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Foreword

During the past decade, national qualifications frameworks (NQFs) have been
developed and implemented across Europe. Triggered by the adoption of the
European qualifications framework (EQF) in 2008, these frameworks draw
attention to the outcomes of education and training, focusing on what learners
are expected to know, understand and are able to do.

Learning outcomes-based level descriptors are essential to these
frameworks. While technical in their character, these descriptors not only help to
define and map the (vertical) level of complexity of a particular qualification, they
also help to clarify its (horizontal) orientation, be this on theoretical knowledge,
practical skills and/or transversal competences. Level descriptors are thus
important reference points, aiming to reinforce the learning outcomes orientation
of education, training and qualification systems.

National level descriptors are outcomes of extensive dialogue and
consultation between different stakeholders. While influenced by the EQF and its
generic descriptors, national level descriptors have been adjusted and further
developed to address national needs and priorities.

This publication provides an updated overview of NQF level descriptors of
39 countries participating in EQF implementation. It celebrates the 10th
anniversary of the EQF process in 2018 and its contribution to transparency and
comparability of European qualifications. It shows the progress made in this area
and challenges ahead.

This is Cedefop‘s contribution to this first important milestone in the short
history of the EQF. The progress achieved so far augurs well. Developments
show that qualifications frameworks have served as catalysts for changes in
education systems, in enhancing the image of vocational education and training
(VET) and in bridging the divide between vocational education and training and
higher education. Learners and workers, as well as employers, are the key
beneficiaries of this process. In the long run, Europe’s education landscape will
be enriched by qualifications frameworks that support access, mobility and
permeability.

This publication is another example of how Cedefop is implementing its
motto to ‘think European and act local’. Qualifications belong to people and
citizens have a right to learning processes governed by quality, progression and
employability.

Mara Brugia Loukas Zahilas
Acting Director Head of Department
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CHAPTER 1.
Introduction

Learning outcomes-based level descriptors are essential elements of the
gualifications frameworks established across Europe and worldwide during the
past two decades. While technical in character, the way level descriptors are
conceptualised and designed may potentially influence education and training
policies and practices.

Forming part of the learning outcomes-based qualifications frameworks
(regional, national and sectoral), level descriptors are designed around two main
dimensions. First, they introduce hierarchy of levels (the vertical dimension)
which captures the increase in complexity, depth and breadth of learning
outcomes. This hierarchy makes it easier for individuals to understand what is
expected from somebody holding a qualification at a particular level. It also
supports those designing and reviewing qualifications. Second, specifying
domains of learning outcomes (the horizontal dimension) helps individuals, as
well as education and training stakeholders, to distinguish between (for example)
categories such as knowledge, skills, competence, social and personal
competence, and autonomy and responsibility. This dimension is critical as it
demonstrates that different types of qualifications with different purposes and
profiles (general and vocational, practical and theoretical) can be delivered at all
levels. Higher level qualifications, for example, can potentially be delivered by a
wide range of institutions, including those with a vocational and professional
orientation. The combination of learning outcomes-based levels and domains
makes it possible to present education and training from a new angle,
emphasising outcomes of learning and purpose and profile of qualifications rather
than their institutional origin. The discussion on learning outcomes-based
descriptors for qualifications frameworks cannot be treated as a purely technical
issue. For level descriptors to play a credible and constructive role in education
and training — and in relation to the labour market — their strengths and limitations
need to be fully understood.

Responding to the challenge, the purpose of this report (*) is to show how
European countries (°), mostly in response to the 2008 European qualifications

(") This publication is an update of the 2013 Analysis and overview of NQF level
descriptors in European countries (Cedefop, 2013).
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framework (EQF) recommendation (European Parliament and Council of the
European Union, 2008), have defined their national level descriptors. The report
is divided into seven chapters. Following the Introduction, Chapter 2 presents
and discusses the different functions played by level descriptors. Chapter 3
outlines how level descriptors interact with learning outcomes applications at
other levels and for other purposes. Chapter 4 presents the level descriptors of
the EQF and clarifies their origin and orientation. Chapter 5 discusses the
orientation of national level descriptors, including similarities and differences.
Chapter 6 discusses remaining challenges in this area and how they can be
addressed by research. Chapter 7 presents some concluding remarks.

(®) These countries are: the 28 EU Member States, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Iceland, Kosovo, Liechtenstein,
Montenegro, Norway, Serbia, Switzerland and Turkey.



CHAPTER 2.
The main functions of level descriptors

The purpose of level descriptors is to indicate the location of a particular

qualification. They help learners, education and training providers, and employers

to position and value a specific qualification in relation to other qualifications; this
also applies to those awarded in another education and training subsystem or

country. Most European countries have designed level descriptors for a

comprehensive national qualifications framework (NQF), covering all types and

levels of qualifications. This allows the level descriptors to embrace a wide range
of institutions, stakeholders and their interests, traditions, cultures and values.

This directly influences the design of descriptors which need to respond to the

following challenges:

(a) they need to be sufficiently general to accommodate different parts of
education and training systems;

(b) they need to be sufficiently detailed and multifaceted to capture the
institutional complexities, priorities and stakeholder interests of the national
gualification system;

(c) they need to capture domains and subdomains of learning (horizontal
dimension);

(d) they need to be able to reflect and capture how knowledge, skills and
competences increase in breadth, depth and complexity when moving from
lower to higher levels (vertical dimension);

(e) they need (increasingly) to act as a reference point for international
comparison.

Depending on the character and objectives of different national approaches,
descriptors address the following main functions:

(a) transparency and communication: introducing a comprehensive set of
learning outcomes-based levels makes it possible to indicate how
gualifications from different countries, subsystems and institutions compare
and relate. Level descriptors are thus an important prerequisite for mapping
an increasingly complex qualification landscape and help make it
transparent. This mapping function is becoming ever more important as
gualifications are awarded not only by national authorities, but also by
private providers and international bodies;

(b) design and review of qualifications: level descriptors can be used as a
reference point for designing new qualifications and for reviewing existing
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(©)

(d)

(e)

ones. This is an important use of level descriptors as it can strengthen the
consistency of programmes and allow qualifications at the same level to be
delivered according to similar learning outcomes requirements. For instance,
there is evidence that the learning outcomes approach of the national
framework of qualifications in Ireland has improved the practice of course
and curricula design. Some 74% of respondents who participated in the Irish
NFQ impact study agree or strongly agree with this, while around 70%
acknowledged that the learning outcomes approach of the NFQ has
improved assessment practices (QQI, 2017, p. 22);

quality assurance: level descriptors serve as a reference point for
institutional comparison and development, for example by identifying
differences in requirements and performance (°) between similar institutions
(for example similar vocational programmes delivered by different providers),
so helping improve qualifications quality (*):;

progression and bridging function: most comprehensive frameworks aim to
support lifelong learning policies and practices and improve access to, and
progress in, lifelong learning. Through their level descriptors they make it
possible to identify how qualifications from different subsystems can be
combined and support progression (°). Level descriptors also provide
reference for validation of non-formal learning and make it possible to build
on the learning taking place outside formal education, at work and during
leisure time;

recognition: NQF levels and level descriptors give important information
about the level and overall orientation of a qualification and its link to other
qualifications. This information aids recognition, supporting authorities and
institutions to judge whether a qualification meets equivalence requirements.

The extent to which the national qualifications frameworks in Europe — and

their level descriptors — are able to realise these functions and add value to
policies and practices is increasingly being discussed in Europe and across the

©)

O

Level descriptors can be used as a basic reference point for institutions working in
the same sector of national education and training, highlighting inconsistencies in the
delivery of knowledge, skills and competence.

66% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that qualifications included in the
NFQ meet consistent quality standards wherever they are provided (QQI, 2017).

This could be exemplified by current developments regarding qualifications
equivalent to level 5 of the EQF. Several countries, for example Estonia, Lithuania
and Poland, have identified the need to introduce qualifications at level 5. It can be
argued that the introduction of learning outcomes levels helps identify gaps in
provision of qualifications.

10
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globe (°). Evidence from some older frameworks, as for instance the Irish or
Scottish variants, is promising (QQI, 2017; SCQF partnership, 2013).

(®) See for instance Cedefop’s peer learning conference ‘Do national qualifications
frameworks (NQFs) make a difference? Measuring and evaluating NQF impact’
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/ro/events-and-projects/events/peer-learning-
conference

11
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CHAPTER 3.
The alignment of level descriptors with other
learning outcomes applications

Previous research (Cedefop, 2009; 2016) shows that most European countries
see the orientation to learning outcomes as critical for modernising their
education and training systems. Shifting the focus towards what learners are
expected to know, be able to do and understand is also a prerequisite for
dialogue between education and the labour market, and forms part of an effort to
strengthen the relevance of education and training to the labour market. While
level descriptors — as indicated above — play a key role in these developments,
they cannot operate in isolation. The impact of level descriptors, and their ability
to increase transparency, promote reform and support recognition, depends on
the extent to which they interact (or align) with learning outcomes applications at
different levels and for different purposes (Cedefop, 2017). The following sections
address the use of learning outcomes for defining qualification standards,
teaching and training curricula and assessment specifications, and how this is
connected to the level descriptors.

3.1. Occupational standards

Occupational profiles or standards (") are normally set outside the education and
training system by labour market stakeholders but can have significant impact on
the way learning outcomes statements are defined and written. Occupational
profiles or standards specify the main jobs that people do, describing the
professional tasks and activities as well as the competences typical of an
occupation. Occupational standards signal what students must be able to do in
employment and can ideally serve as a link between education and training and
the needs of the labour market. While a qualification standard needs to look
beyond the specific functions of a single job or occupation, occupational

() As with qualifications standards, the term occupational standard is not used
everywhere but refers to a function which can be identified in most countries. In
some countries, for example Germany, the functions of qualifications and
occupational standards are closely interwoven: in German VET, candidates will be
awarded a qualification containing Berufsbild (occupational title), signalling a close
relationship between occupation and qualification.

12



CHAPTER 3.
The alignment of level descriptors with other learning outcomes applications

standards will often focus on a narrower set of tasks and functions (%). The
relationship between level descriptors and occupational standards is currently
weakly developed. However, level descriptors are increasingly providing
inspiration to companies and sectors struggling to address future skills needs.
International companies and sectors also partly see the added value of the
gualifications frameworks for transparency purposes.

3.2.  Qualification profiles and standards

Qualification standards (°) define the expected outcomes of the learning process,
leading to the award of a full or partial qualification. In vocational education and
training (VET), profiles or standards normally answer questions such as ‘what
does the student need to learn to be effective in employment and what does the
learner need to learn to become an active citizen, supporting basic human and
democratic values?’ A gqualification standard is not exclusively about promoting
skills relevant to the labour market, but must address a broader set of
competences relevant to life and society in general. It must also consider the
changing nature of the labour market and society and clarify the role of
transversal skills and competences, such as communication, social skill and
problem solving. Many qualification standards or profiles are articulated at
national level, reflecting input from various stakeholders (depending on the
qualification type). The overall impact of an NQF, and its descriptors, depends on
the extent to which they interact with and inform qualifications profiles and
standards. A situation where profiles and standards are defined and developed
without reference to level descriptors signals weak integration of the NQF into
overall education and training policies and practices.

(®) For a detailed discussion of alternative approaches see Erpenbeck and von
Rosenstiel, 2003.

(®) The term qualification standard is not used in all countries, though the function
described in this chapter can be recognised in most. The term qualification standard,
as used here, can refer to either stand-alone documents (as in the UK and Ireland)
or to programme documents, at national or institutional level, indicating the
overarching objectives for a qualification (e.g. a national Fagplan in the Norwegian
vocational education and training system).

13
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3.3. Curricula

Curricula set the framework for planning learning experiences. Depending on the
country, the type of education and training, and the institution, learning outcomes
statements form an important part of curricula. They guide teachers in the
teaching process, for example supporting the choice of methods, and they inform
learners about what they are expected to know/do and understand after a given
learning activity. Learning outcomes in curricula can differ in detail; sometimes
defining outcomes of an entire programme, sometimes focusing on specific
outcomes of a module. Implementation of learning outcomes requires that the
general statements and principles found in the level descriptors are reflected in
curricula, guiding the teaching and learning processes. When level descriptors,
for example, require that a learner is able to take ‘...responsibility for decision-
making in unpredictable work or study contexts’ (Council of the European Union,
2017, Annex 2: EQF level 6, responsibility and autonomy domain), this will need
translation into the teaching and learning programme.

3.4. Assessment specification and/or standards

Assessment specifications identify the content, the methods and the criteria
underpinning assessments. These criteria, using learning outcomes statements,
are often formulated as threshold levels which have to be met by the candidate.
They can also be defined for different grades. Assessment standards and the
criteria they use are more detailed than qualifications standards and curricula, in
the sense that they have to describe the requirements precisely to the learner
and the assessor. These requirements normally support summative assessments
at the end of the learning process, but can also orient formative assessments
taking place throughout the learning process (*°). Assessment standards play a
critical role in deciding the orientation of the learning outcomes approach. Even
more than for qualifications profiles and curricula, alignment between level
descriptors and assessment criteria is of critical importance. If the level

(*%) The goal of summative assessment is to evaluate student learning at the end of an
instruction unit by comparing it against some standard or benchmark. This contrasts
with formative assessment, where the purpose is to monitor student learning to
provide feedback that can be used by instructors to improve their teaching and by
students to improve their learning. Formative assessment helps students identify
their strengths and weaknesses and helps teachers and trainers support student
progress. Learning outcomes should be written in ways which also support formative
assessment.

14
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descriptors, for example, require ‘a range of cognitive and practical skills ... to
generate solutions to specific problems in a field of work or study’ (Council of the
European Union, 2017, Annex 2: EQF level 4, skills), this needs to be reflected in
assessment methods and criteria. An assessment approach ignoring this and
only asking learners to, for example, reproduce factual knowledge would be in
conflict with the descriptors.

3.5. Alignment as a condition for impact

Level descriptors can be seen as the most generic and abstract articulation of
learning outcomes. They can play an important role as tools for transparency and
reform, though this potential cannot be released without closely linking these
descriptors to learning outcomes applications at other levels and for other (but
related) purposes. In some countries, there have been efforts to strengthen this
alignment, using the level descriptors as a reference point for a planning process,
and involving stakeholders at different levels. A key challenge lies in the
alignment of level to actual teaching and assessment activities. Critical voices
warn against this and fear that a more systematic implementation of learning
outcomes will narrow the learning process and limit creativity and innovation on
the ground. Others argue, contrary to this, that the level descriptors and their
focus on a broad range of learning domains can help to open up the learning
process and support active learning. This discussion is partly reflected in the
national processes leading to the definition of level descriptors, as addressed in
Chapter 5.

15



CHAPTER 4.
The level descriptors of the European
gualifications framework

The descriptors defining the levels of the EQF were developed between 2003
and 2008 in an extensive process building on research (*) and widespread
consultation; this involved experts and policy-makers from all countries in the
process (*). This interaction between experts and policy-makers was important
not only for ensuring conceptual and technical quality, but also for generating
ownership and trust.

4.1. The issue of competence

Agreement on the descriptors related to knowledge and skills domains was
reached at an early stage of the EQF development process. This partly reflects
the existence of a well-established research base, exemplified by the work
departing from Bloom and colleagues (Anderson et al., 2001) on taxonomies of
learning (see Chapter 6 for an illustration of this impact).

Agreement on the (headline) of the third column, ‘competence’, was harder
to reach. Several countries and stakeholders stated that competence should be
used as an overarching category referring to the ability of individuals to apply
knowledge and skills in a self-directed way at work and in life. Treating it as a
subcategory would, it was claimed, send the wrong signal. This was countered by
representatives of countries using competence as a separate category, focusing
on aspects such as communication, teamwork, and problem solving. The
compromise, reached in 2008, was to retain the headline competence but limit
the descriptors themselves to autonomy and responsibility. In parallel, a general
definition of competence, stressing the overarching character of the concept, was
included. This compromise did not solve the incoherence thus introduced.
Discussions on the character of competence continued in the years following
adoption of the EQF, reflecting real differences in the way learning outcomes are

(*Y Cedefop, 2005.

(**) See responses to the EQF consultation on:
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/news-and-press/news/commissions-consultation-
european-qualifications-framework-eqf
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CHAPTER 4.
The level descriptors of the European qualifications framework

perceived in different countries. The 2017 revision of the EQF recommendation
provided the opportunity to address this problem in a way which respects these
different national approaches. The headline of the third descriptor pillar was
changed from competence to autonomy and responsibility.

The 2017 revision reflects a broad agreement on the usefulness of the
autonomy and responsibility descriptors to distinguish the level and position of a
qualification. Most NQF descriptors adopted since 2008 have built on this
approach (although in many cases, as it will be clear below, extending it).

The basic structure of the EQF descriptors (2017) is shown in Table 1. This
structure is the same as that used in the original 2008 version, the only change
being the title of the third learning domain.

Table 1. EQF level descriptors: main elements

Level descriptor elements

Knowledge Skills Responsibility
and autonomy

In the context of EQF,

skills are described as:
~ In the context of the EQF,
In the context of EQF, '« cogpnitive responsibility and autonomy

ggg\évrli%i%e;:. g:\éocl\:g;%\tlget#;ekigf ;oglcal, INWILVE s described as the ability of
o theoretical. and/or e practical ? the learner to apply knowledge
p : . and skills autonomously and
« factual (involving manual dexterity and the - "
: with responsibility.
use of methods, materials, tools and
instruments)

Source: Council of the European Union, 2017.

17



CHAPTER 5.
National level descriptors: differentiation and
convergence

NQF developments in most European countries were triggered by the EQF and
so are influenced by the European level descriptors and levels. This might
suggest a dilemma; while close alignment to the EQF descriptors may aid cross-
border comparison, it may also reduce the ability to capture national specificities
and complexities. The development of national level descriptors has largely taken
place within this tension.

Sections 5.1 to 5.3 analyse how countries have approached this challenge.
Only three European countries (Ireland, France and the United Kingdom), had
developed NQFs prior to the EQF (**). This means that 36 countries have
developed NQF level descriptors in response to the EQF.

Cedefop’s analysis divides these countries into three different categories.

5.1. Close alignment to EQF descriptors

A first group of countries uses the EQF descriptors directly or aligns closely to
them: Estonia, Austria, Portugal and Romania are examples (**). Most of these
countries have, however, prepared additional explanatory tables or guides with
more detailed descriptors to support consistent application across different parts
of the education and training system and for different applications of learning
outcomes (in line with the purposes outlined in Chapter 3). Estonia has prepared
detailed level descriptors for four sub-frameworks:

(a) higher education;

(b) general education;

(*¥) As shown in Annex 2, Level descriptors in national qualifications frameworks, these
mature level descriptors vary considerably in form and detail and reflect the particular
national policy context within which they emerged. The French level descriptors
(divided according to five levels) differ considerably from the EQF approach, notably
in that qualifications below level 3 of the EQF are not addressed. The lIrish level
descriptors have influenced the EQF level descriptors.

(*y Estonia and Portugal use EQF level descriptors directly, but have renamed the third
column ‘competence’: Estonia to ‘scope of responsibility and autonomy activities’ and
Portugal to ‘attitudes’.
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(c) vocational education and training;
(d) occupational qualifications.

Portugal has drafted guidelines (Understanding the NQF) (*°) in which a
more detailed and fine-tuned description of knowledge, skills, attitudes and
context is provided. In the case of knowledge, for example, a distinction is made
between depth of knowledge (*°) and understanding and critical thinking (*'). The
skills domain (also identified as know-how) is characterised by depth and breadth
and purpose. The third column covers attitudes (defined as autonomy and
responsibility). A context column has been added, defining context of application,
predictability (*¥) and complexity. The frameworks of Greece, Croatia, and
Slovakia are also closely aligned to the EQF descriptors, starting from the three
main (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2008) pillars of
knowledge, skills and competence and only introducing limited changes to the
detailed descriptors. For instance, Croatia has emphasised social skills in
addition to the cognitive and practical skills addressed by EQF.

5.2. Broadening the EQF descriptors

A second group of countries is influenced by the EQF descriptors, but has
broadened and partly reoriented their descriptors: Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark,
Finland, Hungary, Iceland, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway,
Poland, Sweden, Switzerland and Turkey are examples. All these countries use
knowledge and skills as headlines for the first and second column of learning
domains but have renamed and reoriented the third column to varying degrees.
For knowledge, many countries go beyond the dimensions of theoretical
and/or factual knowledge introduced by the EQF and refer to ‘systematic
knowledge’, ‘knowledge of a subject’ and ‘comprehensive knowledge related to
knowledge domain or discipline’. In some countries the articulation of knowledge
is closely linked to, and inspired by, the national curriculum and its emphasis on

(*®) Understanding the NQF: users support guide. A summary is included in the
referencing report of the NQF to the EQF (Portuguese National Agency for
Qualifications, 2011).

(**) Considered to increase progressively from the lowest to the highest level.
"

Critical thinking is considered, at a lower level, to be interpretation of information and
application in the context and, at the highest, critical awareness of knowledge-related
issues in the field and at the interface with other fields.

(**) Referring to the stability/changeability of situations. It is assumed that the more
situations change, the bigger is the challenge faced by the individual.
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progressive mastery of knowledge through the education process (Méhaut and
Winch, 2012). The link to national curricula is also influenced by study
subjects/fields, in some cases addressed as specific requirements in (for
example) language, literacy and numeracy.

For skills, several countries seek to go beyond the focus on manual and
cognitive skills introduced by the EQF and list ‘planning, organising, social and
communication skills’, ‘evaluation and judgment skills’ as well as ‘instrumental
and systemic skills’ as additional elements to be addressed. Denmark, for
instance, has included ‘communication, creative and problem-solving skills'.
Hungary has broadened skills with ‘learning skills’, which are also emphasised in
the Dutch, Polish or Norwegian descriptors. Latvia highlights ‘ability to apply
knowledge, communication and general skills’. Liechtenstein and Switzerland
guote ‘procedural and sensorimotor skills’ and Turkey defines skills as ‘utilisation
of knowledge and problem solving’. The Netherlands includes ‘applying
knowledge, problem-solving skills, learning and development skills, information
skills and communication skills’.

Most differences can be observed in the third column. For instance, the
Netherlands and Serbia refer to ‘responsibility and independence’ Norway to
‘general competence’, Poland to ‘social competence’ and Latvia to ‘analysis,
synthesis and assessment’. While all these countries include autonomy and
responsibility in their interpretation of competence, they tend to incorporate
additional aspects such as ‘critical thinking’, ‘creativity’ and ‘entrepreneurship,
learning to learn, communication and cooperation’. A number of countries, for
instance Finland, Iceland and Malta have made an effort to integrate the EU key
competences (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2006) in
their level descriptors. The inclusion of the term ‘evaluation’ in the Polish and
Finnish frameworks underlines that individuals are expected to reflect critically on
their own knowledge, skills and competence and on how these can be improved.
In Latvia the terms analysis, synthesis and assessment point in the same
direction. Poland uses the term ‘social competence’. This is understood as
identity (participation, responsibility, models of conduct), cooperation (including
teamwork, leadership, and conditions) and responsibility (which include individual
and team actions, consequences and evaluation). Ireland, having defined level
descriptors prior to the EQF, uses four sub-strands to define competence:
context, role, learning to learn and insight. Liechtenstein and Switzerland
differentiate between professional and personal competences; the latter
subdivided into autonomy, social competences and leadership competences.
Turkey defines competence as ‘taking responsibility and/or displaying autonomy,
determination and satisfaction of learning requirements, taking into consideration
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social and moral issues and responsibilities’ (Turkish Ministry of Labour and
Social Security 2015, p. 16).

These countries have all made an effort to broaden and enrich their national
descriptors to be better able to mirror the complexities of their national
qualifications systems and/or emphasise national priorities. This effort has partly
blurred the relationship between the skills and competence categories. It is not
obvious, based on the descriptors alone, how a problem-solving skill differs from
a problem-solving competence. The context, as an independent category in
national descriptors, is defined for example in the Flemish, Irish, Dutch and
Portuguese NQFs.

5.3. Emphasising a comprehensive notion of
competence

Interpretation of competence is particularly important for developing and agreeing
on level descriptors. A third group of countries see competence as an
overarching concept, significantly influencing the way learning outcomes are
defined and described in level descriptors (*°). This approach is exemplified by
Belgium (Flemish, French and German communities), Germany, Hungary,
Lithuania, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Switzerland. These countries
emphasise the holistic character of the term competence. According to this
approach, knowledge, skills and attitudes are not atomised entities which can be
judged in isolation from each other; individuals have to combine and apply them
in the concrete contexts provided by work and learning. The ability of an
individual to act in a self-directed way is seen as crucial to the understanding of
competence and allows differentiation between competence levels (Méhaut and
Winch, 2012). It focuses on the ability of a person to use knowledge, skills,

(**) The distinction between the second and third groups of countries is not always clear-
cut. Some countries, for example Cyprus or Slovenia, use competence as a headline
for the third column, but emphasise the integrative and holistic nature of the concept.
The Cypriot framework defines competence as ‘space for action: the type of work or
study related contexts in which knowledge and skills are brought into play, and the
degree of unpredictability and changeability in these contexts’ (Cypriot Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2016, p. 95). Cooperation and responsibility are emphasised
as important additional dimensions of competence. In the Slovenian qualifications
framework, competence relates ‘to the ability to use and integrate knowledge and
skills in educational, work, personal and/or professional situations. Competences
vary in their complexity, independence and responsibility for action’ ((Institute of the
Republic of Slovenia for vocational education and training, 2014, p. 12).
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attitudes and other personal, social and/or methodological abilities — in a self-
directed way — in work and study situations and to deal with complexity,
unpredictability and change.

The practical implication of this perspective is well illustrated by the German
gualifications framework, where the term Handlungskomptenz (action
competence) is understood as ‘the ability and readiness of the individual to use
knowledge, skills and personal, social and methodological competences and
conduct him or herself in a considered and individually and socially responsible
manner’ (AK DQR, 2011, p. 4). Consequently, the German level descriptors
differentiate between professional and personal competence and show how
knowledge (of varying depth and breadth), skills (instrumental and systematic,
linked to judgement), social competence (communication, teamwork, leadership
and involvement) and autonomy (autonomous responsibility, learning and
reflectiveness) come together in defining the overall competence of the
individual.

In the Netherlands the competence concept is also understood as
integrative, aiming to cover a wide range of human abilities to cope with complex
tasks. According to Westerhuis (2011, p. 76), ‘[the term] integrative stands for the
fact that:

(a) competences are multidimensional;
(b) competent performance is only possible if all dimensions are addressed
according to a set of standards.’

The Belgian-Flemish framework defines competence as ‘the ability to apply
knowledge, skills and attitudes when performing social activities, and integrate
these into one’s actions’ (Flemish Government, 2009, p. 2). The Flemish
descriptors introduce context as a separate aspect, emphasising that knowledge
and skills have to be applied in life, work or study to count as competence.

The NQF in Luxembourg uses the term competence to underline the fact
that learning outcomes are not an aim in themselves. Knowledge, aptitudes and
attitudes are three important dimensions of developing competence by being
applied actively in work or study contexts. The Hungarian framework is a four-
pillar structure with explicit mention of attitude. Lithuania differentiates between
three categories of competences: cognitive, functional and general (Lauzackas et
al., 2009).
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Table 2. Lithuanian descriptor principles
Functional competences
SIS Knowledge Key skills and abilities
Cognitive competences
Knowledge Skills Key skills and abilities

General competences

Key skills and abilities Knowledge SIS

Source: Lauzackas et al., 2009; Lithuanian qualifications and VET development centre, 2012.

Level descriptors in Finnish and Icelandic qualifications frameworks are
described in terms of learning outcomes in an integrated way as knowledge,
skills and competences and their interrelationships.

5.4. Level descriptors bridging different education and
training subsystems

The new generation of European NQFs overwhelmingly consists of
comprehensive frameworks, addressing all types of qualifications at all levels of
formal education and training. This means that they — through their descriptors —
must be relevant to diverse institutions pursuing a wide variety of tasks in line
with different traditions and cultures. According to Young and Allais (2009; 2011),
one of the fundamental challenges comprehensive frameworks face is to take
account of epistemological differences in knowledge and learning that exist in
different parts of education. Countries have largely solved this by writing their
descriptors in a general and neutral language, avoiding too specific references to
particular sectors or institutional types.

A number of countries, for example Germany, have decided that this
general/neutral approach is insufficient and have introduced alternative sets of
formulations tailored to the needs of particular sectors and qualifications.
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Box 1. The German qualifications framework for lifelong learning (Deutscher
Qualifikationsrahmen, DQR): alternative formulations for knowledge at
DQR level 6

Be in possession of broad and integrated knowledge including knowledge of basic
scientific principles and the practical application of a scientific subject as well as a
critical understanding of the most important theories and methods (corresponding to
level 1 — bachelor level — of the qualifications framework for German higher education
qualifications)

or

be in possession of broad and integrated occupational knowledge including current
technical developments.

Be in possession of knowledge for the further development of a scientific subject
or
of a field of occupational activity.

Be in possession of relevant knowledge at interfaces to other areas.
Source: AK DQR, 2011 (*°).

Other countries have moved one step further by introducing parallel level
descriptors to distinguish between different categories of qualification. For
instance, Austria and Liechtenstein have chosen to introduce parallel descriptors
at levels 6 to 8 (the Ypsilon approach) respectively addressing qualifications from
(academic) higher education and vocational education and training. Norway has
chosen a similar approach at levels 4 to 6, also in this case capturing the
differences between VET, general and academic qualifications.

The Polish qualifications framework offers yet another solution, introducing
three main sets of level descriptors designed for different purposes and operating
with different levels of detail:

(a) Polish universal descriptors underpinning the Polish comprehensive national
gualifications framework;

(b) Polish descriptors for education and training subsystems and
sub-frameworks, notably for general education, vocational education and
training and (academic) higher education;

(c) descriptors for economic sectors or subject areas.

(*®) The German qualifications framework for lifelong learning adopted by the German
qualifications framework working group (AK DQR), 22.3.2011:
https://www.dgr.de/media/content/The_German_Qualifications_Framework_for_Lifel

ong_Learning.pdf
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Figure 1.  The structure of level descriptors in the PQF
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Source: Polish Educational Research Institute, 2017.

The universal descriptors (defined as knowledge, skills and social
competence) have been agreed between stakeholders in general education, VET
and higher education and represent a common reference point for developments
at the other two levels, in subsystems and at sector/subject level. The basic
distinction between knowledge, skills and social competence is used at all levels
but differs in terms of specificity.

Progress has been made in defining level descriptors for the different
education and training subsystems (Polish Educational Research Institute, 2017).
For example, the main descriptive categories of the level descriptors for VET are
specified as:

(a) knowledge:

(i) theories/principles;

(i) phenomena and processes;

(i) organising work;

(iv) tools and materials;

(b) skills:

(i) information;

(i) organising work;

(iii) tools and materials;

(iv) learning and professional development;

(c) social competence:

(i) following rules;

(i) cooperation;

(iii) responsibility.
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For general education (levels 1 to 4), the same three dimensions are
grouped as follows:
(a) knowledge:
(i) language and communication;
(i) mathematics and natural sciences;
(i) social functioning;
(b) skills:
() language and communication;
(i) mathematics and natural sciences;
(i) social functioning;
(iv) learning;
(c) social competence:
() language and communication;
(i) health and the environment;
(i) social functioning.

Level descriptors for the third generic degree have yet to be developed. It is
possible, however, to see the work of the tuning project as relevant for defining
learning outcomes in particular subject areas of higher education.

5.5. Level descriptors and their relevance to the
labour market

An important function of learning outcomes-based level descriptors is to increase
the transparency of qualifications for labour market stakeholders. This requires
that the level descriptors are able to make visible the learning outcomes that are
relevant to occupations and work situations. They need to use language that can
be understood by education and training as well as the labour market.

One of the EQF pilot projects (*) argues, however, that the EQF level
descriptors suffer from several weaknesses, reducing their ability to act as a
mirror of the world of work. Particular concern is expressed over the ability of the
descriptors to differentiate between levels of competence, pointing to
inconsistencies in the use of terms (such as how to express a degree of
complexity, articulation of change and predictability/unpredictability, the role of
context). The main conclusion from this project is that the competence must be
further refined, particularly by addressing the character of actions (in relation to

(*"y DEKRA (Deutscher Kraftfahrzeug-Ueberwachungsverein, German Motor Vehicle
Monitoring Association), 2012.
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context, objects and others). Others (**) have supported this approach, arguing
that descriptors must be further developed to capture better the scope of
occupational activities covered by a qualification. This development could take
place at sectoral and/or occupational level, acknowledging the complex nature of
national and European labour markets.

The extent to which countries have responded to this criticism varies. The
emphasis given to context and transversal skills and competences can be seen
as one response to the concern; the Lithuanian introduction of activity-based
descriptors another. The Lithuanian descriptors build on the following principles:
(a) characteristics of activities;

(b) autonomy of activities;
(c) variability of activities.

These activity characteristics underline that knowledge, skills and
competence can only be fully understood when contextualised. As is seen in
other national approaches, such as the Dutch and Belgian descriptors, the
complexity of the context directly influences the competences required. In the
Lithuanian approach, attention is also drawn to the influence of these activity
factors on learning. Lack of autonomy and change at lower levels may reduce the
potential for competence development. These descriptors are focusing on what is
required to support lifelong learning and skills development (*). A good example
of an occupational framework is the French NQF, where qualifications levels and
level definition and indicators are linked to levels of occupation, work and pay
(Allais, 2017). Scotland is an exception in this area, having developed and
promoted a range of tools that support employers in using the Scottish credit and
qualifications framework (SCQF) guides and level descriptors to support
recruitment and staff selection, identify and plan skills development for staff, or
gain recognition of in-house training programmes.

Arguments in favour of more employment-relevant descriptors show that
level descriptors need to be systematically reviewed and further developed.

(**) Méhaut and Winch, 2012.
(*®) Lauzackas et al., 2009.
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The analysis of national level descriptors in Chapter 5 mainly focused on the
horizontal dimension of the learning outcomes descriptors, mainly how different
dimensions of learning are captured and expressed. However, for level
descriptors to act as a credible reference point for transparency and reform, the
interplay between the learning domains (the horizontal) dimensions and the
levels (the vertical) is of crucial importance. In the coming period, and reflecting
the experiences gained through the EQF referencing process (**), increased
attention will have to be paid to the vertical dimension of these descriptors and
their ability to distinguish between levels of qualification and degrees of
complexity, depth and breadth characterising learning outcomes. This is closely
linked to how progression in different learning domains has been captured within
the learning domains discussed above.

6.1. The Southern African Development Community
methodology

An effort to analyse the vertical dimension of level descriptors and unpack the
interplay between vertical and horizontal dimensions was mad