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Introduction 
 
This report consists of six sections. Section 1 considers the rationale and key underlying assumptions 
of the of the Consultative Document. Section 2 examines the Task Team’s response to the Report of 
the Study Team on the Implementation of the National Qualifications Framework.  Section 3 is 
concerned with the Task Team’s analysis of the interface between Learning and Work and the 
implications that it draws from this. Section 4 explores further the tension between the principles of 
‘equivalence’ and ‘difference’ in the Document. Section 5 considers a number of additional issues 
raised by the Document that are relevant to the CHE. Section 6 concludes the report by drawing 
together its main arguments. It also offers a tentative alternative model as a basis for suggesting   
how the Task Team’s proposals might be modified during the next stage of consultation and 
negotiations with government. The report includes a bibliography of readings relevant to the issue of 
qualifications frameworks and an Appendix Note on the concept of ‘communities of trust’.  
 
 
1. Key assumptions of the Consultative Document  
 
The DOE/DOL Consultative Document is the joint Task Team’s response to the Study Team’s 
Report and the consultation that followed it. However, as it states clearly, it is not just a response to 
the Study Team’s report; it represents a new perspective on the problems of implementing the NQF 
and a new set of proposals for the NQF architecture. The Task Team concur with the Study Team in 
concluding that the implementation of the NQF has been associated with “tensions and 
difficulties…. caused by its early conceptualisation….”. While following the broad thrust of the 
Study Team’s analysis, the Task Team are more explicit in arguing for a distinct break with significant 
features of the approach to qualifications that has been developed by SAQA. It puts forward 
proposals for three powerful new bodies, to be known as Qualifications and Quality Assurance 
Councils (QCs) to replace the existing NSB/SGB/ETQA structure and recommends that SAQA 
take on a more coordinating and less operational role. The Document’s proposals for a simplified 
structure are a welcome advance on the tendency of SAQA proliferate committees. The Document 
argues that the simpler structure that is proposed for  the NQF is derived from its  recognition  of 
the different types of learning and therefore of the purposes of qualifications. However in practice 
the proposals are derived from two principles which are in tension with each other. I shall refer to 
these later in this report as the ‘principle of equivalence’ and the ‘principle of difference’. My 
argument will be that the Document fails to think through the implications of the tension between 
these principles. As a result, despite the new analysis, the proposals for a new framework are unlikely 
to overcome the implementation problems that led to the setting up of the Study Team. The reasons 
for this maybe in part that the Task Team, like the Study Team before it, was constrained by its 
terms of reference1. As a result the Document reflects elements of continuity with the existing 
system as well as attempts to recognise its weaknesses. It is these elements of continuity as well as the 
Task Team’s efforts to re-conceptualise learning and the role of qualifications that shape its 
recommendations.  
 

                                                             
1 The Study Team was constrained in a similar way to the Task Team by having to focus only on 
implementation issues rather than questions about the appropriateness of the NQF for achieving the 
broad education and training  goals associated with it .  
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Firstly, the Task Team accepts the two Departments’ joint responsibilities for the NQF2 and the 
necessity of establishing a compromise position that both could endorse. This is made apparent in 
the title of the main analytical chapter(Chapter 2) – The Interface between Learning and Working    which 
addresses the different priorities of the two Departments and how they might complement each 
other in relation to taking the NQF forward.   The Consultative Document  can be seen therefore as  
a political3 document addressed in the first instance to Ministers and their officials and designed  as 
the basis for a common approach on the part of two departments with distinctively different 
interests and priorities. It recognises the responsibilities of the two Departments as being for 
“education and training on the one hand and skills development on the other”. The emphasis on 
these different roles and how they might be combined shapes the nature of the compromise 
proposed by the Task Team. This accepts the need for each Department to ‘own’ both the 
qualifications appropriate to its remit and the body(or bodies) responsible for them. As I shall 
suggest later in this paper, despite many references to the importance of collaboration, this ‘divided 
ownership’ approach creates a number of problems; examples of considerable significance to CHE 
are the location of  professional organisations  and the new body responsible for them and the 
distinctions that are made between general, professional, career-focused and occupational 
qualifications. Another consequence of the emphasis in the Document on achieving a compromise 
acceptable to the two Departments is that other issues associated with the framework are not given 
the attention they deserve 4.  
 
Second, the Document invokes the national HRD strategy as a basis for showing how the 
responsibilities of the two Departments can be seen not as in opposition but as complementing each 
other. The emphasis on the links between education and skills development in the HRD strategy is 
expressed in the theme of interdependence. This is not only in the title of the Document; it is a guiding 
theme throughout and is presented as a realistic interpretation of the original NQF goal of 
integration (or an integrated approach).  
 
An HRD approach to education and training inevitably gives primacy to the extrinsic or instrumental 
goals of education such as economic development rather than intrinsic goals that are specific to 
education such as intellectual development, personal autonomy and becoming a citizen. An outcome 
of this type of approach is that these extrinsic goals are given a disproportionate influence in the 
design and development of qualifications. This tendency in education policy is increasingly common 
internationally; however its evidential basis is far from clear.  For example, Alison Wolf, in her recent 
and widely acclaimed book Does Education Matter (Wolf 2002), has questioned the causal link between 
education and economic growth and more specifically the case for government investment in  
vocational education and training. She argues that there may well be more long term benefits from a 
greater focus on general education. This was the priority adopted by Japan, Korea and Taiwan with 
notable success during the earlier stages of their post WW2 development (and is currently being 
followed by China).   
 

                                                             
2 Some other countries such as the UK have a single Department of Education and Skills(or Training) with 
responsibility for all qualifications and a separate Department with responsibility for labour markets,  
industrial relations and trade and innovation issues  
3 I mean ‘political’ in the sense of having a primary concern with inter-Departmental boundary issues  
4 An example would be the role of unit standards which I return to later in this report. It is not that I do not think 
achieving a compromise was important, for clearly without it the whole NQF would be in jeopardy. The issue is the 
extent to which it may have been  too much of a priority for the Task Team..  
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Linked to an HRD approach to education policy is the idea endorsed in the Document that 
education reform can be driven by qualifications. However as Keep reminds us in a recent paper  

 
“qualifications do not attract a premium in themselves; they do so because an employer (and 
an admissions tutor) values the skills (and knowledge) they signal and is able to put these to some 
productive use(or use them in improving his/her selection and recruitment strategy)” (Keep 2003) (my 
addition in italics) 

 
In other words, if more qualifications are to contribute to economic growth and a widening of 
opportunities, this depends on both improved provision of education and training and changes in 
investment, product strategy and work design. Keep’s further point is that to over-emphasise the role 
of qualifications is to forget that many lower end jobs as currently designed can be undertaken with 
no prior qualifications and no training. If this is true of the UK, it is likely to be no less true for 
South Africa. This over-emphasis on qualifications is linked to two assumptions underlying the 
DOE/DOL Document. The first is that South Africa can rely on global economic changes 
(expressed in the references made to the emergence of knowledge economies) to generate substantial 
new demands (and therefore incentives) for education and training. The second is that qualifications 
(and therefore the NQF) represent the key vehicle for realising these demands. 
 
 A third assumption in the Document is that the most significant feature of qualifications is the 
learning outcomes that they represent. It thus endorses the outcomes basis of the NQF as a vehicle “ 
for opening up learning pathways for all South Africans” and for achieving “the widely supported 
objectives laid down in the SAQA Act”. It assumes without question both that the shift to an 
outcomes approach in South Africa has had educational gains and that  
 

“the next phase of development of the NQF must build on the strengths of the  first phase”, 
especially “the universality of the framework and the focus on outcomes-based learning”.   

 
There are two problems with these assumptions. The first is that there is as yet no international 
evidence to support these claims. Indeed many countries have adopted radically different approaches 
to education and training and those that have adopted an outcomes approach have invariably been 
forced to revise it (Young et al 2003).   Secondly it leads to an eliding of the widely shared goals of 
the NQF, (for example:  
 
- Facilitating access, mobility and progression within education, training and employment 
- Enhancing the quality of education and training 
- Accelerating redress of educational and job opportunities,  
- Advancing personal, social and economic development)  

 
and the assumption that the NQF itself is the key vehicle for achieving such goals.  In other words 
there is a tendency for the distinction between means (the NQF and its outcomes-basis) and 
ends(facilitating access etc) to be collapsed. The international experience suggests that caution is 
necessary in relation to what an NQF can achieve in the absence of other reforms (see Young and 
others: 2003). A well-designed framework is at best only one condition involved in achieving such 
goals.   Furthermore, as is somewhat mutedly suggested in the Study Team Report, while the 
expression of outcomes is a significant element in a qualification, it is by no means the only element 
or arguably the most important.  Qualification reforms may even have negative effects if they are not 
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linked to carefully designed learning programmes (or curricula) and strategies for improving the 
quality of teachers and trainers.  
 
There are two possible consequences of endorsing an outcomes approach so uncritically. One is that 
it tends to underplay the institutional elements of educational reform. The second is that any 
criticism of the NQF approach is dismissed as a critique of the broader transformational goals that  
the NQF is seen as a vehicle for (Allais 2003).  
 
 The Document sets out to combine an outcomes based approach with a recognition of the 
importance of distinguishing between disciplinary and work-based learning. This means that while 
the concept of disciplinary learning is seen to have an inescapable institutional basis and  necessarily 
involves teaching, work-based learning is associated with the idea that learning is tacit , informal and 
something that is the responsibility of the employee. Undoubtedly the tacit and the informal aspects 
of learning can be neglected and play a more significant role in work-based than university- or 
college-based learning. However pedagogic and curricular strategies are crucial to all but the most 
limited forms of learning, even when it takes place in the workplace. It follows that an institution-
based/work-based distinction needs to be treated with considerable caution. There is a danger that 
the bodies responsible for work-based learning may, as in the UK experience of NVQs, restrict their 
focus to assessment and the development of unit standards.  
 
 The Document makes reference to the role of work-based learning practitioners as if they existed as 
a recognised group like teachers; however the reality is that unless South Africa is very different from 
the UK, they hardly exist except in the minds of some policy makers5; it is likely that in South Africa 
as in the UK, most improvements in learning will depend on institutions, sometimes in partnership 
with employers.  The problem with an over-enthusiastic approach to outcomes was vividly 
demonstrated in the case of the NVQ framework that was launched in the UK in the mid 1980s 
(Raggatt and Williams 1999).  Although it only included vocational qualifications, it had many 
features that were similar to the NQF in South Africa. In its stress on outcomes and its emphasis on 
learning rather than education or training, as if this was something that could take place in significant 
ways without teachers, little attention was given by those developing the qualifications to either 
curricula (dismissed at the time as inputs) or staff development; as a result many new qualifications 
were registered but with no parallel increase in the number of people getting qualified.  
 
Conclusions 
 
My argument in this section has been that a number of factors shaped both the analysis and 
proposals in the DOE/DOL Document. Firstly the Task Team recognised the limitations of 
SAQA’s approach to learning and qualifications and that it needed to be re-conceptualised to take 
account of the real differences in types of learning. The second was that the Task Team felt it was 
necessary to make the achievement of a compromise between the Departments and the maintenance 
of   continuity not only with the goals of the NQF but more explicitly with the NQF and its 
outcomes-based approach to defining education and training as its main priority. A third point which 
I will come back to was the Task Team’s  decision  to focus only on two issues,  broad national 

                                                             
5 Work place learning practitioners do exist as ‘meisters’ in Germany.  However the German tradition of vocational 
education (found also in Austria, parts of Switzerland and in a slightly different form in Denmark) and the systematic 
training programmes available for ‘meisters’ is unique and depends on a particular history of employer commitment.   
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structures and the differences between institutionally-based and work-based learning; this focus  
inevitably left  a number  of major issues unresolved. Two examples are (i) whether the unit 
standards approach is a viable basis for designing qualifications, and (ii) whether the boundaries of 
responsibility between organisations can be under-specified and left to ‘rules of engagement’, 
partnerships and encouraging organisations that  do not yet exist to collaborate..  
 
 
2. The Consultative Document’s response to the Study Group Report 
 
The Document accepts the Study Team’s overall analysis and most of its more specific proposals. 
For example it agrees that: 
 
(i) the framework should have 10 levels rather than 8 in order to incorporate the 

differentiation of post graduate degrees 
(ii) a single set of bodies should be responsible for both standard setting( defined more 

broadly as qualification design) and quality assurance 
(iii) Assessor registration should only apply to workplaces.  
(iv) the size of the SAQA Board should be substantially reduced 
(v)  a more coherent approach to strategic management of the NQF by the two government 

Departments should be introduced (based, it is suggested, on the Task Team) 
(vi) a strategic approach to funding the NQF is needed that would involve negotiations with 

the Treasury 
(vii) a modified version of the Study Team’s proposals for HRD and NQF Forums should 

be accepted.  
 
In its proposals for new structures, the Consultative Document also follows the Study Team’s 
recommendation that the experience and expertise of those who have participated in the old 
structures must be built on. The three QCs therefore are based on (a) CHE/HEQC with SAUVCA 
and CTP, (b) UMALUSI, (c) the combined activities of the SETAs, professional bodies and the 
NSA. The consequent modifications of the Study Group’s proposals for the management of quality 
assurance and qualification design seem logical and simpler than the Study Team’s proposals.  
 
The Document rejects the distinction made by the Study Team between ‘unit standards-based’ and 
‘whole qualifications’ which as it points out was largely associated with the different concerns of 
universities and SETAs. The argument it makes is that the unit standards/whole qualification 
distinction masks more fundamental differences between disciplinary and work-based learning and 
the purposes of the different types of qualifications that they lead to. This is true; however in 
rejecting the distinction it is unclear whether it is assumed that all qualifications will still consist of 
unit standards (albeit not necessarily as separate standards) or whether a unit standards definition of 
a qualification will only apply to work based qualifications. In other words it is unclear how far a 
common definition of a qualification will apply to all three QCs or whether they will be able to 
conceptualise their qualifications in their own terms and negotiate issues of credit transfer and 
progression.  
 
Unit standards have proved an extremely inflexible basis, even for vocational qualifications, in the 
UK and have been dropped except for work-based qualifications in New Zealand.  Furthermore it 
has proved impossible to derive the required ‘underpinning knowledge’ from unit standards with the 
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result that unit standards-based qualifications (NVQs) in the UK have lacked a knowledge base and 
so have become barriers to progression for those achieving them. A further problem is that the 
concept of a unit standard focuses on outcomes and leads to a split between outcomes and inputs6. 
This split can preclude the incorporation of inputs into qualifications whether this refers to curricula 
and pedagogy, to the knowledge of teachers or work-based supervisors or to institutions or aspects 
of infrastructure (e.g laboratories,  workshops etc).  The sad story of the science teachers in Zambia 
who were ‘trained’ without ever entering a science lab is a case in point.  
 
The Document argues that the unit standards/whole qualification distinction is redundant as 
qualifications are always made up of parts (units) and that there is a requirement that each part has to 
be coherent in itself as well as in how it contributes to a whole qualification. However there is a big 
difference between a unit standards methodology and qualifications and teaching programmes that 
consist of parts that are integrated into a whole by the teacher or trainer. The Document does not 
elaborate on when the parts can be treated separately from the whole, or where and by whom 
decisions are made about the sequencing or accumulation of parts. The idea that qualifications 
should be ‘credit based’ and available in units or ‘bite sized chunks’ is fashionable, albeit 
controversial, in the UK. On the one hand there is the question as to whether all qualifications 
should be obtainable on the basis of  ‘accumulated credit’ (e.g through modules) or whether 
institutions, employers or professional bodies should reserve the right to reject some combinations 
on educational grounds. The second issue is the debate around the rationale for credit-based or 
unitised qualifications. They are assumed to be attractive both to employers who may not want to 
pay for a whole qualifications for their employees and to disadvantaged learners who might be put 
off by the length of time required to study for ‘whole qualifications’. On the other hand a possible 
outcome of unit-based qualifications being widely available is narrowly based skill training for some 
employees and ‘micky mouse’ qualifications for disadvantaged learners, neither of which give access 
to progression. The coherence of whole qualifications can be exclusive; however exclusivity is best 
seen as a problem for institutional reform; in relation to qualifications it can be a guarantee of the 
rigour and validity of the knowledge and/or skills that are being acquired.  
 
It should be possible for learners to gain qualifications (and even degrees) by completing the parts 
(accumulated in the form of credit) over different lengths of time and combining them in different 
ways rather than necessarily being tied to specific sequential programmes over a particular time. At 
the same time universities (and others) should be allowed to decide the criteria for adequate and 
coherent sequences and combinations.  The implications of the position taken in the Document  are 
unclear as it depends on design issues and how far the unit-standard model is retained for the 
different types of qualification. It is for example, highly debatable, whether a unit standards model is 
appropriate for discipline-based qualifications (Ensor 2003)  

                                                             
6 There are major issues concerning the adoption of a unit standards approach to qualifications which seems to have 
been largely accepted in South Africa (as far as I am aware),; it is somewhat beyond the scope of this paper. Such 
research on the unit standards approach as there has been in the UK has focused on their role in the design of 
vocational qualifications. This is because,  apart from the extremely problematic attempt by the QAA to produce 
national minimum standards for  degree subjects, the broader impact of unit standards has as yet been slight. 
However the compatibility of  the development of teaching/learning programmes in Higher Education with a unit 
standards approach which has its roots in an industrially based functional analysis does in my view need  serious 
questioning. It may be another example of the ‘principle of equivalence’ taking precedence over the ‘principle of 
difference’. As an approach to qualification design, a unit standards approach raises more fundamental questions  
that  go beyond the specific concerns of HE; my own view is that these questions are applicable to all  qualifications 
at every level, including those that are oriented to developing workplace skills (Young 2003b)  
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The Study Group recommended that  
 

“regulations on Fundamental Learning should be treated as guidance so as to allow Standard 
Setting Bodies to take account of the needs of learners” .   

 
The Task Team accept this proposal, but for work-based qualifications only. However this does not 
fully grasp the point made by the Study Team. It is not that Fundamental Learning is not important 
enough to be regulated; it is that it is very doubtful that such a general educational goal can be 
expressed in a meaningful way as a single regulation that applies to all levels. If Fundamental 
Learning remains as part of regulations rather than as guidance to institutions it can all too easily lead 
to little more than forms of ritual compliance and ‘box ticking’. Other means such as institutional 
Inspection are likely to be more effective in ensuring that fundamental learning priorities are being 
taken  seriously in ways appropriate to the level and content of different programmes.  
 
Finally the Document takes over the CHE model for ‘nested qualifications’ and its distinction 
between general and career-focused qualifications. It argues that former can be applied to all 
qualifications. Again it is far from clear what this might mean in practice. The latter distinction I will 
return to.  
 
Conclusions 
 
With the reservations expressed in this section, my judgement is that the Task Team accepted and 
built on much in the Study Team’s Report. Bound by similar terms of reference, both reports have 
similar strengths and weaknesses. The Task Team, however felt more empowered than the Study 
Team to distance themselves from the current approach taken by SAQA. As a result they came up 
with more explicit proposals. On the other hand, they leave largely without comment, issues such as 
assessment and RPL that were raised by the Study Team and will certainly not go away.  
 
 
3. The Consultative Document’s analysis of the interface between learning and 
work and its implications 
 
The DOE/DOL Document explicitly breaks with the SAQA approach by recognising that the NQF 
must be based on a recognition of the differences between types of learning,; these are referred to as 
institution-based and work-based. This is an important point that was not made as explicitly by the 
Study Team.  As a result of not recognising these differences SAQA guidelines attempted to describe 
all types of learning in terms of a single definition. Furthermore instead of trying to develop an NQF 
that linked the different types of learning, the SAQA approach blurred the differences with its 
concept of ‘organisational fields’ and failed to take account of the differences in its definition of a 
qualification. As the DOE/DOL Document recognises, the differences neglected by SAQA have 
emerged anyway and despite the inflexibility of the SAQA guidelines, key groups involved (for 
example the DOE and the SETAs) have developed qualifications in very different ways.  
 
The Task Team Document provides a useful account of the similar but overlapping concepts used to 
describe two broadly different types of learning- disciplinary, general or institution-based on the one 
hand and vocational, career-focused, occupational or work based on the other. It goes on to note 
that although definitions of learning and learning pathways are often couched in dichotomous terms, 
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three rather than two types tend to emerge- general, general/vocational and occupational; the first 
two are usually wholly institution-based but sometimes involve work experience whereas the third 
can be wholly work-based but in practice often involves institutional learning. The Document 
recognises that these types or modes of learning, which also describe broad learning pathways, are 
not separate and that any modern framework must include options for vertical, horizontal and 
diagonal progression within and between them. It follows that the Document emphasises the 
importance of articulation between the types or pathways; however it says very little about how the 
processes of articulation might work. The three types of learning pathway are combined with the 
existing three qualification bands to generate  a new 3X3  framework structure which is reproduced  
below.  
 
 
 
NQF  
band 

 
 
General 
pathway 

 
 
Articulation 
column 

 
 
General 
vocational 
/Career-focused 
pathway 

 
 
Articulation 
column 

 
Trade,  
occupational 
and 
professional 
pathway 
 

 
Higher 
education 
 and training 
 

 
Discipline-
based 
qualifications 

 
Articulation 
credits 

 
Career-focused 
qualifications 

 
Articulation 
credits 

 
Further 
education  
and training 

 
Discipline-
based 
qualifications 

 
Articulation 
credits 
 

 
General 
vocational 
qualifications 

 
Articulation 
credit 

 
Occupational 
recognition or 
context-based 
qualifications 
unique to the 
workplace 

 
General 
education 
 

 
General education qualifications (with ABET defined separately) 

 
This is undoubtedly a simpler structure than that developed by SAQA. Furthermore, the three 
columns have some grounding in practical experience and the structure at least points to an 
organisational basis for limiting the proliferation of bodies involved in both qualification design and 
quality assurance.  As such the proposed framework should be welcomed as a step forward.  
 
However the new framework creates problems in trying to combine two different principles. From 
the original NQF concept it takes ‘ the principle of equivalence’ which assumes, as in the 3X3 
framework, that it is possible to treat all qualifications and all learning equally within the framework, 
despite recognising their differences. From the prior analysis of types of learning on the other hand, 
the proposed new framework takes the ‘principle of difference’ which contradicts the principle of 
equivalence; it implies that different types of learning cannot be compared within a single framework 
or or set of criteria (except in the most general terms7). There is an indication that the Task Team 
recognises this problem at two points in the Document. The first is in its discussion of level 
                                                             
7 see Keating(2003) for an account of how the Australian Qualification Framework does this.  
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descriptors and its suggestion that they may need to be column-specific (as in the diagram) or 
organisation- specific (when referring to the three QCs) and the second is when it points out that 
while  the bands apply to the general and general vocational pathways, they do not apply so directly 
to the occupational pathway. I will come back to this latter point. However both raise questions 
about whether the typology of pathways can be an adequate basis for qualifications and their 
regulation.  
 
The issue is the extent to which the new framework has retained significant assumptions of the 
SAQA model of an NQF and that these are not easily reconciled with the Document’s aim of 
recognising differences. The framework, as represented in the diagram and as expressed in the 
division of responsibilities between the three QCs follows the original NQF concept in seeking to 
impose a single universalistic model on types of learning and qualifications that are quite diverse. 
However it does this in a different way to the SAQA model. First, instead of treating all learning and 
qualifications in terms of a single set of criteria expressed in a single definition of unit standards, the 
new framework licenses the three QCs to define learning and qualifications differently, but then 
equates them within a single band and level structure. Secondly, instead of blurring differences within 
a single list of ‘organisational fields’ that straddles disciplines and occupational fields, the new 
framework makes a three-way separation of pathways but has difficulty in specifying adequate criteria 
for distinguishing between them. Each of these assumptions is likely to cause problems when the 
three pathways are mapped on to three Quality and Quality Assurance Councils. I will return to this 
point later in this paper.  
 
I want here to concentrate on the issue of equivalence in relation to bands and levels.  I want to 
suggest that ‘the principle of equivalence’ which for example, treats institutional or disciplinary 
learning as equivalent to learning that ‘is unique to the workplace’ is an assumption that needs to be 
questioned and that it may be more about aspirations to equality than reality. The Document 
distinguishes between different types of learning but fails to recognise that, in an important sense, 
these different types represent not just differences but a hierarchy of types of learning. There is much 
historic prejudice against practical skills and craft knowledge and much elitism surrounding subjects 
and disciplines; both forms of prejudice have origins in the class structure and division of labour of 
capitalist societies and both need to be criticised. However it is equally important to realise that these 
prejudices, real though they are, are only part of the picture. Underlying these prejudices are real 
epistemological differences between the knowledge that can be acquired in the left hand column 
(institutionally and through disciplines) and that which can be acquired in the right hand column (in 
the workplace). The ‘principle of equivalence’ is fundamentally misleading if it allows these real 
differences to be obscured.  
 
From the point of view of progression, there is an unavoidable ‘skew’ in the diagram from right to 
left ( in the sense that progression will always be more possible in the general and general vocational 
pathways and progression in the occupational pathway will always be dependent on prior progression 
on one of the other pathways). On the other hand the 3X3 framework sends a message that 
progression is as achievable via the right hand column as easily as via the left hand column. This is 
not to argue against the importance of promoting progression in work-based learning but for 
recognising that, in increasingly knowledge-intensive economies, it is misleading to view work-based 
progression in isolation.. It comes back to a point I made earlier; qualification frameworks are limited 
in what they can achieve. They have a role in promoting progression and eliminating unnecessary 
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barriers; however relative to the work of teachers and the support of employers8 this role is marginal. 
Qualifications and an NQF  have to remain rooted in reality and in people’s experience if they are to 
be a vehicle for supporting the expansion of education and training;.  
 
 The three types of qualification in the diagram are not equivalent; parity of esteem is not a reality in 
any country. This partly as a result of continuing social inequalities and the unequal distribution of 
wealth and partly because there are real differences between types of learning and the conditions 
needed for its realisation. Progression is bound to be skewed in favour of the right of the diagram 
because in an important sense learning in institutions and through disciplines is far more powerful 
than learning that takes place in work places. If it was not we would not have schools, colleges and 
universities. Those countries in South East Asia and Northern Europe that have been most 
successful in limiting this ‘skew’ have done it by expanding the quality and quantity of institution-
based education that is available to those that are in employment and following a work-based route. 
The Document begins by recognising this reality in its discussion of types of learning but loses its 
implications in its proposals. The power of different types of learning is a reality that any NQF has 
to start from. If it does not it will be a barrier to progression not a way of overcoming barriers. The 
next section looks at some more specific examples of the problems I have so far discussed.  
 
 
4. Implications of the relationship between the principles of   equivalence and 
difference  

 
The broad bands in the framework are found in some form in all modern qualification systems. 
Sometimes they are expressed more explicitly in terms of levels. As the Document notes the bands 
tend not to apply to work-based qualifications; however the framework is misleading in showing 
occupational context-based pathways as applying to all levels (and bands). This suggests that there 
are three kinds of pathways to progression when in practice, and for the reasons discussed in the 
previous section, progression in work-based qualifications invariably ends somewhere in the FET 
band or may be lower. If technicians for example, with a level 4 qualification in the FET band seek 
further progression to become engineers, this invariably takes place via an institution-based pathway 
not within the occupationally-based route. It follows that technician-to-engineer progression would 
depend on partnerships between employers and institutions that offer qualifications under the remit 
of  the HI-ED QC. This is I suggest a major type of progression for those in employment and  does 
not rely on the possibility of higher level work based qualifications. There is a danger that the new 
framework, by emphasising ‘the principle of equivalence’ over-simplifies reality and gives a false or at 
least unrealistic picture of progression possibilities.  If the structure proposed by the Task Tea  is 
accepted as it is, this will license SETAs within the new TOP QC to try and create progression 
routes via work-based learning and generate alternative work-based engineers to compete with 
university-educated engineers.  Everything that research and the experience of other countries tells 
us points to this not working. This is not to be defensive about university interests. It is to make an 
epistemological point about how different occupations depend on different kinds of knowledge, of 
which some kinds (as in the case engineering) can only be acquired through university-based study; it 
cannot be acquired in the work place.  It is difficult to imagine that the Engineering professional 
associations in South Africa will go along with any proposal to incorporate them within the TOP 

                                                             
8 For example, by supporting time off for study for their employees and in developing learning-intensive work 
environment.  
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QC. They have a much important roles in contributing to ‘transformative’ education policies by (a) 
maintaining and widening the range of links that they have with university departments, and  
(b) collaborating with SETAs and FE Colleges in developing FET qualifications that offer genuine 
technician-to-engineer progression routes. Creating better progression opportunities for people to 
become engineers (or other professions) is not primarily a qualification issue; it is a provision and 
capacity  issue for the colleges and Technikons. It is quite unclear to me why professional bodies and 
professional qualifications have been included within the remit of the TOP QC. The framework 
implies that trade, occupational and professional pathways can be treated as within the same category 
as ‘unique to the work place’. The extent to which this is true depends on both the occupation and 
the level; there are occupations such as cabinet making and lathe operation in which most if not all 
learning can take place ‘in the workplace.  On the other hand there are growing numbers of 
occupations, well beyond the traditional liberal professions such as lawyers, doctors in which this is 
not true.  
 
The Document recognises that whereas bands have a long history in relation to educational 
institutions, they have little meaning in the workplace. This of course is only partly true- an example 
is the tendency for professional bodies and employers to form links with HE Band institutions and 
not those offering programmes in other bands.  Further more degree equivalence (which refers to a 
pathway as well as a band) rather than only level equivalence (which could apply to any pathway) 
remains a significant factor in many fields in most countries. The creation of a 3X3 model generates 
the possibility of level 8-10 qualifications that are ‘occupationally recognised and unique to the 
workplace’. On the other hand for the reasons mentioned earlier it is very difficult to conceive of a 
level 8-10 qualification that is not substantially discipline-based. Furthermore it is difficult to imagine 
the development of different types of level 8-10 qualifications, some based on university study and 
others not.  The UK experience that bears on this issue was in the early 1990s. NCVQ (the National 
Council for Vocational Qualifications) which was a body with some similarities with TOP QC, 
proposed that its  (NVQ/GNVQ) framework ( which had similarities to the TOP pathway in the 
Document but also including the GENFET pathway)  should be  extended to include levels 4 and 5 
( the approximate equivalent of levels  8-10 in the Task Team Document). Three things happened. 
Higher education institutions objected; they claimed that their degree/diploma structure covered 
general and general vocational programmes and they did not want their more vocationally–oriented 
qualifications to come under the remit of NCVQ. As a result, separate qualifications at Levels 4 and 
5   in the middle general/vocational pathway were never allowed. NVQs for work based learning 
programmes at Levels 4 and 5 survived in the framework but have generated minimum take up. 
They have been almost entirely restricted to the field of management and the majority of those 
taking them have degrees; they have not progressed up the NVQ(TOP-equivalent route). NCVQ 
was later merged into QCA under a single government Department and there was no longer a 
separate body for promoting such qualifications. Since then general and general vocational 
qualifications have expanded at HE level but without any formal distinction between them. They 
tend to differ on a pure/applied axis which is loosely expressed in the hierarchy of different types of 
university.  The implications for the NQF in South Africa would appear to be the need to reconsider 
the applicability of levels 8-10 in relation to work based qualifications.  
 
The Task Team Document refers to the Manufacturing Working Group development of a 
Contextual Qualifications Model for “ qualifications types appropriate to context-specific workplace 
learning at any level”. This demonstrates the feasibility of applying the nested model to vocational 
qualifications. However it also seems to be a example of a qualifications-driven approach to 
progression when a quite different form of collaboration between SETAs, employers and Further 
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and Higher Education institutions might have been more appropriate. The case study has 
implications for my earlier discussion of progression. It again avoids the critical epistemological 
issues that distinguish types of learning (Ensor 2003) and assumes that it makes sense  to conceive of 
qualifications at levels 8-10 that are context-specific and unique to workplaces when any way of 
expressing levels 8-10 on a framework must be in terms that are not context specific. My own view is 
that progression can often start in a pathway ‘unique to the workplace’ but will inevitably not end in 
that pathway. I remember an attractive slogan that was much bandied about in South Africa in the 
early 1990s-‘sweeper to engineer’. There is nothing wrong with the principle; the problem occurs if it 
is assumed that the sweeper can become an engineer through work based learning; that flies in the 
face of what engineering is as a body of largely mathematically–based knowledge which cannot be 
acquired in the workplace. The only progression route for the sweeper, whether part time or full 
time, is what it always was, via college and university study. The problem for South Africa is making 
this route more accessible to people like sweepers, not trying to avoid the problem via an unrealistic 
view of the potential of work based learning.   
 
This discussion returns to the question of professional qualifications being located within the Trade 
Occupational and Professional Pathway and its implications for Professional body/HE relationships. 
The Document seems somewhat confused in its reference to professional bodies. At some points it 
explicitly states that neither their statutory role nor their historical links with universities would be 
undermined. On the other hand they are firmly located within the remit of TOP QC and under the 
Department of Labour. This tension becomes explicit in relation to the distinctions made in the 
Document between different types of qualification. Most professions allow some (or all) university 
studies to be credited towards a professional qualification and usually they have some formal links 
with relevant university departments. However this does not necessarily mean that a ‘professional’ 
degree (as in the case of Medicine or Law) is treated as a different kind of degree from degrees in , 
for example, history or chemistry. On the other hand degrees in media studies usually have a 
‘professional’ or at least a vocational orientation, although such degrees may not involve any 
agreements with employers or professional bodies. It seems possible that two contradictory 
principles (that are loosely connected to the principles of equivalence and difference) are implicit in 
the Document that have not been resolved. The first is the recognition that professional standards 
and the quality of university degrees in many fields are closely related and the close links between 
professions and individual university departments play an important role in achieving this (and is 
exemplified in the worldwide recognition of  medical, and other degrees from South African 
universities). The second principle is more explicitly political. It seeks to emphasise progression 
across pathways and modes of learning and sees the historical relationship between professional 
bodies and university departments as ‘elitist’ and often inhibiting new progression routes and the 
broadening of opportunities. An assumption follows that if professional bodies are located within 
the TOP QC with its major priority to support work based learning and bridging the traditional 
divide between vocational and professional education, their ties with universities will be loosened 
and they can be pushed to open up new and less elitist progression pathways. The question that I 
return to is whether the NQF is an appropriate mechanism for achieving the goals of progression 
and widening opportunities, at least on its own and therefore whether such a strategy is likely to be 
effective. There might well be other and more effective ways of persuading professional bodies to 
open up progression pathways- for example via three-way consortia with universities, the FE 
colleges, and SETAs.    This would suggest that it would make more sense to locate professional 
bodies within HI-ED QC given that their primary role links them to the development of 
professional degrees 
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5. Other issues  
 
One of the difficulties in interpreting the Task Team’s Document is its degree of generality and lack 
of specification. Although over-specification creates problems as has been apparent in the early years 
of implementation of the NQF, there are also problems in leaving key issues to be resolved by 
negotiation and collaboration. Furthermore a lack of specification such as is found in the document 
lays it open to multiple interpretations and potential confusion. With resources inevitably limited, 
competition and disagreements are inevitable, especially when new structures are being established. 
The issue of trust (see Appendix) applies not just to qualifications and quality but to every situation 
where there is ambiguity and where no history or tradition of practice can be drawn on. The 
implications which are brought out strongly in the experience of the Scottish SCQF (Raffe 2003) are 
that incrementalism, ‘building on the past’ and ‘staying close to key providers/practitioners’ are 
crucial to successful implementation. The implications for South Africa where in some cases there is 
no past to build on (or not a past that anyone wants to build on) must be caution in creating new 
structures that have limited basis in practice. My comments on the issues raised in this section should 
be seen in light of this lesson from the international experience.  
 
General and general vocational qualifications 
 
The Document proposes a distinction between general and general vocational qualifications based 
on the distinction it makes between types of pathway. At the same time it recognises that these can 
never be sharp distinctions. We can take the example of business studies courses which  have an 
explicit career orientation and economics which has not to illustrate the possible problems of 
building this distinction into the qualification framework. Both fields are associated with bodies of 
specialist knowledge that can be acquired with no direct experience of either economic or business 
activity. Both are institution-based and disciplinary (although the status of business studies as a 
discipline might be debated) It seems feasible therefore that the GENFET QC and the HI-ED QC 
could be responsible for both business studies and economics at their respective levels without 
making distinctions between types of qualifications. Treating them as separate types of qualifications 
creates the possibility of unnecessary boundary issues between the HI-ED and GENFET QCs and 
TOP QC over business studies and the need for an additional mechanism for forming  ‘coordinating’ 
QCs.  I suggest that this point applies to many other cases and raises doubts about codifying such 
differences as separate qualifications governed by separate regulations which are the responsibility of 
separate organisations.  
 
 
QC Relations with the Government Departments 
 
Relations between the Government Departments and QCs are unclear in the Document. Given that 
QCs are to be ‘coordinated’ by SAQA, they would need to be treated as largely autonomous  public  
bodies with the Departments having a hands–off role. The QC/Department relationship could be 
particularly problematic in relation to inter-QC relations, especially when two QCs that are linked to 
different departments (DOE and DOL) are involved (TOP and HI-ED QCs).  
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QC Relations with SAQA 
 
The Document proposes that SAQA should give up its operational role and become a coordinating 
body with “overall executive responsibility for the development of the NQF”. SAQA would, it 
states, have a ‘structural’ relationship with the new QCs. It is far from clear what this might mean, 
given that SAQA’s two most explicit functions as defined in the document would be  (a) maintaining 
the national framework for standards generation and quality assurance and (b) maintaining and 
developing the NQF level descriptors. Again, it would seem crucial that the area of autonomy of 
QCs is clear if they are to not be hindered by endless bureaucratic barriers. In the UK, the often 
fraught relationships between the QCA and the bodies designing and awarding qualifications is 
illustrative of the problem which is partly caused by shortage of staff at QCA and the enormous 
backlog of qualifications waiting to be accredited. Given the traditional autonomy of universities in 
developing their own qualifications, this problem could be accentuated for the links between them 
and the new HI-ED QC.  
 
 
Relationships between QCs 
 
This issue has already been touched on, especially in relation to links between HI-ED QC and TOP 
QC. For example the Consultative Document refers to HI-ED QC having responsibility for Higher 
Education ‘within its ambit’.  This raises the question considered earlier as to the assumed ambit of 
the TOP QC at levels 8-10. Other issues arise in connection with how distinctions are made between 
different qualification types (see above), how coordinating QCs are appointed and what body decides 
on the appropriate proportion of work-based and institution-based learning in a general vocational 
or occupationally based qualification. The Document refers to ‘rules of engagement’ and the 
importance of collaboration not competition. However, either the boundaries and definitions are 
stipulated in the rules of engagement when it might be difficult to account for every contingency or 
there are likely to be similar difficulties to those commented on by the Task Team in relation to 
Memoranda of Understanding.  
 
Summary 
 
The picture that emerges from these brief comments is of ambiguous distinctions between both 
types of qualifications and the responsibilities of organisations that are invariably under-specified. In 
my concluding section I will suggest some possible modifications to the proposed framework. 
Whatever is agreed it seems inescapable, especially when organisations are new,  that their remit is 
clearly defined as possible, that they should be trusted to interpret it autonomously  and at the same 
time ‘rules of engagement ‘ should be open to future re-negotiation.  
 
 
Conclusions  
 
There are undoubtedly many important issues that I have not considered in this report either though 
lack of time or lack of adequate knowledge of the South African context,. I am particularly aware 
that I have taken a largely overview approach rather than focused specifically on issues concerned 
directly with the extended remit of CHE if it were to become the HI-ED QC. I am also aware that 
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the CHE’s National Academic Policy is an important document which I am not very familiar with.  
However I have tried to make explicit those issues that seemed to me most important for the CHE 
to consider and what their possible origins might be. Also I do think the overall structure of the 
NQF is important and the CHE is in a unique position to influence it.  
 
It is important to realise the uniqueness of the South African attempt to include all types and levels 
of education and training including HE in a single national framework. Even the SCQF in Scotland 
which is comprehensive in including HE qualifications is in practice a voluntary framework with a 
predominantly enabling role- up to now it has had very little impact on HE practice (see Raffe 2003). 
In New Zealand the NZQA backed off trying to involve the universities and in England we have 
two separate frameworks. This has meant that other countries have not had to engage with the tricky 
epistemological issues touched on in this report and explored in more detail by Ensor (Ensor 2003). 
It follows that how the Task Team’s proposals are taken forward and in what form will have deep 
implications for the HE sector in South Africa. At the same time those responsible for the other 
bands (especially the FET Band) with their far weaker resources and lacking the tradition of being 
responsible for their own qualifications and quality assurance, will undoubtedly take a lead from the 
CHE not just in relation to the HE Band but in relation to overall development of the NQF.  
 
In this report I have identified a major problem in the Document which I have suggested can be 
expressed in terms of the tension between two principles. One I refer to as ‘the principle of 
equivalence’ which the Document inherits from the original concept of the NQF (and by implication 
from the Study Team). The second I refer to as ‘the principle of difference’ which the Task Team 
identify as neglected in the original concept of the NQF developed by SAQA and which they see as 
being responsible for many of the difficulties that South Africa has faced in implementing the NQF.  
In moving from their analysis to their proposals for a new framework structure, I suggest that the 
Document fails to recognise explicitly the tension between the two principles and in effect allows the 
former to take precedence over the latter.  My argument in this report is that the emphasis on ‘the 
principle of equivalence’ is mistaken not just for higher education (where its implications are most 
apparent) but for the education and training system as a whole. It is not a question of preferring one 
principle to the other but of being aware of the implications of a priority that is implicit rather than 
explicit. The Document associates the political goal of promoting equity with the assumption that 
this can be best achieved by equating what it recognises are different   types of learning and types of 
knowledge.  
 
It is possible to endorse the goals of the NQF of promoting access, equity and progression and the 
starting analysis of the Task Team without endorsing their proposals for a new framework as a way 
of achieving these goals. It seems likely that the Document’s proposed new framework would lead to 
endless debates over types of qualification and which body should register them and encourage 
unnecessary competition between those given a remit for developing   different types of higher 
education qualifications. It is difficult to see who would benefit by such competition (see my 
comments on Higher Level NVQs in the UK).  Such competition can only be a digression from 
achieving the widely shared goals of the NQF.  
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Appendix:  Creating communities of trust  
 
The Study Group’s report laid great stress on the importance of ‘communities of trust’ and this is 
echoed in the Task Team’s Document. QCs among other bodies are expected to build and support 
‘communities of trust’. However I am not  sure the Task Team have really understood the concept. 
They seem to equate it with creating consensus. Although consensus is important, it misses the 
practical, ‘usage’ element in the idea of ‘community of trust (or practice)’. The concept has two rather 
different origins.  One is in the socio-cultural/anthropological literature on learning (especially Lave 
and Wenger 1991). They developed the idea of ‘communities of practice’ to emphasise the 
fundamentally social basis of learning whether formal or informal. It has only indirect significance 
for debates about qualifications. The second origin of the idea of trust is in the assessment literature 
and the debates on normative and criterion referenced assessment (and hence qualifications)(see 
Wolf 1995). Outcomes-based education can be seen as part of a move away from normative 
referencing which in its extreme forms decides a norm (i.e the percentage of candidates that will 
pass) and grades students accordingly; it is the ‘norm’ that decides whether a student gains a 
qualification. In extreme cases, normative referencing provides the justification for excluding 
perfectly capable people; its priority is not to enable candidates to demonstrate what they know, but 
to ‘maintain a standard’. University examiners and the external examiner system rely on an informal 
version of a norm referenced system.   
 
A criterion-referenced system defines the criteria and states that anyone who achieves according to 
the criteria gets the qualification (even if it is really ‘everyone’). However, what the research has 
shown is that it is never possible to develop criteria that are universally applicable to all situations- 
assessors cannot avoid invoking ‘norms’ in making their judgements. Hence the importance of 
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‘communities’ with shared practical experience (which is often expertise in a subject or occupational 
field)  which provide people with the basis of making judgements- criteria alone are never enough. In 
relation to qualifications, the idea of ‘communities of trust’ stresses the importance of shared 
experience and usage.  It is because they are trusted and rely on past experience and not just 
individual isolated judgments that written examinations are still respected, despite all the criticisms 
that have been made of them. In the past ‘communities of trust’  referred to trade,  professional,  
craft and subject specialists  and have been open to criticism, especially in South Africa for being 
racially prejudiced. . If new qualifications are developed that are not based on these old communities 
new communities with real shared experience will need to develop. There is no alternative; a quality 
system cannot rely on criteria alone.  
 
 My final comment is that although the concept of ‘communities of trust’ is suggestive of the dangers 
of over-emphasising the specification of criteria or outcomes as a mechanism for achieving quality, 
there is much work to be done before it can be a prescription for policy.  
 
 
 
  


