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What is a Qualifications Framework?

Qualifications frameworks are classification systems that define 
education levels from early childhood to the highest degrees in 
terms of learning outcomes and allocate different programs to 

levels and types.

More than 150 countries have NQFs. The US does not.
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UNESCO Institute for Statistic (2012). International Standard Classification of EducationISCED 2011; Montreal. UIS/2012/INS/10/RE. 
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-isced-2011-en.pdf

Education Levels: ISCED
Level Label Description

0
Early childhood education Education designed to support early development in preparation for participation in school and society. 

Programs designed for children below the age of 3.

Pre-primary education Education designed to support early development in preparation for participation in school and society. 
Programs designed for children from age 3 to the start of primary education.

1 Primary education Programs typically designed to provide students with fundamental skills in reading, writing and mathematics 
and to establish a solid foundation for learning.

2 Lower secondary education First stage of secondary education building on primary education, typically with a more subject-oriented 
curriculum.

3 Upper secondary education Second/final stage of secondary education preparing for tertiary education or providing skills relevant to 
employment. Usually with an increased range of subject options and streams.

4 Post-secondary or non-
tertiary education

Programs providing learning experiences that build on secondary education and prepare for labor market 
entry or tertiary education. The content is broader than secondary but not as complex as tertiary education.

5 Short-cycle tertiary 
education

Short first tertiary programs that are typically practically-based, occupationally-specific and prepare for labor 
market entry. These programs may also provide a pathway to other tertiary programs.

6 Bachelor’s or equivalent Programs designed to provide intermediate academic or professional knowledge, skills and competencies 
leading to a first tertiary degree or equivalent qualification.

7 Master’s or equivalent Programs designed to provide advanced academic or professional knowledge, skills and competencies 
leading to a second tertiary degree or equivalent qualification.

8 Doctorate or equivalent Programs designed primarily to lead to an advanced research qualification, usually concluding with the 
submission and defense of a substantive dissertation of publishable quality based on original research.
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What do those “equivalent” qualifications
look like in practice?
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Swiss Education Report 2023: 
https://www.skbf-csre.ch/fileadmin/files/pdf/bildungsberichte/2023/BiBer_2023_E.pdf

Most common level-6 (Bachelor’s-
level) PET qualifications in 

Switzerland

Most common level-7 and -8 
(Master’s- and Doctoral-level) PET 

qualifications in Switzerland
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European Qualifications Framework: https://europass.europa.eu/en/description-eight-eqf-levels
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Learning Outcomes: European Qualifications Framework
Level Knowledge Skills Responsibility & Autonomy
4 
HS Factual and theoretical knowledge in broad contexts 

within a field of work or study

A range of cognitive and practical skills required to 
generate solutions to specific problems in a field of 
work or study

Exercise self-management within the guidelines of 
work or study contexts that are usually predictable, 
but are subject to change; supervise the routine 
work of others, taking some responsibility for the 
evaluation and improvement of work or study 
activities

5
AA

Comprehensive, specialized, factual and theoretical 
knowledge within a field of work or study and an 
awareness of the boundaries of that knowledge

A comprehensive range of cognitive and practical 
skills required to develop creative solutions to 
abstract problems

Exercise management and supervision in contexts 
of work or study activities where there is 
unpredictable change; review and develop 
performance of self and others

6 
BA

Advanced knowledge of a field of work or study, 
involving a critical understanding of theories and 
principles

Advanced skills, demonstrating mastery and 
innovation, required to solve complex and 
unpredictable problems in a specialized field of 
work or study

Manage complex technical or professional activities 
or projects, taking responsibility for decision-making 
in unpredictable work or study contexts; take 
responsibility for managing professional 
development of individuals and groups

7 
MA

Highly specialized knowledge, some of which is at 
the forefront of knowledge in a field of work or 
study, as the basis for original thinking and/or 
research. Critical awareness of knowledge issues in 
a field and at the interface between different fields

Specialized problem-solving skills required in 
research and/or innovation in order to develop new 
knowledge and procedures and to integrate 
knowledge from different fields

Manage and transform work or study contexts that 
are complex, unpredictable and require new 
strategic approaches; take responsibility for 
contributing to professional knowledge and practice 
and/or for reviewing the strategic performance of 
teams

8 
PhD Knowledge at the most advanced frontier of a field 

of work or study and at the interface between fields

The most advanced and specialized skills and 
techniques, including synthesis and evaluation, 
required to solve critical problems in research 
and/or innovation and to extend and redefine 
existing knowledge or professional practice

Demonstrate substantial authority, innovation, 
autonomy, scholarly and professional integrity and 
sustained commitment to the development of new 
ideas or processes at the forefront of work or study 
contexts including research
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Types of Education
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Types of Education
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Types of Education
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Types of Education
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Summary: What are Qualifications Frameworks?

Education Levels

Learning Outcomes

Education Types
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What can NQFs accomplish, and what can’t they?

11



What can NQFs accomplish, and what can’t they?

Mobility

Permeability

Recognition

12

Implementation

Program quality

State authority
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Mobility

• Educational mobility
− Individuals and providers can understand the 

education system and its options more easily, 
facilitating progression and transitions between 
pathways/fields of study

• Geographic mobility
− An NQF allows for referencing, or understanding 

how a qualification from one place relates to the 
qualifications in another place.  

13

Referencing: How an Australian 
might move to Europe
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Education system permeability requires opportunity and access
NQFs can support both.

Adapted from: Caves, K. M., McDonald, P., Naço, D., & Renold, U. (2023). A ticket up and a ticket out: Promoting and 
ensuring permeability in education system reform. CES Studies, 32.
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Permeability shapes an education system’s maximum potential
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15,000 do not graduate post-secondary 

26,000 do not go on 

9,000 drop out

12,000 graduate without a job 

45,000 attempt 
post-secondary

(63%)

18,000
Employed

(60%)

30,000 complete* 
(67%)

71,000 graduate
(89%)

80,000 
HS students 25,000 had no plan beyond graduation

Education

Employment

Permeability is a big missing piece in the US, especially opportunity
Slide from Indiana CEMETS team 2019
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Recognition: NQFs can help define a path back into education

17Source: https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/207587/1/1663458693.pdf
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Implementation: An NQF builds a map, not a road
Switzerland example of system before 2008 NQF
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The Swiss implementation story: ~10% attainment rate growth in 8 years

Source: https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/dam/sbfi/en/dokumente/berufsbildung_inderschweiz-faktenundzahlen2016.pdf.download.pdf/vocational_and_professionaleducationandtraininginswitzerland-fac.pdf
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There is room for more opportunity: Swiss tertiary enrollment 1999-2022 
by type (After UAS was established in 1996)
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Program quality: An NQF can help but it does not ensure quality alone

21

How an NQF can support quality Challenges

Functional differentiation and 
specialization across types

Different requirements and stakeholders 
for different program types

Existing power structures and policies

NQF does not accredit programs, although 
qualifications authorities/systems can

Quality assurance mechanisms for levels
Well-enforced learning outcomes can 
help individuals and employers 
understand levels

Takes personnel and resources to reference 
every potential qualification to levels

Constant updating required
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State authority: The US does not have a national education system

A regional qualifications 
framework approach probably 
makes sense.

RQFs are non-binding soft 
policies designed to support and 
align NQFs in the area.

An NQF in the US could support 
and align state qualifications 
frameworks 
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https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2021-05/regional_qualifications_frameworks_en.pdf



Discussion
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Appendix
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Opportunity matters: Unemployment rate by highest level of education
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Discussion source: Tuor, S. N., & Backes‐Gellner, U. (2010). Risk‐return trade‐offs to different educational paths: vocational, academic and 
mixed. International journal of Manpower. 
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An academic-only system serves the top part of the wage distribution

Source: Balestra, S., & Backes-
Gellner, U. (2017). 
Heterogeneous returns to 
education over the wage 
distribution: Who profits the 
most?. labor Economics, 44, 89
105.



School-based VET does not help youth labor markets, but dual VET does

School-based VET Dual VET (Apprenticeship)

Source: Bolli, T., Oswald‐Egg, M. E., & Rageth, L. (2021). Meet the need–The role of vocational education and training for the youth labor market. Kyklos, 74(3), 321-348.

Long-term unemployment

No effect

Unemployment

No effect

Involuntary part-time

No effect

In-work at-risk-of-poverty

Long-term unemploymentUnemployment
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Why does linkage matter?
Example: Key skills are better learned at work

28

Source: Renold et al., 2017

https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/184914/1/893586714.pdf
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Simplified Swiss system

VET= Vocational Education and Training (Secondary Level)
PET= Professional Education and Training (Tertiary Level)



Major Reform Years

1996
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Academic Secondary

VET

1978
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1996

PhD

MA/MS

BA/BS

Work Experience

2005

Bridge Courses
2004

Case Management
2006



Swiss System (Simplified)

Applied 
MA/MS

Applied 
BA/BS

Academic Secondary

VET

PET

PET

PET

PET

Vocational 
Baccalaureate

PhD

MA/MS

BA/BS

Work Experience

Exam


	NSFs and USQF:�What are we talking about today?
	What is a Qualifications Framework?
	Education Levels: ISCED
	What do those “equivalent” qualifications�look like in practice?
	Learning Outcomes: European Qualifications Framework
	Types of Education
	Types of Education
	Types of Education
	Types of Education
	Summary: What are Qualifications Frameworks?
	What can NQFs accomplish, and what can’t they?
	What can NQFs accomplish, and what can’t they?
	Mobility
	Education system permeability requires opportunity and access�NQFs can support both.
	Permeability shapes an education system’s maximum potential
	Permeability is a big missing piece in the US, especially opportunity�Slide from Indiana CEMETS team 2019
	Recognition: NQFs can help define a path back into education
	Implementation: An NQF builds a map, not a road�Switzerland example of system before 2008 NQF
	The Swiss implementation story: ~10% attainment rate growth in 8 years�
	There is room for more opportunity: Swiss tertiary enrollment 1999-2022 by type (After UAS was established in 1996)
	Program quality: An NQF can help but it does not ensure quality alone
	State authority: The US does not have a national education system
	Discussion
	Appendix
	Opportunity matters: Unemployment rate by highest level of education
	An academic-only system serves the top part of the wage distribution
	School-based VET does not help youth labor markets, but dual VET does�
	Why does linkage matter?�Example: Key skills are better learned at work�
	Simplified Swiss system
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31

