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PREFACE 

 

The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) was first referenced to the 

European Qualifications Framework (EQF) in 2009. This referencing was published in 

2010 as part of a report on the referencing of the National Qualifications Frameworks 

(NQFs) of the four UK countries to the EQF. In the intervening eight years since publication, 

the SCQF has developed considerably, with the revision of SCQF Level Descriptors, the 

redefinition of SCQF Principles and a considerable expansion in the range and number of 

qualifications on the Framework. In 2015/16, a pilot project was undertaken to establish if 

the original referencing outcomes continued to be a true reflection of links between the 

SCQF and EQF. This report builds on the work completed in the pilot and provides a 

revised and updated analysis of the SCQF/EQF referencing.  

 

This report sets out the evidence that the SCQF continues to meet the ten criteria and ten 

quality assurance principles which govern referencing to the EQF.  To provide a context 

for the reader, it also describes political, legal and social context in which the SCQF 

operates, explains the nature of the learning landscape in Scotland insofar as it relates to 

the SCQF, and describes the different kinds of qualifications in the Framework.  The design 

of the report has been influenced by the many published referencing reports of EU Member 

States and by the guidance published by the European Commission. It has also been 

informed by the reflections on drafts provided by three international experts and by the 

comments received from Cedefop and a group of other EQF AG readers.  In particular, we 

have borne in mind that the report will have an international readership and we have tried 

to avoid, where possible, national familiarities, such as abbreviations and acronyms. We 

have adopted a ñneutralò terminology where possible, and have included a glossary of 

Scotland-specific terms and abbreviations. Importantly, the SCQF uses the terms 'learning 

programmes' when speaking about learning which is assessed, quality assured and 

assigned SCQF Level and credit. The term 'learning programmes' is often used to describe 

certificated learning which is not part of the suite of mainstream qualifications. However, in 

EQF terms, 'qualification' is used to describe all such certificated learning. For the 

avoidance of doubt, the term 'qualification' is used in this report to describe all assessed, 

quality assured and certificated learning, regardless of the context in which that learning 

took place. 

 

It is important to note that whilst the UK referencing reports will be presented separately to 

the EQF Advisory Group, strong links between the Frameworks of the UK exist to support 

the learner and worker mobility.  The UK NCPs, relevant Quality Assurance Bodies and 

Government representatives meet on a regular basis as the UK Co-ordination Group for 

European VET Initiatives and produce an information leaflet 'Qualifications can Cross 

Boundaries' for learners, employers and others to indicate the comparison of qualifications 

across national boundaries within the UK (and Ireland).1 However the education, training 

and skills systems are very different in Scotland from the rest of the UK and the 

                                                 
1 https://scqf.org.uk/media/1105/quals-can-cross-boundaries-2017-final-web.pdf 
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underpinning philosophy of the Scottish Government towards a recognition and use of a 

wide range of types of learning and assessment is broader than the other countries.  

Scotland has had a different education system since 1800 and a Parliament with fully 

devolved education powers since 1999. 

 

In the past the one area which provided a very common approach was the use of National 

Occupational Standards to develop vocational qualifications but over the last two years the 

update and use of those standards has remained only with Scotland, Wales and N Ireland.  

It was therefore agreed that to try to look at synergies and areas of commonality with 

Scotland was not appropriate given the very different Government agendas in this area. 

 

The drafting of the report has been managed by the SCQF Partnership, and overseen by 

a Steering Group composed of senior representatives of organisations covering all the 

education, training and lifelong learning sectors in Scotland, plus four national and 

international experts and three executive officers from the SCQF Partnership Executive. 

 

At the time of writing, there were no plans to revisit the self-certification for qualifications 

of the higher education sector against the QF-EHEA therefore this is not addressed within 

this report.  However as the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications in Scotland 

(FHQEIS) is integrated into the SCQF, the legal basis and structure, qualifications and 

quality assurance within the HE Sector are reported on. 

 

SCQF Partnershipôs processes and plans for monitoring and further developing the 

Framework are also set out in this report.  

 

We hope that you find the report helpful.  

 

The SCQF Partnership  
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Executive Summary  

1. The referencing of National Qualifications Frameworks (NQFs) to the European 

Qualifications Framework (EQF) involves testing the extent to which an individual NQF 

can be shown to align with the EQF, both in terms of Framework levels and in the 

principles and practices that underpin Framework implementation.  

2. The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) was first referenced to the 

European Qualifications Framework (EQF) in 2009/10. Following the revision of the 

SCQF level descriptors in 2012 and development work culminating in the publication 

of the new SCQF Handbook in 2015, a pilot project was undertaken in 2015/16 to 

establish if the original referencing outcomes continued to be a true reflection of links 

between the SCQF and EQF. This report builds on the work completed in the pilot and 

provides a revised and updated analysis of the SCQF/EQF referencing.  

3. A number of features of the SCQF make it unusual, with the result that the referencing 

process continues to be complex. There are structural issues: the SCQF has 12 levels 

whilst the EQF has only 8 so direct matching between levels is unlikely. There are also 

issues related to the context in which the SCQF has developed and operates. Unlike 

many NQFs which have been developed in response to government legislation, the 

SCQF emerged from many years of development and partnership working between 

education bodies keen to find a mechanism to support learner transition and progress. 

It continues to operate outside a legislative and regulatory framework and this makes 

it unusual. Its position as a voluntary framework, and its reliance on partnership working 

rather than legislation for its implementation create challenges in referencing to some 

of the EQF principles which anticipate a more linear and regulated approach to NQF 

development 

4. It should also be noted that much of the terminology used in the Scottish context does 

not fully align with the definition used within the EQF. Most evidently, the SCQF uses 

the term 'learning programmes' when speaking about learning which is assessed, 

quality assured and assigned SCQF Level and credit. The term is often used to 

describe certificated learning which is not part of the suite of mainstream qualifications. 

However, in EQF terms, the term 'qualification' is used to describe all such certificated 

learning. For the avoidance of doubt, the term 'qualification' is used in this report to 

describe all assessed, quality assured and certificated learning, regardless of the 

context in which that learning took place.  

5. The referencing involved comparing SCQF levels, principles and processes against 

the ten criteria and ten quality assurance principles which govern referencing to the 

EQF. The report contains detail of the alignment between SCQF and EQF in relation 

to each of these criteria and principles.  

6. Three of the EQF principles relate to the reporting of the referencing, and one to the 

need for inclusion of international experts in the referencing process. The remaining 

six principles relate directly to the principles and processes of the SCQF. They require 

evidence that NQFs demonstrate the following: 
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¶ Criterion 1: clearly determined roles and responsibilities for the national bodies 

responsible for the NQF 

¶ Criterion 2: clear and demonstrable links between the levels of the NQF and the 

EQF level descriptors 

¶ Criterion 3: qualifications which are based on learning outcomes, with associated 

arrangements for the validation of non-formal and informal learning, and for 

learning credit 

¶ Criterion 4: transparent procedures for the inclusion of qualifications on the 

Framework 

¶ Criterion 5: national quality assurance systems which are consistent with the 

EQF's 10 quality assurance principles  

¶ Criterion 6: agreement from national quality assurance bodies that the 

referencing is consistent with national quality assurance arrangements, provision 

and practices.  

7. The SCQF Handbook, which includes the 25 SCQF Principles along with guidance on 

their implementation, provides evidence of a very clear and direct alignment the 10 

EQF quality assurance principles. The report details these links.  

8. In order to address Criterion 2, a 'best fit' approach was taken to the referencing 

between the SCQF Levels and the EQF levels descriptors. A linguistic analysis 

reviewing the original referencing outcomes was first completed in 2015/16 and 

reviewed in 2018. This compared the wording of the two sets of level descriptors to 

identify the strength of the match. Three categories of match were identified: Good 

match, best fit or no match.  This analysis was then tested further in cross-referencing 

using the Framework for Qualifications of the Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA), 

which is aligned with the EQF. These elements were taken into account in the final 

referencing decisions.  

9. The findings of the analysis confirmed the outcomes of the level-to-level matching 

undertaken in 2009/2010 and 2015/16. The table below shows this matching, and 

indicates the strength of the match at each level.  

 EQF:SCQF level to level referencing  

EQF Level SCQF Level Strength of match 

8 12 Good match 

7 11 Good match 

6 10 Good match 

6 9 Good match 

5 8 Good match 

5 7 Best fit 

4 6 Good match 

3 5 Good match 

2 4 Best fit 

1 3 Best fit 

No match 2 No match 

No match 1 No match  
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10. The devolved nature of the SCQF made complex the task of demonstrating alignment 

with the EQF's 10 principles of quality assurance (Criterion 5). The sharing of 

responsibility for the integrity of the Framework between the SCQF Partnership, SQA, 

QAA (Scotland) and the credit rating bodies (CRBs) means that there is no single 

national quality assurance system. Instead, responsibility for quality is devolved to 

different levels, all within the overarching framework of the SCQF Principles. In such a 

devolved approach, it is important to ensure that lines of accountability and areas of 

responsibility are clearly defined. The report contains a detailed response to Criterion 

5 and also provides an illustration of the main lines of accountability supporting the 

integrity of the Framework. As the figure below demonstrates (Figure 19 in the body of 

the report), the quality assurance arrangements of qualification owners (the 'submitting 

bodies') are monitored by the bodies which credit rate their qualifications (CRBs): SQA, 

HEIs, Colleges and other CRBs. In turn, the quality assurance arrangements of the 

CRBs are monitored by SCQF Partnership (College and 'other' CRBs), QAA (Scotland) 

(HEIs) or the Scottish Government (SQA).  

 
Quality assurance of credit rating bodies.  
 

 
 

11. With such a devolved approach to quality assurance, it is important that the referencing 

process has engaged the organisations responsible for monitoring quality assurance 

in the SCQF. All of the organisations have confirmed the outcomes captured in this 

report. Organisations including Education Scotland and College Development Network 

(CDN) also play important roles in assuring the quality of education and training in 

Scotland and, with this, a keen interest in assuring the integrity of the SCQF. They, too, 

have been represented on the Steering Group. This level of representation has enabled 

the referencing process to demonstrate alignment between the various quality 

assurance systems that operate at national level and EQF Criterion 6.  

12. In addition to addressing the EQF criteria and associated principles, the referencing 

report has also provided the opportunity to highlight many of the significant changes to 
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the landscape of lifelong learning that have taken place since 2010 in Scotland. These 

include: 

¶ the introduction of Curriculum for Excellence and how this has influenced 

developments in National Qualifications; 

¶ the reforms to the structure of the college sector, and how this has influenced 

the qualifications that colleges offer 

¶ the growth in SCQF credit-rated work-based qualifications. This includes the 

expansion of the apprenticeship offer, and the increase in the credit rating of 

qualifications offered by employers and other organisations.  

¶ the increased use of SCQF credit-rated qualifications to support the community 

learning and development (CLD) sector, including the introduction of Adult 

Achievement Awards and the increased use of credit-rating in this sector.   

13. The referencing process has also enabled the SCQF Partnership to highlight its many 

achievements since the 2010 referencing report was issued. The impact assessment 

commissioned in 2016 highlighted the growing reach of the SCQF, both in terms of the 

increasing numbers of qualifications listed in the SCQF Database, which is Scotland's 

national NQF register, and in terms of the awareness and use of the framework by 

different stakeholder groups. The impact assessment provided evidence of a growing 

influence of the SCQF, both nationally and internationally, and this is highlighted in this 

report.  

14. This referencing report also highlights the SCQF Partnership's commitment to future 

growth and development, with key objectives from the 2018/19 Annual Plan providing 

clear examples of current objectives. 

15. Finally, this referencing report enables the SCQF Partnership to restate its commitment 

to adding value to the lifelong learning landscape of Scotland through continued 

development of the Framework, expansion of credit rating of qualifications, and its 

commitment to working in partnership with all stakeholders to ensure that the SCQF 

continues to support all sectors of the learning landscape.     
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Introduction  

1. Purpose and structure of the report  

1. This report sets out the evidence to support the referencing of the levels of the Scottish 

Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF), Scotland's National Qualifications 

Framework (NQF), with the levels of the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). It 

also demonstrates how the SCQF has addressed the criteria and procedures which 

underpin the referencing.  

2. This report reflects the changes that the education and training system in Scotland has 

undergone since the preparation of the first referencing report in 2010.  These changes 

include revisions to the SCQF level descriptors, the addition of new qualifications to 

the SCQF and changes to national qualifications, and developments in the recognition 

of prior learning (RPL). It also identifies how changes to national priorities for the 

education and training system are influencing the ongoing implementation and use of 

the SCQF, and how the SCQF is, in turn, influencing changes in education and training 

at a national level.      

3. The report is divided into 3 sections: 

¶ Section A is designed to provide context for the reader. It describes: 

¶ the political and social context in which the SCQF operates 

¶ the different kinds of qualifications in the Framework 

¶ the nature of education and training in Scotland insofar as it relates to the 

SCQF 

¶ the background to the establishment of the SCQF and how it is intended to 

be used 

¶ the context for this revised and updated referencing report.  

¶ Section B gives a detailed account of how the SCQF addresses the criteria and 

procedures for referencing to the EQF. 

¶ Section C provides an overview of key developments in the implementation of the 

SCQF since 2009, along with development planned for the future.  

2. The context for this report  

4. The original referencing of the SCQF to the EQF was completed in 2010 and contained 

in the Report Referencing the Qualifications Frameworks of the United Kingdom to the 

European Qualifications Framework2. This document also contained the country 

reports of England and Northern Ireland (using a single Framework) and Wales.  

5. Between 2010 and 2015, there were a number of changes to education and training in 

Scotland which affected the SCQF, and the progressive implementation of the SCQF 

led to new priorities and processes, and to re-stated principles.  The SCQF level 

descriptors were reviewed and revised in 2012, and a range of development work, 

support materials and guidance documents on Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) 

were introduced, all culminating in the publication of a new SCQF Handbook in 2015. 

                                                 
2 http://www.isfol.it/eqf/eqf-in-europa/rapporti-europei/regno-unito 
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6. As a result of these developments, it was decided to revisit the referencing undertaken 

in 2010 to test its ongoing relevance. A 're-referencing' pilot report was produced in 

2016 to set out the evidence to confirm that the SCQF continued to address the ten 

criteria and eight quality assurance principles that govern referencing to the EQF. This 

report was completed but not submitted as the intention at that time was to submit all 

of the UK reports in one document as in 2010. 

7. This current report builds on the work undertaken in 2016, and addresses the EQF 

principles and criteria as set out in the revised EU Recommendation of 20173.  

3. Terminology 

8. In presenting the information above, we (Scotland) are mindful that the report will 

have an international readership. Therefore, we have tried to adopt a ñneutralò 

terminology where possible. For example, we have used the term ñapproveò when 

talking about quality assurance in broad terms, although the terms ñapproveò, 

ñvalidateò and ñaccreditò are used for different aspects of the Scottish system. We 

have also used the term 'qualification' to describe all types of SCQF credit-rated 

learning. This is intended to make the processes more transparent to an 

international audience. We have also included a glossary (Figure 1) to those terms 

which apply specifically to Scotland along with a list of abbreviations used to 

describe organisations and processes in Scotland. In addition, we have included 

short explanations of matters relating to the legal basis of our institutions, agencies 

and the non-statutory basis of many of our qualifications, as these issues may differ 

markedly from counterparts in other countries.  

  

                                                 
3 https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ceead970-518f-11e7-a5ca-01aa75ed71a1/language-en 
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Figure 1: Glossary: Terms relating specifically to the Scottish context 

 

¶ Apprenticeships are designed to train people entering or progressing 

through defined occupational or professional sectors. All apprenticeships 

combine formal learning with workplace practice. Scotland's apprenticeships 

are available in a wide range of sectors, and range in level from SCQF 5 

upwards. Six different types of apprenticeships have been developed in 

Scotland (Foundation; Modern; Technical; Higher; Graduate; Professional) to 

serve the varied needs of employers. Apprenticeships are explained in more 

detail in Figure 8. 

¶ Articulation refers to a process of credit transfer allowing a learner to gain 

entry into either the second or third year of a university degree course after 

completing a Higher National Certificate (HNC) or Higher National Diploma 

(HND) at a college. Both HNCs and HNDs are short-cycle higher education 

qualifications.  

¶ Awarding Body: In this report, the term ñawarding bodyò means any 

organisation or institution which awards qualifications. It includes universities 

and other higher education institutions along with organisations such as the 

Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) and City & Guilds, whose remit is the 

development of qualifications and the quality assurance of assessment and 

certification. Some colleges also act as awarding bodies for some 

qualifications. 

¶ Credit Rating is the process of allocating SCQF Level and Credit Points to 

qualifications. 

¶ Credit Rating Body (CRB) is an organisation that carries out credit rating for 

the SCQF. These are Scotlandôs Colleges; Scottish Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs); SQA; and other organisations that have been approved 

by the SCQF Partnership. 

¶ Credit Transfer is the transfer of SCQF Credit Points from one programme 

into another to minimise the duplication of learning. 

¶ Further Education Colleges ('Colleges') offer qualifications in a wide range 

of vocational and academic subjects at many levels. Some specialise in 

particular industry sectors such as art and design, catering, engineering or 

finance. They often have links with employers, so that students studying 

vocational courses can combine classroom learning with work experience. 

¶ Group Award describes SQA qualifications which are made up of a 

combination of individually-assessed units. The named Group Award is 

included in the certificate awarded to candidates who complete the 

appropriate combination of units for the qualification.  
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¶ Learning Outcomes are statements of what a learner knows, understands 

and is able to do on completion of a learning process, defined in terms of 

knowledge, skills and competence. 

¶ Learning Providers: refers to organisations across all education and training 

sectors that provide SCQF credit-rated qualifications.  

¶ Mainstream Qualifications are the main national qualifications offered 

through schools, colleges and universities 

¶ Notional Learning Hours is the term for the time required for a typical 

learner at a specified SCQF Level to achieve the learning outcomes. Includes 

all the learning activities required for the achievement of the learning 

outcomes as well as the assessment 

¶ Qualification means a 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 In the Scottish 

context, the term ólearning programmeô may also be used to describe 

outcome-based, assessed and credit-rated learning. However, for the 

purposes of this report, the term óqualificationô covers all outcome-based, 

assessed and credit-rated learning irrespective of where that learning takes 

place.  

¶ SCQF Credit Points are allocated to a qualification to indicate the typical 

amount of time that it would take a learner to achieve the learning outcomes of 

the qualification. Ten notional learning hours equates to one SCQF Credit 

Point. 

¶ SCQF Principles are the 25 statements that all credit rating bodies (CRBs) 

must adhere to in order to ensure the integrity of the SCQF. The SCQF 

Principles, along with guidance on their application, are contained in the 

SCQF Handbook.  

¶ Senior Phase: is the senior phase of the school curriculum and extends from 

the fourth year of secondary schooling (S4) to the sixth year (S6). Students 

in this phase are generally aged 15 to 18. 

¶ Submitting body is an organisation that submits qualifications for entry onto 

the SCQF. A submitting body may be either an internal department within a 

CRB which has developed a qualification or an external third-party 

organisation submitting their qualification to a CRB.  

¶ Third-party Credit Rating: is the process credit rating bodies apply to 

qualifications developed by submitting bodies which are not part of their own 

organisation (i.e. third parties). 

¶ Units and/or Modules are a feature of many Scottish qualifications. They 

are individually-assessed components which may be certificated as stand-
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alone 'mini qualifications' or may be combined into a larger qualification. For 

a unit-based or modular qualification, learners may have to complete a 

number of mandatory units/modules, and may also have to select and 

complete a number of units/modules from a list of options. This approach is 

particularly suited to vocational qualifications, where the combination of 

mandatory and optional units/modules may be adapted to suit the needs of 

different roles in an occupational area.   

 

4. Abbreviations 

9. The following is a list of abbreviations used in this report  

¶ CBQ   Competence-Based Qualification 

¶ CIAG    Careers Information, Advice and Guidance  

¶ CLD   Community Learning and Development 

¶ CRB   Credit Rating Body 

¶ EQF   European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning 

¶ FHEQ   Framework for Higher Education Qualifications in England, 

Wales and Northern Ireland 

¶ FQ-HEIS  Framework for Qualifications of Higher Education 

Institutions in Scotland 

¶ HEI   Higher Education Institution 

¶ HNC    Higher National Certificate  

¶ HND    Higher National Diploma 

¶ NDPB   Non Departmental Public Body 

¶ NQF   National Qualifications Framework  

¶ QAA   The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (in the 

UK) 

¶ QAA Scotland  The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education in 

Scotland 

¶ RPL    Recognition of Prior Learning   

¶ SCQF   Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 

¶ SCQF Partnership  Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework Partnership 

¶ SDS   Skills Development Scotland 

¶ SFC    Scottish Funding Council    

¶ SQA    Scottish Qualifications Authority   

¶ SVQ   Scottish Vocational Qualification 
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Section A:  The Background to the SCQF  
 

1. Overview of the aims of the SCQF 

1. The SCQF was formally launched in 2001. Since that time, it has become the standard 

means for describing the level and credit value of all mainstream qualifications and 

many other qualifications offered in Scotland. The mainstream qualifications are shown 

on the SCQF diagram below.  

 
Figure 2: SCQF Diagram  

 
 
 

2. The main purpose of the SCQF is to make the Scottish system of qualifications, and 

the way in which they relate to each other, easier to understand and use. It is intended 

to: 

¶ support lifelong learning 

¶ clarify entry and exit points for qualifications at whatever level 

¶ show learners and others possible routes for progression and credit transfer 

¶ show the level and credit (size) of the different types of Scottish qualification 
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¶ enable credit transfer to be made between qualifications so as to assist learners to 

build on previous successes 

3. The SCQF is in the custody of, and managed by, the SCQF Partnership. This is the 

organisation formed to oversee all aspects of the SCQF and to ensure that the integrity 

of the Framework is maintained at all times. More detail about the SCQF Partnership 

is included in Section B is response to EQF Criterion 1.  

4. The scope of the Framework has extended considerably since it was launched and it 

now contains an increasing number of important local, national and international 

qualifications. Examples of these include: 

¶ qualifications developed by employers for their staff   

¶ proprietary qualifications (e.g. developed by major companies to support use of 

their products) 

¶ professional body qualifications 

¶ qualifications developed by third-sector and voluntary organisations.  

5. The SCQF was always intended to be the Framework for lifelong learning in Scotland 

and, as such, to include a diverse range of qualifications. However, the integrity of the 

SCQF is paramount and this inclusive approach can only be achieved by ensuring that 

all qualifications on the SCQF are underpinned by a consistent approach to quality 

assurance.  A number of technical and enabling documents support this consistency 

in quality assurance. These are highlighted in Figure 3 below, and more detail on 

quality assurance processes is included in Section B, in response to EQF Criterion 5. 

Because there is no legal requirement to use the Framework (although there are some 

political and funding levers) the SCQF Partnership has had to focus strongly on how to 

support those bodies which use the Framework and as such therefore has developed 

a very wide range of tools and resources for use by different audiences. 

6. It is important to note that the SCQF was established on a voluntary basis and not by 

law. Its use is voluntary and there is no legal requirement for any organisation to have 

their qualifications included on the Framework. The information which follows in this 

section highlights how the political, social and education context in Scotland has 

supported the use of this approach to the development and implementation of the 

SCQF.    
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Figure 3: SCQF Partnership documents supporting effective quality 
systems 

 
 
 

  



 
Referencing the Scottish Credit & Qualifications Framework (SCQF to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) Referencing 
Report 2019 

 
18 

 

2. The political and social context of the SCQF 

7. Scotland has a long history of education and qualifications which are distinct and 

different from those of the other countries in the United Kingdom, beginning with a 

separation of education systems in the 17th and 18th centuries. Prior to 1998, 

legislation governing education in Scotland was within the remit of the Secretary of 

State for Scotland, sited within the Scottish Office of the UK Government, rather than 

within the Ministries responsible for education in England, Wales or Northern Ireland. 

This separation allowed for the development of systems and processes which differ 

markedly from those in the rest of the UK. The Scotland Act 1998 established the 

Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Executive (renamed Scottish Government in 

2007) with legislative powers over a range of areas, including education and training.  

8. It is also important to note that within higher education there are also differences 

between Scotland and the rest of the UK. The FQHEIS and the FHEQ are separate 

qualifications frameworks. The need to have a separate framework for Scottish 

undergraduate HE arose from the fact that the structure of Scottish undergraduate 

degrees is different from those in the rest of the UK, due to the different structure of 

the preceding school qualifications. This different structure makes it very tricky to set 

out Scottish undergraduate degrees in the same QF as those in the rest of the UK. 

Once we reach Honours level, the qualifications across the UK align and therefore itôs 

possible to have a common Post Graduate Qualification Framework. In addition, quite 

some time before the FQHEIS was developed, the Scottish HEIs had agreed to use 

the ScotCAT framework for credit rating their provision. Crucially, they were 

accustomed to using notions of credit as well as level. At that time, there was no 

agreement across the rest of the UK on a single credit framework or even on whether 

to use credit. There were regional consortia in England but no wider agreement on the 

use of credit. This provided a further argument for Scotland having a separate QF. 

Furthermore, the creation (and now existence) of the much wider SCQF means that 

has become the key QF reference point for Scottish HEIs. 

9. The Education (Scotland) Act 1980, along with subsequent acts, set much of the 

legislative framework for Scottish school education which still exists today. This 

included a delegation of authority and responsibility for state-funded schools to 

Scotland's local government authorities, and a requirement for students to receive 

career guidance to help with transition to the next phase, whether this was employment 

or further or higher education. Subsequent Acts continued this delegation of 

responsibility and authority away from centralised government control and maintained 

a focus on transition from school. They also led to the establishment of a number of 

non-departmental public bodies (NDPBs) responsible for different aspects of the 

education system.  

10. NDPBs play a central role in the Scottish education system. Although funded by the 

Scottish Government, these bodies are not part of a government department and are 

not staffed by civil servants. They operate at a distance from the Government and have 

their own governance structures. They are, however, accountable to the Scottish 
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Government for the delivery of key national policy outcomes. In addition, there is one 

Executive Agency (Education Scotland) directly linked to Scottish Government which 

has a central role in the education system. Figure 4 below outlines the roles of these 

key bodies in the Scottish education sector and summarises their areas of 

responsibility.  

Figure 4: Scotland's Public Bodies in the Education Sector 
Name Established Remit 

Scottish 
Funding 
Council (SFC) 

2005 
¶ SFC funds Scotland's Colleges and Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs), formed by the merger of two 
predecessor funding bodies. 

¶ Funding decisions are based on a number of criteria, 
including performance outcomes for institutions. 
These Outcome Agreements are seen as a key 
mechanism for driving development in the Further and 
Higher Education sectors.  

Scottish 
Qualifications 
Authority 
(SQA) 

Education 
(Scotland) 
Act (1996);  
amended by 
SQA Act 
(2002) 

¶ SQA is the national body responsible for the 
accreditation and awarding of qualifications other than 
degrees. It comprises two distinct functions: an 
awarding body function and an accreditation body 
function.  

¶ In its role as an Awarding Body, SQA has a statutory 
duty to set and maintain the standards of its 
qualifications. It is responsible for the design, 
development and validation of a wide range of 
qualifications and for the quality assurance of 
assessment and certification of learners completing 
those qualifications. The qualifications for which SQA 
is responsible for include: 
1. National Qualifications, which are primarily 

delivered in the school sector  
2. Awards, National Certificates (NCs), National 

Progression Awards, Higher National Certificates 
(HNCs) and Higher National Diplomas (HNDs) 
which are primarily delivered in the college sector  

3. A range of different qualifications primarily 
developed to support learning in and for work. 
These qualifications include Professional 
Development Awards (PDAs) National 
Progression Awards (NPAs), and a range of other 
award types.  

¶  In its role as an Accreditation Body, SQA approves 
awarding bodies and accredits qualifications, other 
than degrees, submitted by these approved awarding 
bodies.  It subsequently regulates and quality assures 
both the awarding bodies and their accredited 
qualifications. 

¶ The Accreditation function trades as SQA 
Accreditation to differentiate it from the awarding 
function of SQA.  It is accountable to a statutory 
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Accreditation Committee and thence onto Scottish 
Ministers. The SQA Board of Management has no 
locus over the accreditation function. 

¶ There are certain qualifications that must be 
accredited by SQA Accreditation and these include 
Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs). Any 
awarding body, including SQA, which wishes to award 
an SVQ must seek accreditation from SQA 
Accreditation. Certain qualifications which lead to a 
licence to practice, such as in the security sector, must 
also be accredited and regulated by SQA 
Accreditation.  

¶ Approved awarding bodies can also, on a voluntary 
basis, submit qualifications to SQA for accreditation 
and regulation. 

Skills 
Development 
Scotland 
(SDS) 

2008 SDS is the national skills agency in Scotland. It delivers 
a range of services to individuals and employers across 
the country. These include: 

¶ providing  the national Careers Information, Advice 
and Guidance (CIAG) service 

¶ managing  and developing the Scottish 
apprenticeship programmes 

¶ working with employers to support and respond to 
their skills needs 

¶ developing a robust evidence base to articulate the 
current and future skills demands of Scotland and 
ensure that skills investment is evidence-based and 
aligned with skills demand 

¶ managing a range of employability programmes to 
support individuals to take their first steps into the 
labour market, or to make successful career changes 
and progression 

Education 
Scotland  

2011 
¶ Formed to merge Her Majesty's (HM) Inspectorate of 

Education and Learning & Teaching Scotland, the 
predecessor agency responsible for issues relating to 
teaching and the school curriculum. 

¶ Unlike SFC, SQA and SDS, Education Scotland is an 
executive agency of the Scottish Government. It 
operates independently but is directly accountable to 
the Government for its work. 

¶ Its role is to support quality and improvement across a 
range of learning providers. It has responsibility for 
school inspections and for conducting reviews of 
colleges, careers information, advice and guidance 
services, and Modern Apprenticeships. It reports 
against the outcomes for education set by the Scottish 
Government.   

 



 
Referencing the Scottish Credit & Qualifications Framework (SCQF to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) Referencing 
Report 2019 

 
21 

 

11. In addition to the structures put in place by the Scottish Government and predecessor 

legislation, the approach to the development and implementation of the SCQF has 

been influenced by the emphasis put on partnership working in Scottish politics and 

society. There has long been an expectation that publicly-funded agencies and others 

will work together to deliver outcomes which will benefit the country. This approach is 

a central feature of many Scottish Government policies. The Government's National 

Performance Framework (NPF)4 contains the outcomes against which national 

performance is measured, and there is an expectation that organisations and 

stakeholders will collaborate to achieve those outcomes. This focus on partnership and 

collaboration underpins the SCQF.  

 

3. The learning landscape: education, training and lifelong learning in Scotland  

12. A diverse range of institutions and organisations are involved in the delivery of 

qualifications in Scotland. Furthermore, recent years has seen a marked increase in 

the provision of qualifications which straddle traditional educational boundaries.  

13. The main contexts for learning leading to qualifications on the SCQF are shown in 

Figure 5 below.  This shows the school system, and, in broad terms, the main contexts 

of education and training available to people on completion of compulsory education.   

14. Further information about each of these contexts is given in this section of the report, 

with information about the legal status and structure of the types of institutions involved, 

the kinds of qualifications offered, and the main features of the quality assurance which 

apply in each context.5   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 The NPF outcomes are designed to measure national economic, social, health and environmental outcomes against 81 
national indicators. Examples of indicators related to the education and lifelong learning sector include educational 
attainment, skills levels across the population and skills utilisation. For more information see 
http://nationalperformance.gov.scot 
5  More details of the design of the qualifications in the SCQF are given in Annex 3, Qualifications on the SCQF, and 
information about quality assurance arrangements in the different sectors is given in Section B of this report in the response 
to EQF criterion 5.   

http://nationalperformance.gov.scot/
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Figure 5: Learning contexts for qualifications on the SCQF 

Age 

 

In School  In Colleges  In Higher 

Education 

Institutions 

In 

Communitie

s  

In 

Workplaces 

 

 

 

17+  

 

Qualifications 

at SCQF levels 

1-12. 

Higher 

education 

institutions 

Qualifications 

at SCQF levels  

7-12. 

Qualifications 

at all SCQF 

levels. 

Qualifications 

at SCQF 

levels  

3-12.  

Secondary 

School Senior 

Phase ï years 

S5&S6.  

Mainly 

qualifications 

at SCQF levels 

5-7. 

16+    

16  Secondary School Beginning of the Senior Phase  ï year S4 (Compulsory)  

Qualifications at SCQF levels 1-5. 

13-15 Secondary School ï years S1-S3 (Compulsory) ï broad general education  

Experiences and outcomes ï no national qualifications. 

5-12  Primary school ï years P1-P7 (national learning outcomes). 

3-4  Pre-school (national learning outcomes). 

 

a) Scottish Schools  

Legal Basis and Structure 

15. The Scotland Act 1998 gives the Scottish Parliament legislative control over all 

education matters, but much of the structure of Scottish education was set by the 

Education (Scotland) Act 1980. These Acts and other more recent Acts are 

supplemented by regulations issued by the Scottish Government, which have the force 

of law, and by guidance issued by Education Scotland, which sets de facto norms and 

standards for the quality of teaching and learning. 

16. Compulsory education takes place between the ages of 5 and 16. There is an option at 

the upper end of this age group for students to complete their education in colleges or 

other types of institutions rather than in school.  

17. The school curriculum is not governed by legislation in Scotland and there are no 

compulsory subjects or qualifications that a pupil must take within the Scottish 

education system. However, guidance on the curriculum ï now the Curriculum for 

Excellence ï sets standards which schools are expected to meet.  Inspections of 
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educational standards and capacity-building activities in schools are conducted by 

Education Scotland. 

Curriculum for Excellence 6 

18. A new ñCurriculum for Excellenceò based on a structure of experiences and outcomes 

for young people from 3-18 was introduced in schools and colleges in 2010. It 

resulted from a ñNational Debate on Educationò which led to the identification of four 

key purposes of education: i.e. enabling young people to become: 

¶ successful learners,  

¶ confident individuals,  

¶ responsible citizens, and  

¶ effective contributors.  

Mainstream school qualifications reflecting the Curriculum for Excellence have 
been phased in since 2013/14. 

Qualifications 

19. SQA is responsible for the design, development, assessment and certification of the 

majority of qualifications delivered in Scottish schools. This is carried out through 

engagement with partners. These qualifications are referred to as National 

Qualifications and are listed in the first column of the SCQF Diagram (Figure 2). In 

addition to these qualifications, schools also have the opportunity to offer some 

apprenticeships. More detail about these apprenticeships is included later in this 

Section. Some of the key features of each type of National Qualification are listed in 

Figure 6 below. 

 
Figure 6:  Key features of National Qualifications  

Type of 
Qualification 

SCQF 
Level(s) 

Key Features  

Advanced Higher 
Higher  

7 
6 

¶ General subject-based qualifications made up of a 
syllabus based on expected outcomes of learning, 
aims, purpose, rationale, knowledge and skills7. 

¶ Assessment based on summative assessment in 
coursework and usually an external examination. 

¶ Usually provided in schools but also available in 
colleges. 

¶ These are the predominant qualifications used for 
entry to university. 

Scottish 
Baccalaureate 

7 
¶ Learners complete 2 Advanced Highers, 1 Higher 

and a Specialised Interdisciplinary Project at 
SCQF Level 7. 

                                                 
6 Further information can be found at  
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/learningandteaching/thecurriculum/index.asp 
7 At the time of writing, a process of revision is underway transforming Advanced Highers and Highers from unit-based 
qualifications to syllabus-based qualifications.  The revision of Highers was completed in June-August 2018. The revision of 
Advanced Highers is still ongoing and from June-August 2019, they will have been fully revised to remove the units and 

become syllabus-based qualifications. 
 

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/learningandteaching/thecurriculum/index.asp
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¶ There are currently four Baccalaureate frameworks 
available - languages; science; social sciences; 
and expressive arts - to enable learners to develop 
specialisms in one of the four broad curricula 
areas. 

¶ Usually provided in schools but also available in 
colleges or through partnerships between schools 
and colleges or universities. 

¶ The Scottish Baccalaureate is not as widely used 
as Advanced Highers and Highers.  

 

National 5 5 
¶ General subject-based qualifications made up of a 

syllabus based on expected outcomes of learning, 
aims, purpose, rationale, knowledge and skills. 

¶ Assessment based on summative assessment in 
coursework and usually an external examination. 

¶ Usually provided in schools but also available in 
colleges. 

National 4 4 
¶ General subject-based qualifications made up of a 

several units of study based on expected 
outcomes of learning, aims, purpose, rationale, 
knowledge and skills.  

¶ Internal summative assessment of each unit, 
including an Added Value unit designed to 
demonstrate learner depth and/or breadth. 

¶ Usually provided in schools but also available in 
colleges. 

National 1-3 1-3 
¶ General subject-based qualifications made up of a 

several units of study based on expected 
outcomes of learning, aims, purpose, rationale, 
knowledge and skills. 

¶ Internal summative assessment of each unit. 

¶ Usually provided in schools but also available in 
colleges. 

Skills for Work  3-6 
¶ Vocational subject-based qualifications made up of 

several units and based on expected outcomes of 
learning, aims, purpose, rationale, knowledge and 
skills. 

¶ Internal summative assessment of each unit. 

¶ Assessment requires learners to provide evidence 
of experience and understanding of practice. 

¶ Designed with employer involvement and based on 
National Occupational Standards (NOS) 

¶ Assessment requires candidates to provide 
evidence of experience and understanding of 
practice so are based on partnerships between 
schools, colleges and employers. 
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Awards 1-7 
¶ General or vocational subject-based qualifications 

based on expected outcomes of learning, aims, 
purpose, rationale, knowledge and skills. 

¶ Awards are often single-unit qualifications often 
designed to recognise wider achievement (e.g. 
safety awards; employability awards; internet 
safety awards).  

 

20. The senior phase of secondary school begins in year 4 (known as S4) which is the 

final year of compulsory education. Students in S4 are typically aged 14-15 at the 

beginning of the school year. In the senior phase, students will take National 

Qualifications in a wide range of general and vocational subjects at SCQF levels 1-7 

and may also take other qualifications offered by the SQA or other awarding bodies 

to reflect their wider achievements. Importantly, students may complete their senior 

phase in school, or may move to college.  

21. In Scotland, pupils can go to university at age 16/17 with Highers typically providing 

the entry requirements for Scottish universities. However increasing numbers of 

young people stay on for a 6th year, taking more Highers and/or Advanced Highers, and 

leave school at age 17/18. It is the Higher (EQF level 4) which provides the main 

access to universities. Typically 5 subjects at that level will be required for entry to 

most degree programmes.  However if a student stays on and undertakes an 

Advanced Higher (EQF level 5) this may give them an advantage in highly competitive 

subjects such as medicine or it may give them some credit transfer into year 2. The 

number of student undertaking Advanced Highers is much smaller than the main entry 

qualifications of Highers for example in 2018 there were 191,951 registrations for 

Highers and 24,331 registrations for Advanced Highers.  Examples of the learning 

outcomes at both these levels in one subject area have been included as Annex 11to 

demonstrate the difference 

22. The learning outcomes, assessment arrangements and criteria, and quality 

assurance requirements for each National Qualification are published by SQA on 

their website. SQA also provides resources to support schools and individual 

teachers to understand the standards required by the qualifications, and how to take 

these standards into account in the formative assessment of learner progress.  

23. SQA has a statutory responsibility to set, monitor and maintain the standards of the 

national qualifications.  This is carried out in a range of ways by SQA to maintain 

standards over time. There has been significant focus on the embedding of the new 

qualifications, as these are key tests of the implementation of the Curriculum for Excellence. 

During 2017, the Scottish Government asked SQA to remove unit assessment for all 

National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher qualifications in order to reduce the 

assessment burden on students and the workload for teachers. The work to redesign 

the assessments will be completed for session 2019/20. 
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Quality Assurance 

24. Publicly-funded schools are normally deemed to be competent to offer the National 

Qualifications described above. However, they are subject to periodic inspection by 

Education Scotland8.   

25. Where schools offer additional qualifications, they have to meet the quality assurance 

requirements of the awarding body for the qualification. This also applies to some 

SQA qualifications where the teaching, learning and resource requirements go 

beyond the usual capacity of schools. 

 

b) Scottish Colleges  

Legal basis and structure 

26. Scottish colleges are self-governing organisations in the public sector. They were 

established with this status in the Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Acts of 1992 

and 2005 and they are treated as part of Scottish Government for budgeting, reporting, 

and accounting purposes. The recent Post-16 Education (Scotland) Act 2013 brought 

about significant changes to college governance and established a new legal framework 

for a regional structure of colleges. Scottish colleges now consist of 26 organisations in 

13 geographic regions: 10 regions have a single regional college; and three regions 

have more than one college, but a single regional board that is responsible for strategic 

planning and allocating funds to the colleges in that region. In the northern region, 

Highlands and Islands, there are ten colleges. This takes account of the particular 

geography of that region.  There is also a small residential adult education college which 

is outside the regional structure. Each college meets the needs of local and regional 

stakeholders, monitored through delivery of a Regional Outcome Agreement, and 

responds to national priorities. Each college is managed by an autonomous Board of 

Management, with the College Chair/Regional Boards appointed through the public 

appointments process. A full list of Scottish colleges can be found in Annex 2: SCQF 

Credit Rating Bodies. 

Qualifications 

27. Scottish colleges offer a wide range of general, vocational, technical and professional 

qualifications. Across the sector, they offer provision at all levels of the SCQF, but the 

majority of provision in most colleges is at SCQF levels 3-8. 

28. Courses are delivered in colleges through day, evening or weekend classes, in the 

community, by distance learning and online, or in the work place. Some are short 

courses and others are designed to incorporate extensive periods of skills 

development ï up to three years ï in college workshops, restaurants, studios or other 

specialist areas, or by combining off-the-job and on-the-job learning. Most of the 

                                                 
8 https://education.gov.scot 

 
 

https://education.gov.scot/
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qualifications offered in Scottish colleges are awarded by SQA, but colleges also offer 

the qualifications of a wide range of other awarding bodies. 

29. All Scottish colleges are also SCQF credit rating bodies (CRBs). As a result, colleges 

can create their own qualifications and credit-rate them onto the SCQF. Most of these 

are associated with youth work, adult education and community learning or specific 

to a local industry, such as access to employment, digital literacy, training of 

volunteers involved in community learning, sport and leisure qualifications and 

employer specific training. Colleges can also credit rate qualifications owned by other 

organisations at their request (should they wish to do so). 

30. Scottish colleges also offer a range of higher education qualifications. In particular 

they offer Higher National Certificates (HNCs) at SCQF level 7 and Higher National 

Diplomas (HNDs) at SCQF level 8 across a range of subject specialisms. These are 

short-cycle higher education qualifications under the Qualifications Framework ï 

European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA) definitions. HNC and HND 

qualifications provide both the theoretical knowledge and practical skills needed to 

do a job at a technical level. Many of these qualifications are designed to facilitate 

articulation to university degree courses with arrangements in place for recognition 

of prior learning, including exemptions and credit transfer. For example, completion 

of an HNC at SCQF level 7 would generally allow access directly into year 2 of a related 

degree. A small number of taught degrees are available in Scottish colleges by the 

authority of a university or other competent higher education institution. 

Quality assurance 

31. Colleges also have their own quality systems and carry out continuous self-

assessment as part of a national programme of enhancement. Education Scotland 

provides external assurance to the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) of the ability and 

effectiveness of colleges to carry out evaluation and plan for improvement. SFC is 

the body which allocates public funds to colleges and universities. Additional quality 

assurance processes may be operated by bodies such as Skills Development 

Scotland (SDS) for vocational education and training schemes such as Modern 

Apprenticeships9 and awarding bodies in relation to the quality assurance of their 

qualifications. In addition, the SCQF Partnership reviews all colleges in terms of their 

responsibilities and activities as SCQF CRBs. 

32. Quality assurance mechanisms within Scottish colleges include an active element of 

student participation and feedback. The College Development Network (CDN), which 

is a partner organisation in the SCQF Partnership, supports colleges to develop and 

share their understanding of best practice in quality assurance through its Quality 

Development Network and associated workshops and events10.  

                                                 
9 Further information about apprenticeships, including Modern Apprenticeships, is included later in this 
section, under the heading 'Workbased learning'.  
10 More information about the legal status, role and remit of CDN is included in Section B, in response to 
EQF Criterion 1. 
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c) Scottish Higher Education Institutions  

Legal basis and structure 

33. Although many colleges provide higher education qualifications, the principle 

providers of higher education in Scotland are the nineteen Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs): sixteen universities and three other higher education institutions.  

34. University status is conferred by the UK Privy Council11 on the advice of the Quality 

Assurance Agency (QAA) UK, the UK's Quality Body for Higher Education. There are 

sixteen universities in Scotland which have the authority to award academic degrees. 

35. There are three other HEIs: Glasgow School of Art, the Royal Conservatoire of 

Scotland (previously the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama), and 

Scotlandôs Rural College12, which was formed in 2012 from a merger of three Scottish 

colleges specialising in land-based studies. Only the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 

has degree awarding powers (for taught, but not research degrees). 

36. Universities and the other HEIs are all public bodies funded by the Scottish 

Government through the SFC on the basis of Outcome Agreements. There are no 

private universities and only a small number of private higher education institutions 

in Scotland. 

37. A full list of Scottish universities and other HEIs can be found in Annex 2: SCQF Credit 

Rating Bodies. 

Qualifications 

38. All Scottish universities award degrees at SCQF levels 9-12: i.e. undergraduate, 

postgraduate, and doctoral levels. Institutions use SCQF credit points for students 

entering or transferring between institutions or programmes leading to qualifications, 

and use the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) for transfers within the 

European area. 

Quality Assurance 

39. The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education in Scotland (QAA Scotland) is 

part of the UK-wide Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA), the 

independent body entrusted with monitoring, and advising on, standards and quality 

in UK higher education. QAA Scotland has devolved responsibilities for the work of 

QAA in Scotland.  QAA Scotland's work is enhancement-led, in line with the Quality 

Enhancement Framework (QEF). The QEF supports higher education institutions in 

managing the quality of the student learning experience and provides public 

confidence in academic standards. QAAS delivers the external quality review of 

institutions through the Enhancement-led Institutional Review process and review 

reports are published on the web. Particular features of Scotland's quality approach 

(the QEF) are a strong element of student participation in the review process and a 

                                                 
11 The Privy Council formally advises the Queen on the exercise of her powers. It advises the Queen on the 
issuing of Royal Charters, which are used to grant special status to incorporated bodies. 
12 Although it is a higher education institution, Scotlandôs Rural College offers qualifications at most levels in 
the SCQF on sites throughout Scotland. It plans to achieve university status by 2021. 
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national programme of enhancement, aimed at developing and sharing good 

practice. 

40. Higher education provision is developed within the parameters of the UK Quality 

Code for Higher Education, introduced in 2012 to replace a previous Code of 

Practice. The UK Quality Code was developed by the higher education sector to 

ensure that higher education provision and outcomes are comparable and consistent 

at a threshold level across the UK. A revised UK Quality Code is being developed by 

QAA on behalf of the UK Standing Committee for Quality Assurance (UKSCQA), in 

consultation with the higher education sector. The revised Quality Code is based on 

three elements that together provide a reference point for effective quality assurance: 

expectations; practices (core and common); and advice and guidance. The revised 

Quality Code is a more streamlined instrument which continues to apply across the 

UK and which is fit for purpose in an evolving regulatory and quality assurance 

landscape, and accessible to the full diversity of the sector. The Expectations and 

Core and Common practices were published in March 2018. Over the course of 2018 

there has been rapid work with the sector to develop the underpinning advice and 

guidance. The revised version of the Code continues to articulate fundamental 

principles that should apply to all higher education providers irrespective of changing 

contexts. These principles include supporting student engagement, encouraging 

continuous improvement, and ensuring external referencing is brought to bear on the 

integrity of awards and the quality of provision13. 

41. Scottish universities approve and quality assure their own qualifications making use 

of the UK Quality Code, including subject benchmarks, and the Framework for 

Qualifications of Higher Education Institutions in Scotland, which aligns fully with 

levels 7-12 of the SCQF. In some cases, qualifications have to be endorsed by 

professional bodies to allow holders of the qualifications to become registered in the 

profession (teaching, nursing, medicine, law, etc.).  

42. Universities are responsible for the quality of a range of processes including: 

programme design and maintenance; SCQF credit rating of their own provision; 

SCQF credit rating of the provision of other organisations (if they choose to offer that 

service); assessment of learners; and making awards to successful learners. This is 

underpinned by the use of external examiners to ensure the consistency of standards 

across the sector. SCQF provides the baseline for determining this and justifying 

confidence in the comparability of standards.  

d) Community Learning and Development (CLD) 

 Legal basis and structure 

43. Community Learning & Development (CLD)14 is a field of learning that enables people 

to identify their own individual and collective goals, to engage in learning and take 

                                                 
13 For further information about the revised UK Quality Code, visit https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/the-revised-uk-
quality-code 
 
14 For more information about the scope of CLD in Scotland see http://cldstandardscouncil.org.uk/about-cld/what-is-
community-learning-and-development-cld/ 

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/the-revised-uk-quality-code
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/the-revised-uk-quality-code
http://cldstandardscouncil.org.uk/about-cld/what-is-community-learning-and-development-cld/
http://cldstandardscouncil.org.uk/about-cld/what-is-community-learning-and-development-cld/
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action to bring about change for themselves and their communities. It uses a range of 

formal and informal methods of learning and social development with individuals and 

groups in their communities. This learning is almost always non formal and based in 

work within social partners.  Its client group tends to be those furthest from the labour 

market and those furthest from education.  The purpose is to invite those individuals to 

take part in learning in a non-formal setting and may often be without any formal 

assessment.  It has been shown to build confidence and can often help those learners 

realise that they could potentially move into employment or further formal education. 

CLD programmes and activities are developed in dialogue with communities and 

participants, working particularly with those excluded from participation in the decisions 

and processes that shape their lives. An example of one of the types of qualifications 

developed in the CLD sector is the Adult Achievement Awards, described in more detail 

later in this section in Figure 9. 

44. The legal basis for CLD is established in the Requirements for Community Learning 

and Development (Scotland) Regulations 2013. This places legal requirements on 

every local government authority in Scotland for the delivery of CLD. Policy on CLD 

is set out in a number of areas, such as youth work, community regeneration, 

employability, tackling poverty, early years provision, the skills strategy, a greener 

Scotland and the SCQF. As indicated earlier in this report this is very much in keeping 

with a Government agenda which recognises and values attainment of all types and 

at all levels. 

Qualifications 

45. A key principle of CLD is that it is planned in partnership. Partnerships involve all 

kinds of organisations from the public, private and not-for-profit sectors. This means 

that schools, colleges, HEIs and other learning providers are part of CLD.  Many of 

the qualifications used in CLD are on the SCQF, including qualifications developed 

specifically to support CLD. Examples include qualifications to recognise the 

professional development of CLD practitioners, for youth achievement and adult 

achievement, and for community capacity-building. Examples of these qualifications 

are shown below. 
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Figure 7: Examples of CLD and other qualifications on the SCQF 

 

46. One notable approach in the CLD sector is the Awards Network 15a forum of 21 

learning providers working mainly in the third sector. One of the aims of the Network 

is to develop a Scottish framework for valuing, recognising and accrediting young 

peopleôs achievements through non- formal learning. They recognise young people's 

contributions in a variety of settings including youth work, volunteering, and active 

citizenship. Some youth awards have their own long-standing internal processes for 

validation and accreditation. However, others have formal recognition on the SCQF.  

Quality Assurance 

47. Organisations in the CLD sector wishing to have qualifications credit rated and placed 

on the SCQF must ensure that their provision meets the criteria laid out in the SCQF 

Handbook when they are submitting their provision for credit rating. Information about 

the credit rating process is included in Section B in response to EQF Criterion 4. 

                                                 
15  For more information see https://www.awardsnetwork.org   

https://www.awardsnetwork.org/
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e) Work-based Learning: Apprenticeships  

 Legal basis and structure 

48. The main type of qualification for work-based learning on the SCQF is the Scottish 

Vocational Qualification (SVQ). These qualifications are developed by Sector Skills 

Councils or Standards Setting Bodies, are based on the National Occupational Standards 

(NOS) that cover specific employment sectors in the United Kingdom, and are approved 

for use in Scotland by SQA Accreditation. SVQs are a requirement, or a recognised 

qualification, for registration or practice in a number of sectors, including workers in 

social services, healthcare and early years education, and construction workers, 

plumbers and electricians. They are also used to underpin apprenticeship programmes 

in a wide range of sectors. There are National Occupational Standards and SVQs in 

around 80% of the occupational areas in Scotland. The use and uptake varies. Sectors 

with high use of SVQs include Social Services and Healthcare, Business and 

Administration, Retail, Hospitality, Logistics, Construction Craft, Engineering, and 

Management. SVQs are widely used for workforce development. In particular, they 

form an important element of the majority of apprenticeships undertaken in Scotland.  

49. The use of apprenticeships has expanded considerably in recent years as a number 

of government policies have focused in particular on access to vocational learning for 

young people. Chief among these policies is Developing the Young Workforce16, the 

Scottish Government's 7-year strategy for addressing youth employment. Key aims 

within the strategy include strengthening the links between schools, colleges and 

employers, and expanding the numbers of young people involved in vocational 

learning.  

Types of apprenticeships 

50. The Scottish Government has established a number of mechanisms which use the 

SCQF to support progression into work. These include the expansion of employability 

programmes which enable young people to develop employability skills, and the use 

of different types of apprenticeships: Foundation, Modern, Technical, Professional, 

Higher and Graduate. Modern Apprenticeships are the most widely used of these 

various types of apprenticeships. They were introduced in the 1990s, and their use 

has expanded considerably in recent years. The other types of apprenticeship are 

still in relatively early phases of implementation. Apprenticeships, which are designed 

in partnership between employers, sector bodies and education providers, are 

available for more than 20 sectors. The table below highlights some of the key 

features of Scotland's growing apprenticeship offer.  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 Developing the Young Workforce information available at https://education.gov.scot/scottish-education-system/policy-for-
scottish-education/policy-drivers/Developing%20the%20Young%20Workforce%20(DYW) 
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Figure 8: Types of Apprenticeships in Scotland  

All Apprenticeships: Each apprenticeship in Scotland is underpinned by a Framework which 
specifies what the apprentice must do to complete the apprenticeship. All apprenticeships in 
Scotland share a number of key features. They require apprentices to: 

¶ combine experience in the workplace with a period of study 

¶ successfully complete one or more qualification as specified in the Apprenticeship 

Framework  

Successful completion of the apprenticeship leads to the award of the individual qualifications 

in the Framework and an overall Apprenticeship certificate.  

Type & SCQF 
Level 

Key features  

Foundation 
Apprenticeships  

 

SCQF Level 6 

¶ Designed for students in the senior phase of school taking National 
5 or Higher qualifications 

¶ Delivered in partnership with employers and learning providers 

¶ Designed to introduce apprentices to the world of work and to support 
transition into either employment or further study. 

¶ Requires students to undertake work experience. 

¶ Students usually complete a National Certificate and selected SVQ 
Units in the specified occupational area  

¶ Currently available in 12 subject areas.  

Modern 
Apprenticeships 

(MAs) 

 

Various  

(SCQF Levels 5-
7) 

 

¶ Part of a suite of Apprenticeships sitting in the suite of National 
Training Programmes managed by Skills Development Scotland 
(SDS), Scotland's national skills agency. 

¶ Designed for apprentices entering the workplace (although 
employers may use MAs to upskill existing staff) 

¶ Modern Apprentices normally complete a relevant SVQ or alternative 
competence-based qualification (CBQ) and additional qualifications 
as required by the relevant Framework 

¶ Apprentices must be employed in the role relevant to their 
apprenticeship 

¶ Delivered in partnership between employers and learning providers  

¶ Public funding available as a contribution towards the cost of training 
the apprentice.  

¶ Apprentices combine work with study: some may attend a learning 
provider centre whilst others learn entirely in the workplace 

¶ MAs generally take between 1 year and 4 years to complete, 
depending on the occupational area 

¶ Designed to ensure that the individual is competent in the 
occupational area of their apprenticeship 

¶ More than 80 MA Frameworks now in use 
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Technical 
Apprenticeships  

SCQF Levels 8-9 

 

Professional 
Apprenticeships  

SCQF Levels 
10+ 

¶ Like MAS, Technical and Professional Apprenticeships are part of the 
suite of National Training Programmes.  

¶ Designed primarily to upskill existing staff 

¶ The core qualifications included in Technical and Professional 
Apprenticeships can be: SVQs, CBQs, HNDs, Professional 
Qualifications and any other qualifications informed by current National 
Occupational Standards (NOS) at SCQF Level 8 and above 

¶ Also include career skills, which are pan-sector units on the SCQF 

Higher 
Apprenticeships  

SCQF Level 8 

 

Graduate 
Apprenticeships  

SCQF Levels 9-
11 

¶ Designed for apprentices entering a role requiring higher-level skills.  

¶ Apprentices must be employed in a role relevant to their 
apprenticeship: These apprenticeships are funded by the employer 

¶ Delivered in partnership between employers and colleges and/or 
universities  

¶ Apprentices combine work and study over the length of their 
qualification 

¶ Designed to ensure that the individual has developed higher-level 
knowledge, skills and competence in a professional area 

¶ Currently available in 12 subject areas  

 

Quality assurance 

51. Frameworks for Foundation, Modern, Technical and Professional Apprenticeships 

(Apprenticeship Frameworks) are developed by Sector Skills Councils and other 

standards-setting organisations, in consultation with employers and education 

providers. They must provide evidence of need for any new Apprenticeship Framework, 

demonstrating how the Framework is addressing an economic and skills need.  

Justification is needed for qualifications selected for inclusion in the Apprenticeship  

52. Framework and potential progression routes for apprentices who complete the 

Framework must be identified.  

53. All Modern, Technical and Professional Apprenticeship Frameworks are submitted to 

The Modern Apprenticeship Group (MAG) for approval. This is an independent group 

which draws its authority from the Scottish Government. Members of the group include 

representatives from key stakeholders involved in the management and delivery of 

these Apprenticeship programmes in Scotland.  

54. Higher and Graduate Apprenticeships are a relatively new addition to the apprenticeship 

family and are approved by SDS in conjunction with Technical Expert Groups. However, 

there is work underway to change the remit of MAG into an Apprenticeship Approval 

Group which will encompass the entire apprenticeship family and provide a consistent 

and coherent approach to approval of all apprenticeships..  
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55. In addition to the SDS requirements, the organisations providing Apprenticeship 

programmes based on these Frameworks must also be approved by the awarding 

bodies responsible for the qualifications within the relevant Framework(s). As most 

Frameworks include an SVQ, most providers must be approved by the relevant 

awarding body for the delivery of the qualification. In the majority of cases, the 

awarding body is SQA. In cases where the Framework includes a number of different 

qualifications, providers may need to seek approval from a number of different 

awarding bodies.  

56. Once Frameworks are approved, Skills Development Scotland (SDS), the national 

skills body, is responsible for the overall quality assurance monitoring of the system 

of Foundation Modern, Technical and Professional Apprenticeships. This includes 

ensuring that the colleges, private training providers and employer organisations who 

deliver Modern Apprenticeship training programmes meet national quality assurance 

standards for national training programmes17.  

57. Graduate Apprenticeships are delivered by the universities which offer them, in 

partnership with SDS and some colleges.  

f) Qualifications for work-based and wider learning  

58. The development of the SCQF was always intended to allow for the inclusion of a wide 

range of qualifications on the Framework, and there has been a significant increase in 

the number of employers and other organisations seeking to have SCQF level and 

credit points allocated to their qualifications. The benefits of this are seen in the 

potential to integrate work-related learning into the mainstream system.  This reflects 

a growing market for this type of recognition in Scotland. Now that the SCQF is fully 

functional and embedded and there are examples of where non mainstream 

qualifications have been recognised this has encouraged a range of qualification 

owners ï in business, in trade associations and trade unions, in social agencies to 

consider having their qualifications credit rated onto the SCQF.  The SCQF Partnership 

delivers free workshops for this ï around 8 per year and these are always well 

attended. 

59. Both private sector and public sector employers have developed significant 

qualifications, and a clear route is available to them for inclusion of those qualifications 

on the SCQF through the process of credit rating. This is expanded on in Section B, in 

response to EQF Criterion 4.  

g) The influence of the learning landscape  

60. As the information above demonstrates, a number of aspects of the learning landscape 

in Scotland have influenced how Scotland has approached the development, 

implementation and use of the SCQF. Some of the key features are: 

¶ the absence of statutory requirements for most types of qualifications  

                                                 
17 Quality Assurance and Improvement Framework for Modern Apprenticeships and Employability 2018: 
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/44493/qualityassuranceplusimprovement-frameworkfinal-apr18.pdf 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/44493/qualityassuranceplusimprovement-frameworkfinal-apr18.pdf


 
Referencing the Scottish Credit & Qualifications Framework (SCQF to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) Referencing 
Report 2019 

 
36 

 

¶ the delegation of responsibility and authority for qualifications systems to a range 
of agencies  

¶ a focus on transition and interaction between different learning contexts (e.g. 
National Qualifications being offered in colleges as well as schools; articulation 
agreements between colleges and HEIs; a sharing of responsibility for 
apprenticeships between employers and learning providers). 

61. These factors, along with a social and political context which values and expects 

collaboration between agencies and organisations to support the delivery of public 

services, combined to create an environment in which the SCQF was able to develop 

its defining features.  This development is described below.  

4. Establishing the SCQF 

62. The SCQF was created on the basis of reforms in education and training which began 

in the 1970s and accelerated in the 1990s, leading to a situation where the mainstream 

qualifications were outcomes-based, made up of credit-bearing units, and subject to 

criterion referenced assessment.  The SCQF was intended to consolidate, rather than 

initiate, these reforms.   

63. The SCQF was established by informal cooperation between the Committee of Scottish 

Higher Education Principals, QAA Scotland, the Scottish Executive (Departments of 

Education, and Enterprise and Lifelong Learning) and SQA.  It is an integrating 

framework and was constructed by bringing together existing hierarchical frameworks 

of general, academic, technical, vocational and professional qualifications rather than 

creating new levels and new categories of qualification.  This meant that, in developing 

the SCQF, the levels were based on mainstream and well-known qualifications and the 

known and tested links between them. Bringing together previously-developed 

frameworks provided scope for the addition of further qualifications used in Scotland.   

64. The original frameworks included in the SCQF are for:   

¶ National and Higher National Qualifications ï the Units and Group Awards awarded 

by SQA under the overall direction of the Scottish Government  

¶ the qualifications of universities and other HEIs in Scotland (These are now set out 

in The Framework For Qualifications Of Higher Education Institutions In Scotland, 

published by QAA Scotland in 2014) 

¶ Scottish Vocational Qualifications ï the work-based qualifications based on 

National Occupational Standards developed by government-sponsored 

Sector Skills Councils and accredited by SQA Accreditation. 

65. The SCQF was always intended to be an enabling, rather than regulatory, Framework. 

The partner organisations worked together to create a Framework which could 

describe the relationship between the different types of pre-existing qualifications, and 

enable new provision to be added. The intention was to create a tool which could be 

used to describe the national learning landscape of approved quality-assured 

qualifications, whilst ensuring that each agency or organisation retained ownership 

over their own qualifications. The result was a 12-level Framework which was intended 

to cover all aspects of lifelong learning and achievement, including levels lower than 
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expected by mainstream National Qualifications. At these levels the emphasis is placed 

on the learning which takes place as a result of learnersô participation in, and the 

experience of, situations as well as the carrying out of basic tasks. The inclusion of 

these lower levels allows the SCQF to be an inclusive National Qualifications 

Framework (NQF) for all learners including those who may not have been successful 

in mainstream education. An example of this type of qualification is provided below. 

 

Figure 9: Using the SCQF to promote inclusion  

Adult Achievement Award at SCQF Level 2  

Developed by one of Scotland's Colleges in partnership with SCQF Partnership, 

Adult Achievement Awards are part of the CLD learning landscape. They are 

designed to provide formal recognition of an individual's ability to recognise, describe 

and analyse their own learning experiences, and to plan how to build on that learning. 

Importantly, any type of learning experience can be included. The first groups of 

Adult Achievement Awards at SCQF Levels 3, 4 and 6 were launched in 2015. In 

2018, the Adult Achievement Award at SCQF Level 2 is being developed. Designed 

primarily for groups of learners with learning disabilities who may have little or no 

access to mainstream qualifications, this qualification supports assessment in line 

with the SCQF Level 2 requirements. Assessment focuses on the individual's ability 

to talk about their learning in response to prompt questions, and to repeat what they 

have learned to do.   

 

66. Each of the original frameworks remains visible on the SCQF diagram (Figure 2). Each 

has its own types of qualification and its own quality assurance arrangements.  

However, all are now integrated into the SCQF, sharing the same levels, level 

descriptors and system of credit points.  A more detailed explanation of the main types 

of qualification in each of these areas of the SCQF is given in Annex 3: Qualifications 

on the SCQF. 

67. The SCQF was intended to allow for the addition of other qualifications beyond the 

three mainstream frameworks.  From the outset, it was intended that any learning in 

Scotland at any level could be entered onto the Framework, provided that it is outcome-

based, requires at least 10 notional hours of learning, and is subject to assessment 

which is externally quality assured.  The intention of making the SCQF more inclusive 

has been steadily realised. At the time of writing, there are approximately 11,500 

qualifications on the SCQF Database. Of these, almost 1,000 sit beyond mainstream 

provision, thus widening the relevance and usefulness of the Framework to different 

groups of stakeholders in Scotland.   

68. The SCQF was formally launched in 2001, and in 2006 the SCQF Partnership was 

formed to create a strong governance structure for the Framework. The SCQF 

Partnership includes two of the original partner organisations involved in the 

development of the Framework (SQA and QAA Scotland) and two additional partner 
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organisations (College Development Network and Universities Scotland). The legal 

status, remit and role of each partner organisation and the SCQF Partnership as a 

whole is described in greater detail in Section B of this report, in the response to EQF 

Criterion 1.  

69. Importantly, although the Scottish Government was one of the original partners in the 

development of the Framework, this is no longer the case. The SCQF Partnership can 

operate independent of Government, although the Scottish Government retains very 

close links with the Framework, is a founder of the SCQF Partnership and attends 

Board meetings in an Observer role. The relationship between the SCQF Partnership 

and Scottish Government is described in greater detail in Section B, in response to 

EQF Criterion 1.  

 
Section B:  Addressing the EQF Referencing Criteria  
The following section details how the SCQF meets the 10 criteria for referencing 
contained in Annex 3 of the Council Recommendation of May 201718. 
 

Criterion 1:  
The responsibilities and/or legal competence of all relevant national bodies 
involved in the referencing process, including the National Co-ordination 
Point, are clearly determined and published by the competent public 
authorities. 
 

1. The body with ultimate responsibility for the SCQF is the SCQF Partnership. As part of 

this remit, the SCQF Partnership is the EQF National Co-ordination Point for Scotland.  

It works closely with the other Co-ordination Points in the UK: The Office of 

Qualifications and Examinations Regulation for England; the accreditation division of 

The Council for the Curriculum Examinations and Assessment for Northern Ireland; 

and Colegau Cymru/Colleges for Wales. 

2. Established in 2006, the SCQF Partnership is a company limited by guarantee19.  This 

means that it has corporate status and can contract for services in relation to the 

development and maintenance of the SCQF.  The SCQF Partnership is also a charity, 

which gives it certain legal rights and obligations. It is not a government agency or a 

public body of the Scottish Government.20  Although it has no direct role in the 

                                                 
18 Council Recommendation on the European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning and repealing the 
Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 April 2008 on the establishment of the European 
Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning;  
19  A Company Limited by Guarantee is a type of company that does not have a share capital or shareholders and is usually 
formed to manage a charity or not-for-profit organisation. These companies have guarantors (or trustees) with limited liability 
status in the event of winding up the company.  All companies limited by guarantee must register with and meet the 
requirements of Companies House, the UK's official registrar of companies. For more information see 
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/companies-house-guidance-for-limited-companies-partnerships-and-other-
company-types - accounts 
20  Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs) of the Scottish Government are organisations that are funded by the Scottish 
Government. They may be executive or advisory in nature.  These bodies are not considered to be part of the Government. 
NDPBs carry out administrative, commercial, executive or regulatory functions on behalf of Government. Although Ministers 
are responsible for the strategic direction of NDPBs. these organisations are not under direct Ministerial control and are not 
staffed by civil servants.  For more information see https://beta.gov.scot/publications/public-bodies-in-scotland-guide/ 
   

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/companies-house-guidance-for-limited-companies-partnerships-and-other-company-types#accounts
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/companies-house-guidance-for-limited-companies-partnerships-and-other-company-types#accounts
https://beta.gov.scot/publications/public-bodies-in-scotland-guide/
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functioning of the SCQF, the Scottish Government provides much of the funding for the 

SCQF Partnershipôs activities.  A proportion of funding also comes from the Scottish 

Funding Council (SFC) and the SCQF Partnership will regularly report on progress 

towards objectives to them. 

3. The SCQF Partnershipôs status as a company places it under a number of legal 

obligations under the Companies Act (2006). The Partnership must, for example, 

practise clear and credible company decision-making processes; provide good quality 

and timely information about the Partnershipôs work and about the SCQF; ensure that 

appropriate lines of communication are maintained between the company and its 

stakeholders; and take due account of any strategies, policies or recommendations 

emerging from these communications. 

4. As described in Section A of this report, the SCQF Partnership comprises four partner 

organisations: the College Development Network (CDN); the Quality Assurance 

Agency for Higher Education QAA); the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA); and 

Universities Scotland. The Partnership is managed by a Board composed of one senior 

representative of each partner organisation, with a Chair who is independent of the 

interests of these bodies.  Each organisation has a single voting right. The Board can 

co-opt two other members to represent users of the SCQF, but these members do not 

have voting rights nor does the Chair. Currently, the two co-opted members are an 

individual representing employers and the Chair of the SCQF Quality Committee.  In 

addition, Scottish Government has Observer status. The legal status and main areas 

of responsibility of the individual partner organisations are summarised below. Further 

details about the relationship between the SCQF Partnership and Scottish Government 

are given in paragraphs 8 and 9 below.  

 
Figure 10: The SCQF Partnership - Partner Organisations  

 

¶ The College Development Network (CDN) 

The College Development Network was established as a company limited by 

guarantee and a registered charity. It was established to lead, create and 

share best practice across Scotlandôs college sector. It does this by providing 

advice, guidance and continuing professional development activities relating 

to curriculum & teaching, innovation & partnership working and leadership & 

governance. It supports the development and shared understanding of best 

practice in quality assurance through its Quality Development Network and 

associated workshops and events. With a similar legal status to the SCQF 

Partnership, CDN is required to meet the legal obligations established under 

the Companies Act (2006).  

¶ The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education in Scotland (QAA 

Scotland) 

QAA Scotland is part of the UK-wide Quality Assurance Agency for 
Higher Education (QAA), the independent body entrusted with 
monitoring, and advising on, standards and quality in UK higher 
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education. QAA is a company limited by guarantee and a registered 
charity.  QAA Scotland has devolved responsibilities for the work of 
QAA in Scotland.  Much of its work relates to the Scottish Quality 
Enhancement Framework (QEF) which has been developed since 
2003 under the guidance of the Universitiesô Quality Working Group.  
QAA Scotland undertakes a broad range of review and enhancement 
activity aimed at supporting the quality assurance and enhancement of 
higher education in Scotland. QAA Scotland is a member of the 
European Quality Audit Network. 

¶ The Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) 

SQA is an executive non-departmental public body (NDPB) of the 
Scottish Government. The organisationôs responsibilities are laid out on 
the Education (Scotland) Act (1996), as amended by the Scottish 
Qualifications Authority Act (2002). The work of the SQA is subject to 
scrutiny by the Scottish Governmentôs Education and Skills Committee.  

¶ Universities Scotland 

Universities Scotland is an unincorporated membership body and a 
registered charity. It is the representative body of Scotlandôs 19 HEIs. 
The organisation works with Principals and other senior staff in HEIs to 
develop funding and policy positions for the sector, and to campaign on 
issues relevant to higher education.  
  

 

5. The SCQF Partnership model, which reflects Scotlandôs ethos and tradition of 

partnership and collaborative working across public sector areas, has a number of 

advantages. The SCQF Partnership has limited resources and relies on collaborative 

working to achieve its aims. The partners, all of whom share the common goal of 

wishing to see the Framework succeed, make many contributions in kind. They use 

their own resources to support the Framework and undertake activities which promote 

it21.  

 
The SCQF Partnership: Remit and Committee Structures  

6. The SCQF Partnership is responsible for ensuring that the quality and integrity of the 

SCQF is maintained at all times and that the benefits of using the Framework are fully 

promoted to all stakeholders across Scotland and beyond. Its published aims within 

this mission are to:  

¶ ensure that, where appropriate, all assessed learning and qualifications in Scotland 

are included on the Framework; 

¶ extend the recognition of informal and non-formal learning; 

¶ develop and promote the Framework as a Lifelong Learning tool; 

                                                 
21  As an example of this, was involvement in the development of the Curriculum for Excellence.  The SCQF Partnership was 
able to depend on the presence of members of the Partnership Board to represent the perspective of the SCQF on the 
Curriculum for Excellence Board. 
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¶ develop relationships with other frameworks internationally, including with the EQF. 

7. The work of the SCQF Partnership and its Board is informed by two key groups. 

¶ The SCQF Quality Committee was established by the SCQF Partnership Board 

to provide it with recommendations on all issues concerning the ongoing 

maintenance and quality assurance of the Framework and its relationship to other 

Frameworks. The Quality Committee comprises around 15 experts in the 

development and quality assurance of credit, qualifications and frameworks from a 

range of sectors, and awarding and quality assurance bodies associated with the 

SCQF.  The Chair of the Quality Committee is nominated by the Board. The 

Committee meets four times a year.  It reports to the SCQF Board on applications 

from organisations seeking approval to become SCQF CRBs, and manages the 

monitoring and review of CRBs already approved by the SCQF Partnership. This 

Committee also has a responsibility for any formal referencing of the SCQF to other 

Qualifications Frameworks.  

¶ The SCQF Forum is a national committee of key organisations with responsibility 

for providing or supporting education and training in Scotland. It was established to 

advise the SCQF Partnership on the continuing development and maintenance of 

the SCQF. Forum members are senior representatives from 24 organisations 

representing the main providers, users and funders of qualifications in Scotland. 

The Forum meets twice per year and is chaired by the Chief Executive officer of 

the SCQF Partnership. The Forum enables key organisations, and the sectors they 

represent, to work together to make full use of the SCQF in meeting needs for 

access and participation in lifelong learning. Forum members also engage in wider 

debate about the use of the SCQF as a tool to underpin, support and influence 

Scottish lifelong learning policies.  

 
Relationship with the Scottish Government  

8. As highlighted in Section A, the Scottish Government (then the Scottish Executive) was 

a partner in the initial development of the SCQF. However, as noted above, the SCQF 

Partnership is an independent company and is not legally accountable to the Scottish 

Government for its activities. However, the Scottish Government has a strong interest 

in the success of the SCQF: it is a key reference point for a number of the performance 

measures included in the Governmentôs National Performance Framework (NPF)22, 

and it provides support within a number of policy initiatives. The SCQF also serves as 

a main reference point within key Government strategies and reviews, including 

Developing the Young Workforce23, the 7-year strategy for preparing children and 

young people for the world of work, and 15-24 Learner Journey24, a strategic review of 

                                                 
22 The NPF is the Scottish Government's performance management tool. It lists the outcomes against which progress and 
improvement in public services are measured. Those with direct relevance to the SCQF include measures relating to 
educational attainment, skills utilisation, skills shortages, and access to learning in the workplace.  
23  Developing the Young Workforce information available at https://education.gov.scot/scottish-education-system/policy-for-
scottish-education/policy-drivers/Developing%20the%20Young%20Workforce%20(DYW) 
24 15-25 Learner Journey information available at https://beta.gov.scot/publications/learner-journey-analysis-scottish-
education-training-provision-15-24-year/ 
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education and training for young people aged 15 to 24.  As a result, the Scottish 

Government provides funding for a range of initiatives and projects which are managed 

by or involve the SCQFP. An example of a current national project is described in 

Figure 11.  

9. As a result of these close links, the Scottish Government is represented on the Steering 

Groups of those projects and initiatives in which it has an interest. The Scottish 

Government also retains Observer status on the Board of the SCQF Partnership.  

 
Figure 11: Example of a current national partnership project  

 
Skills Recognition and Accreditation for the Common Good 
In 2018, the Scottish Government published New Scots: Refugee Integration 
2018-2022 Strategy.  This strategy includes the commitment to establishing 
a model for a recognition and accreditation process to identify the prior 
qualifications, skills and learning of refugees in Scotland, and to develop 
sector specific employment pathways for them. To achieve this aim, the 
Scottish Government is funding Skills Recognition and Accreditation for 
the Common Good, a project which will develop and pilot a recognition and 
accreditation model. A key requirement for the model is that it reflects the 
principles of the SCQF. The project involves a wide range of partners from 
the education and employment sectors, with a Steering Group chaired by the 
Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the SCQF Partnership. The pilot project is 
being developed in partnership between Glasgow Caledonian University and 
Bridges Programmes, a CLD organisation.  The Steering Group includes 
representatives from Scottish Government, SDS, SFC, SQA, the Local 
Government authority, Glasgow City College, and the Scottish Refugee 
Council.    
 

 

Criterion 2 
There is a clear and demonstrable link between the qualifications levels in 
the national qualifications frameworks or systems and the level descriptors 
of the EQF. 
 

10. The SCQF level descriptors were revised in 2012 following a year-long consultation 

exercise with stakeholders25. The revisions were not intended to change the levels of 

the SCQF. Rather, they aimed to clarify some of the wording of the descriptors, in order 

to make the descriptors easier to understand and use. The revised SCQF Level 

Descriptors were tested by checking them against a sample of previously credit rated 

qualifications to ensure that the changes did not impact on the initial allocation of SCQF 

level.  In addition, the referencing of SCQF levels to the EQF that was carried out in 

2010 was revisited to ensure that there had been no impact on the original referencing 

decisions. The minor changes that resulted to the SCQF level descriptors did not 

                                                 
25 The SCQF Level Descriptors are included in Annex 4. 
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impact on the original EQF/SCQF referencing decisions, and stakeholders declared 

themselves broadly satisfied with the revised SCQF level descriptors.  This exercise 

was repeated during the 2018 referencing process using the revised descriptors 

(included in Annex 4).  

11. As shown in Figure 2, the SCQF is a 12-level Framework. Each level is defined by a 

set of descriptors, with each descriptor defining the level in 5 domains, known as 

'characteristics'. The 5 characteristics are: 

¶ knowledge and understanding 

¶ practice: applied knowledge, skills and understanding 

¶ generic cognitive skills 

¶ communication, numeracy and ICT skills 

¶ autonomy, accountability and working with others 

12. The referencing of the SCQF levels to the EQF level descriptors is made complex by 

a number of important differences in the structures of the frameworks: 

¶ the difference in the number of levels (SCQF's 12 to EQF's 8) 

¶ the differences in the number of categories of characteristics (5 in the SCQF 

compared to 3 in the EQF) 

¶ the inclusion of more contextualised information in the SCQF descriptors 

¶ the inclusion on the SCQF of levels sitting below EQF Level 1.  

13. The level to level referencing was reviewed using a óbest fitô approach in order to assess 

whether the original referencing outcomes as in 2010 were still applicable. This 

approach involved a number of activities: 

¶ SCQF Partnership commissioned a new linguistic analysis in 2015, comparing the 

text of the 2012 SCQF level descriptors to that of each of the components in the 

EQF level descriptors. The outputs of this analysis are included in Annex 5. 

¶ a comparison between the outputs of this referencing activity and the referencing 

between the SCQF and the Framework for the Qualifications of the Higher 

Education Area (QF-EHEA)  

¶ further consideration of the recommendations from the activities above was 

provided by the stakeholders represented on the SCQF EQF Referencing Steering 

Group. The membership and terms of reference for this group are included in 

Annex 1.  

14. The results of this approach were described using three categories to describe the level 

of the match between the SCQF levels and the EQF level descriptors: 

¶ High where there is direct evidence of a match between the levels identified. This 

may be due to the use of the same language, or language items that can be 

interpreted to have the same, or close, meaning.  

¶ Moderate: there is sufficient evidence to suggest a match.  

¶ No match: where there is little or no evidence to suggest a match.  
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15. The linguistic analysis resulted in the recommendation that the referencing of SCQF 

level to EQF levels remains the same as in the first referencing report of 2010. This 

level-to-level referencing, and the strength of the match at each level, is shown below.  

 
Figure 12: EQF:SCQF level to level referencing  

EQF Level SCQF Level Strength of match 

8 12 Good match 

7 11 Good match 

6 10 Good match 

6 9 Good match 

5 8 Good match 

5 7 Best fit 

4 6 Good match 

3 5 Good match 

2 4 Best fit 

1 3 Best fit 

No match 2 No match 

No match 1 No match  

 

16. As the table shows, there are no EQF descriptors which match SCQF levels 1 and 2. 

It should be noted that these levels are very important to the SCQF and are the levels 

where learners tend to be the most disadvantaged and furthest from the labour market. 

In the original referencing in 2010 the feeling in Scotland was so strong that it was 

highlighted to the European Commission that there was disappointment that the EQF 

started only at a level comparable with SCQF Level 3.  That feeling still exists and 

Scotland is very proud of its ability to recognize learning at SCQF levels 1 and 2. There 

is a good match between the SCQF and EQF at SCQF levels 9-12.  These SCQF 

levels also correspond to the first, second and third cycles of the QF-EHEA. All other 

levels are also a good match, with the exception of SCQF levels 3, 4 and 7 where there 

is a best fit.  

17. The recommendations of the linguistic analysis were sense checked through 

comparison with indirect evidence from recent SCQF referencing activities with other 

countries such as Hong Kong (HKQF). 

18. The SCQF provides the levels for the Framework for Qualifications of the Higher 

Education Institutes of Scotland (FQ-HEIS). This Framework is integrated into the 

SCQF and is referenced to the QF-EHEA26. The latter framework is aligned with the 

EQF. Comparing the referencing, we find the following:  

 
 
 

                                                 

26 Details contained in the UK Quality Code for Higher Education Part A: Setting and Maintaining Academic Standards p.17 
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Figure 13: SCQF levels referenced to the QF-EHEA in 2010 

FQ-HEIS  QF-EHEA EQF 

SCQF 12 Third Cycle (end of cycle) 
qualifications 

EQF 8 

SCQF 11 Second Cycle (end of cycle) 
qualifications 

EQF 7 

SCQF 10 First Cycle (end of cycle) 
qualifications  

EQF 6 

SCQF 9   

SCQF 8 Short cycle qualifications (within or 
linked to the first cycle 
qualifications) 

EQF 5 

SCQF 7   

 

19. As Figure 13 demonstrates, SCQF levels 8, 10, 11 and 12 are referenced directly to 

the cycles of the QF-EHEA. SCQF levels 7 and 9 sit at the bottom end of the Short 

Cycle and First Cycle respectively. This aligns with the referencing of these levels to 

EQF 5 and EQF 6 respectively.  

20. The recommended referencing of the SCQF to the EQF was scrutinised by the SCQF 

EQF Referencing Steering Group, the SCQF Quality Committee and the SCQF Board, 

all of whom confirmed that the level-to-level referencing outcomes shown in Figure 12 

provided an accurate referencing of the SCQF levels to the EQF and reflected the 

original referencing outcomes in 2010. 

 

Criterion 3 
The national qualifications frameworks or systems and their qualifications 
are based on the principle and objective of learning outcomes and related 
to arrangements for validation of non-formal and informal learning and, 
where appropriate, to credit systems. 
 
The SCQF and Learning Outcomes 

21. The SCQF has 12 levels defined by level descriptors which describe outcomes of 

learning in five areas known as ñcharacteristicsò.  The current level descriptors are set 

out in Annex 4.  Any qualification on the SCQF must be based on a clear set of learning 

outcomes and these outcomes must be referenced to the relevant characteristics of 

the SCQF level descriptors at the appropriate level.  

22. Learning outcomes are the central feature of all qualifications on the SCQF, and 

provide a common approach across all learning sectors to express and measure 

learning achievements within qualifications. As described in Section A, learning 

outcomes were being used in the design of these qualifications long before the creation 

of the SCQF, with the change from input to output as the basis for the assessment and 

awarding qualifications starting in the 1980s. As a result, the concept of learning 

outcomes is strongly embedded in the Scottish learning landscape.  
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23.  As was also described in Section A, the SCQF was created by bringing together all 

Scottish mainstream qualifications into a single unified framework. Since 2010, many 

of these qualifications have changed and other types of qualification have been added 

to the framework. These changes and additions have strengthened the commitment of 

the SCQF and its users to learning outcomes as a basis for the national system.  

Examples of the advice given by the SCQF Partnership on writing learning outcomes 

is given in Figure 14 below and details of the qualifications currently on the SCQF are 

described in Annex 3. 

 
Figure 14: Writing learning outcomes   

Using Learning Outcomes in Course Design and Development27 
Using learning outcomes in course design and development leads to a learner-
centred approach so that the focus is on the outcome of the learning rather than 
the input or teaching process. 
Learning outcomes can:  

¶ Help to guide learners in their learning by:  

- explaining what is expected of them;  

- describing the level of learning anticipated; and  

- providing clear information to support learning progression and recognition 

of prior learning.  

¶ Provide information to potential learners and employers about the knowledge and 

skills that they will have on successfully completing a particular qualification or 

learning programme.  

¶ Help staff to:  

- design the content of a qualification  

- focus on exactly what they want students to achieve in terms of both knowledge 

and skills;  

- show the connection between the programme aims and the learner outcomes;  

- decide on appropriate assessment criteria and methods. 

 
Typically, learning outcomes should:  

¶ be written in the future tense;  

¶ use active verbs to describe what the learner will be able to do and to enable the 

learner to show their knowledge and understanding;  

¶ avoid using verbs whose meaning is ambiguous;  

¶ describe the final output or achievement for the learner;  

¶ use clear language that is easily understood by learners and non-experts;  

¶ be informed by the SCQF Levels and level descriptors;  

¶ be achievable as a result of the learning activity;  

¶ be able to be assessed  

¶ be specific. 

 

                                                 
27  From SCQF Credit Rating: Criteria Explained. SCQF Partnership. 2017 
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The SCQF credit system 

24. All qualifications on the SCQF have a level and a credit value (with the exception of 

Research Degrees which do not have a credit value).  SCQF credit points are used to 

quantify learning, based on the achievement of outcomes.   They indicate the time it 

takes a typical learner to achieve the learning outcomes of a qualification. 

25. One SCQF credit point represents a notional 10 hours of learning and only whole credit 

points can be awarded.  One is also the minimum number of credit points which can 

be allocated to qualification.  Credit points are allocated at a level in the Framework ï 

e.g. ñ120 SCQF credit points at level 7ò. A full year of formal learning normally results 

in the award of 120 points. It is important to note that credit is allocated independent of 

level with the result that an SCQF qualification at a relatively low level can carry a 

considerable number of credit points, and one at a high level may have few credit 

points. For example, the SVQ in Estates Maintenance at SCQF Level 5 carries 120 

credit points whilst the Professional Development Award in Strategic Leadership at 

SCQF Level 11 carries 24 credit points. Along with the level descriptors, credit points 

allow learners, learning providers and employers to compare different qualifications at 

the same or different levels.   

26. Notional learning hours must reflect the time spent on all of the activities relating to the 

qualification.  They are calculated by those with experience and knowledge of the 

discipline, field of study, profession, trade or area of skill who are familiar with the 

SCQF.  These experts must make a professional judgement on how many hours it 

would take a typical learner to achieve the learning outcomes.   

27. Notional learning hours include all the learning activities required to achieve the 

learning outcomes of a qualification. This can include: formal activities that involve 

teaching and tutor contact time; self-directed activities that involve study, research, 

applied learning, developing practice, reflection and review; informal learning and 

assessment activities that involve planning and completing assessment tasks.  The mix 

of learning activities will vary between qualifications according to the outcomes and 

level. Some outcomes require a lot of formal learning, some outcomes will require a lot 

of independent study, and for some outcomes most of the learning will be based on 

practice.  

28. The SCQF Partnership fully supports and promotes the use of the two European credit 

systems ï ECVET (as a mobility tool) and ECTS, but does not use either of them in 

the architecture of the SCQF.  In principle, SCQF credit points can be converted to 

ECTS credits by halving the value of the SCQF credit points.   

 
Principles for credit systems related to national qualifications frameworks or 
systems referenced to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF)  

29. The EQF and national qualifications frameworks or systems, by using the learning 

outcomes approach, should better support individuals when moving (i) between 

various levels of education and training; (ii) within and between sectors of education 

and training; (iii) between education and training and the labour market; and (iv) within 

and across borders. Without prejudice to national decisions to (i) make use of credit 




