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Introduction
Qualifications frameworks describe all qualifications in a given system. If the framework is comprehensive, it will describe all qualifications in an education system; if it is specific to higher education, it will describe all qualifications in a higher education system.  In addition to providing a description of each qualification, it will describe how qualifications interlink and how learners can move between qualifications within a system.  Qualifications frameworks will emphasize learning outcomes in an effort to shift focus as far as possible from an emphasis on procedures and formal arrangements to an emphasis on the knowledge, understanding and “ability to do”
 that a learner may be expected to demonstrate on the basis of a given qualification.   
A national qualifications framework will also be related to at least one of the overarching European frameworks: the overarching framework of qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA) for the higher education qualifications of all 47 countries of the EHEA and/or the European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning (EQF-LLL or EQF) for the full range of qualifications for the (currently) 32 countries concerned by this framework. Since all 32 countries concerned by the EQF-LLL are also members of the EHEA, these will relate their higher education qualifications to both overarching frameworks. In addition, it may be expected that some countries that are not formally a part of the EQF-LL may nevertheless develop their national frameworks with an eye not only to the QF-EHEA but also to the EQF-LLL.  
While the two overarching frameworks are not identical in wording, it is entirely possible to develop national frameworks that are fully compatible with both overarching frameworks, as demonstrated lately by Malta, which self certified its national framework against the QF-EHEA and referenced it against the EQF-LLL in a single operation.
Function

For the purposes of recognition, qualifications frameworks may be considered as “transparency instruments” that make it easier to place a given qualification within the system within which it was issued and – though its links to the overarching framework(s) – against other qualifications that are part of national qualifications frameworks linked to the same overarching frameworks.
Qualifications may be considered as being made up of five main elements:
· quality 

· level

· workload
· profile

· learning outcomes
Qualifications frameworks should help answer many of the questions credentials evaluators will normally ask when faced with a foreign qualifications, notably:
Quality: since national qualifications frameworks will have been self certified (QF-EHEA) and/or referenced (EQF-LLL) and this procedures requires the consent of the national quality assurance agencies, it may be assumed that qualifications included in the national framework are of sufficient quality and that this need not be further assessed by credentials evaluators.

Level: the national framework will clearly indicate at what level a given qualification will be situated within that framework, and the levels in national frameworks will be linked to the levels of the overarching frameworks through the self certification/referencing exercise.  It should be noted that this is an important element since some national frameworks will not have the same number of levels as the overarching frameworks
.  Credentials evaluators should therefore not need to undertake a further assessment of the level of a given qualification.

Workload: national frameworks will normally indicate the workload of a given qualification either in terms of ECTS credits or in terms of a national credit system, but in the latter case it will normally be made explicit how national credit systems relate to the ECTS.  The question of the workload required for a given qualification would therefore normally be answered in the case of qualifications being a part of a national qualifications framework.
Profile: The description of a given qualification in relation to a national framework will normally provide information on the profile of a qualification.  It may, however, not necessarily provide all the information credentials evaluators need and it will not substitute an assessment of the qualification in question in relation to the purpose for which recognition is sought.  Even if a qualification is of the required quality, level and workload, differences in profile may nevertheless be substantial in terms of the purpose for which recognition is sought.  As concerns profile, national qualifications frameworks will therefore most likely provide some help but an assessment of the individual qualification is nevertheless required.
Learning outcomes: it may perhaps be argued that in an ideal world, qualifications would be assessed on the basis of their stipulated learning outcomes only.   It nevertheless seems realistic to assume that the other factors outlined in this description – quality, level, workload and profile – will for the foreseeable future play a non-negligible part in the assessment of qualifications.  Developing, describing and not least implementing learning outcomes will be one of the major challenges faced by the EHEA in the coming decade and it is likely that credentials evaluators will still need to assess the learning outcomes of each qualification.  As descriptions of learning outcomes improve with the development and implementation of national frameworks, this task, should, however, be made easier.  It may be argued that an assessment of the profile of a qualification will be part of the assessment of its leering outcomes, but learning outcomes will span broader than profile.
Some issues for discussion
The preceding paragraphs outline how national qualifications framework in the EHEA can help further recognition within the EHEA when national frameworks are functional and self certified against the QF-EHEA and/or referenced against the EQF-LLL.  It is stipulated that national frameworks be completed and prepared for self certification against the QF-EHEA by 2012 and that by the same deadline, countries concerned by the EQF-LLL incorporate their qualifications into their nation frameworks and complete their referencing process.  
· How can QFs help facilitate fair recognition in the transition period over the next couple of years before the majority of national frameworks have been self certified/referenced and/or in cases where some countries will require significantly more time to complete their national frameworks?

· How can QFs help recognition in the case of countries outside of the EHEA and/or EQF framework that develop their own national frameworks without linking them to either overarching European framework?
· Can qualifications from countries that do not have a national frameworks nevertheless be assessed against an overarching framework and/or a given nation framework?  If yes, how can this best be done and will it facilitate fair recognition?

The assessment of national action plans point to the fact that national legislation as well as national policy guidelines and initiatives in many cases seem to be lacking.
· How should the competent public authorities incorporate the role of qualifications frameworks in their legislation and/or policies on recognition? 
· How can they encourage credentials evaluators to make use of QFs?

The ENIC and NARIC Networks have already discussed how they should relate to QFs and use them in their recognition work, while recognizing that not all countries in the Networks – which span broader than the EHEA – will have national frameworks.
· How can the ENIC and NARIC Networks further develop and promote the use of QFs to facilitate fair recognition?
· How can credentials evaluators at higher education institutions and in other competent recognition authorities be made aware of the function of qualifications frameworks in facilitating fair recognition?

· Should the Lisbon Recognition Convention Committee be encouraged to consider a subsidiary text on qualifications frameworks, taking into consideration that most but not all current and potential parties to the Convention will develop QFs? 

· Linked to this but also to the real of national authorities, what is the relative importance of legislation or other forms of standard setting on the one hand and of awareness raising and work to develop good practice on the other?

Qualifications frameworks are not a European invention – they were pioneered by Australia, New Zealand and South Africa – but Europe has developed QFs further and also pioneered the idea of overarching frameworks.  National  and in some cases overarching QFs are now also developed in several parts of the world.  

· What role should QFs play in discussions of the global importance of recognition?

· How should these discussions be conducted and what should be their goals?

· How can these efforts be linked to or coordinated with the work carried out in this area by the European Training Foundation?

Further reading
Some of these issues are discussed in greater detials in the article included as an appendix, taken from E. Stephen Hunt and Sjur Bergan (eds.): Developing attitudes to recognition: substantial differences in an age of globalisation 

APPENDIX
From E. Stephen Hunt and Sjur Bergan (eds.): Developing attitudes to recognition: substantial differences in an age of globalisation (Strasbourg 2009: Council of Europe Publishing. Council of Europe Higher Education  Series no. 13), pp. 123 - 137
QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORKS: AN INSTRUMENT TO RESOLVE SUBSTANTIAL DIFFERENCES?

Sjur Bergan 

Introduction

Qualifications frameworks have become a key element of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA)
, where Ministers adopted an overarching framework of qualifications of the EHEA (QF-EHEA) in 2005 and committed to developing national frameworks compatible with the QF-EHEA. The deadline for developing national frameworks was originally set for 2010 but was extended by Ministers at their 2009 meeting so that all 46 countries of the EHEA are now committed to developing their national frameworks and preparing them for self certification by 2012. 

While higher education is more internationalised and has come further in the development of qualifications frameworks than other parts of the education system, the concept of qualifications frameworks is by no means limited to higher education.  Several of the pioneers in this area developed comprehensive frameworks covering all parts of their education system. As one example, the Scottish framework – which is distinct from the framework for England, Wales and Northern Ireland – encompasses 12 levels spanning from educational achievements by learners with severe learning disabilities to doctoral qualifications.  The European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning (EQF-LLL)
 was developed by the European Commission and formally adopted in 2008. It encompasses 8 levels from primary school to doctoral qualifications and the 32 countries
 to which it applies will reference their own qualifications against the EQF-LLL. 

Even if qualifications frameworks now play a key role in European higher education and education policies, they are not a European invention. Australia, New Zealand and South Africa were pioneers in developing qualifications frameworks, for somewhat different reasons.  In the case of Australia and New Zealand, the main motivations were to make their qualifications more transparent and hence to make them more attractive. In particular in the case of Australia, this was linked to the fact that this country hosts a large number of foreign students who need recognition of their qualifications when they return home or move on to third countries.  In the case of South Africa, the main motivation was one of social cohesion.  The apartheid era had left many South Africans with qualifications that could not be documented and/or had been earned through non-traditional learning paths. A national qualifications framework afforded better opportunities for recognition of this type of qualifications. Both main reasons that led to the development of the three pioneering frameworks – improved transparency and greater social cohesion through education – are relevant to the discussion of qualifications frameworks as possible instruments to resolve substantial differences and improve fair recognition of qualifications. 
Before moving on to a more detailed consideration of qualifications frameworks, however, the author would like to recognise that Ireland and the United Kingdom – with, as we have seen, separate frameworks for Scotland on the one hand and England, Wales and Northern Ireland on the other - were pioneers in developing national qualifications frameworks in Europe and that Denmark played a crucial role in putting qualifications frameworks on the European higher education agenda through two important Bologna conference in 2003
 and 2005
 as well as through Mogens Berg’s chairmanship of the Bologna working group on qualifications frameworks from 2003 until 2007.

Additionally, it is important to emphasise that the development and implementation of a qualifications framework is a prerogative of the national education system.  Within the EHEA, decisions have been taken by the cooperating countries to develop and self certify qualifications frameworks and to tie these to overarching regional frameworks.  This has been a voluntary process specific to the EHEA.  Even if many countries around the world are in the process of developing qualifications frameworks, or are discussing whether to do so, countries outside of Europe often use quite different approaches to qualifications frameworks or have no national framework in a formal sense.  What follows pertains primarily to the European context.  In no way should it be implied that having a national qualifications framework is expected or required, that it should follow the European model, or that not having a qualifications framework is a substantial difference for non-European countries with respect to European recognition of their qualifications. 

The concept of qualifications frameworks

Qualifications may be seen as consisting of five major components (Bergan 2007):

· quality

· workload

· level

· profile

· learning outcomes. 

Qualifications specify or certify educational achievements.  In the former sense, they describe typical degrees, such as a bachelor, master’s or doctoral degree. In the latter sense, they describe  the achievement of a specific learner. In both cases, qualifications describe something specific: a given typical achievement or a given achievement of a given learner. Qualifications frameworks, on the other hand, are more general or systemic. They describe a set of qualifications – a system – and how they fit together.  Qualifications relate to individual awards, while qualifications frameworks relate to education systems.

The concept of qualifications frameworks is at the same time both old and new.  At one level, it can be argued that ay country that has an education system – and that includes all countries of the world except, perhaps a few countries where public authorities have broken down due to internal strife – has a qualifications framework.  In this sense of the term, a qualifications framework is the same as a degree system.  

That, however, is not the sense in which the term is most commonly used.  In this sense – earlier sometimes referred to as “new style qualifications frameworks” -  the term refers to the individual qualifications that make up the framework but in particular to how these qualifications interlink and how learners can move between the different qualifications that make up the framework.  This is most often thought of as moving to a higher qualification on the basis of a lower one, and that is perhaps the most common form of movement within a system. However, movement can also be sideways and even downwards.  To take only two examples from higher education, someone with a legal qualification, which would normally be at second degree level, may wish to take another second (master’s) level degree in economics or a first (bachelor) degree in public administration.  

Qualifications frameworks should also emphasise learning outcomes, and they should describe the generic learning outcomes one can expect learners to obtain for a certain qualification.  Learning outcomes describe what learners should know, understand and be able to do on the basis of a given qualification.  All three elements are important.  Knowledge is of course important but the very traditional view of education that emphasises knowledge alone – often in the form of rote learning – as the purpose of learning is no longer tenable.  Knowledge without understanding can even be dangerous, and higher education is sometimes accused of providing learners with knowledge but not with the ability to act on that knowledge.  This may not be a fair accusation, and those who make it sometimes have a view of higher education that reduces it to an advanced form of preparation for the labour market, but it does emphasise that knowledge must be understood and put to use.  
Think of how we learn a foreign language. We must know vocabulary and grammar as well as the rules of pronunciation and usage, but we must also understand them in order to be able to express ourselves in our newly acquired language – in order to put the language to use.  Knowing the different declensions of Russian nouns, adjectives and verbs is a formidable challenge for those who learn Russian as a foreign language, in particular if Russian is their first Slavic language, but understanding how the rules work in practice is a requirement for being able to speak and write Russian, which is the likely goal of most of those who take up the language. 

While describing what a learner knows, understands and is able to do is the traditional definition of learning outcomes, this author has increasingly come to believe that a description of a learner’s attitudes should be added to the definition.  This is rooted in a view that higher education serves a variety of purposes. In addition to preparing learners for the labour market, which is the purpose that is most prominent in public debate, at least in Europe, higher education should also prepare learners for life as active citizens in democratic societies, an area in which many US higher education institutions have better enunciated policies than do their European counterparts (Association of American Colleges and Universities 2007), it should contribute to learners’ personal development and it should provide society with a broad and advanced knowledge base (Council of Europe 2007; Bergan 2005).  Developing attitudes of societal engagement and commitment to democracy and intercultural dialogue are in this author’s view essential generic learning outcomes for higher education.
Qualifications frameworks thus combine description of learning paths – the different ways in which learners may move within the system and earn qualifications – and learning outcomes.  Formal aspects are not absent from the description of qualifications frameworks, but they play a less prominent role than in the description of traditional education a or degree systems.  The intention is that the emphasis shift from institutions to learners, from provision to learning and from formal procedures to content.  

Qualifications frameworks, then, describe, qualifications in terms of level and learning outcomes. They will often give an indication of the workload typically required to reach the qualification, but they will recognise that this is an indication only and that there are several learning paths to the same qualification. Workload will also depend on previous learning outcomes: a learner who is already proficient in a Slavic language will obtain a given level in Russian more rapidly than a learner for whom Russian is the first foreign language. Quality is an important component of qualifications frameworks because, at least within the EHEA, quality assurance agencies will assess the quality of institutions with a view to the qualifications framework within which a given institution provides its qualifications, and conversely, qualifications will not be included in the framework if the institution providing them has not successfully undergone a quality assurance process.

Learning outcomes may be generic or subject specific. Generic learning outcomes, such as communication skills, the ability to reason in abstract terms or aptitude for working both as part of a team and individually, are those that may be expected from any higher education graduate at a given level irrespective of his or her field of study. Subject specific learning outcomes, on the other hand, are, as the name indicates, those specific to a given discipline: what a historian knows, understands and is able to do in relation to history or a chemist in relation to chemistry.  Generic learning outcomes are included in the description of qualifications frameworks, whereas subject specific learning outcomes are normally not.  There may, however, be descriptions of subject specific learning outcomes agreed by institutions or by the discipline community
 that are not a part of the national qualifications frameworks but that may nevertheless be valuable guides to what, say, the holder of a second degree in linguistics will know, understand and be able to do in relation to this discipline.  

National and overarching frameworks

As we have already hinted at, qualifications frameworks may be one of two kinds: national or overarching.

National qualifications frameworks should perhaps more accurately be called system specific frameworks, since they describe the qualifications in a given education or higher education system and since, as in the case of Belgium or the United Kingdom, one country may have more than one education system.  Most often, however, one country has one education system, and we will stick to the term “national” with the caveat that the term also covers cases where a country has more than one education system.

National qualifications frameworks, then, describe all the qualifications in an education system, if the framework is comprehensive, or in a higher education system, if we are faced with a higher education qualifications framework.  Whereas Australia, New Zealand and South Africa developed comprehensive frameworks, developments in Europe have been more mixed: some countries are seeking to develop comprehensive frameworks while others opt to develop higher education frameworks, which may be supplemented by a more comprehensive framework later. One reason for the latter option may be that even if higher education qualifications may seem complex, they are considerably less complex that vocational qualifications, and there are also stronger international precedents in higher education.

As noted, all members of the Bologna Process have committed to developing national qualifications frameworks by 2012.  Developing a national framework is a relatively complicated process that takes time.  The Bologna Coordination Group on Qualifications frameworks has outlined 11 steps, which are not to be taken as mandatory nor are they necessarily to be accomplished in the order outlined by the group, but they give an indication of what is involved:

1. Decision to start: Taken by the national body responsible for higher education 
  

2. Setting the agenda: The purpose of our national qualifications framework
  

3. Organising the process: Identifying stakeholders; setting up a committee/working group
  

4. Design Profile: Level structure, Level descriptors (learning outcomes), Credit ranges
  

5. Consultation National discussion and acceptance of design by stakeholders
  

6. Approval According to national tradition by Minister/Government/legislation
  

7. Administrative set-up Division of tasks of implementation between higher education institutions, the quality assurance agency and other bodies
  

8. Implementation at institutional/programme level;  Reformulation of individual study programmes to learning outcome based approach
  

9. Inclusion of qualifications in the national qualifications framework;  Accreditation or similar 
  

10. Self-certification of compatibility with the EHEA framework (Alignment to Bologna cycles etc.)

11. Establishing a dedicated web page aimed at national stakeholders as well as international partners (this step, in particular, should be accomplished as early as possible in the process and the web site should be updated and developed as work on the national framework progresses)

As of August 2009, six national frameworks had been self certified against the QF-EHEA: those of Belgium (Flemish Community), Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) and the United Kingdom (Scotland). The other members of the Bologna Process are at various stages in the development of their national frameworks, and a survey carried out by the Bologna Coordination Group in early 2009 showed that while more than 30 countries had completed the first three steps and, some 25 had completed steps 4 and 5, around 15 countries had already completed steps 6 and 7 (Bologna Coordination Group on Qualifications Frameworks 2009 a and b).  However, developments are now relatively rapid and if a similar survey were undertaken in early 2010, it would most likely show considerably more countries well advanced in the process.

In addition to the three pioneering countries Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, many countries outside of the EHEA have developed or are developing qualifications frameworks.  Malaysia has an established framework overseen by a Qualifications Authority, Thailand is well underway, some Canadian provinces have established provincial frameworks, and in the United States discussions on developing a framework have cautiously been launched.  These are only select examples, since developments now seem to be so rapid that even if anything like a complete overview were established, it would most likely be outdated before publication.  Qualifications framework have very much become part of the global discourse, and increasingly also of the global practice, of higher education reform
.

It is important to note that there may well be several qualification located at the same level within a national framework.  If level 1 denotes a first cycle qualification, there may be different kinds of such qualifications that are all at the same level in the national qualifications frameworks but that may have slightly different characteristics.  As an example, level 6 in the Irish qualifications framework comprises two distinct qualifications that the Irish Framework describes as follows:

Level 6 Advanced Certificate
What is this? 
An Advanced Certificate award enables development of a variety of skills which may be vocationally specific and /or of a general supervisory nature.  The majority of Level 6 holders take up positions of employment.   A Certificate holder at this level may also transfer to a programme leading to the next level of the framework.  

Example An example of awards at Level 6 includes Advanced Certificate Craft-Electrical.

 Awarding Body The awarding body for this award is the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC).

Level 6 Higher Certificate
What is this? 
The Higher Certificate is normally awarded after completion of a programme of two years duration in a recognised higher education institution.   A Certificate holder at this level may transfer to a programme on the next level of the framework.  

Example:  An example of awards at Level 6 Higher Certificate is a Certificate in Business Studies.

Awarding Body The awarding bodies for this award is the Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC) the Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) and the Institutes of Technology (IOT)
.

In terms of the QF-EHEA, both would be short cycle qualifications within the first cycle.

Where Europe has been truly innovative is with regard to overarching frameworks.  These are more general than national frameworks, and they set the parameters within which the relevant national frameworks will be developed.  One way of seeing overarching qualifications frameworks is as describing the outer limits within which national frameworks will be developed.  Within these limits, there is scope for considerable variation that allow countries to take account of their own specific needs, strengths and traditions, but at the same time the overarching framework ensures that this variation between national frameworks is kept manageable.  There is nothing to prevent a country from developing a national framework where the learning outcomes for a first degree are such that a typical students would need 10 years or more after completion of secondary school to obtain the qualification but this would not be a national framework compatible with the QF-EHEA, nor would it be in accordance with the overall trends of higher education reform in other parts of the world. For the same reasons, the example is of course entirely fictitious.

To this author’s knowledge, the QF-EHEA and the EQF-LLL are the only existing example of overarching qualifications frameworks.  There are, however, discussions within the Gulf Cooperation Council about a possible overarching framework for this region, which encompasses Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.  As the Bologna Process is considered with interest as a possible inspiration (much more than a model to be copied for higher education in other areas of the world, one might imagine that overarching frameworks may in time be developed for or within some other regions.  In addition, one might imagine that some federal states might opt for national frameworks with characteristics close to those of overarching frameworks which would serve to ensure that provincial or state frameworks develop coherently.

The relationship between national and overarching frameworks may be summarised as follows:

	National frameworks
	Overarching frameworks

	· closest to the operational reality 

· owned by national system

· ultimately determines what qualifications learners will earn 

· describe the qualifications within a given education system and how they interlink 


	· facilitates movement between systems 

· face of qualifications from the region (e.g. EHEA) to the rest of the world 

· provides the broad structure within which national qualifications frameworks will be developed (“outer limits” for diversity)




As we have seen, the QF-EHEA is specific to higher education, while the EQF-LLL is comprehensive. This implies that they share  set of qualifications, namely those pertaining to higher education.  It may therefore be argued that Europe has two distinct overarching frameworks for higher education, at least as concerns the 32 countries of the EQF-LLL, all of which are also party to the QF-EHEA.  In a formal sense, this is true, and the two frameworks do not describe the higher education qualifications in exactly the same terms.  However, the descriptions are similar, and, most importantly, it is entirely possible to develop national qualifications frameworks for higher education that are compatible with both overarching frameworks.

Self certification

Self certification has been developed as a concept within the EHEA and the discussion here will therefore be confined to national frameworks compatible with the QF-EHEA. Within the EQF-LL, referencing is a similar process with criteria largely modelled on those for self certification within the QF-EHEA.

Self certification is the final step in the development of national qualifications frameworks and it is the means through which the competent public authorities convince their international partners that their national framework is compatible with the QF-EHEA.  Countries are sovereign with full authority over their education systems, and no international body can certify a national framework in lieu of the competent national authority.  However, self certification is not a question only of formal authority but also of legitimacy, acceptance and the creation of trust.  A country that published a statement simply saying its national framework is certified as compatible with the QF-EHEA could not be obliged to change its statement in formal terms, but it is unlikely such a statement would convince partner inside or outside of the EHEA and it would therefore be of little benefit to the country concerned.  In such a case, which is likely to remain fictitious, peer pressure would probably be applied in very considerable doses. 

The self certification report may be considered as the “visiting card” of the national qualifications framework concerned; it is the one document through which the competent authorities will demonstrate, through reasoned arguments according to agreed criteria, that their framework is compatible. This has strong implications for recognition because if a national framework is convincingly self certified as “QF-EHEA compatible”, it will be much less likely that there are substantial differences between this framework and other similar frameworks.

While the scope of this article does not allow us to explore the criteria and procedure for self certification in detail
, it is worth underlining that one of the requirements agreed to by Ministers is that there be involvement by foreign experts in the self certification process.  This adds credibility and improves transparency, and it is also useful because foreigners may question elements of a framework that may be self explanatory to those intimately familiar with it but that may require explanation to outsiders.  Self certification reports are normally developed by a group composed of national and foreign experts and then adopted by the competent national authorities.  It is then published on the Bologna web site
 as well as on the ENIC-NARIC web site
, so that all completed reports are easily accessible.  

Qualifications frameworks and recognition

Seen from a recognition point of view, a qualifications framework is above all a transparency instatement.  A qualifications framework should make it easier to determine whether a foreign qualification should be recognised or whether there are substantial differences between this qualification and similar qualifications in the country in which recognition is sought. In particular, a qualifications framework should help answer any questions pertaining to level, quality assurance, workload (to the extent that this is a relevant question for recognition) and generic learning outcomes as well as the functions of a given qualification in terms of access to further studies and possibly to the labour market in its country of origin.   Qualifications frameworks are, as we have seen, less likely to answer questions pertaining to profile or subject specific learning outcomes.  In answering this set of questions, qualifications frameworks have the potential both to reduce the workload of credentials evaluators and to reduce the elements of a qualification on which substantial differences would possibly exist.  While it may be possible to consider that the profile of two qualifications at a similar level in two different qualifications framework may constitute a substantial difference for certain purposes of recognition, it would be much more difficult to argue that there are similar differences in terms of level, quality, workload  or generic learning outcomes if both frameworks have been self certified against the QF-EHEA.  In this case, the argument would in fact need to be that the self certification report as published is unconvincing, which would be a strong indictment of the competent public authorities as well as of the foreign experts who have participated in the self certification.
Qualifications frameworks should therefore be of considerable help in furthering fair recognition as required by the Lisbon Recognition Convention, but it is important to underline that they are not some kind of magic formula to solve all recognition problems. They should facilitate the assessment of individual qualifications but they will not make such an assessment superfluous nor will they lead to “automatic recognition”. While it may be assumed that first degrees from two different national frameworks self certified against the QG-EHEA will be of similar level, quality, workload and generic learning outcomes, an assessment will still need to be undertaken, and for some purposes of recognition, it will most likely also include profile and subject specific learning outcomes.

At the same time, as underlined in the introduction to this article, the absence of a national or overarching qualifications framework cannot be construed as a substantial difference in itself.  In the present state of affairs, this would imply that only qualifications from six higher education systems within the EHEA could be recognised, and these would be supplemented by qualifications from a limited number of countries outside of the EHEA.  A national qualifications framework is an instrument that furthers recognition but it is not a requirement. Many countries inside and outside of the EEHA are in the process of developing their frameworks or are discussing whether to do so, but a number of countries may ultimately decide not to do so or even debate whether this is the right direction to take. This does not render their qualifications any less valuable.  Qualifications framework will help recognition but the absence of qualifications frameworks should not make recognition nay more difficult in the future than it has been in the past, before qualifications frameworks came into existence. Qualifications frameworks or not, credentials evaluators will need to use the transparency instrument they have at their disposal, gather the required information and make their decisions with due regard to international and national regulations and guidelines but without leaving aside the element of decision making that is impossible to describe in legal terms: common sense.
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� This is the classic definition of learning outcomes


� As an example, whereas the QF-EHEA has three levels with the possibility of intermediate level in national frameworks and the EQF-LLL ahs 8 levels, the Irish national framework has 10 levels, 4 of which concern higher education.


� See the Bologna web page on qualifications frameworks � HYPERLINK "http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/qf/qf.asp" ��http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/qf/qf.asp� 


� Often also referred to simply as EQF. However, EQF-LLL is preferred here in order to emphasise the lifelong learning aspect of this framework and to avoid possible confusion with the QF-EHEA.  See � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc44_en.htm" ��http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc44_en.htm� 


� All members of the European Union and the European Economic Area as well as some other countries that participate in relevant EU programmes.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/EN/Bol_sem/Old/030327-28Copenhagen/030327-28Report_General_Rapporteur.pdf" ��http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/EN/Bol_sem/Old/030327-28Copenhagen/030327-28Report_General_Rapporteur.pdf� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/EN/Bol_sem/Seminars/050113-14Copenhagen/050113-14_General_report.pdf" ��http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/EN/Bol_sem/Seminars/050113-14Copenhagen/050113-14_General_report.pdf� 


� The Tuning project (Tuning educational structures in Europe0 provides a series of examples of subject specific learning outcomes agreed by representatives of disciplines from several European countries, see � HYPERLINK "http://tuning.unideusto.org/tuningeu/" ��http://tuning.unideusto.org/tuningeu/�. 


� This was demonstrated by a conference on the global dimension of qualifications frameworks organised by the European Training Foundation in January 2009, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/opennews/AA73545A989E34FAC12575520053DFA5_EN?OpenDocument" ��http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/opennews/AA73545A989E34FAC12575520053DFA5_EN?OpenDocument� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nfq.ie/nfq/en/about_NFQ/framework_levels_award_types.html" ��http://www.nfq.ie/nfq/en/about_NFQ/framework_levels_award_types.html� 


� For further details, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/qf/documents/Bologna_Framework_and_Certification_revised_29_02_08.pdf" ��http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/qf/documents/Bologna_Framework_and_Certification_revised_29_02_08.pdf� 


� The direct link is � HYPERLINK "http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/qf/national.asp#C" ��http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/qf/national.asp#C� 


� The direct link is � HYPERLINK "http://www.enic-naric.net/index.aspx?s=n&r=ena&d=qf" ��http://www.enic-naric.net/index.aspx?s=n&r=ena&d=qf� 





