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Subject: Norwegian response to the consultation on EQF
Dear Sir/ Madam, 

There are many political and practical challenges involved in transforming and modernising education, training and learning policies in Europe. The Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research agrees that the proposed European Framework for Qualifications (EQF) has the potential to become a good tool to help meet some of these challenges, by providing a common and neutral reference point based on learning outcomes. The EQF may be of importance to learners in different life situations by making it easier to translate learning outcomes and qualifications achieved in national qualifications systems. It may also support the development of new learning courses and opportunities and make provisions more efficient and transparent, thereby also supporting better use of competences and qualifications in working life.

The importance of close cooperation and involvement is strongly emphasized in the consultation document. The Norwegian Ministry organized a thorough consultation process on the EQF proposal in the autumn of 2005, inviting stakeholders on a broad basis both to a consultation conference, and to eventually complement the inputs at the conference with written responses. Norwegian stakeholder response on the overall goals connected with the EQF is positive. They are in favour of basing the EQF on learning outcomes, as this may contribute to improving the communication between different national frameworks and systems. 

The Ministry’s response is based on this consultation process, and the comments from Norway are as follows:

· The meaning of  “promoting lifelong learning” needs to be clarified. Lifelong learning is at present mostly associated with adult learning, but the EQF proposal is far more ambitious, as it aims at covering most learning, from early child age to working life. From our point of view this is the right way to go, but it also means that there is a need for stating very clearly who the EQF is for, which functions it is supposed to fulfil, and what it is not aiming to do. It has to be stressed very explicitly that the EQF aims at supporting the learning taking place on diverse arenas and in different stages throughout life, and that it will not become a steering instrument, streamlining European education and training. This is important, not least for the promotion of dialogue and involvement of all relevant stakeholders, and to ensure that the further development and implementation phase runs smoothly.
· There is a need for common references and principles regarding non-formal and informal learning, quality, credit accumulation, systems for counselling and guidance, and individual skills documentation to guide the use of the EQF. We would express support for emphasis on methods and approaches to the identification and validation of non-formal and informal learning. Giving value to the learning taking place on different arenas is a basic condition for establishing links between different levels of education as well as between the education system and working life. 

· There is a need for a long-term perspective to establish trust, commitment and ownership of the EQF. An example of the confusion regarding the EQF proposal is that several of the stakeholders see it as an instrument for directly measuring and locating individual competences. It has to be made clear that individual learning outcomes and qualifications will still be communicated through the national and/or sectoral levels.

· The EQF proposal needs to be simplified in the way in which it presents the links between different system and individual tools and instruments. It is important to keep the above mentioned more contextual elements in mind when developing the EQF further, but a clearer focus is needed in the short term on the levels structure, in order to establish agreement on a common core for the EQF. 

· The EQF should be tested and the levels structure adjusted based on experience. The EQF needs to be tested thoroughly, and the experience gained should form the basis for adjusting the proposal. Otherwise there may be a risk that the EQF will be perceived as an irrelevant theoretical and bureaucratic construction. 

Further comments on the draft EQF proposal 
Besides the overall comments, we have some concrete comments on how the EQF might reach a higher level of precision. In particular, further work on terminology and definitions is needed, as this will be a condition for making it possible to assess concrete national or sectoral qualifications with regard to the EQF. The levels need to be more clearly defined, and the columns need to be simplified. Several stakeholders found the division between the columns for “qualifications” and “competences” confusing and the columns partly overlapping, and also called for a more consistent use of the term “competence” throughout the document.

· The meaning of “standard of learning outcomes” should be defined more precisely. Although the EQF according to the consultation document refers to ”typical learning outcomes” (p. 5 and 17) which are “distinctive” for qualifications acquired at that level (p. 16), it could perhaps be made clearer that the learning outcomes described are not threshold values or minimum requirements, especially since the document also refers to a “standard of learning outcomes” in the definition of a qualification on p. 12. The national consultation process in Norway has revealed some confusion on this point.

· It should be clarified how the levels and profile elements are supposed to relate to each other. The columns of the EQF seem to form a hierarchy which ought perhaps to be made explicit and discussed. The hierarchy starts from the left: only when a qualification documents knowledge and skills at a certain level – corresponding to a formal educational level – do the other factors come into play. For instance, it is not enough in itself to be able to “Make judgements based on social and ethical issues that arise in work or study” in order to obtain a qualification at level 6; the elements specified in the first two columns must also be in place. Whether the opposite applies is less clear, i.e. what happens if a qualification is clearly at a certain level in terms of knowledge and/or skills, but does not seem to meet the criteria specified for that level with regard to professional competence.

· The use of the term “access” to higher education may be clarified. Table 2 on p. 22-23 refers to “access” to higher education. It may be worth considering whether it should be made clear that the concept is used in the same sense as in the Lisbon Recognition Convention, i.e. referring to a right to be considered rather than an automatic right to admission. This may not be evident to non-specialists.

Summing up: The Ministry for Education and Research welcomes the development of an EQF as an instrument for the promotion of mobility, transparency and lifelong learning. However, there is some uncertainty about to what extent the EQF in its present form will actually promote these goals. In particular there is a need for:
· reaching a higher level of precision both regarding the functions which the EQF is meant to fulfil, terminology, and how the levels and profile elements are supposed to relate to each other.
·  gathering practical experience, and making necessary adjustments of the EQF on the basis of testing.
The relationship between the proposed EQF and the EHEA framework

· At their conference in Bergen on 19-20 May 2005, the ministers responsible for higher education in the 45 countries participating in the Bologna Process adopted a framework of qualifications for the European Higher Education Area. The consultation document makes reference to the EHEA framework, but employs different descriptors for the corresponding levels (levels 6-8) of the EQF. It is not clear why this is necessary. The Bologna framework will be the relevant framework for comparing higher education qualifications, and although the consultation document repeatedly refers to ensuring compatibility, it is difficult to see what it adds at these levels. We suggest that it is considered whether it is possible to use synonymous terminology with the EHEA framework, but adding some further elements to the descriptors on levels 6-8 so as to reflect other kinds of competence, without introducing two different qualifications frameworks for higher education in Europe. 

· A clearer distinction should also be made between the Dublin descriptors for the bachelor, master and doctoral level, which were adopted by the Bergen conference, and the descriptor for the short cycle, which was not. 

National qualification frameworks

The Ministry will follow up the Bologna decision to establish national qualifications frameworks for higher education in each country, making sure that the framework for higher education in Norway will be compatible with a possible future overall national qualifications framework. In addition, pilot projects will be considered within vocational education and training and in connection with an adults’ basic skills programme that is about to be established. However, the question of an overall, comprehensive qualifications framework needs further discussion at the national level. 

All Norwegian stakeholders suppose that the establishment of an EQF will imply a need for making changes on the national level, but it differs substantially when it comes to estimating exactly which consequences and to which extent they will have an effect. This partly reflects the stakeholders different positions, but there also still exists substantial uncertainty on what the EQF is all about. The consultation process de facto functioned as a first introduction to a complicated issue, and the stakeholders expressed a strong interest in cooperating closely on these issues also in the time to come.

We look forward to further cooperation with the European Commission and with European countries on how to develop robust arrangements that both fulfil national needs and are able to communicate learning and qualifications across borders.

Yours sincerely,

Eivind Heder
Director General

Astri Hildrum

Senior Adviser
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