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Group 2 Building credit systems and improving transparency

The subtitle of this working session captures the complexity and the challenge that credit systems have to meet. Credit systems have to allow for transparency of education and training systems, for meeting learner mobility and employment needs, for flexible delivery and recognising all learning activities and outcomes, etc. In this session we are invited to look at two major credit systems that are at different stages of development: the ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) that was introduced in 1989 for the Higher Education sector (HE) and the ECVET (European Credit system for Vocational Education and Training) which has been under development for Vocational Education and Training (VET) since the end of 2002 and whose conception is steered by the Technical Working Group on Credit Transfer within the Bruges-Copenhagen Process. We can of course draw lessons from existing national systems embedded in qualification frameworks such as the SCQF (Scottish Credit and Qualification Framework) or the new Irish Framework of Qualifications which is foreseen as a credit system. 
My task as a privileged discussion partner (as I was given the questions before the conference) is to consider the issues raised by the research background paper from Cynthia Deane and Elizabeth Watters and to sum up my answers in this speech. In doing so I will take into consideration three aspects: 1) the stakeholders, 2) the issue of mobility and the role of credit systems, 3) the challenges of recognition and transparency.
The stakeholders

Who is concerned with credit systems in training and education? A stakeholder is any person, any institution involved in education and training and concerned by the introduction of credits. Stakeholders include, but are not restricted to, the following categories of actors: academia, large firms and SME, learners, consultants, financial institutions, (European, national, regional and local) government bodies, public sector authorities, social partners, public and private training bodies, charities, institutes and trade associations. Their needs and expectations have to be considered from the viewpoint of at least two logics: the educational/training logic and the employment/labour market logic.

In the European Union as a whole, 58% of young people under 30 years of age are pupils or students
. The CEDEFOP publication of the Eurobarometer survey from last year on the citizens’ views on lifelong learning shows that 32% of European adult learners are somehow engaged in learning
 (cf. annexe 1).  
Table 1: Stakeholders of the VET system
	
	Education/Training system
	Employment system

	National MACRO
	Student/Parents'
organisations
	Administration of education
& training organisations
	Employees' organisations
	Employers' organisations

	Regional /Local
	Association
	Bureaucracy
	Networks
	Association

	Organisational MESO
	Student/Parents'
representatives
	Education
& training organisations
	Employees' representatives
	Enterprises, firms

	Individual MICRO
	Individuals
Households
	Teachers
Trainers
	Individual employees
	Individual employers

	
	Demand for
Education & Training
	Supply of 
Education & Training
	Supply of competences
	Demand for qualifications

	
	Education and training market
	Labour market

	Quantitative coordination tasks
	Choice of studies,
application
	Supply of studies
Selection
	Supply of graduates
of competencies
	Labour demand
Selection of employees

	Qualitative coordination
tasks
	Influence on provision,
selection
	Structure of studies
Pathways
	Structure of credentials
	Divisions of labour


Adapted from Descy/Tessaring 2002

Stakeholders are considered in table 1 from the viewpoint of their active or proactive role in the VET system. A look at the coordination tasks allows identifying major differences between the HE system and the VET system. Whereas the stakeholders in the field of training and education have identical tasks in VET and HE, the role of the stakeholders belonging to the labour market are quite different. For instance, the German Chamber of Commerce and Industry defines the assessment procedures for examination, while the enterprises serve as VET providers alongside part-time schools etc.

The learners

Completing this overview, the main focus has to be set upon the learners. Compared to the HE system, VET learners are characterised by a higher heterogeneity resulting from many factors such as the professional experience acquired at individual level, the employment situation (unemployed, long-term unemployed persons, atypical work situation or in employment), the nature of the work (manual, intellectual), gender, individual motivation for starting or renewing the learning activity (update knowledge and competences, re-access to VET), legal situation (migrants), health situation (persons with disabilities), age and status (students, pupils, trainees, apprentices, etc). Statistical studies account for at least 50 million persons engaged in formal VET and HE as depicted in the following table.
Table 2: Overview of European VET and HE students (2000/2001)
	
	General & Vocational Education
	Vocational

	ISCED 2
	18 mio.
	

	ISCED 3
	19 mio.
	55,3%

	ISCED 4
	Only vocational orientation = 0,8 mio. incl. adult education and  preparation to ISCED 5B

	ISCED 5 (Tertiary level)
	12 mio.
	13% (ISCED 5B)

	ISCED 6
	0,36 mio
	


Adapted from EUROSTAT, year 2000-2001
The establishment of a credit system is directly linked to its capacity to promote mobility. The first Europe wide credit system – ECTS - was set up 10 years ago
. The number of students who are geographically mobile within Europe states its success clearly: In 2000 about 100.000 students went to another European country with a grant from ERASMUS which in the mean time has become a sub-programme of the SOCRATES programmes
. Compared to this, about 76.000 persons were mobile within the mobility projects of the LdV programme between 2000 and 2002
. In absolute figures, the number of trainees and young employees participating in trans-national mobility programmes for vocational training is relatively low
. There was a strong increase after 1998 in the number of participants having recourse to subsidies to go abroad. According to Dinjens (2002) this is linked to the availability of European and national subsidies in the five countries he considered in his study. Nevertheless, the evaluation of the LdV programme
 for 1995 to 1999 gave the following information on the motivation for individual VET mobility: “These experiences assisted young people in their personal development helping them to gain self-esteem, to improve their language skills, and to understand different cultures, work techniques and organisations. Evidence shows that their periods abroad also positively influenced their employability”. The external interim evaluation of the Second Phase of the Leonardo da Vinci programme (2000-2006)
 brings some evidence regarding the need for a recognition procedure for mobility experience abroad. As the HE students within ERASMUS expect, further to financial support, the recognition of their experiences in form of ECTS credits, mobile VET students have the same expectation. The national VET systems have not yet developed such a credit system at European level but the development of Europass for instance is a first step in the right direction. The documents brought together within the new Europass framework constitute a standardised format easily presented abroad. An individual can present evidence of his or her employability in terms of qualifications, competences and experiences. The Europass thus follows a lifelong learning perspective, which is likely to be an important motivational factor at individual level.
The employers
Within the first group of stakeholders (the learners) it seems that employability is the foremost incentive for being mobile. On the side of the employer, competitiveness by innovation plays the role of an incentive. Within international firms mobility of employees is already a reality with, for instance, international job rotation schemes. Credit systems will answer the expectations of firms concerning internationalisation, as well as the development of the competences and skills, by facilitating mobility. According to the ETUC, UNICE and CEEP (2002)
 employees are confronted with greater mobility, internal and external to the enterprise, geographical and occupational, and the need to maintain and improve their competence and qualification levels. In their framework for actions (2002)
, the social partners state as objectives the improvement of transparency and transferability, both for the employee and for the enterprise, in order to facilitate geographical and occupational mobility and to increase the efficiency of labour markets: by promoting the development of means of recognition and validation of competencies, by providing a system for transferable qualifications and by identifying the possible links and complementarities with recognised diplomas.
Involvement of the stakeholders

In the background report paper the major question related to the stakeholder is as follows: How to get the stakeholders involved in the process of ECVET definition (organisation of the consultation process) so as to respond to their expectations (customer needs analysis, incl. the degree of resistance) by the conception and implementation of ECVET?

As far as ECVET is concerned the process is in the phase of definition of an ECVET scheme esp. in view of its implementation. The persons engaged in this process via the Technical Working Group are representing different stakeholders: ECVET providers, national/regional authorities, employees’ and employers’ organisations. It is obvious that this is only a sample of the stakeholders. Parallel to this, there is the possibility to test and get more stakeholders engaged via the Leonardo da Vinci programmes. Furthermore, the Virtual Community on Credit Transfer
 is an excellent forum to set up a dialogue platform, to exchange experiences, and to develop new ideas and schemes for credits. This should be continued and expanded to monitor the results of the projects regarding a credit system that could and should cover VET (initial VET and continuing vocational training) and HE.
Among the major obstacles, we have to consider the self-initiated and cultural embedded barriers. As Teichler
 noted “We have actually moved toward highly regulated education and credential systems, towards a “degree-ocracy”, which tends to accept achievement only if it is based on certain educational paths and if it is certified by credentials. The more regulated education became, the more barriers grew against mobility.”
Mobility and credit systems
The mobility of labour is still rather limited in Europe
. Statistical data sets on mobility of graduate employees do not give much information on mobility schemes, it is only possible to assess that 4% of graduate employees in Europe are working in a country other than the country of which they have the nationality
. One can consider with Dinjens (2002) that “a major stumbling block is the lack of transparency and mutual recognition of vocational training because every Member State has its own educational system and traditions”.
Mobility can be considered as

1. Geographical mobility

2. Vocational/occupational mobility, in a vertical and horizontal perspective

3. Between the informal/non-formal sector and the formal education and training sector.

The successful implementation of such mobility schemes calls for two kind of functionalities for credit systems: transfer and accumulation (as underlined in the paper from Deane and Watters). ECTS was conceived to mainly answer the first kind of mobility (short time international mobility of students in HE) and is now confronted with at least type 1 and 3 of mobility, whereas the ECVET has to cope with all three kinds of mobility from the beginning.
From the viewpoint of the users of the ECVET, credits:

1. are partial assessments for the attendance to units which will eventually be accumulated to a whole qualification profile (this relies on the accumulation function -the quantitative measurement of parts within a whole). 
2. allow an individual learning pathway across the European VET system (this relies on the transfer or exchange function). In the long run, the credits could increase chances of access to higher education to adults for the whole of their working lives.

3. serve as a bridging device. Along individual learning pathways, phases of learning, work and rest are no longer sequential but overlap with one another. Within a credit-based VET system, the learner is supposed to get a guarantee of acceptance of the results of his learning activities, which have been carried out in another national context, across national VET systems or/and with another vocational specialisation (lifelong/lifewide learning).
Basis for accumulation and transfer

Credit system can only work as means of transfer and accumulation of educational attainments within parts of a course programme, if a course programme is sub-divided into a number of relatively small parts (courses, modules, units, etc.) and if the assessment of educational achievements is similarly sub-divided according to those parts, whereby the overall assessment is cumulative.

In HE, ECTS credits are quantitative values allocated to all educational components of a study programme (such as modules, course units, placements, dissertation work, etc.). They reflect the quantity of study work each course unit requires in relation to the total quantity of work necessary to complete a full year of academic study at the institution (e.g. lectures, practical work, seminars, tutorials, fieldwork, private study – in home or library – and examinations or other activities to be assessed).
The system relies on the convention that 60 credits measure the workload of a full-time student during one academic year. The student workload of a full-time study programme in Europe amounts in most cases to 36/40 weeks per year and in those cases one credit stands for 25 to 30 working hours
. Workload refers to the notional time an average learner might expect to complete the required learning outcomes. In so far ECTS are a way of quantifying the outcomes of learning defined as sets of competences, expressing what the student will know, understand or be able to do after completion of a process of learning, short or long. Credits in ECTS can only be obtained after completion of the work required and appropriate assessment of the learning outcomes achieved
. 
Within VET, the key components of a credit transfer system have been identified as units and modules: A unit is intended to denote the elementary (or smallest) part of a curriculum and a module is understood to describe the elementary (or smallest) part of a learning pathway
. Credits can be considered as a quantitative measurement allocated to qualification units and/or modules and/or to part or full qualifications.

Recognition and Transparency
Credits acquired within various national VET systems will never be 100% equivalent. The point is rather to define how wide variations could/should be allowed; this has already worked in the monetary field, if you think back to the serpent monétaire. The SOCRATES 2000 Evaluation Study provides evidence on the recognition and transparency effects of ECTS: The mean degree of recognition
 for 1998/99 ERASMUS students was 81%, and the mean degree of correspondence according to the students reached 80%. The latter descriptor is very important as it gives information on the extent to which studies at the host institution corresponded to the typical workload at the home institution during the corresponding period. Thus, it is an indicator of the estimated equivalences of learning units.
The credit-type quantitative accounting system ECTS in fact leads to a higher degree of recognition than other forms of recording and recognising study achievement abroad upon return to the home university. According to the Teichler study (2002) 87% of achievements during the study period abroad were recognised on average by the home institution upon return, if the study achievements abroad were recorded as ECTS credits and 74% were recognised, if the study achievements abroad were graded as ECTS credits.

Credit transfer systems, however, do not necessarily determine qualitative equivalence in themselves. The quantitative measurement facilitates recognition by helping comparison of workload of learning activities, but do not guarantee recognition. Recognition depends much more on regulations at national and European levels concerning what has been learned (in an accumulation perspective) and what can be learned (in a transfer perspective, equivalences). The concept of zones of mutual trust is required to cope with two contrary behavioural features: 1) To overcome the danger of “wording rigidity”: A recognition of skills, knowledge and competences based on the similarities between two or more VET systems and only on similarities; 2) To overcome the danger of artificial recognition: A wide formal recognition of skills, knowledge and competences that will not be very credible within the real recognition process at the labour market and loose its value in terms of credentials.

The credit system needs information as well as understandable and compatible recognition procedures comparable to a quality management. They mainly operate on a quantitative basis, which is why the zones of mutual trust determine the qualitative equivalence of individual parts of VET study programmes. They set up together with the amount of credits allocated to an individual part of a study programme (quantitative aspect) the recognition range of mobile students’ prior achievements by the receiving institution. They are particularly needed within ECVET due to the wide range of learning locations and activities that exceed those existing in HE. The variations may concern for instance learning contents or learning locations. By the definition of equivalences it is important to differentiate between a standardised and a flexible concept. Within a standardised system, the horizontal qualitative distinctions (e. g. disciplines, fields of study, sub-fields, thematic areas, learning locations) will be considered tighter while within a more flexible approach the zones of mutual trust will be wider. Still there will be a need for a minimum of assessment of “foreign” qualifications. Recognition is about assessing a foreign qualification with a view to finding a correct place and path in another country’s education or employment system
. However, it is important not to create expectations about “automatic recognition”, as recognition depends on the purpose of the application and as, even in seemingly obvious cases, a minimum of assessment is needed.
In order to achieve the best possible recognition of learning outcomes and link them to the professional profiles there is a need to reflect on national qualifications framework
. Such a framework allows to overview the whole qualification process and to “grade” the individual learning pathway in terms of learner’s skills and professional profile. It will stand as a European framework stand as a common European reference for the recognition of qualifications
. 

Towards unification? Links between VET and HE, synergy potentials

The concept of unification (Raffe 2003
) sums up three inter-related trends: the integration of general and vocational curricula; the reduction or elimination of differences between educational tracks and the development of seamless opportunities for access and progression in lifelong learning. The development of ECVET is from the scratch considering the existing ECTS system. At this stage one can formulate two main hypothesis: 1). The ECTS is moving from a transfer system to a transfer and accumulation system and 2). The premium consideration on workload within ECTS is now giving place to a mix of workload and learning outcomes. Nevertheless the national VET systems are much more complicated, not least in terms of the varieties of stakeholders, and the distribution of tasks among those stakeholders. This means for ECVET that it has to be defined in its own right, keeping in mind the need to make it compatible to ECTS given that, for instance, further training might take place at university. 

Furthermore, even though the demand for advanced VET and lifelong learning education is widely stressed, the value of vocational qualifications and experience for access to higher education is still not recognised. Vocational experience in adult access to higher education can be considered along the following four functions: 1) a level of general ability but not as a precondition for access (Open University – UK), 2) a formal pre-condition (Examen spécial d’entrée à l’université –F-), 3) an individual achievement to be assessed (CATS
 –Britain-, APL
 –F-) and 4) part of a preparatory vocational course.
Some changes are occurring with for instance the development of a directive for the recognition of professional qualifications. The level structures could then look like the following if we merge the six levels
 of VET with the three university levels. 
Table 4: Possible level’s structure

	VET
	Level 1
	Attestation of competence

	VET
	Level 2
	Certificate

	VET
	Level 3
	Diploma certifying successful completion of a short training course

	VET
	Level 4
	Diploma certifying successful completion of an intermediate training course

	VET
	Level 5
	diploma certifying successful completion of a higher training course

	VET
	Level 6
	diploma certifying successful completion of a long higher training course

	HE
	Level 1
	Bachelor degree

	HE
	Level 2
	Master degree

	HE
	Level 3
	Doctorate degree


Adapted from Zappala 2003

Conclusions
Short answers to the some further issues identified by Cynthia Deane and Elizabeth Watters
Credit issues - What is the degree of urgency to facilitate the transfer of credits across national systems? 

ECTS and the ERASMUS programme have proven to be effective instruments for supporting mobility within the Higher Education sector. It is urgent to allow for mobility within the VET sector esp. as it includes initial VET and continuing vocational training. It allows for an upgrading of competences with recognition of prior learning experiences and it allows for compatibility between national education and training systems, some of which are not yet using ECTS, yet have a high proportion of their population with VET background.

Credit issues - How can credit be linked to learning outcomes? What is the experience of doing this in ECTS?

ECTS is already linked to learning outcomes: Learning outcomes are sets of competences, expressing what the student will know, understand or be able to do after completion of a process of learning, short or long
.

Credit issues - How will synergy between ECTS and ECVET be assured?

Synergy has been an issue since the beginning of the work on ECVET. It can be ascertained in the definition of the measurement basis for ECVET (workload, learning outcomes, notional time) and the consideration of qualification frameworks (as for instance described in the proposal for a European Parliament and Council directive on the recognition of professional qualifications).
Credit issues - Can ECTS, ECVET be fully implemented without the unitisation/modularisation of VET and higher education throughout Europe?

No. Unitisation and/or modularisation can be observed in many national VET and HE systems. They correspond to specific national settings and the question is how to establish equivalence between those different understandings of unitisation and/or modularisation.
Credit issues - Is it feasible to develop a Europe-wide credit system without a critical mass of such systems at national/regional levels?

It is not feasible to establish a Europe-wide credit system top-down. Some countries are more advanced that others and from their lessons others should learn. The compatibility between national systems and a tentative European system is one axis for the development of ECVET. That is why the participation to the Virtual Community discussions is so important which is open to all interested parties.
Credit issues - Will both ECVET and ECTS schemes be applied in provider institutions for both VET and higher education?

Yes
Credit issues - Is it logical to develop separate European credit systems for higher education and VET as distinctions between the sub-systems are blurring?

At least in a conceptual phase so as to consider the complexity of the VET system without overloading it with the characteristics of HE system.

Credit issues - Should work on the development of credit systems and ultimately the European framework of qualifications involve the participation of qualifications authorities, as well as other relevant stakeholders from all of the participating countries?

Yes

Annexe 1: Respondent participation rate in some form of education and training in the past 12 months, by country, %
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Legend: The survey covers residents of all Member States as well as Iceland and Norway, with the relevant country nationality and aged 15 years and over. The average number of people interviewed in each country was 1 000. CEDEFOP 2003.
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