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European Inventory on NQF 2012 
IRELAND 

Introduction 
Ireland has implemented a comprehensive and learning outcomes based framework of 
qualifications (NFQ). The 10 levels of the framework capture all learning, from initial stages 
to the most advanced. 

The majority of current and legacy national awards are now included in the NFQ, 
including those made by the State Examinations Commission, Further Education and 
Training Awards Council (FETAC), Higher Education and Training Award Council (HETAC) 
( 1), the universities and the Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT). 

Main policy objectives 
The national objective of moving towards a ‘lifelong learning society’, in which learners can 
benefit from learning opportunities at various stages throughout their lives, was a key factor 
in the changes that have taken place in Ireland. This led to the need for a more flexible and 
integrated system of qualifications that could recognise all learning acquired by learners in 
Ireland. The policy goals of the Irish NFQ were to: 
· create an open, learner-centred, coherent, transparent and widely understood system of 

qualifications in Ireland that is responsive to the needs of individual learners and to the 
social and economic needs of the country; 

· ease access, transfer and progression opportunities for learners within and across the 
different levels and subsystems of education and training; 

· increase mobility through understanding and recognition of Irish qualifications abroad 
and fully participate in the Bologna and Copenhagen processes. 
It is important to note that NFQ is an inclusive framework, open to qualifications 

awarded outside the remit of national authorities. A number of awards made by professional 
and international awarding bodies are now included in the framework according to the 
policies and criteria published by the National Qualifications Authority (National 
Qualifications Authority of Ireland (2). 

Stakeholder involvement and framework implementation  
Development of the national framework of qualifications has been coordinated by the 
National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI), which was established in 2001 by the 

                                                
(1) HETAC is the qualifications awarding body for higher education and training institutions outside 

the university sector. 
(2) http://www.nqai.ie/awardsframework.html [accessed 5.12.2012]. 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/publications/21311.aspx
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Department of Education and Science and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment. A new agency, Quality and Qualifications Ireland, was established on 6 
November 2012 under the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) 
Act 2012. The new Authority is being created by an amalgamation of four bodies that have 
both awarding and quality assurance responsibilities: the Further Education and Training 
Awards Council, the Higher Education and Training Awards Council, the National 
Qualifications Authority of Ireland and the Irish Universities Quality Board (IUQB). The new 
Authority will assume all the functions of the four legacy bodies while also having 
responsibility for new or newly-statutory responsibilities in particular areas (3). This is an 
important step in consolidating the governance structure for deepening the implementation 
of the comprehensive NFQ. 

The NFQ has reached an advanced operational stage, in particular by promoting more 
consistent approaches to the use of learning outcomes across different subsystems, 
especially in the sectors led by FETAC and HETAC. In universities and the school sector, 
NFQ implementation was by agreement and the impact has been more gradual and 
incremental. 

The process was strongly supported by major stakeholders in the country. The NFQ has 
become widely known and is used as a tool for supporting other reforms and policy 
development in education, training and qualification. The visibility and currency of the NFQ 
inside and outside the education and training environment has increased (National 
Qualifications Authority of Ireland, 2009a) (4). 

Level descriptors and learning outcomes 
The NFQ uses learning outcomes based levels. Each level has a specified level descriptor 
and at each level there are one or more award types also expressed in terms of learning 
outcomes. For each award type there are a wide range of qualifications which have been 
developed by awarding bodies. The 10 levels of the framework capture all learning, from 
initial stages to the most advanced; qualifications achieved in schools, further education and 
training and higher education and training are included. 

Each level of the NFQ is based on nationally agreed standards of knowledge (breadth, 
kind), know-how and skills (range, selectivity) and competence. Competence is subdivided 
into context, role, learning to learn, insight. Knowledge, skills and competences are defined 
as expected learning outcomes to be achieved by the qualification holder. 

                                                
(3) Based on the qualifications and quality assurance (Education and Training) Act, 2012). 

http://www.oireachtas.ie/documents/bills28/acts/2012/a2812.pdf [accessed 5.12.2012]. 
(4) Framework implementation and impact study: report of study team. 

http://www.nqai.ie/documents/FIISreportFINALsept2009.pdf [accessed 5.12.2012]. The study 
emphasises the importance of further strengthening the visibility of the framework in relation to 
the labour market (assisting development of career pathways, certifying learning achievements 
acquired at work, guidance, etc.). 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/publications/21311.aspx
http://www.oireachtas.ie/documents/bills28/acts/2012/a2812.pdf
http://www.nqai.ie/documents/FIISreportFINALsept2009.pdf
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Four classes of award-type have been determined: major, minor, special-purpose and 
supplemental. This is to ensure that the framework is capable of recognising all types and 
sizes of learning achieved by a learner. 

The learning outcomes approach was central to the establishment of the NFQ and 
associated legislation and system reforms. The outcomes are indicators of what a person 
knows, can do and understands, rather than time spent on a programme. The 
determinations for the NFQ state that new framework awards are made using learning 
outcomes. The NFQ is intended to act as a reference point for curriculum development 
leading to NFQ recognised qualifications. The framework implementation and impact study 
(National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, 2009a) concluded that a learning outcomes-
based approach has been implemented in all subsystems, but is progressing at variable 
speeds and that the NFQ had a stronger reform role in sectors led by FETAC and HETAC. 
NFQ implementation was generally slower than expected: ‘(…) there may still be a gap 
between redesigned and rewritten programmes and actual delivery and perception of these 
on the ground’ (5). 

Links to other instruments and policies 
The Qualifications Authority has put in place various supporting policies; e.g. on access, 
transfer and recognition. These policies relate to access to programmes of education and 
training, transfer between programmes and progression from one programme to another at a 
higher level of the NFQ (6). 

National principles and guidelines for recognition of prior learning were developed. 
However, the framework implementation and impact study (National Qualifications Authority 
of Ireland, 2009a) identified obstacles and areas for improvement in the operation and 
application of recognition of prior learning. As an example, there appear to be 
inconsistencies in implementing policies or resistance to developing minor awards in some 
areas, e.g. in relation to crafts awards. 

Referencing to the EQF 
The referencing of the Irish NFQ to the EQF was completed in 2009. It built on the 
experiences and conclusions of the self-certification of the compatibility of the Irish NFQ with 
the QF-EHEA, completed in 2006. 

                                                
(5) Framework implementation and impact study: report of study team, p. 39.  

http://www.nqai.ie/documents/FIISreportFINALsept2009.pdf [accessed 5.12.2012]. 
(6) Policies, actions and procedures for access, transfer and progression for learners. 

http://www.nqai.ie/publication_oct2003a.html [accessed 5.12 2012]. 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/publications/21311.aspx
http://www.nqai.ie/documents/FIISreportFINALsept2009.pdf
http://www.nqai.ie/publication_oct2003a.html
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Table Level correspondence established between the Irish national framework of 
qualifications (NFQ) and the EQF 

NFQ 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

EQF 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 6 7 8 

Important lessons and future plans 
Implementing the NFQ relies on the broad partnership approach, step-by-step development, 
and strong support of different stakeholders. The deeper the implementation, the more need 
for support from different stakeholders. 

An international team of experts who prepared the framework implementation and 
impact study report summarised some key features in developing NQFs (7): 
· the implementation of an NQF requires time to develop understanding concepts and to 

promote cultural change; 
· the importance of stakeholder involvement in all phases of development and 

implementation to ensure ownership; 
· the NQF development is an iterative process, in which the existing education and 

training system and the framework are progressively aligned with each other; 
· it is important to find balance between implementation within subsystems and cross-

system developments; 
· the need for a framework to be loose enough to accommodate different types of 

learning; 
· qualifications frameworks may be more enablers than drivers of change; alignment with 

other supporting policies, institutional requirements is needed. 
According to the study, awareness among the general public, following a marketing 

campaign was increased from 18% in 2006 to 32% in 2008. 
 

 

Main sources of information 
The most important information is available on the website of Quality and Qualifications 
Ireland (QQI), which is also the national coordination point.
  http://www.qqi.ie/Pages/default.aspx [accessed 18.9.2012]. 

 

                                                
(7) http://www.nqai.ie/framework_study.html, p. 50 [accessed 5.12 2012]. 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/publications/21311.aspx
http://www.qqi.ie/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.nqai.ie/framework_study.html
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