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We are almost in 2020. The EU2020 

strategy, the ET2020 policy framework 

– in most policy processes 2020 is a 

milestone. It is also the end of the Mul-

tiannual Financial Framework 2014-

2020. The years 2014-2020 are a very 

full and rich period and the launch of 

initiatives, measures and projects on 

VET and Adult Learning (AL) in the next 

three years will be intense. 

In June 2016 the Commission laun-

ched the New Skills Agenda for Euro-

pe. In December 2016 the Communi-

cation on “Investing in Europe’s Youth” 

called for “a new dedicated long-dura-

tion mobility activity ‘ErasmusPRO’ wi-

thin the existing Erasmus+ programme 

to support work placements abroad”. 

This is now becoming a reality as it will 
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European Commission

be included in the next general call of 

Erasmus+, to be published in October 

2017. 

Continuing with its policy for the de-

velopment of human capital, the Euro-

pean Union has set some priorities and 

benchmarks during these years and is 

now starting to reflect about the period 

2021-2027. In the context of the New 

Skills Agenda, there are plans to revise 

or reconsider the whole batch of VET, 

AL and lifelong learning instruments 

(e.g. Europass, EQF, EQAVET, EC-

VET). The revision of the EQF has been 

adopted by the Council, which is still 

debating the Commission proposal to 

revise Europass. The opportunity to re-

vise EQAVET and ECVET is at an earlier 

stage of debate. 

Attaining the Future of ECVET

Miguel B. Santos
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licy group and the input from ECVET 

users. The ECVET Forum (18-19 Octo-

ber 2017) is a major occasion, as is the 

Mobility workshop on 22 November 

2017 in Brussels as part of the second 

European Vocational Skills Week.  

Miguel B. Santos

ECVET Coordinator

Policy Officer at Directorate General 

for Employment, Social Affairs  

and Inclusion

Unit E3 – VET, Apprenticeships  

and Adult Learning 

Preliminary exchanges seem to sug-

gest a certain agreement on the need 

to revise the ECVET legal basis, to cla-

rify a persistent misunderstanding on 

the potential relevance and real use-

fulness of ECVET. The Recommenda-

tion established ECVET as a Europe-

an credit system, which as such is de 

facto not applied, namely as concerns 

the use of credit points. On the other 

hand, some elements are applied and 

have proven useful to support the flexi-

bility of pathways, either through better 

qualification design or as a standard 

reference for good quality mobility ex-

periences.

How to proceed on the revision is 

still an open issue. The complete re-

vision of the Recommendation, the 

incremental adjustment, and the inte-

gration of a more comprehensive fra-

mework for VET and AL are options 

that each present advantages and 

challenges. 

The Commission is launching a study 

on the interaction between VET tools 

and policy making at national and Eu-

ropean level. This study should be fina-

lised by the end of summer 2018. More 

and crucial contributions will come 

from the debate within the ECVET po-

The Second European Vocational 
Skills Week will take place from 
20 to 24 November 2017!

This first European Vocational Skills Week took place on 5-9 December 2016 with 
events in Brussels and hundreds of activities in Member States, EFTA and EU 
candidate countries organised at national, regional and local levels. To capitalise 
on this energy and enthusiasm, the European Commission will organise a second 
European Vocational Skills Week on 20-24 November 2017.

The objective of VET Skills week is to improve the attractiveness and image of 
vocational education and training. It is a great opportunity to showcase excellen-
ce and quality and raise awareness of the wide range of opportunities VET offers 
across Europe.

All stakeholders are invited to get involved. This includes learners, parents, com-
panies, business organisations, social partners, education and training providers, 
adult learning organisations, chambers and other professional organisations, re-
searchers, career counsellors, public authorities, and society at large.

For more information, please send a message to the organisers of the European 
Vocational Skills Week.



Implementing ECVET  
in Denmark
A front-line report
An article by Svend Rechnagel, National ECVET coordinator for Denmark, and Søren Kristensen, National ECVET expert
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Some background 
information
Denmark was one of the countries that 
decided to implement ECVET only in 
relation to transnational mobility, since 
it was feared that introducing it as a 
cross-cutting element of VET could 
lead to a fragmentation of the “holis-
tic” Danish apprenticeship system. 
There is a strong tradition for learning 
mobility in Denmark, and since well be-
fore the birth of ECVET (in fact, since 
1992), Danish apprentices have been 
able to take all or parts of their work 
placements abroad with support from 
the national PIU-programme. Over 
the years, an understanding has been 
reached between the activities here 
and the projects funded under Eras-
mus+; PIU is used to fund individual 
placements abroad of a duration of 4 
weeks and upwards, whereas Eras-
mus+ is used for short-term mobility 
involving groups of learners both for 
placements and school stays. Only 
Erasmus+ projects use ECVET, since 
a homegrown system for recognition 
of learning outcomes acquired abroad 
in a PIU-context has been in operation 
since the start of the programme.

DENMARK

The survey of Danish mobility pro-
jects comprised in total 17 Erasmus+ 
funded projects which had indicated 
that they were implementing ECVET in 
their activities. Together they covered 
all forms of initial vocational education 
and training in Denmark, with the ex-
ception of the nautical trades. These 
projects were asked to submit relevant 
documentation, notably Memoranda of 
Understanding (MoU), Learning Agree-

ments (LA) and Transcript of Records 
or the equivalents of these. After an 
analysis of this documentation, 8 pro-
jects were subsequently selected for 
qualitative interviews.

The projects were all between 2-4 
weeks in length, and the majority 
were carried out as placements in 
enterprises.

The use of ECVET in a Danish context has shown a continuous upward trend since the launch late in 
2011. The overwhelming majority of all mobility projects financed under Erasmus+ now indicate that 
they have implemented ECVET. This is an achievement in itself, but it begs the question: what does it 
actually mean when projects state that they are “implementing ECVET”? Is it a full-scale integration of 
all functions and elements, or is it merely the use of selected aspects? To date there was only anecdotal 
evidence regarding this, so in 2016 the Danish ECVET coordination unit decided to carry out a survey 
of a representative batch of Danish mobility projects to gain more in-depth information that can be used 
to guide the work of the ECVET-experts.



that learning outcomes are assessed, 
validated and recognised by the rele-
vant actors. The stay abroad in all pro-
jects is recognised as an integral part of 
the individuals’ learning trajectory, but 
there are clear differences in the impor-
tance attached to the ECVET frame-
work as a formal tool for recognition. 
Those that place less emphasis on this 
function are generally projects where 
learning objectives are described in 
terms of broad, overarching compe-
tences and attitudes (foreign language 
proficiency, intercultural understanding, 
personal development, new perspec-
tives on the chosen trade etc.), rather 
than constituting stand-alone units of 
vocational learning. Here, the key is-
sue is the immersion into the hosting 
environment (school or enterprise), and 
the short duration of the projects (2-4 
weeks) means that any lacunae in vo-
cational learning arising because of the 
stay abroad can be made up later.

ECVET as a ‘common 
language’ between 
actors across borders
A second function of ECVET that is 
discernible in the projects is that of a 
“common language” to discuss learn-
ing outcomes and transfer across 
borders in Europe, by providing both 

Key messages from the 
survey
It is clear from the survey and the 
subsequent analyses that there is no 
uniform way in which ECVET is im-
plemented in Danish mobility projects. 
We can talk about different levels of 
engagement: at one end of the scale 
there are projects that have adopted 
only a few elements of ECVET – e.g. 
using the templates for MoU and LA 
developed at European level – whereas 
others incorporate ECVET in the activ-
ities in a much more comprehensive 
way, particularly those that are carried 
out in the context of partnerships set 
up in the framework of a KA2-project 
focusing on ECVET.

However, this is not necessarily a ques-
tion of projects dividing themselves into 
groups of “less advanced” and “more 
advanced”. Rather, projects have dif-
ferent needs, and they tend to focus in 
on the aspects and elements of ECVET 
that make sense in their context, draw-
ing on these while downplaying others 
that are perceived as less important. 
This effectively makes ECVET more of 
a “toolbox” or a “reference framework” 
than a “system”. The analysis shows 
that ECVET fulfils 3 different functions 
in the Danish projects, but not all are 
necessarily of equal importance in the 
context of the individual project.  

ECVET as a framework 
for recognition
The decision to block any develop-
ments towards a credit-based VET 
system in Denmark effectively pre-
cludes that ECVET is used as a credit 
transfer system proper. Consequently, 
no ECVET points are allocated, and the 
“credit” awarded is not of a kind that 
can be accumulated as a distinct com-
ponent of a qualification. The projects 
therefore use the various tools and pro-
cedures of ECVET as a general frame-
work rather than a system to ensure 

a framework of reference and a termi-
nology. The terminology concerns the 
concept of “units of learning outcomes” 
and the use of the descriptors “knowl-
edge, skills and competences” to com-
municate the exact contents of learning 
outcomes. Even though this function is 
generally viewed positively in the in-
terviews, it is clear from the analyses 
of documentation (notably, of course, 
LAs) that many projects are struggling 
with this; in particular, discerning what 
is “knowledge”, what is “skill” and what 
is “competence”. Some projects have 
chosen deliberately to disregard this 
altogether and instead provide sim-
ple, task-based descriptions, where it 
is indicated at what level the learner is 
required to master a particular task at 
the end of the stay abroad (e.g. ‘begin-
ner’, ‘routine’ and ‘proficient’). They ar-
gue that a division in knowledge, skills 
and competences becomes too ab-
stract and complex to be of any com-
municative value, especially for people 
who are not education specialists (e.g. 
employers in small and medium-sized 
enterprises). 

ECVET as a tool for 
quality assurance
Learning outcomes is the essence of 
quality in mobility – in itself, it is of no 
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DENMARK

importance that 100, 1000 or 10.000 
learners go abroad and come back 
alive; what really matters is the learn-
ing they bring back home. With its fo-
cus on learning outcomes and its clear 
compass directions for how these are 
described, assessed and recognised, 
the implementation of ECVET becomes 
an important part of the quality assur-
ance process. In fact, many describe 
this as the most important function of 
ECVET in their project. Again, however, 
there are projects that use other ways 
of ensuring quality in learning mobility 
and consequently downplay the func-
tion of ECVET in this respect. Many 
projects operate inside the framework 
of long-established partnerships that 
go back decades, and where a high 
degree of mutual understanding and 
trust has developed over the years. 
These projects have come to rely on 
their partners to provide good quality 
in terms of learning outcomes when 
they send their apprentices abroad, 
and therefore tend to see a rigid appli-
cation of ECVET principles for quality 
assurance purposes as a duplication of 
efforts and therefore a waste of energy. 

Concluding on the 
results of the analysis
The implementation of ECVET is vol-
untary in Denmark, so there is no 
pressure on projects to adopt ECVET 
unless there is a perceived added val-
ue. As is evident from the analysis of 
the Danish projects, this “perceived 
added value” is not linked to the orig-
inally intended function of ECVET as a 
credit transfer system; instead, ECVET 
fulfils a number of other functions that 
are linked to recognition, communica-
tion and quality. Also, in many cases 
we are not dealing with a complete 
implementation, but with what we 
may call an “eclectic” implementation, 
where many projects only opt for par-
ticular functions and aspects of ECVET 
rather than the full package.

There are no indications that ECVET 
over time will develop into a cred-
it transfer system in Denmark, as this 
will require systemic changes in VET 
for which there is currently no political 
backing among stakeholders. Sup-
porting ECVET in Denmark therefore 
means focusing on the actual needs 

that it is fulfilling among projects, as 
well as accepting that projects only 
adopt the functions or aspects that 
make sense to them in their particu-
lar context. For some projects, it is the 
function as a framework for recognition 
of learning outcomes achieved abroad, 
for others it is the communicative as-
pects, and others again stress the im-
portance of quality assurance – and 
for some it is all three. What the survey 
also has demonstrated, however, is the 
importance of having a cross-border 
reference framework that is known and 
understood by all actors, irrespective of 
the particular function(s) it supports in a 
given context.

ECVET in perspective: 
international mobility 
and LLL
Fifteen years ago, ECVET in Europe 
was first cited as a necessary addition 
to the EQF. Working with learning out-
comes was chosen as the focus in the 
wake of the Copenhagen Declaration. 

In a 2009 EU recommendation, ECVET 
was seen as a system that should 
make it easier to recognise learning 
outcomes, wherever and however at-
tained, and translate these into study 
points, exemptions, certificates or di-
plomas, etc. 

During the subsequent development 
of ECVET into a number of pilot pro-
jects, it became clear that ECVET was 
increasingly approached as a techni-
cal instrument founded on two pillars: 
ECVET and international mobility; and 
ECVET and lifelong learning. This was 

Benefits of ECVET  
for VET providers
An example from the Dutch initial 
VET sector (MBO)
An article by Ronald Kloeg, ECVET expert, The Netherlands
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1 The project cooperated with the KA2 project YEBISU which also contributed to the funding of this project 
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also emphasised by the two ECVET 
Guides - published by the European 
Commission - that contained detailed 
instructions on the use of ECVET in 
these two areas. It thus came as no 
surprise that in the following years 
ECVET was introduced primarily in-
to secondary vocational education 
to improve the existing agreements 
for foreign traineeships. In many cas-
es, ECVET was limited to concluding 
Memoranda of Understanding and the 
use of Learning Agreements. The orig-
inal link with the EQF was either not 
observed or forgotten altogether.

In countries where a qualification struc-
ture did not yet exist for secondary 
vocational education, allowance was 
made for the ECVET principles during 
the implementation of the EQF and the 
related National Qualification Frame-
work. But in countries that have had a 
similar qualification structure for some 
time, there was a reluctance to adopt 
the ECVET ideology. This was all the 
more true for the Netherlands where 
a terminology in the form of learning 
outcomes had already been chosen for 
new descriptions of professional quali-
fications. Moreover, the introduction of 
the revised qualification structure was 
already in place for 2016 and the Min-
istry of Education did not want addi-
tional changes based on the European 
instruments.

ECVET in initial VET in 
the Netherlands
The role of ECVET in initial VET (MBO) 
in the Netherlands was limited to in-
ternational internships, and even that 
involvement was very small: less than 
one percent of Dutch MBO students 
enrolled in foreign internships. There is 
the valid excuse that Dutch VET pro-
viders (MBO schools) have to pull out 
all the stops to translate the new qual-
ifications into educational programmes 
and, of course, they must satisfy the 
requirements of the ministry and the 

regulatory body. However, this means 
the MBO schools are missing oppor-
tunities: there are also sufficient op-
portunities within the margins of the 
qualification structure to shape the 
educational programmes at their own 
discretion. In particular, MBO schools 
can take into account recent develop-
ments in the professional fields by also 
working closely with regional compa-
nies and institutions.

how the new qualification dossiers 
could be converted into new educa-
tional programmes. To this end, the 
new qualification dossier was com-
pared to the descriptors of the NLQF 
and to the needs of the professional 
field and students. The pilot projects 
aligned nicely with the strategic vision 
set out in 2016 by Albeda’s Board of 
Governors: “We provide education that 
is attuned to new professions and the 
requirements of the professional fields. 
To this end, we collaborate with clus-
ters of companies and institutions that 
provide traineeships. The instructors 
straddle both the professional field 
and the school. When drawing up our 
learning processes, we make use of 
the experience and knowledge of our 
students.” 

The pilots at Albeda 
College
The three project teams at Albeda 
started with a meeting where the cor-
rect NLQF and EQF levels for jobs had 
to be determined based on job ad-
vertisements. Afterwards, there were 
questions with respect to the job de-
scriptions. When this proved to be a 
difficult assignment even for experi-
enced teachers and course designers, 
the realisation grew that it would be 
necessary to look hard at the course 
level when designing new educational 
programmes. What are the character-
istic differences between the different 
NLQF and EQF levels? What does the 
professional field conclude here? And 
how do we embody this in the educa-
tional programmes that we are going to 
offer?

For the economic course team in 
Vlaardingen, this pilot project aligned 
well with a previous initiative to intro-
duce a new educational concept joint-
ly with several other MBO schools in 
the region. In the first year, students 
do not take lessons in a fixed class 
structure. Instead, they are divided in-

Albeda College in Rotterdam is one of 
the MBO schools in the Netherlands 
that let itself be guided by the EQF and 
ECVET during their recent program re-
vision. Education managers, curricu-
lum developers, and senior teachers in 
the ECVET Experience formed the col-
lege’s innovation platform; a study visit 
to foreign partners themed on EQF and 
ECVET and the creation of education. 
Based on an idea by Dutch ECVET 
expert André Huigens, this ECVET ex-
perience - an Erasmus plus project or-
ganised by The Dutch Alliance - has led 
the Albeda College innovation platform 
to start up pilot projects within three 
different education teams1. 

The participating teams were assigned 
to collaborate with a professional field 
and their own students to investigate 

Education managers, 

curriculum developers, 

and senior teachers in 

the ECVET Experience 

formed the college’s 

innovation platform; a 

study visit to foreign 

partners themed on 

EQF and ECVET and the 

creation of education.
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to the appropriate level groups based 
on their results. This makes it possible 
to take previously attained knowledge 
into account and also the learning out-
comes that, for instance, are attained 
in non-formal and informal ways. This 
division into smaller learning units, 
the allowance for previously acquired 
knowledge and skills, and the oppor-
tunity to finish a course more quickly 
upon validation of expertise in the dis-
cipline are typical ECVET elements. 
Course supervisor Niek Lock stated: 
“It’s crucial to fully involve all instructors 
in such a change process. Fortunately, 
we were given the financial freedom to 
do so by our institution. We’re not wor-
ried about the new qualification dossi-
ers yet, we will fit those in later”. 

The health care project team in Rotter-
dam discovered in their comparison of 
the new qualification dossiers and the 
descriptors in the NLQF that the level 4 
dossiers did not focus enough on the 
autonomy and management compe-
tencies. This team is now faced with 
the challenge of including these two 
aspects in the educational programme 
by adding extra elements to the pro-
posed units.

The Language and Mathematics 
Knowledge Centre of Albeda College 
designed a course to train or retrain 
its own instructors as MBO Maths 
Specialists. Given the success of the 
course, the team decided during the 
NLQF National Coordination Point to 
submit a request to have the self-de-
signed MBO Maths Specialist course 
validated as a level 6 course. This will 
make it possible to offer the course to 
instructors of other MBO institutions. 

Conclusions and further 
possibilities
The pilot projects of the aforemen-
tioned Albeda College teams are im-
portant steps towards the setting up 
of the educational process, which is 
supported by the strategic choices of 
the Board of Governors. The pilot pro-
jects show that EQF and ECVET can 
play a role here. Nevertheless, further 
steps can be taken to offer MBO stu-
dents a recognisable and personal ed-
ucational programme tailored to their 
needs that motivates their continued 
development.

ployee at the right level. It may involve 
a person being able to handle a less 
familiar environment; adapting easily to 
change; and showing initiative and en-
terprise. These are competencies that 
distinguish one employee from anoth-
er. Employers expect their level 4 and 
higher employees to be creative, to 
think critically and to see connections. 
Extra attention must be focused on 
these competencies when designing 
a course. MBO students feel that they 
are being taken seriously when they are 
challenged at the right level and when 
they are partly responsible for designing 
their educational process. This means 
that students must be required to be 
independent and responsible com-
mensurate with their level of education. 
For example, a student taking a level 
4 course is expected to be responsible 
for the design of the traineeship pro-
gramme and to make the right choices 
with respect to elements of their qualifi-
cation that they want to complete. The 
complexity of the assignments must 
reflect the correct level of the student 
and their course.

Students bring not only the baggage 
from their previous education, but al-
so their acquired knowledge and skills 
from outside their mainstream educa-
tion. For example, they may have tak-
en particular courses, but have also 
learned a variety of applicable skills in 
part-time jobs, sports activities, vol-
unteer work, travel, and day-to-day 
pursuits. Explicitly taking participants’ 
knowledge, skills and competencies in-
to account means we can create more 
attractive educational programmes and 
offer students the opportunity to save 
time or learn additional subjects.

08

European projects 

have shown that the 

professional fields 

require some extra 

competencies that often 

make the difference 

when choosing an 

employee at the right 

level. It may involve a 

person being able to 

handle a less familiar 

environment; adapting 

easily to change; and 

showing initiative and 

enterprise.

European projects have shown that 
the professional fields require some 
extra competencies that often make 
the difference when choosing an em-
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The PEARL seminar built on previous 
transnational cooperation led by the 
UK National Team of ECVET Experts. 
In 2014, the UK team organised an 
event with several other countries un-
der the heading of ‘ECVET Today and 
Tomorrow’ to share thoughts and ex-
periences. They confirmed that admin-
istrative procedures are not necessarily 
a barrier for learning to be recognised 
and that, in many cases, soft or partial 
learning was being targeted for delivery 
during a period of geographical mobili-
ty. Its findings included: 

• the need for convergence among 
existing European tools and instru-
ments designed to support geo-
graphical mobility;

• the importance of all parties continu-
ing to promote value of geographical 
mobility to learners;

• the need to build skills and capacity 
among those involved in the quality 
assurance of VET mobility building 
on existing principles, practices and 
frameworks.

The PEARL seminar took these find-
ings and explored how they might be 
achieved in practice. 

Workshop 1: Building Quality 
Assurance Frameworks to 
Support High Quality ECVET 
Mobility

In Workshop 1, participants discussed 
quality assurance frameworks, stand-
ards and tools as well as the role that 

Peer Reflections on the 
Development and Use of 
European Transparency  
and Recognition Tools
PEARL Transnational  
Cooperation Activity
An article by Monika Auzinger and Helen Metcalfe, ECVET Secretariat 

policy actors and professional peers 
might play in supporting high-quality 
VET mobility. Participants recognised 
the value of EQAVET principles and 
confirmed the importance of synergy 
and complementarity with ECVET and 
VET mobility. It was felt by many that 
quality plays a major role in the promo-
tion and use of ECVET, especially when 
building trust. 

09

In July 2017, the UK National Agency for Erasmus+ (Ecorys) organised a two-day seminar looking 
at the topic of transparency and recognition in Birmingham, UK. The ‘Pathways to Enhanced As-
sessment and Recognition for those achieving Learning within and beyond national borders’ (PEARL) 
seminar brought together close to 100 experts and practitioners from 27 countries, including the Euro-
pean Commission and Cedefop, to look at how European transparency and recognition tools including 
ECVET could be used in the future. 
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Besides presentations on EQAVET 
and the IVET Mobility Scoreboard, this 
workshop included presentations on 
different initiatives related to particular 
aspects of quality in ECVET mobility: 
the VARE project (comparing asses-
sor requirements and assessment ar-
rangements across countries: www.
vareproject.eu); the quality standards 
for managers of transnational mobility 
developed by CorEdu project; and the 
approach applied by the EUCVET pro-
ject in establishing high-quality ECVET 
partnerships.

Workshop participants found add-
ed value in using the various quality 
tools and initiatives to support quality 
in ECVET mobility, but also identified 
the need for information and guidance 
on how to use and integrate them in 
this particular context. They also con-
firmed that the validity of assessment 
seems to be the most crucial area in 
assuring high-quality ECVET mobility. 
At the same time, it was argued that 
there is ongoing evidence that mobility 
programme learning assessment prac-
tices are still predominantly undertaken 
by the home country (e.g. through vis-
iting assessors). This points to a con-
tinuing need to build confidence and 
trust between partner institutions and 
at country-to-country level.  

Workshop 2: Are employers 
adequately equipped to 
effectively support ECVET within 
future longer duration mobility 
programmes? 

The workshop explored how employ-
ers could be more actively involved 
in the development and delivery of 
longer-duration mobility. Participants 
heard from Katherine Latta (UK NAR-
IC) regarding her KA2 project on ‘Em-
ployer Engagement in the Design and 
Development of Vocational Education’ 
and Drew Easton (Drew Easton Con-
sulting) regarding successful employ-
er-led longer-duration mobility projects.

Employers often face bigger challenges 
in getting involved in the development 
and delivery of mobility programmes. 
More complex legal and regulatory 
issues must be addressed and usual-
ly only limited time and resources are 
available. Employers are also often un-
aware of Erasmus+ opportunities and 
the benefits of assessing and recog-
nising learning outcomes that are ac-
quired during a period of geographical 
mobility. 

Workshop participants discussed 
possible solutions around providing 
extensive support in establishing the 
employer-learner relationship, such as 

delivering comprehensive briefings to 
the employer through ongoing com-
munication. Participants also agreed 
that employers should be made gradu-
ally aware of the benefits of using exist-
ing tools, documents and frameworks, 
making all such instruments easier to 
digest. 

Overall, there needs to be clear jar-
gon-free communication to all parties 
ensuring understanding, reaffirming 
commitment and engaging them fully 
in future mobility activities. 

Workshop 3: Validation of 
non-formal and informal 
learning: Can ECVET help to put 
validation policies into practice?

This workshop explored how ECVET 
principles can support the validation 
of non-formal and informal learning 
(VNIL), and in particular the design and 
implementation of validation policies 
and practices. The topic of VNIL has 
received heightened attention in recent 
years as a tool for addressing issues 
such as un(der)employment, a lack of 
skilled labour urging for more up/re-
skilling possibilities for workers, and the 
integration of immigrants and refugees 
into national labour markets.

Two workshop presentations – featur-
ing two distinct approaches to VNIL – 
set the scene for the group discussions. 
Scotland already has an established 
qualification and credit framework that 
predates yet broadly reflects ECVET 
principles. An interesting feature of the 
Scottish approach is the RPL Toolkit1; 
developed by the Scottish Credit and 
Qualifications Framework (www.scqf.
org.uk), it provides examples of how 
RPL can be used in a number of con-
texts, including a Profiling Tool. The 
Norwegian Directorate for Education 
and Training highlighted an ongoing 
project which makes use of ECVET 
principles (most notably by structur-
ing qualifications into groups of learn-

1 RPL – recognition of prior learning – refers to recognition of formal-non-formal and informal learning.

http://www.scqf.org.uk
http://www.scqf.org.uk
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ing outcomes) in order to help adults 
achieve an upper-secondary VET qual-
ification through validation, allowing 
for flexible and individual pathways to-
wards achieving a full qualification. 

When discussing the obstacles to (fur-
ther) use of ECVET principles in valida-
tion processes, workshop participants 
in particular pointed to a lack of political 
commitment; a lack of understanding 
of ECVET among VET professionals; 
and a perceived inferiority of some 
countries’ validation pathways.

Workshop 4: Are current ECVET 
tools and instruments the 
best they can be to validate 
transversal and occupational 
competences acquired during 
short and longer-duration 
mobility?

The learning content of a short or 
longer-duration mobility placement 
lends itself to the development of trans-
versal skills. They are an essential part 
of the mobility experience. For some 
types of participants, such as those 
with lower levels of education, transver-

sal skills may be more strongly targeted 
during mobility. This was highlighted by 
Chris MacCormac (Morthyng Group) 
who shared his experiences providing 
mobility opportunities to young people 
who might not normally be considered, 
such as those with poor levels of edu-
cational attainment, excluded students 
and ex-offenders. In terms of the need 
to secure full accreditation of trans-
versal skills acquired during a period 
of mobility, a consensus could not be 
reached.

The assessment of transversal skills 
also raised questions on those skills 
which can be easily measured. Many 
felt that language skills are easiest to 
assess. With other types of transversal 
skills (such as communication, team 
work) it is questioned as to who might 
be best-placed to assess these skills – 
tutors, mentors or the employer. 

The value of mobility periods including 
both vocational and transversal com-
petences was confirmed, but the need 
for a common understanding of the lat-
ter was identified. While best practice 
mobility approaches discuss, under-
stand and agree on key terms prior to 
the mobility placement, this is not done 
in all cases.Many felt that the range 
of tools to support the validation and 
recognition of learning needed further 
work, especially if longer-duration mo-
bility is being targeted. It was accepted 
that existing tools provide a good start-
ing point, although some adaptation 
may be required to reflect the needs 
and circumstances in different coun-
tries and landscapes. 

Finally, there was some discussion 
on the number of required docu-
ments for mobility placements. Many 
feel there are too many documents, 
particularly for short-term mobility 
placements. A possible solution was 
raised through the digitisation of ex-
isting documents. 

Key messages
After two half-days of lively talks and 
interesting workshop discussions, the 
following key messages emerged.

Long-term mobility is more than 
just extended short-term mobility
In his keynote address, Carlo Scatoli, 
European Com mission, referred to the 
changing nature of mobility over time, 
including the focus on longer-duration 
mobility with the new ErasmusPro in-
itiative. Long-term VET mobility is not 
simply an extension of short-term mo-
bility: this refers to many aspects of mo-
bility, and to the assessment, validation 
and recognition of learning outcomes in 
particular.

Existing tools are valuable but need 
increased complementarity and 
convergence
Workshop participants emphasised the 
need for increased synergy and conver-
gence among existing European tools 
and instruments supporting transparen-
cy and mobility in vocational education 
and training.

Along with standardisation, we 
need flexibility
The benefit of increased standardisation 
in the form of common approaches, 
tools and procedures is widely recog-
nised. However, these approaches and 
tools also require sufficient flexibility to al-
low local or institutional needs to be met.

Continued need for peer learning, 
training and capacity building
Last but not least, workshop participants 
expressed the demand for opportunities 
for peer learning and peer collaboration, 
and for training and capacity building 
(including teachers, trainers, assessors 
and mobility project managers). 

If you would like to add to the con-
versation, you can use the hashtag  
#VocationalPathways on Twitter. 

11
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Spain, the host country of this PLA, 
has a modular structure in place for its 
entire VET system. This also applies 
to the apprenticeship model, which is 
rather unusual as countries with strong 
apprenticeship systems (e.g. DE, AT) 
often use a ‘holistic’ approach. Fur-
thermore, the Basque approach (for-
mación profesional) allows individuals 
above the age of 18 to obtain partial 
VET qualifications, which are also 
cumulative. The PLA in the Basque 
Country thus provides a great oppor-
tunity to discuss how ECVET princi-
ples and tools can support flexible VET 
pathways in work-based learning and 
apprenticeships. 

VET in Spain and the 
Basque country
In Spain, IVET programmes are called 
‘training cycles’ (ciclos formativos) and 
a distinction is made between basic, 
middle and higher level vocational 
training programmes/cycles. They are 
organised into modules and include 
a Workplace Training Module, which 

adds a company-based training el-
ement. Accumulation of modules is 
possible, and provisions for the valida-
tion of prior learning are also in place. 
This work-based learning is based 
on competency-based training and 
assessment. In the WBL system, all 
qualifications must include a minimum 
of 20% of time spent in a company, 
to help ease the transition into work-
ing life; this concerns about 350,000 
learners each year.  

There are also ‘dual VET’ offers, with 
about 24,000 learners participating; 
however, they still exist at project level 
only. Dual VET is based on an agree-
ment between training centres and 
companies, authorised by the corre-
sponding educational administration. It 
defines a training plan, the number of 
students involved, timetables, required 
achievements, grants/funding rules 
and students/teachers insurances. 
The VET qualifications are the same, 
no matter which pathway was followed 
to obtain them (i.e. dual VET or WBL).

Using ECVET principles to 
support flexible pathways 
in work-based learning and 
apprenticeships
ECVET Peer Learning Activity in May 2017
An article by Monika Auzinger and Anette Curth, ECVET Secretariat

The second ECVET peer learning activity (PLA) in 2017 was dedicated to the topic of using ECVET 
principles to support flexible pathways in work-based learning (WBL) and apprenticeships. The PLA 
sought to compare and contrast different WBL and apprenticeship systems across countries; to share 
experiences and learn from each other with a strong focus on implementation and operational ques-
tions, for example how to organise the collaboration between schools and workplaces and what kind 
of support is needed for in-company trainers; and to discuss how ECVET principles can be applied and 
developed to support flexible pathways including work-based learning and apprenticeships.

VET in the Basque Country essentially 
consists of three major strands; dual 
vocational training, integrated voca-
tional training and specialisation pro-
grammes (customised programmes 
tailored to the need of companies). 
For the Basque Country, dual training 
offers or apprenticeships introduced 
by Royal Decree 1529/2012 are a key 
element of an ambitious strategy to in-
crease the competitiveness and inter-
nationalisation of the region’s industry. 
Dual VET is based on a training and 
apprenticeship contract. The responsi-
bilities for training are shared between 
training centres and enterprises. The 
duration of training in the centre must 
comply at least with that assigned for 
each module in the official regulation 
of the IVET system. Students partici-
pating in dual vocational training (with 
apprenticeship contract) will be fully or 
partly exempt from taking the Work-
place Training Module.

Dual VET involves 3,000 hours of prac-
tical work within the enterprise, with a 

12
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total duration of 2-3 years (4 years in 
exceptional cases). Graduates enjoy a 
very high rate of employability (86%). 
In total, 13% of students in the Basque 
country are enrolled in dual VET, with 
young learners increasingly opting for 
this pathway instead of university train-
ing. The Basque country aims to raise 
this number to 50 % within the next 
couple of years. Apprenticeship is con-
sidered a very enterprise-driven initia-
tive, with enterprises being very much 
aware of its benefits. Demand for ap-
prentices from enterprises is therefore 
high, and the availability of a sufficient 
number of apprenticeship places is not 
considered to be an issue. 

Modular catalogues increase flexibility. 
Three thousand modules are already 
available and can be immediately of-
fered to companies. New modules 
can be developed quickly, if required. 
In any case, flexibility and adaptability 
are essential aspects of the Basque 
system. The system is based on the 
firm conviction that recognition of pre-
vious experience and definition of an 
individual learning pathway to reduce 
the amount of time for obtaining a 
qualification is a key to success. Stu-
dents can then work immediately after 
certification. Specialisation can follow 
afterwards. 

Significant investment is made into 
VET centres, teachers and students, 
and companies, including the develop-
ment of new professional profiles and 
the introduction of new teaching and 
learning approaches. One example is 
‘collaborative challenge-based learn-
ing’: a learning model that requires 
flexible spaces that facilitate collabo-
ration, and the use of ICT. This model 
has proven so successful that it is now 
used by 46 VET institutions across the 
Basque Country. VET schools shall 
be able to adapt and innovate. Learn-
ers shall be able to analyse, interpret, 
make decisions and judge – key skills 
that they will need for successful 
employment.

There is a need for 
apprenticeships and for 
flexible VET pathways 
During the presentations and the en-
suing discussions, the increased need 
for flexibility and more individualised 
learning trajectories was identified as 
a pressing issue by many countries. 
Depending on the specific region, the 
urgency of this topic may stem from 
the need to address large numbers of 
adult learners with insufficient skills to 
ensure continued employability, the in-
tegration of large numbers of migrants, 
or the looming challenges of an ageing 
population. 

Some VET systems already operate 
with a very high degree of individualis-
ation. The Danish system, for instance, 
requires each apprenticeship learner to 
have their own individual study plan, 
thus providing a large degree of flexi-
bility. Apprentices in Finland, too, have 
individualised study plans, and there is 
an obligation to recognise one’s prior 
learning.

The country examples discussed il-
lustrated the diversity of VET systems 
across Europe and the different ways of 
how work-based learning and appren-
ticeship can be and are applied. Yet, 
there was agreement that work-based 
learning, in particular apprenticeships - 
despite having roots back to medieval 
times - still remains an adequate and po-

tent response to our training needs even 
in times of rapidly accelerating techno-
logical development, because it brings 
learners, enterprises and VET systems 
together in a common quest for excel-
lence. While some Member States are 
adapting their ‘old’ apprenticeship sys-
tems to meet new requirements, others 
are in the process of (re-)introducing 
them for the very same reasons.

There is more than one 
way to achieve flexibility 
in VET
The presentations and discussions at 
the PLA showed that the principle of 
learning outcomes seems to be fully 
embraced by European VET systems. 
Across Europe, there is a common un-
derstanding that the important thing is 
what an individual knows, understands 
and is capable of doing – independ-
ent of how they learn, where they learn 
and how long it takes them. Therefore, 
a very important premise for flexibility 
is already in place, and as the country 
examples have illustrated, nearly all sys-
tems have provisions for recognition of 
prior learning.

Secondly, several presentations men-
tioned the words ‘modules’ and ‘mod-
ularisation’, but this also made it clear 
that there is no exact definition of 
what a ‘module’ actually is. What ex-
actly do we mean by a ‘modular ap-
proach’? Neither is it possible to say 
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projects and their innovative results. 
Many of these projects work on in-
creasing the effectiveness, attractive-
ness and quality of VET, and support 
ECVET efforts to increase the flexibil-

Erasmus+ Project  
Results platform 
The gateway to inspiring VET projects

Great ideas funded through Erasmus+ and its predecessor programmes in the field of education, train-
ing, youth and sport can now be found in the Erasmus+ Project Results platform. The platform is 
an ever-growing resource of information as more than 90,000 projects are included.

that ‘modularisation’ and ‘flexibility’ are 
synonymous. A given system may not 
be modularised, but at the same time 
still be flexible in the sense that it can 
accommodate very diverse types of 
learners and individualised pathways.

Both ‘holistic’ and ‘cumulative’ (or cred-
it-based) systems can be flexible, and 
both can benefit from applying princi-
ples for flexible VET pathways – even 
though they may give more weight to 
some elements than others. For in-
stance, while holistic systems may 

make extensive use of practices for 
the accreditation of prior learning to 
enable individualised learning trajec-
tories, modularised systems (such as 
the Spanish example) may pursue the 
same aim by allowing learners to pro-
ceed one step at a time, and at their 
own pace. 

While exact pathways differ, ECVET 
or related principles can help to find 
ways of ensuring flexibility for learners 
in both holistic and modularised VET 
systems.  

Participants of the PLA
The PLA was attended by 31 repre-
sentatives from 12 countries: AT, CZ, 
DE, EE, FI, HU, IT, LT, SE, SI, UK, and 
the host country. In addition, partic-
ipants included representatives of 
Business Europe, Cedefop, EfVET, the 
European Commission (DG EMPL) and 
the ECVET Secretariat.

The presentations given at the meet-
ing were uploaded to the ECVET 
Secretariat website and are acces-
sible here.

As soon as a grant agreement is 
signed, the ‘who’, ‘how’, ‘what’ and 
‘when’ of each project becomes 
available online in the project identity 
card. You can learn who are the Eras-
mus+ project coordinators in your 
city/region/country and how much 
EU funding each project received. 
You can search for projects by pro-
gramme, year, topic or key words. 
Finding data has been made easy 
with extraction of the search results 
also available in Excel format. 

The platform highlights good prac-
tices and success stories (i.e. final-
ised projects that have distinguished 
themselves by their impact, contri-
bution to policy-making, innovative 
results or creative approach). It gives 
access to inspiring Erasmus+ VET 

ity of learning pathways to achieve 
qualifications.

Discover more about these projects in the 
Erasmus+ Project Results platform!
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ECVET Peer Learning 
Seminar – Using ECVET 
principles in  
work-based learning
9-10 October 2017,  
Bratislava, Slovakia

The PLA addressed the topic of us-
ing ECVET Principles in work-based 
learning. A special focus was put on 
how to involve all relevant stakehold-
ers – particularly employers. Repre-
sentatives from ten countries (Austria, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Germany, Hungary, Poland, Romania, 
Slovenia and Slovakia) discussed what 
communication techniques to use with 
stakeholders to promote the learning 
outcomes approach in WBL as well as 
the role of ECVET in in-company train-
ing, and employers’ experiences with 
geographical mobility.

3rd National ECVET 
Conference
6 November 2017,  
Vienna, Austria  

The conference will showcase ‘ECVET 
success stories‘: representatives of 
Austrian VET providers will present their 
experiences in implementing ECVET in 
different contexts, including geograph-
ic mobility and lifelong learning. Fur-
thermore, participants will be informed 
about the implementation status of the 
Austrian NQF as well as of the orienta-
tion towards learning outcomes within 
the Austrian VET system. 

Erasmus+ National Agencies:
ECVET events in autumn 2017 
Autumn 2017 is a busy period for the Erasmus + National Agencies and their activities to discuss and promote ECVET will 
be in full swing. A brief selection:

Other events:

• 2 November 2017, Larnaca, Cyprus: ECVET Peer Learning Activity
• 30 November 2017, Riga, Latvia: ECVET Lifelong Learning international conference 
• And much more – please check the website of your Erasmus+ National Agency! 
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Annual Conference 
of the Polish ECVET 
Experts Team initiating 
the European Vocational 
Skills Week
20 November 2017,  
Warsaw, Poland

The main objective of the conference 
is to promote vocational education and 
training as a path to development of 
competences, skills and talents. There 
will be two thematic sessions discuss-
ing the requirements for successful co-
operation of VET providers and HEIs 
with the labour market and the role of 
educational and vocational guidance in 
career development. The conference 
will be wrapped up by a debate on the 
image of vocational education, with se-
lected participants of mobility projects 
(learners and teachers) invited to take 
part in the discussion. The speakers 
will be ECVET Experts, experts in the 
field of VET and HE and beneficiaries of 
Erasmus+ projects. 

We will report about the  
outcomes of these events in  

the next ECVET magazine  
(December 2017)!

https://bildung.erasmusplus.at/de/veranstaltungen/detail/2017/11/06/3-nationale-ecvet-konferenz/
https://bildung.erasmusplus.at/de/veranstaltungen/detail/2017/11/06/3-nationale-ecvet-konferenz/
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/contact_en
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