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ABSTRACT

The Scottish Credit and Qudifications Framework (SCQF) ams to become the ‘nationd
language which will describe dl qudifications in Scotland in terms of levels and credit
points. It is the latest in a series of measures to ‘unify’ the Scottish education sysem. The
paper describes key features of the SCQF, outlines the key stages in its development and
discusses some of the issues raised in its current implementation phase. These include
problems of fitting qudifications into the Framework, issues of compatibility with UK and
internationa  frameworks, and the tenson between dternaive views of what conditutes full
implementation of the Framework. The cregtion of the Framework has been incrementd,
voluntarigtic, partnership-based and pragmatic, but these features of the process will be under
drain as implementation proceeds. The paper concludes by discussing the likely impact of the
SCQF on Scottish education.
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“Describing the past is complex; describing the future is smplicity itself. The
credit point will be exactly the same whether someone is at the early stages of
school, in a further education college, in a professional statutory body or learning
anywhere in Scotland. A common unit of currency will run through absolutely
everything. One of our important goals is to try to bring about that simplicity.”
Norman Sharp, QAA Scotland (Scottish Parliament 2002b, pp.22-23)

1. Introduction: The SCQF as a Unifying Qualifications Framewor k

The Scottish Credit and Qudifications Framework (SCQF) was formdly launched in
December 2001. It aspires to become the ‘nationd language for describing qudifications and
the relaionships between them, to reduce barriers to access and progression through different
types of learning and to promote a culture of lifdong learning. The SCQF maps certificated
learning opportunities in terms of volume and levd. Volume is measured by credit points,
each point corresponding to a notiond ten hours of learning time, and the 12 levels of the
Framework range from provison for learners with savere and profound learning difficulties
(leved 1) to doctord study (level 12). The SCQF is often depicted by the diagram in Figure 1,
but this shows only qudifications awarded by the Scottish Qudifications Authority (SQA)
and Higher Education (HE) inditutions, and it shows only a sub-set of the qudifications
awarded by these bodies The god is to include dl qudifications within the Framework,
induding community-based, employment-based and professond qudifications, and to use
the Framework as the basis for accrediting prior and experientid learning.

Nationa qudifications frameworks are an example of a trend which colleagues and | have
cdled the ‘unification’ of post-compulsory education and traning sysems (Raffe et al.
1998). Unificetion is a globd trend but unifying drategies and policies vary across countries,
quaifications frameworks, or more precisdly ‘outcome-based’ frameworks such as the SCQF,
tend to be characteristic of anglophone countries (Young 2001a, 2002). Qudifications
frameworks themsdves vary with respect to their purpose, their scope and ther
prescriptiveness, and these three dimensions can be used to place the SCQF in internationa
context.



Figure 1 The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework

SCQF Scottish Vocational SCQF
level | SQA National Qualifications Higher Education Qualifications level
12 Doctorates 12
11 Masters SVQ5 11

Honours degree
10 Graduate 10
Diploma/Certificate
9 Ordinary degree 9
Graduate
Diploma/Certificate
Higher National Diploma
g Diploma in H. Ed SvVQ 4 8
. Higher National Certificate
U Advanced Higher Certificate in H. Ed u
6 Higher SVQ 3 6
Intermediate 2
> Credit Standard Grade SVQ2 2
Intermediate 1
. General Standard Grade SVQ 1 &
3 Access 3 3
Foundation Standard Grade
2 Access 2 2
1 Access 1 1

Note. Adapted from Scottish Parliament (2002b, p.24). Only qualifications awarded by the
Scottish Qualifications Authority or Higher Education institutions are shown. HNCs, HNDs
and SVQs have not yet been fitted into the Framework, and the correspondence between SVQ
levels and SCQF levelsis under review (see text).

With respect to purpose, the ‘generd ams of the SCQF areto

help people of dl ages and circumstances to access gppropriate education and training
over their lifetime to fulfil their persondl, socid and economic potentia

endble employers, learners and the public in generd to underdand the full range of
Scottish qudifications, how the qudifications relate to each other, and how different
types of qudifications can contribute to improving the skills of the workforce” (SCQF
2001, p.vii)

The SCQF's ams are more limited then those of frameworks which set out to develop new
qudifications, standards or curricula, or to enhance the quaity of education and training.
Above dl, the SCQF is an enabling or descriptive framework; it ‘is not a regulaory
framework’ (ibid. p.16). Inditutions which ddiver qudifications are not compelled to use
those which are in the Framework.




The scope of the SCQF is broad. While some frameworks are restricted to particular levels or
types of qudifications, such as higher education or vocational qudifications, the SCQF ams
to encompass dl qudifications delivered in Scotland.

The prescriptiveness of a qudifications framework refers to the dringency of the criteria
which qudifications have to satisfy in order to be included. There are, in effect, three criteria
for the SCQF:. credit, leveling and qudity-assurance. Qudifications in the SCQF must be
credit-rated, which implies that the ‘volume of learning can be measured. Qudifications and
credit-bearing components of qudifications must adso be ‘levelled - assgned to one of the 12
levels of the Framework. And assessment for the qudifications must be quality-assured.
These three criteria place the SCQF a an intermediate point on a scale of prescriptiveness.
They are more dringent than the Nationa Quadlifications Framework (NQF) which covers the
other nations of the UK, which does not (yet) include credit.! But they are less stringent than
other qudifications frameworks such as the New Zedand NQF, or the UK’s Nationd and
Scottish Vocational Qudifications (NVQs and SVQs, described below), or the new Nationd
Qudifications introduced in Scotland by the Higher Still reforms (dso described below, and
now included within the SCQF). All these qudifications frameworks are more strongly
precriptive than the SCQF, especidly with respect to the way that learning outcomes are
specified or assessed. This difference in prescriptiveness is reflected in the language used to
describe the two Scottish reforms. the SCQF is a unified framework, while Higher Sill is a
unified sysem. Credits a the same SCQF leve ae ‘comparable’; the dtronger term
‘equivaent’ is avoided.

There is a trade-off between the scope of a qudifications framework and its prescriptiveness.
The more prescriptive a framework, the harder it is to cover a wide range of levels, modes
and content of learning. This has been the experience of Higher Stll, whose prescriptive
assessment rules have been a focus of conflict, and whose scope appears to have narrowed
from its ealier aspiration to cover dl inditutionbased education bedow HE: its
implementation has been more thorough in initid, generd and full-time education then in
other sectors (Tinklin et al. 2001, Raffe et al. 2002). The New Zedand NQF has smilarly
demondgrated the difficulty of making a sngle prescriptive framework cover a whole
education system (Smithers 1997, Mikuta 2002).

In addition to their purpose, scope and prescriptiveness, there are two further ways in which
nationd qudifications frameworks may vary, egpecidly if we look beyond ther formd
design to the policy process which creates them. | refer to these as policy breadth and
incrementalism. Policy breadth describes the extent to which the establishment of the
framework is directly and explicitly linked with other measures to influence how the
framework is used. In dudying an ealier reform of Scottish qudifications (the modular
Action Plan, described below), we concluded that the effects on participation and progression
were limited because the ‘intrindc logic of the modular system, with its flexible pathways
and incentives to participate, were less powerful than the ‘inditutional logic’ in which it was
embedded (Raffe 1988, Raffe et al. 1994). The inditutiond logic comprised the
opportunities, incentives and condraints aisng from such factors as the polices of
educational inditutions (in ther roles as providers and sdectors), funding and regulatory
requirements, timetabling and resource condrants, the reative saus of different fidds of

1 The NQF should not be confused with the Credit and Qualifications Framework for Wales and the Northern
Ireland Credit Accumulation and Transfer Scheme, both of which are closer to the SCQF.
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dudy and the influence of the labour market and the socid dructure. A qudifications
framework may be ineffective if it is not complemented by measures to reform the
surrounding inditutional logic, for example, locd inditutiond agreements to promote credit
transfer, or encouragement to employers to reflect credit values in their sdection processes.
Drawing on the concepts of intrindc and inditutiond logics, Michad Young has
disginguished outcomes-based and ingtitution-based approaches to qudifications reforms, and
suggested that outcomes-based qudifications frameworks are likdy to be ineffective if they
are not ‘based in the shared vaues and practices of ... “communities of trust” (Young 2002,
p.60). At the time of writing (January 2003) the future policy breadth of the SCQF is a
contested issue,® as we see in the discussion of implementation issues later in this paper.

With respect to incrementalism, the SCQF is the laiest in a series of unifying reforms of
qudifications, described in the following section. It dated as a federd framework which
amed to bring together smdler sub-frameworks that dready existed or were being
condructed. It is now expanding to include qudifications that are not dready part of smdler
frameworks. Compared with most nationa qudifications frameworks, the sarting point for
the SCQF is a qudifications sysem tha is dready much more unified than in most other
countries. The creation of the SCQF does not involve the large-scde development of new
gudifications, or the related standards-setting processes, which have been fundamentd to the
development of the NVQ framework or the NQFs in New Zedand and South Africa (Davies
& Burke 2002, South Africa DoE/DoL 2002). At most the SCQF requires some adaptation of
exiding qudifications, and it provides the context for developing or reviewing exising
frameworks. Some other countries developing qudifications frameworks are, in effect,
atempting to cover in a sngle stage the ground which Scotland is covering through a whole
series of reforms over more than twenty years. If these countries are to learn from the
Scottish experience, they need to take account of the full sequence and not only its latest
stage.

This paper reviews the development of the SCQF and discusses some of the issues that it
rases. It draws on an andyss of documents in the public domain, on participaion in
conferences, workshops and mestings relating to the Framework, and on interviews with nine
key informants who had played important roles in the development of the SCQF and/or who
represented principad  stakeholders. The interviews were conducted during 2002-03 under
Chatham House rules. that is, comments or information are not attributed to the individuas
who supplied them.

The next two sections of the paper summarise the previous unifying reforms of qudifications
in Scotland, and describe the development of the SCQF up to its forma launch at the end of
2001. Since then the SCQF has moved into its implementation phase, and Section 4 discusses

2 Here | treat ‘policy breadth’ as a dimension of qualifications frameworks. However some analysts, notably
Y oung, tend to use the term ‘ qualifications framework’ to describe only ‘ outcome-based’ approaches which ‘use
qualifications as a relatively autonomous instrument of policy’ (Young 2001a, p.15). In other words an approach
characterised by very high policy breadth would not be described as a qualifications framework because it
would not be primarily about qualifications. Different definitions of qualifications framework can lead to
radically different conclusions, especially in cross-national comparisons. For example Y oung sees qualifications
frameworks as characteristic of the UK and other anglophone countries. By contrast Wright et al. (1997),
reviewing the experience of European Union countries, use a broader concept of framework. They conclude that
‘national qualification frameworks are a fundamental feature of higher education in continental Europe.... The
absence of a national qualifications framework in the UK marks it out from all other European countries....’

(p.64).
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some of the main issues that are being addressed. Section 5 analyses the policy process of
cregting the SCQF, and asks whether the current strategy for managing change can survive as
implementation proceeds. Findly, section 6 speculates on the impact of the SCQF on Scottish
education.

2. Previous Unifying Reforms
The SCQF builds on a series of unifying reforms of Scottish qudifications.

Action Plan. The 16-plus Action Plan, implemented in 1984, replaced existing non-advanced
vocationd education with a naiond sysem of portable modules of notiondly 40 hours
length. The modules aso covered large areas of the generd curriculum. They were defined in
teems of learning outcomes, with internd criterionreferenced  assessment leading  to
certificates awarded by the Scottish Vocationd Education Council (SCOTVEC). The Action
Pan's main god was to reform the curriculum in Further Education (FE) colleges, multi-
purpose inditutions which provide generd and vocationa programmes, of varying length,
level and mode, for post-school students of al ages. SCOTVEC modules soon accounted for
a large proportion of FE's provison below HE levd; therr early impact is andysed by Black
et al. (1991), Croxford et al. (1991a), SOED (1991) and Howieson (1992). The modules dso
had a dgnificant take-up in secondary schools, either to complement academic courses such
as Highers (the main qudifications for HE entry) or as an dternative for lower-ataning
sudents. Modules filled important gaps in the school curriculum but they had lower datus
than Highers, aggravated by differences in pedagogy and assessment and by obstacles to
progresson between modules and Highers, they were criticised for providing a fragmented
and incoherent curriculum (Croxford et al. 1991b, SOED 1992). These problems were
addressed in 1999 when the modules were incorporated as National Units into the Nationd
Qudificationsintroduced by Higher Still (see below).

SVQs. With SCOTVEC modules in place, Scotland did not a first join the rest of the UK in
introducing NVQs, unitised outcome-based qudifications to recognise occupationd
competence, in the late 1980s. However politica pressure forced Scotland to join in, and
SVQs were introduced from 1990. They were accredited and mostly awarded by SCOTVEC
(Snce 1997 by the Scottish Qudifications Authority (SQA)). Their design is virtudly
identical to NVQs, and many of the issues and criticisms of NVQs apply equaly to SVQs (eg
Eraut 2001). Many Scottish educationists saw the introduction of SVQs as a retrograde step,
because they were based on a narrower notion of competence than SCOTVEC modules.
Unlike the other reforms in this sequence, SVQs were not a unifying measure; they were
desgned primaily for the workplace 0 ingead of unifying the qudifications system they
exacerbated the separation of work-based and indtitution-based learning which remains one
of the main divisons within Scottish education and training.

Unitisation of Higher National Certificates and Diplomas (HNCs and HNDs). Following the
Action Plan’s modularisation of non-advanced vocational provison, from 1989 SCOTVEC's
main advanced courses, HNCs and HNDs, were reformed to created a single, unit-based
national framework. HNCs and HNDs are the main HE qudifications below degree leve, and
deivered mainly in FE. They are important parts of the Scottish sysem; in 2000-01 sub-
degree qudifications accounted for two-thirds (66%) of undergraduate entrants to HE
(Scottish Executive 2002, Table 5). They account for about a third of the 50% of young
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people who now enter full-time HE, and for a mgority of adult and part-time entrants. One
consequence of unitisation was that HNCs and HNDs were based on the same bank of units,
and it became possible to progress from an HNC (12 units) to an HND (30 units) by adding
further units. The process aso provided an opportunity to articulale many HN awards with
Universty degree programmes, dlowing further opportunities for progresson. More than
hdf of students completing sub-degree qudifications currently progress to degrees or other
study.

Scottish Credit Accumulation and Transfer (SCOTCAT) Scheme In 1991 the SCOTCAT
framework was formdly established as the nationd credit framework for HE in Scotland,
based on credits and levels (Menmuir 1999). SCOTCAT was recognised by al Scottish HE
inditutions by 1992, and in 1993 the Scottish Advisory Committee on Credit and Access
(SACCA) was st up to oversee its development. The progress of SCOTCAT was affected by
the close links of Scottish HE with other parts of the UK. The 1990s saw an upsurge of
interest in credit arrangements in the UK, stimulated by the 1993 Robertson Report (HEQC
1993), but progress at UK leve remained dower than in Scotland, adthough here too the
development and implementation of SCOTCAT has been uneven across the sector. The
recent development and implementation of SCOTCAT has been, in effect, subsumed within
the SCQF.

Higher Sill. From 1999 the Higher Still reform has introduced a ‘unified system of courses
and assessment’ leading to National Quadlifications (NQs) (Scottish Office 1994, p.12). NQs
are awarded by the SQA, which was created in 1997 from a merger of SCOTVEC with its
academic counterpart the Scottish Examination Board. The new unified system incorporates
most post-16 school- and college-based provison, including Highers and SCOTVEC
modules and both academic and vocationd subjects, bdow HE levd. Higher Stll’s unified
sysem is more prescriptive than the SCQF. The curriculum is designed according to a
common architecture of 40-hour units, commonly grouped into 160-hour courses and with
the posshility of larger Scottish Group Awards. There are common criteria for curriculum
and assessment. NQs are available at seven levels (corresponding to SCQF levels 1 to 7) and
ther man raionde was to provide the unified ‘dimbing frame that would endble dl
potentiad students, including lower-attaining 16 year-olds, to access provison a a suitable
levdl and to have flexible opportunities to progress within the mainstream education system.
The new assessment arrangements precipitated the ‘exams crigs of 2000, when many SQA
candidates received late or incorrect results, but Higher Stll retains the broad support of
Scottish  educationists. Neverthdess its prescriptive design rules, and especidly those
concerning assessment, have been a source of tenson; implementation has been dower than
expected in the FE sector whose concerns include the condraints on flexible delivery and the
acceptability of the new provison to employers (Tinklin et al. 2001, Howieson et al. 2001,
Reffe et al. 2002).

3. The Development of the SCQF

The origin of the SCQF was described by one of my interviewees as ‘a few people rolling out
an idea until we had criticdl mass. It darted in the mid 1990s as an idea to build a wider
framework around the two national frameworks that were then teking shape: Higher Still



(NQs) and SCOTCAT, the first two columns in Figure 1. Mogt of the key individuds driving
it forward were associated with one or other of these devel opments.

The role of HE was critic. When asked why HE had taken the lead, given that it was aready
developing SCOTCAT and had less to gain than other sectors from a wider framework, one
interviewee replied ‘dtruigm’. Another sad that HE was looking to the future, and to
changing petterns of recruitment especidly from FE. A third view referred to the recent
(1992) devolution of respongbility for the Scottish universties to the Scottish Office, and the
creation of a separate Scottish Higher Education Funding Council. The SCQF provided an
opportunity for the ‘repatriated” Scottish HE system to determine its own path and to
drengthen its links with the rest of Scottish education. The Scottish office of the Qudlity
Asaurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA), one of the main protagonists of the SCQF,
adso wished to embed itsdf within the Scottish system and to increase its autonomy from its
UK parent body. Moreover, by leading the framework HE could help to shape it, and thereby
avoid the experience of other countries such as South Africa and New Zedand where HE has
fdt excluded from the development of naiond qudifications frameworks (Young 2001b,
Mikuta 2002). | suspect there is some truth in al these explanaions, and in a further one: like
many Scottish initiatives, the SCQF owed its birth to the enthusasm and commitment of a
few key individuds.

The process was given momentum in 1997 by the Garrick Report of the Scottish Committee
of the Dearing Inquiry into HE. This recommended that HE providers, the QAA, SQA and
SACCA ‘should together condder and adopt an integrated qualifications framework based
aound leve of study and Scottish Credit Accumulation and Transfer Scheme credit points
(NCIHE 1997b, p.39). Both Garrick and the UK -wide Dearing Report recognised the benefits
of a qudifications framework for HE, but they acknowledged that Scotland would require a
different framework from the rest of the UK. This was to be the subject of tension between
QAA Scotland and QAA at UK leve over the following years.

The government had not played a leading role in the development so far, athough the support
of one or two key officids was criticd. In 1998 it endorsed the SCQF in Opportunity
Scotland: a paper on lifdong learning. It announced a ten-point Action Plan; point nine
promised that by 2002 ‘we will have introduced Higher Still and developed a comprehensive
Scottish Credit and Qudifications Framework building on the success of the SCOTCAT
sysem’ (Scottish Office 1998, p.5). ‘We will join a group to develop the Framework and
expect it to be in place by August 1999 (p.63). Like other time scales for the SCQF, this
proved too ambitious.

In April 1999 three HE bodies - the Committee of Scottish Higher Education Principals (soon
to be re-named Universties Scotland), the QAA and SACCA - together with the SQA and the
Scottish Office published a consultative document Adding Value to Learning: the Scottish
Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF 1999). This contained proposals for an 11-leve
framework, with the upper levels based on SCOTCAT, and suggested that the Framework be
introduced in 2000 when the firg SQA Nationd (Higher Stll) Qudifications would be
awarded. Responses to the consultation expressed generd support for a framework with
broad scope and based on levels and SCOTCAT credit points.

Ealy in 2000 the SCQF formdly entered its development phase. A development and
implementation plan was agreed by the four ‘devdopment partners: QAA, SQA,
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Universties Scotland and the Scottish Executive (as the Scottish Office had become, under
the Scottish Parliament established in 1999). The plan covered the three years to spring 2003,
by when the SCQF would gpply to dl the man HE and maindream nationd qudifications,
and to a ggnificant proportion of other mgor qudifications, and it would be the man
language for describing provision and recording qudifications (SCQF 2000). The plan was to
be taken forward by the four development partners advised by a Joint Advisory Committee
(JAC) representing main stekeholders. The plan listed seven drands of  development:
edablishing and sarvicing the JAC; deveoping and enhancing the nationd dructure and
language (indluding pogtioning the man qudificaions within the dtructure); operationaising
the SCQF (much of this to be carried out by development partners in their own spheres as
awarders of qudifications); rasng awareness, reaing to and informing UK and European
devdopments, monitoring and reviewing, and ‘enhancing the SCQF and responding to
nationa education and training developments as appropriate’ (SCQF 2000, p.7). However it
was not until March 2001 that a development officer - the SCQF's firg full-time employee -
was gppointed. This represented a tiny commitment compared with the large bureaucracies
supporting other qudifications frameworks (Young 2001b), but it was a step change from the
previous Stuaion when the ‘joint secretariat’, comprisng officers of the four development
partners, were ‘trying to do it in our lunchtimes once a week’. The SCQF s main stakeholders
have consstently opposed the creation of a centrd bureaucracy on the grounds that it would
undermine the partnership gpproach. However this at times dowed down the process.

The prolonged search for a chair of the JAC who would be acceptable to al parties caused
further delay. David Miller, charr of the SQA, was eventudly appointed and the JAC met for
the firg time in June 2000, but two months later the SQA ‘exams criss (when many SQA
candidates received late or incorrect results) precipitated Miller’'s resignation. Eventudly
Andrew Cubie accepted the chair after recelving guarantees of ministeria commitment to the
Framework. Dr Cubie is a prominent lawyer and a former chair o CBI Scotland as well as of
the Court of Napier Universty; he is best known in Scottish education as chair of the inquiry
which led to the abolition of ‘up-front’ student fees. The exams criss caused additional delay
by diverting the atention of SQA away from the Framework in order to focus on immediate
operationd issues.

The SCQF was formdly launched a a conference in December 2001 on the bass of a
document published three months earlier (SCQF 2001). This outlined a framework based on
12 levels and SCOTCAT credit points, and provided descriptors setting out the ‘characteristic
generic outcomes a each level. The HE end of the framework had aready been introduced
in a document published by the QAA in the previous January (QAA 2001). The leves and
labels were the same as elsewhere in the UK a Honours degree and postgraduate levels, but
different a the lower levels. This was the outcome of a heated debate within the QAA over
whether there should be a single UK framework for HE or whether Scotland should have
separate framework.

The SCQF launch conference was addressed by Wendy Alexander, the Scottish Minigter for
Enterprise and Lifdong Learning, who sad that the SCQF was ‘crucid in achieving a
lifdong learning culture in Scotland (SCQF 2002a, p.1). The Framework received a further
boost in March 2002, when it figured prominently in the Interim Report of the Inquiry into
Lifdong Learning by the Scottish Paliament's Committee on Enterprise and Lifdong
Learning. The Committee advocated a natiord drategy to unify the four man sectors of
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lifdong leaning - HE, FE, vocationd training and community/voluntary education - and saw
the SCQF as an important instrument to promote this. The Framework was the basis for one
of the Committees main recommendations, for a generd entittement to lifdong learning,
dthough this recommendation was expressed more tentatively in the find report, published in
November 2002, than in the interim report (Scottish Parliament 2002a, 2002b). The
Committee's reports, according to one interviewee, ‘woke up’ some members of the JAC and
made them redise that this was ‘not a sde development but the nationd framework for
Scotland'. It dso raised the profile of the SCQF in the wider community. From now on a key
problem for the SCQF was to be the management of expectations. expectations about the
peed with which the Framework could be developed, expectations about its potential impact
on such issues as parity of esteern, and expectations about policy breadth, that is, the range of
other measures which it would accompany.

4. The Implementation of the SCQF

Following its officia launch a the December 2001 conference, the SCQF moved into its
implementation phase. An Implementation Group was edtablished early in 2002. It was
chaired initidly by Andrew Cubie, and then by Heather Jones, a senior Scottish Executive
officid. The Implementation Group represents the main participants in the implementation of
the SCQF, and its membership overlaps substantidly with the JAC. In principle, a least, the
initigtive is progressvey moving from the four development partners to a larger group of
‘implementation partners. The JAC, which aso includes partners not directly involved in the
implementation, retains the man role in mantaning the patnership and coordinaing
partners  activities, its chair, Andrew Cubie, is the public face of the SCQF. The process il
reies on a vey smdl daff, but additiond resources were announced by lain Gray,
Alexander’ s successor as minigter, in December 2002.

The National Plan for the Implementation of the Framework, published in December 2002,
identified the next tasks (SCQF 2000b). Severd of these concern information and
communication. The SCQF aspires to become the ‘nationad language to describe
qudifications in Scotland; the implementation plan spells out measures to maeke sure that this
language is used in public descriptions of educational provison, in guidance, in individud
records of achievement, and as the bads for developing and publicisng credit transfer and
progression routes.

However, the biggest implementation task is to fit the full range of Scottish qudifications
into the SCQF. The implementation plan announced that ‘[bly 2004-05 most Scottish
qudifications will be in accordance with the Framework’ (SCQF 2002b). This involves a
congderable extenson beyond the two frameworks around which the SCQF was first
congructed, Nationd Qudifications and SCOTCAT, and these two frameworks are
themsdves not fully implemented. The qudifications to be fitted into the SCQF include
HNCs and HNDs (currently under review), SVQs, other qudifications awarded by the SQA,
professona qudifications and those awarded for continuous professona development, and
qudifications avarded by employers. There is condderable interest in using the SCQF to
gain recognition for community learning, and to accredit prior and experientid learning. Both
of these pose red chdlenges for the framework, but they are under consderation by the
Implementation Group. According to one interviewee in summer 2002: ‘So far the approach
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is like doing a jigsaw puzzle. You gtart with the pieces that are easer to fit in and hope that
they will make it eader to fit the other pieces later on.’

Some of the difficulties in fitting the pieces into the jigsaw puzzle are exemplified by SVQs.
In order to be included in the Framework qudifications and their condituent units must be
credit-rated (their volume measured in terms of SCOTCAT credit points) and levelled
(essigned to one of the 12 SCQF levels), and their assessment must be quality-assured.
Messuring the volume of SVQs is not only a technica problem but a chalenge to their whole
philosophy. NVQs and SVQs have ressed the notion that learning could be quantified,
epecidly in teems of hours as this implies ‘time-serving (Howieson 1999). Leveling raises
further problems. The SCQF leve descriptors do not easily accommodate the kinds of
learning outcomes which define SVQs, and they may need to be revised. Whole SVQs are
dready leveled but ther condtituent units are not, and the five SVQ levels are broader than
the 12 levels of the SCQF. SVQs may be dlowed to ‘straddle adjacent SCQF leves, with
(for example) SVQ leved 3 placed a levels 5 to 7 of the SCQF. Despite these problems,
SVQs may prove to be one of the easer pieces of the jigsaw; other qudifications will present
additional chalenges. A particular issue is how the Framework can be used for learning that
does not leed to formd qudifications. This may involve providing an intermediate datus, haf
in and hdf out of the Framework, in which learning is described in terms of the SCQF leves
but not in terms of crediit.

The Framework needs to establish a body or a procedure to manage the process and to
goprove new qudifications. In the case of qudifications awarded by the development
partners - SQA and HE inditutions - the awarding bodies own judgements about credit, level
and quaity assurance are accepted. However, as one interviewee noted, this may lead other
awarding bodies to fed that they ‘just need to knock on the door and step through’, even if
their judgements of levd and credit, or their qudity assurance, may be suspect. This is a
sengtive process, another interviewee fdt that the SCQF had been ‘stuck on this problem for
about three years .

These problems ae further complicated by the wider UK dimenson. Many professond
gudifications are awarded across the UK. SVQs cannot be permitted to diverge too much
from the UK modd for NVQs Many qudifications awarded in Scotland, including NVQs
themsdves and City & Guilds, ae regulated in England, and there ae internationd
gudifications such as the European Computer Driving Licence in widespread use
Qudifications mugt have vaue in a UK-wide (if not wider) labour market; for example, the
Army is keen for its own exit qudifications to be placed in the SCQF, but they must dso be
recognised across the UK. However, the SCQF does not map precisdy onto other UK
frameworks (it has more bvels, especidly at the school-HE interface) and the SCQF tends to
be a a more advanced stage, especidly compared with England where most UK-wide
gudifications are owned or regulated. If Scotland were to place other countries
gudifictions into its own framework, this could cause anomdies later on if those
frameworks placed them according to different principles These anomalies would be
paticularly sengtive if the frameworks concerned were used for regulation or funding. The
preferred approach is to develop principles for reading across from one framework to another,
but thisis only possbleif the other frameworks have been implemented.

Smilar issues apply on a European and internationd level. All my interviewees agreed that
there had been no internationd modd for the SCQF; Scotland is out in front and this could
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pose problems if the rest of the world - or at least the rest of Europe - decidesto go in a
different direction. Scotland is a small country, and it is not represented as a separate member
gate in European decison-making fora. Current European developments such as the Bologna
and Copenhagen processes (to promote European cooperation and convergence in HE and in
vocationa education and training respectively) are being watched carefully. For example,
there is a concern that Europe might move towards a credit model based on contact hours.
This would conflict with the philosophy of the SCQF which is based on quality-assured
learning outcomes, even if these are quantified in terms of notiona learning hours.

A further st of issues concerns the definition of full implementation of the SCQF. We can
observe two contrasting views, which correspond to narrower and broader positions on what |
have cdled the ‘policy breadth’ of a qudificaions framework. In the narrower view,
implementation is complete when (i) dl qudifications are in place and (ii) the language of
SCQF leve and credit is used to describe dl provison and dl qudifications. Theresfter the
role of the framework is an enabling one: it is expected to change behaviour but it is up to
those who use it to determine how. This view of implementation is reflected in mogt officid
language about the Framework. In the broader view, it is the task of implementation to ensure
that the Framework is used in particular ways, and in particular that SCQF credits are actudly
recognised for credit transfer. The area which has received grestest atention is the interface
between FE and HE, and the willingness of universities to give credit b entrants with HNCs
or HNDs obtained in FE colleges (Mussalbrook et al. 2000). The strongest exponents of the
broader view described above tend to be in the FE sector (Kely 2002). Many of the FE
submissons to the Paliament's Committee inquiry had this broader notion of
implementation in mind when they cdled for the Framework to be implemented more fully or
more quickly. The Association of Scottish Colleges argued:

‘If learners are to be able to access qualifications how, where, and when their learning

needs and schedule requires, then key elements of SCQF have to be accepted. These are:

»= Modularisgtion of provision ...
= Continuous assessment of attainment based on coursawork ...

» Exteand veification of provison to ensure national Standards and requirements are
met ...

= Underpinning systems of quality assurance ...

=  Assgnment of units, courses (groups of units) and group awards (groups of courses)
to one of the 12 levels of SCQF

= Cumulative certification recording what has been achieved in the past not just the
current year

= Development of a core skills profile to demondrate the skills particularly vaued by
employers (communication, numeracy, I T, working with others etc)

» Paity of esteem for academic (‘capability’) and vocationd (‘competence’) awards’
(ASC 2001, para5.9)

This is a dronger interpretation of the ‘key dements of the SCQF than many other
dekeholders would accept. A smilar diversty of perceptions of what would congtitute full
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implementation of the framework has been observed in the South African NQF (South Africa
DoE/DoL 2002).

5. The Policy Process of the SCQF

As with other educationd initiatives, the digtinction between developing and implementing
the Framework is blurred. The principles which define the Framework - such as its
definitions d levels and credit - have to be clarified, interpreted and revised in the process of
fiting qudifications into the Framework; in other words, development continues during
implementation. However, the diginction between development and implementation may il
be important if the model for managing the development is put under pressure by the new
demands of implementation.

The process of developing the SCQF has been characterised by incrementaism, voluntarism,
patnership and pragmatism. It has been incrementa because it builds on ealier unifying
reforms and brings together existing sub-frameworks. It has been voluntaristic, because the
Framework has no regulatory function and no stakeholder who owns, awards or uses a
qudification has been compeled to join in. It has been based on a partnership approach
which has been conscioudy and ddiberately fostered since the earliet days of the
Framework. As one interviewee noted, this approach ‘makes things happen dowly, but it
makes things happen more securdy’. Partnership has been sustained by the reaively low
profile of the Scottish Executive, dthough my informants have different views on whether
this has reflected a deliberate drategy to keep the partnership intact or a falure, until
relatively recently, to give the Framework a high priority. Partnership is dso sustained by the
absence of alarge bureaucracy.

The process is not ‘bottom-up’; the Framework has been built around two existing centraised
developments, Nationd Quadifications (Higher Stll) and SCOTCAT, and it has been led by
the organisations who own these developments. Functions which are caried out by centrd
bureaucracies in other countries NQFs are in Scotland carried out by the development
patners, especially the SQA, in respect of the sub-frameworks which they own. The
partnership gpproach is thus made possble by the incremental and federd naure of the
SCQF. The patnership arangements resemble the layers of an onion, with the four
development partners (described to me as ‘primus inter pares’) a the centre, other man
gdakeholders such as FE in the next layer and more margina stakeholders in the outer layer.
There are frictions within the partnership. FE, probably the sector most directly affected by
the Framework, has resented its secondary status. The JAC was established primarily in order
to keep the patners on board without undermining the primacy of the four development
partners.

The pragmatism with which the partnership has been sustained is reflected in the underlying
goproach to qudifications. The South African Qudifications Authority describes its NQF as a
‘socid congruct’ (Cosser 2001, p.156). The SCQF smilarly reflects a socid rather than a
technicigt view of qudifications. In the socid view, the role and vaue of qudifications is not
merdly a function of thar technicad propeties such as the rdiability and vdidity of
assessment and the knowledge or competences which they certify. The vaue of qudifications
is dso based on socid factors such as trust and confidence, and on the power and influence of
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the bodies which award them and of the groups and organisations which use them (Young
2002, p.57). A pragmatic gpproach to a qudifications framework avoids gtringent criteria for
admitting qudifications, and it interprets its criteria flexibly. It does not rey purdy on
technicd judgements of levd, volume and qudity when teking decisons about fitting
qudifications into the framework. Ingtead it takes care, at least tacitly, not to undermine the
trust that underpins qudifications, and not to offend powerful groups whose support may be
needed to make the Framework effective. The SCQF, hitherto, has followed a largey
pragmatic gpproach. In contrast with other Frameworks — such as NVQs in the rest of the
UK, or the NQFs in New Zedand and South Africa — it has not amed to chalenge existing
educationa or socia hierarchies.

These four features of the SCQF policy process - incrementdism, voluntarism, partnership
and pragmatism - may come under pressure as the implementation gathers paces and
epecidly as the SCQF is extended to include additional qudifications. In the first place, the
process may become less incrementd. Unlike the qudlifications dready in the SCQF, many
of the qudifications to be admitted are not pat of exising sub-frameworks, the Framework
ams to absorb them in a sngle sep, without passng through the intermediate dtage of a
sndler (but perhgps more prescriptive) framework. Second, the voluntarism of the
Framework may become increasngly meaningless as it expands. If dl other qudifications are
in the SCQF it will become more difficult to refuse to join in. And as the Framework expands
it may become increesingly difficult to keep it separae from regulation and funding,
especidly if, as proposed by the Parliament's Committee, it is used to define an entitlement.
The FE and HE Funding Councils are expected to move towards credit-based funding, but
not based on the SCQF. However, a joint working group of the Councils and the bodies
which fund public traning has recommended that they should ‘ensure tha dl the lifeong
learning provison they fund is clearly embedded in the Scottish Credit and Qudlifications
Framework’ (HIE/SEWSFEFC/SHEFC 2000, p.31). My interviewees agreed that the
Framework should not be linked to funding and regulation, because raisng the stakes in this
way would meke it harder to implement, but they recognised that such a link might be
inevitable in the long term.

Expanding the Framework will increese the number of partners and this may threaten the
carefully condructed balance between the different categories of partners, the layers of the
onion described above. Speakers at the SCQF's second annua conference in December 2002
fdt tha ‘professond bodies and employers in particular fed they are not fully engaged’. To
include learners as full partners will present an even bigger chdlenge. Hitherto partnership
has been sugtained by the absence of a substantid bureaucracy. Much of the additiona
funding for implementation announced in December 2002 will be spent on consultancies
rather than permanent gaff, but the SCQF may Hill need a larger organisation to manage its
expangon. The partnership would aso be threatened if the Scottish Executive became — or
was perceived to be — the main driver of the SCQF. And as implementation proceeds the
patners different views of what would conditute full implementation, and different
expectations of policy breadth, will become more sdient. This may divide the partners, with
(for example) FE wanting a broader view of implementation and other education providers
wanting to preserve their freedom to decide whether and how to use the Framework.

The pragmatism of the SCQF approach will be tested in the process of defining detalled
criteria and establishing procedures for admitting qudifications to the Framework. These
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criteria and procedures will need to be technicaly rigorous if confidence is to be maintained:
one or two maverick qudifications could undermine the whole Framework. But the process
will need more than technica rigour; it will need to be sengtive to the wider politics of the
gtuation in order to maintain its legitimacy. If the qudifications of the development partners
(SQA and univerdties) are assumed to meat the qudity criteria will other influentid
awarding bodies accept that their own qudifications need further scrutiny, especidly if this
scrutiny is administered or overseen by rival awarding bodies? Technicd rigour may conflict
with pragmatism. The firda man tet of the process may come when a high-status
qudification owned or used by a powerful organisation is refused admission to the SCQF on
the grounds of qudlity.

6. The SCQF and the Future of Scottish Education

The SCQF is part of a wider process towards the ‘unification’ of education and training
gysdems, and it continues a series of unifying measures in Scottish educetion. In a recent
review of cross-nationd evidence on unification | suggested tha this term embraced three
inter-related trends. the integration of general and vocationd curricula; the reduction or
eimination of differences between educationd tracks, and the development of ‘seamless
opportunities for access and progresson in lifdong learning (Raffe 2002). The SCQF belongs
with the third of these. It ams to help people to access gppropriate learning opportunities
throughout their lives, and to receive credit for learning dready underteken. This is how the
framework is perceived by most dakeholders. A magority of the submissons to the
Parliament Committee's Lifedlong Learning Inquiry which mentioned the SCQF linked it with
access, progresson or pathways. The submissons aso reved how the SCQF has displaced
Higher Sill, nomindly a lifdong learning meesure, in the public rhetoric and debates about
unification: 47 of the 130 submissons mentioned the SCQF (this was before the Committee's
own report raised the Framework’s public profile); only 12 referred to Higher Still or the
changesit had introduced.®

However, aspirations for the SCQF extend beyond promoting access and progression.
Expectations are high. The officid launch document linked the SCQF with the government’s
desire to engender a ‘culture of lifdong learning’ (SCQF 2001, p.1). Many people epect the
SCQF to promote the other two aspects of unification described above the integration of
general and vocationd curricula and the reduction of differences between tracks. For
example, some people expect that the SCQF, by placing different types of learning in a
common metric of levels and credits, will promote parity of esteem between academic and
vocaiond qudifications (others fed that it should promote parity, even if they are scepticd
in practice). The Framework is seen by some as an instrument, not only for reforming the
way that learning is assessed and recorded, but aso for reforming the learning process itself.
And there is anecdota evidence, especidly from the FE and HE sectors, of the Framework’s
cataytic potentia. It can be a cadys for inditutiond collaboration, for reviews of the
curriculum and the means of ddivering it, for enhancing support services for students, for
improving guidance and for upgrading inditutions information sysems. It is too ealy to
judge whether such changes will remain isolated examples or whether they will pervede the
system and eventudly transformiit.

3 Based on the first-round submissions which were accessible on the Parliament’ s web site in summer 2002.
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There are fears as wdl as agpirations for the Framework. Its impact might not al be postive,
and at least three dangers have been identified. First, the SCQF might promote a ‘ certificated
society’ raher than a learning society (Ainley 1997). Learning that does not lead to
qudifications, induding much community-based learning, might be devalued or distorted in
order to fit in to an outcomes-based framework. Second, the SCQF might accelerate the
process of academic drift. It might encourage only verticd progresson, and devaue learning
opportunities which do not lead to HE. By creating a more unified sysem and reducing
internd divisons it might make it harder for particular sectors - such as vocationd training or
community learning - to insulate themsdves from the dominant academic ethos. The third
danger is that the SCQF might be appropriated for purposes for which it was not designed,
and usad as an ingrument of regulation, funding and control. The SCQF's centrad podtion in
the drategic thinking of both the Parliament Committee and the Scottish Executive may carry
athreat aswell asapromise.

Or might both the aspirations and the fears for the SCQF be unredised? If its main role is
amply to be the ‘nationd language for Scottish qudifications, some of the aspirations
atached to it reflect a strong fath in linguistic determinism. The SCQF is not a sufficient
condition for a new culture of lifdong learning. Its impact will depend on whether (and how)
it induces changes in what | have cdled the inditutiond logic, as well as in its own intrinsc
logic. All the main dekeholders agree that wider changes (to the inditutiond logc) are
needed. The difference between the srong and wesk views of implementation described
above is amply over whether these changes need to be part of the implementation policy or
whether they will emerge more or less spontaneoudy with the Framework as a catalys.
Perhaps the best approach lies between these two postions. the wider changes required for
the Framework to be effective may need to be coordinated even if they are not directed or
controlled from the centre. This will be a task for the partnership. In andysng Higher Stll
we have questioned the assumption that once its unified system was in place its effectiveness
would be maximised by a lasser-fare policy which dlowed each individud or inditution to
use it in the way that best suited their own needs (Tinklin et al. 2001). Such a policy could
result in fragmentation rather than unification if these uses were not coordinated. We
presented dternative metgphors for the future development of Higher Still: a chartered bus,
whose passengers have agreed on where they want to go, or private taxis in which every one
goes off in their own direction. The SCQF may face the same choice. Its impact may depend
on whether its partnership arrangements can withstand the chdlenges of the implementation
phase and coordinate, but not direct, such further change as will be needed to make it
effective.
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