
The Referencing of the Irish National 
Framework of Qualifications to EQF 

National Qualifications Frameworks in an 
International perspective

Brussels 30 November 2009

Dr Jim Murray 
National Qualifications Authority of Ireland



Overview

• Irish National Framework of Qualifications

• Irish Referencing Exercise: Structures and Process

• Irish Report

• Key Criteria 

• Report Conclusions

• Communication and Consultation

• Lessons Learned





EQF Implementation in Ireland: National 
Coordination Point

• National Qualifications Authority of Ireland designated as Irish NCP 
and is responsible for coordinating the implementation of EQF

• Referencing NFQ to EQF is a major part of implementation

• The Qualifications Authority is responsible for:

� Coordinating referencing of the Irish Framework levels to the 
EQF, using a transparent methodology 

� Providing access to information and guidance to stakeholders on 
the referencing process 

� Promoting participation of stakeholders in the referencing process 



• General approach to referencing adopted by NQAI in 
September 2008

• Modelled on Bologna Framework Verification undertaken 
in September 2006

• National Steering Committee established to assist NQAI

• Used the 10 criteria and procedures agreed by the EQF 
Advisory Group

• Process also has an associated consultation and 
communications plan

Irish Referencing Process



• Chaired by NQAI

• Membership:  national sectoral representatives/experts

• Further Education and Training (VET) – FETAC

• General Education (Schools) - NCCA

• Higher Education and Training (universities and non-
university higher education) – HETAC and IUA

National Steering Committee I



• Also three international experts

• Dr Carita Blomqvist, Finnish National Board of 
Education (Finland) 

• Mr Wilfried Boomgaert, Flemish Ministry of 
Education and Training (Belgium) 

• Dr Mike Coles, Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority (England and Wales) 

• Main task: to produce National Referencing Report 

National Steering Committee II



• Committee met three times in Dublin in 2009

• Jan 15, March 2, May 14

• Also worked extensively via e-mail 

• especially on second and third drafts of Referencing 
Report 

• Drafting of main report undertaken by NQAI – technical 
annexes by consultant

• Final  Draft of Report completed 18 May

National Steering Committee III



Irish Referencing Report Structure

• Part 1: Introduction to EQF and Referencing Process

• Part 2: Description of Irish Education and Training System

• Part 3: Responses to 10 Criteria and Procedures

• Part 4: Matters Arising from Referencing Exercise 

• Part 5: Conclusions

• Part 6: Select References

• Annexes: Includes detailed technical comparison of NFQ 
and EQF level descriptors



Key Referencing Criteria

Required to demonstrate:

� That there is a clear and demonstrable link between the levels of national 
qualifications framework or system and the level descriptors of EQF (No. 2)

� That national frameworks and their qualifications are based on learning 
outcomes (No. 3)

� That the processes for including qualifications in NQFs are transparent (No. 4)

� That national quality assurance systems refer to NQFs (No. 5)

� Agreement of Quality Assurance bodies (No. 6)



Criterion 2: Demonstrable link between NFQ and EQF

� Commissioned a detailed technical comparison of Irish NFQ level descriptors and EQF 
descriptors

� Methodology: comparison of NFQ and EQF in terms of 

� Architecture

� Concepts of learning outcomes on which they are based

� The way levels are defined

� Process demonstrated that both Frameworks share core design criteria and that direct 
comparison of levels on the basis of learning outcomes was feasible

� Comparison also drew on earlier work undertaken, including Bologna verification

� Detailed linguistic correspondences established between Irish NFQ levels and EQF 
levels 
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Criterion 3: Based on principle and objective of 
Learning Outcomes/ links to Credit and RNFIL
� Irish NFQ is required in law to be based on learning outcomes, which are defined in 

section 8 of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act, 1999 as ‘standards of 
knowledge, skill and competence’

� Qualifications Authority required under Act to establish policies and criteria for the 
Framework – architecture of NFQ developed in consultation with stakeholders 2001-3

� Learning outcomes, set out in 8 sub-strands of knowledge, skill and competence, 
embedded in NFQ level descriptors and award-type descriptors

� Irish NFQ not a Credit Framework, but most awarding bodies working with credit 
systems which are linked to NFQ – arrangements described in Report

� NFQ supports RNFIL arrangements: progress made in some areas but still under 
development – arrangements described in Report



Criterion 4: Transparent inclusion procedures

� Published policies and criteria on the manner in which awards are included in 
the NFQ

� Some bodies legally bound to use NFQ descriptors

� Others do it on a voluntary basis

� ‘Inclusion’ procedure an element of quality assurance (validation of 
programmes/assement/ external examining) – detailed arrangements 
described  under criterion 5

� A developing process: Referencing Report a snapshot in time

� New agency being established to further develop (among other things) the 
links between quality and the NFQ, including increased transparency



Criteria 5 and 6: Quality Assurance

� Features of quality assurance systems described 

� Commitment to Standards and Guidelines for QA in EHEA  and EQARF : external 
review of agencies undertaken – FETAC, HETAC, NQAI and IUQB

� Embedding of NFQ implementation in Quality systems: unfolding and variable story

� Framework Implementation and Impact Study referenced in Report – now 
published – emphasises need for ongoing and constantly renewed effort to deepen 
NFQ implementation

� Referencing Report demonstrated that different sectors share common features of QA

� All QA authorities formally agreed (in writing) to Report: Further Education and Training 
Awards Council; Higher Education and Training Awards Council; Department of 
Education and Science; Irish Universities Quality Board; Qualifications Authority; 
Higher Education Authority 



Conclusions of Report I

� Establishes a clear and demonstrable link between levels in NFQ and EQF level 
descriptors

� That NFQ and the qualifications within it are based on the principle and objective of 
learning outcomes and linked to arrangements for credit and the validation of non-
formal and informal learning

� Transparent criteria and procedures for the inclusion of qualifications exist – are being 
implemented on a progressive basis by awarding bodies
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Conclusions of Report II

� NFQ underpinned by robust QA systems that conform to European principles and 
guidelines

� QA Authorities formally agreed to report

� International experts participated

� Single report prepared, agreed and published by competent authorities

� Work to begin on referencing qualifications to EQF levels, by way of national system, in 
Certificate and Diploma Supplements



Communication and Consultation I

� Communication and Consultation fully integrated into EQF Referencing 
Process

� specific plan drawn up and approved by Referencing Committee

� Built upon existing consultative structures of Qualifications Authority 

� Authority Board comprised of major stakeholders including representatives of 
Employers and Employees, as well education and training stakeholders

� Consultative Group: wider group of stakeholders including Quality Assurance 
agencies – special meeting held devoted to EQF and Referencing Report 



Communication and Consultation II

� Liaison with UK Authorities also a valuable part of Referencing process

� Draft reports shared and discussed within and outside formal meetings

� Comment also invited from EQF Advisory Group

� Participation of NQAI in other Referencing exercises (Scotland and Malta) also 
valuable

� Additional features

� New  EQF Web Pages established on Authority Website – public submissions on  penultimate 
draft of Report invited

� EQF E-bulletins circulated to stakeholders in March and June – went to c. 800 
bodies/individuals

� Standard EQF presentation developed which NQAI staff use for stakeholder briefings –
individual briefings given to various organisations on EQF and Referencing Process



Communication and Consultation III

� National EQF Referencing Seminar held in Dublin on 18 April – attended 
by 80 stakeholders

� Penultimate draft of Report circulated and discussed

� International EQF Referencing Seminar in Dublin 17 September 

� Another opportunity to spread EQF message

� EQF implementation and involvement of stakeholders  will continue to be a core 
element of work of NQAI and its successor body

� Phase 2 of implementation to begin: clear referencing of certificates, by way of 
national qualifications systems, to appropriate EQF level



Matters arising/lessons learned

� Transparency challenge – describing the Irish system 
(sectors, different QA bodies, and relationship to NFQ); 
inputs of international experts very helpful here

� Value of existing NFQ consultation structures for EQF 
dissemination – no surprises; key bodies well briefed

� The relationship of sectoral qualifications and sectoral
qualifications frameworks to NQFs and/or EQF – concern 
of some national stakeholders



Matters arising/lessons learned II

� Value of undertaking the Bologna Verification of compatibility 
exercise in 2006 

� Relationship of EQF to Directive 20005/36/EC – concern of 
some national stakeholders

� Implementation of ECVET

� EQF and the definition of Qualifications in the national 
system/framework – EQF not likely to bring sharper definition 
to qualifications than exists in the national system


