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IMPLEMENTING THE 

EUROPEAN QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORK:

OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES

Aviana Bulgarelli, Director, Cedefop

Dear Conference Participants, colleagues,

It is with great pleasure I address you here today. I want to start by  highlighting what Odile Quintin said, it is only four years (and three months) since the idea of a European Qualifications Framework was formally launched (in the 2004 Joint Interim report of the Commission and Council). 

Given the limited time - and the complexity of the task at hand - I find it remarkable that we have already reached a stage of real implementation where (almost) all participating countries are actively committed to the EQF.  This has of course only been made possible by the active involvement and commitment of everybody present here today. 

However, while congratulations indeed are appropriate, my main task is to remind  that the real work starts today and to reflect on the opportunities and challenges we are going to face 
The adoption of the EQF 23 of April provided us with a foundation for cooperation but do not guarantee that we will succeed in reaching the ambitious objectives set for the EQF - to facilitate  mobility of workers and learners, lifelong learning and career pathways. 
Slide emphasising the tension between opportunities and challenges

To release the potential of the EQF we therefore need to identify and make explicit opportunities as well as challenges.  We have to ask ourselves:
· In which areas lies the biggest potential of the EQF?
· Which are the challenges potentially preventing us from succeeding in the same areas?

The experiences of Cedefop

Before doing this I will use a few minutes to reflect on the EQF from the perspective of Cedefop.  While we are happy to have been able to play a very active role in the 2004-2008 development of the EQF, we see the adoption of the EQF as the fruit of more than 20 years of effort. I want to mention three initiatives which in different ways have helped us to get to the stage where we are today:

Slide summarising the Cedefop experience

· The 1985 decision to establish a European system for comparing vocational qualifications was a pioneering activity addressing the same objective of cross-border mobility as EQF does today Running the system on behalf of the Commission and Member States, Cedefop invested much energy into this approach, eventually comparing more than 200 qualifications in 19 sectors. While the impact of this approach was not up to expectations, it gave us important experiences which have proved important later.

· The shared initiative of the Commission and Cedefop in 1998 to establish a European Forum on transparency of qualifications built on the lessons of the 1985 system. A centralised approach was seen given up and transparency of qualifications now became the main focus.  While emphasising the need for common tools and principles (for example Europass), the work of the Transparency Forum very much promoted a decentralised approach using learning outcomes to describe qualifications. The Forum paved the way for initiatives like the EQF (and ECVET) by showing that co-operation is possible and can bring concrete results.
· I 2002-2003 Cedefop initiated a study on a set of common reference levels for all qualifications.  Taking into account previous experiences, this study provided the basis for the 8-level, learning outcomes based approach which is now the key feature of EQF.
These three examples capture the essence of the thinking behind EQF. First of all we have to use a decentralised approach when tackling the challenges of mobility and lifelong learning. 
The EQF has been developed within the open method of coordination and will be based on the principle of self-certification. 
Second, our common approach must be based on transparency and learning outcomes - comparison and convergence on the basis of input is very difficult to accomplish. 
These are lessons Cedefop brought into the development of EQF and are also the principles we will bring with us into the next stage of work.  
Main opportunities and challenges
I will focus on four areas where I think EQF can make a difference. And as I have said, where there are opportunities there are also challenges. 

1.
EQF and vocational education and training 
Slide on EQF and VET

The opportunity:

I consider EQF as: 
· an opportunity to clarify the role of VET in relation to other parts of education and training;

· an opportunity to better understand how the role of VET is changing; and 
· as an inspiration for further development of VET.
Traditionally we tend to see IVET as limited to upper secondary education and training, in the form of apprenticeships or vocational training in schools. This limited definition of IVET is being challenged. We can increasingly see that learning pathways are established across traditional institutional borders, in many cases linking traditional VET and higher education together.  We also see that learning and teaching models from VET is being adopted in other areas, for example by universities. In other words, VET methodologies and principles are important at all qualifications levels, challenging the traditional understanding of the sector. 

These developments are exemplified by the Norwegian efforts to establish smooth pathways between VET and higher education and the Swedish Advanced vocational training offering combinations of school and work based education and training at post secondary level.

The EQF provides us with a very important instrument to understand and support these tendencies.  The fact that all the 8 levels of the EQF has been described in terms of knowledge, skills and competence can be seen as an acknowledgement that a VET element potentially exists or can be developed at all levels of qualifications, including at level 7 and 8 – which is normally seen as the monopoly of academic institutions. 

The EQF questions the opinion that VET can not be developed beyond a certain level of qualifications which is in contradiction with the need of highly specialised professional qualifications as also recent skills needs forecasts developed by Cedefop show. For this reason we see the principles introduced by the EQF as an important contribution to parity of esteem between different forms of education and training and as an opportunity to see develop VET at all levels of qualifications, including  EQF levels 7 and 8.

The challenge:

This opening up of all qualifications levels to VET is not seen as positive by all stakeholders. We see a certain tendency that countries, when drafting their National Qualifications Frameworks, draw a line around EQF level 5 stating that VET can operate up to this level, the rest is the monopoly of higher education and academic institutions. 

This illustrates that the traditional way of seeing the relationship VET-Higher Education is clashing with the alternative way offered by EQF. I see this as a serious challenge, closely linked to the realisation of lifelong learning.       

2.  
EQF as a catalyst for the shift to learning outcomes

Slide on learning outcomes

The opportunity
In VET there is a long tradition in using a learning outcomes or competence based approach when defining and describing qualifications. This reflects a necessity as VET qualifications are defined and operate in close a relationship with the labour market. Individual learners as well as enterprises need to know what is expected and what is at offer. 

But it would be wrong to say that the use of learning outcomes is limited to VET. Quite to the contrary, as the 2007 Cedefop comparative study on learning outcomes shows, a shift to learning outcomes is taking place in all sectors of education and training, at all levels and in a majority of countries.  The study illustrates that some countries, for example Ireland, Slovenia, the UK and the Nordic countries, already have made extensive experiences in applying a learning outcomes approach. And even more encouraging, these study shows that the majority of remaining countries are moving in the same direction – developments in Estonia, Hungary, Luxembourg and Portugal exemplifies this.  

The launching of the EQF provides us with an opportunity to strengthen this approach – which greatly improves the transparency and accountability of qualifications.  This strengthening is necessary; the focus on learning outcomes gives us the common language which makes it possible to understand and compare qualifications across national and institutional borders.  
The challenge:
If the EQF is to succeed, the shift to learning outcomes is the most important pre-condition. I think we have to be very clear on this point; countries who want to use the EQF should approach the learning outcomes approach in a very serious and honest way. Referencing national qualifications levels to the EQF requires that the national qualifications authorities, together with all the national stakeholders, are willing to enter into a concrete discussion on how to describe and place national qualifications according to learning outcomes.
A smooth functioning of the EQF requires mutual trust.  This mutual trust will depend on the way countries apply the learning outcomes approach.  This is where the EQF advisory body will have to pay particular attention and is probably the most fundamental challenge we are facing in the implementation of the EQF.
3.  
National Qualifications Frameworks as instruments for cooperation   

          and reform

Slide on NQFs

The opportunity

The development of National Qualifications Frameworks (since 2005/2006) has been rapid and to some extent unexpected. The development of NQF can be seen from two angles: First, it confirms the relevance of the EQF and shows that countries increasingly commit themselves to the common European framework. Second, the NQFs reflect a need for reform at national level. As lifelong learning becomes more important and as citizens require more flexible access and progress within education and training and the labour market – countries need to increase transparency of qualifications and to clarify the relationships between them. I therefore see the emergence of NQFs as a combination of a European push for increased cooperation and a national pull for reform.  The ongoing work in countries like Austria, the Czech republic, Denmark, Germany, Italy and Romania – to mention just a few – as very good examples of this combination of national and European priorities.

This is also why I am quite optimistic as regards the future prospects of EQF; the coming together of national and European objectives bides well. 

The challenge
As regards the role of NQFs, the EQF recommendation leaves it open to the Member States to decide whether they want to refer to the EQF via a national framework. This is different from the Bologna framework for higher education where the development of a NQFs is set as a precondition for joining the cooperation. I will of course not question the right of countries to make their own decisions on this but only stress (and this is very interesting within the OMC approach) that the NQF approach has now been chosen by the big majority of countries and in many ways seems to have become the rule. I think this is positive.
The most important challenge we face as regards NQFs is whether they will be able to operate as instruments for integration, making it possible to create learning pathways across education and training sectors and making it possible to build on learning outcomes acquired in non-formal and informal settings that means mainly at the workplace and out of the formal traditional educational settings. 

Developments in the different countries are not entirely positive as regards this aspect. Some countries tend to draw a line around level 5, saying that what is above is the responsibility of academic, higher education, what is below is the domain of general education and VET. This is obviously not conducive to integration.
4. 
EQF and the individual (citizen and learner) 
Slide on the individual perspective
The opportunity

I see the EQF – in a long term perspective – as an instrument to support individual learners throughout their lives.  The EQF does this by shifting focus from input to outcomes. The important principle applied is that learning outcomes matters, less so how and where they have been acquired. 

This does not mean that we lower the quality requirements when awarding qualifications. Quite to the contrary - the EQF and corresponding NQFs could make these requirements even more visible and explicit than what is the case today.  The point is that we should not exclude a learning experience just because it took place somewhere else. It should be assessed according to the level of knowledge, skills and competences acquired, not according to the house where the learning took place. 

We clearly see tendencies in this direction in some countries. The development of validation of non-formal and informal learning points in this direction, but can be strengthened and normalised by EQF/NQF approach. The developments in France, related to the introduction of validation from 2002 and onwards, illustrate this well. The same can be said of the Irish efforts, since 2003, to introduce a learning outcome based NQF.  
Without this perspective, allowing individuals to make use of their full range of learning outcomes,  the lifelong learning ambition of the EQF would be threatened.
The challenge

I think we need to be honest with ourselves and admit that this shift towards an individual perspective is easier said than done. We still see many barriers to lifelong learning caused by institutional and sectoral protectionism.  

Education and training institutions tend to focus on their exclusivity, not so much on how their offers can be combined with those of other institutions. While this is understandable it conflicts with the interests of individual learners who need open qualifications systems, supporting access, progression and transfer.    

This links back to what I have already said about the integrating function o0f NQFs; the success of the EQF very much hinges on our ability to face and reduce the barriers to learning created by the education and training systems themselves. 

Conclusions
Slide on conclusions

While having emphasised both opportunities and challenges I would like to underline that the overall picture is positive and promising. The adoption of the EQF Recommendation can be seen as an important step forward and I think it will be difficult to reverse this.  

Furthermore, the world-wide attention to the EQF - an increasing number of countries outside Europe pay a lot of attention to what we are doing - also indicates that we are on the right track.
Finally, I just want to underline the commitment of Cedefop to this work and we very much look forward to provide continued scientific and technical support to the EQF initiative.

Thank you for your attention.

