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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Qualifications system reforms are an international trend. The majority of countries in the world have
started to develop a national qualifications framework, to link and bring together qualifications from
different subsectors, including vocational education and training, higher education, general education
and adult learning. Qualifications expressed in learning outcomes are considered important to facilitate
more flexible pathways, by focusing on assessment of the learning outcomes that individuals have
obtained rather than on what has been taught. Qualifications certify the skills obtained by individuals.

Qualifications agencies have been established in a number of countries to support qualification system
reforms, including overseeing the introduction of new qualifications, bringing qualifications together in
a national register and promoting validation of non-formal and informal learning. The qualifications
agencies are a relatively new phenomenon although some of the oldest exist for almost 30 years.
Unlike quality assurance agencies in higher education, or credential recognition centres, there are no
international networks existing for qualifications agencies. This is partially due to the diverse settings
and tasks of such agencies.

Yet, while there are numerous studies that refer to qualifications agencies, or national qualifications
agencies, none could be identified that specifically tried to analyse what these institutions represent
and do, leaving a rather vague identity.

Based on desk research, an online survey among qualifications agencies and online focus groups, this
report presents the outcome of a mapping exercise of national qualifications agencies. The scope of
this mapping was international. The findings provide an overview of qualifications agencies identified,
exploring their similarities and differences in terms of mandate, structure, functions and scope
covered.

The key objective of this study was thus to map existing qualifications agencies and explore their
interest in mutual cooperation. One of the core questions to address was whether it would be possible
to identify existing agencies as a type of organisation with a certain set of tasks — or whether the
diversity between these organisations so strong that it is not possible to identify a common
denominator of what such an agency represents.

One of the first goals of this mapping exercise was thus to develop a working definition, and to test it
as part of the further research: ‘A national qualifications agency is typically a stand-alone body
(established outside a ministry) with a certain degree of autonomy dedicated to assuming a central
role in supporting, coordinating, managing, administering and reforming qualifications systems. It has
a key role in coordinating the stakeholders of the qualifications system, is often linked to qualifications
frameworks and may be linked to the entire qualifications system or several sectors thereof (e.g.
vocational education and training, higher education, adult learning)’:

The findings from the research confirmed the working definition in the sense that we were able to
identify a number of bodies to which the definition applies. At the same time, however, the research
also showed that the landscape of NQAs identified is very diverse across countries. While they do
share certain similarities - they all have a certain degree of autonomy from their governments and
most of them share a common body of core function - NQAs form a very heterogeneous group that is
not easy to group or classify. Furthermore, very few NQAs could be identified that have a
comprehensive scope by covering all or almost all educational subsectors - including general
education, vocational education and training, higher education and adult education.

What does this mean for the second research question related to exploring the potential of an
international network of qualifications agencies?

The findings from the research show an exceptionally high level of interest in collaboration with peers
at international level and confirm that there is a need for exchange among NQAs and other
organisations with similar tasks. The topics of interest are varied and relate to many different aspects
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of implementing NQFs, designing credentials, engaging stakeholders, quality assuring the education
and training system as well as recognition.

Interestingly, both the results from the survey and focus groups have shown that the interest in
collaboration on topics related to the key functions of NQAs is practically just as high with
organisations that fall outside our working definition of an NQA and concerns very similar topics.
These organisations may be ministerial departments that assume many of the functions of an NQA but
do not have the autonomy required by the working definition. These organisations may also be service
or coordination points of NQFs that are in charge of implementing qualifications frameworks but do not
necessarily have a key role in managing the qualifications system. While these organisations fall
outside our working definition, the findings from the study show that they very much face similar
challenges in terms of their tasks as the NQAs in the narrower and broader sense.

In view of the findings of this mapping of NQAs, it is recommended that any initiative to initiate such
international collaboration would apply a loose interpretation of the definition of an NQA, focusing on
common interests and challenges faced rather than on institutional characteristics such as autonomy.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Introduction and objective of this report

This report presents the outcome of a mapping exercise of national qualifications agencies (NQAs) at
international level, commissioned by the European Training Foundation (ETF). The study has an
international focus, i.e. the mapping includes national qualifications agencies from various parts of the
globe.

The key objectives of this study are a) to develop a mapping of national qualifications agencies;
and b) to explore the potential of an international network of qualifications agencies.

The lack of a clear identity of what a qualifications agency is and does, has limited links to peer
organisations, and this is felt by most of them as a need to develop further and learn from each other.
Several of the more recently established qualifications agencies are located in low- and middle-income
countries that often may not have the resources and capacities of high-income countries. Therefore,
they could particularly benefit from the exchange of experience and cooperation with peers from other
countries

This report thus seeks to provide an overview of qualifications agencies identified, to improve the
understanding of the roles they perform, to highlight their similarities and differences in terms of
mandate, structure, functions and scope covered. It furthermore seeks to explore which services these
agencies provide, how they are funded, how they are embedded in national qualifications systems and
to what extent they cooperate with others, and to better understand any developmental needs they
might have. In this sense, this report also aims to provide interested countries with an overview of the
status, legislation, funding, size, functions, and roles of existing agencies.

1.2. Background

Rationale for the research on qualifications agencies

The ETF contributes to the development of human capital by providing advice and support to its 28
partner countries’ (in Western Balkans and Tirkiye, Eastern Partnership, the Southern and Eastern
Mediterranean and Central Asia) as part of EU external relations policies.?

One can observe that a growing number of countries are establishing qualifications agencies (e.g. the
Serbian Qualifications Agency?, which was established in 2019) in an attempt to speed up and deepen
the implementation of qualifications reforms. Some of these agencies had — prior to this study —
expressed an interest in cooperation with peers to exchange experience and learn from each other.

The institutional arrangements of the agencies are often set up to coordinate and support reform
processes of qualifications systems (including the implementation of a National Qualifications
Framework, NQF). Depending on the respective national context, the scope of the qualifications
agencies may go significantly beyond administering an NQF and registers of qualifications. In addition,
they often assume a variety of different additional functions and tasks, such as managing registers or
databases of national qualifications. Some of these agencies have a wide scope in the sense that they
cover all or almost all educational subsectors of the national education and training systems (e.g. BQA
in Bahrain, QQI in Ireland or the New Zealand Qualifications Authority). Other agencies, in turn, have
a more limited sectoral focus, e.g. by only focusing on the vocational education and training sector
(e.g. ANQEP in Portugal or France Compétences).

' https://www.etf.europa.eu/en/where-we-work

2 https://european-union.europa.eu/institutions-law-budget/institutions-and-bodies/institutions-and-
bodies-profiles/etf_en s

3 Agencija za kvalifikacije,_https://noks.azk.gov.rs/
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There is, however, no set or universally agreed definition of what a national qualifications agency is,
what its key characteristics and key functions are. While there are existing publications available that
analyse the structure and governance of qualifications systems, no study could be identified that
specifically deals with qualifications agencies and their role in supporting and administering
qualifications systems. This built the starting point for this mapping study of NQAs.

Qualification systems and qualifications frameworks

There is a distinct difference between a qualifications system and a qualifications framework. While
every country has a qualifications system — summarising everything in a country’s education and
training system which leads to an issuing of a qualification* — a national qualifications framework is a
specific instrument within a qualification system. Qualifications systems differ across countries and
may be more or less integrated and coherent.®

‘Qualification systems are the set of organisational arrangements in a country that
work together to ensure that individuals have access to, and can choose
and obtain qualifications that are fit for purpose, meet the needs of
society and the labour market, and offer opportunities for employment, recognition, career
development, and lifelong learning.’
(European Training Foundation, 2017)

‘National qualifications framework’ means an instrument for the classification of
qualifications according to a set of criteria for specified levels of learning achieved,
which aims at integrating and coordinating national qualifications subsystems
and improve the transparency, access, progression and quality of
qualifications in relation to the labour market and civil society’

(European Commission, 2017)

Thus, although they are widespread across the globe, not all countries have an NQF. Those countries
that have an NQF, are at different stages of development or implementation of their frameworks.
NQFs generally serve as a transparency instrument, they aim to make a country’s qualification system
more transparent and coherent.

In the context of implementing the European Qualifications Framework (EQF), the European
Commission has been supporting the network of National Coordination Points (EQF NCPs) to help
the implementation of the NQF and the EQF nationally in the 41 states implementing the EQF®. Some

4 Based on a definition proposed by Bateman & Coles (2013): ‘A qualification system is everything in

a country’s education and training system which leads to the issuing of a qualification; schools,
authorities, stakeholder bodies, laws, institutions, quality assurance, and qualifications frameworks.
All countries have qualifications, so all have qualification systems. Qualification systems are the set
of organisational arrangements in a country that work together to ensure that individuals have
access to, and can choose and obtain qualifications that are fit for purpose, meet the needs of
society and the labour market, and offer opportunities for employment, recognition, career
development, and lifelong learning.’

See also OECD (2007, p. 22) and European Commission (2017) for complementary definitions of
the term qualifications system.

The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) is an overarching 8-level, learning outcomes-based
framework for all types of qualifications which serves as a translation tool between different
national qualifications frameworks. In addition to the 27 EU Member States, another 14 countries
work towards implementing the EQF, namely Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway (European
Economic Area countries), Albania, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkiye (candidate
countries), Bosnia & Herzegovina, Kosovo* (potential candidates) and Switzerland. [* This
designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the
ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.] https://europa.eu/europass/en/europass-
tools/european-qualifications-framework: https://europa.eu/europass/en/europass-tools/european-
qualifications-framework/national-qualifications-frameworks
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of these EQF NCPs are real agencies, while in other countries they are part of other organisations or
ministries (see 2.2 for further information).

The role and evolution of qualifications agencies

As pointed out above, some countries have set up qualifications agencies as part of a process to
reform their qualifications systems with the support of dedicated institutions. In the case of Tlrkiye,
Kosovo’ and Georgia, for example, this helped countries to move considerably faster in implementing
reforms than some of their peers (ETF 2017).

In the course of time, some of the established NQAs have managed to find their place assuming a key
coordinating role within the national qualifications systems, whereas some others failed to meet their
expectations, or simply were never intended to be in it for the long haul. In some cases, the mandate
of qualifications agencies has changed over time, sometimes even leading to their dissolution. The
Australian Qualifications Framework Council (AQFC) provides an interesting example in this
regard. Established in 2008, it was disbanded in 2014, and its governance functions were transferred
to the Government Department of Education. The role assigned to the AQFC had a limited timeframe.
It was originally established to deliver a review of the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF); once
this work was completed, it was decided to reconsider the role of the Council, which led to its
disbandment. The current management of the AQF is delivered through the Australian Government
Department of Education, Skills and Employment in consultation with the states and territories. The
department monitors and maintains the AQF, supports its users and promotes the AQF and its role in
Australia's education system.® In 2019, a review of the AQF was published, which recommended that
an ongoing governance body for the AQF be established (again)®. The review argued that since the
disbandment of the AQF Council in 2014, the AQF had no formal governance arrangements. It thus
recommended that an independent governance mechanism be established to ensure that the revised
AQF be implemented effectively, as further described in the box below (Australian Qualifications
Framework, 2019).

Recommendations for the establishment of an AQF governance body

Recommendations

19_Establish a governance body, accountable to the relevant Council of Australian Governments
(COAG) Councils, with representation from government, schools, VET, higher education,
industry and professional bodies, and with authority to convene and oversee technical working
groups to undertake specialist tasks, to implement agreed reforms to the AQF.

20.In addition to implementation of agreed AQF reforms, the govemnance body would meet as
required to:

a. liaise with higher education, VET and schools standards bodies and regulators about
matters related to the AQF

b. monitor developments in education and training and the economy and their implications
for the AQF, including shorter form credentials and general capabilities

c. advise on the addition or removal of qualification types in the AQF

d.  make recommendations and oversee additional reforms where necessary.

21.Strengthen alignment between the AQF, the Higher Education Standards Framework and the
Standards for Training Packages and RTOs.

*This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999
and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.
https://www.voced.edu.au/vet-knowledge-bank-getting-know-vet-overviews-agf;
https://www.aqf.edu.au/about/governance
https://vdc.edu.au/vdc-news/aqf-review-the-final-report-is-out-now/
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Source: Australian Qualifications Framework, 2019

The Malta Qualifications Council (MQC) (2005-2012) too, had a mandate that was limited in terms
of time, and was linked to the initial development of the Malta Qualifications Framework (MQF). The
MQC was set up in 2005 to oversee the development of the NQF, responsible to elaborate and guide
a two-year consultation period on the NQF, which led to the launch of the Malta Qualifications
Framework (MQF) in 2007. Between then and 2012, the MQC issued the second and third revised
editions of the MQF, which then also marked the end of its mandate (NCFHE, 2016). From 2012
onwards and until 2021, the National Commission for Further and Higher Education (NCFHE)
incorporated both the MQC as well as the National Commission for Higher Education. Finally, in 2021,
the NCFHE was re-established as the Malta Further and Higher Education Authority (MFHEA) with a
mandate to promote and develop further higher education in Malta by means of regulation and by the
promotion of best practices. 1°

In the United Arab Emirates (UAE), an independent National Qualifications Authority was in place
between 2010 and 2021"". Due to austerity measures as a direct consequence of the Covid-19
pandemic, it was merged with the Ministry of Education. After the merger, the National Qualifications
Center was established and has taken over the key tasks, including NQF development and
implementation, as well as ensuring the quality of national occupational standards and vocational
qualifications. 12

In 2008, Lithuania set up a National Authority of Qualifications through amendments to legislation
of technical vocational education and training. The intention was to establish a central organisation
with responsibility for implementing the NQF. It was created as an independent agency, separate from
the ministries, to oversee all aspects of qualifications at all sectors and levels. The initial focus was on
vocational education. However, when a new government came into power in 2008, it abolished the
National Authority of Qualifications in the same year, and transferred some of its functions to the
Ministry of Education. This was described as reducing bureaucratic arrangements and saving costs,
and has centralised control over provision of education and training as well as quality assurance in the
Ministry.

Today, by authorisation of the Ministry of Education, the Qualifications and Vocational Education and
Training Development Centre (QVETDC') is the main body in charge of implementation and day-to-
day coordination of the NQF. It also acts as EQF NCP. In addition, the Centre for Quality Assurance in
Higher Education (SKVC) also takes part in the coordination and implementation of the NQF, with a
particular focus on higher education. In 2019, the National Agency for Education was established, with
responsibility over the general education sector (Cedefop, 2021b).

The example of the Lithuanian National Authority of Qualifications highlights that these bodies are not
immune to the changing political environment in a country. However, they may also be subject to
economic fluctuations, as the example of the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA)
highlights — a body that continues to be operational but that has recently found itself at a decisive
turning point. First established under the SAQA Act of 1995, it is the oversight body of the NQF, in
charge of advancing the objectives of the NQF, overseeing the further development and

N
o

https://mfhea.mt/timeline/
http://www.qualifications.ae/About_Us
https://www.nqc.gov.ae/en/home.aspx
https://www.kpmpc.lt/kpmpc/en/

o a4
w N =

*x
E * I 1 0
I F Working togsther
Loaring or e

European Training Foundation


https://mfhea.mt/timeline/
https://www.kpmpc.lt/kpmpc/en/

implementation of the NQF, and coordinating the three NQF sub-frameworks. '*Funded through a mix
of public and private sources, SAQA relies on revenues from services rendered, in addition to state
funding, donations and contributions. The Covid-19 pandemic severely hampered SAQA'’s ability to
generate funding through its paid services, alongside cuts in state funding, which brought the
organisation into severe turbulence and has led to a process of organisational consolidation, which is
currently ongoing. (SAQA, 2021)

Most recently, the Scottish Government has announced that the Scottish Qualifications Authority
(SQA) will be replaced by a new qualifications body in 2024 (see also 2.2)."®

1.3. Research methodology

The study was based on desk research, an online survey, interviews and focus group discussions. In
addition, preliminary findings and recommendations from the study were presented at an ETF webinar
on 9 December 2022 (see further information below).

Figure 1: Overview of research methodology

20 NQAs
(narrower
sense)

Focus of
further

analysis

6 NQAs
(wider
sense)

N

10 other
bodies

Figure source: Authors.

Desk research

The starting point for the desk research was membership in regional qualifications framework
initiatives (RQF). Given that many countries (respectively their NQFs) are linked to one or even
several RQFs'®, this makes them a good starting point for identifying relevant qualifications
agencies at international level.

Based on a list of countries that have links to RQF initiatives, a structured database was set up to
collect key information of relevant agencies in the countries. For some countries, more than one
relevant body could be identified. The ETF study on RQF initiatives around the globe identified more
than 110 countries that are linked to at least one regional qualifications framework. The most recent

4 General and Further Education and Training Qualifications Sub-Framework, Higher Education
Qualifications Sub-Framework and Occupational Qualifications Sub-Framework.

5 https://www.sqga.org.uk/sga/100808.html

6 https://www.etf.europa.eu/en/news-and-events/news/comparing-regional-qualifications-framework-
initiatives-around-globe; https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2021-
04/rgf initiatives _around the globe 2020 en_april 2021.pdf
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edition of the Global Inventory of Regional and National Qualifications Frameworks
(UNESCO/Cedefop/ETF, 2019a) identified a total number of 150 countries worldwide that are
developing and/or implementing NQFs — expanding our sample of potential qualifications agencies for
desk research even further.

In total, desk research was conducted on approximately 180 organisations worldwide, with a view to
developing a database of national qualifications agencies. Out of this collection, 94 agencies that
could potentially be considered qualifications agencies'” were selected for further research through
the online survey.

Online survey
The online survey addressed representatives of national qualifications agencies at international level.

It included 17 questions, as a mix of open and
closed-ended questions, and took around 10-15

Online survey among National Qualifications

minutes to complete. The survey was Agencies — key facts:

conducted between 17 October 2022 and 17

February 2023. Target group: repr(.a.senFatives of ngtional
qualifications agencies

The more in-depth research through the survey . .

and focus groups focused on those countries Scope: international

which have a national qualifications agency (or Survey period: 17 Oct. 2022 - 17 Feb. 2023

at least something comparable or close to it) in

place. Respondents: 36 responses from 33 countries
(corresponding to a response

The survey results are based on responses rate of approx. 38%)

received from 36 organisations in 33 countries.
These overall moderate numbers can be
explained through the survey approach, where
the survey was only addressed to those
countries where desk research pointed to the
existence of a NQA or at least a similar ETF partner  Armenia, Azerbaijan, Egypt
structure in place. Countries without countries Kosovo, Georgia, Moldova?,
comparable structures in place were not included: Serbia, Turkiye

covered as part of the more in-depth research.

17 questions on institutional
aspects, governance, services
provided and cooperation with
other institutions

The scope of the survey was international. Nevertheless, approximately 60% of the responses were
received from the group of countries that are implementing the European Qualifications Framework
(EQF). '8 Although not all regions of the world are equally represented in the sample (there is a
predominance of EQF countries, as was to be expected), the results provide an eclectic and insightful
picture of the variety of qualifications agencies that can be encountered across countries. The ETF

7 Chapter 2.2 discusses the definition of an NQA in more detail.

'8 The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) is an overarching 8-level, learning outcomes-based
framework for all types of qualifications which serves as a translation tool between different
national qualifications frameworks. In addition to the 27 EU Member States, another 11 countries
work towards implementing the EQF, namely Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway (European
Economic Area countries), Albania, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Tirkiye (candidate
countries), Bosnia & Herzegovina, Kosovo* (potential candidates) and Switzerland. [* This
designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the
ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.] https://europa.eu/europass/en/europass-
tools/european-qualifications-framework
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partner countries included in the survey were Armenia, Azerbaijan, Egypt, Kosovo, Georgia,
Moldova'®, Serbia and Trkiye.

Focus groups

Following the analysis of preliminary results from the online survey, focus groups were organised with
a view to obtaining a deeper understanding of the information collected through desk research and the
survey.

Presentation at ETF webinar

On 9 December 2022, ETF held a webinar that focused on presenting Erasmus+ funding
opportunities on capacity building in VET 20232°. In addition to a presentation of the preliminary
findings of this study, the webinar also featured insights from an ongoing ETF study on developing and
recognising micro-credentials. The webinar was attended by a total of 73 people from the ETF partner
countries, EU Member States and further abroad.

The webinar highlighted that the above-mentioned Erasmus+ funding call is open to a wide range of
countries beyond Partner and Programme countries — in total, 102 third countries not associated to the
Erasmus+ Programme can participate. The funding call would thus provide an opportunity for
international cooperation on the topic of networking among qualifications agencies and on the topic of
recognising and developing micro-credentials. To this end, the webinar also included a matchmaking
element, where partners could express their interest in collaboration.

The focus group discussions in particular
revolved around a more in-depth discussion of

F — key facts: .
B the roles of NQAs and how they coordinate

Target group: representatives of national
qualifications agencies

Scope: international
Survey period: 3 — 10 Feb. 2023

Participants:  representatives from 8 countries

(plus representatives from ETF &
study team)

Coordination of groups of
stakeholders; key challenges in
fulfilling their assigned roles and
missions; ICT tools used;
interest in peer exchange

different groups of stakeholders and the main
challenges experienced in performing these
roles; the (potential) benefits of having a NQA
in the narrower sense in place; the use of ICT
tools for managing qualifications systems and
stakeholder coordination; developmental needs
and interest in collaboration with peers.

The focus groups were held online using MS
Teams.

Figure 2 below provides an overview of the geographical dispersion of the agencies consulted through

the survey and focus groups.

% Moldova was included in the survey sample but, due to its status as a governmental department,
following the analysis not included in the group of national qualifications agencies in the narrower

sense.

20 For further information, see Erasmus+ Programme Guide. There is also a helpdesk for this specific
funding opportunity: EACEA-EPLUS-CBVET@ec.europa.eu
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Figure 2: Consultation through survey and focus groups

Figure source: Authors.
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2. KEY FINDINGS FROM THE RESEARCH

2.1. Overview

This chapter provides an overview of the key findings from the research, focusing on the results from
the online survey among NQAs and the online focus groups. The survey results are based on
responses from 36 organisations from 33 different countries (see box above).

2.2. Towards a definition of National Qualifications Agencies

What do we understand by a National Qualifications Agency?

First and foremost, there is no set definition of what a national qualifications agency is, how it is set up
or what its key functions are. One of the first goals of this mapping exercise was thus to develop a
working definition, and to test it as part of the further research. While there are existing publications
available that analyse the structure and governance of qualifications systems, no study could be
identified that specifically deals with qualifications agencies and their role in supporting and
administering qualifications systems.

‘A national qualifications agency is typically a stand-alone body (established outside a ministry) with a
certain degree of autonomy dedicated to assuming a central role in supporting, coordinating,
managing, administering and reforming qualifications systems. It has a key role in coordinating the
stakeholders of the qualifications system, is often linked to qualifications frameworks and may be
linked to the entire qualifications system or several sectors thereof (e.g. vocational education and
training, higher education, adult learning)’

The key determinant whether a given body could be considered a qualifications agency, or not, refers
to its level of autonomy. According to our working definition, an NQA needs to have a certain degree
of autonomy and independence from government. Sometimes the term QUANGO (quasi-autonomous
non-governmental organisation) is used in this regard to refer to an organisation to which a
government has devolved power, but which is still partly controlled and/or financed by government
bodies.?" This, for example, excludes agencies that are set up as departments within a ministry, given
their limited degree of autonomy.

The extent to which the identified organisations comply with the working definition differs across
countries. As a result, not all of the 26 agencies which were included in the group of NQAs fully match
the working definition in the narrower sense.

Twenty of the agencies surveyed identified themselves with the working definition and would consider
themselves as a NQA in this sense. Another six agencies indicated that the working definition only
partly applies to them — although they share many similarities with the first group in terms of functions
assumed and the degree of autonomy, they do not fully consider themselves as NQA. The remaining
10 survey respondents were classified as ‘other bodies’ that evidently do not comply with the definition
of NQAs. This latter group was not specifically covered in the further analysis.

21 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quango
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Figure 3 summarises this grouping of agencies.

Figure 3: Grouping of qualifications agencies: NQAs in the narrower sense and NQAs in the
wider sense

*working definition
applicable

«at least certain

degree of autonomy

20 NQAs
(narrower
sense)

-working definition Focus of further
partly applicable analysis

esimilar functions
and degree of
autonomy

*do not consider
themselves as NQA

Survey responses
n = 36

\ -
working definition Not covered in
not applicable further analysis
einsufficient degree (except for

of autonomy (e.g. interest in
gov. department) collaboration)

Figure source: Survey. n = 36 responses from 33 countries.

Sectoral scope of NQAs

The analysed qualifications agencies differed with regard to the scope of the education and training
system that they cover. This refers to the different educational subsectors covered, i.e. to what extent
agencies are in charge of general education, vocational education and training, higher education
and/or adult learning. While half of the agencies display a rather broad scope by covering three or
more sectors, the other half of the agencies have a more limited scope by covering only one or two
sectors of the education and training system.

Agencies with a broad sectoral scope covering three or more educational subsectors include, for
example, the Education & Training Quality Authority in Bahrain (BQA), the SCQF Partnership (UK-
Scotland), Kutsekoda (Estonia), the Finnish National Agency for Education, QQI (Ireland), the
Qualifications Agency in Serbia, the National Center for Educational Quality Enhancement in Georgia
and the New Zealand Qualifications Authority.

Agencies with a narrower sectoral scope of typically one or two sectors include, for example, France
Compétences, the National Organisation for the Certification of Qualifications & Vocational Guidance
(Greece), ANQEP (Portugal), the National Qualifications Authority in Romania or the State Vocational
Education Institute in Slovakia.

NQAs in the narrower sense

An NQA in the narrower sense is a stand-alone

body assuming a central role in supporting, Examples of NQAs in the narrower sense:
coordinating, managing, administering and _ o
reforming qualifications system. It has a key role in *  Quality and Qualifications Ireland

= Estonian Qualifications Authority

coordinating the stakeholders of the qualifications - Qualifications Agency of the Republic of

system, often linked to managing the NQF. One of

Serbia
its key characteristics is that it has a certain degree *  France Compétences
of autonomy and independence from government = ANQEP (Portugal)
bodies, both administratively and financially. At the \ /
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same time, in most cases, they are still closely linked with government bodies.

Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) is an illustrative example of an NQA in the narrower sense.
It came into being when the previous VET regulator (Further Education and Training Awards Council -
FETAC) and the Higher Education Awards Council (HETAC) were merged into QQI to form the
comprehensive state agency responsible for promoting the quality and integrity of Irelands further rand
higher education system. It has combined responsibilities with regard to the qualification system,
quality assurance of education and training and awarding. It is also the ‘guardian and steward’ of the
Irish National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ), acting on behalf of the Department of Education and
the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science??.

Quality and Qualifications Ireland

QQlI is the state agency responsible for the external quality assurance of further and higher education
and training in Ireland; it is the single national qualifications body and guardian of the NFQ. It was
established in November 2012 by the amalgamation of the functions of four bodies that had both
awarding and quality assurance responsibilities: the Further Education and Training Awards Council
(FETAC), the Higher Education and training Awards Council (HETAC), the Irish Universities Board
(IUQ@B) and the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI). It is at the centre of the qualification
system and cooperates with ministries, higher education institutions, employers and further key
stakeholder.

Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQlI) is based on the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education
and Training) Act 2012 as amended 3. Its key tasks include the following:

Tasks related to the qualifications system

= maintain the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) as a system relating different
qualification levels to each other

= maintain the Irish Register of Qualifications as a comprehensive database of all qualifications
included in the NFQ

=  recognise awarding bodies and include their qualifications in the NFQ

= monitor providers to ensure they offer learners access, transfer and progression opportunities

= advise on the recognition of foreign qualifications in Ireland and of Irish qualifications abroad

Tasks related to the quality assurance of education and training

= issue quality assurance guidelines
= monitor and review providers
= promote awareness and maintenance of academic integrity

Tasks related to awarding

set standards for QQI awards (qualifications)
assess the fitness of providers to offer QQI awards
validate programmes leading to QQI awards
award qualifications and issue certificates

Tasks related to engagement, insights and knowledge sharing

consult, inform and collaborate with national and international stakeholders

conduct research and report on quality and qualifications in the tertiary education system
consult with learners and learner groups and involve them in carrying out their core functions
develop enhancement initiatives and host events to learn from and share best practice with
stakeholders

Source: https://www.qqi.ie/about-us/our-role; Quality and Qualifications Ireland (n.d.); Cedefop (2021a).

22 See also Quality and Qualifications Ireland; Department of Further and Higher Education,
Research, Innovation and Science, 2020.
23 hitps://revisedacts.lawreform.ie/eli/2012/act/28/revised/en/html
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Kutsekoda, the Estonian Qualifications Authority, is another example of an NQA in the narrower
sense. It was established in 2001, as a private legal entity (foundation) with a mission to continue the
development of the occupational qualifications system launched by the Estonian Chamber of
Commerce and Industry in 1997.

The Qualifications Agency established in Serbia (Agencija za kvalifikacije) is an example of a very
recently established NQA. lts establishment is directly linked to the implementation of the National
Qualifications Framework in the Republic of Serbia (NQFS).

Qualifications Agency (Agencija za kvalifikacije) of the Republic of Serbia

The Qualifications Agency was established in 2019 by the Serbian Government, after the adoption of the
law on the National Qualifications Framework. Together with the NQF Council (an advisory body in
charge of the strategic development of the NQF and 12 sector skills councils), it assumes a key role
within the qualifications system.

The Qualifications Agency has the status of a legal entity; it is in charge of providing quality assurance
and professional support to the NQF Council in all aspects of the development and implementation of the
NQF, and throughout the education system. The core tasks of the agency include, among others:

= consider initiatives for the introduction of new qualifications;

= coordinate and provide expert support to the sector skills councils;
= support the development of qualifications standards;

= maintain the qualifications registry;

= monitor and measure the effects of the implementation of (new) qualifications on employment
and lifelong learning;

= grant approval to organisations to obtain the status of a publicly recognised adult education
provider (PROAEA);

= cooperate with relevant international bodies and institutions.

It has three operational departments: Centre for Qualifications Development and Sector Skills Council
Support, ENIC/NARIC Centre, and Centre for Publicly Recognised Organisers of Educational Activities.

The Board of the agency consists of representatives appointed by the Government: three upon proposal
of the Ministry of Education, one upon proposal of the Ministry of Labour and Employment, and one upon
proposal of the Ministry of Economy.

Source: Survey; Cedefop & ETF (2021x); _https://noks.azk.gov.rs/.

Both France Compétences and the Turkish VQA have a more limited scope in terms of educational
subsectors, while being the main administrator of the NQF.

France Compétences?* was established in 2019, replacing the former Commission nationale de la
certification professionnelle (CNCP). It is a stand-alone body under supervision of the Ministry of
Labour. Its mission is to ensure implementation of national CVET policies, finance vocational training
and apprenticeships, regulate the VET market in terms of skill needs and demand and support
synergies between all VET stakeholders (Cedefop, 2021c). It also acts as EQF NCP. Its legal basis is
the Law No 2018-771 of 5 September 2018 for the freedom to choose one’s professional future. lts
Board represents a quadripartite structure representing the Sate, regions, social partners (employer
representatives and trade unions, and a panel of experts.

24 https://www.francecompetences.fr/france-competences/#qui-sommes-nous
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Vocational Qualifications Authority (VQA) Tiirkiye

The Vocational Qualifications Authority (VQA) was established in 2006 after years of preparatory work.
Since Tirkiye's adoption of its NQF (TQF) in 2015, the VQA has been the designated body responsible
for developing and operating the TQF. VQA is one of three partners managing the framework through
‘inter-agency coordination’ in the ‘TQF Coordination Council’, together with the Ministry of Education and
the Council of Higher Education. It also hosts the TQF Secretariat.

VQA is also the competent authority for preparing National Occupational Standards and National
Qualifications. While part of VQA’s mission is ‘to establish and operate a quality-assured National
Qualifications System which describes and recognises qualifications in cooperation with the
stakeholders’, it is in practice mainly responsible for preparing National Occupational Standards for
(Vocational) National Qualifications which lead to the award of Vocational Qualification Certificates
(VQC). Another important responsibility of VQA is the accreditation of authorised certification bodies,
which conduct assessment, evaluation and certification of candidates for the VQCs.

The tasks involved in preparing, developing and updating the TQF are exercised by VQA. However, it
will be the joint work of responsible bodies to implement the TQF; MoNE, CoHE and VQA are the main
‘responsible bodies’ that award qualifications or supervise the award of qualifications throughout the
education system. The Regulation sets out a detailed structure through which these bodies are to
collaborate to fulfil their responsibility in relation to the TQF, including the establishment of the TQF
Coordination Council as the key decision-making body, the TQF Council as the technical working body,
and a standing TQF Consultation Committee to provide a platform for on-going broad consultation with
stakeholders.

There are two bodies which oversee and determine implementation of the TQF, the TQF Coordination
Council and the TQF Council. VQA houses the TQF Secretariat that supports both councils. The Turkish
Qualifications Framework Department within VQ has acted as the TQF Secretariat since 2016, in line
with the Vocational Qualifications Authority Act. The Secretariat comprises the head of unit, four experts
and a secretary, who are VQA staff. The staff of the Secretariat is supported by temporary national and
international experts.

The Secretariat:
= assists the technical and administrative tasks of the Coordination Council and TQF Council;
= drafts action plans, annual work plans and activity reports under the management of the Council;
= ensures the implementation of the communication strategy;
= develops and maintains the Qualifications Database;
= prepares or performs background research, draft procedures;

= carries out other tasks requested by the Chairman of the Council.

Sources: https://www.myk.gov.tr/index.php/en/about-vga/misyon-vizyon; https://www.myk.gov.tr/index.php/en/about-
vga/teskilat-semasi, Cedefop and ETF (2021). NQF developments 2020 — Tiirkiye. UNESCO-UNEVOC International
Centre for Technical and Vocational Education and Training (2013) World TVT Database Turkiye.
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/turkey/national-qualifications-framework.
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/document/Turkey.pdf
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NQAs in the wider sense

As pointed out above, six agencies indicated that \
the working definition only partly applies to them: Examples of NQAs in the wider sense:
although they share many similarities with the first - SCQF Partnership (UK-Scotland)

group in terms of functions assumed and the = NAQAAE (Egypt)

degree of autonomy, they do not fully consider = Ofqual (UK-England)

themselves NQAs. Examples of this group include = National Qualifications Authority

the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (Kosovo)

Partnership (SCQF), Ofqual in England and \ /

NAQAAE in Egypt.

NAQAAE, the National Authority for Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Egypt, is a stand-alone
national quality assurance and accreditation agency with a mandate very similar to the working
definition of an NQA, including the custodianship of the NQF. Nevertheless, in terms of nomenclature,
NAQAAE is not considered a qualifications agency.

Ofqual has a central role in the qualifications system in England. It is the independent, expert
regulator of qualifications and assessments for England. It regulates on behalf of students of all ages
and apprentices to make sure that qualifications, apprenticeship end point assessments and national
assessments are good quality. Yet. it is not considered as an NQA in the narrower sense, given that
there are other agencies/organisations that carry out some of the roles mentioned in the working
definition to a greater degree.

The SCQF Partnership?® in Scotland, in turn, is a stand-alone body that has autonomy and a central
role in the co-ordination of discussions in relation to the NQF, but not to individual qualifications. Its
role is complemented by the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA)?¢ that has responsibility for all
general education and most vocational education and develops and quality assures individual
qualifications and centres. Starting from the working definition in the study, both could be considered
as NQAs in the wider sense. However, this setup is about to change, since the Scottish Government
has announced that as part of a wider education reform, SQA is to be replaced by a new qualifications
body in 2024. According to current plans, this new organisation will take on SQA’s current awarding
and regulation functions, including responsibility for the design and delivery of all qualifications, the
running of exams and the awarding of certificates.?’

Plans for a new qualifications body in Scotland

The Scottish Qualifications Authority was established in 1996. Currently, the SQA is in charge of:

= Devising qualifications

= Determining the entitlement of individuals to qualifications and, if applicable, awarding and
recording such a qualification

= Reviewing and developing SQA qualifications

= Approving establishments as suitable for presenting persons for SQA qualifications

= Arranging, carrying out or assisting the assessment of persons in education and training

In 2020, the Scottish government commissioned the OECD to assess the implementation of ‘Curriculum
for Excellence’ in primary and secondary schools, in order to evaluate how the curricula had been
designed and implemented. The outcomes of this review led policy makers to introduce changes to the
current system, in which ‘Education Scotland’ oversees school inspections and SQA is in charge of
designing qualifications. The review pointed to a lack of clarity regarding assessment, especially in
secondary schools. A risk was identified, that the Curriculum for Excellence ‘comes down to the

25 https://scqf.org.uk/the-scqf-partnership/
26 https://www.sga.org.uk/
27 https://www.sga.org.uk/sqa/100808.html
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examinations’, without, however, providing robust information on educational outcomes due to lack of
data collection.

This has in turn sparked discussions about the current setup of the education system and led to the
decision to replace the SQA with a new qualifications authority, and to carve-out the school inspection
responsibility from Education Scotland to a new independent inspectorate.

The ongoing reform programme is overseen by the Scottish Government-led Strategic Programme
Board, which includes representation from a range of external stakeholders. The work of the Board will
also be informed by a Key Stakeholder Advisory Group, chaired by the Cabinet Secretary for Education
and Skills.

Source: OECD (2021). https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/43/part/I/2009-10-01;
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-57526948

Other bodies

For smaller group of respondents to the survey, the working definition of an NQA was not applicable at
all, i.e. they are not considered NQAs in the context of this study. This may be the case because they
do not have sufficient autonomy from the government or because their role in the qualifications system
is more limited.

One example of these other bodies is the Austrian Agency for Education and Internationalisation
(OeAD). While it hosts the EQF NCP for Austria (see also paragraph below) and maintains the
Austrian qualifications register, it has a much more limited role that does not encompass the
coordination of the qualifications systems or its key stakeholders. Instead, it can be considered as the
central office and service point for the administration and coordination of the Austrian NQF. The
regulatory roles in the qualifications system are rather assumed by various ministries, such as the
Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Labour and Economy and the Ministry of Agriculture.

When compared with the functions of NQAs as illustrated above and also in section 2.3, the Austrian
agency clearly plays a more limited and less regulatory role within the qualifications system. Its main
tasks are as follows:

= Review NQF referencing requests with the goal of referencing a qualification to one of the
NQF levels

= Support the further implementation of the NQF

= Maintain a register of qualifications referenced to the NQF

= Conduct PR, communication activities and provide guidance on mapping qualifications

= Support the Austrian strategy on lifelong learning and the implementation of the national
strategy for validating non-formal and informal learning.?®

From the other bodies that responded to the survey, no concrete plans to set up a qualifications
agency at national level were reported.

The link between NQAs and EQF NCPs (National Coordination Points for the European
Qualifications Framework)

As pointed out in the previous chapter, within the framework of implementing the European
Qualifications Framework (EQF), the European Commission has been supporting the network of
National Coordination Points (NCPs) set up at national level to support the implementation of the NQF

28 https://www.qualifikationsregister.at/en/service/aufgaben-der-nqgr-koordinierungsstelle-nks/
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and the EQF?°. The EQF Recommendation describes the main tasks of an EQF NCP to ‘support
national authorities in referencing national qualifications frameworks or systems to the EQF and to
bring the EQF closer to individuals and organisations’.°

In a number of countries, it is the NQAs that perform the role as designated EQF NCP. Examples
include Estonia, Ireland, Serbia and Tirkiye.

In other countries, however, NCPs are rather part of other organisations or embedded within
ministries, often assuming a less comprehensive role within the qualifications system. Examples
include Austria (see above), Belgium, Croatia, Germany and Hungary.

In the following sub-sections, NQAs in the narrower sense and NQAs in the wider senses are
generally analysed together — unless significant differences among these two groups could be
identified.

2.3. Scope and functions assumed by NQAs

One of the core interests of this study is to identify and analyse the core functions and roles of NQAs,
and how they may differ across countries and qualifications systems.

When taking a closer look at the main functions / \
that NQAs provide, one can identify a set of Common body of core functions identified:

common core functions that can be found in L . .

t of th ies that ded to th = Coordinating stakeholder dialogue in
most ot the a_g_e”C'eS a I’.eSpOI’l € 0_ € education and training
survey. Specifically, there is a body of five core =  Maintaining or overseeing the National
functions that can be found in more than three Qualifications Framework
quarters of the agencies surveyed (see box). = Implementing quality assurance of the
Examples include the Estonian Qualifications qualifications system -
Authority, France Compétences, the Finnish = Supporting reform processes of qualifications
National Agency for Education, the National systems P .

. Lo = Maintaining a qualifications register or
Qualification Authority in Kosovo or the database
Education & Training Quality Authority in k /
Bahrain.

Further functions, which are also covered by more than half of the agencies, include the provision of
information or guidance services, the development of standards (such as occupational standards or

assessment standards), as well as the accreditation or certification of institutions (such as education
providers, assessment centres, awarding bodies). Lastly, also the recognition of qualifications and/or
of prior learning (RPL) is a function assumed by more than half of the agencies.

29 https://europa.eu/europass/en/europass-tools/european-qualifications-framework/national-
qualifications-frameworks
30 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32017H0615(01)&from=EN

*x

E * I 22
I F Workig togster
Loaring or e

European Training Foundation


https://europa.eu/europass/en/europass-tools/european-qualifications-framework/national-%09qualifications-frameworks
https://europa.eu/europass/en/europass-tools/european-qualifications-framework/national-%09qualifications-frameworks
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32017H0615(01)&from=EN

Figure 4: Functions assumed by NQAs

Coordinating stakeholder dialogue in education and training
Maintaining or overseeing the National Qualifications Framework
Implementing quality assurance of the qualifications system
Supporting reform processes of qualifications systems
Maintaining a qualifications database

Providing information or guidance services

Developing standards®

Accrediting/certifying institutions*®*

Accrediting programmes and/or qualifications

Recognising qualifications and/or prior learning (RPL)
Developing qualifications and/or awards

Developing curricula and/or programmes

Awarding qualifications

Regulating markets of gqualifications

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries. * e.g. assessment standards, occupational standards. ** e.g.
education providers, assessment centres, awarding bodies.

Kutsekoda (Estonia) is an example of a NQA with a rather comprehensive set of functions. They
include in particular the following:

= to develop and implement the occupational qualifications system.

= to organise and coordinate the activities of occupational qualification councils and the
cooperation between the councils.

= to develop and approve the common methodology for preparing occupational standards and
awarding qualifications.

= to develop and approve the methodology, document forms and samples related to the
occupational qualifications system.

= to organise the development and updating of occupational standards on the basis of decisions
made by occupational qualification councils.

= to organise administrative supervision over the awarding bodies.

= to maintain, the register of occupational qualifications.

= to organise consultation and training related to the occupational qualifications system.

= to introduce the Estonian occupational qualifications system on the national and international
level by creating conditions for the mutual comparison of qualifications.

= to develop occupational qualification certificate supplements.

= to organise the registration and issuing of occupational certificates.

= to organise the work of Europass Centre and act as EQF NCP
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= to develop and implement the anticipation and monitoring system for labour and skills demand
— OSKA.®

2.4. Structure and setup of NQAs

According to the working definition for this study, NQAs are stand-alone bodies (established outside a
ministry) with a certain degree of autonomy dedicated to their tasks. In line with this working definition,
a significant majority of the agencies surveyed are stand-alone institutions.®? Among these stand-
alone institutions, the majority (70%) have a significant level of autonomy, whereas the remaining 30%
have more limited degree of autonomy, with key decision-making authority typically remaining at
government level. The examples below provide a snapshot of the structures and setups encountered
across different NQAs.

Figure 5: Governance structure of institutions

&

129 = 70% with significant level of autonomy
= 30% with limited degree of autonomy

m Embedded in/part of a ministry
m A stand-alone institution
® Embedded in an existing public institution (other than a ministry)

Other structure

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

Kutsekoda, the Estonian Qualifications Authority, was established in 2001 as a private legal entity by
the Estonian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, the Estonian Employers’ Confederation, Ministry of
Social Affairs, Ministry of Education and Research, the Estonian Employees’ Unions’ Confederation
(TALO) and the Confederation of Estonian Trade Unions. It is governed by a 7-member Supervisory
Board. In addition to the founders of Kutsekoda, the Board includes a representative of the Ministry of
Economic Affairs and Communications.

The Kosovo National Qualification Authority (NQA) is an independent public organisation
established in 2009 based on the Law on National Qualifications (Law 03/L-060). It has a Steering
Council consisting of 13 members, approved by the Government of Kosovo, who represent ministries
and social partners, as well as schools and universities. Besides the Steering Council, the current
organisational structure of the NQA consists of a Director, Sector for Quality Assurance, Sector for
Qualifications, Sector for Standards, Sector for Monitoring and the Administration Office. The NQA
submits an annual report to the Government of Kosovo, which is then also published on its website.

BQA (Bahrain) is an independent organisation reporting to the Cabinet of Ministers. It has a Board of
Directors and two General Directorates - one for National Qualifications Framework and National

3T https://www.kutsekoda.ee/en/about-estonian-qualifications-authority/

32 Only ANQEP in Portugal stated that they are embedded in or part of a ministry, which would
technically mean that they could not be considered an NQA in the narrower sense. Nevertheless,
ANQERP is considered as a NQA for the purposes of this research, as its mandate explicitly refers
to the administrative, financial and pedagogical autonomy of the agency. See
https://angep.gov.pt/np4EN/anqep/
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Examinations and another for quality assurance review of schools, VET and HE providers. Six
directorates come under these general directorates carrying out specific functions.

Ofqual (UK-England), created in 2009, has the status of an arm’s length body (ALB)- a specific

category of central government public bodies that is administratively classified by the Cabinet. While it
is a part of government, it is accountable to Parliament and not to ministers for its judgements and the
performance of its functions. It is staffed by civil servants and has its own Board and its own accounts.

The SCQF Partnership (UK-Scotland) is a company limited by guarantee and a registered charity. It
has a governance Board with an independent Chair and 5 designated Directors who are all Chief
Executives of the main qualification and quality assurance bodies in Scotland. The Government only
has observer status on the Board.

The agencies vary significantly in terms of their size. This comes as no surprise given their different
structure and service portfolio.

Figure 6: Staff members at operational level and at administrative level
‘ “
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Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

The survey also addressed agencies’ staff capacity and capacity development needs. As regards to
whether the staff capacity is adequate, the agencies’ responses provided quite a mixed picture. For
slightly less than half of the agencies, their current staff capacity is adequate in relation to their tasks.
At the same time, for more than almost 40% of the agencies, staff capacity is insufficient in at least
some regard.
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Figure 7: Assessment of staff capacity and capacity development needs

The staff capacity of our agency is adequate in The capacity development needs of our staff
relation to our tasks... are generally fully met...

- ~ By

® Strongly agree Agree
m Disagree m Strongly disagree

Don't know [ cannot say

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

For slightly more than half of the agencies, their staff capacity development needs are generally fully
met, while for slightly more than one third of the agencies this is not the case. The aspect of capacity
development needs is one of the few cases where one can observe a significant difference between
the group of NQAs in the wider sense and the group of NQAs in the narrower sense — with the latter
significantly more likely to report that their capacity development needs are not fully met.

2.5. Services provided

The online services provided by qualifications agencies are very varied. Eight in ten agencies (81%)
manage official registers or databases of qualifications (Table 1 in the annex provides weblinks to the
registers and databases). More than half of them (58%) also manage registers of providers or
awarding bodies. 42% provide targeted information and platforms for guidance services, and less than
one fifth of the agencies in the sample store registers of individual credentials. A third also offers other
services.

Ofqual, the qualifications regulator for England for example, maintains the register of regulated
qualifications and recognised awarding organisations. The Ofqual website — part of the .gov national
website — provides a range of information including corporate reports, governance structure, news and
research publication. Ofqual analytics is a separate page that presents a selection of interactive
visualisations to allow users to explore the data that Ofqual collects on the qualifications system in
England. Every regulated awarding organisation is given an account on the Ofqual Portal, from where
they receive data requests and communications, can see the progress of any new applications, and
can see the detail of any regulatory activity taking place. Data submissions by awarding organisations
are also processed through the Portal®?

33 https://reqister.ofqual.gov.uk/; https://analytics.ofqual.gov.uk/
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Figure 8: Provision of online services

Official register/database of qualifications
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Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

2.6. Funding structure

58% of the NQAs in the sample stated that they are mainly or fully funded through public sources, with
the remainder being funded through a mix of public and private sources. None of the agencies are
mainly funded through private sources.

Figure 9: Funding sources

m Mainly or fully funded through public sources

m Funded through a mix of public and private sources

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

Agencies with predominantly public funding are generally funded through the state budget, sometimes
complemented by EU funds (e.g. Erasmus+ or ESF funding). Some examples include:

= Ofqual (England), as a non-ministerial department, receives its core funding directly from His
Majesty’s Treasury (HM Treasury). Where they undertake specific activity to support the
government’s wide-ranging skills reform programmes, they receive additional funding from the
Department for Education.
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* Funding for the SCQF Partnership (Scotland) relies on two separate grants - one from the
government and the other from the Scottish Funding Council which funds their universities and
colleges.

= The routine activities of Kutsekoda (Estonia), such as supporting the development/renewal of
occupational qualification standards, and activities of sectoral committees and awarding
bodies, are funded from the state budget through the Ministry of Education and Research (on
an annual contractual basis). The development of the labour and skills anticipation system
OSKA is funded mainly by the European Social Fund.

= The Bahrain Education & Training Quality Authority is funded by the government through
budget allocated by the Ministry of Finance but is currently working on becoming a revenue
generating agency.

For agencies with mixed funding through public and private sources, the private funding share is often
derived from accreditation and/or recognition activities.

= NAQAAE (Egypt) is largely self-financing through fees of accreditation, with occasional
supplementation from the government in the form of public loans. NAQAAE can also accept
donations from parties (provided that there is absence of conflict of interest), although this
does not constitute a prominent source of funding.

= QAQI (Ireland) receives its funding from a government grant, as well as fees received for
accreditation activities and EU project income.

= The Malta Further and Higher Education Authority receives a yearly tranche approved by
the Ministry of Finance, which is complemented by fees earned from licensing, accreditation,
recognition.

= The New Zealand Qualifications Authority is funded through crown funding plus fees to
individuals for qualifications recognition and fees to education providers.

2.7. Cooperation with other organisations

NQAs are highly active in cooperating with other organisations both at national and international level.
Figure 11 below illustrates that the majority of agencies cooperates with almost all relevant types of
stakeholders within the qualifications system at national level. Three quarters of the agencies stated
that they cooperate with at least 9 out of the 12 proposed stakeholder types at national level. While
this is certainly no measure of the intensity and quality of cooperation with stakeholders, it
nevertheless provides an indication of the large variety of stakeholder groups with which NQAs
cooperate to fulfil their tasks, and their embeddedness within the national qualifications systems.
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Figure 10: Cooperation at national level
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Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

In a similar manner, the feedback from the focus groups highlighted the need for all agencies to work
with and manage various groups of stakeholders. New collaborations and opportunities are emerging
in many countries where the NQF is still in earlier stages of implementation.

One interesting aspect explored within the focus groups was the use of ICT tools for the purpose of
collaborating with key stakeholders. Most of the participating agencies revealed that they still mainly
use ‘old-school’ (basic) communication tools such as e-mails and/or online and offline meetings for

this interaction.

As regards cooperation with international organisations or networks (e.g. regional qualifications
frameworks, international projects), all but one agency stated that they are currently engaged in such
cooperation. The following examples only provide a brief snapshot of this variety of cooperation
activities.

The SCQF (UK-Scotland) has a formal referencing of frameworks with both Hong Kong and Bahrain,
and was an active member of the EQF until Brexit.

The Education & Training Quality Authority in Bahrain collaborates with the Arab Qualification
Framework project, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Qualification Framework project. In addition,
they have officially referenced their framework with the SCQF, and maintain a relationship with the
SCQFP and the MQA.

Besides international functions mentioned above (NCP for EQF implementation, Europass, EPALE),
Kutsekoda (Estonia) is involved in several Erasmus+ projects, particularly QUARSU (RPL in
Ukrainian universities) and EQVEGAN (skills and competences for vegan food industry). Since 2010,
Kutsekoda has furthermore been a member of non-formal network of Baltic (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania)
qualifications agencies.

The Grenada National Training Agency collaborates with the Caribbean Association of National
Training Authorities — they we work together for the harmonisation of occupational standards and
quality assurance policies and procedures for the award of National and Caribbean Vocational
Qualifications. Additionally, they use a common Regional Vocational Qualifications Framework for the
award of vocational qualifications across all CARICOM countries.
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The Qualifications Agency in Serbia is involved in the ERI SEE regional project for development of
the qualification standards.

2.8. Linkages to other frameworks

In the majority of countries covered in the survey (80%), their NQFs are linked to a wider or
overarching regional qualifications framework such as the EQF and the QF-EHEA. Further examples
are the Arab Qualifications Framework project (e.g. Egypt, Bahrain), the Pacific Qualifications
Framework & EQAP (Tonga) as well as the CARICOM Qualifications Framework (Trinidad and
Tobago, Grenada).

BQA in Bahrain reported currently working on a regional qualifications framework with the other Gulf
states.

2.9. Interest in collaboration

A significant majority of NQAs (85%) expressed their interest in cooperation with peers at international
level. High levels interest in cooperation with peers (70%) can however also be observed among the
other bodies in the survey sample which are not considered qualifications agencies.

Figure 11: Would you be interested in cooperation at international level?

m Yes, very muchso = Yes, alittle = No Don’t know

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

The strong interest in exchange and collaboration with other qualification agencies (both in the
narrower and in the wider sense of the definition) was also emphasised by participants during
interviews and focus groups. From the answers received and the topics named by focus group
attendees, the topics mentioned differ more regarding the state of development of a national
qualifications system, the state of NQF implementation or the functions assumed by the institution, as
well as national legislation, than regarding the type of agency.

For example, both the Bahrain Education & Training Authority and the Austrian OeAD agency — one
being an NQA in the narrower sense, the other falling into the category of ‘other body’, share similar
topics of concern, such as ways to attract qualification issuers to go through the process of NQF
levelling, as this is a voluntary step to take in either country. In systems in which allocation to an NQF
level is mandatory for every new qualification, this would not be a relevant topic, regardless of the
status of the qualifications agency.
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Within Ofqual (England), one of the currently most pressing issues is the topic of high-stakes-
assessment, for example. They thus expressed their interest in collaborating in particular on the topics
of innovation and technology in assessment, as well as assessment research and data analysis.

In terms of formats for collaboration, participants suggested creating informal and unbureaucratic
possibilities for exchange on varying topics at regular intervals. A preference was noticed towards
shorter meetings with a higher frequency, rather than long meetings with a packed agenda.

Findings from the focus groups

A wish and need for networking opportunities and the building of a network in general seemed one of
the big common denominators among all focus group participants. Micro-credentials, international
qualifications, international awarding bodies, linking funding to NQF mapping, NQFs in third countries,
comparison of different qualifications systems, and technologies for online-assessment were among
the topics mentioned in particular. Furthermore, strategies to promote NQFs and their benefits was
mentioned as a challenge which could pose an interesting topic for exchange.

Study visits were mentioned as a very interesting and highly effective format to exchange know-how
and experiences. However, funding was mentioned as a substantial barrier for these kinds of
endeavours.

Figure 13 summarises the topics and formats for collaboration suggested by survey respondents and
focus group participants.

Figure 12: Suggested topics and formats for collaboration
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3. CONCLUSIONS AND POSSIBLE
RECOMMENDATIONS

The objective of this work was to provide an overview of national qualifications agencies, to map and
analyse their status and their links with governing bodies, with a view to exploring the potential of an
international network of qualifications agencies. The scope of this mapping was international and
based on desk research, an online survey among qualifications agencies and online focus groups.
The findings provide an overview of qualifications agencies identified, exploring their similarities and
differences in terms of mandate, structure, functions and scope covered.

Over the past three decades, a number of countries have set up qualifications agencies, assigning
them a key role in managing and coordinating qualifications systems, including overseeing the
introduction of new qualifications, maintaining qualifications registers or databases, and sometimes
also supporting qualification system reforms. Some of these agencies also play an important role in
promoting validation of non-formal and informal learning or in accrediting programmes and/or
providers of education and training. In many cases, they play a key role in implementing the NQF,
which in some countries has earned them the title of a ‘custodian of the NQF’.

While we observe that the number of qualifications agencies has slowly but gradually increased over
the years, not in all countries was their introduction an unequivocal success. There are also examples
of qualifications agencies that were relatively short-lived and underwent mergers, reorganisation or
were dissolved altogether after a relatively short period of time. Depending on the specific context, this
shows that qualifications agencies may not be immune to a changing political environment. On the
other hand, this may also show that qualifications agencies are not immune to economic fluctuations.
In any case, it appears that they might have a higher tendency to undergo restructuring and
reorganisation than, by comparison, independent quality assurance bodies.

The findings from the research confirmed the working definition®* in the sense that we were able to
identify a number of bodies to which the definition applies. At the same time, however, the research
also showed that the landscape of NQAs identified is very diverse across countries. While they do
share certain similarities - they all have a certain degree of autonomy from their governments and
most of them share a common body of core functions - they form a very heterogeneous group that is
not easy to group or classify. Furthermore, very few NQAs could be identified that have a
comprehensive scope by covering all or almost all educational subsectors - including general
education, vocational education and training, higher education and adult education.

One of the key similarities was a common body of five core functions identified in a large majority of
NQAs analysed. These included the following: coordinating stakeholder dialogue in education and
training; maintaining or overseeing the NQF, implementing quality assurance of the qualifications
system; supporting reform processes of qualifications systems; and maintaining a qualifications
register or database. While many NQAs have additional functions besides these, very few have less.

A certain degree of autonomy from government is one of the key characteristics of a stand-alone
qualifications agency. Results from the survey indicated that approximately 70% of the agencies
reported to have a significant level of autonomy, while the remaining 30% indicated that they operate
with a somewhat limited degree of autonomy. Note, however, that this is based on the NQA's own

34 ‘A national qualifications agency is typically a stand-alone body (established outside a ministry)
with a certain degree of autonomy dedicated to assuming a central role in supporting, coordinating,
managing, administering and reforming qualifications systems. It has a key role in coordinating the
stakeholders of the qualifications system, is often linked to qualifications frameworks and may be
linked to the entire qualifications system or several sectors thereof (e.g. vocational education and
training, higher education, adult learning)'.
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assessment of their autonomy and thus will have some subjective element to it. In all cases, however,
NQAs generally maintain close links with their national governments.

The findings from the research show an exceptionally high level of interest in collaboration with peers
at international level and confirm that there is a need for exchange among NQAs and other
organisations with similar tasks.

The topics of interest for the agencies depend more on the state of development of the national
qualifications system, the state of NQF implementation or the functions assumed by the institution, as
well as on national legislation, rather than on the type of agency (i.e. whether it is an NQA in the sense
of our working definition or not).

With regard to the second research question related to the potential of an international network of
qualifications agencies, the following recommendations can be made:

Loose interpretation of the NQA definition

In view of the findings of this mapping of NQAs, it is recommended that any initiative to initiate
such international collaboration would apply a loose interpretation of the definition of an NQA,

focusing on common interests and challenges faced rather than on institutional characteristics
such as autonomy. It is interesting to observe in this regard that among the surveyed agencies
which fall outside the working definition, the interest in collaboration is very high, despite none
of them specifically considering to establish an NQA.

Informal and unbureaucratic formats of exchange
There is a clear preference among the consulted agencies for informal and unbureaucratic
formats of networking, exchange of experience and peer learning below policy level.

Varied selection of topics

The topics mentioned regarding a wish for exchange related to implementing NQFs, designing
credentials, engaging stakeholders, quality assuring the education and training system as well
as recognition

Impetus from higher level

Although interest in collaboration with peers is high, it is not very likely that a network of
qualifications agencies will organically develop through a bottom-up process. At least for the
process to initiate such a framework, impetus from a higher level (e.g. the European Union)
would be advisable.
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ACRONYMS

ANQEP Agéncia Nacional para a Qualificagéo e o Ensino Profissional
(National Agency for Qualification and Vocational Education and
Training, Portugal)

ALB Arm’s length body

AQF Australian Qualifications Framework

AQFC Australian Qualifications Framework Council

BQA Education and Training Quality Authority (Bahrain)

CARICOM Caribbean Community

Cedefop European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training

CNCP Commission nationale de la certification professionnelle (predecessor of
France Compétences)

COAG Council of Australian Governments

ENIC European Network of Information Centres in the European Region

EPALE Electronic Platform for Adult Learning in Europe

ETF European Training Foundation

EQAP Educational Quality and Assessment Programme (Pacific Community)

EQF European Qualifications Framework

EQF NCP National Coordination Point for the European Qualifications Framework

EU European Union

FETAC Further Education and Training Awards Council (Ireland; disbanded)

GCC Gulf Cooperation Council

HE Higher education

HETAC Higher Education Awards Council (Ireland; disbanded)
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ICT Information and communications technology

MFHEA Malta Further and Higher Education Authority

MQC Malta Qualifications Council [disbanded]

MQF Malta Qualifications Framework

NAQAAE National Authority for Quality Assurance and Accreditation (Egypt)

NARIC National Academic Recognition Information Centres

NCFHE National Commission for Higher Education (Malta)

NFQ Irish National Framework of Qualifications

NQA National Qualifications Agency

NQF National Qualifications Framework

NQFS National Qualifications framework in the Republic of Serbia

NZQA New Zealand Qualifications Authority

OeAD Austrian Agency for Education and Internationalisation

Ofqual Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (UK-England)

QF EHEA Framework of Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area

QVETDC Qualifications and Vocational Education and Training Development
Centre

PR Public relations

PROAEA Publicly recognised adult education provider (Serbia)

RPL Recognition of prior learning

RQF Regional Qualifications Frameworks

QaQl Quality and Quialifications Ireland

QUANGO Quasi-autonomous non-governmental organization
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SANQF South African National Qualifications Framework
SAQA South African Qualifications Authority

SCQF Scottish Qualifications Framework

SKVC Centre for Quality Assurance in Higher Education
SQA Scottish Qualifications Authority

TQF Turkish Qualifications Framework

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
VET Vocational education and training

VNIL Validation of non-formal and informal learning
VQA Vocational Qualifications Authority (Turkiye)
vQc Vocational Qualification Certificates
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ANNEX

Additional survey tables and figures

Figure 13: Respondents’ profile (survey)
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m Representative of NQA
m Representative of NQA and other profile
m Representative of a ministry or other government body
m Member of the EQF AG
m Representative of EQF NCP
Other

Figure source: Survey. n = 36 responses from 33 countries.

Figure 14: Sector coverage of agencies

= one sector = two sectors m three sectors = four or more sectors

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries. Full and partial compliance with definition.
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Figure 15: Are there any plans at national level to set up a qualifications agency — in line with
the definition above - for your country?

o

®yes HnNo

Figure source: Survey. n = 8 responses from 7 countries.

Figure 16: Are there any other institutions in your country to which this definition would apply?

® no, there is no other institution that could be considered a qualifications
agency

u yes

Figure source: Survey. n = 36 responses from 33 countries.
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Figure 17: A stand-alone institution, please specify:

m With delegated powers from government bodies (i.e. institution with
significant level of autonomy)

m With limited degree of autonomy and key decision-making authority
remaining at ministerial level

Figure source: Survey. n = 20 responses from 20 countries. Question only addressed to agency that identified themselves as a
stand-alone institution.

Figure 18: Embedded in an existing public institution (other than a ministry), please specify:

m With delegated powers from government bodies (i.e. institution with
significant level of autonomy)

= With limited degree of autonomy

Figure source: Survey. n = 2 responses from 2 countries.

Figure 19: Staff members at operational level vs. administrative level

m(0-10 w=11-50 w=51-100 w101-200 = morethan 200 =nfa =010 w11-50 w=51-100 w101-200 wmorethan200 =n/fa

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.
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Figure 20: How is your organisation funded?

m Mainly or fully funded through public sources

m Funded through a mix of public and private sources

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

Figure 21: Please specify the origin of private sources

Contributions from individuals (e.g. fees
for issuing diplomas)

Contributions from corporate bodies (e.g.
accreditation fees)

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%100%

Figure source: Survey. n = 11 responses from 11 countries.
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Figure 22: Does your institution currently cooperate with any international organisations or
networks?

myes ENQ

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

Figure 23: Is your NQF linked to a wider or overarching regional qualifications framework?

HYyes mnNo

Figure source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 26 countries.

Table 1: Overview of qualifications registers or databases

Country Table Heading

Austria www.qualifikationsregister.at

Bahrain https://www.bga.gov.bh/en/QaaetUnits/NQFU/Pages/QualificationList.aspx
Belgium https://cfc.cfwb.be/cfc/certifications/

Croatia https://hko.srce.hr/registar/

https://hko.srce.hr/usp/index?lang=en
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http://www.qualifikationsregister.at/
https://www.bqa.gov.bh/en/QaaetUnits/NQFU/Pages/QualificationList.aspx
https://cfc.cfwb.be/cfc/certifications/
https://hko.srce.hr/registar/
https://hko.srce.hr/usp/index?lang=en

Czech Republic

Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Grenada
Ireland
Kosovo
Lithuania
Malta
Moldova
Moldova
New Zealand
Portugal

Romania

Serbia, Republic of
Slovakia

Sweden

Tarkiye

UK-England

UK-Scotland

https://edo.europass.cz/en/
https://www.narodnikvalifikace.cz/en-us/

https://www.kutseregister.ee/en/avaleht/?

www.opintopolku.fi
https://www.francecompetences.fr/recherche_certificationprofessionnelle
https://www.dqr.de/dqr/en/qualification-search/qualification_search_node.html
https://proson.eoppep.gr/en

www.grenadanta.gd

WWW.irg.ie

https://akkks.rks-gov.net/Documents?idType=1019
https://www.aikos.smm.It/Puslapiai/Pradinis.aspx
http://qualifications.ncfhe.gov.mt/#/dashboard
https://rnc.sime.md/ords/f?p=301:4

www.sime.rnc.md

https://www.nzga.govt.nz/nzqf/search/results.do
https://catalogo.angep.gov.pt/

http://www.anc.edu.ro/registrul-national-al-calificarilor-din-invatamantul-superior-rncis/
http://www.anc.edu.ro/rncp/

https://noks.azk.gov.rs/
www.kvalifikacie.sk
https://www.myh.se/kvalifikationer
portal.tyc.gov.tr

https://register.ofqual.gov.uk/

*they are currently carrying out a large programme of work to develop the Register of
Regulated Qualifications to improve clarity and navigability of the qualifications
market.

https://scqf.org.uk/about-the-framework/scqf-database/

Table source: Survey. n = 26 responses from 25 countries.

Table 2: Overview of surveyed agencies

Country

Name of institution in English Name of institution in national
language language

NQAs in the narrower sense

* x
.
*
ETFi-e

European Training Foundation

44


https://edo.europass.cz/en/
https://www.narodnikvalifikace.cz/en-us/
https://www.kutseregister.ee/en/avaleht/
http://www.opintopolku.fi/
https://www.francecompetences.fr/recherche_certificationprofessionnelle
https://www.dqr.de/dqr/en/qualification-search/qualification_search_node.html
https://proson.eoppep.gr/en
http://www.grenadanta.gd/
http://www.irq.ie/
https://akkks.rks-gov.net/Documents?idType=1019
https://www.aikos.smm.lt/Puslapiai/Pradinis.aspx
http://qualifications.ncfhe.gov.mt/#/dashboard
https://rnc.sime.md/ords/f?p=301:4
http://www.sime.rnc.md/
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/nzqf/search/results.do
https://catalogo.anqep.gov.pt/
http://www.anc.edu.ro/registrul-national-al-calificarilor-din-invatamantul-superior-rncis/
http://www.anc.edu.ro/rncp/
https://noks.azk.gov.rs/
http://www.kvalifikacie.sk/
https://www.myh.se/kvalifikationer
https://register.ofqual.gov.uk/
https://scqf.org.uk/about-the-framework/scqf-database/

Bahrain

Czech Republic

Estonia

Finland

France

Georgia

Greece

Grenada
Ireland

Malta

New Zealand

Portugal

Serbia, Republic of
Romania
Slovakia

Sri Lanka

Sweden

Tonga

Trinidad and Tobago

Tarkiye

Education & Training Quality Authority

National Pedagogical Institute of the
Czech Republic

Estonian Qualifications Authority

Finnish National Agency for Education

France compétences

National Center for Educational Quality
Enhancement

National Organisation for the
Certification of Qualifications &
Vocational Guidance

Grenada National Training Agency
Quality and Qualifications Ireland

Malta Further and Higher Education
Authority

New Zealand Qualifications Authority

National Agency for Qualification and
Vocational Education and Training

The Qualifications Agency
National Qualifications Authority
State Vocational Education Institte

Quality Assurance Council of the
University Grants Commission

the Swedish National Agency for Higher
Vocational Education

Tonga National Qualifications &
Accreditation Board

The National Training Agency of
Trinidad and Tobago (NTATT)

Vocational Qualifications Authority

NQAs in the wider sense

Armenia

Azerbaijan

Egypt

National Center for Vocational
Education and Training Development

Education Quality Assurance Agency
(TKTA)

NAQAAE

il alall 53 s Aa

Narodni pedagogicky institut Ceské
republiky

Sihtasutus Kutsekoda

Opetushallitus (Finnish)
Utbildningsstyrelsen (Swedish)

France compétences

3965009030l bo®olbol gsbzomatmgdols
96m3bgwo 3gbHeo

EONIKOX OPIrANIZMOX
MIZTOMOIHZHE MPOZONTQN KAl
EMATTEAMATIKOY
NMPOZANATOAIZMOY

Grenada National Training Agency
Quality and Qualifications Ireland

Awtorita ta’ Malta ghal Edukazzjoni
Avvanzata u Oghla

Mana Tohu Matauranga o Aotearoa

Agéncia Nacional para a Qualificagéo e o
Ensino Profissional (ANQEP)

Agencija za kvalifikacije
Autoritatea Nationala pentru Calificari

Statny institit odborného vzdelavania

BBB3D S’ en A BEBR G

Myndigheten for yrkeshdgskolan

Not applicable

The National Training Agency of Trinidad
and Tobago (NTATT)

Mesleki Yeterlilik Kurumu

Uwulbwghwnwywu Ypencpjwl W
nruncgdwl qupqugdwu wggwjhu
yuwnpnu

Tohsilde Keyfiyyst Tominati Agentliyi
(TKTA)

Alaie Y 5 aalaill 33 g Glanal A 8l Ayl
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Kosovo

UK-England

UK- Scotland

Organisations to which the NQA definition does not apply

National Qualification Authority

Ofqual - The Office of Qualifications
and Examinations Regulation

Scottish Credit and Qualifications
Framework Partnership

(not included in further analysis)

Austria

Belgium

Croatia

Croatia

Germany

Hungary

Lithuania

Lithuania

Moldova

OeAD, Austria's Agency for Education

and Internationalisation, NCP for the
Austrian NQF

National Qualifications Framework for

French community of Belgium
Ministry of Science and Education

Agency for Science and Higher
Education

Research Institute for Vocational
Education and Training (f-bb)

Educational Authority

Center for Quality Assessment in
Higher Education

National Agency for Education

Ministry of Education and Research,
National Qualification Framework
Department

Autoriteti Kombétar i Kualifikimeve

Ofqual - The Office of Qualifications and
Examinations Regulation

Scottish Credit and Qualifications
Framework Partnership

OeAD, Agentur fir Bildung und
Internationalisierung, NKS fir den
Osterreichischen NQR

Instance CFC (Cadre francophone des
certifications)

Ministarstvo znanosti i obrazovanja

Agencija za znanost i visoko obrazovanje

Forschungsinstitut Betriebliche Bildung (f-
bb)

Oktatasi Hivatal

Studijy kokybés vertinimo centras

Nacionaliné Svietimo agentira

Munisterul Educatiei si Cercetarii, Directia
Cadrul national al calificarilor

Survey. n = 36 responses from 33 countries.
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Focus group of 7 February: summary of key discussion points

The first focus group was held on Tuesday, 7" February 2023 with 4 external participants, 3
participants from the ETF and 3 participants from 3s facilitating the discussion and taking notes. The
duration was approximately 65 minutes. The origin of participants can be found in the table below:

Participants
Participantq Organisation
Orla Barry QQlI (Ireland)
Heli Oruaas SA Kutsekoda (Estonia)
Leila Rikabi Finnish National Agency for Education (Finland)
Esther Murre CINOP (the Netherlands)
Cristiana Burzio ETF
Siria Taurelli ETF
Vincent McBride ETF

Table source: Authors.

The questions posed were the following:

Discussion Question 1:

Your agencies have an important role in managing, administering and reforming qualifications
systems. Could you briefly describe the role of your agency in managing qualifications
systems and in particular also how you coordinate different groups of stakeholders? (for
example, do you have certain working bodies/groups in place, is there an established system
for stakeholder cooperation)

= Kutsekoda (EE) is responsible for the EQF, has been manager of qualification register for 13 years.

= CINOP (NL): the agency is responsible for qualifications for the (large) private educational market.
There is no national ministry responsible for assessing qualifications, NCP NLQF also assesses
eligibility of organisations wanting to reference a level to their qualifications.

= QQI (IE) is the only agency in IE responsible for the NQF. They are also an awarding body for
further education and training and the sole awarding body for VET qualifications, and they accredit
most private higher education providers. There are also autonomous awarding bodies operating in
the state. QQI have new powers to align with such autonomous bodies. These are bodies who do
not have access to the framework domestically for potential international bodies. Their role is to
coordinate and arrange the shared responsibilities of awarding bodies to uphold the integrity of the
qualification system. In 2021 they launched the National Quality and Qualifications Forum which
brings together all of the actors involved in the qualification system, such as autonomous awarding
bodies, employers, etc. in order to discuss key changes that are happening in the moment.

= CINOP (NL): Levelling of qualifications exists only in the private market. Stakeholder cooperation:
“council work” - personal meetings with large group of stakeholders twice a year (VET, private
market, labour market) - they discuss in teams and give input on how they can go further in the
future.
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Kutsekoda (EE): Related to stakeholders’ cooperation: different levels. In every level there have to
be representatives of the state (Ministry or specialized authority), labour market (employers and
employees) and educational providers. Highest level: Sectoral skills councils, sectoral qualification
committees who are responsible for developing exam materials and procedure, actual exam
committees, occupational standards working groups.

Finnish National Agency for Education (FI): a government agency, working under the ministry of
Education and Culture, responsible for providing information (seminars, webinars, etc). HE
institutions are very independent.

Discussion Question 2:

How has the establishment of the NQAs had an impact on the national qualification system. In
other words: do you think that the existence of a qualifications agency at national level (or a
similar body) makes it easier for you to address some of the common challenges that many
countries face in coordinating, administering and reforming their qualifications systems? (e.g.
compared to other countries where responsibility for qualifications systems might be very
fragmented and often directly located within certain Ministries)?

CINOP started 10 years ago with their agency to work on an NQF. It started as a program, now the
government is preparing a law with the opportunity that the inclusion of NQF levels becomes
compulsory for all qualifications. The law is expected to be adopted at the beginning of 2024. It
would change the status of the agency, as the use of the NQF would be compulsory for all the
diplomas in the Netherlands, including those now falling under the responsibility of the Ministry of
Education, such as bachelor’s and master's degrees. All children who are now 12-14 years old will
know the NQF when they get their diplomas.

QQI has been operational for 10 years, the framework for 20 years. Different agencies where
combined to one agency over the years which was very beneficial to the qualifications’ structure.
They can leverage expertise through the entire quality and qualification system. They developed a
deeper relationship with public institutions, universities in terms of quality assurance which allows
them to build together on that qualification system and information.

Kutsekoda was established more than 20 years ago, founded by trade unions, employers, etc. who
were unsatisfied with the education system criteria and the quality of VET graduates. Adoption of
modern qualifications which were not part of the old qualification system (e.g. manager). To
combine those two areas, the criticism for the current system and the interest in developing new
qualifications, their foundation was established. They are totally separated from the education
system, which created confusion internally and externally. Their partners are operating as external
evaluators. Their awarding bodies are external evaluators, especially for the VET graduates. The
NQF had a big impact on the Estonian education system. They had their own framework for
occupational qualifications and a separate framework for formal education qualifications and now
they have put them side by side which is quite unusual for European qualification systems, but it
helped a lot.

Discussion Question 3:
Have your mission / roles changed since the beginning?

QQI’s role has changed due to new legislation. Quality assurance for English language education,
for higher education qualifications for international learners. Changes led to enhancement of the
reputation of the national qualification system and protecting it in a good way. They are opening
their access to the national framework to different types of awarding bodies. It is open to public
universities and QQI awarding bodies.
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= Kutsekoda: Now more and more different national authorities turn to the agency’s qualification
system, when they need to verify someone’s qualification (e.g. for public recruitment process and
public funding decisions). Holding certificates became mandatory, e.g. to become an adult trainer
and to get public funding a certificate is required, otherwise he/she is not eligible.

Discussion Question 4:
What have been the main challenges in fulfilling the assigned roles and missions — with regard
to your role within your national skills and qualifications systems?

= Kutsekoda: A lot of their partners are getting too excited when they read the title “National Agency”
but if they give the initial input the rest of the work still needs to be done by the ‘applicants’, it also
requires their time and their resources to give their own little qualification onto the framework inside
our running system.

QQI: Public universities are autonomies awarding bodies, a challenge is to balance between their
autonomy but also thrive for consistency, transparency, and maintain quality of qualifications.
Furthermore, the Irish NQF is a mature qualification framework, and it is well embedded in the system
but the changing people in the institutions means that the knowledge and experience of the framework
get lost. They have to do something about how to maintain the framework as a mature framework.
(knowledge management)

= CINOP: The main challenge for this year is to explain what NQF is because most people do not
know it. Lots of sectors in the NL or educational providers know about the NQF but not the
learners.

Discussion Question 5:
What are currently the biggest / ‘hot topics’ at your agency/department?

= Micro-credentials (EE, IE)

= |nternational qualifications — not rooted in many qualification frameworks, e.g. trainer qualification
from NL called ‘European Trainer’ - how to deal with these qualifications (EE)

= |nternational awarding bodies. Enhancing the attractiveness to someone who’s applying to become
a new awarding body, while protecting integrity of NQS (IE)

= |earner pathways (IE): QQI is the only agency in IE that covers all levels of educations from
general education up to higher education qualifications. Planning to ease the transition from VET
into HE.

= Developing a national recognition for prior learning policies, reviewing access and progression in
other states, to identify examples of good practices and support their existing access and
progression policy. (IE)

Discussion Question 6:
How does your agency use ICT tools (website, databases, registers) for managing your
qualifications system & for stakeholder communication and coordination?

= QQI: QDR (Qualification Dataset Register), they want their register to be open data, new database
which is called qualify X, which is a learner data base, provides new information for learners and
new learning opportunities;

= QQI: Coordination of stakeholders: ‘manual resources’, very relational.

= Kutsekoda: For the occupation or qualification register they are using an IT-tool and a public
register where all the entities have been published, but for the work flow it just has started to create
a system for the awarding bodies, especially if it is related to money flow / ongoing financial
transactions.
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= Kutsekoda: Communication: Old school such as emails and meetings.

= Finnish National Agency for Education: they have a portal for learners ‘studyinfo.fi’ with personal
space to upload documents etc. (https://opintopolku.fi/konfo/en/)

Discussion Question 7:
What would be the key topics you would like to exchange ideas about with other institutions?

How should such cooperation be set up so that it would be of interest to you and so that it
would addresses your needs or any challenges that you face? What would you like to learn
from other NQAs?

= Kutsekoda: Interested to learn from other countries about micro-credentials how they are integrated
in their systems.

= QQI: NQFs in third countries. Comparisons of different qualification systems would be interesting.
The easer the qualifications are understood by countries in which Irish people travel, the better.
Learning from other good working NQF examples.
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https://opintopolku.fi/konfo/en/)

Focus group of 10 February: summary of key discussion points

The second focus group was held on Friday, 10" of February, from 10 until 11 AM. Apart from 3
facilitators from 3s and 3 observers from the ETF, the discussion was attended by 3 external
participants, as described in the table below.

Participants

Participants

Organisation

Esmat Jaffar

Jo Handford

Karl Andrew Muellner

Alina Codrescu

Mounir Baati

Vincent McBride

Education and Training Quality Authority (BQA) (Bahrain)
Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual) (UK-England)

OeAD, Austria's Agency for Education and Internationalisation, NCP for the Austrian
NQF (Austria)

ETF
ETF

ETF

Table source: Authors.

Discussion Question 1:

Your agencies have an important role in managing, administering and reforming qualifications
systems. Could you briefly describe the role of your agency in managing qualifications
systems and in particular also how you coordinate different groups of stakeholders? (for
example, do you have certain working bodies/groups in place, is there an established system
for stakeholder cooperation)

= Ofqual: The organisation is a regulator for national qualifications in England. They regulate
general qualifications, vocational and technical qualifications, and their assessment in England.
The NQA definition applies to them. They have a central role in coordinating all things related
to qualifications system; manage different groups of stakeholders: they have specific teams
engaging with stakeholders (e.g. awarding bodies, ministers, educational providers). Regular
engagement: e.g. workshops with organisations they regulate, lots of activities. They are an
independent regulator, but they report to the government department for education. There are
challenges around their independence, they have to work with the department on a range of
different things. They have a register for qualifications for the whole country, mapping all
qualifications and providers of those qualifications. It is available for everybody who wants to
access. They try to make this register better to provide more information and to link with other

organisations.

= BQA: BQA manages the NQF. They are carrying out quality assurance reviews on HE, VET and
schools and managing national qualifications. They have two independent organisations that
report to the cabinet. They have 2 arms: (1) NQF; (2) Quality assurance of the whole system (HE,
VET, schools); Their NQF is a comprehensive framework, includes all sectors, schools, VET, HE,
10 levels. They are independent but they work with stakeholders: advisory committee (all relevant
stakeholders from the country, minister of labour, employers, etc.), smaller committees (e.g.
ministries). With them they do workshops, conferences, trainings (online/presence). They manage
the process of external panels, they offer trainings, map qualifications, publish results on
register/website. Relationships with international bodies: formally referenced their NQF to the
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Scottish NQF, currently they are working with other golf countries on a regional qualification
framework. They are advising the establishment of other NQFs (e.g. Jordan).

OeAD: National coordination point for the NQF in Austria, main responsibilities is to map
qualifications to the NQF. Legal basis for the NQF, 8 levels, all education sectors, holistic
framework, open for formal and non-formal qualifications; obligation to report to the parliament, a
certain independence (they do not directly report to the parliament but to the minister and she/he
reports to the parliament). NKS does not monitor the quality of the entire education system. They
just focus on the NQF. This is the difference between the first two speakers. All relevant
stakeholders (e.g. social partners, ministries) are involved; Big differences to other NQAs: They
only map individual qualifications to the national framework, meaning they depend on the owners of
qualifications; The agency decides if the qualification is fitting to the Austrian NQF or not, and then
they publish it in their register. It is not compulsory to map qualifications - political decisions.

Discussion Question 2:
What have been the main challenges in fulfilling the assigned roles and missions — with regard
to your role within your national skills and qualifications systems?

Ofqual: Biggest challenges: Impact assessments and quality assurance. They did not have any
exams in England, instead they have assessed teacher grades. This had an impact on the
system/people on what are the expectations around this topic, especially in terms of general
qualifications; One of their key roles: To assure public confidence in qualifications. Because of
the pandemic, they had to make a lot of quick decisions: They were trying to reset their
independence/how they work with the government department; another challenge: technical
market that they regulate; due to pandemic the rise of costs of living, they are seeing lots of
organisations have financial difficulties; big reform in England: introducing new qualifications so
that students get their qualifications what they need and deserve.

OeAD: Covid: everything online — speeded up the processes which was also an advantage; biggest
challenge: motivation of qualification owners to go into the qualification system/go through
this entire process, to convince them why it is beneficial for learners to get these qualifications/what
are the benefits of the qualification framework; funding the process and staff to offer efficient
services; there are many institutions with different interpretations and descriptions of qualifications
in Austria. “They [qualification owners] have a completely different understanding of learning
outcomes, how to describe certain things and that is a challenge of fitting into our thinking and that
is a process which takes some time, interpretation and convincing.”

BQA: Covid: moved online very quickly and it was beneficial; They went back to real life but the still
do online activities; Challenging to hold the standards, maturity of the education sector in
Bahrain; Motivation of organisations/providers to bring the qualifications into the framework
because they ask what is the benefit of it (e.g. using the levels of the NQF)? The agency also tries
to reach different target groups (learners, parents, etc.) to convince them to gain qualifications;
More advertising/communication on that is needed; the recognition of prior-learning experience and
trust to the NQF.

Discussion Question 3:
What are currently the biggest ‘hot topics’ at your agency/department?

BQA: Funding will be linked to the mapping of the qualifications of the NQF; Collaboration
and communication with stakeholders (ministries, educational providers); The motivation of
educational providers to come into the NQF and to get proper funding for it; evaluating the impact
of this.
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= Reaction OeAD: Interesting approach to combine funding with NQF. NKS is working in close
contact with the public employment service (PES). Would be a sensitive step to combine
qualifications with funding (e.g. PES pays only if a training/qualification is already mapped to the
NQF - but senstive issue politically)

= OeAD:working at European level on how to integrate the national database into the Europass
database (harmonizing qualification descriptions in the database);

=  OeAD: Visibility! Schools in Austria have NQF certificates but normal people do not understand
what all these qualifications/certificates mean. Ideally more focus on publicity, but lack of funding;
lots of small enterprises, difficult to get to know all these individual employers; Good relationship
with big companies (e.g. SIEMENS). They are using the NQF — this could be a showcase for small
enterprises to look at the NQF at its advantages.

= Ofqual: big problem with technology for high stakes assessments. Working with department of
education, speaking with different countries of the world; Focus more on how they could regulate
better other organisations offering vocational and technical qualifications; huge range of
organisations and qualifications; Ofqual looks at how these organisations can deliver the
qualifications.

Discussion Question 4:
How does your agency use ICT tools website, databases, registers) for managing your
qualifications system & for stakeholder communication and coordination?

= BQA: They have their own data basis and register, using all technologies which are available;
they need to do more in terms of automation of the whole process; data are published on the
website.

= Ofqual: Register for qualifications; They have an accessible portal for communication
purposes, individual dashboard, analytics sides (they publish data about qualifications), website
(where all required reports were published), public facing service where students, teachers, parents
interact with them (also online) where they can ask questions, make complaints, etc.

= OeAD: official register with all the descriptions of learning outcomes, etc. Compulsory by low,
unsure if useful for students, rather for experts who compare qualifications. They think about
services that could help employees more. Employment service in Austria focuses on how much it
costs/other requirements less on the levels and learning outcomes — they have other data than the
NKS. What can the NKS offer and provide instead? It costs a lot to keep the data updated.

Discussion Question 5:

How has the establishment of the NQAs had an impact on the national qualification system? In
other words: do you think that the existence of a qualifications agency at national level (or a
similar body) makes it easier for you to address some of the common challenges that many
countries face in coordinating, administering and reforming their qualifications systems?

= BQA: has contributed to the development of the education system in Bahrain. Related to
qualification evaluations: Now organisations need to fulfil the standards required, which changes
the system as a whole. Regulators come back to them and ask for opinion, advice, to do some
studies for them. There is still more to work to do related to increased visibility of the NQF. Their
role has changed over the last years: They gained more power and earned more recognition as
an agency since they started their work in 2014.

= Ofqual: started in 2008; current key role: to regain public confidence and make sure that
qualifications are fair for students.
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= OeAD: Difficult to distinguish between effect on NQF and effect of agency’s work because it is
interlinked. They have mapped over 100 qualifications of the last 10 years, formal and non-formal
as well as privately owned qualifications, which are not based on a legal act. Mapping of both forms
of qualifications. NQF in Austria is closely linked to reforms in the education system, especially in
VET but also newer qualifications. They assist the stakeholders.

Discussion Question 6:
What would be the key topics you would like to exchange ideas about with other institutions?

= BQA: Validation and communication with stakeholders and employers.
= Ofqual: Specific technology in assessment, research, data analysis
= OeAD, Ofqual: it would be good to have a network.

= OeAD: Validation, discussions about specific topics such as transversal skills, developing systems,
especially how to evaluate them;

=  OeAD: How different agencies work and what are their experiences of mapping qualifications,
especially the difficulties for the qualification owners and translating the work of NKS into their
work;

=  OeAD: How to focus on learners, how to interlink with them, attempts to interlink data basis on a
global level; how the descriptions of the NKS are read by people, if they are understandable;

Discussion Question 7:

How should such cooperation be set up so that it would be of interest to you and so that it
would addresses your needs or any challenges that you face? In which form would you like
this exchange to happen? (e.g. online, on-site, regular, spontaneous, topic-driven or rather
general etc etc)

=  OeAD: Getting a stable network together because there are poor exchange opportunities at the
moment.

=  OeAD: A monthly, one-hour meeting about a certain relevant topic would be enough as well as
feasible.

= BQA: More discussions/focus groups about a certain question/topic, online forums for sharing of
good practices, more frequently (e.g. quarterly)

= Ofqual: Regular online theme notes/conversations with different people from different
organisations.
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Interview of 3 February: summary of key discussion points

The interview was conducted on Friday, 3 of February 2023. The participants were Viorica Condruc
(Ministry of Education, Moldova, NQF Department), 2 facilitators from 3s and Arjen Deij from the ETF.

Discussion Question 1:

Although Moldova does not have a qualification agency in the narrower sense, you expressed
your interest in collaboration with other countries: What would you expect from such
cooperation? How should such cooperation be set up so that it would be of interest to you and
so that it would addresses your needs or any challenges that you face?

= No debate on policy level about setting up an NQA at the moment

= They have a NQF department in the Ministry of Education

= They develop qualifications for the Moldavian qualifications system

= They need support because they are only 5 staff members of this department

= Activities are very complex for them but now they get support in the field of HE by project partners.
They are developing programs, in particular, they have developed the Higher Education system in
Moldavia.

= To create a new agency is not relevant, for now at least.

Discussion Question 2:
Which topics or formats of cooperation would be of interest to you? What would you expect
to/like to learn from qualifications agencies?

= Moldova is in the process of developing their national qualifications systems. They have difficulties
to motivate their partnership to support them in this process of development.

= They would be interested in studying best practices of other countries who have more
developed mechanisms which are more applicable in the process of qualification development.

= Interest in support to establish contacts
= Study visits to other countries
= Possibility to collaborate with partners.

= For 2024 they are preparing referencing reports to the European Qualification Framework (EQF)
but they still need support and expertise to improve their documents and statistics

Discussion Question 5:

You have different departments (LLL, NQF department, ANACEC - National Agency for Quality
Assurance...). How do you cooperate with these bodies in Moldova? How do you see are they
developing in the future? How important are they for the quality assurance and in validation?

= Department of LLL developed new legislation — collaborating more now

= Structure for validation of non-formal and informal learning for levels 3 and 4, not for others
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Discussion Question 6:
How do you meet together? Do you meet bilaterally? How does it work? Where do you discuss
this validation policy?

= Meeting with ANACEC and other departments

= Bilateral meetings, calls, very informal (mainly consultations)
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