 
provided within lifepass was that for assessment criteria. 
However, it was not possible to upload the occupational 
standards as an attachment in this section. It was also 
diffi cult to compare as individuals had to go through the 
task of including the list of evidence provided and the 
aspects of occupational standards that these covered.

The participants were very appreciative of the 
whole process as obtaining a qualifi cation, even 
if partial, was something which they never really 
considered that they would manage to achieve. They 
felt that their capabilities were being valued by their 
employer and consequently they also started to value 
their own capabilities. So it can be said that Lifepass 
made individual refl ect on their own capabilities and 
how they have learnt things through informal and 
nonformal ways, and how this learning can have value 
in the same way as formal education within training 
insitutions is considered.

CONCLUSION

It has to be said that, based on the piloting exercise, it 
is possible to drawn some conclusion on the potential 
of Lifepass as a new tool helping individuals looking 
for work and learning opportunities. The different main 
issues identifi ed following the evaluation exercise are 
discssed each in turn here below.
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One of the main comments made about the Lifepass 
was its position between the Europass CV and the 
traditional portfolio. It was also noted that persons of a 
certain educational level could handle and use Lifepass 
with little need of guidance. Employers also commented 
that Lifepass could faciliate the selection process during 
recruitment in that it provided more information about 
appliants than the Europass CV. This all pointed in the 
direction that Lifepass may have a utility beyond that 
for the validation of informal and nonformal learning 
and could easily become a new more technologically 
advanced cv/portfolio used by individuals looking for 
opportunities as it could refl ect people’s competences, 
skills and knowledge in a more comprehensive way 
than Europass. 

It would be very easy and useful for individuals 
to use the lifepass to upload their certifi cates of their 
qualifi cations, photos of their achievements, courses 
descriptions and learning outcomes for nonformal 
learning, scans of products and achievements. It is 
limitless and can allow a person to really show what 
they are capable of  in a variety of aspects. Employers 
do not need to go through loads of papers as these are 
already sorted within Lifepass as they are ‘attached’ 
with the relevant reference/qualifi cations etc.

Having said this, there are a number of  technical 
improvements which can be made in order to make 
Lifepass more effi cient and adapted to the users needs. 
These technical improvements were idnetifi ed to include 
the following:

•  The possibility to lock the lifepass so that it 
is only the owner who can change it with a 
password;

•  The programme to include a help fi le which 
would make it easier for persons to overcome 
diffi culties in using it;

•  The possibility to have more than one langauge 
within the same fi le although at this time one 
can have more than one version saved on the 
pendrive;

•  The subheadings for skills inthe informal and non 
formal learning sections may be left blank so that 
the area is adapted to a wider variety of activities 
and consequently to skills and competences 
obtained;

•  The section for the assessment criteria can have 
the possibility of uploading a document so that 
the occupational standards against which the 
validation is to take place is uploaded here rather 
than one needing to do ‘cut and paste’;

•  The programme does not have a spellcheck and it 
is also not possible to have bold and underlining 
in the different sections. These can be included in 
the new version;

•  The programme to allow the possibility of ‘cut 
and paste’ option;

•  Once the lifepass has been completed, it does 

not have the presentation view where an external 
viewer can see the details inputed in an attractive 
and presentation approach way.

It has to be said that although directions on how 
to use the lifepass are provided with the manual, a 
much more detailed instruction book may need to be 
developed to help users overcome the fi rst technical 
problems which one may come across. It will also allow 
individuals to manage to use Lifepass without the need 
of guidance. This would make its use easier and more 
accessible, with human resources being necessary only 
for those individuals who have very low skills.

A number of issues emerged with respect to the 
use of the Lifepass as a portfolio for the intention of 
validating informal and nonformal learning leading 
to a recognised full or partial sectorial qualifi cation.  
One major challenge  was that of identifying the type 
of evidence which can be included and which would 
be useful for the validation of informal and nonformal 
learning. Being a new tool, one needs to explore new 
ways of producing evidence which other tools did not 
always make possible. Some of these forms of evidence 
which were considered possible to place within the 
lifepass included: job description and responsibilities 
of the jobs held. This can be uploaded as a document 
within the work experience. The same can be said 
with respect to a reference letter from the employer; 
scans where one can scan and show products and/
or photos of things done and achievements as part of 
one’s job. These aim to show what the person is capable 
of doing and serves as part evidence to the required 
skills and competences for validation; and videos 
which were considered to have great potential.  One 
option considered was to have a short video of oneself 
doing the work and showing the skill and knowledge 
which one possesses. This can capture the skills and 
competences required for validation.

There is still need for further exploration of the 
potential production of other forms of evidence. The 
innovative approach of Lifepass has also changed the 
nature of evidence, and those involved in the validation 
process still need to consider new ways and methods 
which so far have not been used within the traditional 
portfolio method. Another issue which arose was 
the realisation that it is not possible for persons with 
limited educational levels and capabilities to fi ll in the 
lifepass without the help and support of a professional 
counsellor, preferably an expert or at least familiar 
with the fi eld for which the validation process is to 
take place. The reason for this need is not much for 
providing the individual with the skills of how to use the 
lifepass, but rather on how one can fi nd different forms 
of evidence to be able to show what s/he has learnt 
through the process of informal and nonformal learning. 
For this reason it cannot be assumed that the Lifepass 
will reduce the human professional support required by 
those wanting to validate their learning. It was found to 
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be possible to use on one’s own at educational level 4 
or better within the EQF. It was considered diffi cult to 
compare the information included in the lifepass. This 
was mainly because there is no particulatr indexing 
reference. As already discussed, there could be the 
possiblity of having an attachment in the assessment 
criteria section so that the occupational standards can 
be uploaded.  In addition, if the occupational standards 
subsections are indexed then it potentially could be 
possible to include an indexing facility for the different 
inputs to the lifepass. This also shows that there is need 
for further experience and exploration of the potential 
and value which the Lifepass can bring to the process of 
validation of informal and nonformal learning. 
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Abstract: The theme of this paper deals with business-
university partnerships in order to grow human capital 
which is often secondary to urgent economic demands. 
We provide the feedback on our activities in this regard 
with concrete examples from internationally renown 
big business - Thales Air System and Alcatel-Lucent- 
as well as a small local brokerage - Analysis Service. 
Tools are included such as the learning contract, 
professional contract, internship at the end of study 
for students in initial training, and training periods for 
current employees in a company. Finally we argue that  
Company-University collaboration also requires the 
development of short, customised courses to perfectly 
meet the demands of training. The University must be 
prepared to listen, and to be timely and adaptable in 
terms of responsiveness to a specifi c industry request.
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INTRODUCTION

Professional licenses were created in France in 1999 to 
meet European commitments to provide a curriculum 
tailored to the licensing requirements of the labor market 
in Europe, between the levels of higher technician 
level and senior engineer. The professional license is a 
national diploma or degree conferred on a licensee by 
providing records of training completed and adapted to 
a context. Candidates for a national diploma must show 
two years of higher education at BTS, DUT, L2, with 
professional experience and personal achievements. The 
license is obtained in two semesters with 60 ECTS. A 
survey of the “IFOP” in December 2007 was interested 
in assessing the licensing mechanism in human 
resources and recruitment department of businesses. 
More than two thirds of those surveyed recognized  
the value of this level of licenced training. The survey 
indicated that about three quarters of businesses say that 
a training curriculum tailored to current professional 

licenses offers professional prospects in terms of career 
development and remuneration and is a curriculum 
that allows youth to be immediately operational in the 
company.

THE CREATION OF THE LICENSE WITH 
THE INDUSTRIAL AREA 

The professional license - Aerospace Electronics - was 
founded in 2004 at the University of Rouen (IUT) in 
partnership with the “Haute Normandie” region, the 
industrial sector, with the support of regional businesses 
and following departmental recommendations. Due to 
its technological culture developed over 40 years, the 
Technological Institute was able to carry the project. The 
license is intended to train technicians effectively and 
rapidly in the industry, demonstrating a culture based 
on self-suffi ciency. Companies in the aerospace and 
space grouped together under «Normandie Aerospace» 
[1] and have helped build this project with the co-
project manager, technical director of the company 
Thales Air System. Large companies like Alcatel-
Lucent in the telecommunications, small and medium 
enterprises today also support this type of training. In 
addition, training is included in the GIFAS catalogue 
(French Industries in Aerospace) [2], listed as training 
relevant to domestic fi rms. It is important to note here 
that the professional integration supported by the Haute 
Normandie region could also be deployed throughout 
the country. Several candidates for training each year 
come from various regions. Foreign candidates are 
applying as well.

AWARENESS OF STUDENTS 
IN THE BUSINESS WORLD

The professional licence addresses training for young 
graduates (baccaulérat + 2) who hold a Brevet de 
“Technicien Supérieur” (BTS) or University Diploma 
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of Technology (DUT) or who have completed a 
level L2 license classic in the fi eld of expertise. The 
course is also open to diverse applicants, job seekers, 
and to employees in continuing education, and thus 
offers technicians on active professional pathways 
the opportunity to advance their careers. In particular, 
the system uses validation of professional experience 
(VAE). In recent years four employees have benefi ted 
from this opportunity to gain a degree.

While most adults have gained experience and are 
aware of the business world, a majority of students are 
young people who have no experience and sometimes 
have fear, or lack of awareness, of the workforce. For 
them it is common to fi nd an internship or even a short 
period of training that can change the behavior of a 
recent graduate, and develop their knowledge, skills and 
personality [3]. To this end, participation of university 
teaching staff, industry professionals and stakeholders is 
essential in this type of training. They act as contractors 
or associate professors at the Technical University 
of Rouen. In our training, a proportion of 35% of 
lessons are taught by professionals, their involvement 
takes different forms (lectures, tutorials and practical 
conferences, lectures, supervision of projects, 
internships). They participate in lessons in project 
management, drawing on knowledge of the Company, 
the Microwave Electronics, Automation benches 
measures, etc. They are actively involved in recruitment 
panels, award of diplomas, and the jury of VAE. Each 
year a professional development committee meets 
to provide further guidance to refl ect the continually 
evolving economic reality. For two years, students have 
the opportunity to follow the curriculum as employees 
with professional contracts. Individualized support is 
provided  in close collaboration with the Centre for 
Continuing Education at University of Rouen. Students 
wishing to sign a contract with a fi rm are guided from 
the month of May. The contract is usually signed 
in September of this year and commits the student-
employee for one year. Almost 400 hours of theoretical 
learning are spread over 14 weeks of courses at the 
IUT spanning from September to March. Outside of 
these periods the employee is placed in a company or 
business. Periods of paid leave are also defi ned by the 
company in consultation with the employee.

IMPLEMENTATION OF SPECIFIC ACTIONS 
TO FACILITATE BUSINESS-UNIVERSITY 

PARTNERSHIPS

Since the establishment of training, as recommended 
by the ministerial team, teaching has the objective to 
maintain and develop specifi c actions to get closer to 
the social and professional world in order to facilitate 
the integration of our graduates. Below are examples of 
experiments conducted in recent years with two major 
corporate partners and a local SME business.

ACTIONS CONDUCTED WITH THALES AIR SYSTEM

This enterprise which employs around 300 people 
supported the creation of professional licence training. 
The Technical Director; Associate Professor at the IUT 
de Rouen is the co-project director since 2004. Thales 
Air System, a 100% subsidiary of Thales, combines the 
detection systems and air defense of the battlefi eld and 
missile systems group (Thales has a mission built on 
50 years of experience of this group worldwide). The 
centre of Rouen-Ymare, designs, develops and tests 
subset radars for civil and military applications. The 
company specializes in the generation, amplifi cation 
and reception of microwave radar signals, design and 
installation at customer sites and civil radars.

Thales Air System is a founding member of the 
association Normandy Aerospace NAE. This structure 
represents a strong support of key regional players in 
training: the Regional Council of Haute-Normandie, 
National Education and the University, the Professional 
Division of Metallurgy. The training supported by the 
association meets the regional needs of the aerospace 
industry. They are taught in training institutions with 
the possibility of integrating into the businesses of 
Normandy Aero Espace, NAE. The aerospace industry 
is a world of high technology that requires skilled 
human resources. With more than a third of engineers 
as executives, the industry is in the very highest ranks 
of industrial sectors in terms of qualifi cations. However, 
and contrary to belief, the sector is not elitist and 
also provides a signifi cant pathway for all workers 
including windows of opportunity for young people. 
The diffi culties encountered by the aerospace industry 
in the last decade have limited recruitment, widening a 
gap among the age groups. However, when the «aging 
society» and retirements lead to more  recruitment, there 
will be opportunities again for young people.

Several engineers from Thales Air System NAE and 
other companies are directly involved in face-to-face 
teaching at the IUT. They also participate in monitoring 
projects, and in coaching on courses. Each year, some 
students conclude their year with a training period of 
study in the company, thus building on the knowledge 
acquired during training. The arrangements continue 
sometimes with the signing of a contract. Thales Air 
System (Ymare-Rouen) recruits technicians from the 
pool of graduate licensees. 

PARTNERSHIP WITH ALCATEL-LUCENT FOR THE 
ESTABLISHMENT OF SPECIFIC TRAINING

Since 2009, fi ve employees of Alcatel-Lucent at EU 
located in “Haute Normandie’  region specializing in 
telecommunications after the license period of training 
fi nanced by the company as part of the training plan. 
The courses at the IUT over 14 weeks are interspersed 
with periods of work within the company. In 2011, 
during their studies, three of these employees carried out 
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a project organizing a visit to the company that became 
a reality in February. A full day was spent visiting 
the whole operation. The project was framed during 
the year by Delphine Lejeune, professional lecturer 
at the IUT de Rouen, and led by the three employees 
enrolled in 2011 on training leave. This company of 
hundreds of employees is the largest industrial producer 
of microwave communication systems in Europe. The 
day was an opportunity for students to be received by 
the site manager, to visit the manufacturing facilities 
and assembly of printed circuit boards integrated into 
the bays of telecommunications. Collaboration with 
the professional license in practice means the training 
of employees in the form of site-specifi c modules in 
electronics and telecommunications, the acceptance 
of trainees and the hiring of new graduates. Twenty 
positions for technicians and engineers should be open 
in 2011.

In parallel, the partnership between the company 
Alcatel-Lucent and IUT has taken a new dimension 
by establishing two specifi c training courses. The fi rst 
course is designed for future temporary workers. This is 
to ensure the annual education and training of new staff 
in troubleshooting electronic response to the increasing 
complexity of modern telecommunications equipment. 
The recruitment is provided by companies specializing 
in intern recruitment. Seven employees were integrated 
in May 2011. Training «stores e-cards» for a period of 
105 hours in total falls into two weeks of theory and 
practice at the IUT and a week with an accompanying 
mentor within the company. During this week the tutor/
teacher follows the employees to different positions 
troubleshooting on both teams schedules, if necessary 
giving full training and especially listening to the 
personal. Daily evaluations are made; evaluations of 
teaching are required by the company in order to 
reframe real-time educational content. After training 
the seven employees have been awarded a contract 
for a work period of several weeks or months. The 
pool of skilled personnel will allow the company 
Alcatel-Lucent both to respond effectively and quickly 
to customers worldwide, and to recruit in the form of 
fi xed-term or indefi nite contracts. In partnership with 
the training centre, training is now included in the 
catalogue of programmes available and will be offered 
to other companies. With this fi rst experience, we will 
propose next September a second training in the fi eld of 
microwave, lasting for 21 hours for fi fteen employees 
technicians on the job.

PARTNERSHIP WITH REGIONAL SMES: “CAS: 
COURTAGE, ANALYSIS, SERVICE”

Another experiment - “Courtage Analysis Service”, 
CAS - shows the interest that can arise from the forma-
tion of SME (PME/PMI) outside aviation and telecom-
munications. The company has 10 employees in CAS, 
four of whom are in training and enrolled in a proac-

tive policy to develop new skills. The original work was 
mainly Brokerage Services Analysis, that is to say that 
the company helped the laboratories that did not have 
the necessary resources (equipment, personnel, budget) 
to perform certain tests or confi rm a method by an ac-
credited laboratory. CAS still offers these services but 
no longer only as a small part of its business. Working 
in collaboration with laboratories and through experi-
ence in the fi eld of chemical analysis, CAS  represents 
France on many foreign brands, and distributes products 
for physicochemical analysis. Colla bo ration with IUT 
made this a reality. CAS recruited an employee on a 
professional contract in 2011 to develop electronic labo-
ratory instruments in chemistry. At the end of training 
for a period of twelve months, the employee was hired 
by the company in a permanent contract. In September 
2011, a student on the new professional license could do 
a tutored project within the company, and then complete 
his internship at the end of study period from March to 
June 2011. This experience helped forge close and last-
ing links with SMEs.

CONCLUSION 

The development of vocational training at 
the University of Rouen through the merger with 
companies, large national and international groups, 
as well as SME, are sources of potential jobs for our 
graduates. Our experience in professional degree at the 
IUT has set up a number of specifi c actions for better 
recognition of their skills to better integrate them at the 
end of their course of three years in higher education.

A partnership made up of the university, students, 
professional employees from business  partners, job 
seekers with professional experience, together with the 
development of  Validation of Acquired Experience 
(VAE) facilitates socio-professional rapprochement with 
the world. Participation of counselors, and of specialists 
in their fi eld,  together with their commitment to 
training students in the form of projects or internships 
are the guarantee of a sustainable development of 
IUT-partnership companies. We want to strengthen 
collaboration with industry through the development 
of short-term training programmes backed by the 
professional license developed in 2011, and we set the 
objective of strengthening the extension of this form 
of contracts for professional and/or apprenticeship 
contracts in the future.
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1. INTRODUCTION TO HEQ_BRIDGES PROJECT

1.1 Partners, aims, objectives and products 
of the project

The partner countries in the HEQ_Bridges project are 
Romania, France, Germany, Ireland, Spain, Malta and 
Slovenia. 

The overall aim of the HEQ_Bridges project is 
to support the implementation and development of 
the European Qualifi cations Framework for Lifelong 
Learning (EQF-LLL) by developing and correlating 
national and sectoral qualifi cations frameworks and 
systems in relation to the EQF-LLL, and to strengthen 
links with the Qualifi cations Framework of the 
European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA).

The specifi c objectives of the project are as follows:

•  to develop methods and procedures 
for supporting the development and 
implementation of national qualifi cations 
frameworks (NQFs), talking account of 
different types of NQFs possible and 
appropriate by comparing their methodologies 
with a focus on learning outcomes

•  to develop and apply the learning outcomes 
approach promoted by the EQF-LLL by 
exploring how this can facilitate comparison of 
qualifi cations awarded by national authorities 
for higher education levels and currently in 
use at national and European levels in the 
following case study sectors: air traffi c control, 
airport management, mechatronics, and supply 
chain management 

• to develop and produce supporting guidance 
tools and an international journal of qualifi cations 
framework to assist experts and stakeholders in 
interpreting and applying the EQF-LLL.

The HEQ_Bridges project will produce the 
following:

•  a benchmark report on the seven participating 

countries outlining their methodology for 
developing national qualifi cations frameworks 
and aligning them with the EQF-LLL and the 
EHEA Bologna structures

•  a report which describes the national 
frameworks in each partner country and the 
usage of common concepts and terminology in 
that development

•  a report about developing sectoral qualifi cations 
with a focus on learning outcomes and levels 
of learning by drawing on in-depth case 
studies from the air transport sector (air traffi c 
control and airport management) and in the 
engineering sector (mechatronics and supply-
chain management)

•  publication of at least fi ve issues of a quarterly 
journal - European Journal of Qualifi cations – 
which will include policy and practice articles 
about the actual experiences of countries in 
developing qualifi cations frameworks and in 
making them operational internationally

•  a network of key stakeholders across the seven 
participating countries and across Europe 
generally which will include policy makers, 
academic staff, employers, workers, human 
resource managers and adult learners

•  a useful website with products and resources 
for the public.

1.2 The purpose of this Report

This report on Terminology & Qualifi cations 
Framework Design is intended as a tool to assist in 
bringing increased understanding and harmony to the 
qualifi cations landscape across Europe by identifying 
areas of common agreement and common usage as 
well as areas where there are national and sectoral 
differences. The report deals with three particular 
dimensions: concepts and terminology, framework 
design, and recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning. 
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Terms and concepts
It is sometimes claimed that the complexity of 

terms and concepts associated with vocational education 
and training (VET) and with higher education (HE) 
represent a barrier to the integration of both national 
frameworks and meta-frameworks. However, research 
for this report shows that there are more commonalities 
than differences when more than one-hundred precise 
terms and concepts are compared and analysed in their 
fi rst languages. Areas of terminology and conceptual 
understanding which were found to have signifi cant 
differences are highlighted in colours in the Mastertable 
of Terminology included as Appendix A. Analysis 
of identifi ed differences and their implications for 
practical bridges across national, EQF and  the EHEA 
frameworks is offered in Chapter 2. 

Framework Design
Exemplar framework designs from Romania, 

France, Ireland and Malta are used in this report to 
illustrate the complexities involved in framework design 
which integrates  existing awards.  The NQFs for 
France and Ireland are used to illustrate the challenges 
of placing older awards at common levels on new 
national frameworks, and the practical challenges of 
integrating  small, minor but occupationally signifi cant 
awards in the meta-frameworks of the QF-EHEA and 
the EQF-LL.

Recognition of non-formal and informal learning
Developing coherent systems for recognising 

both formal and non-formal prior learning (RPL) and 
of recognising non-formal and informal experiential  
learning (RNFIL), and integrating those systems into 
national and meta-frameworks is now a key area of 
policy for the OECD, the Council of Europe/UNESCO-
CEPES, the EU Commission and Cedefop, as well as 
for sectoral and professional fi elds. It is also a topic of 
concern in relation to citizen mobility and social justice. 
How a wide range of expectations about RPL/RNFIL 
are to be met through the QF-EHEA and the EQF-LLL 
is not yet quite clear, notwithstanding the challenges of 
integrating RPL/RNFIL into NQFs. This report offers 
a generic approach to bridging sectoral needs for RPL/
RNFIL within technologies of frameworks designed 
essentially for formal qualifi cations, formal awards and 
credits.

1.3 Who this report is for

The report is not particularly intended for readers 
who are ‘experts’ already. Rather, it is intended for 
policy makers, practitioners and researchers who 
have an interest in further development of framework 
technologies where the real-worlds of education and 
training interface with the worlds of the labour market 
and citizen expectations of recognition, progression 
and mobility, particularly with regard to sectoral 

qualifi cations. It tries to outline both the potential bene-
fi ts and the challenges of developing framework bridges.

The report presumes a basic understanding 
of framework development and the main issues 
surrounding both national and meta-frameworks. It is 
therefore structured to raise key issues which are still 
problematic and unresolved, and which have labour-
market signifi cance. 

The contents of the report is restricted by page 
length.  However, a reference list is provided for readers 
who are keen to follow up the issues raised.

The report may be read as a discrete document, 
but it is best considered as one element of the outputs 
of the HEQ_Bridges project as illustrated in Figure 1 
below and is best read in tandem with the national and 
analytical reports, with the case studies reprot and with 
the Journal articles. 

1.4 Where this Report fi ts into 
the HEQ_Bridges project

This report – Comparative Assessment of Terminology 
and Qualifi cations Framework Design - comes mid-way 
in the research and outputs for the HEQ_Bridges project 
and links back to report 1 (Bologna Process Benchmark 
Report) and anticipates report 3 (Case Studies in 
Sectoral Qualifi cations).

The fi rst round of data collection involved the 
completion of national reports analysing the stage 
of progress in each partner country in relation to the 
completion of national frameworks of qualifi cations, in 
relation to matching national frameworks to the EQF-
LLL, and in relation to the 10 steps of the Bologna 
process for the QF-EHEA. The national reports are 
available on the project website and summarised in 
tables 2 to 5 below.

The second stage of the research was the 
completion of an analytical report based on the seven 
national reports: ‘Diversity and Comparability in the 
Implementation of National Qualifi cations Frameworks 
for Higher Education’. That report also included a 
SWOT analysis of the framework development process, 
highlighting areas which have been relatively easy to 
achieve to date, as well as areas which are persistently 
problematic. That report is available at: http://www.
heqbridges.eu/ and summarised on page 12  below.

This report continues the data gathering and 
analysis processes. Data requested from partners for this 
report were in relation to two particular areas:

1.   defi nitions of education and training terms and 
concepts used in qualifi cations (Chapter 3);

2.  tables mapping the relationships in each partner 
country between their national frameworks, the 
EQF-LLL and the EHEA in terms of titles and 
levels (Chapter 4).

Partners were additionally requested to supply 
information about sectoral qualifi cations and routes 
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to those qualifi cations based on learning outcomes 
for the four case-study sectors: air traffi c control, 
airport management, mechatronics and supply-chain 
management. Table 6 shows the common template used 
to collect that data initially. To strengthen the analysis of 
sectoral qualifi cations methodologies, a study visit was 
arranged to Eurocontrol, Luxembourg, to describe and 
analyse the minutiae of air traffi c control qualifi cations 
based on competence standards and learning outcomes.  
That set of sectoral case-study data and analysis of its 
contents formed the basis of Report 3: Case Studies 
in Sectoral Qualifi cations, based on job descriptions, 
learning outcomes and framework levels. 

A further data gathering mechanism with deeper 
analysis written by a wider range of experts is the fi ve 
issues of the European Journal of Qualifi cations. The 
articles in the journal issues relate to various aspects of 
framework policy, design and implementation. These 
articles infl uenced reports 2 and 3 as they were being 
conceptualised, authored and edited. The reader will be 
aware that signifi cant changes in the status of framework 
development across Europe, and indeed globally, 
occurred as the two Guides were being researched and 
written. The revisions of reports 2 and 3 took these 
changes into account where possible so as to keep the 
content up-to-date and relevant to each context.

 
FIGURE 1: WHERE THIS REPORT  FITS INTO THE HEQ_BRIDGES PROJECT    
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1.5 Links to the national reports about 
framework developments in the seven 

countries

In the HEQ_Bridges report 1 – Bologna Process 
Benchmark Report: Comparative Assessment of 
Methodologies and Learning Outcomes – diversity 
and comparability - comparison tables were generated 

for each of the seven consortia countries regarding 
their stages of framework completion.  Three key 
elements were compared: fi rst, progress in relation 
to the Bologna-EHEA process; second, the stage of 
development of the NQF-LLL; and third, the stage of 
alignment of their NQF with the EQF-LLL.  Each of 
these three key comparative elements is addressed in 
the tables below, followed by analytical comments.

Country Progress in October 2010 in relation to the 10  steps of the Bologna EHEA process
Romania Steps 1 to 9 of the Bologna EHEA process have been completed successfully. Step 10 was 

initiated to be completed by the end of March 2011
France The steps of the Bologna EHEA process have been completed successfully.
Spain Progress thus far on the steps of the Bologna EHEA process, although under consideration by 

the Spanish Ministry, is not yet completed.
Germany Good progress is reported on the steps of the Bologna EHEA process:

• The fi rst steps have successfully been completed. 
• A German QF for Lifelong Learning [Deutscher Qualifi kationsrahmen (DQR)] has been 

designed for testing by pilot groups. Final version to be available by 2012
• In terms of the design profi le, the overriding guideline for the descriptors is the 

‘Handlungskompetenz’ – the competence to act
• A wide consultation process is in place representative of the major stakeholder groups, with 

approval of DQR by 2012
• In terms of administrative set-up an external technical assistance unit supports the B-L-KG 

DQR and the four pilots, the chairs of which meet regularly – partly by video conferencing 
– with the chairs of the B-L-KG DQR.  

•  As part of implementation the DQR is being tested up to 2011/2012.  Qualifi cations will then 
be linked to levels and it will then be possible to allocate credits.

• Dates for self-certifi cation have not yet been defi ned.
• NQ web site has been set up DQR: Deutscherqualifi kationsrahmen.de
(text available in German and English)

Ireland The steps of the Bologna EHEA process have been completed successfully and verifi ed.
Malta The steps of the Bologna EHEA process have been completed successfully and verifi ed.
Slovenia Progress thus far on the steps of the Bologna EHEA process, although under consideration by 

the Slovenia authorities, is somewhat limited.  However, in 2008/09 more than one half of 
undergraduate and one third of postgraduate programmes are Bologna compliant.

It is evident from the above Table 2 that 
considerable progress has been made across the seven 
countries.  However, it may be observed in the case of 

three countries that, while good progress is being made 
in terms of the Bologna EHEA process, it is not yet 
completed.

TABLE 2: PROGRESS IN OCTOBER 2010 IN RELATION TO THE 10 STEPS OF THE BOLOGNA PROCESS

TABLE 3: STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT OF AN NQF

Country Stage of development of NQF
Romania NQF completed and implemented. The self-certifi cation procedure – with participation of 

international experts – has been initiated; publication of a fi nal report is envisaged for March 
2011. 

Legislation has incorporated the Dublin Descriptors for the EHEA, ECTS credits are used, all 
Bachelor level qualifi cations are linked to competences and learning outcomes, and all degrees 
are required to undertake a review and verifi cation process by the National Quality Assurance 
Agency to ensure they fulfi l all the quality requirements established at European level. Part of 
this process analyses the description of qualifi cations in terms of learning outcomes.

France NQF completed and implemented.  The self-certifi cation procedure – with participation of 
international experts – has been completed, including publication of a fi nal report. 

The self-certifi cation of compatibility with the EHEA framework has commenced but has not yet 
been completed.  The self-certifi cation report is not yet published.
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Spain Implementation of NQF is at an early stage.  
Legislation has incorporated the Dublin Descriptors for the EHEA, ECTS credits are used, all 

qualifi cations are linked to competences and learning outcomes, and all degrees are required 
to undertake a review and verifi cation process by the National Quality Assurance Agency to 
ensure they fulfi l all the quality requirements established at European level. 

Germany •   A German QF for Lifelong Learning [Deutscher Qualifi kationsrahmen (DQR)] has been 
designed for testing by pilot groups. Final version to be available by 2012

•    A wide consultation process is in place representative of the major stakeholder groups, with 
approval of DQR by 2012

•    As part of implementation the DQR is being tested up to 2011/2012.  Qualifi cations will then 
be linked to levels and it will then be possible to allocate credits.

Ireland NQF completed and implemented.  The self-certifi cation procedure – with participation of 
international experts – has been completed, including publication of a fi nal report. 

Legislation has incorporated the Dublin Descriptors for the EHEA, ECTS credits are used, all 
qualifi cations are linked to competences and learning outcomes, and all degrees are required 
to undertake a review and verifi cation process by the National Quality Assurance Agency to 
ensure they fulfi l all the quality requirements established at European level. 

Malta NQF completed and implemented.  The self-certifi cation procedure – with participation of 
international experts – has been completed, including publication of a fi nal report. 

Legislation has incorporated the Dublin Descriptors for the EHEA, ECTS credits are used, all 
qualifi cations are linked to competences and learning outcomes, and all degrees are required 
to undertake a review and verifi cation process by the National Quality Assurance Agency to 
ensure they fulfi l all the quality requirements established at European level. 

Slovenia Although the NQF is not yet implemented, a framework structure was adopted in 2006 that is 
closely related to the EQF.  The Government of the Republic of Slovenia has appointed 
a representative group to establish a NQF.  Laws to establish the legal basis for the 
implementation of the NQF are in place.

It may be observed from Table 3 that two countries 
have completed and implemented all stages of 
implementation of their EQF. In the case of two other 
countries, the self-certifi cation of compatibility with 

the EHEA framework has commenced but has not yet 
been completed. Three other countries have made good 
progress but their EQF-LLL is not yet fi nalised.

TABLE 4: STAGES OF ALIGNMENT OF NQF WITH THE EQF-LLL

Country Stage of alignment of NQF with EQF-LLL
Romania Romania’s NQF alignment process with EQF-LLL has been initiated. It is expected to be completed by 2012.
France The work on the compatibility of the French Qualifi cations Framework with the EQF-LLL is in progress but not 

yet completed.
Spain Spain’s NQF not yet completed.
Germany Germany’s NQF not yet completed.
Ireland Ireland’s NQF alignment process with EQF-LLL completed successfully.
Malta Malta’s NQF alignment process with EQF-LLL completed successfully.
Slovenia Slovenia’s NQF not yet completed

As may be observed from Table 4, three countries 
have completedobserved from Table 4, three countries 
have completed successfully their NQF alignment 
process with EQF-LLL. In the case of one country the 
work on the compatibility of their NQF with the EQF-
LLL is in progress but not yet completed. With regard to 
the other three countries their NQF is not yet completed.

SWOT Analysis of framework development
The fi rst report for the HEQ_Bridges project 

included a SWOT analysis compiled from reports from 
the partner countries, as well as from earlier work 
done by the Council of Europe and NQF authorities. 
The outcomes of that analysis, are summarised below. 
Particular aspects of that analysis considered in this 
Guide are highlighted.
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Strengths
• All partner countries are in the process of developing and/

or implementing NQFs
• All are implementing EHEA structures
• All have central implementation agencies
• NQFs are considered essential for clarity and transparency
• International frameworks are regarded as essential for 

comparability of NQFs
• Universities are moving to learning outcomes
• Frameworks make communications with employers and 

other stakeholders easier
• Frameworks make systems transparent for the public
• Universities are more willing to use NQFs
• NQFs refl ect local needs
• Frameworks have political support
• National authorities want to link the EHEA with the EQF
• Information on QFs is available in the www
• Graduates and students welcome the link between 

qualifi cations and the labour market 
• Funding for framework implementation is  positive 

incentive 

Weaknesses
• Possible discontinuity of political will
• Aspects of terminology, semantics and translation
• Understanding of learning outcomes
• Variations in defi nition of competences, knowledge, skills, 

understanding
• Variations in placement of  outcomes at different levels
• Bologna process is not well known
• The relationship between pre-framework awards and new 

framework level awards can be diffi cult to explain
• The relationship between VET and HE across all levels of 

national and meta- frameworks is not suffi ciently worked 
out

• The link between frameworks and labour market needs is 
not always clear or welcome

• The advantages of frameworks to the labour market is not 
proven

• Employer involvement in framework development or 
implementation is not signifi cant

• There are tensions  between NQFs, the EF and the Directive 
on Equivalences

Opportunities
• Society is now aware of the potential of frameworks
• NQFs are a major part of university reform
• Recognition of qualifi cations through the EHEA is 

anticipated
• Framework networks support international developments
• Links between meta-frameworks is expected
• Frameworks help international mobility
• Internationalisation of HE is easier
• Frameworks make HE more transparent
• Frameworks support the efforts of international institutions
• Frameworks support the concept of lifelong learning
• Frameworks encourage curriculum modernisation and 

types of awards offered

Threats
• Society is tired of constant reforms
• NQFs imply an inter-dependency with neighbouring 

countries
• The transition to a knowledge society is not accepted by the 

whole of society
• Frameworks are overly based on formal qualifi cations and 

not based on learning outcomes per se
• Lower involvement of employers and unclear expectations 

of their role
• Too-many stakeholders can create confl ict of interest
• The process could be perceived as a purely bureaucratic 

one
• The large number of certifi cations across frameworks can 

make understanding of systems more diffi cult and less 
transparent

• There is a risk of considerable fragmentation of skills and 
competences in the fi eld of qualifi cations

 

TABLE 5: SUMMARY OF SWOT ANALYSIS OF FRAMEWORK DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION

1.6 Links to sectoral qualifi cations frameworks  
in the HEQ_Bridges project case studies 

A major element of the HEQ-Bridges project was the 
identifi cation of the competences required to work 

in professional/occupational sectors of the labour 
market. Initial data were gathered through the use of 
the common template below, which focused on the air 
traffi c control qualifi cations example. Additional data 
were gathered through a follow-up process for Report 3.

TABLE 6: INITIAL DATA GATHERING TOOL FOR PROFESSIONAL SECTOR QUALIFICATIONS

DESCRIPTION OF CURRENT AWARDS/QUALIFICATIONS for AIR TRAFFIC CONTROL
Air Traffi c Control Country/Region
Name of awards/

qualifi cations accepted/
required for this job

List the possible pathways/
routes to the awards/

qualifi cations

Level of the award on the 
national qualifi cations 

framework

Level of the 
award on the 

EQF

Level of the award 
on the Bologna 

EHEA Framework
a.
b. 
c.
d.

Explanatory notes:
Question: What qualifi cations (knowledge, skills and competences) are expected for labour market entrants in this fi eld in your 

country?
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The data gathering process for Report 3 requested 
more in-depth information about each sector from 

academics and from professionals in each sector. The 
main questions were as follows:

Questions for academics Questions for HR sectoral professionals
Does you training refl ect labour market needs and the needs of 

particular sectors?
Are there specifi c job descriptions and sets of education/

training standards for the various jobs in your sector?
Do you include the concept of transversal skills/transferrable 

skills in awards and qualifi cations?
If your sector has no specifi c standards what are the criteria 

used to distinguish between various levels of qualifi cations/
skills?

Are there ECTS and/or ECVET credits attached to your 
programmes related to learning outcomes?

What are the main criteria used by HR departments to fi ll jobs 
as general workers, senior technician, executive, executive 
manager?

Do you deliver the Diploma Supplement? Do you know about and use framework level descriptors and 
learning outcomes for your sector qualifi cations?

Are ‘learning outcomes’ used in assessment of non-formal and 
informal learning?

Do you use your NQF as a guide?

How do you adapt your training to a ‘lifelong learning’ model? Is your NQF description of levels clear enough to be useful 
for you?

Is there a national authority to regulate the provision of awards/
degrees for your sector?

Do you use a future skills approach in your recruitment 
strategy?

Does the regulatory authority for degrees/awards for your 
sector include representatives of the profession?

How does your profession facilitate progression and up-
skilling?

- Short training course
- Return to formal learning
- Recognition of non-formal and informal learning
- Recruitment by an agency
- Recruitment of young graduates
Does your profession actively participate in design and 

development of diploma-awarding programmes?
Does your profession participate in authorisation of new 

degrees/qualifi cations?

The outcomes of this data gathering exercise were 
analysed through the following questions:

1.  What areas of convergence are there in the 
sector case studies regarding qualifi cation 
types and routes?

2.  What are the areas of divergence?
3.  How is a learning outcomes model used across 

the sectors – in particular in a lifelong learning 
perspective?

4.  How are learning outcomes used for the 
recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning?

5.  What are the roles of statutory, professional 
and regulatory bodies in the cases?

2. POLICY CONTEXT OF META-FRAMEWORK 
DEVELOPMENT

2.1 Why national frameworks of qualifi cations?

Since the Maastrict Treaty was agreed in 1993, a key 
focus for European Ministers and national governments 
has been the principle of free movement of citizens and 
the mobility of labour.  In the years since then, and 
particularly with the initiation of the Bologna Process 

in 1999 by the Council of Europe and UNESCO-
CEPES with 29 participating countries, there has been 
an increasing emphasis across European countries - now 
comprising 47 - on the importance of academic and 
vocational qualifi cations being portable and recognised 
in both a European and an international context.  

In 2003, as part of the Bologna Process, Ministers 
responsible for higher education met in Berlin and 
decided that each participating country should develop 
a national qualifi cations framework with the objective 
of creating a system of easily readable and comparable 
degrees.  Associated with this decision was the need for 
the establishment a legislative body within each country 
responsible for defi ning the relationship between 
education and training awards, and to act as a centre 
of knowledge and expertise in qualifi cations-related 
fi elds. This new body was to liaise with other dedicated 
qualifi cations-focused agencies, and be an important 
resource in interfacing with similar bodies across 
Europe, having regard to European developments such 
as the Bologna Process and the European Qualifi cations 
Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF-LLL).  All 
countries in the Bologna Process are required to have 
national frameworks in place by 2010.  
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Why an NQF?
A country’s NQF provides a single structure 

for recognising all education and training in that 
country; it indicates not only the standard of learning 
for a particular award, but also encompasses the key 
elements of equity in access, transfer and progression 
opportunities.  One of the main objectives of the NQF 
is to provide fl exibility for learners to take up education 
and training opportunities at any stage throughout 
their lives.  The opportunities should be appropriate 
to the person’s ambitions, commitment and abilities. 
The person should receive due recognition for the 
qualifi cations they achieve – sometimes referred to as 
‘lifelong learning’.  

Another key element of the NQF is access to 
programmes of study, transfer between programmes, 
and progression from one programme to another at a 
higher level on the NQF; policies collectively referred 
to above as access, transfer and progression.  

Another key element of a country’s NQF is the 
provision of policies for the Recognition of Prior 
Learning (RPL) which is defi ned as ‘a process by which 
prior learning is given a value’.  RPL makes it possible 
for a person to build on learning already achieved and 
be formally rewarded for that learning which may 
be acquired through formal, non-formal or informal 
routes.  The NQF provides a mechanism for comparing 
qualifi cations and ensures they are quality-assured and 
recognised at home and internationally.  

The Bologna Process recognises that each country 
has its own higher education system that encompasses 
an understanding of the respective roles of their 
higher education systems and institutions and of the 
stakeholders such as learners, the HE institutions and 
various social partners within the society in which they 
operate.  A country’s NQF places the learner at the 
centre of its education and training system.  Individuals 
with qualifi cations recognised through their NQF 
have advantages if moving abroad for further study or 
employment.  All qualifi cations in the NQF are quality 
assured to ensure they have had a high quality learning 
experience regardless of where they study.  

Meta Frameworks

As illustrated in Table 7 below there are two over-arching 
qualifi cations frameworks – called meta-frameworks – 
at European level: the Bologna Framework (for higher 
education) and the European Qualifi cations Framework 
(EQF – includes school, further education and training 
and higher education).  Both provide additional 
information in terms of understanding a country’s 
education and training system.  These frameworks are 
also intended to support individuals moving to other 
countries for further study or for employment. The 
meta-frameworks help to explain how qualifi cations 
from one country’s education system compare with 
others.  The two frameworks have the overall objectives 
of enhancing the recognition of qualifi cations as well 
as their transparency.  They are also designed to create 
greater mobility opportunities for European citizens, 
linked to labour markets and economic competitiveness.  
The EQF-LLL builds upon the Bologna Framework, and 
is intended to facilitate access and progression between 
compulsory education, VET and higher education.  

Centrality of the NQF
However, the NQF remains the most important 

reference point for the individual since the European 
meta-frameworks can be used as translation devices for 
the purposes of comparisons with other countries.  A 
country’s NQF provides a structure aimed at simplifying 
its qualifi cations system based on standards of 
knowledge, skill and competence – learning outcomes 
– to increase understanding among all stakeholders.  
It also provides a tool by which qualifi cations gained 
outside a State can be recognised.  A NQF also offers 
key benefi ts to providers of programmes leading to 
qualifi cations recognised through the NQF since a key 
principle of it is the quality assurance of qualifi cations 
recognised through the NQF.  Such recognition 
communicates the quality of education and training 
programmes at home and abroad, to employers, to other 
academics, and to training institutions.

              

TABLE 7: EQF-LLL And QF-EHEA Framework Levels

EQF Levels EHEA Framework (Bologna)
1
2
3
4
5 Short Cycle within First Cycle
6 First Cycle
7 Second Cycle
8 Third Cycle
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In the above diagram levels 6, 7 and 8 on the EQF 
equate with a bachelor, master and doctoral degrees 
respectively and coincide with the fi rst, second and third 
cycles on the Bologna Framework.

2.2 Why the Bologna Process and the 
Qualifi cations Framework for the European 

Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA)?

The Bologna Process began in 1999.  It affi rmed a 
commitment by the 29 signatory countries to reform 
their higher education structures that would lead to the 
creation of a qualifi cations framework of the European 
Higher Education Area (QF- EHEA) by 2010. The 
main aim is that students can choose from a wide 
and transparent range of high quality courses of study 
and benefi t from clear and transparent recognition 
procedures.  The Process entailed a series of reforms 
needed to make European Higher Education more 
compatible and comparable, more competitive and more 
attractive for Europeans and for students and scholars 
from other continents.  Reform was needed in order 
that Europe could match the performance of the best 
performing systems in the world, notably the United 
States and Asia.  The objectives of the Bologna Process 
as set out in the 1999 Bologna Declaration were as 
follows:

•  Adoption of a system of easily readable and 
comparable degrees;

•  Adoption of a system essentially based on two 
main cycles, undergraduate and graduate (this 
was later modifi ed into a three-cycle system); 

•  Establishment of a system of credits such as the 
European Credit Transfer and Accumulation 
System (ECTS);

•  Promotion of mobility by overcoming obstacles 
to the effective exercise of free movement;

•  Promotion of European co-operation in 
quality assurance, with a view to developing 
comparable criteria and methodologies; and, 

•  Promotion of the necessary European 
dimensions in higher education.

The three overarching objectives of the Bologna 
process were initially as follows:

1.  the introduction of the three cycle system 
(bachelor/master/doctorate),

2. quality assurance

3.  the recognition of qualifi cations and periods of 
study.  

These could be translated in terms of it providing 
mechanisms for relating national frameworks to 
each other, and may be summarised as: international 
transparency; international recognition of qualifi cations; 
and, international mobility of learners and graduates.  
It is the intention that qualifi cations should be easily 
read and compared across borders with a shared 
understanding of the outcomes represented by them to 
facilitate learners having access to continuing education 
or employment, based on an implicit recognition of 
prior learning and qualifi cations.  

The Bologna process created a movement leading to 
the establishment of NQFs across Europe.  The process 
led to major reforms in national qualifi cation systems 
and has had a major positive impact not only in the way 
in which NQF systems can be related to one another 
but also in the benefi ts they bring in terms of creating 
a meta-framework to which national systems can relate 
– the Framework of Qualifi cations for the European 
Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA) - thus enhancing 
the opportunities for the mobility of European citizens. 
The Bologna Follow-Up Group (BFUG), which was 
established in 2003 following the Berlin Communiqué, 
led directly to the formulation of the QF-EHEA 
which was adopted in 2005.  The QF-EHEA should, 
in accordance with the Lisbon Strategy, contribute 
to the establishment of the EU as the world’s biggest 
knowledge economy. The EHEA became a reality with 
the Budapest-Vienna Declaration of March 2010.  The 
next decade will be aimed at consolidating the EHEA.  
More recently in the Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve 
Communiqué Ministers have requested the BFUG to:

•  defi ne the indicators for measuring and 
monitoring mobility and the social dimension 
in conjunction with the data collection;

•  consider how balanced mobility could be 
achieved within the EHEA;

•  monitor the development of the transparency 
mechanisms and to report back to the 2012 
ministerial conference;

•  set up a network, making optimal use of 
existing structures, for better information on 
and promotion of the Bologna Process outside 
the EHEA; and, 

•  follow-up on the recommendations of analysis 
of the national action plans on recognition.
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 FIGURE 2: TIMELINE OF THE BOLOGNA PROCESS
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2.3 Why the EQF-LLL? 

The development of the European Qualifi cations 
Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF-LLL) 
commenced in 2004 and was adopted by the European 
Parliament and Council in April 2008.  It provides 
for countries to relate their qualifi cations systems and 
frameworks to the EQF by 2010 and to ensure that 

all new qualifi cations conferred from 2012 include a 
reference to the appropriate EQF level.  While the QF-
EHEA framework deals with higher education, the EQF 
includes all forms of education and training: school, 
vocational, higher and professional.  The EQF focus is 
on learning outcomes rather than learning inputs such as 
the duration of the learning experience.  

FIGURE 3: THREE FUNCTIONS OF THE EQF-LLL

The EQF-LLL  acts as a translation device and is 
intended to make qualifi cations more understandable 
across Europe, promoting the mobility of workers 
and learners while facilitating their lifelong learning 
opportunities.  It will achieve this by relating different 
countries’ NQFs to the European reference framework.  
The EQF will ensure that individuals, employers and 
other stakeholders will be in a position to understand and 
compare in a more transparent way the qualifi cations 
systems and levels of different countries and their 
education and training systems.  The eight-level EQF 
for Lifelong Learning (EQF-LLL) was adopted in 2008 
and encompasses both the Bologna higher education 
process as well as the Copenhagen process with its 
emphasis on vocational education.  Each of the eight 
levels is defi ned by a set of descriptors indicating the 
learning outcomes under the headings of knowledge, 
skill and competence relevant to the qualifi cation at a 

particular level.  European citizens may therefore avail 
of a range of learning opportunities at school, higher 
education, the workplace, or elsewhere.  The lifelong 
learning possibilities enable individuals to build on 
learning acquired at various times, and in both formal 
and non-formal contexts.  

As part of the adoption process Member States are 
required to:

•  Relate their national qualifi cations systems 
or frameworks to the NQF by 2010, by 
referencing their qualifi cation levels to the 
eight levels of the NQF. 

•  Ensure that by 2012 all new certifi cates, 
diplomas and ‘Europass’ documents issued by 
competent authorities contain a clear reference, 
by way of national qualifi cations systems, to 
the appropriate EQF level.
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•  Use an approach based on learning outcomes 
(what the learner knows, understands and 
is able to do) when defi ning and describing 
qualifi cations.

•  Promote and apply common principles of 
quality assurance when relating qualifi cations 
in higher education and vocational education 

and training within national qualifi cations 
systems to the EQF.

•  Designate National Coordination Points, 
which will be in charge of referencing national 
qualifi cations levels to the EQF levels in 
a transparent way, involving all relevant 
stakeholders in the process.  

TABLE 8: COMPARING  NQFS AND THE EQF
Differences National Qualifi cations levels EQF levels
Main functions To act as an agreed benchmark for the level, volume 

and types of learning
To act as a benchmark for the level of any 

learning recognised in a qualifi cation 
or as defi ned in an NQF

How learning of individuals 
is recognised

Assessment, validation and certifi cation Does not directly recognise the learning of 
individuals

Value depends on Credibility and trust within the national context The level of trust between international 
users

Levels defi ned by National benchmarks which are embedded in 
different specifi c learning contexts, e.g. school 
education, vocational education and training, 
workplaces, higher education

General progression in learning across all 
contexts across all countries

As referred to above, a formal co-ordinated 
referencing process seeks to compare the descriptors for 
national qualifi cations with the EQF level descriptors 
with a view to matching them.  This process inevitably 
has complications in the sense that not all countries have 
an eight-level NQF.  Notwithstanding this, progress is 
being made and a number of countries already have had 
their qualifi cations referenced to the EQF.  A referencing 
report, which is presented to the EQF Advisory Group, 
explains the basis on which decisions to reference a 
country’s NQF levels to specifi c EQF levels have been 
made.  This process is to be completed by 2012.

2.4 Bridging from NQFs to the EQF-LLL by 
recognising learning levels

The concept of the EQF is that it should be relatively 
easy to relate a national qualifi cation to the appropriate 
level on the 8 level framework as illustrated below in 
fi gure 4.

How well this process works as a ‘real’ exercise 
which has currency on the employment market has yet 
to be tested. As a paper exercise it is relatively easy.

FIGURE 4: REFERENCING NQF LEVELS TO THE EQF
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2.5 The QF-EHEA and the EQF-LLL – 
relationships and bridging tools

The two frameworks have similarities and overlapping 
elements: both are meta-frameworks, each covers a 
wide scope of learning, each has a quality assurance 
focus, each was formulated to enhance transparency in 
terms of qualifi cations across Europe, each is based on 
the concept of ‘best fi t’ in respect of levels, and both 
have their genesis in supporting lifelong learning and 
labour mobility.  While the Bologna process leading 
to the QF-EHEA sought to harmonise HE systems – 
common degree structures – across Europe, the focus 
of the EQF-LLL is on relating systems to one another 
by acting as a translating device to make relationships 
between qualifi cations and different systems clearer.  As 
is illustrated in the above diagrams there is clear cross-
referencing and correspondence at levels 5 to 8 of the 
EQF-LLL levels with the cycle descriptors of the QF-
EHEA and with NQFs.

Bridging Tools
While the similarities and overlapping elements of 

the two meta-frameworks are clearly evident from the 
foregoing it is worthwhile to refl ect on some of the key 
relationships and the tools that have been developed in 
order to provide bridging between them. 

The Tuning Process
Under the Bologna process, for example, an 

important initiative was launched in 2000: the Tuning 
Project, which was university-led, was focused on 
identifying points of reference – generic and subject 
specifi c – expressed in terms of learning outcomes and 
competences at subject area level. Tuning sought to 
describe the bachelor cycle degree programmes at the 
level of subject areas in order make European HE more 
transparent.  

Tuning organised a Europe-wide consultation 
process including employers, graduates and academic 
staff to identify the most important competences that 
should be encompassed in a degree programme.  A key 
focus of mobility in relation to both frameworks is the 
means by which European citizens may accumulate 
credit for their learning.  This is central element of 
facilitating access, transfer and progression in terms of 
further learning opportunities as well as the mobility of 
labour to enhance employment opportunities.  Although 
the concepts on which the QF-EHEA and the EQF-LLL 
are based differ for each other, both are fully coherent 
with the Tuning approach.  Both are based on the level 
of competences and on learning outcomes and this 
facilitates bridging across both frameworks.  

ECTS credits
The European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) is 

a credit accumulation and transfer system for higher 
education in the QF-EHEA.  In taught curricula,  ECTS 

credits are based on the student workload required 
to achieve the expected learning outcomes – what a 
learner is expected to know, understand and be able 
to do following completion of a process of learning.  
Workload is indicative of the time a student typically 
would need to complete all learning activities – lectures, 
seminars, projects, practical work, self-study and 
assessments – in order to achieve the expected learning 
outcomes. 60 ECTS credits represent the student 
workload for an academic year of full-time learning: that 
is 1,500 to 1,800 hours whereby 1 credit corresponds to 
25 to 30 hours of student work.  30 ECTS credits are 
allocated to a semester.  A four year degree programme, 
for example, attracts 240 ECTS.  As outlined below 
a somewhat similar approach to credit accumulation 
applies in vocational education and training thereby 
creating bridging opportunities between them.   

Diploma Supplement
Another key element of the mobility objective 

has been the encouragement of the issuing by HE 
institutions of Diploma Supplements free of charge 
to graduates. The recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning opens the possibility to achieve a 
HE qualifi cation on the basis of institutions awarding 
credits for learning acquired outside the formal learning 
context. There has been agreement across Europe in 
terms of the implementation and use of ECTS by HE 
institutions through appropriate quality assurance 
processes – internal and external quality reviews – as a 
mechanism in terms of confi dence-building. 

Dublin Descriptors
In the QF-EHEA learning outcomes represent the 

overall results of learning.  The Framework is based on 
the Dublin Descriptors which were developed under the 
Joint Quality Initiative (JQI) and introduced in 2004.  
The descriptors consist of generic statements of typical 
expectations of achievement and abilities associated 
with the three Bologna cycles.  The cornerstone and 
major support structure in terms of the necessary 
confi dence-building to facilitate the mobility objective 
is quality assurance and enhancement processes.  Most 
European countries and their HE institutions now 
operate procedures in line with the European Network 
of Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) 
guidelines. The JQI was an informal group of HE 
experts that complemented the Tuning Project.  

ECVET credits
The European Credit System for Vocational 

Education and Training (ECVET) is a European 
instrument to promote recognition among VET providers 
and is an aid for its citizens to gain recognition for their 
training, skills and knowledge in another European 
state.  It is intended to create a common language and 
mutual trust for the purpose of enabling recognition 
of learners’ achievements in terms of stimulating 
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exchanges and promoting transnational mobility and 
access to lifelong learning in an international context.  
By 2012, it will create a technical basis for describing 
qualifi cations in terms of learning outcomes which 
will include assessment, transfer, accumulation and 
recognition procedures.  Each of the units is associated 
with a certain number of ECVET points developed on 
the basis of common standards: 60 ECVET points are 
allocated to the learning outcomes achieved in a year of 
full-time VET, or equivalent.     

Like the ECTS instrument for HE, ECVET 
supports the recognition of learning outcomes from one 
qualifi cations system to another, enhanced comparability 
and compatibility.  It is an aid for employers so that 
they understand qualifi cations obtained abroad by 
documenting what the learner has achieved.  Learning 
Agreements and Memoranda of Understanding also 
support mobility.  

Europass

The Europass Mobility, which is completed by 
the home and host organisations, is a record of any 
organised period of time a person spends in another 
country for the purpose of learning or training.  It is a 
single portfolio – comprising Europass-CV, Europass-

Mobility, Europass-Diploma Supplement, Europass-
Certifi cate Supplement and Europass-Language 
portfolio – enabling citizens to provide proof of their 
qualifi cations and skills.  The mobility experience is 
monitored by the two partner organisations which agree 
on the purpose, content and duration of the experience.  

2.6 Development of meta-areas for qualifi cations 
recognition

A signifi cant recent development is the emergence 
of meta-region frameworks across geographical 
areas where mobility of workers and students is easy 
and frequent. The map below – from Issue 2 EQF 
Newsletter, March 2010 – clearly illustrates the regional 
spread of co-operation areas. Since then there have 
been further developments of the Australian and east-
Mediterranean framework areas.

What may be of signifi cance is the conceptual 
divergence between qualifi cations/award frameworks 
and competence frameworks.  Add to the mix the 
concept of the ‘credit’ framework and it is clear that 
there is still considerable development work to be done 
to create larger zones of mutual trust and practical 
bridges across the globe.

   

FIGURE 5: GLOBAL FRAMEWORKS

Source: EQF newsletter Number 2, 2010
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3. FRAMEWORKS TERMS AND CONCEPTS 
COMPARED

3.1 Sources of  terms and concepts

The list of terms and concepts compiled for this Report 

were drawn from existing glossaries and defi nitions 
of terms. The key list of sources used included the 
following:

FIGURE 6: SOURCES FOR TERMS AND CONCEPTS

2009  ECTS Users’ Guide, Offi ce for Offi cial Publications of the European Communities, Luxembourg http://europa.eu
2005 A framework for qualifi cations of the European Higher Education Area http://.bologna-bergen2005.no/Docs/00-Main_

doc/050218_QF_EHEA.pdf
2005 Bologna Glossary http://www.bologna_bergen2005.no/Docs/00-main_doc/05218_QF.EHEA.pdf
European Students Union http://www.esu-online.org
Offi cial Bologna Website http://www.bologna2009benelux.org/
National Qualifi cations Authority of Ireland http:///www.nfq.ie/nfq/en/index.html
Scottish Credit and Qualifi cations Framework   http://www.scqf.org.uk
Cedefop, Terminology of European education and training policy
http://bologna.owwz.de/#_ftnref1
http://www.hrk-bologna.de/bologna/de/download/dateien/Beitr7-2006-Glossary_Bologna.pdf
http://bologna.owwz.de/impressum-bologna.html

Precise terms used in the local language of each 
partner country were presented in a Mastertable 
(Appendix A). In that Mastertable, terms where there 
was signifi cant differences were highlighted, as well 
as terms which were used only in a small number of 
countries. 

3.2 Areas of convergence and divergence

From the perspective of building bridges across national 
and meta-frameworks, a number of key mechanisms 
were found to be used only in a few countries.  These 

terms and concepts are listed below with commentaries 
on their signifi cance in relation to the aims and 
objectives of the  HEQ_Bridges Project. They relate 
particularly to the need for minor awards to act as 
‘steppingstones’ as well as bridges so that workers 
can add to their repertoire of qualifi cations as required 
by their workplace, sector, professional or regulatory 
body. Without ‘small’ award – such as minor awards, 
progression awards, supplemental awards and ‘qualifi er’ 
awards -  it is diffi cult to predict how frameworks can, 
in realworld terms, contribute to lifelong learning.

 

TABLE 9: TERMS USED IN A MINORITY OF COUNTRIES

CONCEPT SIGNIFICANCE FOR BRIDGING ACROSS FRAMEWORKS
Foundation award Up-skilling, re-skilling and/or standardisation of sectoral qualifi cations may require development of an 

agreed foundation award at an agreed level on the EQF and/or EHEA – depending on the level.
Major award For mobility and mutual recognition of awards and qualifi cations it may be necessary to agree what 

constitutes a major award.
Minor award For mobility and mutual recognition of awards and qualifi cations it may be necessary to agree what 

constitutes a minor award.
Module catalogue For fl exibility in the achievement and recognition of sectoral qualifi cations across borders it might be 

useful to identify the modules, levels and learning outcomes, which constitute qualifi cations. 
Non-standard entry Access to qualifi cations may be unreasonably restrictive in some instances. Mutually agreed criteria for 

non-standard entry to programmes that lead to qualifi cations is more equitous and practical than 
restrictive procedures.

Qualifi er award For workers who may not have achieved entry requirements to sectoral qualifi cations it may be more 
practical and just to offer experienced workers opportunities  to ‘qualify’ for  entry to more advanced 
qualifi cations.

Supplemental award In sectors where change is constant, it is practical and effi cient to design additional or supplemental 
awards to up-skill workers.

There are subtle variations in understandings of a 
number of key terms such as ‘accreditation’, ‘advanced 

entry’, ‘certifi cation’,  and ‘equivalence’, as outlined 
below.
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TERM SIGNIFICANCE FOR BRIDGING ACROSS FRAMEWORKS
Accreditation How this term is understood and used across partners is important for recognition of providers of 

qualifi cations and for mutual acceptance of qualifi cations to practice across borders.
Advanced entry How experienced workers are permitted to gain new or advanced qualifi cations is important when 

planning cross-border mobility of workers and work standards. Transparent processes are required.
Award level Placing existing qualifi cations on NQFs, the EQF and EHEA is a signifi cant exercise especially where 

there are licences to practice and regulatory authorities involved. Sectoral qualifi cations may 
depend on precise descriptions of work activities and mutually accepted descriptors and regulations. 
Fairness in deciding levels will be a challenge.

Certifi cation This term has many meanings and requires precise defi nition in each context. 
Competence Variations in usage of this term can be problematic.
Core competences The concept of core competences can be key to the acceptability of qualifi cations. 
Credits Variations in allocation of ECTS credits may be signifi cant or  perhaps not.
Entry level The term sometimes refers to the essential qualifi cations to start work in a particular sector. It determines 

the curriculum and learning outcomes. So, sectors require an agreed baseline of learning to constitute 
entry competences. This leads on to mutual recognition of levels.

Equivalence The issues of ‘equivalence’ of learning and ‘equivalence’ of qualifi cation are key to cross-border sectoral 
recognition. What ‘equivalences’ are involved is highly important: equivalence of levels of content, 
of learning outcomes, of credits, etc.  

It also raises the issue of equivalence of non-formal experiential learning in relation to formal 
qualifi cations.

The use of standard databases may not be suffi cient in determining equivalence of  broadly similar 
qualifi cation in specifi c sectors.

Learning agreement There are variations in how this term is understood and used. It may refer to formal arrangements such 
as Erasmus exchange, or  to learning outcomes which must be achieved in work-based learning or 
in the recognition of prior learning process. 

This latter issue is likely to be more signifi cant for the HEQ-Bridges project than the former.
Module There are slight variations in how  this term is defi ned.  When considering cross-border qualifi cations it 

may be a signifi cant term to defi ne at the start.
Validation Variations in this term. An agreed defi nition is required.

 TABLE 10: TERMS WTH VARIATION IN MEANING

In relation to labour market sectoral qualifi cations 
and worker mobility, there are number of key terms 
which are the real tools for mobility and for long term 
framework success. It is not yet clear that qualifi cations 
frameworks are of more currency on the labour market 
than sectorally regulated  qualifi cations. Nor is it clear 
that further and higher education systems are actually 

required for credibility in  sectoral framework markets. 
In some NQFs there is an explicit link with the labour 
market, in others there is not. This divergence in 
framework design raises quite important questions about 
stakeholders power, or lack of power, over national 
qualifi cations and over the recognition qualifi cations 
across borders.

TABLE 11: OTHER TERMS AND TOOLS OF SIGNIFICANCE FOR FRAMEWORK BRIDGING

TERM & TOOLS SIGNIFICANCE FOR BRIDGING ACROSS FRAMEWORKS
Europass Mobility In sectors where activities cross borders as part of normal practice, it will be increasingly essential 

that mobility of qualifi cations includes a simple way of identifying awards in relation to NQFs, 
the EQF and the EHEA. There may be a role for both the Europass CV and the Europass 
Mobility in this development.

Graduateness The quality of graduateness is signifi cant now where non-formal and informal learning can be 
measured against levels on NQFs, EQF and the EHEA. The quality of graduateness my not 
require achievement of a traditional higher education award if transparent methods of measuring 
work-based learning can be developed for particular sectors.

Licence to practice For this project this term is highly signifi cant.
Progression routes Again how a licence to practice can be achieved is important.
Portfolio This term can be extended to be sector-specifi c.
Qualifi cations the project? What is the difference between a qualifi cation and an award for the sectoral cases in
Regulatory authority Important aspect to include in framework development and implementation
Regulated award Important aspect to consider in framework comparison and mobility.
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4. COMPARISON OF FRAMEWORKS AND AWARD 
LEVELS

4.1 Romania, France, Ireland and Malta 
compared

Illustrations of national qualifi cations frameworks 
placed side-by-side immediately highlight the 
complexity involved in relating all forms of formal 
education and training to the levels of the EQF-LLL and 

to the QF-EHEA. The contexts are made more complex 
where there are several forms of post-compulsory 
education and training with their own progression and 
award structures, as well as their own currency status 
on the labour market. The illustration for the Romanian 
Qualifi cations Framework below clearly shows the 
variety of sub-bachelor providers. Additionally, there 
is an explicit inclusion of short term higher education 
qualifi cations, which may or may not be vocationally 
oriented.

TABLE 11: ROMANIAN FRAMEWORK OF QUALIFICATIONS

The NFQ for France in Table 12 below shows an 
approach to managing the vocational bachelor degree 
alongside the higher education bachelor degree.

Likewise there is an inclusion of short cycle awards 
within the sub-bachelor level. 

 
 
Age 

 
Class 
/Goupe 

 
ISCED 

 
Educational level 

 
NQF 
level 

 
EQF 
levels 

19  6 
5 

 
Long term higher education 

Doctorate university studies 5 
 
 
 
 

8 

Master’s university studies 7 
 

Bachelor university studies  6 

Short term higher education 4 

4 Postsecondary pre-university  education Tertiary non-
university education 

3 5 

18 XIII 3  Technological 
 lyceum 

3 
 

4 
17 XII General 

lyceum 
Art, sport, 
technological 
lyceum 

Technolo
gical 
 lyceum  Completion year 2 3 

16 XI 
15 X 2 General 

Education 
Art, sport, 
technology 
education 

School of Arts and Trades 1 2 
14 IX 

13 VIII  
Gymnasium 

 1 
12 VII 
11 VI 1 
10 V 
9 IV  

Primary school  
 

8 III 
7 II 
6 I 
5 Big 0  

Kindergarten 4 Average 
3 Little 
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TABLE 12: THE FRENCH NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORK

 
EQF 

Levels 

 
EHEA Framework 

(Bologna) 

 
French NFQ Levels 

 
French NFQ Major Award-

types 

 
1 

  
VI 
 

 
No qualification 

 
CEP 

 
2 

 
 

V 

 
CAP 

 
3 

 
BEP 

 
4 

 
IV 

 
Baccalaureate or vocational 

baccalaureate 
 
5 

 
Short Cycle within First 

Cycle 

 
III 

 
BTS, DUT 

 
6 

 
First Cycle 

 
 

II 

 
Vocational Bachelor 

Bachelor degree 
 

 
7 

 
Second Cycle 

 
I 

 
Master degree 

 
8 

 
Third Cycle 

 
I 

 
Doctoral Degree, Higher 

Doctorate 
 

The Irish NQF has a clear interface of vocational 
qualifi cations with higher education qualifi cations at 
level 6 on the NQF. Unlike the Romanian and French 
NQF, the Irish NQF has two bachelor qualifi cations 
levels: ordinary bachelor degree and honours bachelor 
degree. The ordinary bachelor degree was formerly a 
national diploma. That diploma was regarded as an entry 
qualifi cation to many professional and occupational 
sectors in the past. One of the challenges now is to 

create pathways for holders of the old Diploma to 
achieve the honours degree.

A further complication at the bachelor level is the 
inclusion of the Higher Diploma, which is occasionally 
offered as a postgraduate qualifi cation at Masters level.

The Irish NQF, as in France, distinguishes between 
a doctorate and a higher doctorate at level 10.  

The Maltese NQF in Table 14, and the Romanian 
NQF in Table 11 have one doctorate type only.

TABLE 13:  IRISH NQF

EQF 
Levels 

EHEA Framework 
(Bologna) 

Irish NFQ 
Levels 

Irish NFQ Major Award-types 

 
1 

  
1 

 
Level 1 Certificate 

 
 

2 
 

Level 2 Certificate 
 

 
2 

 
3 

 
Level 3 Certificate, Junior Certificate 

 
 
3 

 
4 

 
Level 4 Certificate, Leaving Certificate 

 
 
4 

 
5 

 
Level 5 Certificate, Leaving Certificate 
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5 

 
Short Cycle within First 

Cycle 

 
6 

 
Advanced Certificate (FET award)* 

Higher Certificate (HET award) 
 

 
6 

 
First Cycle 

 
7 

 
Ordinary Bachelors Degree 

 
 

8 
 

Honours Bachelor Degree, Higher Diploma 
 

 
7 

 
Second Cycle 

 
9 

 
Masters Degree, Post-Graduate Diploma 

 
 
8 

 
Third Cycle 

 
10 

 
Doctoral Degree, Higher Doctorate 

 
 
*The Advanced Certificate is a further education and training award at Level 6 on the NFQ and is not aligned with the Bologna 
Framework                                                        
 
 Source:  NQAI, Country Education Profile: Ireland (October 2009) 

The NQF for Malta includes sub-degree 
qualifi cations which include a Foundation Degree 
and a VET  Higher Diploma. Such clear mechanisms 

can facilitate progression pathways for sectoral 
qualifi cations.

 TABLE 14: MALTA

EQF 
Levels 

EHEA Framework 
(Bologna) 

Malta 
Qualifications 

Framework 
Levels 

Malta  NQF Major Award-types 

 
1 

 VET Level 1 General Education  
Level 1 

School Leaving Certificate 

 
2 

VET Level 2 General Education  
Level 2 

SEC Grade 6-7  
 

3 
VET Level 3 General Education  

Level 3 
SEC 1-5 

 
4 

VET Diploma  
Level 4 

Matriculation Certificate  
Advanced Level 

Intermediate Level  
 

5 
 

Short Cycle within 
First Cycle 

Foundation Degree 
VET Higher Diploma 

Level 5   

Undergraduate Diploma 
Undergraduate Certificate  

 
6 

 
First Cycle 

 
Level 6 

 
Bachelor’s Degree 

 

 
7 

 
 

Second Cycle 

 
 

Level 7  

Master’s Degree 
Postgraduate Diploma  

Postgraduate Certificate   
 

8 
 

Third Cycle 
 

Level 8 
 

Doctoral Degree 
 

 
 
*The Advanced Certificate is a further education and training award at Level 6 on the NFQ and is not aligned with the Bologna 
Framework      
                                                     
 Source:  Referencing Report of the Malta Qualifications Framework (MQF) to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) 
and the Qualifications Framework of the European Higher Education Area (QF/EHEA) (September 2009). 
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4.2 Mapping older awards on to new 
qualifi cations frameworks

Qualifi cations and awards in any country will invariably 
refl ect the complexity of its vocational, professional, 
sectoral and higher education histories. Including all 
known major and minor awards in a newly designed 
NQF will invariably require judgement about the 
social and labour market value placed on the awards 
in terms of ‘levels’ and of ‘learning outcomes’.  It is 

likely that placement of older awards will not be fully 
accepted by providers and graduates of those awards, 
especially if their placement on the NQF is perceived 
to be lower than expected. This is especially important 
where sectoral qualifi cations for practice are involved. 
What remains unknown as yet, is the likely impact of 
the Bologna three cycle structure which seems to favour 
the full bachelor degree and to reduce the status of sub-
degree awards.

TABLE 15: PLACEMENT OF OLDER AWARDS ON THE  FRENCH NQF

EQF 
Levels 

French NFQ 
Levels 

French NFQ Major 
Award-types 

French older awards Study types 

 
1 

 
VI 
 

 
No qualification 

 
idem 

Primary school 

 
 

 
CEP 

(Certificat d’études primaries) 
 

2 
 
 

V 

 
 

CAP 
(Certificat d’aptitudes 

professionnelles) 
 
 

Brevet des collèges 
 

Secondary school 

CAP 
(Certificat d’aptitudes 

professionnelles) 
 

3 
 

BEP 
(Brevet d’enseignement 

professionnel) 
 

4 
 

IV 
 

General Baccalaureate, 
Technological and 

vocational 
baccalaureate 

 
General Baccalaureate, 

Technological and vocational 
baccalaureate, 

Brevet Professionnel) 
 

5 
 

III 
 

BTS, DUT 
DEUG, DEUST, 

BTS, DUT,  
(Baccalaureate + 2 years) 

Higher education 
studies 

First Cycle  
 

6 
 
 
II 

 
Vocational Bachelor 

 
Bachelor  

(Baccalaureate + 3 years) 

Higher education 
studies 

Second Cycle 
Bachelor degree 

 
Maîtrise  

(Baccalaureate + 4 years) 
 

7 
 
I 

Vocational Master DESS  
(Diplôme d’études 

supérieures spécialises) 
(Baccalaureate + 5 years) 

Higher education 
studies 

Third Cycle 

Master DEA  
(Diplôme d’études 

approfondies) 
(Baccalaureate + 5 years) 

 
8 

 
I 

 
Doctoral Degree, 
Higher Doctorate 

 

 
 Doctorate degree 

(Baccalaureate + 8 years) 

Likewise, Figure 7 below illustrates the complexity 
of placing older vocational and sub-degree awards on 
the Irish NQF. The rainbow illustrates the new award 
types. The fans illustrate the types of older awards 
placed against the new NQF types. It is clear that there 
is considerable bunching of older awards at NQF level 
6, again suggesting that the bachelor degree is becoming 

the main benchmark of undergraduate  awards. This 
design of an NQF posed challenges for access, transfer 
and progress of learners who hold older awards. It is 
likely that clear RPL mechanisms will be required 
to bridge the complexities of frameworks which are 
working with multiple older award types and with new 
award types.
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FIGURE 7: PLACEMENT OF OLDER AWARD TYPES ON THE IRISH NQF

The management of sectoral and professional 
award types on an NQF and relating them to the EQF-
LLL and the QF-EHEA will inevitably shift frameworks 
to designs based on competence and learning outcomes. 
This issue is dealt with further in Chapter 5 following.

5. BUILDING BRIDGES ACROSS FRAMEWORKS: 
TOOLS ND TECHNOLOGIES

5.1 The signifi cance of a learning outcomes 
model for framework bridges

As was outlined in Chapter 2, a country’s NQF 
provides a structure based on standards of knowledge 
and competence – learning outcomes – as a means of 
increasing understanding among all stakeholders.  There 
are many closely related defi nitions in use for learning 
outcomes (LOs).  As a working defi nition LOs may be 
summarised as:

… a written statement of what the successful 
student/learner is expected to be able to know, 
understand and/or be able to do at the end of a 
period of learning or in a module/course unit or 
qualifi cation.  

The Tuning project used the term competence 
to represent a combination of attributes in terms of 
knowledge and its application, skills, responsibilities 

and attitudes and sought to describe the extent to which 
a learner was able to demonstrate them.  Both the 
Tuning project and the shared qualifi cation descriptors 
(Dublin descriptors) include generic competences (skills 
and knowledge).  

The Bologna seminar on Recognition Issues in the 
Bologna Process held in Lisbon, April 2002, stated that 
the learning outcomes approach:

… is of more relevance to the labour market 
and is certainly more fl exible when taking into 
account issues of lifelong learning, non-traditional 
learning, and other forms of non-formal educational 
experiences.  

Learning outcomes have applications at three 
levels: the local level of the individual HE institution 
or vocational training organisation (for course units/
modules, programmes of study or training and 
qualifi cations), the national level (for NQFs and QA 
arrangements); and, internationally (for recognition 
and transparency purposes).  They provide a tool by 
which qualifi cations obtained outside a State can be 
recognised.  Such recognition communicates the quality 
of education and training programmes at home and 
abroad, to employers and to other academic or training 
institutions. Both of the meta-frameworks – the QF-
EHEA and the EQF-LLL – can be used as translation 
devices or bridges to help explain how one country’s 
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education system and its qualifi cations compare with 
others.  The main role of qualifi cations frameworks is 
to make qualifi cations more readable across different 
countries as a means of supporting cross-border 
mobility of learners and workers and lifelong learning 
across Europe. (See 2.4 Figure 4).

NQFs play a key role in promoting the use of a 
learning outcomes approach as well as in removing 
barriers and providing bridges between HE and VET.  
Whilst the different education and training systems and 
pathways may be complex and variable, the learning 
outcomes and the standards they represent are becoming 
a common language for all stakeholders.  Implicit in the 
learning outcomes approach is that there are different 
ways to learn and that individuals may have different 
learning styles.  

The introduction across Europe of the learning 
outcomes approach has resulted in an enhanced 
coherence of the learning experience, greater 
transparency, increased dialogue with stakeholders, 
and greater opportunity for learners to manage their 
own learning. The approach also provides better 
opportunities for lifelong learning by enabling learners 
to map their knowledge and skills and for opting in and 
out of programmes at points appropriate to their needs.  
The use of learning outcomes with ECTS or ECVET 

results in a broader and more accurate recognition of 
the learner’s knowledge and skills, a more transparent 
learning environment, easier mobility within education 
and training systems, and enhanced mobility in Europe 
and elsewhere.  These credit systems can encompass 
lifelong learning and facilitate the recognition of formal, 
non-formal and informal learning based on learning 
outcomes linked to techniques for the accreditation of 
prior experiential learning.   

Both of the meta-frameworks’ learning outcomes 
descriptors are designed to enable referencing levels 
for all types of qualifi cations and strengthen the links 
between different education and training sectors.  
NQFs, the QF-EHEA and the EQF-LLL can create 
stronger links and framework bridges both nationally 
and internationally between the two sectors and can 
illustrate the relationship between qualifi cations from 
different sub-systems.  Mapping qualifi cations against 
the same set of descriptors makes it apparent where 
two or more qualifi cations lead to comparable learning 
outcomes.  It can make the process more systematic 
and transparent especially where learning outcomes are 
used as standards for assessment as well as the basis for 
awarding credits for transfer and other purposes.  

The learning outcomes approach which has been 
increasingly adopted within credit frameworks and by 

FIGURE 9:  USING RPL FOR PROGRESSION IN THE LABOUR MARKET
 

 

 
 

 

Framework  levels  

Possible opportunities 

for professional development and sectoral labour market needs 

 
Doctorate 

a. Professional doctorate based on work-related activities 
b. RPL the first element – evidence of new knowledge created 
c. Negotiated pathway/learning contract 
d.     Must produce further new knowledge 

   
Master 

 
Postgraduate 

Diploma 
 

Postgraduate 
Certificate 

 
a. Full programme 

       b.   Discrete units as CPD courses/activities 

Bachelor degree  

Sub-degree 

Ordinary degree  

 

Certificate 
(VET apprenticeships) 

 

School leaving/ basic 
qualification 

 

 
Advanced 
learning 
and research 

 
Professional 
learning 

Basic learning         RPL   Progression 
         opportunities 

Generic standards for 
sector

CPD 
awards 
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national quality and qualifi cations authorities highlights 
the links between curriculum design, assessment of 
student assessment, quality assurance and enhancement, 
standards of programmes and awards and NQFs which 
in turn are referenced to the meta-frameworks thus 
forming clearly defi ned framework bridges.  The meta-
frameworks are designed to facilitate connections 
between NQFs thus establishing transparency leading to 
the creation of a ‘zone of mutual trust’.

5.2 Integrating non-formal and informal 
learning into qualifi cations frameworks

Recognition of prior learning (RPL) is now a 
signifi cant policy topic in Council of Europe/UNESCO, 
OECD, Cedefop, and EU education and training 
agendas. Individual countries have developed national 
policies in relation to NQFs.  France has solidifi ed it in 
legislation and citizen rights. From the perspective of 
sectoral frameworks there is now a clear link between 
RPL and opportunities for continuing professional 
development and progression in the labour market. 
Professional progression opportunities across and up 
frameworks requires particular tool such as progression 

pathways, short continuing professional development 
qualifi cations (CPDs) and benchmark standards which 
are trusted in the labour market. 

Figure 9 illustrates the linkages between individual 
professional development opportunities and labour 
market needs.

The complexities of NQF designs, as illustrated 
earlier, and the inclusion of older awards, require 
concepts and tools for individuals and sectors to up-
skill and re-skill. Up-skilling can be a professional 
requirement for regulated practice. Likewise it can be a 
requirement because of changes in the labour market and 
the risks of unemployment.  The context of up-skilling 
will determine how best it is to be achieved. In many 
cases it will require additional formal qualifi cations 
acquired in traditional taught courses. However, labour 
market needs are now requiring a different paradigm 
where workers can achieve higher qualifi cations 
by combining older qualifi cations with progression 
pathways in a specifi c work sector, possibly in relation 
to professional standards.  Figure 10 below illustrates 
practical process of combining framework levels with 
continuing professional development and RPL.

FIGURE 10: COMBINING PRIOR LEARNING WITH FRAMEWORK STANDARDS AND QUALIFICATIONS

Description of 
work roles and 
activities since 
graduation.  

Description of 
formal certificated 
learning 
undertaken since 
graduation. 

Description of 
non-formal and 
informal 
experiential  
learning 
acquired since 
graduation. 

 
‘Match’ their prior 
learning to the 
learning outcomes 
of the selected 
programme or  
new award. 

Identification of 
significant learning 
achieved, and 
identification of  
learning gaps, in 
relation to the  new 
award desired 
using RPL process. 

Learning gaps filled 
through work-based 
learning contracts  
and/or by taking 
modules in relation 
to 
programme/award 
modules/learning 
outcomes. 

STEP 1. 
Applicant 
provides: 

STEP 2. 
Applicant self-
assesses to: 

STEP 3: 
with 
academic 
guidance 

Revisit and submit 
portfolio with RPL  
evidence, module 
learning 
assignments and 
WBL learning 
contract activities 
for assessment, 
grading, credits for 
sectoral award, or 
qualification.

STEP 4: 
Assemble 
and submit  
portfolio
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5.3 Essential tools and technologies for further 
framework development

The research for this report has identifi ed a 
number of tools and technologies which are likely to 

be signifi cant in the sustained development of bridges 
across NQFs, the EQF-LLL and the QF-EHEA.

Table 17 below lists the most obvious bridging 
tools and comments on their potential benefi ts and the 
practical challenges in the immediate future.

TABLE 17: FRAMEWORK BRIDGING TOOLS

Framework Bridging Tools Potential Benefi ts and Practical Challenges – some observations arising from the 
research for this Guide

Common, agreed concepts There are still some conceptual tensions across frameworks which can be reduced by dialogue, 
mutual understanding and clarity of expression. Allowing for local and national differences 
in how concepts are manifest in frameworks is essential for mutual trust and confi dence.

Agreement on concepts aids mutual understanding and transparency as well as aiding mobility 
within education and training systems and across borders.

Common, agreed terms Research for this Guide found that the problems associated with terms are not as great as 
generally claimed.

Common levels of learning It is clear that there are still areas of minor and sub-degree qualifi cations which are not easily 
placed at a level on the EQF or the EHEA framework. Where there are disputed placements 
there is a loss of trust and confi dence. Additionally it is not yet clear how databases of 
qualifi cations use a transparent and mutually acceptable methodology for deciding levels in 
relation to NQFs. This is likely to be an area of intensive policy activity in the future.

ECTS credits While ECTS credit is a useful measuring device for higher education it has less value in relation 
to credits for non-formal and informal learning, and in relation to work-based learning and 
training. Whether there should be generic learning credits as well as HE credits is still a 
contested topic.

However, ECTS assists with a broader and more accurate recognition of learning effort at 
different levels of diffi culty.

They make student mobility easier and are useful tools to reward modules of learning. Credits 
are essential to RPL where a measurable amount of learning can be related to an award or 
qualifi cation.

Learning outcomes The shift to learning outcomes has been quite a paradigm shift.
While there is much rhetoric about it, it is not quite clear that the same technologies to describe 

LOs is being applied everywhere.
There is much to be done yet on this topic. But to date there have been a number of evident 

advantages, including:
-    A mechanism to compare qualifi cations
-    A mechanism to self-assess one’s experiential learning to awards
-    A mechanism for cross-disciplinary learning
-    A mechanism for curriculum design

Europass CV The Europass CV is a very useful generic tool for workers to present their learning histories. 
However, the actual template is a little diffi cult to manipulate and could be improved greatly. 
How it actually meets employer needs is not yet clear. Awareness of its potential needs to 
be promoted.

Europass Mobility It is diffi cult to gauge the actual take-up of the Europass Mobility. 
Diploma Supplement The Diploma Supplement is likely to be a very useful mobility device. The challenge is to 

encourage all higher education providers to use it fully.
Tuning process The Tuning process is an essential fi rst step in identifying the key philosophical and 

epistemological issues across discipline areas of study. The dialogue in the process identifi es 
key issue which prevent further harmonisation of qualifi cations and mobility of awards.

It promotes the concept of competences and it is closely linked to the Dublin Descriptors.
BFUG experts The precise impact of Bologna experts is diffi cult to measure.
ENIC-NARIC This is a useful fi rst-stop referencing system for qualifi cations. However, it is much contested as 

a fair and equitable device.
Equivalence guidelines The issue of learning equivalence is likely to be one of the most challenging areas of framework 

bridging since there are so many types and levels of awards and work-related qualifi cations. 
How ‘equivalence’ between formal and non-formal learning is to be established is yet 
another challenge for the future, even if policy documents are promoting a learning outcomes 
approach.
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RPL systems for VET and HE There are conceptual and technical differences between how VET and universities/HE manage 
RPL. VET tends to favour standards-based models while HE favours programme-specifi c 
learning outcomes. The EQF is attempting to bridge this conceptual difference by encouraging 
a ‘VET to doctorate level’ approach.  This is likely to be about more than technologies: it 
is also about the nature of higher level learning and identities of universities. Tensions are 
likely to remain, even if sectoral qualifi cations seem to ‘bridge’ both ideologies.

It is clear that professions are developing their own RPL mechanisms and acknowledging their 
own forms of knowledge.

Coherence of ‘older’  award 
levels

A remaining challenge will be the placement of older awards on new frameworks and the 
management of graduates who wish to up-grade their older qualifi cations. A robust RPL 
system is a likely response, but this will take some time to embed across all frameworks.

Coherence of placement of 
minor, sub-degree awards

Research for this Guide identifi ed the management of sub-degree awards as a particular 
challenge, particularly where these awards have sectoral and work-related importance.  If 
there are to be pathways and bridges across frameworks it is essential that minor awards are 
taken seriously.

Clear articulation of 
relationship between 
sectoral qualifi cations and 
meta-frameworks

There is considerable work to be done here. In cases where a sectoral qualifi cations is a regulatory 
requirement there are vested interests to consider.   

Clear articulation of the roles 
of professional bodies and 
regulatory authorities

Again, in this scenario, it is essential that trust and confi dence is maintained for all concerned as 
professional qualifi cations tend to cross borders.

Quality assurance This is a key issue and has many operational challenges.
Use of transversal 

competences or key 
transferable skills for 
sectoral qualifi cations

The move towards key skills and transversal competences is quite visible but not unchallenged. 
It is likely that the EQF-LLL will only succeed to its full intention if there is an acceptable 
resolution of this challenge.

5.4 the importance of policy suport for  future 
framework implementation

The number of policy stakeholder in framework 
development is now quite signifi cant. What is also 
signifi cant is the global or international nature of the 
key poliy drivers, such as the OECD, the EU, Cedefop 
and the Council of Europe. Likewise the level of co-

operation across these agencies is focusing attention on 
the commonalities among them as well as the differences 
of ideology and intent. Below is a brief reminder of the 
signifi cance of the key agencies and technologies now 
actively promoting framework developement. The list is 
simply  a starting point for the reader to pursue deeper 
analysis and dialogue.

TABLE 18: POLICY POSITIONS TO SUPPORT FRAMEWORK DEVELOPMENT

 
Organisation 

 
Policy Approach 

 

The Council of Europe and UNESCO-CEPES were to 
the fore in considering the right of citizens with regard to 
access to qualifications, qualifications frameworks and 
recogntition of qualifications  across boundaries. Their 
world view is consistently global and humanitarian. 
http://www.coe.int/  
http://www.cepes.ro/  

 

The policy focus of the OECD is essentially economic. 
Their policy posistion will invariably relate framework 
technologies to the needs of economic capital and the 
labour market. Their research capability has yielded 
useful studies and recommendations. 
http://www.oecd.org/home/0,2987,en_2649_201185_1_
1_1_1_1,00.html  

 

The EU is a significant player in supporting research  
and development of all aspects of education and lifelong 
learning. 
http://europa.eu/  
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The development of the EQF is regarded by many 
experts as essential for bridging formal education and 
lifelong learning with an emphasis on competences and 
learning outcomes rather than on programmes and 
awards across all levels of learning. 
http://www.nqai.ie/interdev_eqf.html  

 

Cedefop has contributed significant research-based 
data to support the development of  VET training and 
qualifications systems which are essentially standards-
based and mobile across bourndaries and borders.  
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/  

 

 

Data bases of qualifications and awards which are used 
across national and international borders are essential 
to further bridging of meta-frameworks. Extending such 
resources to minor and work-related awards will be 
necessary for greater mobility of workers. 
http://www.enic-naric.net/  

 

The Erasmus programme has contributed to 
development of technologies such as the ECTS credit 
system and the Diploma Supplement. It is currently 
contributing to greater understanding of learning 
contracts based on levels and learning outcomes.  
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-
programme/doc80_en.htm  

 

The Europass is an under-used technology for bridging 
education systems. Its future development will depend 
on its degree of user-friendliness and adaptability to 
multiple contexts. 
http://www.europass.ie/europass/  

  

The continuing Bologna Process is impacting greatly on 
the design of university awards and qualifications using 
three distinct cycles. The long term impact of this rigid 
design is yet to be studied. 
http://www.ehea.info/  

Diploma 
Supplement

 

The Diploma Supplement is quickly becoming a useful 
device to capture and record a wide profile of a learning 
career in formal higher eudcation. It is useful for mutual 
recognition of qualifications and for students, academics 
and workers who are mobile across borders. Its use of 
the English language makes ‘translation’ of awards 
eaier for mutual reecognition, access, progression and 
recognition of prior learning. 
http://www.europass.ie/europass/euro_dip.html  

 

The ECTS system has become a common currency of 
recognition of learning effort. While there are still 
tensions among users it is at least a reference point 
from which to begin conversations about bridges across 
learning systems.  
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-
policy/doc48_en.htm  

 

 

The concept of a skills passport is still in its infancy as a 
global device to cross education and  sectoral 
boundaries  and international borders. To an extent it is 
similar to the Europass CV in intent. 
http://www.skillspassport.org/  
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6. CONCERNS AND RESERVATIONS ABOUT 
ACHIEVING BRIDGES ACROSS FRAMEWORKS

The development and implementation of qualifi cations 
frameworks is very recent activity with a history of 
less than 15 years. That is a very short time in terms of 
major education and training reform. The development 
of meta-frameworks before national frameworks is 
perhaps an accident of timing rather than a planned 
strategy which has signifi cant consequences. There 
is no doubt that it is ambitious to expect all national 
frameworks and meta-frameworks across the globe to 
be bridged by simple devices in a short space of less 
than fi ve or ten years. It is also ambitious to expect a 

report of less than 50 pages such as this one to provide 
a defi nitive ‘how to’ toolkit for every possible situation. 
What the process of writing this report has uncovered, 
however, are a number of common concerns of policy 
makers about the idea of bridges across frameworks, 
and concerns of education and training practitioners in 
trying to implement framework bridging policy. 

In this chapter we identify ten key concerns about 
further framework development which seem to be 
common across Europe. To start with, below are three 
observations by framework experts which indicate the 
tensions between the ideals of bridging frameworks and 
the reality of having to make such bridges work.

 

 

The global higher education landscape is now very 
small with regard to communication of information about 
qualifications.  A new service industry for evaluation of 
education qualifications has developed, reinforcing the 
need for easily readable compartions across meta-
frameworks and their related technologies. 
http://www.wes.org/  

The ‘idealist’
‘... all stakeholder are working towards the same objective – ensuring that individuals have their learning recognised and are able 

to move with that learning between education and training sectors and between countries.’
Attributed to Gordon Clarke, in Report of the Bologna Expert Conference, Dublin, 15 April 2010

The ‘critic’
‘Whereas the Bologna Framework was conceived as a reforming entity, an instrument for developing a distinct model for higher 

education in Europe, the EQF contains no plan for harmonisation... indeed it is increasingly understood that having a NQF is 
a pre-requisite for connecting a country’s qualifi cations system(s) to either of the meta-frameworks’. 

Attributed to Mike Coles, in Report of the Bologna Expert Conference, Dublin, 15 April 2010

The ‘policy implementer’
‘What is superfi cially simple in theory is a good deal more complicated when you get down to doing it in practice... there are 

many problematical assumptions.... for the practitioner there are a range of technical and institutional policy matters to be 
negotiated’.

Jim Murray, NQAI: presentation to Irish university framework implementation network (FIN), 21 January, 2008

Ten key concerns 
Concern 1:  Competing framework level 

descriptors
A concern here is that in some places universities 

and other higher education providers are using the 
Dublin Descriptors to describe programme learning, 
others are using national frameworks, and yet others 
are using the EQF descriptors. While each set of 
descriptors works for its own purposes, it is diffi cult to 
fully articulate a clear and credible ‘bridge’ to compare 
qualifi cations written to different models without 
the exercise becoming mainly one of semantics and 
terminology. When a holder of an award applies to a 
national agency for a determination of framework level 
it may not be a useful exercise in reality.

Concern 2: Generic or specifi c learning outcomes
Again, some framework indicators are very general 

such as the Dublin Descriptors. Work on the Tuning 

project is uncovering the diffi culty of moving from 
these generic learning outcomes to actual programmes 
and learning sectors.

Likewise the requirement of some NQFs that each 
learning outcome element is included in an award 
is useful on a broad level, but quite diffi cult when it 
comes down to precise curriculum design that is both 
sustainable and fl exible.

Concern 3:  ‘Qualifi cations’ frameworks or 
‘credit’  frameworks?

There is now a clear division between NQFs which 
describe awards only, and NQFs which have a facility to 
consider credit for learning achieved outside of formal 
programmes or named awards. 

This is now a realworld mobility problem where 
holders of ‘credits’ seek to have those credits recognised 
in relation to awarding institutions which had no 
involvement in the award of those credits.
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Concern 4:  National frameworks before meta-
frameworks

The design of two quite different meta-frameworks 
in Europe before most countries have NQFs is posing 
challenges for states which are at the early stage of NQF 
development. Simply using framework level numbers 
to illustrate ‘bridges’ is not useful when the deeper 
conceptual and operational issue have to be managed. 

Concern 5:   ‘Stateless’ qualifi cations: a parallel 
universe?

It is increasingly obvious that professional and 
occupational sectors which operate across borders 
are developing their own approach to relationships 
with NQFs and meta-frameworks. This is the case in 
engineering, nursing, architecture etc. The reality is that 
many sectoral qualifi cations frameworks sit comfortably 
alongside NQFs.  But when those frameworks move 
across a border to another state they move to another 
NQF and another set of relationships. So, is it simply 
a matter of mutual recognition, or does a ‘stateless’ 
qualifi cation need to be measured and quality assured 
across all borders?

Concern 6:  ‘Qualifi cation’ or ‘qualifi ed to 
practice’?

Again, there are tensions in the expectation that a 
qualifi cation on a framework represents a qualifi cation 
to practice and the reality of the labour market. It is still 
the case that a qualifi cation to practice is likely to be 
controlled by a regulatory or professional body which 
may or may not have its ‘qualifi cations’ placed on a 
framework. In such cases placement on a framework 
is not hugely signifi cant for the particular profession or 
regulatory body.

Concern 7: Naming of awards and qualifi cations
The Bologna framework has established the 

primacy of the three main higher education cycles: 

bachelor, master, doctorate. However, there are NQFs 
were the primacy of university-type higher education is 
not a given, such as in Wales. The NQF for Wales in 
the image below clearly gives equal esteem to industry/
continuing and professional development learning, 
spanning the levels from  entry level to doctorate. 
This conceptualiation is clearly useful for ‘stateless’ 
qualifi cations and for learning in working life. However 
is diffi cult to understand the addition of another type 
of learning – ‘work-based learning’ which only goes to 
Level 4 but which is in the area of higher education and 
further education. Using fi ve divisions for learning is 
perhaps useful, perhaps not.

Concern 8:  Major and minor awards for 
progression

A particular challenge for NQFs is to bring 
coherence to all the minor awards in a state, to name 
them coherently, and to place them on levels in a 
sustainable relationship both with major awards and 
with each other. Attaching ECVET or ECTS credit 
values to them is another challenge.

With regard to bridging frameworks, there is a 
particular role for minor awards, and a number of 
occupational and professional bodies have worked out 
quite well how to do it – as illustrated in the professional  
sector case studies in Guide 2 for this project. 

Concern 9: Various meanings for ‘sector’
The term ‘sector’ is a useful one, but one which 

holds many assumptions.
In some framework policy documents it is assumed 

it means ‘university’ sector, ‘VET’ sector, etc.. 
In others it refers to ‘occupational’ sectors.
In the Background paper for the Belgian EU 

Presidency: ‘Towards a quality assured and integrated 
lifelong learning implementation strategy’ the sub-
sectors of education and training are clearly identifi ed 
as:  
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- general education; 
- vocational education and training (VET); 
- higher education; 
- adult education and training. 
In terms of framework development and bridges 

across frameworks it is diffi cult to see how adding the 
new nomenclature of ‘adult education and training’ is 
helpful.

Concern 10: VET credits and ECTS credits
For practitioners it is diffi cult to see how two credit 

systems can work effi ciently across an entire framework 
and how there can be useful exchange of credits that 
have different values. Two systems can work where the 
framework is static, with a clear distinction between 
VET and higher education. However, it clear that static 
frameworks are not being developed by all countries 
and a system of credits which has multiple application 
needs to be developed.

ENDNOTE

This report is not intended to provide defi nitive solutions 
to all framework bridging challenges. Its approach 
is to identify and consider the realworld issues facing 
institutions and policy makers who have responsibility 
for the everyday practice of framework development at 
the local and national level. 

As indicated earlier, this report should ideally be 
read with other reports  and outputs of the HEQ_Bridges 
project which are available on the project website: 
http://www.heqbridges.eu/
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INTRODUCTION

Right after the Bergen Ministerial Conference, and like 
other European countries fully engaged in the Bologna 
process, Romania started in 2005 the institutional and 
legal preparations for the design and implementation 
of the national qualifi cations framework (NQF) in 
higher education. During the Ministerial Conference 
organized in 2009 in Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve, 
Romania committed itself to implement the National 
Qualifi cations Framework for Higher Education and 
to prepare for the self-certifi cation process, aiming to 
demonstrate the compatibility with the Framework 
for Qualifi cations of the European Higher Education 
Area by 2012.  A comprehensive insight on the self-
certifi cation report is presented in the following few 
pages. 

The Romanian National Qualifi cations Framework 
for Higher Education (NQFHE) is the tangible output 
of a process that started with the designation of the 
national authority responsible for the qualifi cations’ 
framework in the Romanian higher education sector 
and with the design and pilot-implementation of the 
methodological guidelines. The actual implementation 
at the level of all study programmes was performed 
between 2009 and 2011, after the methodology was 
approved as Ministerial Order no 4430/2009. 

Self-certifi cation marks a new important step in 
the Bologna strategy for quality assurance in higher 
education to support the growth and development of a 
knowledge society, after the step achieved by the design 
of the National Qualifi cations Framework for Higher 

Education (NQFHE), as indicated by the Bologna 
Working Group Report, adopted in Bergen, on May 
2005 and the decisions stated by the 2007 Report. 

In December 2010 a Working Group was 
nominated to develop the Self-certifi cation Report. 
The members of this Working Group are as follows: 
Professor Sorin Eugen Zaharia, PhD, director general 
of the National Qualifi cations Authority; Professor 
Gheorghe Bârlea, PhD, “Ovidius” University of 
Constanţa; Professor Mihai Korka, PhD, Academy 
of Economic Studies, Bucharest; Professor Mariana 
Mocanu, PhD, “Politehnica” University of Bucharest; 
Professor Bogdan Murgescu, PhD, University of 
Bucharest; Professor Dan Potolea, PhD, University of 
Bucharest, Professor Steliana Toma, PhD, Technical 
University of Civil Engineering of Bucharest, Cătălina 
Gabriela Hîrceag and Margareta Simona Ivan, experts 
of the National Qualifi cations Authority.

The main objectives of the self-certifi cation are:
•  To certify that Romania created a functional 

framework for qualifi cations, which is comparable 
with the frameworks of other European countries 
and of other continents3, and which is recognised 
as such both at national and international level.

•  To explain the compatibility of the Romanian 
National Qualifi cations Framework for Higher 
Education (NQFHE) with the European 
Qualifi cations Framework (EQF) and with the 
Framework for Qualifi cations of the European 
Higher Education Area (FQ-EHEA).

•  To provide essential data on the conceptual and 
institutional basis leading to the establishment 
of the national framework closely linked with 
the two European reference frameworks. More 
precisely, the Self-certifi cation Report focuses on 
the following goals:

-  To ensure the user/reader that the qualifi cations 
described in the framework documents are 
valuable learning experiences, useful for the 
social and professional integration of the 
benefi ciaries. 
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-  To certify that learning becomes an activity 
with no boundaries, no artifi cial limitations in 
terms of content or form and unburdened by 
excessive bureaucratic constraints, in order to 
foster mobility in the professional development 
and training process;

-  To demonstrate that learners are at the core of 
this process, that they learn to learn and that 
skills for lifelong learning are integrated in the 
curriculum;

-  To contribute to building awareness on quality 
and social responsibility in the provision of 
knowledge, skills and competences for the 
benefi ciaries of the educational process, so that 
graduates’ personal behaviour becomes easily 
adaptable to the labour market expectations 
and requirements in a dynamic, globalised and 
complex society.

The self-certifi cation report targets both domestic 
and foreign users – trainers, learners, employers, 
professional associations, trade union etc. It represents 
an offi cial reference document, which highlights the 
educational strategies, and guides the benefi ciaries’ 
choices. 

To summarise the self-certifi cation process, 
one may state that it contributes to the development 
of a qualifi cations culture in Romania built upon 
the following principles: Quality, Transparency, 
Transferability and Progression.

THE SELF-ASSESSMENT PROCESS

 The report is the result of an intense and focused work 
during a relatively short period of time: 

-  On December 21, 2010 the Working Group met 
and agreed on the action plan, based on the Terms 
of Reference for the development of the self-
certifi cation report.

-  On January 6, 2011 the Working Group drafted 
a fi rst outline of the Report, based on several 
individual proposals and agreed on a breakdown 
of tasks specifi cally allocated to sub-groups.

-  At the end of January 2011 a fi rst draft of the Self-
certifi cation Report was developed as a starting 
point for consultations with stakeholders. 

-  During February, March and April 2011 there 
were working meetings with representatives 
of stakeholders, both in Romania and abroad, 
including a study visit to discuss the draft report 
with representatives of the National Qualifi cations 
Authority of Ireland.

-  On April 13, 2011 the fi rst meeting of the 
Steering Committee created to approve the self-
certifi cation of the compatibility of the Romanian 
National Qualifi cations Framework for Higher 
Education with the Framework for Qualifi cations 
of the European Higher Education Area was held.

-  The self-certifi cation report was launched for 

public debate during the National Conference 
organised in Sinaia, on April 14-15, 2011 and 
published on www.acpart.ro/docis and www.rncis.
ro for further consultation. 

SELF-ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

The compatibility of the NQFHE with the QF-
EHEA was demonstrated by the Working Group by 
means of verifi cation against the criteria proposed by 
the Bergen Report, 2005: 

“1. The national framework for higher 
education qualifi cations and the body or bodies 
responsible for its development are designated by 
the national ministry with responsibility for higher 
education;

2. There is a clear and demonstrable link 
between the qualifi cations in the national framework 
and the cycle qualifi cation descriptors of the 
European framework;

3. The national framework and its qualifi cations 
are demonstrably based on learning outcomes and 
the qualifi cations are linked to ECTS or ECTS-
compatible credits;

4. The procedures for inclusion of qualifi cations 
in the national framework are clear;

5. The national quality assurance systems for 
higher education refer to the national framework 
of qualifi cations and are consistent with the Berlin 
Communiqué and any subsequent communiqué 
agreed by ministers in the Bologna Process;

6. The national framework and any alignments 
with the European framework are referenced in all 
Diploma Supplements;

7. The responsibilities of the domestic parties to 
the national framework are clearly determined and 
published.”

SELF-ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES

The procedures for the verifi cation of compatibility 
of the national framework with the EHEA framework 
were also set according to the Bologna Working Group 
Report to the ministerial meeting held in Bergen in 
2005, as follows:

1. The competent national body/bodies shall 
certify the compatibility of the national framework 
with the European framework;

2.  The self-certifi cation process shall include 
the stated agreement of the quality assurance 
bodies in the country in question recognised 
through the Bologna Process;

3.  The self-certifi cation process shall involve 
international experts;

4.  The self-certifi cation and the evidence 
supporting it shall be published and shall 
address separately each of the criteria set 
out;
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5.  The ENIC and NARIC networks shall 
maintain a public listing of States that have 
confi rmed that they have completed the self-
certifi cation process;

6.  The completion of the self-certifi cation 
process shall be noted on Diploma 
Supplements issued subsequently by showing 
the link between the national framework and 
the European framework.

A special chapter of the Self-Certifi cation Report 
offers extensive details concerning the verifi cation 
of the compatibility of the Romanian NQF in higher 
education with the EHEA Qualifi cations Framework in 
terms of criteria and procedures.

THE STEERING COMMITTEE 

The steering committee reunites Romanian and 
foreign academic experts as well as representatives 
of stakeholders including students, employers and 
organizations involved in the strategic development of 
the higher education. Its mission is to approve the self-
certifi cation report after the large public consultation 
process.

Chair: Cătălin BABA, Secretary of State, Ministry 
of Education, Research, Sports and Youth; 

Members: Mircea MICLEA, President of 
the Presidential Commission for the Analysis and 
Development of Education and Research Policies; 
Sorin Eugen ZAHARIA, National Qualifi cations 
Authority; Romiţă IUCU-BUMBU, Romanian Agency 
for Quality Assurance in Higher Education; Gheorghe 
BARBU, National Council of Rectors; Alexandru 
BORCEA, Romanian Association for Electronic and 
Software Industry - ARIES; Daniela ALEXE, National 
Association of Student Organisations in Romania; 
Valentin MOCANU, Ministry of Labour, Family 
and Social Protection; Jean-Philippe RESTOUEIX, 
Council of Europe; Lewis PURSER, Irish Universities 
Association; James CALLEJA, Malta Qualifi cations 
Council; Anne Marie CHARRAUD, National 
Commission for Qualifi cations in France; Mogens 
BERG, BFUG, Denmark.

The self-certifi cation report presents in distinctive 
chapters (a) the Romanian higher education system; 
(b) the NQF for higher education – identity and 
development; (c) the compatibility of the Romanian 
NQF- HE with the Framework for Qualifi cations of the 
European Higher Education Area (FQ-EHEA) and (d) 
the further steps in the full implementation of the NQF 
in Romania.

Romanian Higher Education System 

Similarly to the other Central and Eastern European 
Countries, during the past twenty years the Romanian 
higher education has witnessed an impressive 
expansion, diversifi cation and transformation. Higher 

education reform was accompanied by a signifi cant 
increase in the number of higher education institutions, 
by booming student population and by the appearance 
of private universities, in the context of a high 
demand for university education and of the physical 
and fi nancial lack of capacity of public universities 
to meet such demand. The mix of public and private 
elements in the Romanian higher education system is 
one of it peculiarities and it impacts on its strategic and 
operational management.

Higher education registered an important 
quantitative growth in the past two decades: the number 
of public universities increased and the private higher 
education developed at a fast pace. The distribution of 
active higher education institutions in the academic year 
2009-2010 according to longevity indicates, on the one 
hand that university education has historical traditions 
in Romania and, on the other hand, that the system has 
witnessed signifi cant expansion during the past 20 years. 
Of the total higher education institutions in Romania:

- 18% are over 100 years old;
- 23% are between 51 - 100 years old;
- 7%  are between 21 - 50 years old;
- 52% are 20 years old at the most.

During the academic year 2009-2010, there were 
109 active higher education institutions in Romania. 
Of these 109, 56 are accredited public institutions (49 
civil higher education institutions and 7 military higher 
education institutions), 29 are private higher education 
institutions, and other 24 private higher education 
institutions operate on provisional authorisation or 
are under accreditation. All these higher education 
institutions provide about 330 fi rst cycle programmes 
(Bachelor) within 74 study fi elds, according to data 
provided by the Ministry of Education. All accredited 
institutions also provide second cycle (Master) 
programmes, estimated to a number of 2570 study 
programmes of 3-4 semesters (90 to 120 ECTS). In 
order to provide third cycle programmes (doctoral 
studies), public and private accredited universities must 
apply with the National Council for the Attestation 
of University Degrees, Diplomas and Certifi cates – 
CNATDCU, which together with ARACIS perform 
an evaluation of the institutional capacity and of 
the scientifi c performance before granting the right 
to organise doctoral studies. During the 2009-2010 
academic year, 57 universities and the Romanian 
Academy were granted the right to develop doctoral 
study programmes. Admission to a higher education 
programme is based on competition open to all 
successful graduates of the previous educational cycle, 
according to the graduation diploma awarded by a 
legally recognised public or private institution.

Higher education in Romania is delivered in 
universities, academies, institutes, higher education 
schools and other similar institutions. [3] Nevertheless, 
beyond this list of offi cial categories of higher education 
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institutions there is a wide variety from the study fi eld 
perspective: some universities have a more general 
profi le and group a bigger or smaller number of study 
fi elds, while others have a specialised profi le (medicine 
and pharmacy, technical universities, architecture and 
urban planning, agricultural sciences and veterinary 
medicine, music etc.). There is high diversity as well 
when considering the number of students enrolled: 
there are big universities with over 50,000 students, 
medium-sized universities with 20,000-25,000 students, 
but also small universities (less than 20,000 students), 
while some specialised institutes barely reach several 
hundreds of students. Despite the impressive number of 

higher education institutions and the four-time increase 
of the student population during the past 20 years, in 
2009 Romania rated 414 students in 10 000 inhabitants 
(according to the statistics annual).

QUALIFICATION LEVELS

The higher education system in Romania has a 
three-cycle structure, according to the Bologna system. 
These 3 study cycles can be mapped against levels 6, 
7 and 8 of the European Qualifi cations Framework, as 
indicated below: 

 National Qualifi cations 
Framework for Higher 
Education in Romania

Framework for 
Qualifi cations of the 

European Higher Education 
Area

National 
Qualifi cations 
Framework in 

Romania

European Qualifi cations 
Framework for Lifelong 

Learning

Higher Education Doctorate Third cycle Level 8 Level 8
Master Second cycle Level 7 Level 7
Bachelor First cycle Level 6 Level 6

Besides these 3 study cycles, the National 
Education Law in force since February 2011 provides 
for the post-university continuing training and personal 
development studies which do not lead to qualifi cations, 
but to certifi cation of specifi c processional competences 
acquired by trainees during the respective study 
programme. [4]  

TYPES OF AWARDS

The qualifi cations acquired by the graduates of 
higher education study programmes in Romania are 
attested by 3 types of diplomas: Bachelor/engineer/urban 
planner, Master diploma and PhD diploma. Competences 
acquired through post-university continuing training 
and personal development programmes are attested by 
certifi cates and other documents. All these diplomas, 
certifi cates and documents may be issued only by 
accredited higher education institutions and only for 
accredited study programmes and modes; they are 
similar for the same study programme, irrespective 
of the study mode. Moreover, all these diplomas and 
certifi cates are issued upon graduation of a study 
cycle, which means that the learning outcomes they 
attest correspond to the level of qualifi cation indicated 
by the National Qualifi cations Framework for Higher 
Education. 

The Bachelor study programmes [5]  may be 
provided in the following modes: full-time, part-time 
or distance learning; they usually cover a work load 
ranging between a minimum of 180 and a maximum 
of 240 ECTS and can be referenced to EQF level 6. 
The diploma awarded upon successful completion of 
a Bachelor study programme is the Bachelor diploma, 
engineer diploma or urban planner diploma, as 
appropriate. The diploma gives all necessary information 
to describe the study programme, including the learning 

mode and the degree. Moreover, the diplomas are 
issued with a Diploma Supplement, free of charge for 
all graduates who passed the fi nal examination. The 
Diploma Supplement is drafted in Romanian and in 
English. 

The legislation provides for exceptions in case 
of study programmes leading to qualifi cations for 
EU regulated professions. Thus, for Pharmacy the 
workload covers 300 ECTS and the study programme’s 
duration is of 5 years while for Medicine, Dental 
Medicine and Veterinary Medicine a workload of 360 
ECTS and the study programme’s duration is of 6 years.

The Master study programmes [6] may be provided 
as full-time or part-time education. They are of 1 or 2 
years, cover a workload of minimum 60 and maximum 
120 ECTS and can be referenced to EQF/National 
Qualifi cations Framework level 7. For professions 
regulated by European legislation, recommendations 
or good practices, the fi rst and second cycles of higher 
education studies may be provided within one study 
programme with a 5-6 year duration, full-time mode, 
and the diplomas are equivalent to the Master degree. 
The diploma awarded upon successful completion 
of a Master study programme and presentation of 
dissertation is the Master diploma and it comprises all 
necessary information to describe the study programme, 
including the learning mode; diplomas are issued with 
a Diploma Supplement drafted in Romanian and an 
international language.

The doctoral study programmes [3] are provided 
starting with 2011 only as full-time education by 
doctoral schools, and lead to an EQF/NQF level 8 
qualifi cation. There are two types of doctorate: the 
scientifi c doctorate and the professional doctorate 
(in the fi elds of arts and sport). The diploma awarded 
upon completion of a doctoral study programme is the 
doctoral diploma. The diploma certifying the award of 
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the doctoral degree indicates specifi cally the disciplinary 
or the inter-disciplinary fi eld for the scientifi c doctorate 
or the professional fi eld for the professional doctorate.

THE ROMANIAN NQFHE – RELEVANCE AND 
IMPLEMENTATION

The Romanian NQFHE has been designed for the 
description of qualifi cations in higher education. It is 
compatible with the overall framework for qualifi cations 
of the European Higher Education Area, and takes into 
consideration the European Commission’s documents 
on the establishment of the European Qualifi cations 
Framework for lifelong learning (EQF).  Each 
qualifi cation in the NQFHE is defi ned in terms of 
learning outcomes and is centred on the concept of 
competence. There are many arguments to support 
the relevance of the current NQFHE model. The most 
consistent ones are listed below: 

•  Compatibility of the NQFHE design and structure 
with the principles of the Bologna process 
and with the EU documents of academic and 
professional qualifi cations;

•  Use of valuable, advanced and recognised 
experiences of EU countries in the development 
of qualifi cations systems;

•  Critical assimilation and use, according 
to own needs, of theories and research on 
career development and progression (types of 
competences, assessment criteria, development 
stages);

•  Development of marketing studies on the 
university educational provision and the labour 
market demand for diagnostic and forecasting 
purposes as well as for the quality check of the 
reference NQFHE;

•  Illustration of the underpinning NQFHE concept 
(principles, key concepts) by means of a set of 
methodological instruments (matrix, grids etc.) to 
ensure the internal coherence of the model;

•  Organisation of workshops attended by 
representatives of universities, employers, 
professional associations, students and graduates 
to analyse and improve the quality of the NQFHE 
model and of the methodological instruments 
designed;

•  Piloting by teams of specialists in various fi elds 
to analyse and assess the implementation of the 
NQFHE model;

Development and recognition of the qualifi cations 
system within a fi eld, based on the NQFHE model. Most 
of these activities were undertaken under Phare projects, 
as well as with the fi nancial support of the European 
Social Fund and of the Romanian Government under 
SOPHRD 2007-2013. 

The Romanian NQFHE methodology indicates 
clear and detailed procedures for the registration of 

a new qualifi cation, or for the amendment or removal 
of an existing qualifi cation. The validation of a new 
qualifi cation and its registration in NQRHE involve the 
following stages:

Stage I: Preparation and submission of the 
application dossier for validating a qualifi cation. The 
applicant submits to National Qualifi cations Authority 
a validation dossier for the university or post-university 
qualifi cation proposed to be attested by a diploma or 
certifi cate that is recognised on the labour market and 
within the academic division of qualifi cations. 

Stage II: Evaluation and Validation of the 
Qualifi cation. The National Qualifi cations Authority 
analyses and evaluates the dossier against the following 
criteria:

-  Provider’s eligibility to be granted the right 
to issue diplomas and/or certifi cates attesting 
university and/or post-university qualifi cations.

-  Novelty as well as the match with the labour 
market needs

-  Academic and professional relevance of the 
proposed qualifi cation from the perspective of 
the academic division of knowledge.

-  Consistency of the proposed qualifi cation 
– the qualifi cation covers the professional 
and transversal competences necessary upon 
programme graduation;

-  Compliance with NRQHE registration rules, 
considering the level and fi eld of study, 
according to the professional and transversal 
competences obtained after successful 
graduation of the study programme.

This stage involves a verifi cation of both 
administrative compliance (verifi cation of all 
components of the dossier) and methodological 
compliance (analysis and evaluation of dossiers), 
according to the procedures indicated in the 
Methodology. Following this verifi cation and analysis, 
the qualifi cation may be validated, delayed or rejected.

Stage III – The National Qualifi cations 
Authority grants to the applicant an endorsement/ 
Recommendation which is required when it submits 
to the Romanian Quality Assurance Agency in Higher 
Education (ARACIS) an application for provisional 
authorisation/accreditation.   

Stage IV - Registration with the National 
Register of Qualifi cations in Higher Education 
– NQRHE – portal offering information and data 
concerning all the qualifi cations awarded in the 
Romanian higher education. NQRHE is a link between 
universities, current and future students and employers 
and a tool for the identifi cation, registration, permanent 
consultation and updating of qualifi cations. In order to 
facilitate communication and access to information at 
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international level as well, the website is available both 
in Romanian and in English.

The NQRHE centralises description of all higher 
education qualifi cations recognized by the national 
authority for the accreditation of higher education 
institutions (ARACIS). The user knows that upon 
successful graduation of a higher education institution 
registered in the portal the degree is recognised at 
national and European level. 

The NQRHE allows for searching qualifi cations 
registered in the system, it optimises the qualifi cations 
management, it increases the visibility of higher 
education institutions, it supports career guidance 
for students and it assists employers to select the 
employees with the right qualifi cations from potential 
candidates.

FURTHER STAGES OF THE NQFHE 
IMPLEMENTATION 

IN ROMANIA

Several activities aiming at the successful 
completion of the self-certifi cation process have been 
initiated and carried out after launching the draft self-
certifi cation report:

-  Obtain letters of approval from the Ministry 
of Education and the stated agreement of 
ARACIS;

-  Following the International Conference 
organised by UECNCFPA in Sinaia on 14-
15 April 2011, the Report has been improved 
based on the comments and proposals 
suggested by participants: representatives of 
higher education institutions, of the ministries 
of education and labour, of students, of 
ARACIS, of education research institutions 
and centres, as well as representatives of social 
partners – employers, trade unions, sector level 
committees, professional associations etc. 
Other guests representing countries which have 
fi nalised their self-certifi cation, EQF National 
Coordination Points, the Council of Europe, 
experts and decision-makers in the fi eld also 
participated in the International Conference 
and contributed with suggestions.

-  May 15-August 15 2011, the report is under 
public debate. It is accessible online at www.
edu.ro, www.acpart.ro/decis, www.rncis.ro.

-  Following the wide process of public 
consultation and debate, the fi nal version of 
the Report will be approved by the Steering 
Committee of the self-certifi cation process 
during its meeting projected for 5-6 September 
2011. 

-  Subsequently, the Report will be published 
both in Romanian and in English.

-  The fi nal version of this report will be formally 
presented by professor Sorin Eugen Zaharia, 
in his capacity as director general of National 
Qualifi cations Authority, during the BFUG 
meeting and it will be uploaded on the ERIC/
NARIC website and on the Bologna Secretariat 
website.

After implementation, the NQFHE becomes a 
crucial instrument for the strategic co-ordination of 
all institutions in the Romanian education system. 
The public policies of the Ministry of Education, the 
implementation measures promoted by the agencies and 
commissions coordinated by the Ministry of Education, 
as well as the missions assumed by the higher education 
institutions will use the NQFHE to defi ne the provision 
of higher education programmes in Romania according 
to the labour market needs, in order to enhance the 
quality of study programmes and the economic and 
social effectiveness of the higher education system.
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