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Country Active role of qualifications frameworks Active role of credit systems Other aspects of the qualifications system 
that regulate qualifications 

Germany It is not clear at this stage of the NQF 
development to what extent the framework will 
be regulatory. 
In HE the level descriptors are used as basis 
for review and design or new qualifications. 
Compliance with these descriptors is part of the 
accreditation process. 

In VET: not clear at this stage of testing. 
In HE: all qualifications are based on modules 
which are subject to assessment and taught 
over a semester. The methods for description 
and division of qualifications into modules are 
up to the institution to decide. 

For VET qualifications there are a number of 
rules and requirements depending on the 
subsystem. There is currently no common 
methodology and approach for designing, 
describing and awarding qualifications in VET. 
This is the competence of the Federal level, 
chambers and Länder, depending on the 
subsystem. 

Slovenia The framework is not expected to regulate how 
qualifications are designed and awarded. This 
function is fulfilled by the laws underpinning 
each qualifications subsystem. 

Legislation on VET qualifications introduces the 
credit system in VET. It defines that all 
qualifications are broken down to units (though 
these are called modules in Slovenia). It also 
defines that training institutions should take into 
account credit achieved previously by the 
learner. 
For initial VET, the ministry of education 
defines the correspondence between units that 
are parts of different qualifications. It also 
defines the correspondence between units (or 
sets of units) and qualifications awarded after 
validation of NFIL. 

Legislation underpinning each qualifications 
subsystem defines the criteria for how 
qualifications are designed and awarded (86). It 
defines the competences of different 
stakeholders with regard to these functions. 
The legislative framework is underpinned by 
several registers: the register of qualification 
standards, the register of qualification 
catalogues and the register of programmes. 

South 
Africa 

The revised (after 2009) South Africa NQF 
does not regulate the qualifications in terms of 
their design and award. 
The three subframeworks will ensure, through 
their quality assurance processes, that 
qualifications are at the appropriate level, that 
they are awarded following a valid and reliable 
assessment, etc. 
Note that the level descriptors for the revised 
framework have not yet been proposed. 

Depending on the qualifications subsystem, 
qualifications may or may not be based on 
units. 
One of the objectives of the framework is to 
support credit transfer. However, there are no 
abiding requirements to transfer credit and it is 
fully the responsibility of providers. 
However, there is a 50% residency clause 
which states that a minimum of 50% of credit 
has to be achieved in the institution that awards 
the qualification. 

The main qualification titles are underpinned by 
legislative requirements on their design (see for 
example Umalusi, 2006 and 2008; South 
African Department of Education, 2007). 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
(86) See for example Zakon o poklicnem in strokovnem izobraževanju (2006) or Zakon o višjem strokovnem izobraževanju (2004). 
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Country Active role of qualifications frameworks Active role of credit systems Other aspects of the qualifications system 
that regulate qualifications 

Spain The extent to which the NQF will be regulatory 
is unclear at this stage. However the different 
qualifications subsystems are regulated by 
respective legislations and ministries. 
In VET, the five levels of the national register of 
VET qualifications are not currently used to 
design qualifications, only to describe their 
location within this structure.  

Qualifications in the different VET subsystems 
(initial VET, continuing VET, training for the 
unemployed) are based on competence units 
that are part of the register of qualifications. 
Some transferability of units is possible. In 
other words, the competence units used to 
develop initial VET or continuing VET 
qualifications are the same. Transfer is also 
possible among qualifications within the same 
professional areas (e.g. between qualification 
for accountancy and audit management and 
public administration management). Units are 
given a specific code, allowing quick 
identification of common units. 
In HE, all qualifications are based on modules 
(corresponding to semester) but the institution 
decides what methods to employ in dividing 
qualifications into modules and describing 
them. 
The forthcoming legislation on validation will 
enable acquisition of qualifications through 
other routes than formal training. This is done 
through competence units in the register (87). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The national register of professional 
qualifications creates an integrated 
qualifications system covering all types of 
vocational qualifications awarded by different 
ministries. It defines the main features of VET 
qualifications as well as the process through 
which these are designed. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
(87) See IFES and MTAS (2008) 
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Country Active role of qualifications frameworks Active role of credit systems Other aspects of the qualifications system 
that regulate qualifications 

UK-EWNI The UK QCF is a regulatory instrument. The 
framework is managed by a regulatory 
institution (Ofqual) which makes decisions 
concerning: 
accreditation of awarding bodies; 
processes through which qualifications are 
referenced to the QCF; 
qualification criteria (structure, assessment and 
grading); 
subject criteria in terms of knowledge, skills and 
understanding that are common to several 
qualifications. 

QCF is a unit-based framework. All 
qualifications have to be built on units that are 
accredited in the QCF databank. The rules of 
combination exist for each qualification and 
follow a standard format which specifies: 
the mandatory units; 
the optional units; 
credit from other units in the databank (above 
the mandatory and optional units); 
credit from equivalent units; 
exemptions, etc. 

The vocational qualifications reform (of which 
the QCF is an element) defines how 
qualifications should be designed in 
cooperation with the sector skills councils (88). 

UK-
Scotland 

The SCQF is not a regulatory framework, 
though it influences how qualifications are 
designed and awarded by providing guidance 
to those designing qualifications on use of level 
descriptors and credit. SCQF level descriptors 
are not designed to provide restrictive rules on 
the content of qualifications but rather as broad 
reference points to enable situating 
qualifications in the broader context of the 
Scottish qualifications system. Under the SCQF 
only specified bodies have the competence to 
reference qualifications to levels and to ‘credit-
rate’ qualifications (decide on or approve the 
number of credit points allocated). 

The credit system integrated in the SCQF does 
not regulate credit transfer. It is the 
competence of the different awarding bodies to 
decide on the transfer of credit towards 
qualifications.  
However, some qualifications are designed to 
‘articulate’ with other qualifications in the same 
sector of education and training. This means 
that common units or mutual recognition of 
credit from one qualification to another is 
defined in the qualification standard. 

The qualifications subsystems that the SCQF 
brings together are governed by the competent 
institutions in the sector. The Scottish 
Qualifications Authority is responsible for 
development, accreditation, assessment and 
certification of qualifications that fall under its 
remit. Though higher education institutions are 
autonomous in designing and awarding their 
qualifications, they comply with the quality 
criteria. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
(88) For more information, see the UK vocational qualifications reform on the website of the Learning and Skills Council: 

http://qcf.skillsfundingagency.bis.gov.uk/ [cited 30.9.2010]. 
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6. Transfer, accumulation and progression 
 
 
 
This study confirms previous research findings (see Section 4) that improved 
progression and portability of learner achievements are, together with greater 
coherence and better understanding of qualifications systems, among the core 
objectives of credit systems and qualifications frameworks. The second objective 
of improved legibility and coherence is considered as a condition for the first. 
Only if the different education and training systems develop instruments to make 
learning achievements transparent in a comparable manner, will learners be able 
to build on what they have already acquired. The 2006 study on credit transfer in 
Australia (PhillipsKPA and Department of Education, Science and Training, 
2006a, p. 13) shows that differences in curriculum and qualification design are 
among the obstacles to credit transfer. If the differences are too important, 
identifying equivalence becomes time-consuming and hence costly. At the same 
time, this study also shows that the obstacles to credit transfer go beyond the 
issues of qualifications/ programme design. 

This section examines strategies to ensure that credit systems and 
qualifications frameworks support transfer, accumulation and progression. 
Referring to the distinction made in the analytical framework, these strategies are 
the mechanisms underpinning credit systems and qualifications frameworks. It 
then considers the processes around qualifications frameworks and credit 
systems, arguing that these processes ensure that CS/QF are eventually used to 
enable learners to progress. Some general considerations on credit transfer and 
accumulation are outlined. 

First, it should be established that these three types of arrangements do not 
necessary go hand-in-hand: 
(a) transfer can be possible without progressive accumulation: training centres 

may have the autonomy to exempt learners coming from other institutions 
from parts of the programme without catering for, for example, drop-outs. 
This is typically possible if students change institution because of 
geographical mobility but remain within the same field of study/ vocational 
education and training; 

(b) accumulation may be possible with only limited opportunities for transfer. 
While learners may be given the opportunity to achieve units progressively, 
the use of these units for another qualification may be limited due to lack of 
credit arrangements; 
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(c) progression is related to how qualifications at different levels permit passing 
from one level to another. It depends on issues such as decisions on access 
criteria but also articulation of the content of qualifications and programmes. 
It is possible to have progression opportunities (within a pathway) without 
having strong transfer or accumulation opportunities. 
Second, quantitative evidence on the state of play of credit transfer and 

accumulation, or regarding the demand for these arrangements, is missing. While it 
is reasonable to suppose that certain target groups (namely adults, including drop-
outs but also young people at risk of dropping out) would benefit from more flexible 
accumulative arrangements for achieving qualifications, it is unlikely that flexibility 
alone would be sufficient to make them reach a qualification. There are issues 
around learner’ support and motivation that credit arrangements do not address. 

Finally, available evaluations of established frameworks or credit 
arrangements show that credit transfer remains rare and difficult even where 
credit systems, or the use of a common credit points convention, are in place. 

Figures were found for Australia showing that, in the period 1995-2001, 
between 2.1% and 2.5% of VET students benefited from credit transfer (Bateman 
and Knight, 2003) which is less than the number of students benefiting from 
validation of non-formal and informal learning (around 4% in the same 
period) (89). 

The 2005 evaluation of the SCQF concluded that: 
 
‘In particular, with respect to the development of articulation and credit transfer 
arrangements between further education colleges and HE institutions, there was little 
evidence that SCQF had contributed much beyond providing a language and tools to 
underpin arrangements that would have usually been introduced in the absence of the 
SCQF’ (Gallacher, 2005, p. 8). 
 
The Australian study which analysed credit arrangements between VET and 

HE concludes that there is a rationale to leaving credit arrangements and related 
decisions to be dealt with at local or institutional level, while providing an enabling 
context: 

 
‘There is a potential policy inconsistency in the expectation for all institutions to embrace 
credit transfer equally when there is also a growing expectation for institutional diversity. 
Although it is reasonable to expect all institutions to have in place basic arrangements for 
credit transfer, a conclusion drawn by this study is that one element of diversity among 

                                                                                                                                   
(89) In this study credit transfer is defined as: completion of the same subjects with another VET 

provider (known as ‘mutual recognition’ under the AQTF), or of equivalent subjects at another 
education or training institution such as some other VET provider, a higher education institution 
or a secondary school. Credit transfer arrangements can also encompass overseas courses or 
subjects (Bateman and Knight, 2003, p. 23). 
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higher education and VET institutions will increasingly lie in the degree to which some 
institutions embrace strategies for credit transfer, making these strategies an important 
platform for their branding and promotion’ (PhillipsKPA and Department of Education, 
Science and Training, 2006a, p. 4). 
 
 

6.1. Credit arrangements and qualifications 
frameworks as support mechanisms  

 
This section analyses how credit arrangements and qualifications frameworks are 
expected to support transfer, accumulation and progression through: 
(a) design of pathways within a sector; 
(b) creation of pathways across sectors; 
(c) use of levels and common units. 

 
6.1.1. Entrance and exit points, construction of pathways in education 

and training 
Certain qualifications frameworks have a role in clarifying entrance and exit 
points in the qualifications system; they provide information on how a qualification 
can be achieved/ programme accessed, and the other qualifications or 
programmes to which the qualification gives access. In this respect, though the 
frameworks studied here are directly concerned with qualifications (as a final 
certified outcome of learning) and not with education and training pathways, they 
can be an instrument through which programmes leading to qualifications are 
articulated to create education and training pathways (related programmes that 
aid progression, see Section 3.2.6.). The Slovenian qualifications framework, for 
example, specifies typical (90) access requirements for qualifications at each 
level. 

The EHEA framework sets, as one of its requirements, that qualifications at 
the level of the first cycle give access to qualifications at the level of the second 
(which in turn give access to the third cycle). In addition to describing 
qualifications, it also creates a structure for progression. The EHEA framework 
implies a ‘ladder’ approach to progression which typically necessitates 
completion of a qualification at a lower level in order to progress to a higher level: 
this does not exclude the potential to gain access by validation of non-formal and 
informal learning). The right to access is guaranteed but not the admission, 
selection may be applied. 

                                                                                                                                   
(90) These are formulated with regard to the formal education and training system but they do not 

exclude possibilities of access through routes such as validation of non-formal and informal 
learning. 
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In other qualifications systems the right to access is not expressed by 
referring to the qualifications framework. Many systems had legislation in place 
regulating this aspect of progression prior to the development of the framework. 
In Germany (Cedefop, Hippach-Schneider, 2007), France or Finland the right to 
access programmes leading to qualifications in the (future) framework is set in 
legislation concerning the different qualification titles or education and training 
pathways. For example, in France the entrance to the Brevet de Technicien 
Supérieur (a tertiary vocational qualification) is possible after achieving any of the 
baccalaureate (upper-secondary leaving certificate). Achieving the Brevet de 
Technicien Supérieur gives learners the right to access a one year programme 
resulting in a vocational bachelor degree (Licence Professionelle) (91). 

Some frameworks that cover sectors other than higher education do not 
imply this ‘ladder-like’ approach but promote construction of pathways with 
multiple entrance and exit points. Several countries (e.g. Australia, the UK-EWNI 
and UK-Scotland) have an approach where learners can enrol in a programme 
that prepares for more than one level of qualification. The programme can have 
multiple exit points, which correspond to summative assessments, and where 
learners can either decide to continue their studies further and achieve a higher 
level qualification or to exit and enter the labour market. In this approach, part of 
education and training is common to qualifications with different exit levels (see 
also below). Figure 1 illustrates the two approaches. 

In Slovenia, the qualifications framework and the credit system are also used 
to enable the design of pathways within a specific field/professional area. The 
objective of these pathways is to enable young people or adults with lower level 
qualifications to have their credit transferred if they want to achieve higher level 
qualifications (mainly in VET). There are three levels of VET upper-secondary 
qualifications with different typical duration. The credit is transferred across 
pathways according to providers’ decisions. Some modules for general education 
are identical and can be transferred easily. The transfer of credit for vocational 
components is decided not only on completion but also on the level of 
performance as expressed in grades. It is also possible to award partial 
qualifications (NVQs) if they did not succeed in achieving the full qualification. 
Equivalence between partial qualifications and units of qualifications is 
established when qualifications are designed. This offers a two-fold purpose: to 
enable learners who fail the full qualification to hold at least a partial qualification; 
and to aid accumulation for adult learners who achieve a partial qualification 
through validation and wish to achieve a full VET qualification. 

                                                                                                                                   
(91) Access to the programme is selective and hence the holders of the Brevet de Technicien 

Superieur are not guaranteed admission. 
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Figure 1. Illustration of the progression structures of the EHEA and the 
Australian qualifications framework 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In France, the provision of pathways in VET has a long tradition and 

qualifications are designed to enable learners to progress towards higher levels 
of related qualifications, including at tertiary level. It is possible, not only legally 
but also practically, to progress from the lowest level of qualification to a bachelor 
and even a master degree (in the same field or area of study). These pathways 
are also used and 37% of students who achieve a level V VET qualification 
progress towards a level IV VET qualification (of whom 86% succeed) and 13% 
progress towards a general education level IV qualification (Ministère de 
l’Éducation nationale, 2002, p. 22). 

In all cases, construction of pathways across levels is supported by the 
coordination of qualification (and underlining programme) design. In some 
countries this is helped by the use of units-based qualifications. In Australian 
VET, qualifications (based on national standards) are often designed in 
pathways, with several qualifications at different levels preparing for professions 
in the same sector or area. The qualifications are designed so that they can be 
followed as a pathway (from lower to higher levels) but also so that they can be 
accessed from other pathways. This means that, for example, to access a 
certificate III in hairdressing it is not a formal requirement to have completed the 
Certificate II in hairdressing. If that has been the case, th e units from the level 
II certificate are recognised as part of the Certificate III. However, entry to 
certificate IV is ‘open to persons who can demonstrate competence in relevant 
units contained within the Certificate III in Hairdressing’ (92).This example shows 

                                                                                                                                   
(92) See Certificate IV in hairdressing, National Training Information Service, 

http://www.ntis.gov.au/Default.aspx?/trainingpackage/WRH06/qualification/WRH40106/rules 
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that units can be transferred across levels and that they build on achievements in 
previous levels. 

Creation of pathways also is quite common in higher education, for example 
across bachelor and master qualifications in the same field of study and within 
the same institution. These qualifications often build on prerequisites achieved at 
lower levels. To accommodate learners from other fields of study who do not 
have these prerequisites, higher education institutions may put in place specific 
programmes or modules. 

Because designing pathways requires a coordinated approach to the design 
of qualifications (and programmes leading to them), this practice is much more 
common within systems or subsystems that have a centralised or sectoral 
approach to qualifications design. 

 
6.1.2. Creation of pathways across education and training sectors 
The above section discussed how qualifications frameworks and credit systems 
can be used to articulate qualifications and create pathways within an education 
and training system. Creation of pathways across education and training systems 
is often more complex. It involves coordination of actors with different 
approaches to qualifications design and possibly different orientation of 
qualifications in the importance given to, for example, skills and competence as 
compared to knowledge (for example Unwin et al., 2004, p. 32-33, for discussion 
on attempts to bridge vocation and academic qualifications). 

The approaches to the design of pathways across education and training 
sectors can be clustered into these categories: 
(a) regulatory statements concerning the right to access; 
(b) development of ‘bridging’ qualifications; 
(c) unifying pathways; 
(d) voluntary arrangements based on demand. 

6.1.2.1. Regulatory arrangements concerning the right to access 
Independent of the existence of qualifications frameworks, several countries 
create pathways from VET to higher education by embedding the right to access 
HE in related legislation. Many European countries have legislation which 
stipulates that holders of the qualifications titles corresponding to upper-
secondary leaving examination (all baccalaureates in France and initial VET in 
Finland) have the right to access HE programmes. 

                                                                                                                                   
[cited 30.3.2010]. For more information see: 
http://www.ntis.gov.au/Default.aspx?/trainingpackage/WRH06 [cited 30.3.2010]. 
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In Germany, the pathways across the VET subsystems and from VET to HE 
are diverse. Depending on the VET subsystem (the dual system, technical or 
VET secondary schools), qualifications from initial VET give access to either only 
universities of applied sciences (Fachhochschulen) or to certain fields of study in 
universities (BMBF, 2008, p. 14). There is also a recent (2009) decision of the 
Federal States Ministers’ Conference (KMK) that, in principle, any advanced VET 
qualification (higher level of VET governed by chambers) gives access to HE (93). 
Regarding transition from one VET subsystem to another, the 2005 Federal 
legislation on VET states that Länder can define: 
(a) whether one form of initial VET can be fully or partially recognised towards 

another form of initial VET programme; 
(b) whether the completion of a specific initial VET programme can lead to 

admission to the final examination for a dual qualification. 
According to the survey of Länder undertaken in 2007 (KMK, 2007 and 

2009), five Länder have put in place legislation concerning point (a), three were 
planning such legislation and three were developing it (out of 16). Only two have 
introduced legislation concerning point (b) and one was developing it. This 
demonstrates the relatively low take up of the KMK decision by the Länder. 

Irrespective of the means through which access requirements are governed 
(equivalence, legislation, etc.) it is their transparency and clarity which are 
important to the learners. 

Statistics on all the countries discussed show that passing from VET to HE is 
not common. In Germany only 7.8% of university entrants are from outside 
general education and, of these, only 2.5% are from VET schools (KMK and 
BMBF, 2008, p. 18). In France, 15.8% of holders of the technological 
baccalaureate and 5% of holders of the vocational baccalaureate enrol in 
universities (excluding the VET pathways in universities DUT: Diplôme 
Universitaire de Technologie) (Ministère de l’Éducation nationale and Ministère 
de l’Enseignement supérieur et de la Recherche, 2008, p. 201). Further, only 
22% of the technological baccalaureate holders who enrol in universities achieve 
a bachelor degree after four years of study and only 7% of vocational 
baccalaureate holders do so (ibid., p. 205). In Finland, 7.3% of upper-secondary 
VET graduates continue directly towards HE studies; the majority these are in 
polytechnics. However, at 12.6%, the numbers of those enrolled in higher 
education three years after the upper-secondary leaving examination is higher 
(Statistics Finland). 

                                                                                                                                   
(93) A previous KMK decision, in 2002, stated that up to 50% of credit from outside higher 

education could be recognised. However, all KMK decisions require adoption at Länder level 
and this varies greatly. 
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These data show that establishing the right to access through a regulation, 
related to a QF or not, is only one step in promoting progression across sectors. 
This approach alone does not address issues such as: 
(a) the match between learners’ knowledge, skills and competence as acquired 

and certified by the VET qualifications and the expectations of HE 
institutions on their knowledge, skills and competence as expressed in the 
programme; 

(b) the openness of HE institutions to accept candidates from VET pathways 
where a selection process to higher education takes place; 

(c) learner motivation to pursue a HE track and their orientation towards such a 
pathway. 

6.1.2.2. Development of ‘bridging’ qualifications 
To provide employers with high level vocational competence, engage learners in 
higher levels of education and training and strengthen the professionalising 
aspects of higher education, some countries have introduced qualifications as a 
bridge between VET and HE. Examples that can be cited are foundation degrees 
in the UK or the Licence professionnelle (vocational bachelor degree) in France. 
In both examples these are qualifications that: 
(a) are at the level of higher education qualifications (level 2 of the French NQF, 

same as bachelor degrees, and level 5 of the UK-EWNI higher education 
framework, same as diplomas of higher education); 

(b) are open, in terms of access, to a variety of learners; 
(c) are developed and delivered by higher education institutions; 
(d) engage employers in the qualification design, as well as during phases of 

on-the-job learning. 
In both countries these qualifications are relatively successful in attracting 

learners and recognition by employers. In France in 2006, Licence 
professionnelle constituted 18% of all bachelor qualifications awarded in that year 
(Ministère de l’Éducation nationale and Ministère de l’Enseignement supérieur et 
de la Recherche, 2008, p. 247). Foundation degrees in the UK experienced 
continuous growth in demand since their creation in 2000. This growth was 62% 
in the period 2002-03 and 2003-04, even though it seems that part of this 
demand results from transformation of existing programmes at the same level 
and cannot hence be accounted for as net increase in qualification level 
participation (Harvey, 2009, p. 5-6). In France, the labour market insertion of 
these graduates and their remuneration is better than for traditional bachelor 
graduates and also for graduates from shorter higher education VET 
qualifications at the same level of the French NQF (Giret, 2008, p. 60). 
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Interestingly in France, when designing a Licence professionnelle, the 
university has to demonstrate that it will be able to attract sufficient numbers of 
students to participate. Therefore, the university has to reflect on where the 
students will come from and this is mostly from a lower level VET tertiary 
qualification (Brevet de Technicien Supérieur). This means that the university is 
obliged to design the programme to fit these learners. Also, the interviewees 
noted that, where these qualifications are put in place, there is often close 
regional or local cooperation between universities and schools delivering the 
Brevet de Technicien Supérieur (Malan, 2004). The reason for this is that, as the 
classes leading to a Licence professionnelle are quite small (around 20-30 
students) the university cannot afford to have permanent staff in a number of 
specialised areas. Therefore, it is common that these teachers come from VET 
schools while university staff deliver teaching for more generalist and theoretical 
subjects. 

These approaches to improving progression across education and training 
systems are interesting in the context of this study, even though none is directly 
shaped by the existence of a qualifications framework or credit system in the 
country. These approaches show the importance of processes that underpin 
transfer, accumulation and progression in relation to aspects such as 
cooperation, buy-in of stakeholders or funding. As argued below, these are 
crucial if any established pathways are to be effectively used by learners and 
education and training institutions. 

6.1.2.3. Unifying pathways 
The Scottish example of the national qualifications subsystem is an approach to 
bridging VET and general education by creating a common, unit-based credit 
system for qualifications and curriculum design. It is based on multiple exit and 
entry points. The qualifications concern post-16 general and vocational education 
and training that is below the level of HE. As discussed by Raffe et al. (2007) the 
assumption behind this approach was that learners would be offered learning 
opportunities more adapted to their entry level and would be able to progress 
towards higher qualifications. The main principle is that schools would construct 
curricula using units at different levels, better adapting their offer to different 
target groups. This could combine both vocational and general education 
components with no formal distinction. The basis for this system is presented in 
more detail in Table 19. 

A review of the achievement of the national qualifications in relation to 
progression and accumulation shows that the system did provide learners with 
education and training opportunities at the appropriate entry level; but did not 
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result in notable improvement in progression, as success rates at external 
assessment for courses remained constant (Raffe et al., 2007, p. 504). 

Raffe et al. (2007) note that the take up of this system by colleges (delivering 
vocationally oriented education and training) was weaker than in schools. The 
difficulties identified relate to the strict design rules the national qualifications 
system implied, in terms of external assessment (considered not adapted for 
certain learners groups). These rules were also considered by colleges as 
lacking flexibility in adapting to demand from the market in which they operate. 

The conclusions of this review highlight that flexible design of qualifications 
and pathways are one possible element to improve progression and to bring 
closer different education and training systems. Beyond such technical features 
of the system, important issues are: 
• the suitability of design rules that should fit the needs of education and 

training institutions and the context in which they operate; 
• the need for such instruments to be accompanied by appropriate pedagogy. 

Table 19. Example of the Scottish qualifications system that combines 
vocational and general post-16 education and training 

The national qualifications system is based on national units (40 hours of teaching time) which can be 
grouped into national courses. Units and courses can, in turn, be grouped into Scottish group awards, 
designed to be achieved within a year of full-time study. 

Units are internally assessed but not graded. A course comprises three units (or the equivalent volume 
of half or double units) and a fourth credit which includes a graded external assessment. 

The whole system is available at seven levels: access 1–3, intermediate 1–2, higher and advanced 
higher. Higher and advanced higher corresponded to existing qualifications; the levels beneath them were 
new but were designed to articulate with other existing qualifications. 

The assumption was that the different levels of the frame would provide flexible entry points, accessible 
to everyone whatever their level of prior attainment: hence the subtitle Opportunity for all. Instead of having to 
choose between low-status modules and high-status but difficult ‘highers’ (qualifications taken prior to the 
reform), less-qualified 16 year-olds could study mainstream qualifications at an appropriate level. They could 
progress vertically and/or laterally, unimpeded by academic or vocational labels or other arbitrary distinctions. 
The climbing frame would also provide flexible exit points. ‘Higher still’ was designed as an open or flexible 
model of a unified system, in contrast to baccalaureate models proposed elsewhere. 
 
Source: Raffe et al., 2007, p. 483-484. 

6.1.2.4. Voluntary arrangements based on demand 
The Australian and German examples suggest that voluntary and cooperative 
approaches to progression across systems (in particular VET-HE) are particularly 
successful if the broader context is favourable (for Germany see Loroff and 
Stamm-Riemer, 2006). 

A strong impetus to put credit transfer and progression opportunities in place 
might also come from: 
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(a) the needs of the community or of the industry (addressing skills shortages, 
responding to demand for skills and learning); 

(b) marketing strategies and approaches to attracting learners by HE 
institutions. In that context, credit transfer is understood in a very broad 
meaning concerning arrangements such as: 
(i) exemption from programmes; 
(ii) design of bridging programmes that are short and enable enrolment in a 

later phase of the programme; 
(iii) articulation of qualifications and curricula between VET and HE which 

also qualifies to enter the HE programme at a later stage (PhillipsKPA 
and Department of Education, Science and Training, 2006c). 

In Australia ‘Internal and external drivers [to credit transfer] work together to 
provide a powerful influence in those institutions with a strong regional mission 
and which are located in an area where there is community, industry and 
government recognition of the importance of educational pathways for the social 
and economic development of the region’ (PhillipsKPA and Department of 
Education, Science and Training, 2006c, p. 104). In several countries studied 
(e.g. Australia, Germany, Scotland) the progression and transfer opportunities 
across systems are left at the discretion of education and training providers. 
These decide whether the credit or qualifications the learners have already 
achieved are suitable to access or receive exemption from programmes. 

This illustrates the importance of a broader supportive environment to 
initiate, develop and use transition pathways. These build an innovation in many 
contexts and have to face obstacles such as resources necessary for 
development or institutional path-dependency (i.e. education and training 
institutions and staff wanting minimum changes to their existing practice). The 
availability of mechanisms that credit system and qualifications frameworks 
represent will not, on its own, necessarily result in improved progression, transfer 
and accumulation. The South African interviewees mentioned that, while both 
instruments qualification framework and credit arrangements were in place (i.e. 
the mechanisms were there for the actors to use) there was little credit transfer 
taking place across the country, not least because of the lack of education and 
training institution commitment to these instruments. 

6.1.2.5. Flexibility for providers to open up access 
Several countries use an approach (often in combination with some of the above) 
based on delegating competence on admission and exemption to the provider 
level. This is obvious in HE and is becoming more widespread in VET. Slovenia 
has recently (2006) embedded in its legislation the requirement for VET providers 
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to ensure that learner credit is fairly recognised. While there is no regulation of 
how much credit, etc., should be recognised, it is an obligation for providers to 
examine learners’ previous achievement and grant them exemption from either 
the programme or the relevant assessment based on suitability of their credit. 
This is underpinned by the option for learners to appeal. 

France, which has a centralised approach to assessment and admission 
requirements in VET, enables providers to make decisions on exemption from 
parts of programmes, based on evidence, through a procedure called 
positionnement (positioning). This enables providers to judge that the learner is 
capable of accessing the programme at a certain stage or directly accessing the 
assessment process. Further, validation of non-formal and informal learning can 
be used for access to programmes, exemption and recognition of qualifications or 
units. The use of such validation to open up pathways is becoming commonly 
available (i.e. enabled by legislation) but practice is still not widespread. 

 
6.1.3. Levels for credit transfer, accumulation and progression 

arrangements 
The section above discussed different strategies to aid individuals in upgrading 
qualifications or requalifying. Some of these approaches were directly related to 
the use of credit systems and qualifications frameworks, while others were not. 
Further, while some only concern efforts to improve progression, others also 
enable transfer and accumulation. 

Qualifications frameworks are used to identify equivalence or articulation of 
learning outcomes in terms of level. This is enabled by, on the one hand, simple 
assignment of a level to qualifications (and their components) and, on the other, 
use of common terminology and templates to describe qualifications and their 
parts. 

The use of levels for purposes of guiding transfer, accumulation and 
progression across the countries studied, varies. Finland, which has a relatively 
simple qualifications system, with established pathways and no dead-ends, 
currently does not envisage use of levels for this purpose. In Germany, the 
qualifications framework proposal clearly states its descriptive nature 
(Arbeitskreis Deutscher Qualifikationsrahmen, 2009) yet the Federal government 
is supporting initiatives to improve progression and permeability: the ANKOM 
initiative (BMBF, 2008) aims to recognise prior learning to shorten HE studies or 
the testing of a credit system in VET (DECVET) (94). However, given the complex 
division of competences in education and training (see also Section 4.1.4.) and 
the importance of Länder and institutional decisions, the framework (which is a 
                                                                                                                                   
(94) For more information see http://www.decvet.net/ [cited 30.3.2010]. 
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federal instrument) was designed to improve understanding, rather than to reform 
the system. Like other initiatives mentioned, the design of the German 
qualifications framework can be described as an incentive from Federal level to 
the main stakeholders, who will then make the use of it that best suits their 
needs. 

In France, where the qualifications framework and a unit-based structure of 
qualifications have been in place for a longer period, levels are not particularly 
used for creating transfer and accumulation approaches. Only full qualifications 
have a level as French system qualifications, though based on units, are still 
conceived as an entity rather than as a sum of parts. The level of the qualification 
is related to the level of the occupation. Because partial qualifications are not 
possible, and are not recognised on the labour market, it is considered 
meaningless to speak about level of units. Though there are no ‘partial 
qualifications’ there are qualifications that could be described as ‘top-up’. These 
are the mention complémentaire (complementary certificates) which are 
qualifications one can achieve to further specialise in an area (e.g. a waiter can 
get a bartender mention complémentaire). These can only be pursued if the main 
qualification to which they are attached has been achieved. They are always at 
the same level as the qualification to which they are attached. The reason for this 
is mainly the relationship between qualifications levels and collective agreements 
in France. 

In the French system units can be transferred where equivalences have 
been established by the competent ministry and this, typically, exists only 
between qualifications at the same level. However, units can only be transferred 
if the learner has been awarded a full qualification and wants to prepare another 
qualification which has one or several units common to the qualification s/he 
already holds. It is currently not possible for someone who has not achieved the 
full qualification to transfer units to another qualification. If a learner in initial VET 
fails some units but achieves others (95), s/he cannot automatically transfer these 
units to another qualification. However, if the person wished to continue in 
another area, other mechanisms, such as the positionnement mentioned above, 
are used to exempt them from a part of the pathway. It is possible to obtain only 
certain units through validation of NFIL (partial validation) but these are not 
recognised unless the rest of the qualification has also been achieved, for 
example through formal training. 

                                                                                                                                   
(95) Assuming that s/he does not have a weighted average of grades that is higher than 10. A 

learner in initial VET who passes only some units but has a weighted average of grades higher 
than 10 still obtains the qualification thanks to the rule of compensation. 
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In other countries, like the UK-EWNI or Scotland, all units have a level for the 
qualification to be assigned a level, not all the units have to be at that level. In 
Scotland, certain qualification titles have specific rules regarding the combination 
of units with levels different from the level of the qualifications (e.g. higher 
national certificates are designed at level 7 of the framework and integrate at 
least 50% of credit at the same level). In the UK-EWNI at least 60% of credit in a 
qualification has to be at the level of the full qualification. In these systems it is 
possible for units to be transferred to qualifications at different levels, allowing 
design of pathways with multiple entry and exit points as discussed above. It 
enables integration of programmes leading to smaller lower-level qualifications 
into programmes leading to larger and higher-level qualifications. 

Another example of a system where units can be transferred to levels other 
than that of the full qualification is Slovenia. Here, for example, units from the 
level 3 of VET qualification can be transferred towards a level 4 VET qualification 
within the same specialisation. However, this is achieved without level-rating all 
units in a qualification, as in Scotland or UK-EWNI. Units that lead to a 
qualification at level 3 are all considered to be at the same level. However 
because of the way the initial VET qualifications are built in a common approach 
to curriculum design, it is possible to exempt learners who have achieved a 
level 3 VET qualification from parts of the programme leading to a level 4 
qualification. It is not the unit that is transferred per se but, based on a learner’s 
achievement of the lower-level qualification, s/he can be guaranteed exemption. 
This transfer is, however, dependent on the decision of the training centre and 
may also take into account additional aspects such as the level of learner 
performance as expressed in grades. 

 
6.1.4. Common units or modules in transfer, accumulation and 

progression 
Most of the qualifications systems studied here enable recognition of certain units 
from one qualification to another. This may be done in different ways; the 
synthesis is presented in Table 20. For example, in the Spanish system certain 
competence units may be common to several qualifications within the same 
specialisation. However given that the units in the Spanish system represent 
large groups of learning outcomes (there are around four units in Spanish VET 
qualifications), this approach is not common. 

The Australian VET system uses common units that are shared within a 
specialisation (see footnote (92) as an example in hairdressing), but it also uses 
‘imported units’ that are from other specialisations (e.g. qualifications in 
hairdressing may also contain units from retail, business or health training 
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packages). In the Australian system the units are much smaller groups of 
learning outcomes (typically related to a single occupational task) and the 
qualification design is much more flexible (providing for a number of options) than 
in countries like Spain or France. In these, the qualification standard is often 
stringent, leaving little or no option for learners. The use of imported units is 
interesting as it recognises that there are transversal competences that are 
common also to qualifications which are not necessarily in the same economic 
sector. Many of these relate to entrepreneurship, including accounting, human 
resources, or health and safety. 

The use of common units concerning key or general competences is quite 
wide-spread in qualifications at secondary-level VET. France, Slovenia and 
Finland all have units/modules of general education that are the same across all 
initial VET qualifications with the same title. These units ensure that the level of 
key competences in VET qualifications is constant and they also enable 
articulation with higher education. 

The QCF is based on units and qualifications are built-up from units. The 
QCF is expected to promote use of existing units (in the QCF database) across 
different qualifications and by different awarding bodies. Therefore, all units 
entered in the QCF have to be designated as either shared or restricted. Shared 
units mean that the awarding body designing them puts them in the QCF 
database and these are available for other awarding bodies to develop their 
qualifications. Restricted units mean that the awarding body does not put them at 
the disposal of other awarding bodies. The use of restricted units is limited by 
certain criteria such as sensitive content (Ofqual, 2009). When designing a 
qualification, the awarding bodies are expected to identify existing units that are 
shared and could be used for the qualification they are developing, to avoid 
overlap. Awarding bodies are also encouraged to identify equivalent units, so the 
QCF register has to be searchable by units not only by qualifications. It also 
implies that the QCF regulator verifies that this rule of using shared units rather 
than creating new ones is being observed. 

Another way of establishing links between qualifications using units is 
through equivalence. This does not mean that the unit is the same but that it is 
considered comparable and hence it can be transferred towards a qualification. 
In French VET, equivalent units can be identified across qualifications of the 
same qualifications awarding ministry and also when it comes to units from 
qualifications of other ministries. For example, it is not uncommon that the 
ministry of national education and the ministry of employment design and award 
qualifications preparing for a similar profession or at least in the same economic 
area. However, the qualifications from the two ministries differ with regard to their 
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target audience. While qualifications from the ministry of education are aimed 
mainly at young people (though not exclusively), qualifications from the ministry 
of employment are prepared by adults. The identification of equivalent units 
serves those who wish to requalify after having obtained a related qualification. 

In France, equivalence between units of VET qualification is established 
during the qualifications design or review as part of the work of the tripartite 
committee (including employers and employee representatives) where other 
ministries that have competence in the economic sector concerned can 
participate. During this, work-related qualifications are analysed to identify 
commonalities. As noted by one of the interviewees, given that the different 
ministries do not share a common format for writing units and qualifications, this 
identification of equivalence is based on discussion concerning the knowledge, 
skills and competence concerned. The process is manageable when the number 
of awarding bodies is low but would become difficult in more fragmented 
systems. 

Both approaches, designing common units and establishing equivalences, 
require processes, which ensure that, when a qualification or a unit is revised or 
renewed, the equivalence is still applicable or that the other qualifications sharing 
the unit can still use it. 

Table 20. Synthesis of the types of units for links across qualifications 

Equivalent units – are units that are not identical but broadly comparable and acceptable for exemption 
 
Common units – are units that are designed to be components of several qualifications (e.g. general 
education units or units used where several options for specialisation are given) 
 
Imported units – in Australia this means units from another field or area that are used in a qualification 
(for example transversal units, such as accounting) 
 
Shared units – in UK-EWNI this term means that those who design the unit put it at the disposal of other 
awarding bodies to use when designing their qualifications 
 
Restricted units – in UK-EWNI this means that the unit can only be used by the awarding body who 
designed it 

 
6.1.5. Learners’ record of achievement 
Two of the countries studied (South Africa and UK-EWNI) are putting in place a 
highly sophisticated IT system that will record learners’ achievements over time 
and across the different education and training institutions. This is expected to be 
used to facilitate learner credit transfer and accumulation. In UK-EWNI, the 
record will be able to inform the learner, as well as guidance or education and 
training staff, about his/her previous assessed learning as well as the 
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equivalences s/he is entitled to. This record will replace the various formats and 
individual documents previously issued by the awarding institutions. 

These initiatives assume that: 
• documentation of learner achievement is crucial for transferring credit; 
• common formats and common templates will ensure that the same level of 

information is provided and that this is interpreted appropriately. 
However, these records imply: 

(a) for systems, collection of information about qualifications at the level of units 
(this is the case in Spain or UK-EWNI but other qualifications frameworks 
based on repertories gather information at the level of qualifications, not 
units); 

(b) for the individual, collection of information about all credit achieved (learning 
that was positively assessed and can potentially be transferred and 
accumulated); 

(c) using a common template to describe units; 
(d) significant investment in an information management system, taking into 

account issues of data protection. 
Further in many countries certain forms of records (though these may be 

diverse in their format across the country and related to each institution) are 
already well established. These are mainly used for formative purposes and 
guidance. The extent to which a single individualised record, which would require 
substantial investment, provides added value to the existing arrangements for 
student records remains unclear. 

Note that not all qualifications frameworks are based on a single register; in 
Australia and Slovenia several registers are in place not using a common format. 
Some, like the two emerging frameworks in Finland and Germany, are not 
underpinned by such databases. Therefore, depending on the situation of the 
country with regard to the system already in place, investment in such records 
can bring about significant costs with regard to both the IT infrastructure itself and 
also the process of writing qualifications and units in the required format. 

 
 

6.2. Strategic context of qualifications frameworks and 
credit arrangements 

 
The analytical framework for this study identified that transfer and accumulation 
of credit, as supported by qualifications frameworks and credit systems, also rely 
on a series of processes. These processes are not specifically related to the 
technical mechanisms these instruments represent but are the result of the 
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complex structures of education and training and qualifications systems as well 
as of the relationship between qualifications and labour market stakeholders. 
Depending on characteristics such as those listed below, the different 
stakeholders will have more or less incentive to aid transfer, accumulation and 
progression. 

The following quotation from one of the interviewees is appropriate to 
illustrate this analysis: 

 
‘A qualifications framework is not about a set of levels and level descriptors. It is what 
these levels represent, how the stakeholders use them but also how the stakeholders 
engage with the process leading to putting qualifications in the framework that makes it a 
policy instrument.’ 
 

6.2.1. Processes underpinning qualifications frameworks 
This feature of qualifications frameworks as platforms for dialogue has been 
highlighted by Keating (2003) with regard to the Australian qualifications 
framework, which is descriptive (its main function is to serve as an inventory) and 
based on guidelines, rather than requirements or regulations. Even though 
Keating regrets that this platform is not more open, he recognises that the 
framework enabled dialogue among the major players in education and training 
across the different sectors in the country. As also underlined by Coles (Cedefop, 
Coles and Oates, 2005), and noted in Section 3.3.1. of this report, the 
governance arrangements and dialogue they promote are as crucial to 
qualifications frameworks success as their technical features. 

In this respect, qualifications frameworks can be a strategic platform for 
decisions among all parties concerned about the vision for qualifications within a 
country. This is the case with the French framework which is governed through a 
cooperative process among stakeholders including ministries, social partners and 
regions. In consequence, the framework only has a relatively ‘light’ administrative 
structure of its own but is supported by the infrastructure of the stakeholders 
involved. 

The introduction of qualifications frameworks and credit systems often has 
as an objective to establish equivalence (or equity of esteem) between different 
forms of learning or qualifications subsystems. This is often the result of strong 
political direction which may, for example, aim to increase qualification levels by 
aiding progression. However, this has implications for the roles and influence of 
different stakeholders concerned. While certain stakeholders may benefit through 
this development, others will see their influence and role reduced. Such 
redistribution of powers may create resistance that could be counter-productive 
to the objectives of the instruments. 
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For example, referencing of qualifications that are in the hands of social 
partners in the framework may create tensions; they may want to see their 
qualifications placed on higher levels than those objectively identified through the 
level descriptors (as was the case with apprenticeships in Ireland). While such 
‘upgrading’ of qualifications could undermine the trust in the framework, the non-
inclusion of these qualifications which form an important part of the qualifications 
system in certain countries, could also result in lack of trust because the 
framework would be incomplete. In other countries, where levels of qualifications 
are closely related to wages, employers proposing qualifications may want to 
have their qualification downgraded. 

The mechanisms on which qualifications frameworks are based are not 
necessarily in line with the interests of all stakeholders. For example, HE 
institutions may see the potential to have VET qualifications at higher levels 
alongside their own qualifications as competition. These differences of interests 
are illustrated by the UK example. The QCF approach to rationalisation of 
qualifications offer is, among other aspects, based on the use of shared units. 
However, awarding bodies, which compete among each other have little interest 
in putting their units at the disposal of other awarding bodies. According to one of 
the sector skills councils interviewed by Stratagia (2008, p. 76): ‘The QCF is 
encouraging the proliferation of similar but different units’.  

Closely related to the issue of costs outlined below, if the bureaucracy 
associated with referencing qualifications to the framework or transferring credit 
is high, bodies concerned may be discouraged from using this process or 
undertaking it properly. If the referencing to a framework is too rigid, and has too 
many constraints that are not in line with their education and training or awarding 
strategies, awarding bodies are unlikely to integrate their qualifications into the 
framework. This was the difficulty encountered with the previous UK-EWNI NQF 
as well as with the South African NQF. Yet the framework or the institutions 
which are competent to reference qualifications to the framework have to set 
certain minimum requirements. This means differentiating between what is and 
what is not acceptable for national recognition through the framework. 

In a context where there is an significant number of awarding bodies which 
operate in market conditions it may be difficult for the institution in charge of the 
framework/credit system to enforce its requirements unless resources are 
deployed for control or inspection. For example, in UK-EWNI one objective of the 
QCF is to rationalise the number of qualifications offered to learners. The process 
that is designed to achieve this is as follows: 
(a) when designing units awarding bodies have to use standards of sector skills 

councils and the latter have to approve the units; 
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(b) once approved by the sector skills council the awarding body may apply to 
register the units and the qualification in the QCF; 

(c) to be registered in the QCF, the awarding body itself has to satisfy certain 
quality assurance criteria and the units as well as the qualification have to be 
in line with the QCF regulations; 

(d) if the awarding body is quality assured and the qualification is designed 
according to the requirements, the regulator will reference the units and the 
qualification and accredit the awarding body. 
However, the extent to which the regulator will be able to monitor overlap 

between this specific unit/qualification and those already in the framework 
remains unclear, as the large number of qualifications existing in the UK may 
render this task resource intensive. There is also little incentive in the 
qualifications market for awarding bodies to develop or utilise common units 
(Stratagia, 2008, p. 75-77). 

 
6.2.2. Processes underpinning credit transfer 
The processes identified by this study confirm the findings of the Australian 
review of credit transfer between VET and HE summarised in Table 21. These 
show that the aspects of transfer tackled directly by qualifications frameworks 
and credit systems, which are qualifications and curriculum design, are only one 
of the elements to be taken into account when designing policies and approaches 
to promote flexible learning pathways. That study showed that, while qualification 
and curriculum design are important in identification of equivalence, if the basis 
for comparison is too diverse in the two systems/institutions this process will be 
cumbersome. However, a common approach to qualification design does not yet 
promote transfer and progression. It does not create demand for progression, nor 
does it make institutions particularly more open to non-traditional learners. It 
simply facilitates the task of those who have decided to take this path in 
establishing rules for transfer, accumulation and progression. 

Research into apprenticeship programmes in the UK and how these support 
progression to HE (FDF, 2008) also identified that qualification and programme 
design were only part of permeability support. It also noted obstacles related to 
issues such as: 
• different expectations and requirements of funding authorities that so called 

‘progression’ programmes have to meet; 
• the fact that, even though articulation of progression arrangements for these 

qualifications/programmes is a requirement, this is often not translated into 
the content of the programme. Furtherawareness of these progression 
opportunities is low. 
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Table 21. Drivers, enablers and impediments to credit transfer: 
Australian review 

Government policy and directions 
Efficiency and cost savings 
Competition for students 
Institutional mission: education and training institutions have different missions, values 
and goals which result in different attitudes to credit transfer 
Employer and student needs 

Dr
ive

rs
 

Convergence of VET and HE: inqualifications and curricula offered as well as the 
relationship with employers 
Leadership: credit transfer arrangements are successful if central to institutional vision 
Systems and processes that institutions have put in place to make credit transfer an 
integral part of admission and enrolment 
Mutual respect and commitment between VET and HE partners 
Information provision to prospective learners 

En
ab

ler
s 

Transition support strategies to ensure that students are supported 
Funding and accountability of the sectors 
Attitudes and culture 
Administrative issues such as timetabling, reporting requirements, length and structures 
of study periods and study modules, course approval processes, student categories and 
methods of calculating student load, to the timing of assessment and reporting 
Curriculum and qualification design: structure and description as well as 
assessment approaches 
Assessment: the use of non-graded assessment in the VET sector  

Im
pe

di
m

en
ts

 

Lack of resources: credit transfer arrangements are a burden on resources because of 
the need for a commitment of people, time and systems development. 

 
Source: PhillipsKPA and Department of Education, Science and Training, 2006a, p. 3-5. 

 
Examples of processes identified as barriers or enables to transfer, 

accumulation and progression in this study are: 
(a) the modes of financing and the hidden costs of transferring learning 

outcomes for providers; 
(b) the level of bureaucracy involved; 
(c) the lack of motivation for cooperation among providers or awarding bodies; 
(d) the capacity of competent institutions to enforce the requirements of the 

QF/CS; 
(e) implications in terms of power and labour market recognition. 

Recognising learning from other contexts (through credit transfer or 
validation of NFIL) implies shortening of or even exemption from training 
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programmes; this is one of the main goals of instruments that promote 
recognition. The underpinning rationale is that such shortening of programmes 
(or exemption) is cost-efficient for both the individual who spends less time in 
training and for the system since fewer (often public) resources are used to train 
the person. However, the environment in which education and training providers 
operate may actually sometimes be quite the opposite. In systems where 
providers are funded per capita or where they are directly paid by student fees, 
the providers may have little incentive to shorten programmes as this will (a) 
result in fewer resources for them; (b) possibly create additional costs because 
they may have to examine how much credit is suitable to be transferred, design 
an individualised training plan, and provide more flexible forms of teaching. It is 
important that countries which wish to promote credit transfer also take into 
account this aspect of provider motivation and incentives. 

If credit transfer is to become a mainstream aspect of education and training 
pathways (rather than an ad-hoc arrangement) agreements should be reached 
among the institutions. Where common units or equivalences are not embedded 
in qualification standards, the transfer of credit often depends on the decision of 
education and training providers. For example, in countries where it is possible to 
transfer credit from post-secondary VET to HE, universities often make the 
choice concerning the part of credit that can be transferred. In cases where 
universities see this as an opportunity to recruit additional students they may be 
in favour of entering into agreement with post-secondary VET providers and both 
can use this argument as a selling point to attract more students. Where 
institutions are in competition and target the same audience, the contrary may be 
the case. 

 
6.2.3. Stakeholders and their interests 
What may initially look like a simple exercise of labelling existing qualifications 
with a level indication, actually involves a large number of players and touches on 
fundamental definitions/understandings that underpin the qualifications systems 
(e.g. what is a qualification?). The interests of those involved in qualifications 
frameworks include: 
(a) making sure that systematic use of certain principles is made when 

designing and awarding qualifications; 
(b) maintaining or revisiting how qualifications levels are linked to occupational 

and wage structures; 
(c) entering or preserving a market for designing certain qualifications; 
(d) understanding the qualifications system for making better informed choices. 
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The main actors are awarding bodies and education and training institutions 
who are interested in attracting students (96). Those who have most interest in 
promoting credit transfer and accumulation are learners and the state: as a 
funding authority but also as an entity with a clear role in enhancing the human 
capital of the population. 

The issues at stake and the interests of stakeholders in the two instruments 
are not the same. A qualifications framework is closely related to the use that is 
made of qualifications within the education and training system, in the labour 
market and the understanding of what is a qualification in a given country. It is, 
therefore, a strategic instrument, allowing a number of issues to crystallise 
around the role of qualifications and the related division of powers and 
competence. Compared to a qualifications framework, credit systems are ‘grass-
root’ instruments mainly related to the interest (or absence) of awarding bodies 
and education and training institutions in enhancing their attractiveness and that 
of learners claiming recognition for their work: 
(a) employers have a clear interest in qualifications frameworks as they use 

qualifications in recruitment and relate the level of qualifications to wage 
structures. Their interest in credit systems is less clear and primarily 
concerns their role as education and training providers (in certain 
subsystems) or as funders of education and training; 

(b) education and training institutions are the core players in credit systems. 
They decide on transfer and accumulation (based on rules set by awarding 
bodies or the qualifications system) while their role in qualifications 
frameworks is more marginal; 

(c) learners are the immediate beneficiaries of credit systems while the benefits 
of qualifications frameworks for this target group are less immediate. The 
transparency which frameworks provide is mainly used by guidance staff 
who can, with this information, better advise the learners; 

(d) while qualifications frameworks governance raises questions of legitimacy 
and capacity to bridge the interests of all parties involved, the management 
of credit systems is local and bottom-up. 
This analysis shows that, while the mechanisms of qualifications frameworks 

and credit systems are related, both concern issues of qualification design and 
award. Their design and implementation are based on processes that are quite 
different. They engage stakeholders with different interests and, even if the same 
stakeholders are concerned, their position with regard to qualifications framework 
or credit systems is likely to differ. 

                                                                                                                                   
(96) Not all education and training providers are interested in attracting greater numbers of 

learners. Some have sufficient demand for their programmes without any use of credit 
arrangements. 
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7. Integration of qualifications frameworks 
and credit systems 

 
 
 
The analysis revealed that there are different ways in which credit systems and 
qualifications frameworks can relate to each other. Though it is possible to cluster 
these approaches into certain categories (see below) the different models are not 
so much a result of a decision to develop a certain approach but rather an 
evolution of the systems in place. They are deeply embedded in the 
national/system contexts in which they operate. One aspect that seems important 
in shaping credit systems and qualifications frameworks is the governance 
arrangements for the qualifications systems in place as well as the relationships 
and the tensions among actors involved (and potentially the number of actors 
concerned). Further, the extent to which the two instruments result in more or 
fewer opportunities for transfer and accumulation of learning and for progression 
is largely dependent upon a number of other external and contextual factors, 
including the level of trust and existence of strong drivers. Also of relevance is 
the difference between the purposes of putting credits and qualifications 
frameworks in place and the uses the players in the system will make of these 
instruments (see Section 5). Learners, education and training institutions, 
awarding bodies or employers have different concerns and motivations from 
ministries or qualifications authorities. These should not be underestimated when 
designing and implementing instruments, to avoid setting expectations too high. 

With these considerations in mind, this section presents the different cases 
of relating qualifications frameworks and credit systems. The analysis below also 
reflects on the advantages and disadvantages of these approaches from the 
point of view of the organisation of the qualifications systems. However these 
advantages and disadvantages (but particularly the disadvantages), should be 
considered with caution as they are not necessarily perceived as such by the 
specific countries studied. These countries may have other mechanisms or 
instruments correcting these possible shortcomings. 

One of the objectives of this study is to analyse the different possible levels 
of integration between credit systems and qualifications frameworks. In cases 
where integration is weak, the term ‘coordination’ is more appropriate. However, 
where integration is strong it is perhaps better to see it as ‘incorporation’. The 
different cases studied can be clustered into: 
(a) no formal integration; 
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(b) integration based on the passive role of frameworks and credit conventions; 
(c) integration based on the active role of frameworks and credit systems. 
 
 

7.1. No formal integration 
 
Certain countries have, or are developing, qualifications frameworks and credit 
systems as separate instruments (e.g. France, Slovenia and Finland, but also 
Australia in the pre-2009 version of the framework). This is typically the case 
where the two instruments serve different purposes or do not concern the whole 
qualifications system. 

France uses the qualifications framework, on the one hand, to categorise 
qualifications according to their function in the labour market (i.e. the level of 
occupation they lead to) and, on the other hand, to recognise qualifications 
issued outside public education and training. It uses a unit-based organisation of 
qualifications to structure the assessment process (enable progressive 
assessment) and aid validation of non-formal and informal learning. 

Finland envisages using the qualifications framework mainly as an 
instrument to improve understanding of Finnish qualifications abroad. The credit 
system in VET is a tool to design curricula and manage learners’ pathways by 
enabling learners to select options (97). 

In Australia, the qualifications framework, as it exists in 2009, is mainly a 
quality assurance instrument, consisting of guidelines for issuing qualifications 
and a register of authorities and institutions. Different credit arrangements exist 
across the qualifications subsystems in Australia, oriented towards different goals 
and based on different principles. Units are extensively used in VET and are the 
basis for constructing qualifications. Credit transfers between VET and HE are 
articulated around different means such as ad-hoc decisions on exemptions, 
structured arrangements between institutions, or validation of non-formal and 
informal learning. Higher education uses credit principally as a programme 
management instrument. 

The lack of formal integration means that the two instruments are governed 
independently and that one is not dependent on the other; qualifications have to 
use neither a credit points convention to measure volume of learning nor a 
unit/module based structure to be included in the framework. The qualifications 

                                                                                                                                   
(97) The interviewees noted that there is a willingness to make sure that the qualifications 

framework supports accumulation and recognition of credit in the future. However, this is not 
yet the reality as the framework is in the process of being designed and it still remains to be 
seen how it will be used. 
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framework creates common understanding (and possibly rules) and greater 
transparency at the level of qualifications but not with regard to their components. 
Transfer, accumulation and progression are not necessarily organised around the 
explicit expression of the level of learning outcomes but are governed through 
equivalences (based on the consensus of actors involved), rules on access and 
exemption, validation of non-formal and informal learning and, possibly, 
institutional cooperation and autonomy. 

The main advantage of this approach is its flexibility with regard to the 
different subsystems. It creates a common framework but leaves aspects of 
qualification design (whether or not to use units or modules, openness or 
tightness of standards with regard to what learning can be transferred and 
accumulated, etc.) to the subsystems, their needs and traditions. It also makes 
governance of the qualifications framework simpler by reducing the number of 
requirements to control. Further, it imposes less change on existing systems and 
arrangements for qualifications design. 

There are disadvantages to this approach. First, it does not enable a 
common understanding of the volume of learning involved. However such a 
common approach to measuring volume can exist by convention (i.e. without a 
common regulation). In Finland, before ECTS was introduced, both HE and VET 
used a common approach to calculating credit points, though both systems are 
the competence of a single ministry in Finland. Similarly, in Slovenia, the 
measure for one credit point is the same across the different sectors. 

The approach also does not demand creation of bridges/pathways across 
the subsystems or qualifications within a subsystem. This does not mean that 
such links are not being created but only that this is not made compulsory for the 
authorities involved. Subsystems or education and training institutions may still 
have arrangements, such as common units or recognition of credit in place. 

Finally, it does not require a common approach to qualifications design and 
does not guarantee recognition of credit by use and accumulation of common 
components. 

 
 

7.2. Integration based on the passive role of 
qualifications frameworks and a common credit 
points convention 

 
In the countries surveyed the qualifications frameworks use a measure of 
volume, as expressed in terms of credit points, as one of their criteria for 
describing qualifications. This means that there is a common set of levels and a 
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common approach to indicating the volume of learning, both used across the 
system. In these countries the main purpose of integration is to create a common 
approach to describing qualifications with regard to both dimensions: the 
dimension of level and of size. In addition to the objectives of the qualifications 
framework, which may be diverse (see Section 4.1.4), the coordination of the 
framework requirements with a measure of volume of learning ensures a 
common expression of the size of qualifications and their components (if they use 
components) across the whole system. It also implies that those designing 
qualifications should reflect on the volume of learning in a qualification in the 
same manner across the systems. At the same time, the issue of whether and 
how qualifications are broken down remains decided at the level of qualification 
subsystems, or even institutions, depending on the system. 

The extent to which credit transfer, accumulation and progression are 
organised around the use of levels depends on the different subsystems. Further, 
countries falling into this category use mainly voluntary approaches to 
transferring credit, even though some subsystems may be more regulated than 
others. 

Examples of frameworks that fall into this category are the Scottish credit 
and qualifications framework (though some of its subframeworks are further 
integrated), the South African framework in its reformed version or the evolution 
of the Australian framework (based on the 2009 proposal). The EHEA framework 
also falls under this category of integration. 

These frameworks enable the existence of varying tight rules regarding 
qualifications design and transfer, accumulation and progression at the level of 
subsystems. This approach allows space for different approaches to 
qualifications design and structures in the subsystems. Its main advantages are: 
• a common approach to proving key information about qualifications (level 

and volume); 
• it does not require the collection and verification of units information at the 

level of the main system; this may be done at the level of subsystems. As in 
all frameworks, the appropriate rating of the level of qualifications has to be 
ensured but, in addition, an appropriate estimation of the volume of 
qualifications is necessary. 
There are disadvantages to this approach. It does not improve qualifications 

design coherence further than a qualifications framework does alone (without 
being related to credit arrangements). Each subsystem has its own rules 
regarding the design of qualifications as well as its own templates for the 
description of their components. At the same time, many qualifications 
frameworks that fall into this category do not have greater coherence of 
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qualifications design among their objectives. Further, as discussed in Section 6, 
the lack of coherence of qualifications design is only one of a number of 
impediments in enabling credit transfer and consequent accumulation. 

A second disadvantage is that it does not provide a guarantee for learners 
that their prior achievements will be recognised, as it is based on voluntary 
arrangements. However other policies or guidelines to enable recognition of 
learning can be in place, such as a system for validating non-formal and informal 
learning or guidelines and principles on credit transfer. 

 
 

7.3. Integration based on the active role of 
qualifications frameworks and credit systems 

 
In this case, the qualifications framework and credit system are integrated to 
create a common approach to design and award of qualifications. This means 
that the integrated framework requires qualifications to be based on units and 
sets rules to design and describe units. It also uses rules in which units can be 
combined in view of a qualification. Qualifications are built up from units which 
are allocated a level and have a value in terms of credit points: if units are 
common to several qualifications this value does not vary from qualification to 
qualification. The shared use of units, and the need to create equivalence, results 
in opportunities for automatic recognition. 

This approach requires collection of information at the level of units and 
verification whether units comply with the criteria of the framework. 

Because qualifications are built up from units (rather than units being built 
down from qualifications) this system requires the existence of rules on 
accumulation. In the systems described in Section 7.2. the qualification standard 
– which can be more or less loose – is the basis for accumulation. 

Examples of integration based on the active role of credit and frameworks 
concepts are: 
(a) the South African framework before its reform; this was designed as a unit-

based framework, though it did not specifically promote the use of units 
across qualifications; 

(b) the UK-EWNI QCF; this has units as its main building blocks and 
qualifications are built up from units. Each qualification is based on rules 
following which units are accumulated. The framework specifies that for a 
qualification at a certain level, a minimum 50% of credit has to be at the level 
of the qualification; 
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(c) the Scottish subsystem of higher national qualifications. These are also built-
up from units and clear procedures and templates for designing and 
describing units are in place (SQA, 2006).  
Besides the previous South African framework, the other two frameworks 

identified as falling into this category do not relate to the whole qualifications 
system in a country but only its subsystem(s). The QCF does not concern the 
main higher education qualifications. Higher national qualifications in Scotland 
are mainly qualifications awarded by colleges and in further education. 

The main advantages of this type of approach are: 
(a) all qualifications in the system(s) are designed and described following the 

same requirements and are more coherent across subsystems; though this 
can be an advantage if coherence of qualification design is considered as an 
objective, it can also constrain the subsystems and be considered as a 
disadvantage (98); 

(b) the common approach to describing and designing qualification allows units 
from different qualifications/subsystems to be used automatically to 
contribute to the design of other qualifications. The underlying idea is that 
this would avoid overlap in the qualifications offer (i.e. a unit concerning 
accounting for SMEs can be used for a number of qualifications that typically 
prepare for SMEs); 

(c) learner credit from other qualifications/subsystems can be more easily 
recognised. This is enabled by the use of common units but also because 
the design principles for qualifications are the same. However, aspects other 
than qualification design are crucial in driving as well as hindering transfer 
and accumulation. 
The following difficulties with this approach could be observed: 

(a) depending on the situation the qualifications system is in when this type of 
integrated framework is introduced, this approach may potentially require 
significant review and rewriting of qualifications. It is likely to necessitate 
substantial reform of the system; 

(b) this approach relies heavily on systematic quality assurance not only of 
qualifications but also at the level of units. Depending on the number of 
authorities empowered to design qualifications and units in the subsystem(s) 
concerned, this approach may require significant resources to ensure that 
the process is appropriately carried out; 

                                                                                                                                   
(98) Raffe et al. (2007) for example identified that, while the qualification and programme design 

and award features of the Higher Still reform in Scotland suited general education, these were 
less suited to vocational education and training delivery. 
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(c) if all the subsystems are to comply, this approach requires a great deal of 
regulation and, consequently, significant resources. It also requires an 
institution with the legal capacity and legitimacy to enforce the requirements. 

 
 

7.4. Synthesis 
 

The main differences between the three approaches relate to: 
(a) the extent to which qualifications in the system are described or constructed 

following the same rules and requirements; 
(b) the complexity of governance arrangements required to administer the 

framework and the extent to which the system is regulated; 
(c) the facility with which learners’ prior formal learning that has been assessed 

can be recognised because it is presented in an identical manner across the 
system. This is related to the first aspect of qualification design and 
description. 
Table 22 presents a synthesis of the different types of integration between 

qualifications frameworks and credit systems. 

Table 22. Synthesis of the implications of the different levels of 
integration 

 Qualifications 
description/ 
construction 

Transfer and 
accumulation 
arrangements 

Governance/ 
administration of 
the framework 

Change required 
for a future closer 
integration 

No integration Left to subsystems, 
their needs and 
traditions 

Depending on 
subsystems and 
institutional policies 

QF/CA have 
separate 
governance/ 
administration 
arrangements – 
possibly not the 
same institutions 

Possibly low 
(depending on the 
status quo) – 
incremental 

Integration around 
passive role of 
qualifications 
frameworks/ 
credit conventions 

Qualifications level 
and volume 
described in the 
same way 

As above but aided 
by a common 
description of level 
and volume 

Coordination of 
QF/CA governance. 
Requires joint 
governance of level 
allocation and 
volume calculation 

Medium 

Integration around 
active role of 
qualifications 
frameworks/ 
credit systems 

Qualifications and 
their components 
are designed in the 
same way 

Aided by common 
design of 
qualifications - can 
be regulated to a 
certain extent 
Other obstacles 
remain 

Single QF/CA 
governance. 
Information is 
collected, 
standardised and 
searchable at the 
level of units 

Possibly high 
(requires significant 
restructuring of 
qualifications) 

 
Figures 2 and 3 illustrate graphically the differences between the three types 

of integration. 
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Figure 2. The three levels of integration according to the complexity of 
governance and level of change required 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. The three levels of integration according to standardisation of 
qualification design and level of change required 
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Based on the analysis in Sections 4 and 5 of this report it appears that the 
level of integration of credit arrangements and qualifications frameworks does not 
necessarily impact on the degree of ‘openness’ of the qualifications system (in 
terms of progression pathways for learners). Qualifications frameworks ‘organise’ 
the system according to a set of agreed criteria. Using units/modules as the basis 
for qualifications structure clearly helps permeability (Besson, 2008; PhillipsKPA 
and Department of Education, Science and Training, 2006c) between different 
subsystems as well as the flexibility of provision and progressive nature of 
qualification achievement. However, it is not clear whether the integration of a 
unit-based structure into a single framework provides clear added value. Any 
statement on this issue would have to be carefully weighed against the status 
quo context in the country with regard to aspects such as: 
(a) the level of complexity of the existing system (number of subsystems and 

their governance); 
(b) the level of trust and cooperation in the system; 
(c) the motivations and drivers of different stakeholders; 
(d) the feasibility and affordability of the options considered in terms of the level 

of change and governance requirements. 
In terms of system ‘openness’, countries are using other means, such as 

validation of previous (formal, non-formal and informal) learning, opening up of 
admission criteria or providers’ autonomy to help learners to pass from one 
system to another or to progress. 

To date, there is no evidence that any of the levels of integration performs 
better in encouraging learners’ progress towards higher levels of qualifications. 
The review of the Scottish national qualifications by Raffe et al. (2007) identified 
that, while a framework which is integrated around the active role of credit 
arrangements and qualifications frameworks and based on common design and 
award rules can succeed in providing education and training that is more adapted 
to the level of learners, it did not lead to higher achievement rates. The Australian 
review of credit transfer approaches (PhillipsKPA and Department of Education, 
Science and Training, 2006a, b, c) showed that the design of qualification is only 
one aspect hindering recognition of learner credits from elsewhere. Further, it 
highlighted the importance of external drivers that encourage institutions to 
accept learners from non-traditional backgrounds and give them exemption or 
otherwise recognise their previous learning. 

Integration of qualifications frameworks and credit arrangements will mainly 
impact education and training provision and the qualifications offer, for example 
by structuring assessment in a certain manner, assisting tailor-made 
programmes, and supporting double certification. To support learners 
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progression towards higher levels of knowledge, skills and competence, a 
number of other aspects need to be considered: 
• approaches to motivate people to return to learning and raise their 

aspirations (so that they can benefit from the flexibility offered); 
• accompanying measures to prevent failure and dropping out; 
• appropriate pedagogy adapted to the variety of learning style. 

 
 

7.5. Implementation issues in qualifications framework 
and credit arrangements 

 
Section 3.3. of this report highlighted the objectives of credit arrangements and 
qualifications frameworks as identified in previous research. The analysis of 
national situations confirmed that these are present as the main policy goals in 
countries studied. However, as described in Section 4.1.5. on qualifications 
frameworks under review, certain countries encountered difficulties in meeting 
these objectives. This section considers the evidence from the study interviews 
and the available literature to highlight certain issues of implementation of these 
instruments. 
 
7.5.1. Transparency, proliferation and coherence 
While the structure of levels and the measure of volume (where used) renders 
the qualifications system more globally legible, it is not always clear whether this 
makes the individual qualifications more understandable for the learner or 
employer in practice. 

The recent evaluation report for the Prime Minister on the validation of NFIL 
in France (VAE) (Besson, 2008) suggests the qualifications offer remains 
confusing to validation candidates, mainly due to the extensive number of 
qualifications available: 5 500 were included in the Register as of 2008 and this 
number excludes a large number of HE qualifications (Commission Nationale de 
la Certification Professionnelle, 2008a). This multitude of qualifications may result 
in learners making wrong decisions and having the potential negative effect of 
dropping out of the system. The creation of an instrument such as the register of 
qualifications is a step forward in making the qualifications offer more easily 
accessible through one single channel. However, it is not an instrument that will 
necessarily rationalise the offer; it may have the opposite impact of promoting to 
the ‘public domain’ ‘niche’ qualifications awarded by private providers to only 
small numbers of people. The difference may not be evident to the learner or the 
employer. 
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The same remains true in UK-EWNI. The previous framework (see also 
Section 4.1.5.) resulted in the compilation of over 3 000 qualifications (not all of 
which were updated) and led to recognition of over 100 awarding bodies. The UK 
vocational qualifications reform, which revises the way in which vocational 
qualifications are to be designed in cooperation with the sector skills councils was 
undertaken to ensure that publicly funded qualifications offered are relevant for 
the labour market. However as shown by the Stratagia (2008) report this process 
of qualifications approval by sector skills councils remains ad-hoc in many 
sectors and there is inconsistency from one sector to another. Further, the 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers (2005) review of the UK market for qualifications 
shows that awarding bodies develop their offer mainly in response to government 
policies and targets, employer demand being a significant factor only for 
awarding bodies or qualifications outside the qualifications framework. The same 
report also highlighted the confusing character of fragmented education and 
training offer for learners: ‘too many qualifications within the same sectors led to 
widespread confusion, reinforced by a lack of understanding of what the different 
levels of qualifications actually meant’ (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2005, p. 2). 

This raises questions about the openness of qualifications frameworks. If 
they are open and demand-led (subject to meeting technical specifications and 
quality standards) this is likely to encourage the proliferation of more 
qualifications being entered to the framework. 

It is not clear if the learner and employer benefit, since there is a tension in 
having choice between openness, full transparency and exhaustive vision of all 
that is offered ‘on the market’ and the clarity of options provided. 

Describing qualifications using learning outcomes in a way that would be 
common across education and training is a lengthy process. The interviews 
reveal that even in systems where use of learning outcomes is relatively well 
established, different qualifications systems or professional sectors may have 
different understanding of certain concepts as well as different traditions 
regarding the description of their qualifications. In countries where the use of 
learning outcomes is still relatively new, this continues to be work in progress 
even though the introduction of EQF and the Bologna process have brought new 
dynamics. Countries are now undertaking consultation about their qualifications 
systems and moving towards defining what was previously implicit. In this 
context, qualifications frameworks and credit systems may introduce templates or 
standard items that qualifications descriptions must cover, though these may not 
solve the difficulty of reaching a clear/common understanding. To identify 
overlaps and possible connections (common units or equivalences) a dialogue 
among experts (awarding bodies, employers and education and training 
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institutions) often takes place. Here, the involvement of experts who are 
knowledgeable about the different qualifications in the occupational field, is more 
conclusive than regulations to written descriptions. However, this requires 
engagement and resources for the dialogue to take place. 

 
7.5.2. Governance of frameworks and credit systems 
Difficulties with the governance of the South African framework (see also Section 
4.1.5.) and the accompanying bureaucracy were among the reasons for failure of 
the pre-reform arrangements (SAQA, 2009, p. 34). In contrast, the non-
bureaucratic and dialogue-based governance of the Australian (Keating, 2003) or 
Scottish (Raffe, 2007b) frameworks are considered as reasons for success in 
these two countries. Such a dialogue-based approach in these countries is 
possible because the subsystems concerned are already organised and 
regulated. 

If the qualifications framework is open it requires procedures and decisions 
for qualifications to be entered in it. These can be based on trust in the 
competence of organisations in charge of this arrangement (e.g. Australia, 
Scotland and partly France for qualifications of competent ministries) or on 
regulation regarding requirements for organisations and individual qualifications 
(and possibly units). The level of control, the detail of aspects to be verified as 
well as the associated quality assurance will make the system become more or 
less bureaucratic. 

Further, the legitimacy and the capacity to act of authorities in charge of 
managing qualifications frameworks and credit systems, if these require central 
management, needs to be in line with the framework/credit system objectives. 
Frameworks/systems based on guidelines and principles necessitate buy-in and 
trust of other partners as well as cooperation and dialogue. Systems based on 
regulation require an authority with the capacity to enforce regulation. Another 
development regarding governance of qualifications frameworks or systems 
across Europe is the need for countries to make a decision on a single body that 
will represent the system with regard to EQF. 

Coles and Oates (in Cedefop, Coles and Oates, 2005) already highlighted 
the role the governance aspect of qualifications frameworks has in developing 
trust. The process can obviously also be an inverse spiral, as in the case of 
South Africa. 

Related to governance are aspects of administration, monitoring and 
maintenance. Most existing frameworks are based on one, or at most a limited 
number of, registers. Keeping these registers up to date is among the key issues 
if the framework is to provide updated information to learners and employers. The 
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existence of large numbers of outdated qualifications in the previous UK NQF 
was also among the issues of concern prior to its review (see also Section 
4.1.5.). This requires that appropriated processes are in place; for example, the 
French framework only records qualifications from outside the ministries for a 
limited number of years. These processes become more complex if the level of 
information collected relates to units, rather than qualifications. Not only are there 
more items which have to be updated but also, in a system where the same units 
are used across several qualifications, their updating has implications for a 
greater range of qualifications. 
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8. European tools for education and 
training: possible evolutions 

 
 
 
The context for the development of European tools for lifelong learning is 
described in Section 2 on the European context. This section outlines some 
options for a common approach to qualifications frameworks and credit systems 
between VET and HE at European level. It is based on analysis of the existing 
European tools and the drivers behind them, plus consultation with a small group 
of experts. 
 

Caveat: as with any scenario, these should be taken as a stimulating reflection on 
alternative options of the existing instruments rather than a forecast of their development; 
there is no claim for them to be predictions. This study describes the scenarios and 
outlines briefly their advantages and disadvantages. However, the scenarios are not 
compared in terms of their likelihood or their added value. For this, a more in-depth 
assessment of the impact of these developments would be needed in the future. 
 
Table 23 summarises the intervention logic behind the four European tools 

(EQF, ECVET, ECTS and the EHEA framework). Intervention logic (99) is a logic 
model which relates the general, specific and operational objectives of the 
instrument, with the inputs (human, financial, material or regulatory resources) 
and the expected products (outputs, outcomes and impacts). Intervention logics 
are commonly used in policy or programme evaluations, which is not the goal of 
this study. Here the intervention logics of the four tools were presented to enable 
identification and visualisation of their differences and commonalities in three 
respects: objectives, inputs and products. Their analysis in terms of intervention 
logics also makes obvious that these European tools clearly have a twofold logic: 
European benefits and impacts are expected but the tools are also intended to 
have a stimulation effect for reforms and developments at national level. Further, 
the realisation of their European objectives at is dependent on how they are 
used/implemented at national level. 

Table 24 presents the foreseen evolution of these four tools based on the 
plans in the Bologna process and the recommendations concerning ECVET and 
EQF (European Parliament and European Council, 2008 and 2009). The 

                                                                                                                                   
(99) See for example the European Commission’s online resource ‘Evalsed’ at: 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/evaluation/evalsed/index_en.htm [cited 
31.3.2010]. 
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highlighting in bold text indicates that these aspects are already in place and 
evolution has not been anticipated so far. 

Reflections on the future of these instruments should also consider the 
difference in their geographical coverage. While EQF and ECVET relate directly 
to 32 countries (EU-27, EEA and the candidate countries), even though the 
interest in EQF goes beyond this geographical zone, the Bologna process (EHEA 
framework and ECTS) is being applied in 46 countries. 
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Table 23. Intervention logics of the existing tools 

Tools General objectives Specific and operational 
objectives Inputs/means Expected outputs Expected outcomes Expected impacts 

EU
 le

ve
l 

To facilitate mobility of 
workers 
To facilitate mobility of 
learners 
To enhance qualification 
attainment of the EU 
population 

To improve transparency, 
comparability and portability 
of citizens’ qualifications 

Structure of eight levels 
open to different pathways 
Common vocabulary 
Learning outcomes based 
descriptors 
Procedure for referencing to 
the EQF 
EQF advisory group 
EQF coordination points 
ESF and lifelong learning 
programme financing to 
support national reforms  

Referencing of NQF/NQS to 
the EQF 
Network of national 
coordination points 
Availability of transparent 
information on qualifications 
levels across Europe 

Mutual trust among national 
institutions in charge of 
recognising qualifications 

Improved conditions for 
mobility 

EQ
F 

Na
tio

na
l le

ve
l 

To aid access to lifelong 
learning 
To promote participation in 
lifelong learning 
To modernise education and 
training systems 

To improve relationship 
between education, training 
and employment 
To build bridges between 
formal, non-formal and 
informal learning 

National reforms and 
structures (note that, in 
principle, country 
participation in EQF does 
not require change at 
national level): 
• use of learning 

outcomes 
• validation mechanisms 
• quality assurance 

Transparent structure of 
qualifications systems 
related to the EQF 
Qualifications based on and 
described in learning 
outcomes 
Qualification documents 
issued with the EQF level 
indicated 

Increased cooperation 
among education and 
training sectors 
Stronger focus on achieving 
knowledge, skills and 
competence in certification 
procedures 
Improved basis for 
validating NFIL 

Greater openness of 
qualifications systems and 
subsystems 
Increased qualification 
achievement of the 
population 
Improved quality of 
qualifications 

EC
VE

T 

EU
 le

ve
l 

To aid mobility of learners in 
VET 

To aid recognition of periods 
of VET spent abroad 
To improve portability of 
qualifications 

Common specifications for 
credit transfer in VET (units, 
assessment, validation and 
recognition, partnership) 
Common principles for 
quantification of credit 
ECVET network 
Financing through the LLL 
programme 

European partnerships for 
credit transfer in VET 
involving all types of 
stakeholders (training 
centres, employers, etc.) 

Increase in take-up of 
mobility programmes in VET 
Development of longer 
periods of mobility in VET 

Internationalisation of VET 
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Tools General objectives Specific and operational 
objectives Inputs/means Expected outputs Expected outcomes Expected impacts 

EC
VE

T 

Na
tio

na
l le

ve
l 

To enable development of 
more flexible individual 
learning paths 
To aid portability in learning 
outcomes within a country 
To foster internationalisation 
of education and training 

To aid recognition of parts of 
VET qualifications from 
other systems, other 
qualifications or other 
institutions 
To aid recognition of non-
formal and informal learning 

National reforms that 
support accumulation of 
learning outcomes such as: 
• modularisation or 

unitisation of 
qualifications 

• use of continuing 
assessment 

• validation mechanisms 

Use of units to structure 
qualifications or parts of 
qualifications in view of 
mobility 

Possibilities for credit 
transfer across 
qualifications systems and 
between qualifications 
Further development of 
validation of non-formal and 
informal learning (using 
units) 

Improved access to 
qualifications 
Improved conditions for re-
qualification 
Increased qualification 
attainment of the population 

Eu
ro

pe
an

 le
ve

l 

To improve recognition of 
HE qualifications world-wide 
To improve comparability of 
HE qualifications worldwide 
To enhance 
internationalisation of 
European HE 
(attractiveness to learners 
worldwide) 

To align HE qualifications 
systems with a structure of 
three cycles 
To align the expected 
outcomes of higher 
education qualifications 

Common structure of three 
levels 
Common vocabulary 
Learning outcomes based 
descriptors 
NQF development roadmap 
Network of Bologna 
promoters 

Verification of NQF or 
qualifications types 
compatibility with the 
Bologna framework 

Uniform structure of HE 
qualifications (First – 
including short, Second and 
Third cycle) 

Improved conditions for 
mobility 

EH
EA

 F
ra

m
ew

or
k 

Na
tio

na
l le

ve
l 

To strengthen quality 
assurance of HE 
qualifications 

To revise HE programmes 
making sure they respond to 
the learning outcomes 
descriptors in qualifications 
frameworks 

National reforms and 
institutional changes (note 
that the EHEA framework 
requires changes in national 
structures) 

HE-NQF and related 
accreditation criteria and 
procedures Creation of new 
qualifications where shorter 
cycle qualifications did not 
exist 

Review of HE programmes 
using learning outcomes 
based descriptors 
Improved possibilities for 
HE students to change 
pathways between bachelor 
and master degrees 

Improved access to higher 
education 
Improved quality of higher 
education 
 

Eu
ro

pe
an

 le
ve

l 

To aid mobility of HE 
students (especially 
international mobility) 

To aid transfer and 
accumulation of credits 
To feed into a recognition 
process 

Common principles for 
quantification of credit 
Requirement to use ECTS 
as part of HE qualifications 
frameworks 
Request to use ECTS to 
participate in Erasmus 
Network of ECTS 
counsellors and Bologna 
promoters 

Use of ECTS to support 
recognition of learning 
outcomes 
Development of joint 
degrees (international 
curriculum development) 

Recognition of periods spent 
abroad 

Greater attractiveness of 
European higher education 

EC
TS

 

Na
tio

na
l le

ve
l To improve opportunities to 

transfer credit across 
institutions/ programmes 
To enable accumulation of 
credit  

To improve flexibility of HE 
programmes 
To strengthen cooperation 
between different institutions 
and departments 

National reforms and 
institutional changes 

Modularisation of 
programmes 

Creation of pathways and 
links across disciplines and 
departments 

Improved access and 
possibilities to develop 
individualised pathways 
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Table 24. Implementation of the four instruments by 2020 based on currently anticipated plans 

 EQF ECVET EHEA framework ECTS 
As in 2009: structure of eight 
levels and learning outcomes 
descriptors. 
Countries have referenced their 
NQFs/NQS to the EQF. 

As in 2009: common principles 
for credit transfer. 
Link with ECTS established. 

As in 2009: structure of three 
cycles based on learning 
outcomes descriptors. 
Countries have verified that their 
HE qualification types or NQFs 
are compatible with Bologna 
descriptors. 

As in 2009: 
common principles for credit 
transfer. 
Link with ECVET established. 

European level 

Coverage: 
EU-27 + (*) 

Coverage: 
EU-27 + (*) 

Bologna – 46 countries Bologna – 46 countries 

Uncertainty: EQF advisory body 
with its mandate revised in 2013. 

Uncertainty: ECVET network. 
Partnerships among competent 
institutions established. 

Uncertainty: Inter-ministerial 
cooperation supported by the 
Bologna Follow-up group. 

Uncertainty: Bologna promoters 
and ECTS counsellor networks. 
Partnerships among HE 
institutions established. 

European level 
institutional set-up 

Main actors at EU level: ministries 
for education and training. 

Main actors at EU level: ministries 
and representatives of VET 
providers, soccial partners, and 
competent institutions. 

Main actors at EU level: ministries 
in cooperation with HE 
institutions. 

Main actors at EU level: HE 
institutions. 

National level NQFs implemented in all EU 
countries. 
Qualifications defined and 
described using learning 
outcomes. 
Qualifications documents issued 
to learners mention the EQF level. 

Greater use of units for design of 
qualifications – units are subject 
to assessment and can be 
accumulated and transferred. 
ECVET points used to describe 
qualifications and units. 

HE qualifications are compatible 
with the Bologna framework 
descriptors. 

Qualifications are modularised. 
Modules are assessed and can 
be accumulated and transferred. 
ECTS points describe 
qualifications and modules. 

National level 
institutional  
set-up 

National coordination points 
guarantee the referencing 
process and its transparency and 
provide guidance on how NQFs 
and qualifications relate to EQF. 

Competent institutions are 
responsible for accumulation and 
transfer of credit. 

National quality assurance and 
accreditation bodies/agencies 
ensure that HE qualifications are 
compatible with the Bologna 
descriptors. 

In some cases ECTS is a 
requirement for accreditation. 
HE institutions are responsible for 
transfer and accumulation of 
credit using ECTS. 

 
* EEA and candidate countries. 
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8.1. Drivers for change 
 

As shown in Tables 23 and 24, the four tools are currently designed and 
managed as separate instruments. However, certain commonalities already exist: 
(a) ECVET and EQF share certain key definitions (qualification, learning 

outcomes) and principles (explicit openness to validation of non-formal and 
informal learning, importance of assessment); 

(b) ECTS has been revised (more exactly, the users’ guide has been revised) to 
take greater account of the learning outcomes approach in HE as well as the 
design of qualifications frameworks; 

(c) EQF is compatible with the EHEA framework as its descriptors for levels six, 
seven and eight are compatible with, though much broader than, the EHEA 
descriptors. At the same time, EQF also enables qualifications from outside 
HE to be referenced at those levels; 

(d) ECVET and ECTS use the same credit points convention (one year of formal 
learning equals 60 credit points). 
Below are aspects or possible evolutions which could bring in further change 

to the four tools and thus support greater convergence: 
(a) many European countries are designing a single qualifications framework 

(Cedefop, 2009e) that covers all HE, VET and general education 
qualifications (possibly others); having two frameworks at European level 
could become confusing; 

(b) development of VET at higher levels, greater orientation of HE qualifications 
towards employability, integration of work-placements and greater use of 
validation of non-formal and informal learning could further blur the (already 
ambiguous) distinction between VET and HE (Cedefop, Dunkel and Le 
Mouillour, 2009); 

(c) a decrease in ‘traditional’ demand for HE placements (students graduating 
from general upper-secondary education), the demographic evolution could 
encourage HE institutions to recruit VET learners and create better 
understanding and relationships between HE and VET at upper-secondary 
level; 

(d) strengthening of the international dimension (beyond Europe) of 
qualifications frameworks and credit arrangements. The political willingness 
to attract foreign students and to make European education and training the 
world standard could become stronger and emphasise the external 
dimension of these EU instruments; 

(e) development of an international market for students in VET (linked to the 
above). Already existing in HE and clearly supporting developments in 
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qualifications frameworks and credit arrangements (see for example the 
rationale of Finland in adopting a qualifications framework) an international 
market could also develop for VET students (most likely at higher level as 
there are additional difficulties regarding exchanges of younger learners). 
The two European instruments governed by the Commission (EQF and 

ECVET) have planned dates for reporting to the European Council and the 
Parliament and their review (2013 and 2014). 

 
 

8.2. Enablers of change  
 

Enablers are understood to be aspects directly concerning the four tools that can 
be decided at European level and which can change their nature in the direction 
of more or less convergence. These are: 
• the principles, definitions and terminology of qualifications frameworks and 

credit arrangements; 
• the governance and institutional set-up to support implementation and 

monitor progress, at European level. 
The European tools all have the character of meta-instruments, which serve 

as voluntary communication tools among the more detailed instruments at 
national or institutional level. They have a passive role in enabling a common 
description of European qualifications systems according to common criteria. 

At the same time, European principles and definitions are already actively 
shaping the design of national instruments. For example, countries developing 
qualifications frameworks are looking to existing EQF descriptors for inspiration 
and the notion of credit was largely introduced through ECTS to higher education 
across Europe.  The active ‘power’ of these instruments is greater when there is 
no existing national alternative. In such cases, concepts and terminology are 
more likely to be directly adapted or slightly modified, although there is a great 
amount of debate on the taxonomy of knowledge, skills and competence as 
proposed by the EQF and the concept of competence as developed in many 
countries and skills. 

This active influence is not through regulation but only through guidelines. 
This is assumed to remain the same across the scenarios considered. In other 
words, the scenarios were designed with the current decision-making processes 
and European Commission competences in mind. 

European policy-making in education and training is based on the principle of 
cooperation and mutual learning. This voluntary character of EU policies may 
prove powerful in shaping national decisions to a certain extent, as in the rapid 



Linking credit systems and qualifications frameworks 
An international comparative analysis 

 172

development of qualifications frameworks across Europe parallel to the EQF. 
However, European pressure sometimes results in half-hearted adoption of 
measures for compliance rather than for reform. The review of the Bologna 
process indicates that countries and HE institutions comply with the formal 
requirements, putting three cycles in place or adopting ECTS, but the level of 
change these imply is variable (EUA, 2005, 2007; ESU, 2009). 

The evaluation of the OMC in employment shows that: 
(a) the OMC works as soft coordination instrument (see the example of the 

Integrated guidelines for growth and jobs (European Commission, 2005b)) 
and has an incremental impact on national reform agendas; 

(b) it does not work by triggering national reform through peer or public 
pressure; the related recommendations and indicators may be used to 
enhance legitimacy of actions taken if the political reform climate is 
favourable; 

(c) it works because it is based on framing policy issues in a consensual way by 
identifying and analysing challenges, setting targets and indicators, sharing 
a logic model on what works and what does not and developing an 
agreement on what constitutes good practice (Euréval and Ramboll 
Management, 2008). 
The latter aspects are discussed below with regard to governance of the 

European instruments. 
 

8.2.1. Common principles, definitions and terminology 
One of the mechanisms through which qualifications frameworks and credit 
arrangements actively influence qualification design and the design of learning 
pathways is agreeing and formalising key terminology and concepts. 

At European level, this aspect is crucial. Explanation of concepts and 
principles on credit transfer and accumulation form the major part of European 
developments on ECVET as well as ECTS as formulated in the ECVET 
recommendation (European Parliament and European Council, 2009) and the 
ECTS users’ guide (European Commission, 2009). The EQF recommendation 
(European Parliament and European Council, 2008) also contains a number of 
definitions that mark an evolution in the way qualifications are considered across 
Europe. While the European directive on recognition of professional qualifications 
(Directive 2005/36/EC) is based on a more traditional vision of qualifications as 
outcomes of a formal education and training process, the EQF recommendation 
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considers qualifications as an outcome of an assessment process which takes 
place against an explicit standard (100). 

In terms of number of levels and the credit points convention, the four tools 
are already converging. The EQF embeds (101) the three cycle structure of higher 
education and it is highly unlikely that an extra level would be introduced between 
levels five to eight. The two credit tools are already based on the same 
convention regarding credit points. 

In the scenarios described below, the evolution of terminology and of 
concepts used could bring the four tools closer. The terminology was used as 
one of the axes to formulate the scenarios. The scenarios represent options 
where either the diversity of meanings (see Table 4) is maintained or a common 
language is used. 

 
8.2.2. Governance of the European instruments 
The European tools are designed and implemented through the OMC and the 
principles of cooperation and mutual learning. Another factor that influences their 
implementation is the European funding available through the lifelong learning 
programme (mainly in the ‘external’ logic of these tools as related to mobility) but 
also through the European Social Fund (mainly in the ‘internal’ logic for 
strengthening of lifelong learning systems). 

Currently the governance of these European tools is strictly sectoral. The 
EQF advisory group is mainly oriented towards VET (though it has some 
representatives from qualifications authorities that cover all sectors and has 
representatives from the Bologna process). Therefore, the existing governance 
structures provide very few incentives for cross-sectoral work. 

These structures currently exist: 
(a) EQF advisory group with a mandate to ensure transparency and coherence 

in the use of the European framework, as well as to support the process of 
relating qualifications systems to the EQF; 

(b) EHEA framework is governed by the Bologna Secretariat, the Council of 
Europe and the coordination group on qualifications frameworks which 
provides information on the state of play of countries’ self-certification; 

                                                                                                                                   
(100) This definition reflects the thinking that the same qualification can be achieved through 

different learning processes. 
(101) EQF embeds the three cycles, but is broader. 
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(c) ECTS is promoted through a network of ECTS counsellors who carry out 
visits to institutions implementing ECTS (102), with special focus on those 
that want to apply for an ECTS label (see below). 
The ECVET governance arrangements will comprise a two-level structure: a 

users’ group with representatives from all Member States and a much broader 
network formed of VET providers, employers’ representatives, awarding bodies, 
etc. They start operating in 2010. 

The current governance structures bring together mainly ministries in 
qualifications frameworks but also have (are anticipated to have) a bottom up 
structure for credit systems. The ECTS counsellors are staff members of different 
HE institutions (103). ECVET pilot projects currently bring together a broad range 
of stakeholders: these include education and training providers, employer 
representatives (as competent institutions for certain qualifications), sectoral 
organisations, VET research centres (with a role in developing qualifications) and 
ministries. 

The following additional stimuli exist: 
(a) ‘ECTS is a condition for participation in Erasmus mobility exchanges. The 

introduction of ECTS is rated as one of the most important measures of the 
Erasmus programme (coming second after the mobility action) by higher 
education institutions’ (CHEPS, INCHER-Kassel and Ecotec, 2008, p. 101); 

(b) HE institutions can apply for an ECTS label which gives them international 
visibility. The ECTS label is granted to institutions that demonstrate 
excellence in applying ECTS (104); 

(c) the European Social Fund can finance development of national qualifications 
frameworks (105); 

(d) the lifelong learning programme finances pilot projects to test EQF and 
ECVET. 
The governance approach to all four tools is, therefore, mainly concerned 

with production of common guidelines and their dissemination (in line with the 
‘consensual framing’ of issues noted above) and with provision of financial 
stimuli. 

                                                                                                                                   
(102) See: EACEA – Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency. Erasmus programme. 

Available from Internet: http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/llp/erasmus/erasmus_en.htm#ectsds [cited 
25.10.2009]. 

(103) See: European Commission: ECTS counsellors. Available from Internet: 
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/ectscouns.pdf [cited 25.10.2009]. 

(104) In 2009 23 higher education institutions obtained the label (see: 
http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/llp/projects/2009/documents/ects_successful_applicants_callforprop
osals2009.pdf) [cited 30.3.2010]. 

(105) See: European Commission. Education and Training in the European Social Fund 2007-2013. 
Available from Internet: http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/esf/docs/tp_education_en.pdf 
[cited 25.10.2009]. 
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There is currently no governance mechanism that would enable national 
monitoring of the implementation of the four tools and their evaluation, feedback 
and review their use at national and institutional levels (106). The only element of 
governance that involves aspects of review is the ECTS label, awarded after the 
institutional use of ECTS has been evaluated by external experts. Further, the 
existing governance arrangements are not transparent. Information on the 
existence and the work of the EQF advisory group is not available to the wider 
public. Information on the governance of the EHEA framework is also not easily 
identifiable and very little information is available on the role of ECTS 
counsellors. 

Therefore, the second axis alongside which the possible scenarios have 
been developed is governance. The scenarios reflect that governance could 
either remain the same as currently anticipated, meaning that it will be 
predominantly concerned with the ‘consensual framing’ of issues, or that it could 
be strengthened to include elements of national evaluation and feedback. 

 
 

8.3.   Options for development 
 

Based on the analysis of the above ‘enablers’ three main scenarios were 
identified: 
(a) status quo; 
(b) two instruments: a single qualifications framework (concepts and 

governance shared) and a single set of credit guidelines (concepts and 
governance shared) (with a ‘two minus’ alternative); 

(c) a single integrated instrument. 
The three scenarios, according to the ‘enablers’ identified, are presented in 

Figure 4. Each scenario is then discussed in terms of its nature and its possible 
impacts. 

The time scale taken to analyse the scenarios is 2020. The main reasons for 
selecting this date are that: 
• 2014 is the date for the European Commission report on ECVET to the 

European Parliament and Council; the date is 2013 for EQF implementation; 
• the open-method of coordination in education and training and the current 

approach to governance are planned until 2020; 
• the ministers in charge of HE established their priorities for the European HE 

area until 2020. 

                                                                                                                                   
(106) Provisions for European monitoring and possible review of EQF and ECVET are foreseen in 

the respective recommendations. Cedefop started its monitoring activities at the end of 2009. 
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The context, in terms of certainties and uncertainties over the evolution of 
these instruments by the given time-line is described below. 

Starting with uncertainties, there are many unknown factors that will shape 
the evolution of the four instruments. First is whether the instruments will become 
embedded in national legislations. The ECTS was legally adopted in many EU 
countries. Rather than using it as a meta-instrument, many countries have 
adopted it as their national system. Such use of European instruments would 
make them more difficult to evolve from EU level. For example, the heated 
discussions around the updating of the ECTS user’s guide demonstrated the 
attachment countries place on the use of the system as a measure/indication of 
workload (as this is how it was integrated in many legislations, see Annex 5 of 
European Commission, 2009). 

Next is the extent to which ECVET will be used in 10 years time. ECTS 
implementation was strongly supported by its integration in the Erasmus 
programme; integration of ECVET in the Leonardo programme is foreseen. 
Further, it is unclear what impact ECVET would have if the mobility modalities 
under Leonardo remain the same. The current levels of VET mobility are lower 
than when ECTS was introduced in Erasmus, adjusting for the fact that when 
ECTS was introduced only 18 countries were participating (107). The Leonardo 
programme mainly supports only short periods of mobility (few weeks) which 
makes acquisition and recognition of full units of learning outcomes difficult. 

There is also the extent to which countries will see the benefits of referencing 
separately to the EHEA framework and EQF. The two instruments are not 
identical but countries may find two processes redundant and bureaucratic. 
Another question is whether the governance structures in place will be suitable 
for meeting the objectives of these instruments and also for addressing 
challenges arising. 

The use of these instruments will show which of their aspects are most used 
and for what purposes are they used. These may not be the same as those for 
which the instruments were originally designed. For example, EQF might gain a 
much stronger international dimension which could actually bring the higher 

                                                                                                                                   
(107) In the 2007/08 school year, 162 695 students participated in Erasmus mobility. In 1995, when 

ECTS was introduced as one of the action lines of Erasmus, the number of mobile students 
was 84 642 (18 countries participated at the time). See: European Commission, Erasmus 
Statistics. Available from Internet: http://ec.europa.eu/education/erasmus/doc920_en.htm 
[cited 25.10.2009]. 

 In 2007 nearly 85 838 students participated in Leonardo mobility (47% less than in higher 
education in the same year) but if this figure is adjusted and only the 18 countries that were 
participating in Erasmus in 1995 are taken into account, the figure is 55 677. This is 35% less 
than in higher education in 1995. (See: European Commission. Leonardo da Vinci mobility 
figures. Available from Internet: http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-
programme/doc/stat_en.pdf [cited 25.10.2009].  
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education ‘world’ closer to the EQF and more willing to give up the EHEA 
framework. 

The final uncertainty is in the use of the ECVET ‘brand’. When countries 
develop modularised/unit-based approaches to VET they will probably not call 
their home systems ECVET. In HE, even where national credit systems were in 
place, these were replaced by ECTS; this often meant only changing the title and 
the convention concerning calculation of volume. The main added value for these 
countries in using ECTS was the ‘branding’ effect and the recognition of the 
abbreviation on the international market. However, the international dimension in 
VET is, for the moment, low and unlikely to produce this spin-off effect in favour 
of ECVET. 

There are some certainties. Countries will develop qualifications frameworks 
and reference their frameworks to either one or both European frameworks. They 
will develop (as they are already doing) modularised or unit-based approaches to 
VET qualifications. However, the extent to which they will use points conventions 
will vary. 

Figure 4. Options for the development of European instruments 
concerning qualifications 
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At the political level, there will be an agreement on compatibility between 
ECVET and ECTS (this is required in the ECVET Recommendation). However, 
the nature of this agreement is unknown at this stage. 

Qualifications documents will be issued with the EQF level on them; higher 
education transcripts of record are already issued with ECTS on them. These 
arrangements make the abbreviations known to the wide public. 

The scenarios are illustrated in Figure 4 and then described in detail.  
 

8.3.1. Option 1 – Status quo 
 
Note: For stylistic reasons the scenario descriptions below are all written in present tense. 
 
Nature: this scenario sees the existing situation continuing. It means that the four 
instruments continue developing separately in governance and concepts and 
principles (for more information regarding the differences in their principles see 
Section 2 and, more specifically, Table 4). 

The four instruments do not develop at the same pace: 
(a) ECTS is already used, implemented in national legislations, part of the 

higher education ‘common language’ and is being adopted by VET at higher 
levels (e.g. for short cycle qualifications); 

(b) countries are developing qualifications frameworks, they have referenced 
their frameworks to the EQF and the EHEA framework. Some countries have 
only developed HE frameworks (as Bologna does require this) and have 
referenced their systems rather than frameworks to the EQF; 

(c) the continuing and growing competition for HE students makes the EHEA 
framework and its three cycles a worldwide reference for HE qualifications; 

(d) ECVET is in the weakest position. While countries have unitised their 
qualifications, and some of them use credits, they have not called their unit-
based systems ECVET. ECVET is used mainly by countries and institutions 
with a strong international mission; 

(e) ECVET has been integrated in Leonardo and the mobility figures in VET 
have grown but the proportion of mobile learners in VET remains low 
compared to higher education students. 
Governance: the ECTS, ECVET and the EHEA framework continue evolving 

in their sectoral environments and their governance is not strengthened. Because 
a number of countries have developed overarching frameworks and have agreed 
their governance, EQF is the only instrument governed by a ‘mixed’ group of 
stakeholders (the term mixed refers to their education and training sector 
provenance). 
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Concepts and principles: ECTS, at least at the European level, evolves 
towards a system with less emphasis on the role of workload. It becomes closer 
to the conceptual basis of ECVET. Greater use of validation of non-formal and 
informal learning also makes the distinction between qualifications and education 
and training programmes better understood, and hence closer to the EQF 
conception of qualifications. 

The conceptual difference between modules and units remains. However, 
the national VET landscape does not fully embrace the notion of units (being 
independent of the training pathway) and, while some countries maintain their 
units-based systems, others use systems where units and modules are used 
interchangeably. Therefore, the distinction becomes less relevant in practice. 
EHEA framework and EQF maintain their differences in level descriptors and 
their use. 

Impact: in the status quo situation the two credit systems come closer to 
each other in their underpinning concepts. However, the use of different 
abbreviations makes them ‘sound’ different to the general public. Learners and 
education and training institutions (e.g. teachers) may believe that these are 
different credit systems. 

Qualifications documents are issued with the EQF level on them; this makes 
the EQF known to the public both in VET and HE. The EHEA framework is for 
policy makers and the national HE framework, and its level descriptors, are 
mainly used by those designing HE programmes. At the same time, the use of 
the EHEA framework goes well beyond Europe and the structure of three cycles 
is becoming common across the world. 

The referencing process for the two frameworks is completed. Their 
governance remains as in 2009, based on the cooperation within groups of 
national representatives. They have an updated mandate as their original 
mandate to follow-up and accompany the referencing process has been 
completed. Their mandate consists mainly of promoting these frameworks to the 
wider public and potentially at international level. They also have a role to play in 
designing guidelines and promoting common understanding of these instruments 
(seminars, training, etc.). However the instruments are mainly left for the different 
national institutions and qualifications authorities to use as they see fit. The 
governance does not explicitly concern identification of difficulties and 
inconsistencies and there are few means (financial, as well as the capacity of the 
structure to formulate strong recommendations) to address these 
inconsistencies. There is, therefore, a certain distance between official discourse 
and national implementation, which somewhat undermines trust in European 
governance of these instruments. 
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As an alternative to this first option, in a four plus (4+) scenario, governance 
is strengthened towards stronger monitoring, evaluation and feedback relating to 
the way these tools are implemented at national and institutional level. This 
process is governed through expert groups and groups of national 
representatives. 

This alternative could imply that governance is also concerned with 
monitoring and evaluating implementation and issuing recommendations. 
Therefore, the difficulties in implementation are identified and discussed in 
European expert forums. These are addressed through recommendations. This 
process enhances the transparency and mutual trust in the way the instruments 
are governed at European level. 

 
8.3.2. Option 2 – Two instruments 
Nature: there is a single set of European credit arrangements guidelines and a 
single qualifications framework. 

The single set of credit arrangements guidelines can be called ECTS, 
because of the already well established character of this brand and also the fact 
that it is used and known well beyond the 32 countries participating in the 
European OMC in education and training. It can also be called something 
completely different, to signal to the different actors that this is a new improved 
tool. None of the decisions can be taken easily. HE does not want to give up the 
known brand and VET stakeholders do not want to use the ECTS brand. 
Rebranding the instrument is more problematic than the conceptual integration. 
The concept of credit evolves closer to the ECVET approach of understanding 
credit as assessed learning rather than as a measure of volume. The use of 
points serves a descriptive role and this is recognised. The distinction between 
modules/units is of less importance, as in the above scenario. 

The single qualifications framework is the EQF. All countries have structured 
their HE systems in three cycles and these have been proven EHEA compatible 
in the past. However, HE institutions as part of their lifelong learning agendas are 
designing more qualifications that do not fit into the three cycles, mostly because 
they are small. These are, for example, qualifications that address particular 
employer or adult population needs. The short cycle level is increasingly used by 
both HE and VET. In consequence, HE institutions buy more strongly into the 
national overarching frameworks and consider the relevance of a framework that 
only offers three levels and is restrictive in the size of qualifications. 

Both instruments are governed at European level with participation of both 
communities (VET and HE). This governance includes stronger planning, 
steering pilot project work to strengthen aspects and objectives of these 
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instruments (for example through the lifelong learning programme), as well as 
monitoring, evaluation and review. National practices in using these instruments 
are evaluated/reviewed and recommendations to countries are based on a peer-
review model. The difficulties in implementation are discussed in European and 
national platforms. 

Impact: there is greater consistency in the implementation of the two tools. 
Evaluations identify the nature and scale of the problem and recommendations 
are provided for countries to address the problems. European implementation is 
planned with resources to explore innovations and promote them. The 
governance process also creates greater trust between European HE and VET 
stakeholders (though they may no longer be ‘labelled’ as such). However, this 
requires that: 
(a) resources (financial and human) are allocated to stakeholder coordination 

and consultation; 
(b) resources (financial and human) are provided for the piloting, its follow-up 

and evaluation; 
(c) countries are committed to the implementation of these instruments, which 

are responsible for setting priorities for EU cooperation; 
(d) countries are open to evaluation and review. 

The qualifications systems have better legibility for learners and education 
and training institutions. There is a single set of levels and a single ‘label’ used to 
describe credit. This consistency is expected to support cooperation across the 
sectors even though this also depends on other factors. 

As an alternative to this second option, in a two minus (2-) scenario, 
governance remains mainly focused on dissemination and communication with 
little monitoring, review and feedback. 

There is better legibility of the qualifications systems for learners. However, 
the benefits of stronger governance are not observed. Even though common 
guidelines for VET and HE are formulated as part of the governance process, 
their understanding and implementation remains varied and uneven between 
VET and HE. This is a result of path dependency of the ‘old’ four different 
instruments. As in the previous scenario, this situation creates a discrepancy 
between official discourse about the tools and the situation at institutional level 
which, in turn, affects mutual trust. 

 
8.3.3. Option 3 – All in one 
Nature: there is a single European credit and qualifications framework (ECQF). 

The principles for credit systems (both the measure of volume and 
possibilities for accumulation, transfer and recognition credit) are embedded in 
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the European qualifications meta-framework. The framework can recommend 
use of units/modules (as ECVET and ECTS do) but cannot require it across all 
national qualifications systems. The principles of the referencing process remain 
as in status quo: it is the national qualifications system/framework referenced to 
the ECQF. However, additional criteria, as in opportunities to accumulate, 
transfer and gain recognition of credit are added: the current EQF referencing 
criteria already make reference to validation of non-formal and informal learning. 
The use of a common European credit points convention is also among the 
referencing criteria. Together with the level of the qualification, the number of 
credit points appears on the qualification document and the transcripts issued. 

The governance of the system, as in the ‘two instruments’ scenario, is based 
on planning, monitoring, evaluation, feedback and steering. There is a unique 
governance structure, undertaken through a process of planning, 
experimentation, evaluation and review. However, the governance structure has 
several levels. There still remains a broader grassroots network of institutions 
(both in VET and HE) who are more concerned with aspects around 
accumulation, transfer and recognition of credit systems as well as a more 
institutionalised European body whose concern is mainly the use of levels and of 
the credit points convention to describe qualifications. 

Impact: qualifications are required to be described through a common 
measure of volume enhancing the capacity of the framework to ‘signal’ the nature 
of qualifications. 

Through integration in the qualifications framework, credit arrangements gain 
greater visibility and emphasis in policy. However, the extent to which these will 
translate to better opportunities for learners and increased transfer and 
accumulation will depend on measures taken at national (possibly regional or 
system) or institutional level. 

As in the ‘two instruments’ scenario, better coordination requires 
commitment and additional resources (compared to status quo) on the side of 
both the participating countries and the institution in charge of coordination. The 
tighter links between a broader network of actors involved in credit systems and a 
single European body for ECQF lead to better transfer between grass-roots and 
European developments. The bottom-up and top-down processes meet more 
efficiently than in the previous scenarios. 

This scenario demands reflection on the involvement of non-EU Bologna 
countries. While increased resources are unlikely to be available through the 
Bologna process (which does not have the necessary structures in place) the 
international dimension of the EHEA framework needs to be taken into account. 
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9. Conclusions 
 
 
 

9.1. General conclusions 
 
Before presenting conclusions about the relationship between qualifications 
frameworks and credit systems, as formulated in the analytical framework, it is 
necessary to draw some general conclusions. 

The analysis of frameworks that have been in place for some time suggests 
it is unlikely that the objectives will be met in the short term. Even for the more 
modest objectives of describing systems and introducing transparency, it is likely 
to take time before the wider group of stakeholders – not only those directly 
concerned with their design, such as employers, education and training providers 
and guidance staff, but also citizens – will be able to use the framework and 
credit systems to navigate the inherent complexity of qualifications systems. This 
is likely to take even longer if the frameworks and their policy objectives are 
ambitious. Additional reforms of the qualifications system (that go beyond a 
framework or credit approach) will be needed as frameworks or credit 
arrangements are mixed with and affected by other policies and practices. If such 
reforms are envisaged, these should not undermine the way stakeholders value 
and trust existing qualifications. 

The complexity of the qualifications systems that are in place, and the 
number and diversity of interests of the parties involved, make it a challenge to 
translate qualifications frameworks and credit systems into flexible opportunities 
for learners. Frameworks and credits promote flexible opportunities but this does 
not yet mean that education and training institutions will use them, nor that 
learner demand for flexibility will increase. Flexibility is not an objective, but 
should serve the needs of those who require it. There is currently little evidence 
of the extent of demand from learners for flexibility in achieving qualifications. 
Given that achieving flexibility is not a simple exercise, it can be argued that it will 
be best achieved in relation to priority target groups or priority qualification 
subsystems where added-value is greatest. 

It should also be noted that flexibility in achieving qualifications is, in many 
countries, a different issue from the flexibility of the training offer, especially for 
adults. Adults are the target group where the benefits of flexibility are probably 
clearest, even though limits to the benefits of flexibility also need to be 
highlighted; this is especially so for the low-skilled who might not have the 
competence to manage their learning pathways alone) (Cedefop, Brandsma, 
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2001). While many European countries agree with the need for flexible training 
for the adult population (108) they distinguish this from the pathways leading to 
qualifications. This is because their conception of qualifications relates to formal 
education and training systems and/or the possibilities of practising an 
occupation. Where qualifications frameworks have the objective of embracing the 
broadest offer of learning opportunities (in line with a lifelong learning 
perspective), they will have to take account of the significant complexity of 
subsystems and actors as a result of the fragmentation of adult learning 
provision. Existing qualifications frameworks and credit arrangements have 
different approaches to dealing with the complexity, stemming from the use of 
loose conventions, through quality assurance and guidelines to regulation. 

Many European countries are currently developing qualifications frameworks 
predominantly concerned with the qualifications offer from formal education and 
training (Cedefop, 2009e). However, the adult learning (109) sphere, which is the 
most fragmented and lacking transparency as well as where the needs for 
flexibility are likely to be greatest, would probably benefit most from a common 
approach to describing qualifications or from the introduction of a register. At the 
same time, it can be argued that demand for this type of learning is mostly local 
and the offer should remain locally managed. 

 
 

9.2. Different logics 
 
This study shows that the choices in terms of inclusiveness of frameworks and 
credit arrangements have implications on governance arrangements, the extent 
and detail of requirements. The larger the number and the broader the type of 
actors involved in including qualifications in the framework or using credit 
systems and credit conventions, the more detailed the guidelines (and possibly 
the requirements) of these instruments and consequently the greater the need for 
an authoritative structure or structures (in cases of partnership governance). The 
feasibility of such approaches needs to be carefully examined in each specific 
context. 

Finally there are two different logics in the design of qualifications 
frameworks and credit points conventions. The first is outward oriented, in which 

                                                                                                                                   
(108) See the national reports in the European Employment Observatory (2007) which show that 

many EU countries are implementing flexible or modular programmes for adult learning (e.g. 
Belgium fr, Belgium nl, Germany (to ao certain extent), Ireland, the Netherlands, Finland and 
Sweden). Not all these countries consider these courses as qualifications. 

(109) Or at least the segments of adult learning eligible for public funding as it is unlikely that a 
framework could cover all learning opportunities. 
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a framework and the use of credit conventions are introduced to make 
qualifications better understood abroad. This argument is an important aspect of 
the Bologna process, underpinned by the ambition to strengthen the world-wide 
reputation of European higher education and consequently to attract international 
students. However, the interest of global training providers (such as vendors) in 
qualifications frameworks development is also most likely due to this type of 
consideration. 

If this is the prevailing logic, it is understandable that these instruments are 
mainly concerned with qualifications from the formal system, which are the ones 
where international competition is most likely to apply. 

The second is inwards oriented, where framework and credit arrangements 
are introduced to respond to issues of access to and efficiency of lifelong learning 
opportunities in the qualifications systems. 

When this is the main logic in the qualifications system, it is unlikely that the 
expected benefits will be achieved if the adult learning sector is excluded. Within 
most European countries the formal system is fairly well understood already and 
credit arrangements (such as equivalence or statutory access to pathways) exist, 
although the level of progression remains an issue. Accumulation, which is a key 
feature of credit systems, will represent a real added value for adults or early 
school leavers, more than for anyone else. 

The use of a common credit points convention is typically a mechanism 
employed in a national system that bridges diverse subsystems. The 
implementation of a credit system requires greater homogeneity in how 
qualifications are designed and structured and is hence more common for 
subsystems or even awarding bodies: one ministry, one university or one large 
private provider. 

 
 

9.3. Qualification descriptions and system 
transparency  

 
Qualifications frameworks and the use of a common credit points convention 
describe the qualifications offer using levels and quantification of the volume of 
learning; these enable qualifications to be distinguished at the same level 
according to their size. This is especially useful in systems where homogeneity of 
level and volume of learning outcomes with the same title is not ensured or 
where new titles are introduced. Quantification becomes a useful criterion, 
particularly if qualifications from outside the formal system (in which qualifications 
are typically rather large) are included in the framework (e.g. if qualifications from 
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the adult learning sector which can be very specialised are located next to 
mainstream initial education and training system qualifications). 

This role of qualifications frameworks and credit points is also important from 
an international perspective. While certain qualifications systems are already well 
understood by the population of a country (because of the limited number of 
qualifications and qualification titles involved, as well as their relative 
homogeneity) it may be of interest to the stakeholders to have their system 
understood abroad. The reasons for this may be, for example, the desire to 
attract foreign students or to signal the (high) level of qualification achievement of 
the population to potential foreign investors. 

However, the role of qualification titles in making the qualifications system 
understood to the broad public should not be ignored, as these remain the 
‘landmarks’ by which learners and employers understand the system. Those 
thinking about qualifications in terms of level and volume are those designing or 
regulating qualifications or recognising them, for example, for admission or 
exemption. 

 
 

9.4. Qualifications design  
 
The framework and credit mechanisms (levels, learning outcomes, units, credit 
points) serve not only to describe or promote the qualifications systems but also 
to shape the way qualifications are designed. This can be achieved through rules 
and regulation but also through quality assurance aspects built into the 
framework/credit arrangements or by giving the opportunity to those designing 
qualifications to use the mechanisms in the most appropriate way. Therefore, 
framework and credit arrangements can leave more or less space for diversity in 
qualification design within the subsystems. 

Many qualifications frameworks that do not have regulatory aspects of their 
own are underpinned by regulation that already exists in the qualifications system 
or its subsystems. Therefore, it is not always the framework that puts imposes 
the requirements of qualification design as it can only function because such 
rules already exist. 

The use of a common credit points convention alone (without the need to 
use units/modules) requires that, when designing a qualification, the volume of 
the qualification is measured, or, if the volume is given a priori that learning 
outcomes meet the expected volume. The nature of more complete credit 
systems has much greater impact on the way qualifications are designed as it 
requires systematic integration of credit arrangements in qualification design. 



Linking credit systems and qualifications frameworks 
An international comparative analysis 

 187

This means, for example, developing pathways across qualifications (e.g. using 
common or equivalent units), articulation of the content of qualifications to ensure 
progression, or systematic integration of possibilities to achieve credit through 
validation of non-formal and informal learning. This study also shows that several 
countries adopt an approach where only a credit points convention is used at the 
level of the system while the subsystems or even institutions (e.g. in higher 
education) have the potential to develop adapted credit systems. 

The way frameworks and credit arrangements shape qualification design 
does not concern the same aspects of qualifications. Qualifications frameworks 
require processes to ensure the take-up of the levels and level descriptors (i.e. 
the framework mechanisms) for use of qualifications. These processes concern 
the way level descriptors are used to (re-)design the content of qualifications by 
relevant institutions. Such institutions often already have more or less explicit 
rules/procedures/understanding of how to design the content of their 
qualifications. Decisions about the level of learning outcomes in these 
qualifications are not systematically a result of a technical comparison of level 
descriptors with the learning outcomes but also a process of bargaining among 
stakeholders concerned. Credit arrangements, however, concern the design of 
qualifications components (units/modules) and their link with components from 
other qualifications, from other systems or learning contexts (such as validation 
of non-formal and informal learning). Articulation of credit arrangements around 
the level of learning outcomes is closely related to the conception of qualifications 
in the system: some consider that only a qualification has a level, others assign 
level also to units/modules. 

 
 

9.5. Governance of mechanisms 
 
Both frameworks and credit arrangements have technical features in the form of 
the mechanisms they represent. The approach to implementation can take 
different forms, such as regulation, quality assurance or guidelines. It is 
embedded in the existing division of competence and powers among players in 
the qualifications systems as well as their motivation to act in one way or another, 
for example to design new qualifications or to recognise credit. 

Governance will therefore reflect existing relationships among stakeholders. 
It can be designed as top-down, with an authoritative regulatory body, based on 
consensus with a partnership structure designed to moderate the ambitions and 
proposals of different stakeholders; or bottom-up, empowering the stakeholders 
on the ground to make decisions (e.g. recognise credit) based on common 
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guidelines. In any case, a governance structure will affect the behaviour of 
different parties concerned to achieve the policy objectives. Therefore, the gover-
nance of these mechanisms needs to take into account a number of questions: 
(a) framework governance typically concerns the following aspects: 

(i) who has the competence to decide the level and to include qualifications 
in the framework and how? 

(ii) is there a control mechanism? 
(iii) who manages what is in the framework (e.g. to make sure it is not 

outdated) and how? 
(iv) what physical form does the framework have (i.e. a single register or 

more registers)? 
(b) the governance of credit arrangements concerns: 

(i) which credit arrangements are possible (legislation or rules can enable 
or constrain access requirements)? 

(ii) how is credit described (documentation) and assigned (assessment)? 
(iii) who has the competence to recognise credit? 
(iv) who designs the rules to accumulate credit? 

(c) the governance of a credit points convention typically concerns: 
(i) who has the competence to decide on the volume of a qualification? Is 

this set a priori per qualification title? Can it differ for qualifications with 
the same type/title? Does it have to be ‘measured’ a posteriori for each 
individual qualification? 

(ii) how strict the regulation on measuring the volume of qualifications 
should be? Is it based on guidelines or set a-priori? Is there a verification 
process and, if yes, who can decide whether the volume as expressed in 
credit points is in line with the content of the qualification? 

(iii) who has the competence to decide on the volume of components and 
how? 

(d) the governance of credit systems concerns: 
(i) what (detailed and comparable) information is required for all 

qualifications on their content (i.e. what is the template to be used to 
describe the content of qualifications through units/modules) to decide 
on use of common units or set up equivalence? 

(ii) who decides whether to develop a new unit/module or to use an existing 
one and how? 

(iii) who is managing (and how) the process of updating the units/modules 
and how this impacts other qualifications where credit systems are 
used? 
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(iv) according to what rules and on what basis (transcript, record of 
achievement) is the credit accumulation and transfer managed? 

This list, which contains the main aspects of governance for the framework 
and credit instruments, shows that: 
(a) there is potentially considerable work to be undertaken and protocols to be 

established and enforced. In many countries, these instruments make 
explicit in a systematic way what used to be implicit in the system or its 
subsystems which requires agreement by a number of parties. In reality 
most credit systems are organised around loose guidelines and 
decentralised decisions on transfer and accumulation; 

(b) there is a great variety of players involved when the two instruments are 
considered together, ranging from national authorities to local institutions, 
making their joint governance a complex issue; 

(c) governance arrangements are closely related to the existing divisions of 
competence and powers in the system. Moving towards centralised 
governance of credit arrangements (through credit systems) is likely to be 
more problematic in highly decentralised systems than in centralised ones. 

 
 

9.6. The ‘openness’ of qualifications systems 
 
The transition from the existence of qualifications framework and credit 
arrangements to an open system where learners can (and do) develop flexible 
learning paths involves more than the implementation of the framework and 
credit mechanisms. While both instruments support this goal (if integrated or if 
existing in parallel) the existence of real opportunities for learners depends on a 
number of other aspects: incentives and drivers (e.g. economic or demographic 
pressures); the financing mechanisms in the system; the ability and resources of 
learning providers to offer and manage flexibility; and the awareness of learners 
about these opportunities and their motivation to use them. 

Qualifications frameworks and credit arrangements affect qualification design 
and improve comparability, thus making it easier to identify ‘zones’ of possible 
transfer. But differences in qualification design are only one aspect hindering 
credit transfer and accumulation opportunities. 

It is still unclear whether the integration of credit arrangements and 
qualifications frameworks (in their active role) has greater impact on qualification 
system openness than other combinations of credit arrangements and 
frameworks. There is, so far, no measurement of how systems perform in 
enabling flexible pathways and whether people use them. Also, both instruments 
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raise debate and awareness of flexibility, which may, in the longer term, positively 
impact on the other obstacles to transfer, such as institutional acceptance of 
credit transfer and accumulation policies. 
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Working definitions 
 
 
 
Term Source Working Definition 
Accumulation Working definition 

elaborated for this 
study 

The process through which individuals can build on learning that 
took place or learning outcomes that were achieved in different 
contexts to be awarded qualifications. This process is governed by 
national, sectoral or institutional requirements on what learning or 
learning outcomes can be accumulated to which qualification. These 
rules constrain or open-up (depending on the qualifications system) 
the possibilities of education and training pathways the learners can 
follow to achieve qualifications. In countries where credit systems 
are in place, credit accumulation is a core function of these. 
However, other means for accumulation unrelated to a formalised 
credit system may exist. 

Assessment 
of learning 
outcomes 

ECVET 
Recommendation 

Methods and processes used to establish the extent to which a 
learner has in fact attained particular knowledge, skills and 
competence. 

Credit for 
learning 
outcomes 
(credit) 

ECVET 
Recommendation 

A set of an individual’s learning outcomes which have been 
assessed and which can be accumulated towards a qualification or 
transferred to other learning programmes or qualifications. Credit is 
typically described using credit points. 

Credit 
arrangements 

Working definition 
elaborated for this 
study 

As recognition of credit gained by an individual through, for example, 
the existence of equivalences, use of exemptions, existence of 
units/modules that can be accumulated and transferred, the 
autonomy of providers who can individualise pathways, validation of 
non-formal and informal learning, etc. 

Credit arrangements are broader than the use of credit points 
convention or credit systems. 

Credit points 
convention 

Working definition 
elaborated for this 
study 

Defines a common approach to measuring the volume of learning 
that describes credit. 

Credit system Working definition 
elaborated for this 
study 

Is based on the use of components of qualifications (units/modules) 
and has clearly described and formalised rules on how components 
can be accumulated and transferred. Credit systems embed credit 
arrangements into qualifications design. This includes arrangements 
such as the use of common or equivalent units, articulation of the 
content of qualifications among each other, building qualifications up 
from a pool of units, etc. 

Education or 
training 
pathway 

Cedefop 
terminology 

Is a set of related education or training programmes provided by 
schools, training centres, higher education institutions or VET 
providers, and that facilitates individuals’ progression within or 
between activity sectors. 

Education or 
training path 

Cedefop 
terminology 

The sum of learning sequences followed by an individual to acquire 
knowledge, skills or competences. 
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Term Source Working Definition 

Learning 
outcomes 

EQF 
Recommendation 

Statements of what a learner knows, understands and is able to do 
on completion of a learning process defined in terms of knowledge, 
skills and competence. 

Module Working definition 
elaborated for this 
study 

A specified element of a training programme which may be 
assessed and validated (formative assessment) but not recognised. 

Progression Working definition 
elaborated for this 
study 

The potential to recognise an individual’s qualifications or learning in 
order to be admitted or enter (possibly with exemptions) education 
and training at a higher level. The term progression may also be 
used to refer to passing from education and training to the labour 
market. 

Qualifications 
framework 

Cedefop 
terminology 

Is an instrument for the development and classification of 
qualifications (e.g. at national or sectoral level) according to a set of 
criteria (e.g. using descriptors) applicable to specified levels of 
learning outcomes. 

Qualifications 
system 

Cedefop 
terminology 

Comprises all activities related to the recognition of learning 
outcomes and other mechanisms that link education and training to 
the labour market and civil society. These activities include: 
• definition of qualification policy, training design and 

implementation, institutional arrangements, funding, quality 
assurance; 

• assessment, validation and certification of learning outcomes. 
Qualifications 
title 

Working definition 
elaborated for this 
study 

Understood as the different denominations used to name 
qualifications (e.g. ‘bachelor degree’ (UK, Scotland), ‘Brevet de 
Technicien Supérieur’ (France), ‘Advanced certificate’ (South 
Africa)). This term is used here because in many countries the use 
of certain qualifications titles is regulated and underpinned by 
requirements concerning the learning outcomes, training, 
assessment, etc. behind the design and award of the qualification. 
Typically only institutions that meet certain criteria may award 
qualifications with these titles. The qualification titles are usually a 
well-defined group of qualifications (for example, they typically do 
not span more than two levels but may also exist only on one level of 
qualifications framework). 

Qualification 
types 

Working definition 
elaborated for this 
study 

Understood as a broader group of qualifications that may have 
certain common characteristics but may be different in terms of 
levels, volume or possibly programmes leading to them. This term is 
used here because certain qualifications frameworks differentiate 
between qualifications types. These may have different processes 
according to how they are referenced to the framework. For 
example, the French CQP (Certificat de Qualification 
Professionnelle) is a qualification awarded by sectoral organisations, 
but may exist at all levels of the qualifications framework and may 
have very different volumes. The Slovenian qualifications system 
differentiates between three qualification types: those awarded by 
the formal system, those awarded after validation of non-formal and 
informal learning (NVQs) and other qualifications such as those 
awarded by the private sector (e.g. in adult learning). 
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Term Source Working Definition 

Recognition of 
learning 
outcomes 

ECVET 
Recommendation 

The process of attesting officially achieved learning outcomes 
through the awarding of units or qualifications. 

Transfer Working definition 
elaborated for this 
study 

The means through which learners are able to have learning which 
took place in one context (country, system, institution) recognised in 
another context. The expression credit transfer refers to the process 
through which credit awarded in one setting can be taken into 
account for other qualifications or training pathways. However, 
transfer is not exclusively linked to the use of credit. Formal 
mechanisms or informal practices for exemption from studies or 
recognition of elements of qualifications may exist in the absence of 
a credit system. 

Unit ECVET 
Recommendation  

A component of a qualification that can be assessed, validated and 
recognised. 

Validation of 
learning 
outcomes 

ECVET 
Recommendation 

The process of confirming that certain assessed learning outcomes 
achieved by a learner correspond to specific outcomes which may 
be required for a unit or a qualification. 

 
 

 
  



Linking credit systems and qualifications frameworks 
An international comparative analysis 

 194

List of abbreviations 
 
 
 

ANFA Association Nationale pour la Formation Automobile (France) 
National Association for Training in the Automobile Sector 

ANKOM Anrechnung beruflicher Kompetenzen auf Hochschulstudiengänge (Germany) 
Accreditation of vocational skills to university degree programmes 

ANTA Australian National Training Authority (Australia) 

AQF Australian qualifications framework (Australia) 

AQTF Australian quality training framework (Australia) 

AVCC Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee (Australia) 

BEP Brevet d’Études Professionnelles (France) 
Certificate of vocational education (upper-secondary level)  

BIBB Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung (Germany) 
Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training  

BMBF Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung (Germany) 
Federal Ministry of Education and Research 

BTS Brevet de Technicien Supérieur (France) 
Advanced technical diploma (post-secondary non-tertiary level) 

CA Credit arrangements 

CAP Certificat d’aptitude professionnelle (France) 
Certificate of vocational aptitude (lower-secondary level) 

CCEA Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (UK) 
Cedefop European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 

CHE Council on Higher Education (South Africa) 

CHEPS Center for Higher Education Policy Studies 

CNCP Commission Nationale de la Certification Professionnelle (France) 
National Commission for Vocational Qualifications 

CQP Certificat de Qualification Professionnelle (France) 
Vocational qualification certificate awarded by sectoral organisations 

CS Credit system 

DCELLS Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (UK) 

DEA Diplôme d’Études Approfondies (France) 
Postgraduate studies 

DECVET Pilot initiative for developing and testing ECVET in the German vocational education 
and training system 

DESS Diplôme d’Études Supérieures Spécialisées (France) 
Postgraduate specialised studies 
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DEUG Diplôme d’Études Universitaires Générales (France) 
General university studies 

DfES Department for Education and Skills (UK) 

DG EAC Directorate-General for Education and Culture (European Commission) 
DUT Diplôme Universitaire de Technologie (France) 

Advanced technical diploma (post-secondary non-tertiary level) 
EACEA Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency 
ECTS European credit transfer and accumulation system  

ECTS/DS European credit transfer and accumulation system/diploma supplement 

ECVET European credit system for vocational education and training 
EEA European economic area 
EHEA European higher education area 
EQF European qualifications framework  
ESIB European Student Information Bureau (now ESU see below) 
ESU European Students’ Union 
EU European Union 
EUA European University Association 
EWNI England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
FDF Foundation degree forward (UK) 

GCSE General certificate of secondary education (UK) 

GNVQ General national vocational qualification (UK) 

HE Higher education 

HEQC Higher Education Quality Committee (South Africa) 

HN Higher national (UK) 

IFES Instituto de Formación y Estudios Sociales (Spain) 
Institute of Education and Social Studies 

INCUAL Instituto Nacional de las Cualificaciones (Spain) 
National Qualifications Institute 

INCHER-Kassel International Centre for Higher Education Research – Kassel 

ISCED International standard classification of education  

KMK Kultusministerkonferenz (Germany) 
Education and culture ministerial conference 

LLL Lifelong learning 

LLLP Lifelong learning programme 

LO Learning outcomes 

LSC Learning and Skills Council (UK) 

MCEETYA Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (Australia) 
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MENESR Ministère de l’Éducation nationale de l’enseignement supérieur et de la Recherche 
(France) 
Ministry of National Education, Higher Education and Research 

MEPSD Ministerio de Educacion, Politica Social y Deporte (Spain) 
Ministry of Education, Social Policy and Sport 

MTAS Ministerio de Trabajo e Inmigración (Spain) 
Ministry of Employment and Immigration 

NCP National coordination point 

NCVER National Centre for Vocational Education Research (Australia) 

NFIL Non-formal and informal learning 
NGO Non-governmental organisation 
NQAI National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (Ireland) 
NQF National qualifications framework 
NQS National qualifications system 
NVQ National vocational qualification (UK) 
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

Ofqual Office of the Qualifications and Examinations Regulator (UK) 

OMC Open method of coordination 

OPCA Organisme Paritaire Collecteur Agréé (France) 
Accredited joint contribution-collecting body 

PLA Peer-learning activity 

PwC PriceWaterhouseCoopers 

QA Quality assurance 
QCA Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (UK) 

QCDA Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency (UK) 

QCF Qualifications and credit framework (UK) 

QF Qualifications framework 

QF/CS-CPC Qualifications framework/credit system – credit points convention 
RATE Register of Australian tertiary education (Australia) 
RERS Repères et Références Statistiques (France) 

Statistical references 

RNCP Répertoire national des certifications professionnelles 
National repertory of vocational qualifications 

SAQA South African Qualifications Authority (South Africa) 

SCQF Scottish credit and qualifications framework (UK) 
SME Small and medium-sized enterprise 
SQA Scottish Qualifications Authority (UK) 

SSDA Sector Skills Development Agency (UK) 
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SVQ Scottish vocational qualification (UK) 

TWG Technical working group 
UAPME European Association of Craft, Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 
UK United Kingdom 
UK (EWNI) United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) 

UMALUSI Quality Council for General and Further Education and Training (South Africa) 

VAE Validation des Acquis d’Expérience (France) 
Validation of non-formal and informal learning 

VET Vocational education and training 

VQRP Vocational qualifications reform programme (UK) 

ZMT Zones of mutual trust 
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Credit systems and qualifications frameworks are pivotal to 
modernisation of VET and qualifications systems. This study reviews 
the development of those tools in the context of the Copenhagen and 
the Bologna processes (ECVET, ECTS, EQF-LLL, EHEA-QF) and 
across a sample of European and non-European countries (Australia, 
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and qualifications frameworks. The articulation between both tools 
reveals difficulties and opportunities. This analysis leads to grounded 
insights in the functioning of credits systems and qualifications 
frameworks concerning learning pathways (transfer and progression), 
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policies, especially qualification designs and awarding procedures. 

This international comparative study invites debate on possible 
futures for European tools within the European education area. 
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