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ESTONIA 
European inventory on NQF 2014 

Introduction 

Estonia is implementing a comprehensive national qualifications framework 

(NQF) for lifelong learning, the Estonian qualifications framework (EstQF), 

including all State-recognised qualifications (1). The overarching framework 

brings together subframeworks for higher education qualifications (2), vocational 

education and training (VET) qualifications (3), general education (4) and 

occupational qualifications (5) with specific descriptors and underpinning quality 

assurance activities. 

The subframework for higher education, reflecting principles of the European 

higher education area, was adopted in August 2007 and described by a standard 

of higher education. General descriptors follow the logic of Dublin descriptors, but 

are adjusted to national needs. 

Level 5 of the EStQF has been subject to intensive discussions since 

establishment of the framework in 2008 as there were no initial education 

qualifications at this level. Following intense consultation with all stakeholders, 

the new VET Act came into force in mid-2013 (6). It substantially transformed the 

VET system and introduced qualifications at level 5 (both in initial and continuing 

VET). It also establishes a new quality assurance framework for VET and the 

Estonian VET credit system. 

                                            
(
1
) According to law, they have to be defined in learning-outcome qualification standards 

(curriculum or professional standard). Awarding institutions (educational institution, 

professional associations) have to be accredited by the State. 

(
2
) Referred to as standard of higher education. 

(
3
) Referred to as vocational education standard. 

(
4
) Referred to as national curriculum for basic schools and national curriculum for upper 

secondary schools.  

(
5
) Occupational qualification means a qualification associated with trade, occupation or 

profession resulting from work-based learning. 

(
6
) See https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/122122013002 [accessed 22.10.2014]. 

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/122122013002
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Main policy objectives 

The NQF’s ambition in Estonia is twofold: to be a tool for transparency and 

communication and, at the same time, be a tool for reforming lifelong learning. 

More specifically, policy objectives addressed by the NQF are to: 

(a) improve the link between education/training and labour market; 

(b) increase educational offer and qualification system consistency; 

(c) provide transparency for employers and individuals; 

(d) increase understanding of Estonian qualifications in the country and abroad; 

(e) introduce common quality assurance criteria; 

(f) support validation of non-formal and informal learning; 

(g) monitor supply and demand for learning. 

It is expected that implementation of an overarching NQF will increase 

coherence of education and training and help to introduce coherent methods for 

standard-setting. Another import policy objective is to increase adult participation 

in lifelong learning from 12% in 2012 to 20% in 2020, set as a national target 

(European Commission, 2013, p. 3). A particular concern is reducing numbers of 

low-skilled adults without a vocational or occupational qualification. Early school-

leaving and dropouts have decreased in past years to 10.5% in 2012, but are still 

high in final years of basic education and highest in the first year of vocational 

education. Further decreasing early school-leaving (especially among boys) 

remains an important policy area and an objective for the coming year. A 

significant reduction in early leaving of males took place, but still remains twice 

as high as for females. A key priority is to improve quality of education and 

especially relevance of VET to needs of the labour market. 

The labour market in Estonia cannot be considered (highly) regulated by 

qualifications (only a small part of professions and occupations is regulated) and 

about one third of the workforce does not have qualifications. Government sees 

this as a problem and plans measures to open access to qualifications (Cedefop, 

2014).  

Stakeholder involvement  

The Ministry of Education and Research with the Estonian Qualifications 

Authority are the main bodies in charge of development and implementation of 

the EstQF. However, other ministries, institutions and social partners are involved 

(the Ministry of Social Affairs; the Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Communications; the Chamber of Commerce and Industry; the National 

Examinations and Qualifications Centre; the Qualifications Authority; the 
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Confederation of Estonian Trade Unions; the Estonian Employers’ Confederation 

and the Estonian Employees’ Unions’ Confederation). 

The Estonian Qualification Authority (Kutsekoda) was established in 2001 to 

develop a competence-based professional qualifications system, put in place in 

parallel to the formal education system under the Ministry of Education and 

Research. Based on the Professions Act in 2001, professional qualifications were 

referenced to a five-level professional framework where level 1 was the lowest 

and level 5 the highest.  

The Qualifications Authority coordinates 16 professional councils and 

provides technical support to the board); it cooperates with other institutions, 

such as the National Examination and Qualifications Centre and Quality Agency 

for Higher Education. 

The Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Estonian Employers’ 

Confederation and Central Federation of Trade Unions participate in professional 

councils responsible for preparing, amending, renewing or validating professional 

standards. The National Examination and Qualification Centre is responsible for 

preparing, registering and developing national VET curricula. 

A board of chairmen of professional councils was introduced by the 

amended Professions Act to improve cross-sectoral cooperation and coherence 

in the qualification system.  

The Qualifications Authority acts as national coordination point. It 

participated in development of the NQF and referencing the NQF to the EQF. It 

disseminates information and guides and advises various stakeholders on 

application of the framework. 

Framework implementation  

The Estonian NQF has reached an early operational stage, the Ministry of 

Education and Research and the Estonian Qualifications Authority being the 

main bodies involved in its implementation. A legal and institutional framework 

was set up by the amended Professions Act of 2008 and key responsibilities and 

roles of different stakeholders have been agreed. Quality criteria for inclusion and 

positioning qualifications in the framework have been adopted. The framework 

includes all State-recognised qualifications, which have to meet two basic criteria: 

be defined in learning outcomes-based qualifications standards (curriculum or 

professional standard) and awarded by nationally-accredited institutions. 

Implementation of the overarching framework has triggered discussions 

between stakeholders and has been used to identify gaps and imbalances in 

provision of qualifications. For instance, EstQF level 5 was a focus of public 
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debate since formal adoption of the framework in 2008. The main discussion was 

there were no qualifications from initial education and training identified at this 

level, only occupational qualifications. There is a need supported by different 

stakeholders, for these types of qualifications in the labour market, which has 

resulted in certain policy decisions. The new VET Act stipulates five types of VET 

qualifications certificates: 

(a) VET certificate, EstQF level 2; 

(b) VET certificate, EstQF level 3; 

(c) upper secondary VET certificate, EstQF level 4; 

(d) VET certificate, EstQF level 4; 

(e) VET certificate, EstQF level 5. 

Additionally, the framework has been used to revisit current provision of 

higher vocational qualifications referenced to EstQF level 6. The framework also 

informs curriculum reform in VET and fine-tuning qualification descriptions from 

VET and higher education with NQF level descriptors (see level descriptors 

below). 

A permanent platform was set up – a steering group – including 

representatives of all competent bodies and stakeholders (ministries, the 

Estonian Qualifications Authority, chambers, social partners, students, European 

network of information centres (ENIC)/national academic recognition information 

centres (NARIC), etc.) to oversee implementation and evaluate EstQF’s impact.  

Level descriptors and learning outcomes  

The NQF is based on eight levels. Level descriptors for lifelong learning are 

identical to EQF level descriptors. They are defined as knowledge (theoretical 

and factual), skills (cognitive skills – use of logical, intuitive and creative thinking 

– and practical skills, manual dexterity and use of methods, materials, tools and 

instruments) and scope of responsibility and autonomy (Government of Estonia, 

2008). More detailed descriptors have been developed in four sub-frameworks 

for general education, initial vocational education, higher education and 

occupational qualifications. 

Two types of qualification are included: 

(a) formal education qualifications, awarded after completion of educational 

programmes at all levels (general, vocational, higher); 
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(b) occupational qualifications (7), where individuals are issued a certificate of 

knowledge, skills and competences required for working in a specific 

occupation or profession. 

Introducing a learning-outcomes approach is an important part of the 

national reform programme for general education, VET and higher education. 

Linked to this is increased focus on recognition of prior learning (RPL). 

Learning outcomes of different types of VET are described in the vocational 

education standard and correspond to levels 2 to 5 of the EstQF. The vocational 

education standard describes the requirements for national and school curricula, 

including objectives, expected learning outcomes, volumes of study and 

graduation requirements for different types of initial and continuous VET 

programmes and requirements for pedagogical professionals. Learning outcomes 

are defined as occupation-specific knowledge and skills as well as transversal 

skills (communicative, learning, social, entrepreneurial and self-awareness, 

independence and responsibility). A new reform of VET curricula was launched in 

September 2013. By August 2014, 13 new national VET curricula were approved, 

four are in the process of approval and two under development. With national 

curricula of the previous generation they cover the whole spectrum of specialities. 

From 2013, volume of VET is expressed using Estonian VET credit points.  

In general education, the current national curriculum was enforced in 2011. It 

sets out goals and objectives, expected learning outcomes, assessment criteria 

and requirements for the learning and teaching environment, graduation and 

school curriculum.  

New learning programmes were implemented in higher education institutions 

from September 2009. The Universities Act and the Applied Higher Education 

Institutions Act now allow for accreditation of prior and experiential learning in 

higher education curricula.  

                                            
(
7
) There are 620 occupational qualifications based on occupational standards, which 

can be placed at levels 2 to 8 of the NQF. They can be gained through formal 

education, adult education and in-service training. Information obtained from 

Kutsekoda and Estonian Ministry of Education and Research, 2012. 
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Validating non-formal and informal learning and links to 

the NQF (
8
) 

Validation practices in Estonia are well developed in the formal education sector. 

Higher education has led developments in relation to validation, though other 

sectors – such as the VET sector – are following the same path. Thus, the 

challenge in Estonia is for other sectors to follow suit in terms of their 

developments in RPL to create a unified system. The current model is 

fragmented and for potential applicants it could be difficult to find their way 

around the various sector-specific systems. 

Development of the EstQF has among its objectives to support validation, 

and the referencing report clearly signalled the NQF’s link to validation 

(Kutsekoda and Estonian Ministry of Education and Research, 2012, p. 9, 29, 37, 

49 and 55). Validation in higher education is regulated by the University Act and 

the standard of higher education. Validation in VET is regulated in the standard of 

vocational education. Validation allows for access and exemption of parts of the 

programme, but in both cases a final examination/thesis needs to be taken. At 

primary school, certain learning outcomes may be recognised with agreement of 

a student’s parents and school’s representatives. It is only for ‘occupational 

qualifications’ that full qualifications can be awarded through RPL.  

For validation, higher education has developed rapidly due to European 

Social Fund funding of the Primus programme (Archimedes foundation, 2008) 

that ended in 2013. The project ran since 2008 and produced a network of 

validation professionals with various specialities that created and gathered 

statistics on validation, and developed guideline materials for applicants, 

assessors and consultants. In VET, pilot projects are being carried out on 

collecting statistics. 

Development of the NQF has been accompanied by development of 

learning-outcomes programmes that have helped introduction of validation 

principles.  

Referencing to the EQF 

Estonia referenced the EstQF to the EQF and self-certified compatibility of the 

EstQF for higher education with the qualification framework for the European 

                                            
(
8
) This section draws mainly on input from European Commission et al., 2014.  
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higher education area in October 2011. The amended report, including 

developments in VET is to be presented by end of 2014.  

Table 1 Level correspondence established between the EstQF and the EQF 

EstQF EQF 

Level 8 Level 8 

Level 7 Level 7 

Level 6 Level 6 

Level 5 Level 5 

Level 4  Level 4 

Level 3 Level 3 

Level 2 Level 2 

Level 1 Level 1 

Source: Kutsekoda and Estonian Ministry of Education  
and Research, 2012. 

Important lessons and future plans 

One key objective of the EstQF is to improve comparability between formal 

school leaving certificates and occupational qualifications. EstQF has contributed 

to this objective in recent years by building up a more coherent and responsive 

lifelong learning system. The process has been intense. Recently, ‘a remarkable 

convergence of the formal educational system and professional qualification 

system has taken place’ (Kutsekoda and Estonian Ministry of Education and 

Research, 2012).  

Occupational qualifications that link lifelong learning with the labour market 

can be distributed on levels 2 to 8 of the EstQF, clearly indicating that not only 

higher education qualifications can be assigned to levels 5 to 8. Strict quality 

criteria have to be met (qualifications are based on professional standards and 

developed in close cooperation with social partners, awarding bodies have to be 

accredited, etc.). The relationship between occupational and VET qualifications 

was discussed in the EQF advisory group, such as how occupational 

qualifications differ and/or complement qualifications awarded in the initial 

education system. In general, there are two ways to obtain qualifications in 
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Estonia: either via work experience and assessment against a professional 

standard or via a VET programme, developed based on professional standards, 

as well as broader educational objectives. Both types of qualifications have the 

same value on the labour market. According to the Professions Act, of 2011, both 

VET and higher education institutions, which have curricula based on 

professional standards and are accredited against quality standards, could apply 

to become an awarding body of occupational qualifications and the school 

leaving diploma or certificate. Some kind of convergence of these two systems is 

expected. 

Main sources of information 

[URLs accessed 22.10.2014] 

 

The Estonian Qualification Authority is designated as EQF national coordination point: 

http://www.kutsekoda.ee  

Information on NQF development is available from: http://www.valew.eu/project-

valew/project-partners/6-estonian-qualification-authority 

http://www.kutsekoda.ee/
http://www.valew.eu/project-valew/project-partners/6-estonian-qualification-authority
http://www.valew.eu/project-valew/project-partners/6-estonian-qualification-authority
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Table 2 The Estonian qualifications framework 

NQF 
levels 

Education  
qualifications 

Occupational  
qualifications 

EQF 
levels 

8 Doctorate 

Level 8 occupational qualification 

Example: chartered engineer, 
chartered architect 

8 

7 Master degree 

Level 7 occupational qualification 

Example: diploma engineer, diploma 
architect 

7 

6 

Bachelor degree 

 

Diploma of professional higher 
education 

Level 6 occupational qualification 

Example: engineer 
6 

5  

Level 5 occupational qualification 

 Example: master carpenter, 
construction site manager 

5 

4 

Upper secondary general education 
certificate 

 

Upper secondary VET certificate 

 

VET based on upper secondary 
education certificate 

Level 4 occupational qualification 

Example: IT specialist 
4 

3 
VET based on basic education 

certificate 
Level 3 occupational qualification 

Example: carpenter 
3 

2 

Basic education certificate based on 
simplified curriculum 

 

Basic education certificate 

 

VET without basic education 
requirement certificate 

Level 2 qualification 

Example: cook assistant 
2 

1 

Basic education certificate based on 
curriculum for students with 

moderate and severe learning 
disabilities 

 1 

Source: Adapted from Kutsekoda and Estonian Ministry of Education and Research, 2012. 
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List of abbreviations 

ENIC European network of information centres 

EQF European qualifications framework 

EstQF Estonian qualifications framework 

NARIC national academic recognition information centres 

NQF national qualifications framework 

RPL recognition of prior learning 

VET vocational education and training 
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