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2 August 2005
European Commission Consultation, ‘Towards a European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning’

1. The European Commission has launched a Europe-wide consultation process on its proposals for a ‘European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning’. The deadline for responses is the end of December 2005. The UK HE Europe Unit urges UK higher education institutions (HEIs) and organisations to respond to the consultation to ensure the UK HE sector’s views are fully expressed. The Europe Unit will also seek to coordinate a response on behalf of UK stakeholders. The results of the consultation process will feed into a European Union Council of Ministers and European Parliament Recommendation in Spring 2006. For more details, including the consultation document, visit: http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/policies/2010/consultations_en.html. An executive summary of the consultation document is attached as an annex.

Background information
2. The intergovernmental Bologna Process to create a European Higher Education Area (EHEA) adopted a ‘Framework for Qualifications of the EHEA’ at the recent ministerial summit in Bergen in May 2005
. The Framework is broad and overarching in nature and includes three cycles with generic qualifications descriptors at each level. UK experts
 played a key role in drawing up the Framework which is, on the whole compatible, with UK arrangements. 

3. In November 2004, the European Commission set up an expert group
 to work on the establishment of a European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF) to encompass all education in Europe. This was in response to recommendations by EU Ministers for Education and Training in 2004. As outlined in the Commission’s consultation document, the main purpose of the EQF would be to enhance transparency, support mutual trust and facilitate qualification recognition in Europe by enabling qualifications frameworks at national and sectoral level to relate to one another. The EQF would be implemented on a voluntary basis. The Commission proposes three main elements in its consultation document:
· common reference points; 

· tools and instruments addressing the needs of individual citizens (for example, “an integrated European credit transfer and accumulation system for lifelong learning” and Europass); and

· common principles and procedures.
Questions in the consultation document focus on:

· The rationale for the EQF;

· reference levels and descriptors;

· national qualifications frameworks;

· sectoral qualifications; and

· mutual trust.

4. It is vital that UK HE stakeholders urge that the European Commission’s proposals for a qualifications framework for lifelong learning should remain general and overarching in nature, leaving detailed arrangements to be determined at national level. The Commission’s recommendations should also complement the Bologna Process Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area. The UK would have concerns about any detailed recommendations on credit at European level.

5. Institutions/stakeholders are asked to copy any responses to the consultation to the UK HE Europe Unit or to inform the Unit of any concerns and comments on the proposed EQF.
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European Commission Consultation 

‘Towards a European Qualifications Frameworkfor Lifelong Learning’

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND QUESTIONS FOR CONSULTATION

This paper outlines the main features of a possible future European Qualifications

Framework (EQF). EU Heads of Government at their meeting in Brussels in March 2005

requested the creation of an EQF, thus supporting and strengthening previous

recommendations (February and December 2004) made by the Ministers of Education

and Training. The paper constitutes the basis on which a wide ranging consultation will

take place in the period July-December 2005 of policy makers, social partners,

stakeholders and experts in qualifications systems throughout Europe.

Main purposes and functions

An EQF would be developed and implemented on a voluntary basis, not entailing any

legal obligations. It is envisaged as a meta-framework increasing transparency and

supporting mutual trust. It would thereby enable qualifications frameworks and systems

at national and sectoral level to be related to each other – thus facilitating the transfer and

recognition of the qualifications of individual citizens.

However, the Directive on professional qualifications adopted on 6 June 2005
 is the

legal instrument at EU level that is binding on Member States whenever it comes to the

recognition of professional qualifications in the field of regulated professions.

Core elements

An EQF would consist of three main elements:

• The core would be a set of common reference points – referring to learning outcomeslocated

in a structure of 8 levels.

• These reference levels would be supported by a range of tools and instruments

addressing the need of individual citizens (an integrated European credit transfer and

accumulation system for lifelong learning, the Europass instrument, the Ploteus

database on learning opportunities).

• An EQF would also include a set of common principles and procedures providing

guidelines for co-operation between stakeholders at different levels – in particular

focussing on quality assurance, validation, guidance and key competences.

Multiple stakeholders and users

The three main elements of a possible EQF address different groups of stakeholders. The

common reference levels have been designed and written to support the work of policy

makers and experts at national and sectoral levels and provide ‘a reading grid’ facilitating

comparisons and cooperation between national and sectoral frameworks and systems.

The same applies to principles and procedures supporting co-operation and policy co-

ordination. However, common instruments and tools play a different role by directly

promoting individual mobility in learning and at work. The relevance of an EQF to

individual citizens will be further strengthened when national and sectoral qualifications

are systematically referenced to the EQF.

8 levels referring to learning outcomes

Qualifications at each level in a possible EQF are described (in table 1 and annex 1) in

terms of three types of learning outcomes:

• knowledge;

• skills; and

• wider competences described as personal and professional outcomes.

Each level of the EQF is described (table 1) in terms of typical learning outcomes that

can be related to qualifications and qualification frameworks throughout Europe.

However, the learning outcomes do not include details of specific qualifications as these

are national or sectoral responsibilities. By approaching the design of the EQF in this

way, each national or sectoral qualification or level can be matched by national and

sectoral experts and competent bodies to a particular level in the EQF.

Supplementary indicative information is provided (table 2) to explain the way EQF levels

would relate to existing, formal education and training systems and frameworks. This general information should be useful in the consultation process. At a later stage when

reaching the stage of implementation-table 2 should be filled in and further

developed by national and sectoral authorities and bodies.

EQF as a framework for co-operation

The proposal outlines the relationship between the EQF and qualifications frameworks

and systems at the national and sectoral levels. As the EQF would be voluntary and will

not entail any legal obligations, the success of the initiative depends on the level of

commitment to the framework from different stakeholders operating at different levels.

National authorities must determine how the qualifications within each country are linked

to an EQF. From the point of view of an EQF, the optimal approach would be that each

country set up a single National Framework of Qualifications and link this single

National Framework to the EQF. Considering the rich diversity of national education and

training systems and their stages of development, each country should therefore put in

place a process whereby existing qualification structures and systems (whether a single

national framework or system of qualifications, or various systems of qualifications) are

linked to the EQF.

An EQF would also provide a common reference point to guide and inform

developments of education, training and learning at sector level. Where possible, these

sectoral developments should be linked to national frameworks – thus facilitating transfer

and compatibility. The EQF common reference would also make it possible to link sector

initiatives to national qualifications and thus facilitate transfer and compatibility. Linking

a sectoral framework to the EQF furthermore implies an acceptance of, and a

commitment to, a set of criteria regarding quality and transparency. The decision on linking sectoral initiatives to the possible EQF should be made by the stakeholders themselves, in consultation with representatives of national authorities responsible for qualifications.

Relevance and credibility

The success of a European Qualifications Framework depends on its relevance and

credibility for education and training institutions, employers and policy-makers and

ultimately for individual learners. In particular, the stakeholders must be convinced that a

European meta-framework is needed and can contribute-indirectly and directly-to

lifelong learning.

Consequently, the framework can only be developed and implemented on the basis of an

extensive consultation process. The following questions are of particular importance for

this consultation process:

The rationale of an EQF

• Are the most important objectives and functions to be fulfilled by an EQF those set out in the consultation document?

• What is needed to make the EQF work in practical terms (for individual citizens, education

and training systems, the labour market)?

The reference levels and descriptors

• Does the 8-level reference structure sufficiently capture the complexity of lifelong learning in Europe?

• Do the level descriptors, in table 1, adequately capture learning outcomes and their

progression in levels?

• What should be the content and role of the ‘supporting and indicative information’ on

education, training and learning structures and input (table 2)?

• How can your national and sectoral qualifications be matched to the proposed EQF levels

and descriptors of learning outcomes?

National Qualifications Frameworks

• How can a National Qualification Framework for lifelong learning be developed in your

country – reflecting the principles of the EQF-be established?

• How, and within which timescale, can your national qualifications systems be developed

towards a learning outcomes approach?

Sectoral qualifications

• To which extent can the EQF become a catalyst for developments at sector level?

• How can the EQF be used to pursue a more systematic development of knowledge, skills and competences at sector level?

• How can stakeholders at sector level be involved in supporting the implementation of the

EQF?

• How can the link between sectors development and national qualifications be improved?

Mutual trust

• How can the EQF contribute to the development of mutual trust (e.g. based on common

principles for quality assurance) between stakeholders involved in lifelong learning-at

European, national, sectoral and local levels?

• How can the EQF become a reference to improve the quality of all levels of lifelong

learning?
      








      











� For more information see: www.europeunit.ac.uk/resources/E-05-08.doc.


� Nick Harris from the Quality Assurance Agency, David Young and Gerard Madill from Universities UK and Stephen Adam from the University of Westminster were members of the Bologna Follow-Up Group Sub-Group on qualifications frameworks.


� Stephen Adam from the University of Westminster is a member of the group and Mike Coles from the UK’s Qualifications and Curriculum Authority provides support to the group.


�  This Directive replaces 15 directives in force for many years. It recasts and modernises existing


law on recognition of professional qualifications without modifying its basic principles. The new


directive has not been yet published
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