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DEVELOPING COMMON REFERENCE LEVELS TO UNDERPIN A EUROPEAN 
QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORK  

INTRODUCTION 

This note addresses the challenge of developing common European reference levels in the 
context of a European Qualifications Framework (EQF). The note will address four main 
elements.  

• Reasons for developing common reference levels. 

• Main elements to be considered for common reference levels  

• Feed back from Member States and social partners on proposal for common 
reference levels. 

• How to take work forward? 

WHY ARE COMMON REFERENCE LEVELS FOR VET IMPORTANT? 

The work on common European reference levels was initiated by Copenhagen declaration 
(November 2002). The declaration gave priority to  

“..investigating how transparency, comparability, transferability and recognition 
of competences and/or qualifications, between different countries and at different 
levels, could be promoted by developing reference levels, common principles for 
certification, and common measures, including a credit transfer system for 
vocational education and training (VET)”. 

In the follow up to the declaration, the issue of common reference levels have been treated 
in relation to the development and implementation of a well functioning credit transfer 
system for VET. The Working Group on Credit transfer1 has been responsible for the 
concrete follow up, supported by CEDEFOP, ETF and external consultants.  

                                                 
1The mandate of the TWG was (1) to investigate, elaborate and propose, taking account of experiences in 
higher education (ECTS) and relevant projects working in this field, options for the development of a 
European credit transfer system for VET (ECVET), (2) to investigate and to make proposals on common 
reference levels for VET and (3) to develop common principles for certification. The third point will be 
addressed in a study scheduled for November 2004. 
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While initially brought forward in the context of ECVET, the issue of common European 
reference levels should be seen as underpinning a European Qualification Framework and 
linking into a number of policy areas directly linked to the overall development of 
European education, training and learning systems.  

• Following the Joint Interim Report (JIR) of the Council and Commission (‘Education 
and Training 2010), common reference levels have increasingly been understood as a 
critical precondition for putting into place a European Qualification Framework (EQF). 
While still at a very early stage of conceptualisation and development, the EQF is 
expected to stand as a common reference facilitating the smooth and effective 
functioning of European, national and sectoral labour markets. This framework would 
then provide a common reference for the recognition covering both VET and higher 
education. Given this priority, reference levels must enable and support communication 
between the different parts and levels of education and training. While the specific needs 
of vocational education and training must be met, the overall perspective of lifelong 
learning must also be taken into account.  Citizens should be able to combine (and 
accumulate) learning outcomes acquired in different institutions and systems and a set 
of common reference levels should support this need.  

• Introducing common European reference levels can be seen as a way of addressing the 
remaining obstacles to the mutual recognition of qualifications and competences in 
order to achieve a genuine European labour market. Together with the introduction in 
2005 of the Europass transparency portfolio, a European Qualifications Framework 
based on common reference levels would represent a major step forward in the field of 
recognition. 

• The qualifications and competences of migrants is becoming an increasingly important 
factor for sustaining growth and welfare in Europe. This is accentuated by the 
demographic tendencies, rapidly resulting in an ageing population. It is necessary to 
make the best possible use of the qualifications and competences of this group, putting 
into place simple and efficient instruments for assessment and recognition. A set of 
common reference levels could prove useful in this context, providing a reference for 
the immigrants themselves and the education and labour market authorities assessing 
their skills.   

• We can observe a strong tendency, both at national and European level, towards 
development of education and training provisions at sector level. These initiatives, 
responding to the need of industry and service sectors for specialised and updated 
qualifications and competences, are in many cases established outside the context of 
national qualifications. A range of national and European sector organisations have 
indicated that introduction of common European reference levels would make it easier 
to locate and link national and sectoral learning outcomes to each other2. This need is 
also illustrated by the concrete efforts of a number of sectors trying to develop their own 
reference levels (for example ICT).  

                                                 
2 This question will be addressed by the seminar on ‘European education and training solutions at sector 

level’ to be organised in the Hague 5-6 October.  
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COMMON REFERENCE LEVELS: BASIC ARCHITECTURE 

An important purpose of the basic architecture outlined in this note is to promote 
discussions at national and European level, preparing for a future political decision. The 
development and implementation of common reference levels will only succeed if all 
relevant stakeholders are included in the process and all relevant arguments are brought 
forward. Common reference levels require more than technical solutions, securing broad 
credibility and acceptance for the technical solutions is as important.  

Specific purposes of a European reference levels 

The reference levels, with their associated descriptors, can contribute to forming a 
European Qualifications Framework. They will provide consequently an instrument to 
compare vocational learning outcomes in different settings. As such, reference levels and 
associated administrative arrangements are essential for the future implementation of 
ECVET. 

It is proposed that the purposes of a European reference levels are the following: 

– A means of allocating qualifications, evidence of training and accumulated experience 
at particular levels; 

– A basis for enabling comparisons of qualifications, informal and non-formal learning 
activities across countries; 

– A means of facilitating the location of credit and allowing its transfer to other systems 
of recognising achievement (thus supporting the future development and 
implementation of ECVET); 

– A means of recognising progression in learning between levels and within levels; 

– A means of structuring sector activity so that it becomes coherent and integrated with 
work in other sectors; 

– A means of understanding the system of knowledge, skills and competences in different 
VET systems across the wider European Community; 

– A way of developing a convergent trend in European education and training systems so 
that barriers to movement of people, skills and enterprises are reduced; 

– The basis of developing zones of mutual trust across country boundaries and possibly 
across sectors within a country so as to facilitate cooperation and exchange between 
providers of VET in Europe; 

– A means of linking VET and HE  and providing a basis for a European Qualifications 
Framework 

Possible architecture for common reference levels  

A reference structure should be derived from both theoretical efforts3 to determine the 
nature of work performance as well as from empirical analysis of a wide range of existing 

                                                 
3 The work by Jacques and by Dreyfus on the structure of competent performance has provided a secure base 

to the eight levels; this gives the proposed framework a firmer grounding by comparison with other 
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national and transnational frameworks. It should be linked more to underlying structures 
in the organisation and operation of work than to the specific arrangement for training or 
qualifications at any one nation or point in time. 

The European reference levels must always be seen as inclusive to all users and it must 
allow for the broadest range of learning to gain recognition. For this reason it is proposed 
that the structure should take the form of a two dimensional grid: a vertical 
dimension, containing ‘general descriptors’, and a horizontal dimension containing 
‘specific, qualitative descriptors’. A possible option is presented in Annex 1 to this note4 
5.  

The vertical dimension 

The general descriptors are intended to be written in such a way that invites 
accommodation of national systems. However, the variety of qualifications and VET 
programmes in Europe is such that programmes which are significantly different in 
character would still ‘qualify’ for the same level. The question of sub-levels will be 
important to discuss. They would provide flexibility, making it possible to discriminate 
between significantly different programmes and the outcomes. Sub-levels enable a broad, 
overall structure of levels to be used and at the same time allow sensitive location of 
different programmes and outcomes within each level and within the overall structure6. 
The increase in complexity caused by introduction of sub-levels must be considered. 

The horizontal dimension 

The horizontal or qualitative dimension is the key area of responsiveness that will add 
specificity to the levels. This qualitative dimension is intended to be related to the 
national/sectoral VET systems in terms of the knowledge, skills and competences normally 
included in qualifications. The horizontal dimension has therefore to include specific, 
qualitative descriptors of knowledge, skills and competences, linked to broad occupational 
profiles7. 

                                                 
frameworks, which tend to be informed by a more pragmatic approach of reflecting existing qualification 
arrangements only.  

4 An option has been developed based on a study commissioned by Cedefop to QCA/London in late 2003 on 
the issue of zones of mutual trust and reference levels frameworks (see the full study in 
http://cedefop.communityzero.com/credittransfer) 

5 The proposed reference levels are compatible with those envisaged by the Directive on the recognition of 
professional qualifications, wherein four levels (A to D) have been defined for regulated professions and 
training. There should also be a further discussion on questions linked to the compatibility and synergy 
with current International educational and job classifications for statistical purposes (ISCED and ISCO). 

6 For example – on the basis of research regarding the level of study and of outcomes - we would suggest 
that the Danish apprenticeship scheme should be located within level 3. However, it is significantly 
broader and deeper in its content and coverage than the UK apprenticeship, also a level 3 programme. 
While both should be located in level 3, there must be some means of discriminating sensitively between 
them. Using sub-levels, they can be located at different sub-levels within the same level. This is the 
function of the sub-levels, and deals with the severe political problems which have emerged with 
frameworks such as ISCED, where different national governments have felt extremely uncomfortable 
about the location of significantly different programmes in the same level. 

7 These specifications are the subject of a current CEDEFOP research contract, expected to report in autumn 
2004 with a proposal for a prototype typology of knowledge, skills and competences. 



5 

Three criteria should be developed to signal to users the nature of qualification that is 
expected to be matched to reference levels - these are broadly defined as follows: 

– that it is described in terms of learning outcomes; 

– it is capable of being assessed; and 

– is quality assured 

REACTIONS ON INFORMAL CONSULTATIONS ON COMMON REFERENCE LEVELS 

The overall reaction8 to the approach being discussed within the Copenhagen process is 
positive. A few Member States have expressed concern, in particular regarding the need 
for a development and decision process involving all relevant stakeholders, both in VET 
and higher education, and taking into account the full range of alternatives before any 
decision at the political level.    

A general comment is that common reference levels can play an important role in enabling 
comparisons between national systems. In the majority of replies it is underlined that work 
on common reference levels for VET must be linked to higher education. While the needs 
of VET must be ensured, for example in relation to ECVET, the overall perspective should 
be on Lifelong learning. The scope of the reference levels is addressed by some Member 
States, the question is whether only national awards should be addressed or whether sector 
qualifications should also be included. The need to link the work on reference levels to the 
new (SLIM) Directive on Recognition is underlined.  Several countries are worried that 
the structure may become too complex, for example 8 levels opening up to 3 sub-levels. 
While there seems to be agreement on the need to go into more detail within each level, 
the possibility of agreeing on alternative approaches is raised (IRL suggests a tool for 
specifying ‘volume’ within each level). There is a strong support for a horizontal 
dimension in the structure. This is seen as a necessary feature of any new reference levels; 
pointing to the need for an approach based on competences and learning outcomes.  

The informal consultation underlines that success in this field requires a properly planned 
development process taking into account the needs, interests and opinions of all involved 
stakeholders.  As common reference levels are more about trust and credibility than 
technical solutions, the way this process is organised is therefore of crucial importance.  

NEXT STEPS: TOWARDS A EUROPEAN QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORK 

The levels and descriptors of the proposed reference levels framework should be fully 
coherent with those being developed in higher education (Bologna process) and contribute 
to the development of a European Qualifications Framework. 

The following steps are envisaged and the DGVT is asked to give its opinion on the 
approach proposed: 

• October/November 2004: Establishment of a lightweight expert working group on a 
European Qualifications Framework and the underlying reference levels. This group, 

                                                 
8  Following an informal consultation organised within the context of the Copenhagen co-ordination group 

July and August 2004. 
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consisting of experts from the Copenhagen, the Bologna process and the Commission, 
will work on the overall structure of an EQF, including common reference levels. This 
group will be supported by external consultants (to be appointed by the Commission 
following a call for tender).  

• May 2005: First report of the EQF working group, outlining the basic structure of the 
EQF, with a particular emphasis on the reference levels and how it links to already 
existing levels at national and European level. 

• May 2005: Follow up of Bologna process in Bergen; the EQF and the common reference 
levels to be presented and discussed in the context of higher education.  

• 23-24 May 2005: Commission presentation to the Education Council concerning its 
forthcoming draft EQF Recommendation, including the role of common reference 
levels. 

• 14-15 November 2005; Discussion in Education Council of EQF Recommendation.  

• Spring 2006: Endorsement by Education Council of European Qualifications 
Framework.  
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ANNEX I: Working document; a possible REFERENCE LEVELS STRUCTURE 

European 
Reference 
Level 

Draft general descriptors for European reference levels  Sub-level Horizontal, 
qualitative 
dimension9 

1 Learning normally acquired during compulsory education and considered as 
contributing to a general knowledge and development of basic skills. Learning is not 
usually contextualised in work situations. 

  

 

 

2 Completion of compulsory education which includes an induction to work. Basic 
knowledge of work can be acquired at an educational establishment, in an out-of-
school training programme, or in an enterprise. Generally it is not occupation specific. 
The range of knowledge, skills and competence involved is limited. Qualification at 
this level indicates a person can perform basic tasks and exercise repetitive skills in a 
controlled environment. All action appears to be governed by rules defining allowable 
routines and strategies. 

  

 

 

  

                                                 
9 This dimension to be occupied by specific, qualitative descriptors of knowledge, skills and competences, linked to broad occupational profiles 
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3 Completion of a basic vocational training qualification introducing the 
idea of job competence. It is normally considered part of upper 
secondary education. This qualification shows a person has basic skills 
suitable for many job functions and the capacity to carry out tasks under 
direction. Most action of people at this level of qualification is deliberate 
repetitive application of knowledge and skills. 

   

 

 

4 Qualification at this level normally includes upper secondary education 
and a work based training programme in an alternance or apprenticeship 
scheme and involves developing knowledge linked to a specific 
occupational sector. People qualified at this level are able to work 
independently on tasks and have the capacity to apply specialist 
knowledge, skills and competences. They will have extensive experience 
and practice in both common and exceptional situations and be able to 
solve problems independently using this experience. 

   

 

 

5 Completion of a main vocational training qualification such as 
apprenticeship or higher education training. This form of qualification 
involves significant theoretical knowledge and involves mainly technical 
work that can be performed independently and entail supervisory and 
coordination duties. Qualification at this level indicates a person can deal 
with complex situations and their performance can be a benchmark for 
others. They will have considerable experience and practice across a 
wide range of work situations. This qualification level often bridges 
secondary and tertiary education and training.  
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6 Qualification at this level covers a high level of theoretical and practical 
knowledge, skill and competence, entailing a mastery of the scientific 
basis of an occupation. Qualification at this level means a person can 
deal comfortably with complex situations is generally autonomous and 
can assume design, management and administrative responsibilities. 
They are equivalent to undergraduate honours degrees. Study for these 
qualifications outside work takes place mostly in Higher Education 
institutions.  

   

 

 

7 These qualifications recognise specialist theoretical and practical 
learning that is required for work as (senior) professionals and managers. 
People qualified at this level will have a wide breadth and depth of 
knowledge and be able to demonstrate high levels of specialist 
competence in an area. They will operate independently and supervise 
and train others where they can be inspiring. These qualifications are 
equivalent to masters degrees. Study for these qualifications outside 
work takes place in specialist Higher Education institutions.  

   

 

 

8 These qualifications recognise people as a leading expert in a highly 
specialised field dealing with complex situations and having the capacity 
for long-range strategic and scientific thinking and action. Such experts 
develop new and creative approaches that extend or redefine existing 
knowledge or professional practice and often teach others to be experts 
and masters. The qualifications are equivalent to doctoral qualifications. 
Study for these qualifications outside work takes place mostly in 
specialist Higher Education institutions. 
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