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The EQF can be in relation to existing systems and procedures for valuing and assessing 

competences by different actors and institutions. The figure below reveals that quite diverse criteria 

and measures are at play.  
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Critical notes on Qualifications Framework  

The introduction of a National Qualifications Framework (related to EQF) builds on a number of 

political intentions: the recognition of informal learning and more transparency that can have many 

advantages for the educationally disadvantaged. It can make it easier for them to transfer their skills 

from one job or business to another. It can also make it easier for them to get admission to the 

educational system by getting their prior, acquired skills recognised, even when they have not been 

formally certified. And it can make it easier for them to progress through the system, because the 

levels and requirements are more transparent and the pathways through the educational system are 

made more open and the system more coherent.  

But the National Qualifications Framework also poses considerable risks in connection with the 

basic conception of qualifications inherent in the system and with the political currents that have 

brought the framework forward.  

Since there seem to be broad support for the introduction of the Qualifications Framework in 

Europe - and in Denmark – I will concentrate on the problematic aspects of it here.  

The central problems that I will point to are that the Qualifications Framework entails a separation 

of qualifications from persons, situations and learning processes, and that this represents a 

standardisation, reification and fragmentation of competences with considerable risks of negative 

effects. I will elaborate a bit more on this.  

 

1. The separation of qualifications from the qualified – of knowledge from knower and of learning 

outcomes from the learner. In the Qualifications Framework a qualification is described and 

assessed independent of the person who is qualified. The separation of person and the capacity to 

work was a fundamental mark of Taylorism, whereas modern work increasingly requires the 

involvement of the whole person, and the person’s identification with the work.  

The uniform and comprehensive qualifications framework entails a standardisation of the 

qualifications that can be recognised by the system. This runs against the recognition of the 

individual as a distinctive person and against the increasing differentiation and individualisation of 

work and differentiation of competencies of modern labour markets.  

A central purpose of the Qualifications Frameworks is to increase mobility and competition on the 

labour market and to create an international labour market in the EU. The one-dimensional and 

instrumental categorisation of the multiple capacities of living individuals and of their interaction 
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with their environment represents a reification and commodification of the complexity of human 

capacities.  

This can be experienced as a violation by the people being assessed and evaluated in accordance 

with this framework. The reification also goes against the increasing interest by employers in the 

personal and generic skills of employees: their commitment, responsibility, creativity, etc.  

 

2. The separation of qualifications from situations. It is a paradoxical that the Qualifications 

Framework is being introduced at a time when the requirements of businesses (at least in Denmark) 

increasingly shift from certified ‘qualifications’ to situated ‘competencies’. Employers seem less 

interested in what decontextualised qualifications a person carries, than in the actual ability and 

motivation to employ these qualifications in a relevant way in distinctive situation. What is 

important is ‘not primarily to do things right, but to do the right things’. To be competent requires, 

beyond possessing certain qualifications, also the ability to make the right interpretation of the task 

and situation as a whole, and the ability to respond in an appropriate way to the requirements and 

opportunities of that situation. It means that the competences of a person can not be judged 

independently of the context where the competences are used.  

This is especially the case where the highly social nature of work processes brings out the social 

nature of qualifications. When the performativity of the individual is closely dependent on the work 

group or team, it is questionable to assess qualifications of individuals detached from their social 

environment.  

The high impact of the theory of situated learning in the last 15 years represents a strong critique of 

the idea dominant in the educational system of abstract and decontextualised qualifications. 

Consequently the conception of qualifications in the EQF implies a retreat to a scholastic 

conception now abandoned by many learning theorists, and this leads to the third point.  

 

3. The separation of qualifications from the process of becoming qualified, of learning outcomes 

from learning processes. The conception of qualifications implicit in the framework seems to 

consider it a ‘thing’ or a possession. It is a piece of knowledge or a skill that is acquired similar to 

the way one can acquire a book or a tool. According to the framework a qualification is something 

you have, not something you do, live, are or belong to as pragmatist, biographical or social theories 

of learning would see it. Qualifications that appear as similar in the framework can be results of 

quite different learning processes, e.g. either experiential or scholastic, either inductive or deductive 

processes. To learn welding can be of existential importance in a woman’s biography, but be very 
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ordinary for a man. Yet from the perspective of the Qualifications Framework the outcome is equal 

and has the same value.  

 

4. The separation of qualifications from institutional contexts. Qualifications have relevance and 

value in relation to specific institutional contexts: educational structures, social divisions of work, 

organisations on the labour market, etc. The different meanings of ‘Skills’ in England and 

‘Qualifikationen’ in Germany are embedded in different cultures, histories and social structures of 

these countries. Comparative research in educational systems, labour market regimes and work 

organisation has shown that the differences in terminology are rooted in structural and institutional 

differences. It is not likely that these differences can adequately be taken account of by a common 

European Qualifications Framework. Or at least it means that such a framework can not be 

compulsory and regulatory, but only voluntary and descriptive.  

 

5. The Qualifications Framework as a new form of governance of education. The introduction of a 

Qualifications Framework entails a shift in the balance of forces between the state, the labour 

market organisations and the market. In many countries the two first mentioned parties have had a 

dominant role in the provision and regulation of skills – even those produced in vocational training 

in private firms. The idea behind the Qualifications Framework points towards a market model of 

VET where the provision of skills is left to the market and businesses and the role of the state is to 

secure transparency and efficiency to optimise the working of the market mechanism. The key role 

of the state is shifting from having the main responsibility for the production of skills and 

qualifications, to the more limited role of the certification of qualifications produced by businesses 

and private suppliers of education and training.  

The idea of a common Qualifications Framework can be seen as an expression of a market based 

model of education, which focus on the market value of the outcomes of education, and which 

favours a functional and fragmented/modularised organisation of education. This stands against the 

more holistic model of professional, occupational/vocational (‘Berufliche’) education in Germany, 

Denmark and other countries on the Continent. In these countries the labour market organisations 

have until now had a dominant role in the regulation of VET. Depending on the actual impact of a 

Qualifications Framework this can transfer regulatory power from these organisations to the state.  

 

6. A Qualifications Framework questions vocational and professional standards. A key purpose of 

a Qualifications Framework is to increase the flexibility of the educational system and to support a 
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shift from a supply driven system to a more demand led system, which is more open to the diverse 

requirements of businesses and users.  

In line with this aim there has been an effort to introduce more choice in the education by breaking 

the educational programmes and curricula up in smaller modules that can be accessed individually 

and in arbitrary order. This paves the way for a modularisation and fragmentation of education – a 

fragmented ‘just-in-time-learning’ instead of a continuous life long learning. 

This fragmentation is a challenge for trade unions and professional organisations that have 

traditionally based their position on control over a coherent vocational or professional education, 

which gave access to the organisation. It is also a challenge for teachers who plan education as a 

connected whole with a coherent and progressive curriculum. Finally it is problematic for learners 

whose learning might also become fragmented. And they might find it harder to develop a 

professional or vocational identity in connection with education.  

It might also weaken the working of occupational labour markets based on standardised 

qualification profiles that are recognised by the labour market partners and regulated by their 

occupational autonomy. It facilitates the mobility of employees between firms, which is important 

in Denmark that has the highest mobility in Europe. It shows that strong institutional regulation of a 

profession or vocation can provide high flexibility – contrary to the assumptions of neoliberal 

agenda.  

 

Finally I suggest that a fruitful approach to the study of the new Qualifications Framework would 

be to see them as a new medium for communication (interaction) between the educational system 

and the employment system. This approach would raise the question of how this new medium 

interacts with the other current and historical media for communication (and arenas for struggles 

and negotiations) between these systems: cultural traditions (e.g. the gender value of educations and 

jobs), political power (struggles for control over educations and job demarcations) and economic 

rationality (educational planning based on skills needs assessments).  

Probably answering this question would reveal very diverse effects of introducing a Qualifications 

Framework depending on its interaction with the existing media for systems communication and the 

different institutional contexts across industries and countries. And precisely this diversity of effects 

questions the very idea of a common Qualifications Framework across industries and countries.  

 


