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1. Introduction

The establishment of a coherent system for handling qualifications of the VET and Higher Education Areas (Bologna and Copenhagen processes), and the need to open it to the inclusion of output from non-formal and informal learning are now on the European agenda as well as on the national agenda’s both of EU-member states and of the countries of South Eastern countries.

The European agenda is focussed at proposals for an European Qualification Framework (EQF), particularly in the context of national consultation processes on its structure, its content and its aims. The wider goal behind is to contribute to stimulate life long learning as well as the functioning of a real free, transparent European labour market. National agenda’s are focussed at a National Qualification Framework (NQF), especially as an instrument to innovate and reform learning systems vis à vis developments in society, especially in the employment system and on the labour market. One of the crucial issues today is the relationship between EQF and NQF’s. In my presentation I will try to contribute to the current debate by showing some evidence from the Dutch case. 

In the first part of my presentation I’ll sketch main features of the present National Qualification Framework for VET in the Netherlands, including recent developments. The main point here is that the NQF in the Netherlands is originally designed to offer both reference points and attainment goals for the educational - i.e. VET - system. It is the basis for structuring learning outcomes as these are recognized by diploma’s (qualifications) which can be obtained by various learning routes as well as at different levels within. However, the Dutch NQF is not defined purely on the logics of education and training. It is supposed to be the outcome of consultations per branch between representatives of social partners and the educational field, pretending to optimize the match between VET and labour market i.e. developments in the employment system. Therefore different logics are componing the NQF: educational logics and labour market ones.

Secondly, I present some main dilemma’s and challenges in the nowadays reforming towards a competence-based NQF, focussing among others at the position and role of institutional players in the construction process of the Dutch NQF. 

One of my main points here is my thesis that a NQF should not be considered as a ‘deus ex machina’, but as the consequence of continuing construction processes by the interplay various actors on the national level playing field. I will illustrate this by the Dutch example.

In the third part I finish may presentation with some concluding remarks of a general character, especially on the relationship between NQF(‘s) and EQF. In essence, I think a future EQF could in principle be very fruitful, but I like to warn for the big risk of ongoing ‘eurocratization’. Therefore my plead is to limitate the wide range of supposed functions of an EQF.

2. National Qualification Framework for Vet in the Netherlands: features and developments
The national framework or – as it is called in the Netherlands – structure of qualifications, consists of the structure and profile of all  qualifications for which initial secondary vocational education and training (VET) should prepare. The NQF is supposed to function as an institutionalised interface at national level between labour market and vocational education. Qualifications are organised both on the basis of occupations or occupational areas to which they are related, including the level of occupational practice. The NQF in the Netherlands is intended to be an effective instrument of communication between education and labour-market. Both the demands of trade and industry, of schools and of the society as a whole on graduating in VET should be clearly stated, and the striving is towards transparency of the structure.

Originally VET-oriented, but outcome-based
The NQF in the Netherlands is in principle based on learning outcomes, especially to define attainment targets/learning goals. However it is originally designed namely for (all learning pathways within) formal education and training and not primarily – as e.g. the Estonian framework which is modelled according to the FAS-model in Ireland – for labour market training
. The core elements of the NQF are both qualifications and learning targets as these are defined per qualification. The NQF offers the legal framework of VET-contents or learning outcomes which educational institutions (schools) should realise (80% of the learning outcomes is determinated by the NQF, 20% is free to determinate by schools themselves).

Directed at beginning professionals/craftsmen

Exactly because of its pre dominant function in the formal VET-system, qualifications i.e. attainment targets in the Dutch NQF are – alt each level – explicitly formulated in terms of competencies for beginning professionals/craftsmen, and not for advanced/experienced ones. VET is assumed to prepare for an adequate starting position in the labour market and/or in further education/training/learning.

Different levels
Within the qualification structure different levels of qualifications are distinguished: assistant (level 1), basic skilled worker (level 2), professional worker (level 3) and middle management or specialist (level 4). Above all – not within VET but in higher education – level 5 is distinguished.

Qualificational levels are supposed to represent the levels of occupational practice and are assumed to be distinguishable by three criteria
:

· responsibility: degree in which occupational actions have consequences for the fulfilment of occupational practices executed by others

· complexity (degree in which occupational practice is based on standard procedures), and

· transfer (degree in which occupational practice can be applied in a variety of occupational situations). 

Selective flexibility
The state i.e. Ministry of Education, Culture and Science offers a global frame of criteria according to which sectoral national bodies should develop and hold up-to-date national qualifications. The main principle of this global frame is called selective flexibility. This concept refers to the striving for broad, durable and future-oriented vocational qualifications which enables graduates to be flexible on the labour-market. Students in VET should be prepared both for individual flexibility, not only at internal labour markets but above all at external labour markets and for a life long learning. Above all another important principle is stressed: the principle of accessibility of the VET-system for students be it with or without a diploma of lower secondary education, striving for a starting qualification (at least a qualification at level 2) ‘for everyone’ and diminishing the rate of early school leaving.

Triple qualification
An important requirement of the NQF is the so-called triple qualification. Qualifications have to include a threefold content: labour market oriented, (further) learning oriented, civic society-oriented. They should not only include necessary professional skills for entering the labour market. They also should include the base for further education and training as well as equip participants with social and cultural skills needed to function as a member of both the social organization of companies and of civic society as a whole.

The ‘royal way’
Another key element in the institutional framework is the process of determinating qualifications and its contents. The basic idea behind the Dutch NQF is rather simple and does imply commitment of all relevant parties in the field. Following the ‘royal way’, social partners of each sector are responsible for the construction of occupational competence profiles, while social partners together with the educational field (a shared responsibility!) translate these occupational profiles into qualificational profiles, that is to say into qualifications and attainment targets. The ‘shared responsibility’ in the system is formally expressed in the so called national bodies organized pro occupational area or pro branch. In this the - national bodies - representatives of social partners and of the educational field meet and decide on defining qualifications and filling up them with attainment targets. It is up to so called – sectoral organized – national bodies for vocational education and training (nowadays called: knowledge centres for VET and trade/industry) both to determinate and classify qualifications and levels as well as to identify, levels.

At the end educational institutions/schools are responsible for the pedagogical-didactical shaping of the educational process, if possible in close cooperation with relevant other (local) actors, namely trade and industry. 

As mentioned before, educational institutions/schools have to focus by law ± 80%, of their curriculum at the attainment targets of national qualifications, whereas ± 20% can be spend in favour of regional/local needs.

Joint responsibility
The Dutch VET-system is supposed to function according to the principle of ‘joint responsibility’ by state, educational field and trade and industry.
The whole structure seems to fit well within the neo-corporatistic tradition in the Netherlands. The state creates frameworks, but within those frameworks it encourages parties involved to adopt self-regulation: a selfregulatory system based on ‘checks and balances’. The system can be looked at as an effort to incorporate elements of decentralisation and customer-oriented thinking into an institutional framework which is largely settled at national level. The NQF seems to be the expression of it - at least as far as contents of VET are involved -. Within this framework educational institutions are supposed to function relatively autonomous to supply for tailor-made flexible learning pathways, whereby both school- and dual based training-programmes can be offered. The Dutch VET-system looks like a typical Dutch mixture of Anglo-Saxon-, Rhine-Country-, and French components, and so does one of its main pillars, the NQF.

Towards a competence-based NQF
There is serious doubt about the functioning of the existing system. Since some years a broad consensus seems to develop both about the rigidity of the existing NQF because of limitations it is setting for educational institutions in the shaping of learning processes, the match of learning outcomes to needs and developments in the employment system, and about the intransparency of the structure. At the same time suppliers of learning processes are developing new (pedagogical-didactical) learning concepts which are required both by ‘the turn into competences’ and offering customized learning routes for both individual students and firms.

As a consequence first of all both the character and functioning of the national qualification structure nowadays are strongly under pressure, leading to proposals on how to strengthen the national qualification structure. Responding to various developments - the changing nature of work in the employment system, new, applied knowledge and broader skill requirements posed by this as well as new insights from learning theories about how people learn and can use of what they have learned – since 5 à 6 years – a big shift is going on towards a broader, competence based qualification structure, including a substantial reduction of the number of qualifications (from more than 700 towards – as proposed – nearly 300). Above all outcomes of informal and non formal learning should more explicitly been incorporated. 

Recent elaborations tend towards formats for constructing qualification profiles, wherein a set of about 20 – generally formulated – competences should guarantee transparency within and between different branches, which are combined with key-tasks and key-dilemma’s from occupational practice to contextualize them in a proper – recognisable – way. Furthermore both (further) learning and civic-society competences seem to be formulated in a uniform way for all qualifications and translation process of it seem to be left to schools, not to the national bodies.

Thus, the striving is to make the NQF more competence-based, building broader qualifications, diminishing their number and guaranteeing more transparency. The ongoing renewal process of the NQF is designed to go hand in hand with redesigning of learning processes towards competence-oriented learning. The whole innovation process should be completed around 2008, according to present planning. However, parties involved are confrontated with a lot of obstacles and are wrestling with the shaping of a new framework.

3. Dilemma’s and challenges
Dilemma’s and challenges in shaping a renewed NQS are largely concentrated in two spheres, a substantial one linked to contents and shaping of the NQS and a relational one linked to the playing field of various stakeholders of the NQS and their interrelationship. In essence most of the dilemma’s and challenges are focussed at looking for (by most involved stakeholders) useful and legitimated balances between broadness and recognisibility.

Main challenges can be specified in the following ways (cfr. Hövels, 2004):

1.
How to guarantee an optimum balance between qualifications at national level at the one hand and at regional/local level at the other. This points to tensions between the need for qualifications which are nationwide, broadly defined and at the same time recognisable enough for the actors involved (the national-local-dilemma). To handle this dilemma a stronger cooperation between national bodies and schools is stimulated going hand in hand with pleads for more space for schools and more globally formulated qualifications.

2.
How to guarantee an optimum tuning between qualifications as these are defined separately for different branches. This points to existing tensions between the structuring/branch/sector wise organized) national bodies at the one hand and dynamics of the labour-market where new kinds of employment and competencies are generated right across various branches and their institutions at the other. Above all this points to the need to avoid overlap of qualifications within and between national bodies (the branch bound - breaking-dilemma). Some initiatives are existing to flexibilise the institutional substrate for a competence based qualification structure. Meanwhile a central coordination-point is established to stimulate coordination and more openness between national bodies. 

3.
How to guarantee a valid tuning in the total process from defining occupational competence profiles at national level, via qualifications and attainment targets towards learning processes in vocational schools and within firms, without being biased by the various behaviours and interests of institutions which are operative during this process (the linear-interactive-dilemma). It is tried to optimalize the functioning of self regulating system of actors involved, whereby strong emphasis is laid on interactive elements in the relationship between the various ‘partners in the chain’.

4.
Fourth in, an important issue for discussion nowadays in the Netherlands is about the old issue of the ownership of the VET-system: how to optimalisate the balance between influences by social partners and the educational field (the ownership-dilemma). Evidently, although interests of various parties differ, strivings are directed at a (re-)vitalisation of the traditional neocorporatistic tradition i.e. the Dutch ‘poldermodel’ in the VET-area. Of course commitment both by students and trade and industry is a crucial issue, and schools will have to deal with both of them.

5.
Lastly, namely according to both transparency and mutual transition option the problem of defining qualificational level is urgent. Until now different levels are supposed to be determinated on basis of complexity, responsibility and transfer. Above all, elaborations/the operationalisation of those criteria in principle are problematic, whereas sometimes they are elaborated along employment-related, sometimes along education-related references, and sometimes along mixing ups of employment and educational references (the employment-educational dilemma).

Especially related to European standards i.e. a eventual European Qualification Framework it seems important tot strive at least for transparency in defining various qualificational levels. The question is what should be the predominant criterion for levels? Does the EU-proposal in the EQF to take nor employment-related nor education-related criteria but an individual-related criterion like ‘selfdirection’ really offers a good and effective solution?

4. Concluding remarks

How is the NQF in the Netherlands related to a possible EQF, especially regarding its development towards a competence-based framework as well as the main dilemma’s mentioned? Obviously the assumption behind the EQF as proposed is that its purpose is not to standardize or harmonize European qualifications, but – on the contrary – to enable us to make better use of the diversity and range of qualifications as a great asset to Europe. To put it in an other way: EQF as a translation or reference-device, for comparing qualifications, guidelines to facilitate communication between diverse national frameworks. In the range from mutual informed towards mutual trust, as I guess.

1.
Essentially both – Dutch NQF and proposed EQF – pretend to strive for a common point of departure: outcomes of (formal, informal and non-formal) learning processes and not on the content, shape or place, of learning processes themselves. This seems most important, 
despite existing problems and national specificities in defining both qualifications and levels purely in terms of outcomes. Perhaps the EQF as a reference-framework could even contribute to the solution of some of the problems as these are felt in the national context.

2.
However, the question is in which terms these outcomes should be defined and elaborated to make real sense for various stakeholders and to make them feel that they are really the (co-)owners? Crucial for the usefulness of a qualification framework – be it at national or at European level – is that it fits with the interests of the primary stakeholders (individuals, firms and training institutions) and they ought to be the ‘owners’. Otherwise it will not work. How far will it be in practice possible to find a acceptable balance between the interests of these various stakeholders? From my point of view the definition and elaboration of the competence-concept is essential: e.g. purely in behaviouristic terms or (also) in non-behaviouristic. Above all, especially related to the Dutch debate on ‘levels’, the question is how to solve the existing tension between employment-related and education-related level-criteria.


Could the definition of the concept of competence in the EU-proposals on the EQF and according to this the distinction of different levels on the individual-basis of ‘self-direction’ really solve this problem? As the EU-proposal formulates it: ‘Acquiring a certain level of competence can be seen as the ability of an individual to use and combine his or her know​ledge, skills and wider competences according to varying requirements posed by a particular context, a situation or a problem. Put it in another way, the ability of an individual to deal with complexity, unpredictability and change defines/determines his or her level of competence.’

3.
In relationship to the Dutch NQF another issue is that the EQF will be based on competences of individuals where so ever in their life-career and how this is related to concept of beginning professionals/craftsmen in the Dutch NQF.

4.
Most important seem at least three main-criteria for constructing Qualification Frameworks, be it national or European ones:

· Validity: co-breathening with developments in society, in the labour market and in other life-spheres.

· Effectiveness: workable/to handle by most important stakeholders.
· Transparency: clear and accessible.

5.
It is namely the function of an EFQ to operate purely as a reference-device, not replacing or harmonizating national/sectoral frameworks nor harmonization nor defining new qualifications. Purely as a reference-device an EQF could have great functions towards both life long learning and labour market mobility. As such it could even contribute to fruitful debates on NQF’s.


Be aware that an EQF will not develop into a monstrum with many other functions. Be aware for the risk of eurocratization!

�	Nevertheless the Dutch framework pretends to deliver opportunities to certificate outcomes of non formal and informal learning too, among others by distinguishing partial qualifications in combination with proceedings for acknowledge prior learning (evc).


�	The classification of qualifications is formally assumed not to be derived from educational structures,. as the Ministry of Education proposed that a link to the European SEDOC five-level framework should be established. The SEDOC classification and the description of the SEDOC levels are however derived from levels in education, so it seems in practice a training based qualification structure. However, the Dutch classification implicitly assumes that the hierarchy in levels of VET represents a corresponding hierarchy in occupational practice. One of its consequences is that national bodies interpret standards, qualifications and levels differently. In some sectors both qualifications and partial qualifications are defined in terms of occupations and qualifications are allocated to a level using occupation-related criteria. In some other sectors these are defined in terms of education-related criteria. Most sectors are mixing up both sets of descriptors and definitions (Westerhuis, 2001).
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