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4.1 Level descriptors



Key definitions

Learning Outcomes – mean statements of what a learner knows, 
understands and is able to do on completion of a learning process, 
which are defined in terms of knowledge, skills and competence.

- It’s about expected and achieved learning outcomes!

Level Descriptor – means a statement describing learning 
achievement at a particular level of the NQF that provides a broad 
indication of the types of learning outcomes and assessment 
criteria that are appropriate to a qualification at that level.
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Levels of NQF / RQF

Level descriptors
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Level descriptors

Source: ACQF Guideline 2 and ACQF Training Module 2
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NQF
• Are at the heart of development of qualifications frameworks
• Are formulated as general learning outcomes statements and signal transparency
• Are suited to a particular purpose
• Are an agreed central reference point and multi-stakeholder platform for dialogue
• Based on logic along vertical and horizontal dimensions 

Level descriptors of NQFs and RQFs:
 Similarities

RQF 
➢ Based on learning outcomes 

➢ Level descriptors are described as a hierarchy of levels of learning complexity, based on learning 
outcomes

➢ Support NQF development and promote learning outcomes based approaches in the regional block
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Level descriptors of NQFs and RQF: 
Differences

NQF level descriptors

More detailed and complex 

✓ capture the complexities of the national system 

✓ describe the complexity of learning in qualifications/ 
qualification types and are often linked to features of 
existing qualifications. 

✓ as a benchmark for levels of learning achievement 
recognised at national level they orient the allocation 
of a national qualification to an NQF level. 

✓ The positioning of two or more qualifications on the 
same NQF level indicates that the qualifications are 
broadly comparable in terms of generic complexity at 
that level of the NQF, regardless of where or how the 
qualification was obtained.

RQF level descriptors

RQF level descriptors serve purposes complementary to 

those of NQF’s:

✓ a basis for referencing levels of NQFs or systems to the 

RQF

✓ orientation for countries/ regions in developing 

qualifications frameworks or systems

✓ orientation towards common minimum benchmarks for 

outcomes of learning on the regional block

✓ level descriptors signify the levels of learning complexity 

at regional level

✓ do not capture the same complexities that are evident in 

national level descriptors 
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Levels and level descriptors
• Number of levels of learning complexity

• Influenced by the implicit levels of learning complexity of various 
qualification types

• And by international/regional trends and consideration

• Purpose of levels is to be able to locate a qualification on the 
NQF

• Needs to have a vertical and horizontal logic
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Level descriptors and domains
• Written as learning outcomes
• Need to agree on the definitions of each domain, and the principles 

for drafting
Level descriptors and domains Pros and Cons 

Separate multiple domains Provides clarity for reader and ability to compare the ‘build’ of 
each domain. Assists in horizontal and vertical logic.

Merged statement with domains embedded May be difficult to compare the different levels of complexity, and 
harder to determine the horizontal and vertical logic.
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Overview — situation in Africa
QF Number Comments

NQF of 10 levels 16 13 in SADC, 1 in Kenya, 1 in Rwanda,

1 in The Gambia,

NQF of 8 levels 6 West, East and North Africa

NQF of 7 levels 1 Tunisia

6-level sectoral NQF 1 Nigeria (NSQF — TVET)

5-level sectoral NQF 1 Senegal (TVET)
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African NQFs: LEVEL DESCRIPTORS (sample)
Country Domains of learning — level descriptors

Angola Knowledge, skills, autonomy and responsibility

Botswana Knowledge, skills and competence

Eswatini Knowledge, skills, personal attributes

Lesotho Areas of knowledge; nature of competences; Agency and context

Mauritius Demand; learning processes

Mozambique Knowledge, skills, autonomy and responsibility

South Africa “Applied competence” has 10 categories, used across all 10 levels: Scope of knowledge;
knowledge literacy; method and procedure; problem solving; ethics and professional practice;
accessing, processing and managing information; producing and communicating of information;
context and systems; management of learning; accountability. And 3 constituent elements: a)
foundational competence (intellectual / academic skills of knowledge together with analysis,
synthesis and evaluation; b) practical competence (operational context); c) reflexive
competence (learner autonomy).

Seychelles The degree of complexity of the tasks; reasoning and problem solving; knowledge; autonomy
and responsibility – changed to Knowledge – Skills – Autonomy and Responsibility

Zambia Foundational competence; practical competence; reflexive competence. CHANGED: KSC
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EQF context: 
levels

• Strong predominance of 8-level NQFs.

• Some NQFs have levels and sub-levels to 
better accommodate the qualifications of 
different national systems

NQF Level 
structure Nr of NQF

7 2

8 36

10 2

TOTAL 40
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EQF Context – level descriptors

7

18

15

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS, AUTONOMY AND RESPONSIBILITY

KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS, COMPETENCE

OTHER COMBINATIONS 

EQF Context: Domains of learning NQF
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4.2. Learning 
outcomes



4.2.1 Learning outcomes – sources and 
definitions
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The systemic view of NQF
Learning Outcomes – are everywhere
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Introduction
This presentation addresses an essential building block of qualifications 
frameworks: Learning Outcomes 

To learn more:
✓ ACQF Training Modules 1 and 2
At: https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/training-
modules/training-modules-1-to-10-english
✓ ACQF Thematic Brief 10
At: https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/thematic-
briefs/acqf-thematic-brief-10-acqf-level-descriptors-the-story-of-the-
development-journey
✓ Orientation Note on RQF
At: https://acqf.africa/resources/library/publications-from-international-
sources/etf-orientation-note-on-regional-qualifications-frameworks-2021

Cedefop
Cedefop: Handbook on Learning outcomes (second edition, 2021): 
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/4209
Cedefop: Handbook on Learning outcomes (first edition, 2017): 
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/4156
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Sources, references on NQFs
• Cedefop: Online tool on NQF in Europe: https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/nqfs-

online-tool
• Cedefop: Handbook on Learning outcomes (second edition, 2021): 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/4209
• Cedefop: Handbook on Learning outcomes (first edition, 2017): 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/4156
• EQF and Europass: https://europa.eu/europass/en/european-qualifications-framework-

eqf
• Global Inventory NQF-RQF (every 2 years) – ETF, Cedefop, Unesco
• ACQF website: library - https://acqf.africa/resources/library/publications-from-

international-sources
• ACQF Training Modules: https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/training-

modules
• ACQF Thematic briefs: https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/thematic-

briefs
• ACQF Mapping study: https://acqf.africa/resources/mapping-study
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European Handbooks on Learning outcomes 
(Cedefop)

1st edition
2nd edition
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Learning 
outcomes
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Learning outcomes: 2 definitions – common meaning

A. 

Statements of what a learner knows, 
understands and is able to do on completion 
of a learning process, which are defined in 
terms of knowledge, skills and competence. 

Set of knowledge, skills and/or competences 
an individual has acquired and/or is able to 
demonstrate after completion of a learning 
process, either formal, non-formal and 
informal.

Source: Cedefop. Terminology. 
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/4117_en.pdf

B. 

Results of what a learner knows, 
understands and is able to do upon 
completion of a learning process. 

Source: Addis Convention (UNESCO)
Revised Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Certificates, Diplomas, 
Degrees and Other Academic Qualifications on Higher Education in 
African States (Addis Convention), adopted on 12 December 2014 in 
Addis Ababa

https://en.unesco.org/news/unescos-addis-convention-
higher-education-enter-force

Completion of a “Learning 
process” – not about 

“duration of formal schooling”
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Learning outcomes encourage a more systematic approach to 
qualifications design - and comparison

✓Common language for describing and comparing qualifications and for defining level descriptors

✓Provides understanding of what will be learned and how best to achieve it. Set expectations, guide 
teaching and learning, essential for assessment.

✓Enable learner-centred approach: Enable learners to be clearer about learning expectations, 

encourage learners to take initiative and responsibility for own learning

✓Promote personal achievement, mobility and recognition. Achievement (through formal, non-formal 

and informal pathways) of assessed learning outcomes signals that an individual has achieved certain 

learning outcomes, and usually culminate in a qualification award

✓Supports credit systems to create flexible ways for individuals to gain access to qualifications

✓Essential for transparency and quality of RPL

✓Allow stakeholders to have a better understanding of what to expect from a qualification holder

✓Allow evaluation/ comparison of the qualification for work or study purposes (local and international)
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Learning outcomes – eco-system

2. Guide for coherence
• Classification of qualifications 

in the NQF/ NQS
• Learning outcomes statements
• Teaching and learning 

(curriculum, modules)
• Assessment
• Certification

1. Structure
• As building blocks of qualifications policy
• As common currency that enhances 

transparency

3. Quality assurance
• Continuous improvement
• Expected  outcome
• Achieved outcome
• Feedback loop

Learning 
outcomes: GPS 

of the 
qualifications 

system
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Relationship (loop) between expected and achieved learning outcomes
Adapted from Cedefop, 2017, p.29

Desired target

Obtained 
following learning

Relationship (loop) between expected and achieved learning outcomes

Continuous improvement
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Adapted from Cedefop, 2021, p.25Page 27



4.2.2 Applications of learning outcomes 
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National 
qualifications 
frameworks

• To make qualifications easier to understand and compare. 

• They can also encourage countries to rethink and reform 
national policy and practice on education, training and 
lifelong learning. 

National qualifications frameworks (NQFs) help

• NQFs classify qualifications by level, based on learning 
outcomes - that is, what the holder of a certificate or 
diploma is expected to know, understand, and be able to 
do.

• This classification reflects the content and profile of 
qualifications.

• The learning outcomes approach also ensures that education 
and training subsystems are open to one another. 

• Thus, it allows people to move more easily between 
education and training institutions and sectors.

• Learning outcomes-based qualifications: essential for RPL

Learning outcomes: a fundamental principle

https://youtu.be/qK15HlhDbo4
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What is a qualification?
Means a formal outcome of an assessment and validation process which is 

obtained when a competent authority determines that an individual has 

achieved learning outcomes to given standards.

Source: EQF 2017

Therefore, a qualification is a specification of learning 
outcomes that is approved by an authority (accrediting 

body) as meeting the requirements of the NQF.  

Page 30



Between the world of work and the world of 
education and training

Work

Employment

Activities

Skills development 
(education, initial 

training, LLL)

Qualifications

Information on
demand in labour
market

Develop 
Training 
Programmes

Professional 
standards

Qualifications
standards

Delivery
training

Assessment 
and 
certification

M&E -
performance

Page 31



Learning outcomes in different contexts
• As reform tool

• In the NQF /RQF level descriptors

• In the standards of qualifications

• In training standards / programmes

• In assessment criteria

• In RPL / VNFIL processes and standards

• In qualifications documents, credentials: diplomas, 
certificates, diploma supplements, micro-credentials

• In databases / registers of qualifications

In each context the 
learning outcomes 

formulations are more 
or less detailed, 

specific, 
comprehensive. 
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Education and training
o Reforms of education and training
o Level descriptors of QF
o Qualification descriptors, qualification standards
o Diplomas, certificates and related supplements
o Classification of qualifications in the NQF
o Registers, catalogues of qualifications
o Comparison of qualifications between countries 

(supporting recognition, portability, convergence)
o Quality assurance of education and training
o Coherence between curricula, modules, subjects, 

assessment, certification
o Credit accumulation and transfer (CAT) 
o Recognition of prior learning (RPL) 
o Evaluation of foreign qualifications 
o Career guidance

Work
o Skills/ competencies in occupational/ 

professional standards
o Recruitment, job vacancies 
o Matching job seekers’ CV – job vacancies
o Job descriptions
o Performance appraisals
o In classifications / taxonomies of 

occupations and skills (ISCO, ESCO, O*Net)

Personal
o Description of experience
o CVs
o RPL portfolios

Domains: Personal, work and education and training
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Learning outcomes in CBT – APC reforms 
Africa

• Competence-based training

• Approche par compétences

TVET

• Angola
• Cape Verde
• Cameroon
• Egypt
• Ethiopia
• Kenya
• Mauritius
• Morocco
• Mozambique
• Senegal
And others

Page 34



2009: Cedefop’s study 
showed an overall shift to 
learning outcomes (2009) 
across Europe; although 
with clear differences 
between countries and 
education and training 
sectors

2016: Cedefop’s study on learning 
outcomes (2016) demonstrated that 
the shift to learning outcomes is gaining 
speed and that differences between 
countries and education sectors are 
diminishing

2020: Cedefop’s study 
on the Changing role 
of vocational 
education and training 
(2020) confirms this 
tendency

Learning outcomes as a reform tool (example from Europe)

Adapted from Jens Bjornavold, ACQF peer learning webinar, 23 September 2021Page 35



Question 1

In which areas and 
contexts are Learning 
Outcomes used in 
Somalia?
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4.2.3. Some principles to writing 
learning outcomes
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Some principles for writing learning outcomes statements (1)

Learning outcomes statements are verb-driven, learner-centred actions
➢ start with an action verb, e.g. “organise”
➢ followed by the object of that verb, e.g. “administrative processes”
➢ followed by a phrase that provides the context, e.g. “for presentation to public entities”
Example: “Organise administrative processes for presentation to public entities”

Tip: Work backwards from what the learner is required to achieve
✓For every verb-driven learning outcome statement, teaching/ 
learning activities and different examples of assessments should 

flow logically from the verb of the statement 

✓Complicated, double-barrelled sentences should rather be split into more than one sentence to ensure 
clarity

✓ Learning outcomes’ descriptions must be fit for purpose / suit the context (e.g.: level descriptors, 
qualifications standards, curricula, assessment…)

✓ Learning outcomes must be achievable within the time and the resources available
Page 38



Learning outcome statements make explicit the nature 
of study and general subject-specific academic features 
and standards expected of graduates in specific subject 
areas, and what they are expected to know at the end 
of their studies. 

They are written by subject specialists and function as 
subject-specific external reference points for designing, 
delivering and reviewing academic programmes.  

They provide guidance but are not intended to 
prescribe approaches or curriculum. 

Used extensively in QAA Source: QAA

Subject benchmark statements

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/subject-benchmark-statements/subject-benchmark-statement-social-

work.pdf?%20sfvrsn=5c35c881_6#:~:text=This%20is%20the%20Subject%20Benchmark,the%20nature%20of%20the%20subject.
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Tuning and Degree profiles

The Tuning Africa project (Africa-EU, 

2016) developed Degree programme 

profiles, with identified learning 

outcomes and blocks of competences 

that need to be achieved in order to 

obtain the Degree. 

http://tuningacademy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/A-Guide-to-Formulating-
DPP_EN.pdf
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4.2.4. Short, learning outcomes-based 
descriptions of qualifications
Guidelines

Source: EQF Project
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Key words: purposes and benefits of short descriptions

Common principles

Comparability

Transparency

Minimise large 
differences in 
description of 
qualifications

Easier use in e-
registers & 

databases of 
qualifications

Improve the quality 
and reach of existing 

tools for sharing 
information

Easy to grasp 
content and level

Quality

Used for full and 
part qualifications, 
micro-credentials
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• The reader of a short description (learners, employers, teachers, parents 
etc.) should be able to grasp the content and level of learning required to 
attain the qualification, allowing them to judge its relevance for further 
learning and/or employment.   

• At national level, short descriptions can be used for information and 
communication purposes, notably supporting qualifications frameworks 
and forming part of qualifications databases and registers. 

• At European and international level, for example through Europass and 
the EQF, these short descriptions facilitate transparency and 
comparability of qualifications. 

Purpose and benefits
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Guideline: Why short descriptions of 
learning outcomes of qualifications (1)

• Transparency of qualifications is necessary to reduce barriers to mobility for 
learning and work purposes and to support lifelong learning. Qualifications 
databases/registers make qualifications transparent to a wider public. 

• Full descriptions of national qualifications are developed according to 
national criteria and priorities and may refer to numerous specific learning 
outcomes. 

• Differences in the formulation of learning outcomes, for examples in terms 
of length, format, granularity, limits comparability of qualifications reduces 
the potential of digital tools for analysing, comparing or using information 
on qualifications. 
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Guideline: Added-value of Short descriptions of 
learning outcomes of qualifications (2)

• To achieve comparability of qualifications, it is therefore key that learning outcomes of 
qualifications in national databases/registers are described in an easily understandable 
and comparable way. 

• Short and synthetic descriptions of learning outcomes of qualifications have multiple 
benefits as they can be an entry point for individual learners or employers seeking 
information on particular qualifications. They can support better understanding of the 
content and profile of a qualification, going beyond just the title and the NQF level. They 
can be translated more easily compared to long descriptions of qualifications.

• Any actor responsible for defining and describing learning outcomes of qualifications can 
benefit from these guidelines when creating short descriptions of qualifications. 
Although their main focus is on full qualifications, the guidelines are also of relevance 
for parts or units of qualifications, or micro- credentials, as well as for short descriptions 
of learning outcomes of learning programmes. 

Page 45



Sum-up: Guideline on short descriptions of 
learning outcomes

• To promote common principles and therefore a consistent structure and 
approach to develop short and synthetic descriptions of learning outcomes of 
qualifications for publication on qualifications databases and registers. 

• Facilitates transparency and comparability of qualifications from different 
sectors and countries.

• Provide an opportunity to further improve the quality and reach of existing 
tools for sharing information on qualifications. 

• Short descriptions of qualifications should allow national and international 
users and stakeholders (learners, employers, counsellors, parents, teachers, 
education and training providers, validation practitioners, etc) to quickly 
understand the content and complexity of learning.
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The Model of short 
descriptions of 
Learning Outcomes
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Building blocks of the approach
• Block A: Formal aspects

• A.1 Lenght of the description (750-1500 characters 
without space)

• A.2 Format of the description (narrative summary + 
bullet points)

• Block B: Content aspects
• B.1 Overall objectives and orientation of the 

qualification (in form of the narrative text)
• B.2 The main learning outcomes (in the form of bullet 

points) to capture orientation, content and complexity 
of the qualification developed covering the following 
aspects: 

• B.2.1 Breadth/scope of learning acquired 
• B.2.2 Depth/complexity of learning acquired 
• B.2.3 Context information 

Block A: formal aspects
A.1 Lenght
A.2 Format

Block B: content aspects
B.1 Objectives and orientation of 
qualification
B.2 Main learning outcomes
B.2.1 Breadth / scope of learning
B.2.2 Depth / complexity of 
learning
B.2.3 Context information
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Block A
Formal aspects

a) Length 
b) Format
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Length
• 750 to 1500 characters (without space). 

• This indicative length provides sufficient space for capturing the essence 
of the qualification and it allows readers to quickly grasp its essential 
features. 

• The following points can guide this process of shortening of a full 
description:

➢ Agree on what to emphasize and prioritize in the short description;

➢ Focus on the core content of the qualification; 

➢ Pay attention to overlaps and redundancies in the text of the full 
description and merge/reorganise accordingly;
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Block B.1

Block B
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Block B.2.1

Verb – object -
context

Scope of 
learning

Block B
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Block B.2.2

Verb – object –
qualifier -

context

Level of 
complexity

Block B
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Block B.2.3

Information on context 
completes the definition of 

breadth and depth of 
learning outcomes 

Block B
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Basic structure of learning outcomes statements
Subject Action verb

(and adverb if relevant)

Object of the verb

(and adjective if relevant)

Context 

(and adverb/adjective if relevant)

The learner… is expected to present in writing the results of the 

risk analysis 

allowing others to follow the process and 

replicate the results.

The learner… is expected to distinguish 

between… 

the environmental effects… of cooling gases used in refrigeration 

systems. 

The learner… is expected to coordinate  activities of the executive 

staff 

on construction sites with limited 

complexity 

The learner… is expected to conduct advanced financial 

projections 

by using business planning tools and to 

support financial and business planning 

Source: project group and Cedefop (2022). Defining, writing and applying learning outcomes: a European handbook - 

second edition. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.
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Verbs
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Verbs (cont.)
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Verbs (cont.)
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Verbs (cont.)
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Qualifiers

Page 61



Qualifiers (cont.)
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Examples
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Examples of short learning outcomes-
based descriptions of qualifications
• The following “role examples” of short description aim to provide a practical application of 

guidelines and to make it clear how the guidelines can be implemented. They are built upon 
real national descriptions developed using the guidelines within the project group's context and 
have undergone collective adjustments and revisions by members of the project group to better 
align them with the guideline recommendations. 

• It is important to acknowledge that developing the perfect description is a challenging task, as 
different countries may wish to emphasise different aspects and may need to find a balance with 
existing national criteria. Therefore, the following examples should be considered as part of an 
ongoing cooperative effort to develop and apply guidelines for learning outcomes descriptions 
aimed at improving transparency and comparability of qualifications. With experience, 
continuous collaboration and exchanges on the guideline’s application across countries and 
sectors, additional examples will be added to further inform the process. 
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EQF 7
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EQF 4
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EQF 4
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Question 

What are your views on this 
approach? What are the most 
relevant take aways for your 
work?

➢ Please write in chat box. 
Thanks
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Learning outcomes: some 
issues and solutions



Issues Ways to address them

Learning outcomes, written as threshold statements, do not 
prevent learners to go beyond these thresholds/ minimum 
expectations

Learning outcomes need to defined and written in a way 
which allows for local adaptation and interpretation by 
teachers and learners

Learning outcomes should assist teachers in identifying and 
combining teaching methods. Learning outcomes orient a 
learning process, they should not restrict it

Finding the balance between prescriptive and descriptive 
learning outcomes is essential

Ensure learning outcomes are fit for purpose

“Avoid dumbing down”: Too detailed and prescriptive 
statements can undermine and lead to a ‘dumbing down’ 
of the learning and assessment process 

Be aware of contradictions and tension especially 
between schools of thought:

Behaviouristic tradition: 
• Emphasise learning outcomes as measurable, result 

oriented, full-ended to prescribe and control learning
• Clearly observable and measurable

Constructivist approach 
• emphasise learning outcomes to be process-oriented, 

open-ended to enable learning
• Limited measurability

Adapted from Jens Bjornavold, ACQF peer learning webinar, 23 September 2021Page 70



Easing the application of level descriptors
Application of learning outcomes-based level descriptors can be challenging. 

Understanding the role, concepts, vertical and horizontal logic of NQF level descriptors is fundamental, and should 

be a theme in every teacher training programme, in the curricula of pedagogical institutes and in relevant capacity 

development programmes promoted by ministries, NQF institutions, and curriculum development projects. Level 

descriptors are a fundamental link between the NQF and the eco-system of learning, teaching, and certification. 

 To ease use and application, level descriptors should:

o Be detailed enough to capture the complexities of an NQF/ RQF 

o Be general enough to accommodate different parts of the qualifications systems

o Be suitable for all contexts (not too academic, theoretical, and wordy)

o Explain the logic of the domains, sub-domains, and levels preferably with an accompanying glossary

o Be consistently applied in countries 

o Be made visible and accessible to users through training, capacity building, workshops, and information 

sessions

o Capture the balance between being prescriptive and being descriptive 
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Learning outcones: Examples 
from real /  existing 
qualifications



Qualifications from official online registers of 
qualifications

Countries: Botswana, Cape Verde, 
Mozambique, South Africa
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In qualifications and in qualifications 
databases / registers

Examples:
• Botswana
• Cape Verde
• Mozambique
• South Africa

Online Registers of National Qualifications

• Botswana: BQA: Register of registered qualifications
• Cape Verde: UC-SNQ National Catalogue of 

Qualifications
• Mozambique: ANEP – National Catalogue of 

Professional Qualifications
• South Africa: SAQA: Registration of Qualifications 

and Part-Qualifications (4 searchable databases)

Source: Eduarda Castel-Branco, ESCO project – Linking LO of qualifications to ESCO Skills
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Example: Cape Verde NQF, level 5

Domain: Responsibility and autonomy

• Manage and supervise in contexts of study and work 

susceptible to unpredictable change 

• Revise and develop performance of self and others, both in 

quantitative and qualitative terms

• Work independently when decisions or initiatives at 

intermediate level are required

• Be able to organise the work for self and the team, according to 

the objectives and goals of the organisation and support others 

to effectively manage time

Level descriptors: example

• Linked to an NQF level

• What is expected of 
graduates / holders of a 
qualification at that level
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Level descriptors in Cape Verde NQF, level 5.  

ACQF Inventory

Qualification level 5: AGE001_5: Accounting management. 

Qualification registered in the National Qualifications Catalogue: 

Cape Verde, NQF Level 5 AGE001_5

Knowledge: Comprehensive, specialised, factual 

and theoretical knowledge within a field of study or 

work and an awareness of the boundaries of that 

knowledge, which includes abstract technical 

understanding and capacity to search additional 

information and knowledge to improve the 

execution of functions.

Skills: A comprehensive range of cognitive and 

practical skills required to develop creative 

solutions to abstract problems in routine situations 

and new contexts and activities. Capacity to select 

and apply equipment and methods, explain the 

alternatives, and ensure the technical support to 

solve more specific problems in known routines.

Responsibility and autonomy: Manage and 

supervise in contexts of study and work susceptible 

to unpredictable change. Revise and develop 

performance of self and others, both in 

quantitative and qualitative terms. Work 

independently when decisions or initiatives at 

intermediate level are required. Be able to organise 

the work for self and the team, according to the 

objectives and goals of the organisation and 

support others to effectively manage time.

Broad short definition of the qualification: Carry out accounting, 

tax, financial and treasury control management in organisations 

and prepare administrative processes for presentation to public 

institutions, handling specific information and information 

management applications. 

Units of competency:

• Carry out accounting and tax management
• Carry out financial management
• Carry out treasury management and control
• Organise administrative processes for presentation to 

public entities
• Handle office computer applications.

Each “Unit of competency” is defined through a range of four to 

seven more granular “Elements of competency”, which in turn are 

specified in greater detail by “Assessment criteria”. This approach 

to describing the learning outcomes of the qualification cascades 

from the broad definition of the qualification to the granular 

outcomes applied as criteria in the context of assessment.

A similar approach is applied in the context of the Competency-

Based Approach (Approche par Competences) implemented with 

some variation in TVET systems of several countries in Africa, e.g.: 

Cape Verde, Cameroon, Kenya, Morocco, and Mozambique.

In practice: defining and writing learning outcomes – case: Cape Verde NQF (Accounting management, L5) 

Source: Cedefop, 2017, p64

Source: Cape Verde level descriptors and National Qualifications Catalogue
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Ex.: Cape Verde, Accounting Management, L5
http://snq.cv/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AGE001_5-
Gestão-Contabil%C3%ADstica.pdf
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Ex.: Mozambique, Accounting, L5 
http://www.anep.gov.mz/Portals/0
/29-CV5%20Contabilidade.pdf
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Example: Botswana, Diploma in Tourism Management, L6 

https://online.bqa.org.bw/~gG6Ug BQA, Register of Qualifications
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Ex.: South Africa, Advanced diploma logistics, L7

1. Plan and coordinate logistics processes and practices so that 
operational and strategic targets are met.

2. Optimise supply chain processes through selecting and/or 
combining the best methods and practices in a globalised supply 
chain environment.

3. Identify and apply appropriate and applicable logistics-related 
quantitative techniques and methods relevant to specific 
logistics situation.

4. Identify and explain the key logistics related problems and 
solutions from a simulation model.

5. Execute logistics and distribution decisions within a supply 
chain.

6. Complete a research project related to logistics management.

https://regqs.saqa.org.za/view
Qualification.php?id=101960

Exit level outcomes

Page 80

https://regqs.saqa.org.za/viewQualification.php?id=101960
https://regqs.saqa.org.za/viewQualification.php?id=101960


ACQF handbooks, modules on learning outcomes and CBT

https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/training-
modules/handbook-on-competence-based-training-cbt/implementing-
competence-based-training-and-education-cbt-a-practical-handbook-for-
educational-professionals-and-policy-makers/@@display-
file/file/ACQF%20Handbook%20for%20policy%20makers-Print.pdf

https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/training-
modules/training-modules-1-to-10-english/training-module-1-learning-
outcomes/@@display-
file/file/ACQF%20Training%20Module%201_final_EN_WEB.pdfPage 81
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https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/training-modules/training-modules-1-to-10-english/training-module-1-learning-outcomes/@@display-file/file/ACQF%20Training%20Module%201_final_EN_WEB.pdf


European Handbooks on Learning outcomes 
(Cedefop)

1st edition

2nd edition
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Learning outcomes: Examples 
for practical exercices



Qualification level 5 
NQF Mozambique

Auto-mechanics
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BQA 
qualification

NCQF level 7
Bachelor 
degree
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BQA 
qualification

NCQF level 7
Bachelor 
degree (2)
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BQA 
qualification

NCQF level 7
Bachelor 
degree (3)
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BQA 
qualification

NCQF level 7
Bachelor 
degree (4)
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BQA 
qualification

NCQF level 7
Bachelor 
degree (5)

Page 89



BQA 
qualification

NCQF level 7
Bachelor 
degree (6)
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Practical exercices, 
debates



Questions on the examples from African countries

1. What do you consider the main strengths of the provided examples? 
• Please list 5-6 points considering criteria: clarity, coherence; applicability (realistic); 

relevance for end users such as learners, employers, providers; linkages to NQF.

2. What concretely from these examples can you apply or contextualise for 
the Somalia NQF, for your institution, for the sub-system - if adequate and 
relevant?
• Please indicate concrete aspects and elements, and also general considerations.

3. How can the Somalia NQF support improvements / reinforcement and 
generalisation of the learning outcomes approach in Somalia?
• Please indicate general proposals and a few specific relevant action points.
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Questions on Learning outcomes approach in Somalia
1. “Learning outcomes”: what term(s) are used in Somalia? 

2. In which areas and contexts are Learning Outcomes used in Somalia?

3. Is the use of learning outcomes recommended or mandatory in development 
of new qualifications (TVET, HE, General education, adult literacy, others)?

4. What are the main policies / legal acts / regulatory documents that 
recommend / require / regulate learning outcomes approach in different sub-
systems (TVET, HE, General education, adult literacy, others)?

5. Is the use of learning outcomes in the description of qualifications / standards 
and in curricula and assessment tools – a part of quality assurance / 
accreditation, and registration of programmes and qualifications? Can you 
explain?

6. What are the technical and methodological supports for information, 
dissemination, application of learning outcomes approach in development of 
qualifications (all sub-systems)? Ex.: methodology packages, training for 
developers in working groups, subject benchmarks, glossaries verbs and 
qualifiers, dedicated website, good practices, etc. At national & institutional 
levels.

7. Approx.: how many programmes and qualifications have been designed using 
learning outcomes / and how many are planned? If the number is not defined, 
please share some proxy information.

8. How are social partners (employers, trade unions), professional associations, 
sector councils involved in the process (value chain) of learning outcomes – 
from upstream to downstream steps.
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Your views…

“Learning outcomes are the GPS in the 
eco-system of qualifications”: 

• Do you agree? 
• Why?
• Comments?
• What is the main benefit of this understanding of 

learning outcomes?
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Quality Assurance



Definitions and concepts
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Transparency and trust in qualifications
Quality assurance – as part of a range of 
measures by governments and institutions – 
increases transparency and should underpin 
trust in the relevance and quality of learning 
outcomes (that is, learners’ knowledge, skills, 
autonomy, and responsibility, as certified by 
qualifications). 

Transparency and trust in qualifications is 
key in a context of widespread international 
learner and labour mobility, and rapid 
transformation of types of qualifications and 
credentials for different needs and contexts 
of lifelong learning.

Such trust in learning outcomes is, in turn, 
based on trust in the quality of the 
institutions and providers of education and 
training at all levels and in all subsectors.

The system level

The provider level



Quality assurance: Definitions
• The term ‘quality assurance’ is relatively new in education 

and training, even though quality assurance concepts and 
measures have been intrinsic to the sector for a long time. 

• Definitions of quality assurance emphasise different 
dimensions of the concept. 
➢Some definitions highlight the complementarity between quality 

assurance at system level (wider scope) and at education 
providers’ level. 

➢Other definitions focus specifically on procedures for internal 
and external quality assurance at providers’ level and at the 
level of quality assurance agencies.



Definitions
• The African Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance (ASG-

QA) define quality assurance as a ‘general term for procedures in 
internal or external quality assurance procedures including 
accreditation, evaluation, audit both on programme and institutional 
levels and also concerning quality assurance agencies’. 

UNESCO Global Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher 
Education takes into account three levels of quality assurance: systemic, providers and 
programmes.

➢Quality assurance is ‘an ongoing process by which the quality of a higher-education 
system, institution, or programme is assessed by the competent authority/authorities 
to assure stakeholders that acceptable educational standards are continuously being 
maintained and enhanced’ (UNESCO 2019).

file:///Users/Eduardacastel-branco/Desktop/Eduarda_PPTs_ACQF%20training/African%20Standards%20and%20Guidelines%20for%20Quality%20Assurance
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=49557&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=49557&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html


Asia-Pacific, UNESCO: Guideline for the quality assurance 
of technical vocational education and training 

• Quality assurance is defined as 
➢‘planned and systematic processes that provide confidence in 

services provided by TVET institutions under the remit of 
responsible bodies. Quality assurance of the assessment and 
qualification processes allows stakeholders in TVET qualifications 
(e.g., graduates and employers) to have confidence and trust in 
those qualifications’.

EDIT FOOTER TO APPLY TITLE TO ALL PAGES

https://bangkok.unesco.org/content/guidelines-quality-assurance-tvet-qualifications-asia-pacific-region
https://bangkok.unesco.org/content/guidelines-quality-assurance-tvet-qualifications-asia-pacific-region


Quality assurance in TVET: wider definition - 
as a multi-dimensional perspective

• are fit for purpose and context with emphasis on 
relevance and cost-effectiveness

• acknowledge that quality assurance is a 
dependent variable (on context and other policy 
themes) 

• address education and training inputs, 
processes, outputs, and outcomes

• apply the quality cycle: plan, implement, 
monitor, and evaluate, review and renew

• make visible strengths, weaknesses, and 
improvement successes

• promote quality improvement through a pervasive 
quality culture

• take into account internationally accepted quality 
assurance concepts and models’ (ETF, 2015).

Quality assurance can be viewed as 
the ‘composite measures 
established to verify that processes 
and procedures are in place, which, 
when effective, ensure the quality 
and quality improvement of 
education and training [… and] 
guide quality assurance in VET 
policies and approaches so that 
they:



Question: chat box

1. Quality assurance (QA) in the 
context of NQF / NQS in your country:
• Quite similar or quite different from 

the above definitions?

2. Where is the emphasis of QA 
measures and processes in your 
national systems (education and 
training, NQF / NQS)?
• At system level?
• At providers level?
• All levels?



Definitions and concepts
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Quality Assurance – place in ACQF 
referencing process
• Referencing of NQFs / NQS to the ACQF is a process of 

transparency, self-assessment and continuous improvement. 
• The referencing criteria provide the framework for comparability 

between countries, of the analytical process and results, and the 
robustness of the final report. 

Read more :
• Training Module 5: on quality assurance
• Training Module 3: on referencing to ACQF

Join sessions 20-22 on 22/04/2022: full presentation 
on referencing



4 main ACQF Referencing criteria 
The main ACQF referencing criteria

1 There is a clear and demonstrable link between the qualifications levels in the national 

qualifications framework or system and the level descriptors of the ACQF.

2 The national qualifications frameworks or systems are based on learning outcomes 

principles and related to arrangements for recognition of prior learning (including non-

formal and informal) and, where appropriate, to credit systems.

3 There are transparent processes and procedures for including qualifications in the national 

qualifications framework or system or for describing the place of qualifications and 

information on qualifications is accessible, trustworthy and verifiable in a national 

register(s) of qualifications.
4 The national quality assurance system for education and training refers to the national 

qualifications framework or system and is consistent with the principles of quality 

assurance of the African Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF).

At heart 
of 

Criterion 
4



Criterion 4 of referencing – application principles
• The referencing to the ACQF of national qualifications frameworks 

or systems demonstrates the degree to which quality assurance of 
national qualifications:

• addresses the qualifications quality chain, from design of standards 
underpinning qualifications to learning, assessment, and certification;

• addresses the application of the learning outcomes approach;
• includes feedback instruments and processes supporting continuous 

quality improvement;
• addresses internal and external quality assurance, and the regular review 

of quality assurance agencies;
• is based on measurable objectives, standards, and guidelines for quality 

assurance;
• is supported by resources; and
• provides transparent information-sharing on results of evaluation.



Translating into a simple 
question

Can existing quality assurance arrangements support:
➢ the shift to learning outcomes and also 

➢ the transparent classification and registration of 
qualifications in NQF?



Quality assurance in the context of regional 
qualifications frameworks and regional blocks
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ASG-QA



Snapshot: Quality assurance frameworks in other 
regional blocks

• Focus: outcomes and qualifications 
acquisition process

• 13 principles – each 
complemented by qualitative and 
quantitative indicators

• Types of governance arrangements
• Stages of implementation of QA

• Addresses 2 levels: system level and 
providers level

• Indicative indicators:
• Structured by phases of quality cycle: 

Planning-implementation-evaluation-
review

• 10 reference indicators – 3 categories 
• Overarching indicators for QA
• Indicators supporting quality objectives 

for VET policies
• Indicators of context information

• EQAVET is a community of practice, 
peer review, network meetings

Asia-Pacific: Guidelines for QA TVET 
qualifications

EU: EQAVET (QA TVET)

TM 5



European Framework for Quality and 
Effective Apprenticeships (EFQEA)

• Quality apprenticeships can 
make a difference in helping 
people get into the labour 
market. 

• They provide people with real 
work experience and skills, 
becoming a fast track to 
employment. They are a 
bridge to jobs. 

EFQEA: criteria and actions contributing to 
effective apprenticeships

14 quality criteria in 2 blocks
1. Criteria for learning and working 

conditions 
• Such as: pedagogical support, 

workplace component, social 
protection

2. Criteria for framework conditions
• Such as: regulatory framework, 

support to companies, flexible 
pathways and mobility, QA based 
on EQAVET

Council Recommendation on a European Framework 
for Quality and Effective Apprenticeships (2018)

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018H0502%2801%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018H0502%2801%29


Quality assurance of qualifications
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Quality assurance of qualifications is 
concerned with four dimensions

A. Quality qualifications: concepts and characteristics, quality cycle;
B. Minimum criteria for the quality of qualifications;
C. Quality assurance elements from a qualification system 

perspective: qualification standards, assessment and certification; 
and 

D. Qualifications quality chain: from standards to awards.



Minimum criteria for quality of qualifications
1. Relevance 

labour market, 
society

2. Standards 
behind a 

qualification

3. Learning 
process

4. Assessment for 
certification

5. Certification



Qualifications quality chain
• Quality assurance for quality qualifications consists of two broad 

processes: 
➢ Ensuring that qualifications are relevant and have value; and
➢ Ensuring that the people who are certificated meet the conditions of the 

qualification. 

Back-chaining from the final outcome to the start of the process



Quality Assurance in TVET and qualifications systems should address 
several levels

The system level: 
Underpinning the TVET policy cycle, 
supporting the culture of continuous 
improvement, contributing to policy 
monitoring and review, and engaging the 
stakeholders.

The providers’ level:

Internal quality assurance

External quality assurance



Quality assurance of RPL

Page 117



Guiding principles of QA of RPL

Accessible Consistent Fair 

Valid Rigorous 



Guiding principles QA of RPL

Accessible 

• Processes provide information, advice and access 
by being responsive to applicant questions 

• Cost-efficient for both applicant and organisation 

• Timely in both frequency of assessment and gap-
filling options 

• Adult learner-centred, voluntary, available, and 
inclusive of all abilities and differences

Consistent 

• Decision-makers (advisor, assessor, 
administrator) work together to be consistent 
with criteria, training, tools, procedures, and 
outcomes 

• Definitions must be agreed across sectors to 
allow for transferability

Fair 

• Processes are unbiased and recognise a wide 
range of ways people learn. Therefore, 
applicants are allowed optional ways to prove 
learning 

• An appeal mechanism is provided
• Policies and procedures of the organisation 

align with RPL principles

Valid 

•Assessment methods align with the 
expected measures of achievement 
(competencies, occupational standards, 
goals, or outcomes)

Rigorous 

• RPL assessment methods:

• reflect the purpose for the required learning 
have equivalent expectations to traditional 
assessment methods; 

• are conducted by subject matter experts; 
and 

• meet requirements of work or performance 
criteria (CAPLA 2015)



QA at all RPL phases
Identification

• Awareness, 
information and 
guidance: clarity, 
equity, access. 

• QA - enables 
proper circulation 
of information 
throughout all 
modalities.

Documentation

• Support, tools

• Individualised 

Assessment

• QA - assessment 
is fair and reliable 
for all RPL 
candidates.

• Based on learning 
outcomes

• QA - during all 
assessment, 
whatever form it 
takes, assessors 
moderators 
properly fulfil 
their role

Certification

• QA – equitable, 
no discrepancy or 
delay in the 
issuing of 
certificates to RPL 
learners.



Micro-credentials



NQF-RPL-CATS-Microcredentials

NQF

CATSRPL

Micro-
credentials
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Micro-credentials…Quick overview
• National governments, and regional and international organisations have intensified 

debate and research with the aim to define the role and place of Micro-credentials in 
national education systems and qualifications frameworks, enhancing their benefits 
for lifelong learning and employability. 

• In 2022 UNESCO proposed a common definition of micro-credentials, based on a 
process of experts’ consultation of global scope. 
• UNESCO (2022). Towards a common definition of micro-credentials. 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381668

• In June 2022 the European Union approved the Council Recommendation on a 
European Approach to Micro-credentials for lifelong learning and employability. All 
definitions emphasise: assessment, quality assurance and focused learning 
achievement. 
• Council Recommendation of 16 June 2022 on a European approach to micro-credentials for lifelong learning and 

employability 2022/C 243/02 ST/9790/2022/INIT https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/DE/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2022.243.01.0010.01.ENG
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Context of development of micro-credentials

The number and diversity of micro-credential offerings has expanded 
substantially in recent years, accelerated by the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

A large part of all employees will need reskilling and the urgency of getting 
people back to work gives new momentum to “micro-credentials”, which hold 
promises and challenges. 

The common understanding on the role and potentialities of micro-credentials in the era 
of digital learning and economy is central to the debate. Countries, regional communities 
and international organisations globally are deploying initiatives to clarify the state-of-play 
and develop policies and measures to better contextualise micro-credentials. Ex.: UNESCO, 
EU, Australia, African countries (Erasmus+ project, ACQF)
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Micro-credentials: elements of a definition

• Existing definitions (from OECD, European 
Commission, UNESCO, Australian Government) 
point to key characteristics of micro-credentials:

✓ Referring to learning over a limited time 
and/or in a specific area

✓May form part of or add to formal 
qualifications

✓ Potentially ‘stackable’ over time, adding to 
individual learning careers

✓Given their limited size and focus, more 
flexible than traditional qualifications

✓ Based on assessed learning
✓ Frequently delivered in a digital form.
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Micro-credentials: UNESCO proposed definition
A large subset of credentials can be referred to as micro-credentials: focused on a specific set of 
learning outcomes in a narrow field of learning and achieved over a shorter period of time. 

Micro-credentials are offered by commercial entities, private providers and professional bodies, 
traditional education and training providers, community organisations and other organisations. 

While many micro-credentials represent the outcomes of more traditional learning experiences, 
others verify demonstration of achievements acquired elsewhere, such as in the workplace, 
through volunteering, or through personal interest learning. Micro-credentials are often promoted 
as an efficient way to upskill workers across the lifespan.

The proposed definition (Oliver, 2021) states that a micro-credential:
1. Is a record of focused learning achievement verifying what the learner knows, 

understands or can do;
2. Includes assessment based on clearly defined standards and is awarded by a 

trusted provider;
3. Has stand-alone value and may also contribute to or complement other micro-

credentials or macro-credentials, including through recognition of prior 
learning; and

4. Meets the standards required by relevant quality assurance.
Page 126



EU: Recommendation on European approach to micro-credentials for LLL 
and employability: definition

Adopted 16/06/2022: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32022H0627%2802%29

• ”Micro-credential’ means the record of the learning outcomes that a learner 
has acquired following a small volume of learning. These learning outcomes 
will have been assessed against transparent and clearly defined criteria. 
Learning experiences leading to micro-credentials are designed to provide 
the learner with specific knowledge, skills and competences that respond to 
societal, personal, cultural or labour market needs. Micro-credentials are 
owned by the learner, can be shared and are portable. They may be stand-
alone or combined into larger credentials. They are underpinned by quality 
assurance following agreed standards in the relevant sector or area of 
activity.” 
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Potentialities of micro-credentials
Micro-credentials are one of the big movements in education 
and training.

The should be at service of Big Ideas, rather than being 
considered the Big Idea...

Micro-credentials can help certify the outcomes of small, tailored 
learning experiences. 

They make possible the targeted, flexible acquisition of knowledge, 
skills and competences to meet new and emerging needs in society 
and the labour market and make it possible for individuals to fill the 
skill gaps they need to succeed in a fast-changing environment, while 
not replacing traditional qualifications. 

They can, where appropriate, complement existing qualifications, 
providing added value while not undermining the core principle of 
full degree programmes in initial education and training. 

Micro-credentials could be designed and issued by a variety of 
providers in different learning settings (formal, non-formal and 
informal learning settings)

Access the video
Mike Brown, MC Observatory

Credential ecology: quadrants
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Micro-credentials

Approaches to Stackability of Micro-

credentials Options for Ontario, Prepared for 

Ontario Council on Articulation and Transfer, 
March 2023

https://www.oncat.ca/sites/default/files/media-
files/r2246_micro-credentials_final_report_21-3-
23.pdf

Stylized version: how different micro-

credential regimes aim to incorporate 
varying sub-sets of the seven

qualities. 

• Note: Stackability is a common 
feature for US, NZ, A, EU, IBM
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OECD: Contexts in which Micro-credentials are expected to play a role

OECD, 2023. Micro-credentials for Lifelong 

Learning and Employability: Uses and 
Possibilities: https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/9c4b7b68-

en.pdf?expires=1683402111&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=EC532C674B9D2AB9
D69D7DB18202E488
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Way forward for governments

• Micro-credentials do not deliver 
on their potential automatically.

• For micro-credentials to play a 
role in enhancing learners’ 
employability, facilitating access 
to higher education, improving 
degree completion, and 
promoting social inclusion, 
policymakers need to make
interventions to steer and 
support learners and 
providers.

OECD, 2023. Micro-credentials for Lifelong Learning and Employability: Uses and Possibilities: https://www.oecd-

ilibrary.org/docserver/9c4b7b68-en.pdf?expires=1683402111&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=EC532C674B9D2AB9D69D7DB18202E488
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3 clusters of micro-credentials

ETF: Guideline to design, issue and recognise Micro-Credentials. https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2023-05/Micro-

Credential%20Guidelines%20Final%20Delivery.pdfPage 132
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Integrate micro-credentials into national and 
regional qualifications frameworks.

Two approaches for mapping micro-credentials to existing NQFs:

▪ A new micro-credential qualification type may be established 

under the NQF.

▪ A micro-credential may be outlined as a subunit of an existing 

qualification on the NQF.
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Quality Assurance 

✓Incorporate micro-credentials into your institutional quality 
assurance system.

❑Delivery of courses, assessment and certification. 
❑Feedback from learners and external stakeholders (such as 

employers and professional bodies) 

✓Externally review the quality of your institution.

✓Publish methods and results of internal and external quality 
assurance.
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Transparency
✓Publish the learning outcomes, notional workload and credit 

points of micro-credentials.
❑Document link with teaching, learning and assessment criteria 

and methods. 
❑Document link with formal taxonomies such as skill or 

competence frameworks (e.g. ESCO).
❑Publish information on micro-credentials using the standard 

model. 

✓Integrate micro-credentials into national and regional 
qualifications frameworks.
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For education or training purposes: 

✓Enable multiple, feasible routes for micro-
credential recognition

✓Seek collaboration with private or public 
sector entities (which may include 
professional bodies, companies and other 
enterprises) to co-design and offer micro-
credentials which may be automatically 
recognised for employment and education 
purposes. 

For employment purposes: 

✓Non-formal or informal learning providers 
should tailor recommendations in the  Micro-
Credentials Guide to design and offer fit for 
purpose interoperable micro-credentials (e.g. 
as part of Continuous Professional 
Development schemes).

Recognition of micro-credentials
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In the context of European Qualifications 
Framework (EQF)
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EU: Recommendation on European approach to micro-credentials for LLL 
and employability: 10 principles

1. Quality
2. Transparency
3. Relevance
4. Valid assessment
5. Learning pathways

6. Recognition
7. Portability
8. Learner-centred
9. Authentic
10. Information and guidance

“Use micro-credentials, where appropriate, as a tool to strengthen and complement 
existing learning opportunities, increase participation in lifelong learning” 

Adopted 16/06/2022: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32022H0627%2802%29
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Elements to structure and 
design a Micro-credential (EU 
Recommendation on a commin 
approach to micro-credentials)
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In the NFQ of Ireland
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Ireland: NFQ
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Ireland: micro-credentials in the NFQ
Micro-credentials are 

incorporated at every level of 
the Irish National Framework 

of Qualifications

They are represented in 
three different forms:

“Minor Awards” (at any 
level, outcomes of partially 
completed “Major Awards” 

can be awarded).

“Supplemental Awards” 
(from Level 4 onwards, 
learning in addition to 
“Major Awards” can be 

awarded).

“Special Purpose Awards” 
(specific achievements can 

be awarded at any level)
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In the National Qualifications Catalogue 
(register) - Portugal
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Portugal: National Catalogue Qualifications - 
ANQEP (UFCD)

• UFCD: proxy of micro-credentials

• Access: National Catalogue of 
Qualifications – ANQEP. 

• Can be combined into a full 
qualification. 

• UFCD: Volume of learning: 2.25 – 
4.5 credit points

• Separate UFCD: does not give a 
level of qualification.

https://catalogo.anqep.gov.pt/

UFCD: Unidade de Formação de Curta Duração; Unit 
of Training of Short DurationPage 144
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In the National Micro-credentials 
Framework Australia
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Australia National Micro-Credential framework

The Australian Government (2021) adopted the National 
Micro-Credentials Framework, which uses the following 
definition:
• A micro-credential is a certification of assessed learning 

or competency, with a minimum volume of learning of 
one hour and less than an Australian Qualifications 
Framework (AQF) award qualification, that is additional, 
alternate, complementary to or a component part of an 
AQF award qualification. 

What can constitute a micro-credential? 
• TVET skill sets or units of competency.
• Modularised, assessed components of existing higher 

education curriculum or subjects. 
• Industry learning that is assessed (such as vendor 

certifications, professional learning). 
• Other forms of assessed learning or competencies (e.g. 

Vocational Education/Higher Education /Industry courses 
not currently accredited by a regulatory authority, and 
those by other providers). 

What does not constitute a 
micro-credential? 
• Unassessed learning or 

courses, including work-
integrated learning without 
an assessment. 

• Badges which are obtained 
through participation only (i.e. 
without an assessment). 

• Formal qualifications within 
the AQF and macro-
credentials, including 
diplomas, certificates and 
master’s degrees. 
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Australia: National Micro-credentials Marketplace

• https://www.microcredseeker.edu.au/
• Microcred Seeker: “The new way to get ahead”
• Goal: Seek, explore and compare courses (tertiary education and training 

providers)
• Course levels – according to Dreyfus model:

✓Novice
✓Advanced beginner
✓Competent
✓Proficient
✓Expert
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In the NQF of New Zealand
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New Zealand Qualifications Framework
Micro-credentials can be listed at 
any level (from 1 to 10) of the 
New Zealand Qualifications and 
Credentials Framework 
(NZQCF). 

They must:

• Have at least one credit (10 
learning hours) and are 
typically more than 5 credits 
and less than 40 credits.

• State the learning outcomes, 
demonstrate that they meet an 
industry or community need 
and include an assessment 
component. 

• Vocational micro-credentials 
must include any relevant skills 
standards 
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New Zealand Qualifications Authority

421 micro-credentials in online register. With NQF 
level (3 to 8). Credits: 5-40...

https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/nzqf/search/microcredentials.do

Page 150



Example 1: "Excavator Operator" micro-
credential – NZQA register
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Example 2: Cybersecurity for risk and 
security management
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NZQF: Stacking of micro-credentials (1)

https://www2.nzqa.govt.nz/assets/Tertiary/Resources-for-tertiary-
providers/Stacking-micro-credentials.pdfPage 153
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NZQF: Stacking of micro-credentials (2)

Page 154



NZQF: Stacking of micro-credentials (3)
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NZQF: Stacking of micro-credentials (4)
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Microcredencial Observatory

Page 157



Micro-credential Observatory: a great source 

The Research Observatory on Micro-credentials (ROM) is 
a NIDL initiative in partnership with the ECIU University. 
The aim is to provide a curated and regularly 
updated collection of major reports, policy initiatives and 
research-related publications on the growth of micro-
credentials in higher education and lifelong learning more 
generally.
• NIDL Activities
• NIDL Research
• Major Policy Initiatives
• National & International Reports
• Useful Reading: Articles, Books & Papers
• Events, Conferences and Webinars
• Microcredentials Sans Frontières Network

• Large number of articles 
published in 2022-2023: 
https://www.dcu.ie/nidl/
micro-credential-
observatory
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Websites, resources on micro-credentials: open 
information

• In NQF registers: 
• New Zealand (NZQA): https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/providers-

partners/approval-accreditation-and-registration/micro-credentials/
• Register of micro-credentials NZQA: 

https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/nzqf/search/microcredentials.do
• Up to 40 credits – levels 3 to 8 of NQF

• Portugal: National Qualifications Catalogue: https://catalogo.anqep.gov.pt/
• 8663 courses of short duration (75-350 hours of learning)

• Toolkits: Ontario Micro-credentials Toolkit: 
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/microcredentialtoolkit/
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Websites, resources on micro-credentials: open 
information (2)

• ACQF website: https://acqf.africa/resources/micro-credentials

• Cedefop: https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/microcredentials-labour-market-education-
and-training

• ETF: Guideline to design, issue and recognise Micro-Credentials. 
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2023-05/Micro-
Credential%20Guidelines%20Final%20Delivery.pdf

• EU Recommendation 2022: A European Approach to Micro-Credentials: https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2022.243.01.0010.01.ENG

• New survey: https://www.holoniq.com/notes/micro-credentials-survey-2023-
insights?utm_campaign=Weekly%20Education%20Marketing%20Newsletter&utm_medium=email&_
hsmi=257668719&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-
9AW9h3XTlKkCALx1MFTX6515BlTWs4V5GeO7EdAbCUYOBGELgA3TN43nQjKY7B30_AxaBgAGsBVj7OK
aftMoJ4yi8Dvw&utm_content=257668719&utm_source=hs_email
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For your further reading: 
ACQF level descriptors



transparency

learning outcomes orientation

Underpinning principles of ACQF LDs

Developmental and cumulative

Conceptual and technical clarity

Overall design: ACQF level descriptors 

10 
levels

3 domains

1. 
“Knowledge” includes various kinds of knowledge such as facts, 

principles and  theories in various areas

2. 
“Skills” refer to the ability to use knowledge to respond to 
information and address problems. Skills include cognitive,  

communication, digital, green, innovation, practical and social skills.

3. 
“Autonomy and responsibility” refers to the context and extent of the 

application of autonomy and responsibility

Detailed glossary explaining 
terms in the ACQF descriptors

Generic in scope

Future orientation

The ACQF descriptors:
• are regional, generic, broad statements 

of learning outcomes complexity that can 
accommodate and value all forms of 
learning (formal, non-formal and 
informal) 

• can be applied across all African Union 
countries and all education and training 
sectors
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ACQF level descriptors: domains of 
learning - definition

Domains of learning

Level
Knowledge Skills

Autonomy and 
responsibility

Definition of the 
domains of 
learning

In the context of ACQF 
“Knowledge” includes 
various kinds of 
knowledge such as 
facts, principles, and 
theories in various areas

In the context of ACQF “Skills” 
refer to the ability to use 
knowledge to respond to 
information and address 
problems. Skills include 
cognitive, communication, 
digital, green, innovation, 
practical and social skills.

In the context of ACQF 
“Autonomy and 
responsibility” refers to 
the context and extent of 
the application of 
autonomy and 
responsibility
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Level Knowledge Skills Autonomy and Responsibility

Level 1: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal, 

and informal learning at this 

level include:

Simple knowledge, 

literacy, and numeracy 

Simple communication, cognitive and 

practical skills required to follow simple 

instructions, and use simple, repetitive 

solutions to address simple problems

Highly structured, repetitive contexts 

under close supervision and guidance 

taking minimal responsibility for self 

Level 2: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal 

and informal learning at this 

level include:

Basic knowledge 

incorporating 

comprehension and recall 

of factual and operational 

knowledge in some areas

Basic communication, cognitive and practical 

skills required to use concrete information, 

ideas and known solutions to address 

straight-forward problems 

Structured contexts under limited 

supervision and guidance taking 

limited responsibility for self and 

group outcomes

ACQF descriptors (horizontal logic and glossary)
Example (simple, L1)

Meta-descriptor glossary 

Term In the ACQF level descriptors the term: Progression in 

complexity

Levels

Simple Means uncomplicated and easy to understand. 

It can be used without experience and is found 

at the lowest level of complexity

Simple to 

straightforward/ 

basic

L1
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Level Knowledge Skills Autonomy and Responsibility

Level 9: The learning 

outcomes related to 

formal, non-formal and 

informal learning at this 

level include:

Mastery of a complex body of 

knowledge at the forefront of 

a discipline/area

Skills mastery required to demonstrate 

originality and new insights in research 

and/or innovation and formulate and test 

theories to show mastery of highly 

complex, abstract problems 

Highly specialised contexts 

demonstrating mastery in 

autonomy and responsibility

Level 10: The learning 

outcomes related to 

formal, non-formal, and 

informal learning at this 

level include:

Substantial and original 

knowledge contribution that 

extends the forefront of a 

discipline/area and/or at the 

interface between 

disciplines/areas

Expert skills and techniques that 

demonstrate innovation, interpretation 

and creation of new ideas required to 

critically evaluate, formulate, and test 

theories to address emergent, new, and 

critical problems

Emergent new contexts 

demonstrating expertise in 

management of new ideas

Meta-descriptor glossary 

Term In the ACQF level descriptors the term: Progression in 

complexity

Levels

Mastery Means superiority in knowledge and skills Mastery to 

expertise

L9

ACQF descriptors (horizontal logic and glossary)
Example (mastery, L9)
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Level Knowledge Skills Autonomy and Responsibility

Level 1: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal, and 

informal learning at this level 

include:

Simple knowledge, literacy, 

and numeracy 

Simple communication, cognitive and practical 

skills required to follow simple instructions, 

and use simple, repetitive solutions to address 

simple problems

Highly structured, repetitive contexts under 

close supervision and guidance taking minimal 

responsibility for self 

Level 2: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal and 

informal learning at this level 

include:

Basic knowledge 

incorporating comprehension 

and recall of factual and 

operational knowledge in 

some areas

Basic communication, cognitive and practical 

skills required to use concrete information, 

ideas and known solutions to address straight-

forward problems 

Structured contexts under limited supervision 

and guidance taking limited responsibility for 

self and group outcomes

Level 3: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal, and 

informal learning at this level 

include:

Factual and operational 

knowledge incorporating 

some theoretical aspects in 

some areas

A range of communication, cognitive, practical 

and technical skills required to interpret and 

communicate ideas and detailed information, 

and select and use known solutions to address 

familiar problems 

Predictable contexts under routine supervision 

and guidance, with initiative for self-

responsibility and some responsibility for 

group outcomes

Level 4: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal and 

informal learning at this level 

include:

Mainly factual, operational or 

technical knowledge 

incorporating theoretical 

aspects in one or more areas

Well-developed technical skills required to 

analyse information and new ideas, make 

informed judgements, communicate outcomes 

and apply varied solutions to varied (familiar 

and unfamiliar) problems 

Varied (predictable and unpredictable) 

contexts with adaptability and initiative for 

self-direction under general guidance, taking 

full responsibility for self, some planning and 

responsibility for group outcomes and initiative 

for responsibility for others 

Level 5: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal, and 

informal learning at this level 

include:

Mainly technical or 

theoretical knowledge with 

substantial depth in a 

discipline/area

A range of well-developed technical skills, with 

some specialisation, required to analyse 

information and new ideas, construct and 

communicate a coherent argument, and apply 

a range of solutions, often in combination, to 

address unfamiliar problems 

Unpredictable contexts with full autonomy 

and full responsibility for self and group 

outcomes, and some responsibility for others 

ACQF Level descriptors 1-5

To assist the  
comparison of NQF 
descriptors with 
ACQF descriptors:
• It will  help to 

identify key 
words in each 
level 

• This also assists 
with checks for 
horizontal 
coherence
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Level Knowledge Skills Autonomy and Responsibility

Level 6: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal 

and informal learning at this 

level include:

Highly technical or theoretical 

knowledge, with specialisation in 

a discipline/area

Highly technical and specialised skills required to 

collate, analyse, synthesise, and communicate a 

range of information and new ideas, and 

formulate or adapt different solutions to address 

complex and sometimes abstract problems 

Highly variable contexts with well-

developed autonomy and 

responsibility for self and group 

outcomes and responsibility for 

resources and processes

Level 7: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal 

and informal learning at this 

level include:

Advanced analytical and/or 

specialised knowledge of a 

discipline/area

Advanced, specialised skills required to 

demonstrate advanced analysis and initiative for 

new insights and ideas in research and/or 

innovation, and formulate advanced solutions to 

address complex and abstract problems 

Complex and variable contexts 

with advanced autonomy and 

responsibility 

Level 8: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal 

and informal learning at this 

level include:

Highly advanced, complex 

knowledge of a discipline/area

Highly advanced, complex skills required to 

demonstrate highly advanced analysis, 

communicate new insights and ideas in research 

and/or innovation, and formulate highly 

advanced solutions to address highly complex 

and abstract problems 

Highly complex contexts with 

some specialisation demonstrating 

highly advanced autonomy and 

responsibility 

Level 9: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal 

and informal learning at this 

level include:

Mastery of a complex body of 

knowledge at the forefront of a 

discipline/area

Skills mastery required to demonstrate originality 

and new insights in research and/or innovation 

and formulate and test theories to show mastery 

of highly complex, abstract problems 

Highly specialised contexts 

demonstrating mastery in 

autonomy and responsibility

Level 10: The learning outcomes 

related to formal, non-formal, 

and informal learning at this 

level include:

Substantial and original 

knowledge contribution that 

extends the forefront of a 

discipline/area and/or at the 

interface between 

disciplines/areas

Expert skills and techniques that demonstrate 

innovation, interpretation and creation of new 

ideas required to critically evaluate, formulate, 

and test theories to address emergent, new, and 

critical problems

Emergent new contexts 

demonstrating expertise in 

management of new ideas

ACQF Level descriptors 6 -10

To assist the  
comparison of NQF 
descriptors with 
ACQF descriptors:
• It will  help to 

identify key 
words in each 
level 

• This also assists 
with checks for 
horizontal 
coherence
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Vertical logic (cumulative, progression in complexity)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

simple

straightforward

familiar

varied

unfamiliar

complex and sometimes abstract

complex and abstract

highly complex

mastery

emergent, new

To assist the  
comparison of NQF 
descriptors with 
ACQF descriptors:
• It will  help to 

identify the 
progression in 
complexity

• This also assists 
with checks for 
vertical 
coherence

NB: 
• Progression goes from lower to higher levels of complexity
• The arrow goes down, because we start the levels matrix at level 1
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Level
Knowledge domain

Type of Knowledge Scope

Level 1 Simple knowledge, literacy and numeracy

Level 2 Basic knowledge incorporating comprehension 

and recall of factual and operational knowledge

In some areas

Level 3 Factual and operational knowledge 

incorporating some theoretical aspects

In some areas

Level 4 Mainly factual, operational or technical 

knowledge incorporating theoretical aspects 

In one or more areas

Level 5 Mainly technical or theoretical knowledge with 

substantial depth 

In a discipline/ area

Level 6 Highly technical or theoretical knowledge, with 

specialisation 

In a discipline/ area

Level 7 Advanced analytical, and/ or specialised 

knowledge 

Of a discipline/ area

Level 8 Highly advanced, complex knowledge Of a discipline/ area

Level 9 Mastery of a complex body of knowledge  At the forefront of a discipline/ area

Level 10 Substantial and original knowledge contribution  That extends the forefront of a discipline/ area 

and/ or at the interface between disciplines/ 

areas
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•
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Level

Skills domain
Type of skills Response to information Addressing types of problems

Level 1 Simple communication, 

cognitive and practical skills

Follow simple instructions Use simple repetitive solutions to address 

simple problems

Level 2 Basic communication, 

cognitive, and practical skills

Use concrete information and ideas Use known solutions to address 

straightforward problems

Level 3 A range of communication, 

cognitive, practical and 

technical skills 

Interpret and communicate ideas and 

detailed information 

Select and use known solutions to address 

familiar problems

Level 4 Well-developed technical skills Analyse information and ideas, make 

informed judgements and communicate 

outcomes

Apply varied solutions to address varied 

(familiar and unfamiliar) problems

Level 5 A range of well-developed 

technical skills with some 

specialisation

Analyse information and new ideas, and 

construct and communicate coherent 

arguments

Apply a range of solutions often in 

combination to address unfamiliar problems

Level 6 Highly technical and 

specialised skills 

Collate, analyse, synthesise, and 

communicate a range of information 

and new ideas

Formulate or adapt different solutions to 

address complex and sometimes abstract 

problems

Level 7 Advanced skills Demonstrate advanced analysis and 

initiative for new insights and ideas in 

research and/ or innovation

Formulate advanced solutions to address 

complex and abstract problems

Level 8 Highly advanced, complex skills Demonstrate highly advanced analysis 

and communicate new insights and 

ideas in research and/or innovation

Formulate highly advanced solutions to 

address highly complex and abstract 

problems

Level 9 Mastery Demonstrate originality and new 

insights in research and/or innovation

Formulate and test theories to show mastery 

of highly complex, abstract problems

Level 10 Expert skills and techniques Demonstrate innovation, interpretation 

and creation of emergent and new 

ideas

Critically evaluate, formulate and test 

theories to address emergent, new and 

critical problems
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Level

Autonomy and responsibility domain
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:

Context Autonomy Responsibility

Level 1 Highly structured, 

repetitive contexts

Close supervision and 

guidance

Minimal responsibility for self

Level 2 structured contexts Limited supervision and 

guidance

Limited responsibility for self and group outcomes

Level 3 Predictable contexts Routine supervision and 

guidance and initiative for 

adaptability 

Initiative for self-responsibility and some 

responsibility for group outcomes

Level 4 Varied (predictable and 

unpredictable) contexts

Adaptability and initiative for 

self-direction under general 

guidance

Full self-responsibility, some planning and 

responsibility for group outcomes and initiative for 

responsibility for others

Level 5 Unpredictable contexts Full autonomy Full responsibility for self and group outcomes and 

some responsibility for others

Level 6 Highly variable contexts Well-developed autonomy  Well-developed responsibility for self and group 

outcomes; responsibility for resources and processes

Level 7 Complex and variable 

contexts

Advanced autonomy Advanced

Level 8 Highly complex contexts 

with some specialisation

Highly advanced autonomy   Highly advanced 

Level 9 Highly specialised contexts Mastery of autonomy Mastery

Level 10 Emergent, new contexts Expertise Expertise in management of new ideas
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