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National Framework of Qualification 

Purpose, Institutions, Legislation and Engagement 
 
Introduction 
The roles, purposes and needs for a National Qualifications Framework have been widely 
discussed for the last 25 years or more. However, it is only in the last 15 years or so, and 
linked particularly with globalised changes in higher education and in vocational education 
and training that there has been a rapid rise in the number of NQFs around the world. Most 
particularly there has been a concerted effort to develop NQFs that both recognise national 
contexts but can also be related to each other to support mobiity, recognition of 
qualifications, etc. To this end the European Union has invested significantly in supporting 
the developments of ‘European’ frameworks under the Bologna Process for higher 
education and similarly for vocational education and training.   There are thus two 
frameworks – the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (FQ-
EHEA) and the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). It should be noted that the FQ-
EHEA is a framework for qualifications, not of qualifications; it exists to support the design, 
development and delivery of qualifications and the programmes that lead to them, and also 
provide a ‘reference point’ for their quality assurance. The framework indicates typical 
awards but does not ‘contain’ any of in itself make qualifications formal / approved / 
accredited. 
 
Other regional QFs have or are in the process of being developed ,including an Arab 
Qualifications Framework being developed by the members of the Arab Network for Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education (ANQAHE). 
 

This paper does not include any detailed discussion of the roles, purposes and needs for a 
NQF for Jordan – such detailed arguments have been published extensively elsewhere; 
however, in summary, NQF-J should set out the main expectations and achievements of 
particular types (or groups) of qualifications and: 

a) be an ‘information tool’ – particularly for the employers and others concerned with 
advancing the labour market but who are not versed in the detailed terminology of 
education and its quality assurance 

b) provide generic guidance to support an understanding of the expectations required 
in the proper design and delivery of study programmes 

c) provide a ‘tool’ for supporting and demonstrating the quality assurance (both 
internal, within the provider institution and external , by a public agency) of 
education 

d) identify the relationship between qualifications, including support for learner 
progression by demonstration the opportunities and pathways from one level or 
type of education and learning to another.  

 

The paper also includes only a summary discussion of the components and other associated 
tools that determine how a NQF can be best applied in the wide variety of educational 
contexts that exist both globally. There are numerous learned articles on such topics readily 
available. By contrast the paper does consider the relationships between these components 
and the specific requirements of Jordanian higher education. 
 

The main components of all NQFs are: 

• a series of ‘levels’, although the number varies between QFs 
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• the descriptors associated with those levels, and particularly how they are structured 
and their ‘nature’ 

• (usually but not always) a system to identify the extent of learning (usually as time in 
the form of one of a number of different ‘credit systems’) 

and associated with an NQF is: 

• a system of subject / discipline statements (sometimes referred to as ‘benchmark 
statements’) 

• a system for the consistent and comparable presentation of the aims and objectives, 
contents, expectations and achievements associated with each study programme 
(sometimes referred to as ‘programme specifications’ or similar) that leads to a 
qualification. 

 
The number of levels 
Consensus in Europe has focused around 8 levels to cover all forms of education, with 4 
associated with HE, covering i) intermediate /associate awards prior ii) Bachelors degrees 
and equivalent; iii) postgraduate certificates and diplomas and Masters degrees; iv) 
doctorates. Some frameworks include the ‘entry level’, representing the end of secondary 
education and thus showing the progression routes into HE.  
 

A few frameworks (including the specific example of Ireland discussed below) have more 
than 4 levels for HE awards. The choice of number is based on a) the national ‘historical’ 
context for HE, and the decisions on whether bi) the differences between e.g. 
undergraduate certificates (typically one year of study) and diplomas / associate degrees 
(typically 2 years of study) can be clearly and unambiguously differentiated in terms of 
outcomes / achievements or whether the differentiation is essentially a time factor (not a 
different ‘level’. just time taken. in terms of ‘, and similarly bii) whether the outcomes and 
achievements associated with postgraduate certificates and diplomas can be clearly 
differentiated from Masters degrees in ‘level’ rather than just time. 
 
The descriptors associated with NQF levels 
There has been considerable confusion within the discussions and debates worldwide about 
the descriptors associated with NQFs, and considerable variations in the approaches and 
solutions applied in their development. For example, a 2013 Working Paper by CEDEFOP: 
Analysis and overview of NQF level descriptors in European countries identifies such variation 
in approaches and diversity in NQF developments in frameworks that are inclusive of all 
forms of education but predominantly focus on vocational education and training.  
 
Such discussion raise the interesting but sometimes avoided question: ‘Can VET and HE 
qualifications be described in the same ways?’ Both include ‘knowledge’ (of theory and 
practice), ‘skills’ (the technical abilities to do things) and ‘competencies’. There is 
unfortunately a very wide and confusing range of interpretations of the word 
‘competencies’ (and numerous different lists of what and how many key competencies there 
are!) but in general they relate to what and how an individual can potentially, or has 
demonstrated, that he/she ‘can do/does a job properly’. This variation in approach is further 
complicated when it comes to quality assurance that is linked to an NQF. Typically there are 
differences in the expectations and ranges of forms of assessment in VET and HE, but such 
‘complicating’ issues are too often set aside in the drive for a simple or simplified – some 
might suggest overly simplistic - approach to NQF. Yet a particularly important aspect of 
NQFs, if they are to be widely effective,  is that they must be clear and ‘accessible’ to the 
widest range of audiences most of whom are not conversant with a specialist vocabulary of 
education and training.  
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It will be essential for NQF-J to be very clear on how the term ‘competency’ is interpreted 
and applied. 
 
Such discussions are not dealt with in further detail here but are summarised under the 
following: 

Qualification descriptors or level descriptors? 
The framework must decide and be clear about whether it will use ‘level descriptors’, 
that cover all learning (including within components e.g. modules) within a level OR 
whether qualification descriptors, that identify the expectations / graduate attributes 
associated with the main qualification within the level – essentially a choice between the 
‘compartmentalised’ or a synopsis of the integrated overall. 
 

Descriptors of the typical or threshold level of achievement?  
NQFs or sections of NQFs that deal with HE generally use descriptors of  ‘the typical’ 
levels of achievement (either expected or actually assessed). Such descriptors cannot, of 
course, provide ‘society’ with a ‘guarantee’ of what all graduates have shown they know 
/ can do but equally such descriptors are not based on the lowest level of achievement of 
the worst graduate! 
 

NQF-J discussion have clearly identified a preference for descriptors of the ‘typical’, 
recognising that NQF-J is primarily a Reference Point for informing stakeholders about 
qualifications, achievements and their inter relationships. 
 
Summary or detailed descriptors? 
The choice here is whether the Framework descriptors themselves will include 
considerable detail of expectations / achievements or whether they will be largely 
generic / subject neutral with the detail provided in associated subject / discipline 
statements (sometimes referred to as ‘benchmark statements’.  
 

The NQF-J discussions have clearly indicated a preference for the latter and a series of 
subject / discipline statements have been developed covering: engineering, business, 
science, IT and education 
 

Vocabulary of the descriptors 
Will the descriptors be written in language understandable by all non-specialist 
audiences or use some specialist terms? The inclusion, or not, of the term ‘learning 
outcomes’ and an undefined use of terms such as ‘skills’ and ‘competencies’ may seem 
acceptable to specialist framework developers but can only add confusion to a ‘public’ 
audience. 
 

Associated aspects with the descriptors. 
Credit system: various credit systems are used in HE including: the US related, largely 
input-based credit hours system; the European system – ECTS – that is hours based, is 
linked to learning outcomes, and can be applied for transfer between study programmes 
and even forms of study; UK credit system that is linked to learning outcomes and 
associated hours typically required to achieve them AND – unlike the other systems – has 
direct links to level of study.  
The ‘credit hours’ system is widely applied in Jordanian HE and would seem to be the 
sensible choice for NQF-J 
 

Subject / Discipline statements 
The NQF-J project is, under WP2,  putting considerable effort into the development of 
Subject / Discipline statements. Initially they will cover: engineering, IT (separately 
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because of the important labour market / employment issues); science (Physics as the 
exemplar), Business (Business Administration) and Education.  
 

In line with other frameworks, the detailed discipline descriptors will include: Knowledge, 
Skills and Competencies components, with each carefully and consistently defined, and 
are planned for 4 levels (undergraduate certificate; Bachelors (ordinary) Bachelors 
(honours) and Masters. 
 

In light of ‘outside’ developments since the start of the project (see below) it is likely 
that the number of levels, and perhaps the component structure of the discipline 
descriptors may be reviewed and revised. 

 

Learning from other NQFs 
The NQF-J project has looked in detail at the development of a variety of other NQFs and 
how they have been developed, especially with regard to HE. The importance of 
international comparability can be over stressed if NQF-J is to be effective and sustainable 
and support Jordanian HE and its graduates in a globalised employment market. Details of 
such aspects, including study visits by Jordanian representatives to a number of countries 
are included in other papers associated with the Project. 
 

This White paper focuses on two country examples (Ireland and Spain) that may have been 
identified as valuable when considering the development of NQF-J.  The Irish framework is 
unusual in that it contains not the ‘usual’ number of levels but a series that relate directly to 
the specific educational tradition and context in Ireland. Generally HE study programmes in 
Ireland are not accredited, unless they lead to a qualification linked to a ‘license for 
professional practice’. By contrast the Spanish QF includes the more usual number of levels 
but is included because it functions within a quality assurance system in which accreditation 
HE programmes (both ex ante and ex post) plays an important part. The paragraphs below 
thus also include detail of how the Spanish NQF (MECES) is used by and interacts with the 
country’s QA / accreditation agencies and procedures. 
 
The Spanish case also includes detail of how the NQF is linked to and supported by ‘Learning 
Outcomes’. It is important to note that the developments of the NQF and of Learning 
Outcomes, although lead by largely the same groups, were undertaken and introduced 
separately.    
 

The Case of Ireland 
The National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) in Ireland was established under the 1999 
Qualifications (Education and Training) Act.1 The NFQ is based on a ten-level system of 
knowledge, skill and competence, the NFQ was reformist with the intention of becoming: 
The single, nationally and internationally accepted entity, through which all learning 
achievements may be measured and related to each other in a coherent way and which 
defines the relationship between all education and training awards.  
 

The 1999 Act put the NFQ on a statutory basis and created a new statutory body, the 
National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI) to coordinate the development and 
implementation of the NFQ. The same legislation also re-constituted two existing 
awarding/quality assurance agencies, in VET and in Higher Education, assigning to them 
additional functions associated with qualifications reform agenda of the NFQ.  
 

                                                        
1 1999 Qualifications (Education and Training) Act. 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1999/act/26/enacted/en/html  

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1999/act/26/enacted/en/html
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The approach to the development and implementation of the NFQ in Ireland required 
stakeholder engagement, new institutional arrangements and legislation. Consensus 
decision making typifies policy making in education on Ireland. While this can lead to slow 
and incremental change, ownership of the change tends to result in better quality outcomes 
and sustainability of reforms. This is why there was a commitment to extensive and 
intensive stakeholder engagement especially during the development phase of the NFQ and 
during initial implementation.  
 

The NFQ was legitimised as public policy because it had a statutory mandate. The formal 
approval from parliament was important and having the NFQ established in law and setting 
out statutory functions for the NQAI and other key actors in the national qualifications 
system. Most countries that have introduced a national qualifications framework, though 
not all, have underpinned the reform by national legislation.2 Practice varies in terms of 
whether primary or secondary legislative instruments, are used to give official status to 
qualifications frameworks.  
 

In 2012 the Irish Government enacted the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education 
and Training) Act3. The legislation, repealed the 1999 Act and consolidated the NFQ as a 
unifying feature within closer institutional arrangements aimed at integrating qualifications 
and quality assurance functions in the post school sector in Ireland. A new agency Quality 
and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) was established, its functions include acting as the national 
qualifications authority for Ireland, including responsibility for the further development and 
implementation of the Irish NFQ. QQI also acts as the national quality assurance agency for 
VET and higher education sectors in Ireland. QQI has powers of accreditation for certain 
categories of providers and courses of education and training. QQI provides recognition 
advice on foreign qualifications presented in Ireland.  
 

Institutions, whether existing or new, are required to coordinate the development and 
implementation of qualifications frameworks, this has been the experience in Ireland. 
Independent or neutral institutional arrangements were perhaps particularly necessary in 
Ireland because the Irish NFQ is a comprehensive framework, comprising school, VET and 
higher education and training qualifications. A sector-neutral agency was necessary to drive 
implementation. While stakeholder engagement was and remains central to the NFQ, 
leadership is also necessary. Some identifiable body or agency is required to coordinate 
developments, make decisions and broker deals where necessary. The Irish NFQ has had 
some challenges, approaches and decisions have been contested, particularly concerning 
the levelling of certain qualifications or categories of qualifications. In our experience, 
leadership, independence and pragmatism was necessary to maintain momentum while at 
the same time as protecting the integrity of the NFQ.  
 

The NFQ is well connected internationally. In 2006 the NFQ was certified as compatible with 
the Qualifications Framework of the European Higher Education Area 4  (the Bologna 
framework) and in 2009 the NFQ was referenced to the European Qualifications 

                                                        
2 The European Training Foundation provide useful analysis on this point. 

http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/Qualification_systems_toolkit  
3 2012 Qualifications and Quality Assurance Act 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2012/act/28/enacted/en/print 
4 Copy of the Final Report 2006 

http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Publications/Verification%20of%20Compatibility%20of%20NFQ%20

with%20QF%20EHEA%20220609.pdf  

http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/Qualification_systems_toolkit
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2012/act/28/enacted/en/print
http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Publications/Verification%20of%20Compatibility%20of%20NFQ%20with%20QF%20EHEA%20220609.pdf
http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Publications/Verification%20of%20Compatibility%20of%20NFQ%20with%20QF%20EHEA%20220609.pdf
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Framework 5 . Both of these processes include criteria for appropriate independent 
institutional arrangements to be in place at national level. For Ireland, such international 
connectedness of the Irish NFQ is important as we have a small open economy and a history 
of inward and outward mobility of persons seeking opportunities for employment and 
further study.  
 

Over one hundred and fifty countries have or are in the process of developing a national 
qualifications framework6. They vary in coverage (comprehensive, sectoral e.g. higher 
education, VET) and they vary in their purpose ranging from making their national 
qualifications system more transparent to transformational change of their national 
qualifications systems. QQI recently published a paper7 to identify the possibilities and 
limitations of qualifications frameworks as instruments for reform. Having a clear purpose or 
strategy for a national qualifications framework should be explicit. In Ireland the NFQ, which 
was originally sponsored by two separate Ministries, education and enterprise, was 
intended to drive a lifelong learning society and to improve the employability of citizens. In 
the case of the Irish NFQ, other national strategies, for example Irelands first national skill 
strategy, published in 2007, which set out national upskilling targets in terms of NFQ levels, 
was significant.  In our experience, qualifications frameworks don’t drive reform, they work 
best to support and enable broader strategic objectives in areas such as lifelong learning, 
employability, quality, mobility etc. Qualifications frameworks that are not explicit in terms 
of their objectives or are not connected to other key national reforms, tend not to become 
firmly established and over time become irrelevant and costly.  
 

In conclusion, the Irish experience suggests that clarity of purpose for a qualifications 
framework is an essential starting point for public authorities to define. Country specific 
mission and purpose determine the appropriate country mix of stakeholder engagement, 
laws, governance, institutional and quality assurance arrangements. Existing arrangements, 
infrastructure and resource availability will influence the possibilities and choices available 
to governments. Ireland has had some success in the area of qualifications frameworks, we 
continue to learn lessons from our failures, we have looked outward to learn from others 
but have always prioritised the domestic education and training context, attempting to keep 
the NFQ responsive, dynamic and fit for purpose.  

 
The Case of Spain 
The development of the Marco Español de Cualificaciones para la Educación Superior 
(MECES - the Spanish national qualification framework for higher education) was initiated in 
2007 but due to an extensive series of consultations, and administrative repercussions 
resulting from a series of changes of government and key committees, the legal instrument 
(Real Decreto RD 1027/2011) formally establishing MECES was not completed until mid-
2011. 
 

The Ministry of Education of Spain took the responsibility to establish the MECES after the 
Ministerial Conference of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) held in Bergen in May 
2005 following the recommendation included in its communiqué: “We see the development 

                                                        
5 Report on the Referencing of the Irish NFQ to the EQF, 2009. 

http://www.qqi.ie/Documents/Referencing%20Irish%20NFQ%20to%20the%20European%20QF%20f

or%20Lifelong%20Learning.pdf 
6 UNESCO provide a useful review of national and regional developments. The 2015 report is the 

latest available. http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002351/235123e.pdf  
7 Qualifications Frameworks – Reflections and Trajectories QQI 2016. 

http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Publications/National%20Qualifications%20Frameworks%20Reflectio

ns%20and%20Trajectories.pdf  

http://www.qqi.ie/Documents/Referencing%20Irish%20NFQ%20to%20the%20European%20QF%20for%20Lifelong%20Learning.pdf
http://www.qqi.ie/Documents/Referencing%20Irish%20NFQ%20to%20the%20European%20QF%20for%20Lifelong%20Learning.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002351/235123e.pdf
http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Publications/National%20Qualifications%20Frameworks%20Reflections%20and%20Trajectories.pdf
http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Publications/National%20Qualifications%20Frameworks%20Reflections%20and%20Trajectories.pdf
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of national and European frameworks for qualifications as an opportunity to further embed 
lifelong learning in higher education. We will work with higher education institutions and 
others to improve recognition of prior learning including, where possible, non-formal and 
informal learning for access to, and as elements in, higher education programmes”. 
Once the decision to design the framework was assumed by the Ministry in a top-down 
strategy, the Directorate-General for Universities took the coordination of the project 
bearing in mind a two-fold aim: the need to implement the tool, but also to think about the 
strategy to inform about the usefulness of the qualifications framework to its potential users 
in the higher education sector.  
 

To that purpose, a small working group of experts was set up to define the key stakeholders 
to be gathered in the National Committee for the Definition of the Spanish Qualifications 
Framework for Higher Education and to prepare a report with the technical proposal of a 
QF-HE to be discuss and approved by the National Committee. 
Since the very beginning of the project, the need to look for a consensus and support of the 
widest range of stakeholders was a primary objective for the Ministry. The fact that Spain is 
a highly decentralised country in terms of competences in higher education requires 
establishing a deep consultation process with the various sectorial stakeholders plus the 
regional governments.  
 

All the actors involved in the working group agreed on the need to focus on the ‘pedagogy’ 
of this ‘exogenous device seen by some sectors as an ‘invasive tool’ to contribute to 
‘privatise’ or ‘commercialise’ the Spanish higher education system. Although it might sound 
as an exaggeration, in the context of that year a certain resistance against the ‘Bologna 
process’ had developed among some groups of students and academic staff associations and 
demonstrations were frequently held in many campuses. 
 

The group was chaired by the Director-General for Universities but the coordination was led 
by a Professor of a Spanish public university with a long expertise in quality assurance and 
higher education policies. The rest of the group consists in a representative of the Ministry’s 
VET Sector, a member of the education committee of the parliament, an expert of the 
Spanish Bologna expert’s group and a representative of the National Quality Assurance and 
Accreditation Agency. 
 

Therefore, the small working group developed a parallel agenda to contact individually the 
stakeholders to explain them the purpose of the project and prepared a draft report on the 
proposal of the Spanish qualifications framework for higher education based on the 
international experience acquired in the EHEA. The report should not go into a final proposal 
of the framework because the objective was to set up the National Committee that should 
afterwards request the working group a report on the Spanish Qualifications Framework for 
Higher Education according to the requirements established in the EHEA. 
 

The appointment of the National Group and its request should be issued as a Royal Decree, 
a second level legal act in the Spanish legal framework, which is the common way the 
Bologna tools and initiatives are adapted to the Spanish higher education system at the 
national level. 
 

The Royal Decree 900/2007, which creates the Committee for the definition of the Spanish 
Qualifications Framework for Higher Education (MECES) was published on 19th July 2007 and 
establishes the composition of the Committee8. It was chaired by the Minister of Education 
and consists in 27 representatives of the various ministers involved, of the regional 

                                                        
8 https://www.boe.es/diario_boe/txt.php?id=BOE-A-2007-13910  

https://www.boe.es/diario_boe/txt.php?id=BOE-A-2007-13910
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departments in charge of higher education, trade unions, employer’s associations, students’ 
unions, professional bodies, rectors of both public and private universities and two experts 
in qualifications frameworks. 
 

The document defines the main function of the committee which includes the writing of the 
proposal of QF-HE to be submitted to the Government after being the draft subject to 
consultation to the Council for Universities, the Council for VET and the Economic and Social 
Council. 
 

From the point of view of the successful implementation of the MECES seen retrospectively, 
this first effort of consultation among a broad number of stakeholders was very positive for 
the working group and the approval of the report and the proposal of the qualifications 
framework in terms of achieving the necessary ‘political support’ allowing the working group 
to deal with the technicalities of the project.  
 

The Definition of QF-HE and its Link to Quality Assurance (2008-2010) 
Once the Committee was established, the working group resumed its tasks to write the draft 
of the Spanish Qualifications Framework and set up an agenda of events to disseminate the 
usefulness of the QF-HE among the different stakeholders from “inside” the higher 
education sector and society as a whole. 
 

In this second stage, ANECA played a much significant part due to its central role in the 
system as the agency in charge of defining the national criteria for programme accreditation. 
At the same time the Real Decreto was issued, the Minister published the new organisation 
of higher education degrees adapting the three-cycle system and introducing the 
compulsory accreditation ex-ante for all programmes existing and new in the former Spanish 
diploma-catalogue. The government also creates the National Register for Universities, 
Centres and Degrees (RUCT) which will be the container of all Spanish higher education 
programmes once they had been accredited by ANECA9. 
 

The Spanish model allowed both institutions and the quality assurance/accreditation system 
to contribute to the qualifications framework when it was most needed to define the 
boundaries of the different levels. With the exception of a small number of pre-Bologna 
programmes that are coming to completion, official university programmes are now 
structured into the three Bologna cycles leading to Grado (Bachelor), Master and Doctoral 
degrees. These are built around a generic model of 1st cycle Grado degrees requiring 240 
ECTS (4 years full-time-equivalent study), 2nd cycle Masters degrees requiring between 60 
and 120 ECTS, and subsequent Doctoral degrees being typically completed within 3 to 4 
years but not subject to ECTS.  
 

Whilst the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport sets out the general specifications and 
the evaluation processes required to establish and implement 0fficial programmes, 
universities are able to design the detail of study programmes within the general 
specifications. ANECA and the evaluation agencies of the Autonomous Communities develop 
and perform the assessment processes. 
 

Between 2008 when the accreditation procedure started, to 2014/15 when the last pre-
Bologna degrees coexisted, the number of degrees included in the RUCT totalled more than 
11,000. This includes the pre-2007 degrees that had been ‘renovated’ to the Bologna format 

                                                        
9 In 2009, ANECA started to ‘share’ the ex-ante programme accreditation procedure with the 7 Spanish 

regional agencies which had been successfully reviewed against the European Standards and 

Guidelines by ENQA. Nowadays, only 3 of the exiting regional QA agencies have not been reviewed 

so, ANECA conducts the programme accreditation in those territories plus 7 regions without agency.  
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and new bachelor, master degrees and doctoral degrees. Between 2008 and 2014, 7,950 
renovated university programmes were implemented. 
 

The bulk of this effort was made by the agencies without the QF-HE in place, so the 
evaluation panels had to use a sort of benchmark statements for the different discipline 
areas and programmes to ensure that the new 4-year bachelors and the new 1/1.5-year 
masters were within the corresponding ‘level’.  
 

A crucial tool to work with for both institutions and evaluation panels was that the level 
descriptors for bachelor and master programmes inspired in the so-called ‘Dublin 
Descriptors’ were published as an annex of the Real Decreto which established the definition 
of the new degrees and diplomas of the Bologna process in October 2007. 
Although the ‘scaffold’ of the QF-HE was not yet built, the contents of both levels/cycles 
were known. We did not know yet how much a previous bachelor (a 5-year ‘licenciatura’) 
weighed in terms of the new structure, but we could learn how much a new bachelor or a 
brand new master would weigh. 
 

But above all, this Annex allowed both institutions and QA agency to define the new 
programmes in terms of learning outcomes, ‘intended’ for the ex-ante procedure (called 
VERIFICA in ANECA) and ‘achieved’ for the reaccreditation one (called ACREDITA in ANECA). 
Whilst the ex-accreditation ante procedure and the proposals from the universities mention 
profusely the word “competence” following the ‘Tuning Project’ pedagogy and terminology, 
a crucial emphasis on learning outcomes was made in Spain since the beginning of the 
Bologna reform. 
 

The successful establishment of the MECES in the middle of the implementation of the new 
accreditation process in Spain was possible due to the big awareness made among the 
higher education community on competences/learning outcomes. To help clarify the 
situation and, in particular to support its work in programme evaluation, whether through 
external procedures or internal QA within institutions, ANECA has published ‘Guía para la 
redacción y evaluación de los resultados del aprendizaje’ (Guide for the drafting and 
assessment of learning outcomes)10.  
 

Furthermore, the peculiar 3-step programme accreditation process for all official bachelor, 
master and doctoral (PhD.):  

1) Verifica/Verificación – ex ante accreditation of a programme proposal submitted by a 
university prior to its approval, commenced in 2008 

2) Monitor/Seguimiento - a follow-up annual revision of the programme 
implementation, from 2010/11 depending on the QA agency and 

3) Acredita / Renovación de la acreditación – an ex-post accreditation required after a 
programme has been implemented (four years after in the case of a master degree 
and six years after for bachelor and doctoral degrees), commenced in 2013. 

Verifica/Verificación analyses those aspects that, in advance, can demonstrate the feasibility 
of the proposed programme. The Monitor/Seguimiento periodic revision focuses on 
assessing the evidence generated during the implementation of the programme and 
compliance with the commitments taken by the university during the accreditation ex-ante 
process, based on general information and some key performance indicators. Finally, 
Acredita / Renovación de la acreditación validates that students have completed their 
training successfully, and ensures the future viability of the degree. 
 

                                                        
10http://www.aneca.es/eng/Press-service/News/2013/ANECA-launches-the-Support-Guide-for-drafting-

implementing-and-evaluating-learning-outcomes  

http://www.aneca.es/eng/Press-service/News/2013/ANECA-launches-the-Support-Guide-for-drafting-implementing-and-evaluating-learning-outcomes
http://www.aneca.es/eng/Press-service/News/2013/ANECA-launches-the-Support-Guide-for-drafting-implementing-and-evaluating-learning-outcomes
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ANECA organised in 2009 on behalf of the working group the 12th Thematic Forum on 
‘International references for higher education’ including two sessions on QF-HE with experts 
from both Spain and Europe. Furthermore, ANECA prepared three events in public 
universities in different regional settings (North, South-East and East) to inform about 
qualifications frameworks in general and MECES in particular, inviting not only 
representatives of the higher education sector but also employers, trade unions and 
students’ unions. The objective was first to explain and then to debate on the particular 
usefulness of the tool trying to involve representatives from as many as possible regions in 
Spain.  
 
This ‘pedagogical’ journey finished in a summer course in the International University 
Menéndez Pelayo in July in Santander on the relevance of QF-HE and the Bologna tools for 
the internationalisation of higher education.  

 
The Publication of the Spanish Qualifications Framework for Higher Education (August 
2011) 
The Spanish QA for higher education was formally published in a Royal Decree on 3rd August 
201111. In summary, MECES includes 4 levels, generic descriptors based on the Dublin 
Descriptors but edited to reflect the culture, specificities and ‘language’ of Spanish higher 
education, and reference to ECTS expectations and focused on ‘resultados del aprendizaje’ 
(Learning Outcomes). 
 

The Purpose of the Spanish Qualification Framework for Higher Education (MECES) is to 
allow the ‘classification’, comparability and transparency of higher education qualifications 
within the Spanish educational system. It is structured in four levels: técnico superior 
(Advanced VET), grado (bachelor), master (master) and doctor (doctorate). Of these the first 
is a non-university higher education level that is included to support and promote lifelong 
learning. Some advanced vocational education and training (VET) is considered HE but is 
undertaken outside of the university system; such advanced VET studies may be recognized 
not only for admission to university but also as ECTS where subjects/learning outcomes are 
properly aligned. 
 

A further key role for MECES is to facilitate the comparison of Spanish HE qualifications with 
those in other countries. The compatibility of MECES with the Framework for Qualifications 
of the European Higher Education Area is particularly important in this regard, and a 
particular aspect of the Spanish commitment to the Bologna Process. The levels within 
MECES are labelled 1 to 4 and correspond to the four levels of the FQ-EHEA and also with 
levels 5 to 8 within the European Qualifications Framework (see Section 2.6 Alignment of 
MECES with the European Qualifications Framework). 
 

In Spain there has been a period in which MECES has been ‘tested’ in application before self-
certification with the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area 
was sought. MECES was used in the renovation of pre-Bologna programmes and in the 
design and development of new study programmes in universities, in their external 
evaluation by ANECA and the other relevant QA agencies, and in further discussions with 
stakeholders. As a consequence, some modifications have been made to the MECES legal 
framework (see Section 2.6) and to the external QA procedures applied to programme 
evaluation and the external evaluation of institution’s internal QA systems. 
 

The MECES has been in October 2014 Self- Certified against the Framework for 
Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (FQ-EHEA) as part of Spain’s 

                                                        
11 http://www.boe.es/diario_boe/txt.php?id=BOE-A-2011-13317  

http://www.boe.es/diario_boe/txt.php?id=BOE-A-2011-13317
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continuing commitment to the Bologna Process. The Self-Certification followed the 
procedures and criteria set down for such work within the Bologna Process, and involved a 
Committee of senior Spanish and international experts and stakeholders. 
 

The Committee for the Self-certification of MECES, considered a Self-Certification Report 
and found that in all cases the required Criteria and Procedures are being met. The 
committee was chaired by the Secretary for Universities of Spanish Minister of Education, 
but the work was coordinated by ANECA which had the permanent support and knowledge 
of its international advisor Nick Harris. 
Another example of a project involving MECES in action prior to self-certification has been 
the development of the framework for adapting the qualifications of the pre-Bologna 
degrees. This mandate took place after the publication of a Royal Decree in December 2014 
by which the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport require ANECA to establish a series of 
Commissions that will consider the extent to which each of the 144 official degrees within 
the pre-Bologna Catálogo correspond with current expectations, including with MECES12.  
The work began in July 2014 with the appointment of the main Commission and sub-
commissions for each of the five discipline areas and finished in June 2015. The work was 
challenging since it reflects the significant changes that Spanish higher education has 
undergone since commitment to the Bologna Process, with not only changes in the 
arrangements and time periods of study but in particular a shift from a quality assurance 
system based largely on ‘input’ measures to one in which ‘learning outcomes’ are a central 
feature. 
 

Late in 2016, ANECA finished the project including the adaptation of the diplomas awarded 
by the Army, navy and Air Force as well as the National Police Organisation (Guardia Civil) 
and the civil diplomas for civil aviation and maritime education. 
 

The Way Forward and ANECA’s New Role on Recognition of Foreign Qualifications (2015-
ownwards) 
The above mentioned Royal Decree 967/2014 includes also the mandate for ANECA to 
evaluate the individual applications of foreign qualifications issuing a report to recognize the 
foreign diploma to level 2 (Bachelor) or 3 (Master) of the Spanish QF-HE. The procedure 
distinguishes between those qualifications leading to regulated professions (such as 
Medicine, Engineering, Veterinary, etc.) and the rest of qualifications. In the first case, the 
evaluation report has to be more detailed because, according to the Spanish legal 
framework, the diploma allows the holder to practice the particular profession related to the 
diploma. 
 

The ENIC / NARIC roles in Spain are undertaken by a section within the Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Sport13; and the application of MECES, assigned to ANECA, is 
implicitly an integral and important part of this work. 

 
Important developments in late 2016 / early 2017.  
The NQF-J White Paper was initially targeted for completion by November 2016. Some 
delays (mainly concerned with timetabling and travel restrictions related to outside factors) 
meant there was  a slight delay in completing the initially planned background work.  
 

Additionally to the work being undertaken under NQF-J however two other important 
factors arose in late 2016 / early 2017 and must be considered:  

                                                        
12 https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.php?id=BOE-A-2014-12098  
13http://www.mecd.gob.es/educacion-mecd/areas-educacion/universidades/educacion-superior-

universitaria/titulos/naric.html  

https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.php?id=BOE-A-2014-12098
http://www.mecd.gob.es/educacion-mecd/areas-educacion/universidades/educacion-superior-universitaria/titulos/naric.html
http://www.mecd.gob.es/educacion-mecd/areas-educacion/universidades/educacion-superior-universitaria/titulos/naric.html
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• the further development and refinement, by the Arab Network for Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education, of an overarching Qualification Framework for Arab Countries. 

• addition and ‘parallel’ work within Jordan towards its NQF. 
 

The ANQAHE Arab QF 
Following a major conference in Abu Dhabi in late 2011, ANQAHE has been progressively 
working towards its proposals for an Arab QF. The recent proposals involve a framework 
that is driven by the same needs and expectations associated with all NQFs but is also 
focused to the main contexts of the Arab world. The following ‘slides’ summarise some of its 
key points that are particularly relevant to the further development of NQF-J. 
 

       
 
The structure of the AQF includes Levels and Descriptors. It proposes 10 levels for all 
education, Descriptors that set out ‘Knowledge, Skills and Competencies’, with associated 
Credit Hours and has provisionally identified the inter-relationships between NQFs already 
Developed within the region: 
 

       
 
Other work on an NQF for Jordan  
[this section needs to be completed by MoHE] 
 
Proposals for Next Steps 
[this section needs to be completed following discussions on 17th October 2017 and by 
MoHE] 
 
 
 
 
 


