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1. Introduction

Cedefop’s work on qualifications frameworks dates back to 2003. The Centre has
contributed to the conceptual development of the European Qualifications
Framework (EQF) and has supported its further implementation, working alongside
national authorities and stakeholders to introduce and develop national
qualifications frameworks (NQFs). This report is part of the European inventory of
NQFs, which systematically maps and analyses NQF developments in countries
participating in the EQF process. The inventory is updated biennially in close
cooperation with the EQF Advisory Group, the European Commission and the
European Training Foundation. The report provides a detailed description of the
structure of the Bulgarian NQF and its institutional arrangements. It also examines
the framework’s implementation and its impact on broader policy areas, focusing
on key developments since 2022.

Adopted in 2012, the Bulgarian qualifications framework for lifelong learning
(BQF — HayuoHanHa keanugukayuoHHa pamMka 3a y4eHe rpes uesnus xusom —
HKP) is a comprehensive, eight-level framework with an additional preparatory
level 0. It includes learning-outcome-based qualifications from all levels and
subsystems of formal education and training: pre-primary ('), primary and
secondary general education; vocational education and training (VET); and higher
education. It was referenced to the EQF and self-certified against the qualifications
framework of the European higher education area (QF-EHEA) in May 2013.

2. National context

21. Policy context

In Bulgaria in 2022, public expenditure on education as a percentage of gross
domestic product (3.9%) was below the EU average (4.7%). The country has a
relatively low level of participation in early childhood education (80.4% in 2022); in
2023, its rate of early leaving from education and training was significantly
decreased going below the EU average (9.3% and 9.5% respectively). In the same
year, tertiary education attainment (age 25-34) (35.8%) was also below the EU-27
(44.2%) (European Commission, DG Education, Youth, Sport & Culture, 2024).
Participation in upper secondary VET amounted to 56.0% in 2023 (above the EU

(") The 2-year period of pre-school education is mandatory.
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average 49.1%) (). The employment rate of VET graduates increased to 78.4% in
2023, moving closer to the EU average (81.0%). The participation of adults in
lifelong learning remains well below the EU average (9.5% vs 39.5% in 2022). The
share of citizens aged 15-29 who are not in education, employment or training
(NEET) was 13.8% in 2023 (European Commission, DG Education, Youth, Sport
& Culture, 2024).

The national project Modernisation of VET is creating, through sector skill
councils, a new list of VET qualifications. BQF/EQF levels are a structural
component of the list (see Section 4.3) (European Commission & Cedefop, 2024).

2.2. NQF legal basis

The BQF is now firmly embedded in national legislation. The referencing report
was adopted by the education ministry in March 2014. Two amendment bills in the
same year supported the implementation of the BQF; they introduced legal
arrangements regarding the validation of non-formal and informal learning, and
learning-outcome units (2). The 2024 amendment of the VET act reinforces the role
of the BQF levels as a structural element of the official List of the professions for
VET (European Commission & Cedefop, 2024). According to the law on pre-school
and school education, state educational standards are in line with the BQF (*).

3. NQF objectives

The overall objectives of the BQF are to promote the transparency of qualifications
and raise trust in education and training, easing the transferability and recognition
of qualifications. More specific aims include (Bulgarian Ministry of Education, Youth
and Science, 2013):

(a) developing a translating device aiming to bridge education sectors;

(b) promoting mobility within education and in the labour market;

(c) promoting the learning-outcomes approach, especially in designing education
provision;

(d) supporting the validation of non-formal and informal learning;

(e) fostering lifelong learning;

(f) increasing cooperation between stakeholders.

(3 More information is available on the Eurostat website.

(®) Bill No 354-01-76 and Bill No 354-01-88 amending and supplementing the act on vocational
education and training (in Bulgarian).

(*) Source: Internal communication with NAVET.


https://dv.parliament.bg/DVWeb/showMaterialDV.jsp?idMat=209844
https://lex.bg/bg/laws/ldoc/2136641509
https://lex.bg/bg/laws/ldoc/2136641509
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/educ_uoe_enra13/default/table?lang=en
http://parliament.bg/bills/42/354-01-76.pdf
http://parliament.bg/bills/42/354-01-88.pdf
https://www.navet.government.bg/bg/media/ZPOO-2018-1.pdf
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4. Levels, learning outcomes and qualifications

41. NQF structure and level descriptors

The BQF consists of eight levels and an additional preparatory level (BQF level 0,
covering pre-school education). Level descriptors take EQF and QF-EHEA
descriptors into account. Level descriptors defined in learning outcomes aim to
provide a reference point and common language for diverse qualifications from
different education subsystems. They are described in terms of knowledge
(theoretical and factual), skills and competences. Skills can be cognitive (use of
logical and creative thinking) or practical (manual dexterity; use of methods,
materials, tools and instruments). Competence descriptors distinguish between
personal and professional competences. Personal competences include autonomy
and responsibility, and key elements such as learning competences,
communicative and social competences are also emphasised (Bulgarian Ministry
of Education, Youth & Science, 2013). Level descriptors expressed in learning
outcomes reflect the legal acts governing various education sectors, along with
state educational standards defining the content and expected learning outcomes
of programmes.

4.2. NQF scope and coverage
The BQF includes qualifications from all levels of formal education and training:
pre-primary, primary and secondary general education, VET and higher education.
Currently there are 592 VET full qualifications included in the BQF at levels 2
to 5 (mostly at levels 4 and 3). They are linked to the 271 professions described in
the list of professions for VET (°). Partial qualifications (certificates of vocational
training) are levelled to the BQF according to the level of the full vocational
qualification (°). Validation can lead to BQF vocational full and partial
qualifications (7); validation certificates indicate the BQF level (]) (European
Commission & Cedefop, 2024). Through the ‘development of digital skills’ project,
565 unified competence profiles for digital skills were created and validated
(Cedefop & ReferNet, 2024) (°). These profiles are linked to the BQF ().

(®) Qualifications are linked to professions, not to education levels. Qualifications can be acquired
in addition to a certificate attesting to an education level. As a result of the Modernisation of
VET project, the total number of professions in the new list will become 193.

(®)  Source: Internal communication with NAVET.

() The only qualifications in which individuals can validate their knowledge and skills are those
from the list of professions for VET.

(®) Source: Internal communication with NAVET.

(®) NAVET plans to use these profiles of digital skills to further develop the curricula and upgrade
state education standards.

(" Source: Internal communication with NAVET.
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Partial qualifications and validation certificates for partial qualifications in a
profession could be considered as microcredentials. They comply with all the
elements described in the Council recommendation on a European approach to
microcredentials (Cedefop, 2023; Cedefop & ReferNet, 2024). However, no formal
regulation has yet been introduced regarding microcredentials. In 2023, The
Economic and social council of the Republic of Bulgaria suggested that the policy
discussion on the possibility of including micro-certificates in the BQF (provided
they are recognised as part of the education system) should start (European
Commission & Cedefop, 2024).

Table 1. Bulgarian qualifications framework (BQF)

BQF level Qualification type EQF level

Vocational qualification — national VET level 2 (// CmeneH Ha
3 lMpoghecuoHanHa Keanugukayus). Example: Social 3
assistant/CoyuaneH acucmeHm

Lower-secondary (basic education) certificate (grades 5-7)
(OcHosHo Obpa3sosaHue)
2 Vocational qualification — national VET level 1 (/ Cmenex Ha 2
lpogpecuoHanHa Keanugukayusi). Example: Gardening
/PabomHuk 8 o3eneHsisaHeEmMo

Primary education certificate (grades 1—4) (HayaneH Eman Ha
OcHosHomo O6pa3osaHue)

Pre-primary education (l[TodzomsumesnHo Hugo —
N/A

lMpedyqunuwHo ObpasosaHue)

NB: Vocational qualifications at levels 2 to 5 include full and partial qualifications (certificates of vocational

training). Validation can lead to full and partial BQF vocational qualifications from the list of professions for

VET (").

Source: European Commission & Cedefop (2024).

(") Source: Internal communication with NAVET.
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4.3. Use of learning outcomes

The term ‘learning outcomes’ is widespread in policy documents. The 2014-2020
national lifelong learning strategy defined the term ‘learning outcome units’
(eduHuyu y4ebHu pesynmamu) as ‘a component of qualification, consisting of a
coherent set of knowledge, skills and competences, which could be assessed and
validated through a certain number of credit points linked to them’.

Learning outcomes are used or referred to in national curriculum, assessment
and examination documents, particularly in state educational standards ('?). The
implementation of the learning-outcomes approach has continued since the
adoption of the 2016 law on school and pre-school education. In 2018, new
curricula were adopted for upper secondary education (grades 11 and 12)
(Cedefop & ReferNet, 2024).

In VET, a legal definition exists of the term ‘learning outcomes’. State
educational standards for acquiring vocational qualifications and examination
requirements use the learning-outcomes approach. This was a prerequisite for
implementing the validation procedure and awarding credits. The 2024
amendment of the VET act has introduced broader qualifications, dropping
specialisations. The Modernisation of VET project has set up the sector skills
councils, which are currently creating the new shorter list of professions for VET.
Through the project the broader qualifications with various occupational
qualification degrees are developed (NQF/EQF levels 2 to 5), as well as the new
State educational standards; the qualifications are composed by units of learning
outcomes. Each standard determines units of learning outcomes related to the
general, sectoral and specific part of the curriculum. From 2026 onwards, to obtain
a VET partial qualifications learners should complete at least three units of learning
outcomes with at least one unit from the specific part of the curriculum. The
structural components of the new list are fields of education, professional fields,
professions and degrees of professional qualification and BQF/EQF levels
(European Commission & Cedefop, 2024).

Learning outcomes are used or referred to in updating state educational
standards and evaluation and accreditation procedures in higher education.
However, there is no systematic approach to implementing learning outcomes in
higher education. Institutions are autonomous, and are responsible for developing
curriculum, assessment and examination rules; some use learning outcomes in
their programmes, but implementation differs from one institution to another. For

("®) The law on school and pre-school education introduced the term ‘state educational standards’.
These standards are developed in terms of units of learning outcomes.


http://www.strategy.bg/FileHandler.ashx?fileId=4297
http://www.strategy.bg/FileHandler.ashx?fileId=4297
https://dv.parliament.bg/DVWeb/showMaterialDV.jsp?idMat=209844
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example, the New Bulgarian University uses learning outcomes, while the Burgas
Free University also uses learning outcomes in some of its master's programmes.

4.4. Quality assurance arrangements

The law on school and pre-school education introduced quality management
processes, including for VET. Quality management is a continuous process of
organisational development; the evaluation is performed through biennial self-
assessment and inspection. In 2018, a decree of the Council of Ministers
established the National Inspectorate of Education, which has the main function of
organising expert analysis and quality assessment in kindergartens and schools.
The inspectorate has developed a quality framework with a specific set of criteria
and indicators; learning outcomes are an important element of the framework
(Cedefop & ReferNet, 2024).

The National Evaluation and Accreditation Agency is a governmental
institution dealing with the independent evaluation of the quality of higher education
and the accreditation of higher education institutions. The body responsible for
quality assurance in adult education and training is the NAVET. It assesses three
main factors for providing training: curriculum, teaching staff and facilities.

5. Institutional arrangements and stakeholder

involvement
The education ministry coordinated and led the drafting of the BQF referencing
report and is now coordinating its implementation, while it has the overall
responsibility for qualifications at all BQF levels. The ministry’s International
Cooperation Directorate is the EQF national coordination point (NCP).

The National Agency for Vocational Education and Training (NAVET) is a
specialised body operating under the supervision of the Council of Ministers,
supporting the development of high-quality VET. The agency is responsible for
qualifications at levels 2 to 5 and for assigning each to a certain BQF level. NAVET
is also responsible for coordinating VET centres of adults at the national level, and
for developing/updating the list of VET professions and educational standards for
VET qualifications, describing the relevant knowledge, skills and competences in
accordance with the BQF level descriptors. In this way NAVET promotes the
framework among different stakeholders (European Commission & Cedefop,
2022).


https://ecatalog.nbu.bg/
https://www.bfu.bg/en
https://www.navet.government.bg/eng/
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6. Recognition and validation of prior learning

6.1. Recognising and validating non-formal and informal learning and
learning pathways

One of the aims of the BQF is to promote VNFIL, however validation arrangements

are predominantly related to VET (Dzhengozova, 2024).

Validation using state education standards can lead to full or partial VET
qualifications at BQF levels 2 to 5 or give access to the relevant programmes.
Partial qualifications acquired through validation are stackable and can be
combined leading to a full VET qualification in the BQF. The 2024 amendment of
the VET act has introduced the possibility of issuing a validation document for only
one unit of learning outcome ('3). Vocational knowledge, skills and competences
acquired through non-formal or informal learning are compared against the
intended units of learning outcomes described in state educational standards.
While there are no explicit quality assurance indicators for validation, current
legislation stipulates that institutions must put in place an internal quality assurance
system. Participation in validation procedures has increased. In 2024, almost
5,000 individuals participated, with most of them obtaining a full VET qualification.
The assistant educator, baker-pastry chef, chef, energy equipment and plant
technician were some of the most popular qualifications ('*). (Cedefop & ReferNet,
2024). Certificates acquired through validation differ, in title and description, from
those issued in VET: the former describe validated competences ('°) and the latter
subjects of education. Validation certificates are recognised equally by the
education authorities and the labour market, compared to the certificates issued
through mainstream educational pathways ('¢) (Cedefop & ReferNet, 2024;
European Commission & Cedefop, 2024; Dzhengozova, 2024).

The education ministry has recently started an Erasmus+ project, aiming to
develop and test validation arrangements in higher education. The project
objective is to promote the social dimension of higher education by validating the
prior learning and ensuring access to quality education for learners from vulnerable
groups (Dzhengozova, 2024).

Source: Internal communication with NAVET.

A demo version of a certificate for validation is available in Bulgarian.
The only qualifications in which individuals can validate their knowledge and skills are those
from the list of professions for VET.

()
("*) Source: Internal communication with NAVET.
(™)
(')


http://www.navet.government.bg/bg/media/Svidetelstvo_validirane.pdf
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7. NQF implementation and impact

7.1. Stage of implementation

The BQF has reached the activation stage. Its implementation structures are in
place, along with by-laws, criteria and procedures for the allocation of qualifications
to levels and administrative regulations. The BQF is a reference point for the use
of units of learning outcomes and for the continuous revision and renewal of
qualifications, while it gradually plays a role in improving the transparency and
comparability of qualifications. More needs to be done regarding end users’
awareness, setting up a comprehensive database and indicating BQF/EQF levels
on qualifications from all education sectors.

7.2. Procedures for including qualifications in the NQF

BQF qualifications were included and levelled to the framework in accordance with
the national legislation; the same applies for new qualifications. Higher education
qualifications are automatically included in the BQF since although higher
education institutions are autonomous, they are accredited to provide such
programmes. Vocational qualifications are linked to professions described in the
list of professions for VET. The procedure for inclusion of new vocational
qualifications in the BQF is equivalent to the procedure for inclusion of professions
in the list of professions for VET, which is legislatively regulated, ensuring
transparency. The labour ministry along with sectoral ministries and employee and
employer organisation also participate in the procedure for including new
professions in the list. Stakeholders can submit proposals for inclusion in the list
and participate in the coordination procedure; the later strengthens mutual trust in
the entire process (Bulgarian Ministry of Education, Youth & Science, 2013).

7.3. Indicating EQF/NQF levels

Since 2018, BQF/EQF levels have been indicated on all VET certificates (full and
partial qualifications at levels 2 to 5), on their Europass certificate supplements and
in the register (Section 7.4). It is planned that BQF/EQF levels will be indicated on
qualifications from other education subsystems. Nevertheless, legislative
documents in pre-school, school and higher education, adopted after the
introduction of the BQF, call for an explicit mention of the BQF level (European
Commission & Cedefop, 2022).

7.4. Qualifications databases and registers

In 2016, NAVET developed a register of documents issued for people who have
undergone ftraining. The register targets certificate holders and (potential)
employers in ensuring the validity of the vocational qualification document


https://www.navet.government.bg/bg/registar-na-izdadenite-dokumenti/
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received. It currently includes approximately 70 000 certificates for vocational
qualifications at BQF levels 2 to 5. Certificates for the remaining BQF qualification
types are not included in the register. The register includes information in Bulgarian
on the field of study, BQF/EQF level, awarding body and related profession. The
education ministry maintains a register of diplomas for secondary and higher
education, without indicating the BQF/EQF level (European Commission &
Cedefop, 2022).

7.5. Awareness and use of the NQF
A 2019 national consultation with stakeholders showed that there is room to raise
awareness of the BQF (Section 7.5). Awareness is higher among VET
stakeholders. NAVET, through its day-to day work on state education standards
and the list of VET professions, promotes the framework to its stakeholders, raising
awareness mainly among education and training providers. VET learners are
aware of the BQF as the levels are indicated on their certificate. Workers and job-
seekers have moderate level of awareness, while labour market stakeholders are
well aware of it, especially employment services. Employer representatives and
trade unions are aware and use the framework as they often provide VET training
courses and validation arrangements, while they also participate in NAVET's
expert committees and managing board (European Commission & Cedefop, 2024)
The BQF level descriptors reflect the legal acts governing education and
training. The framework is used to determine the entry requirements for each level.
Learning outcomes have played an important role in revising and renewing
qualifications in general, vocational and higher education, particularly through state
educational standards. These standards are also an important element of the
validation of non-formal and informal learning.

7.6.  Monitoring and evaluating the NQF

A national consultation with stakeholders — including education providers,
students, employers, experts and government officials — was carried out in 2018
to assess the impact of the framework and to inform further developments (NAVET,
2019). It was found that over 75% of survey participants were somewhat familiar
with the BQF. Other findings included the need to provide more targeted
information to employers and citizens; the need to improve awareness of the links
between the BQF, the EQF and the state education standards; the need to more
closely link the framework to the quality of training; and the need to facilitate the
validation and recognition of knowledge, skills and competences acquired through
non-formal and informal learning.
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7.7. Impact of the NQF

The BQF has begun to provide a common language for qualifications from different
education subsystems and clear information about the knowledge, skills, and
competences associated with each qualification level. Labour market stakeholders
have an overall positive perception on the impact of the BQF on employability. The
BQF supports the validation of prior learning and the recognition of qualifications
by employers. NAVET, on the basis of the experience gained by the
implementation of the BQF, has extended the use of units of learning outcomes
through the state educational standards in VET. Another main function of the
framework is to promote mobility in education, training, and the labour market, as
well as to validate and recognize prior learning, whether formal and informal.
Generally, the BQF is particularly important for VET, and for integrating vulnerable
groups into the labour market by providing them with the opportunity to obtain a
qualification at BQF/EQF level 2 (European Commission & Cedefop, 2022; 2024).

8. Referencing to the EQF

The BQF for lifelong learning was referenced to the EQF and self-certified against
the QF-EHEA in May 2013. The referencing report has not yet been published on
the official EQF website.

9. Reflections and plans
Mainly through state educational standards, there has been considerable progress
in promoting the learning-outcomes approach in general and vocational education,
and in the validation of non-formal and informal learning. Implementing the BQF at
the institutional level has been challenging, particularly in higher education.
Overall, there is an uneven implementation of the BQF among education and
training subsystems, as the considerable progress made in VET is not visible in
other subsystems. For the BQF to achieve its aims, sustained implementation
efforts are required.

Future steps include the opening up of the framework to additional types of
microcredentials.

10
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Acronyms
BQF Bulgarian qualifications framework for lifelong learning (HaunoHanHa
KBanMduKaunoHHa paMka 3a y4yeHe npes Lienus XunBoT)
EQF European qualifications framework
NAVET National Agency for Vocational Education and Training (HauuoxanHata
areHuus 3a npodgecmoHanHo obpasoBaHue u 0byyeHue)
NQF national qualifications framework
QF-EHEA qualifications framework for the European higher education area
VET vocational education and training
VNFIL validation of non-formal and informal learning

11
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