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What are National 
Qualifications Frameworks?



Some definitions …
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Qualification “Formal outcome of an assessment and 
validation process which is obtained when a 
competent authority determines that an 
individual has achieved learning outcomes to 
given standards”

ACQF, Thematic briefs, Concepts and definitions on qualifications and qualifications 
frameworks, 2021
EU COUNCIL RECOMMENDATION of 22 May 2017 on the European Qualifications 
Framework for lifelong learning 
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CertificationAssessment 
Qualifications 
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Qualifications system: 
set of elements and processes

Function: confirmation and recognition of people’s learning   
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Other elements and processes?
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National Qualifications Frameworks
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Instruments to classify national qualifications 
according to:

▪ types (for example: General Education, Higher 
Education, VET, professional, non-formal 
education), and 

▪ levels (typically 8 or 10 levels).



NQF 
Botswana
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https://www.bqa.org.bw/framework/



Level descriptors
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Qualifications levels are described by level descriptors - statements 
which describe in broad terms what learners should know, 
understand be be able to do to be awarded a qualification.

 

The higher the NQFs level the greater depth and complexity of 
knowledge, skills and competencies required.



Somalia NQF – level descriptors
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Proposed* revised Zambian NQF
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*under discussions



Why do countries 
introduce NQFs?



Policy goals:

1. To make the national qualifications system readable abroad, to facilitate trust,
international recognition and mobility of learners and workers.

2. To improve quality and relevance of national qualifications.  

3. To illustrate pathways between qualifications and support mobility of 
learners between different qualification types and from one level to another. 

4. To harmonise the national qualifications systems (quality assurance 
principles and standards).

5. To inform about the national qualifications and to support the learners in 
their choice of learning pathways.  

6. To facilitate recognition of prior learning (RPL) and transitions between 
working life and training.

7.  To improve access to lifelong learning. 
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What happens when 
countries introduce NQF?



Decisions on 
policy goals 
and priorities
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Decisions on technical features 
of the NQF
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Structure Scope & Coverage

No. of levels
Domains, level descriptors

Comprehensive or not
Types of qualifications included
Formal and non-formal qualifications
Part-qualifications
Microcredentials
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Comprehensive review of:

▪ national qualifications and relations between them

▪ possible learning pathways (identification of dead-ends) 

▪ criteria and rules for developing, awarding and registering qualifications – quality 
assurance

▪ standards for qualifications description

▪ roles of stakeholders in managing qualifications

▪ Revising qualifications, curricula, assessment instruments
▪ Introducing quality assurance mechanisms
▪ Introducing new learning pathways
▪ Introducing CATS, recognition of prior learning (RPL)
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Reaching users:
▪ Setting up national register of qualifications
▪ Initiating process of inclusion of individual, quality -assured 

qualifications to the register.
▪Delivery of new training programmes, new assessment models
▪Operationalising CATS and RPL
▪ Awarding qualifications

Indicating NQF levels on the certificates and diplomas awarded 
to learners.



Stages of NQF development
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2023 ACQF Survey: NQFs in Africa

https://acqf.africa/resources/surveys-acqf-ii-nqf-rpl-micro-credentials/survey-of-
national-qualifications-frameworks-in-africa-analytical-report



Selected elements of NQFs



Learning outcomes
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To assign a level to a qualification a sufficiently detailed 
information about the learning outcomes confirmed by 
this qualification needs to be available. 
Learning outcomes describe the minimum requirements 
for knowledge, skills, and responsibility / autonomy that 
is confirmed by the award of a qualification.
Accompanied by assessment criteria which give more 
detailed information on what is expected from learners 
for each learning outcome. 

Clarity about the content of 
qualifications

Possibility to compare 
qualifications

Possibility to validate learning 
from experience, RPL
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Traditional content-
based qualification

Bachelor's Degree in Business 
Administration

▪ Requires completion of 120 credit hours.

▪ Courses include finance, marketing, management, 

and economics.

▪ Final exam and project required for graduation.

Bachelor's Degree in Business 
Administration

▪ Graduates can analyze financial statements and 

assess business performance.

▪ Able to develop and implement marketing 
strategies tailored to business goals.

▪ Demonstrates leadership and team management 
skills in diverse business environments.

▪ Assessment includes case studies, group projects, 
and practical business simulations. 

Qualification 
described using 
learning-outcomes
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Quality assurance – key to trust
Qualifications included in national qualifications registers should be quality-assured:

▪ Relevant: developed and validated by stakeholders, its content make sense to the learners and 
the labour market.

▪ Well-described: in standard formats covering i.a. levels, learning outcomes, assessment criteria, 
access and progression routes. 

▪ Adequately assessed: through valid and reliable assessment.

▪ Confirmed by a certificate bearing NQF logo and  level = quality mark.

Only quality-assured qualifications should be included in the NQF register with NQF level. 



NQF registers / qualifications databases to 
understand, analyse and compare qualifications
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▪ Information about qualifications has to be accessible online to reach users.

▪ Qualifications registers make qualifications visible and transparent.

▪ Individuals can explore available learning pathways to support lifelong learning.

▪ Information includes i.a: qualification title and level, learning outcomes, awarding bodies, entry 
requirements and pathways.

▪ Recognition bodies can easier compare foreign qualifications - supporting mobility.

▪ Monitoring the use of qualifications.

▪ Possibility of linking with other data systems. 



Example 1: 
NQF register 
Kenya

26
https://knqa.go.ke/kitale-national-polytechnic/
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Example 2: 
NQF register
Poland

Source: https://kwalifikacje.gov.pl/en/k



To edit the footer text go to Insert > Header & Footer
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What are Regional 
Qualifications Frameworks?



Regional Qualifications 
Frameworks (RQFs)
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▪National qualifications landscapes 
are complex and very diverse.

▪RQFs are established to serve as a 
translation tools. 

▪Example: African Continental 
Qualifications Framework (ACQF) 
provides a common reference frame 
for qualifications levels.
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RQF processes - referencing
The referencing process:

▪ Feasible for countries with operational NQFs / 
whose NQFs are approved and in implementation 

▪ process aimed at comparing national qualifications 
frameworks to the RQF

▪ self-assessment aspects but collaborative process

ACQF Referencing 
criteria:
1. Level descriptors 
2. Learning outcomes 
3. Transparency on inclusion 

qualifications in NQF and 
register

4. Quality assurance
The referencing results in:

▪ Publication of a Referencing report: relationships between NQF and 
RQF levels, detailed information about national qualifications (QA 
arrangements, Recognition of Prior Learning) 

▪ Possibility to indicate RQF levels next to the NQF levels on national 
certificates/diplomas

▪ Possibility to connect national data on qualifications to the regional 
databases.



European 
Qualifications 
Frameworks 
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Source: www. europass.europa.eu
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Making information open, connecting 
qualifications databases and reaching people

The ACQF Qualifications and Credentials Platform (QCP) 

https://acqf.africa/qualifications-platform



More materials on NQFs
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More materials on NQFs
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/training-modules
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