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I	am	really	pleased	that	the	Qualifications	and	
Curriculum	Development	Agency	(QCDA)	has	
been	able	to	produce	this	publication	on	the	links	
between	the	Qualifications	and	Credit	Framework	
(QCF)	and	higher	education.	We’ve	been	working	on	
building	the	QCF	for	the	last	five	years,	first	as	the	
Qualifications	and	Curriculum	Authority	(QCA),	and	
now	as	QCDA.	Throughout	this,	there	has	always	
been	an	expectation	from	government	that	the	
new	framework	will	‘align	and	articulate	with’	higher	
education.	This	publication	aims	to	set	out	how	this	
alignment	and	articulation	is	progressing.

During	this	time,	we’ve	received	both	support	
from	colleagues	working	in	higher	education	and	
interest	from	higher	education	institutions	on	
how	the	QCF	is	going	to	impact	on	their	work.	
This	publication	aims	to	explore	the	impact	and	
opportunities	the	QCF	will	bring	as	the	framework	
becomes	operational.

Of	course,	we	appreciate	that	there’s	still	a	long	
way	to	go	before	all	the	possible	links	between	the	
QCF	and	higher	education	are	established.	For	every	
higher	education	institution	that	has	already	built	a	
positive	relationship	with	the	QCF,	there	is	another	
that	knows	little	about	the	new	framework,	and	
many	more	that	are	still	working	out	how	they	
will	relate	to	the	QCF	in	the	future.	I	hope	this	
publication	will	be	useful	in	all	of	these	cases.

This	publication	contains	some	examples	of	
real	relationships	between	the	QCF	and	higher	
education,	together	with	ideas	and	possible	models	
of	how	further	relationships	might	be	established	
in	the	future.	Some	of	these	examples	are	small	
scale	at	the	moment,	and	some	of	the	models	
may	be	relevant	only	to	some	higher	education	
institutions.	Nevertheless,	I’m	confident	that	all	
higher	education	institutions	will	need	to	consider	
how	they	wish	to	relate	to,	and	interact	with,	the	
QCF	over	time.	This	publication	will	encourage	
positive	relationships	between	the	QCF	and	higher	
education	in	the	months	and	years	ahead.	

Sue Georgious 
Director of QCF and lifelong learning

Foreword
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The	QCF	was	formally	launched	in	November	2008,	
after	a	period	of	testing	and	trialling.	Currently,	
most	of	the	qualifications	offered	within	the	QCF	
are	vocational.	The	government	is	discussing	
a	timetable	for	bringing	other	qualifications,	in	
particular	A	levels,	GCSEs	and	the	Diplomas,	into	
a	single	qualifications	and	credit	framework.	
Whatever	the	future	scope	of	the	QCF,	we	don’t	
intend	that	it	should	include	qualifications	offered	
by	higher	education	institutions.	

This	publication	describes	the	relationships	
between	two	separate	frameworks:	the	QCF	and	
its	higher	education	counterpart,	the	Framework	
for	Higher	Education	Qualifications	(FHEQ).	Both	
frameworks	cover	England,	Wales	and	Northern	
Ireland.	There	are	different	arrangements	in	
Scotland,	and	some	information	about	the	
Scottish	Credit	and	Qualifications	Framework	
(SCQF)	is	featured	later	in	this	publication.	
Although	the	QCF	and	the	FHEQ	are	separate,	
the	QCF	is	a	comprehensive	framework	that	
recognises	achievements	at	any	level,	subject	or	
sector.	This	means	that,	at	the	higher	levels	of	
the	QCF,	qualifications	are	offered	at	the	same	
level	as	higher	education	qualifications.	This	
creates	some	interesting	potential	relationships	
between	the	two	frameworks,	some	of	which		
are	described	in	this	publication.

As	its	name	implies,	the	QCF	is	a	framework	of	
unit-	and	credit-based	qualifications.	Indeed,	the	
QCF’s	definition	of	credit	is	deliberately	similar	
to	that	used	in	higher	education,	creating	the	
basis	for	developing	credit	transfer	arrangements	
between	the	QCF	and	higher	education	
institutions.	This	publication	explores	some	of	
these	possibilities.

The	QCF	is	at	an	early	stage	of	implementation,	
and	some	of	the	relationships	with	higher	
education	qualifications	described	in	this	
publication	are	potential	rather	than	actual.	
Nevertheless,	a	number	of	awarding	organisations	
and	higher	education	institutions	have	already	
established	relationships	to	support	credit	transfer	
and	progression	for	learners	between	the	QCF	and	
the	FHEQ,	and	more	relationships	of	this	kind	are	
being	set	up	as	the	QCF	develops.

This	publication	supports	these	unfolding	
relationships,	and	encourages	more	awarding	
organisations	and	higher	education	institutions	
to	build	similar	ones	in	the	future.	By	ensuring	the	
closest	possible	working	relationships	between	
organisations	involved	in	the	QCF	and	the	FHEQ,	
we	can	offer	learners	the	widest	possible	range	
of	opportunities	to	move	easily	and	meaningfully	
between	these	two	frameworks.	

This publication shows how the Qualifications and Credit Framework 
(QCF) relates to higher education. By ‘higher education’, we mean all 
those courses and qualifications offered or accredited by a higher 
education institution.

1 Introduction



The QCF is the new framework for creating 
and accrediting qualifications in England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. It’s at the heart of 
a major reform of the vocational qualifications 
system, which will make it:

• simpler to understand and use

• more accessible to a wider range of learners

•  more relevant to learners’ and employers’ 
needs.

The QCF:
•    recognises smaller steps of learning, 

and enables learners to build 
qualifications incrementally

•    assesses and recognises non-
certificated learning, and enables 
this to contribute to recognised 
qualifications

•    helps learners get skills and 
qualifications that meet industry needs 

•    provides accreditation for qualifications 
offered by a wide range of awarding 
organisations, including employers, 
which means that work-based learning 
and training can be recognised 

•    recognises certificated achievement 
outside of the QCF through a process 
known as exemption.

At the moment, it can be hard to understand 
all the different types of further education 
qualifications: how difficult they are, how 
long they take to complete, what content 
they cover and how they compare to other 
qualifications.

The new framework presents qualifications in 
a way that’s easy for everyone to understand 
and measure.

2 What is the QCF?

5
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3 How does the QCF work?

All	qualifications	in	the	QCF	are	built	up	from	
smaller	units	of	learning.	Every	unit	and	
qualification	has	a	credit	value	and	a	level.	The	
credit	value	represents	how	long	it	will	take	and	
the	level	represents	the	level	of	difficulty,	from	
Entry	level	to	level	8.

All	units	in	the	QCF	can	be	assessed	individually,	
though	the	QCF	allows	for	cross-referencing	of	
evidence,	so	that	work	can	be	assessed	for	more	
than	one	unit,	as	appropriate.

Learners can accumulate credit in small 
steps by completing units, which can then 
build up to a full qualification.

Learning outcome

1.	 Understand	own	role,	responsibilities	and	boundaries	
of	role	in	relation	to	teaching

	
	

	

	

2.	 Understand	appropriate	teaching	and	learning	
approaches	in	the	specialist	area	

	

3.	 Demonstrate	session	planning	skills	

	

	

4.	 Understand	how	to	deliver	inclusive	sessions	which	
motivate	learners	

	

	

	
	

5.	 Understand	the	use	of	different	assessment	methods	
and	the	need	for	record	keeping

Here	is	an	example	of	a	unit	of	assessment	within	the	QCF:

Title: Level 4 Award in preparing to teach  
in the lifelong learning sector

Credit value: 6



7

Qualification sizes 
There	are	three	sizes	of	qualifications	in	the	QCF:

•	 	Award (1	to	12	credits	—	10	to	120	hours	
of	learning)

•	 	Certificate (13	to	36	credits	—	130	to	
360	hours	of	learning)

•	 	Diploma (37	credits	or	more	—	370	or	
more	hours	of	learning).	

The	qualification	name	—	Award,	Certificate	or	
Diploma	—	represents	the	size	of	a	qualification,	
not	how	difficult	it	is.	To	understand	how	difficult	
a	unit	or	qualification	is,	it	might	be	helpful	to	know	
that	GCSEs	(grades	A*	to	C)	are	equivalent	in	
challenge	to	level	2,	A	levels	to	level	3,	and	a	PhD	
to	level	8.	

Qualification levels
Although	the	QCF	and	the	FHEQ	
are	separate	frameworks,	the	
higher	levels	of	achievement	
in	the	QCF	have	been	devised	
so	they	compare	easily	with	
the	levels	of	the	FHEQ.	The	
two	frameworks	use	the	same	
terms	to	describe	those	levels	
that	can	be	matched	across		
the	QCF	and	the	FHEQ.	

Assessment criteria

1.1	 Review	own	role	and	responsibilities,	and	boundaries	of		
own	role	as	a	teacher

1.2	 Summarise	key	aspects	of	relevant	current	legislative	
requirements	and	codes	of	practice	within	a	specific	context

1.3	 Review	other	points	of	referral	available	to	meet	the	
potential	needs	of	learners

1.4	 Discuss	issues	of	equality	and	diversity,	and	ways	to	
promote	inclusion

1.5	 Justify	the	need	for	record	keeping

2.1	 Identify,	adapt	and	use	relevant	approaches	to	teaching		
and	learning	in	relation	to	the	specialist	area

2.2	 Evaluate	a	range	of	ways	to	embed	elements	of		
functional	skills	in	the	specialist	area

2.3	 Evaluate	the	teaching	and	learning	approaches	for	a		
specific	session

3.1	 Plan	a	teaching	and	learning	session	which	meets	the		
needs	of	individual	learners

3.2	 Evaluate	how	the	planned	session	meets	the	needs		
of	individual	learners

3.3	 Analyse	the	effectiveness	of	the	resources	for	a		
specific	session

4.1	 Analyse	different	ways	to	establish	ground	rules		
with	learners	which	underpin	appropriate	behaviour		
and	respect	for	others

4.2	 Use	a	range	of	appropriate	and	effective	teaching	and	
learning	approaches	to	engage	and	motivate	learners

4.3	 Explain	different	methods	of	giving	feedback
4.4	 Demonstrate	good	practice	in	giving	feedback
4.5	 Communicate	appropriately	and	effectively	with	learners
4.6	 Reflect	on	and	evaluate	the	effectiveness	of	own	teaching,	

making	recommendations	for	modification	as	appropriate

5.1	 Review	a	range	of	different	assessment	methods
5.2	 Evaluate	the	use	of	assessment	methods	in	different	

contexts,	including	reference	to	initial	assessment
5.3	 Justify	the	need	for	record	keeping	in	relation	to	assessment

QCF FHEQ

Level	8	 Level	8

Level	7	 Level	7

Level	6	 Level	6

Level	5	 Level	5

Level	4	 Level	4

Level	3	

Level	2	

Level	1	

Entry	
level	

Here	is	an	example	of	a	unit	of	assessment	within	the	QCF:

Title: Level 4 Award in preparing to teach  
in the lifelong learning sector

Credit value: 6
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Qualification titles
Each	qualification	title	contains	the	following:

•	 	the level of the qualification	
(from	Entry	level	to	level	8)

•	 	the size of the qualification 
(Award/Certificate/Diploma)

•	 	details indicating the content of 
the qualification.

By	making	sure	every	qualification	title	describes	
what	subject	it	covers,	how	difficult	it	is,	and	how	
much	work	it	involves,	we	can	help	learners	and	
employers	compare	different	qualifications.

Examples of QCF qualifications

 
Qualification options on NDAQ

Accredited qualifications in England, Wales 
and Northern Ireland are listed, according 
to subject, on the National Database 
of Accredited Qualifications (NDAQ) at 
www.accreditedqualifications.org.uk.

QCF qualifications are marked ‘(QCF)’ at the 
end of the title. You can search by unit or 
qualification level, awarding organisation 
or curriculum area. NDAQ also shows 
the credit value, learning outcomes and 
assessment criteria of each qualification, 
as well as a summary of its structure and 
the different combinations of units that 
learners can complete to achieve that 
qualification. In the QCF, these are called 
the ‘rules of combination’. 

Level Size Title

Level	1	 Certificate	 in	sport	and	active	leisure

Level	4	 Diploma	 	in	buying	and	merchandising	for	
fashion	retail

Level	8	 Award	 in	strategic	direction	and	leadership
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What does the QCF mean for 
learners?
Units	and	qualifications	in	the	QCF	are	beneficial	
to	all	its	users	as	they	are:

•	 transferable

•	 flexible

•	 quality	assured

•	 easy	to	understand

•	 geared	toward	progression.

For	learners,	the	QCF:

•	 	means	that	they	don’t	have	to	repeat	what	
they’ve	already	studied,	as	all	learning,	including	
non-certificated	learning,	can	then	count	
toward	a	recognised	qualification

•	 	transfers	their	work-based	skills	and	learning	
into	credit	that	can	then	count	toward	units	
and	qualifications

•	 	lets	them	complete	units	in	a	way	that	fits	
around	their	home	and	work	lives	

•	 	puts	their	learning	and	achievement	toward	
recognised	qualifications	that	meet	industry	
needs

•	 	makes	it	easy	to	compare	how	difficult	
qualifications	are	,	and	how	much	work	they	
involve,	so	they	can	make	a	more	informed	
choice	about	which	qualification	is	the	best	
option	for	them

•	 	has	a	unit-based	structure,	which	enables	them	
to	make	frequent	decisions	about	whether	to	
pursue	a	skill,	or	change	direction	and	put	the	
learning	to	a	new	use.

Within	the	QCF,	learners	can	avoid	repeating	
learning	and	assessment	in	three	ways:

1	 	Learners	are	awarded	credit	for	past	QCF	
qualifications,	which	can	then	be	transferred		
to	other	qualifications,	as	appropriate.

2	 	Other	learning	and	achievements	that	haven’t	
been	certificated	can	be	assessed	and	awarded	
through	the	recognition	of	prior	learning	(RPL).

3	 	Learners	with	certificated	achievements	
outside	the	QCF,	who	already	have	the	skills	and	
knowledge	for	a	unit,	can	claim	exemption.	

When is the QCF happening?
The	process	of	bringing	all	vocational	
qualifications	into	the	new	framework	is	
already	well	underway,	with	growing	numbers	
of	learners	taking	units	and	qualifications	
through	the	system.	By	2010,	we	expect	that	
all	vocational	qualifications	will	be	accredited	
in	the	QCF,	and	that	the	QCF	will	have	replaced	
the	current	National	Qualifications	Framework	
(NQF)	for	vocational	qualifications.	The	QCF	also	
includes	qualifications	such	as	some	additional	
and	specialist	learning	(ASL)	from	the	Diploma,	
qualifications	within	apprenticeship	frameworks,	
and	all	of	the	Foundation	Learning	programme.
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All awarding organisations that operate in 
the QCF are subject to a set of regulatory 
requirements, and all qualifications offered 
within the framework are subject to an 
accreditation process, ongoing review and 
monitoring by the regulators. In effect, 
regulation:

•   sets quality standards for the QCF

•    ensures that all organisations operate to the 
quality standards

•    ensures that all qualifications offered within 
the framework are of assured quality.

Confidence in the award of credits 
Ofqual and its partner regulators have a legal 
responsibility to maintain not just standards 
in qualifications, but also public confidence in 
the qualifications system. That means making 
sure that all credits awarded to learners are of 
consistent and comparable value, so that they 
can be transferred between qualifications and 
awarding organisations with confidence.  
This confidence also needs to extend to 
higher education. 

As the definitions of credits and levels in the 
QCF and higher education are equivalent, 
admissions staff can be confident that a credit 
awarded, for example, at level 5 in the QCF, 
is equivalent to a credit awarded at level 5 in 
higher education. Of course, universities will 
still set requirements to meet the specific 
criteria of particular courses or programmes 
above this general minimum. But the 
government expects — and has embodied in  
the legislation that supports the regulation of 
the QCF — that universities will accept the size 
and level of all credits awarded in the QCF at 
face value. 

Who else is involved in the QCF?
The former Department for Innovation, 
Universities and Skills (DIUS) asked QCA, the 
Learning and Skills Council (LSC) and Ofqual  
to put the QCF in place. 

4 How is the QCF regulated?
The QCF is a regulated framework. Ofqual is responsible for regulating 
the framework, together with its partner regulators in Wales (the 
Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills 
or DCELLS) and Northern Ireland (the Council for the Curriculum, 
Examinations and Assessment or CCEA). 
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QCDA has been working with partner 
organisations, including awarding 
organisations, employers, learning providers 
and learners, to help the education sector 
prepare for the QCF. 

The LSC is responsible for putting in place 
funding, planning and performance measures 
to support qualifications within the QCF 
in England. It’s also delivering the QCF 
Service Layer, which stores information 
about learners’ achievements from awarding 
organisations on the Personal Learning 
Record. The LSC provides information, advice 
and guidance for practitioners in England 
to help them advise learners and employers 
about QCF qualifications.

The Learning and Skills Improvement Service 
(LSIS) is advising learning providers on how 
to exploit the flexibilities of the QCF to 
deliver qualifications that meet the needs of 
employers and learners.

The Federation of Awarding Bodies (FAB) 
and the Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) 
are responsible for building capacity in the 
awarding sector as the QCF is put in place.

The Alliance of Sector Skills Councils (the 
Alliance) is leading on a project to make sure 
sector skills councils (SSCs) and standard 
setting bodies (SSBs) are ready for the QCF. 
This is just one of a series of projects that 
we’re coordinating to make sure everyone  
can operate within the QCF. 

The Alliance is supporting staff in SSCs and 
SSBs, so that they can explain the qualification 
reforms to their employers and stakeholders, 
and, more importantly, promote the benefits 
that the QCF will bring. As the representative 
agencies for employers, SSCs and SSBs have a 
critical role in identifying employer needs, and 
managing the development of qualifications at 
all levels that will meet those needs. 

Image courtesy of Central Saint Martins, University of the 
Arts London — BA (Hons) Textile Design degree show 2008 — 
Photograph by Luke Potter
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Admissions
As	its	name	implies,	people	seeking	admission	to	
higher	education	from	the	QCF	will	have	two	kinds	
of	accreditation:	credits	and	qualifications.	Most	
will	have	achieved	both	credits	and	a	qualification.	
Others	may	simply	have	achieved	credits	for	the	
units	that	they	have	successfully	completed,	but	
will	not	have	completed	all	the	requirements	of		
a	qualification.

At	present,	GCSEs,	A	levels	and	Diplomas	are	
still	accredited	in	the	National	Qualification	
Framework	(NQF).	Bringing	these	into	a	single	
qualifications	and	credit	framework	will	require	
significant	consideration	in	the	future.	So,	for	the	
time	being,	most	of	the	qualifications	accredited	in	
the	QCF	will	be	vocational	qualifications	or	within	
Foundation	Learning.	

From	2009−10,	admissions	staff	will	be	presented	
with	three	kinds	of	awards	for	entry	to	higher	
education:

•	 	qualifications	that	continue	to	be	accredited		
in	the	NQF

•	 	qualifications	that	are	accredited	in	the	QCF

•	 	credits	awarded	for	the	achievements	of	units	
from	accredited	qualifications	in	the	QCF.	

Although	vocational	qualifications	will	gradually	
disappear	from	the	NQF	and	be	re-accredited	in	
the	QCF,	they	will	continue	to	use	names	and	
brand	identities	that	are	familiar	to	admissions	
staff.	For	example,	BTEC	national	qualifications	

are	currently	being	re-accredited	in	the	QCF,	and,	
from	September	2010,	will	be	offered	as	BTEC	
level	3	Diplomas	and	Extended	Diplomas	in	the	
new	framework.

Despite	the	change	of	name,	these	qualifications	will	
maintain	the	standards	and	quality	of	BTEC	National	
Certificates	and	Diplomas.	Admissions	staff	will	see	
direct	equivalences	with	NQF	BTEC	qualifications	as	
these	changes	work	through	the	system.

Other	awarding	organisations	will	also	award	
level	3	Diplomas	in	the	QCF.	Admissions	staff	
will	need	to	familiarise	themselves	with	these	
new	qualifications.	Awarding	organisations	will	
produce	information	for	universities	on	those	
qualifications	that	aim	to	prepare	learners	for	
entry	to	higher	education.

The	QCF’s	titling	conventions	will	give	admissions	
staff	a	clear	idea	of	both	the	level	and	size	of	
the	qualifications	being	offered	to	meet	entry	
requirements.	Universities	will	continue	to	set	their	
admissions	requirements	that	identify	achievement	
requirements	above	and	beyond	this	minimum.

Although	learners	may	seek	admission	to	higher	
education	based	on	the	achievement	of	credits	
in	the	QCF,	rather	than	qualifications,	we	don’t	
expect	admission	based	on	credit	achievement	to	
replace	qualifications-based	entry	requirements,	
particularly	for	full-time	undergraduate	degrees.	
However,	the	achievement	of	credits	within	the	
QCF	may	be	used	to	support	entry	to	higher	
education	in	certain	cases.	Admissions	staff	will	

5  What does the QCF mean  
for admissions and widening 
participation?
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need	to	consider	how	credit	achievements	might	
be	recognised	within	admissions	procedures	in	the	
future.	For	example:

•	 	an	adult	learner	may	use	the	achievement	of	
QCF	credits	at	level	3	to	support	an	application	
for	admission	to	a	part-time	or	work-based	
qualification	offered	by	a	higher	education	
institution	at	level	4

•	 	learners	may	use	the	achievement	of	QCF	
credits	at	level	3	in	a	specialist	subject	area	
as	evidence	of	achievement	in	addition	to	a	
qualification	that	meets	the	minimum	entry	
requirements	for	admission	to	a	particular	
course	or	department

•	 	learners	may	use	the	achievement	of	QCF	
credits	at	level	4	as	evidence	of	ability	to	
perform	at	degree	level,	alongside	a	level	
3	qualification	that	meets	minimum	entry	
requirements

•	 	learners	may	apply	for	admission	with	advanced	
standing	to	a	particular	degree	or	department,	
based	on	the	achievement	of	QCF	credits	
at	level	4	or	above	that	are	deemed	to	be	
equivalent	to	a	module(s)	of	the	admitting	
higher	education	programme	(see	section	6		
on	credit	transfer).

In	the	immediate	future,	as	the	QCF	continues	to	
grow,	there	will	be	few	examples	of	admissions	to	
higher	education	based	on	credit	achievements,	
rather	than	qualifications.	As	the	framework	
develops,	admissions	staff	will	find	themselves	
dealing	with	increasing	numbers	of	applicants	
wanting	to	use	their	credit	achievements	in	the	
QCF,	in	whole	or	in	part,	to	support	admission.	
Universities	will	need	to	prepare	for	this	
development.	In	particular,	admissions	processes	
need	to	be	reviewed	to	ensure	that	admissions	
staff	are	aware	of	this	possibility,	and	are	able	
to	respond	consistently	and	positively	to	such	
applications	when	they	arise.	

Image	courtesy	of	Wimbledon	College	of	Art,	University	of	the	Arts	London	—	
BA	(Hons)	Fine	Art	degree	show	2008	—	Photograph	by	Alys	Tomlinson
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Widening participation
The	QCF	was	set	up,	in	part,	to	help	widen	
participation.	The	small	steps	of	the	credit	system	
will	make	sure	that	learners	for	whom	access	to	
the	current	system	is	difficult	or	impossible	are	able	
to	achieve	qualifications.	It’ll	also	widen	choices	
for	learners	by	supporting	credit	accumulation	
within	qualifications,	and	credit	transfer	between	
qualifications	and	awarding	organisations.

These	changes	will	take	time	to	feed	through	but,	
if	the	QCF	realises	its	potential,	we	should	see	a	
gradually	changing	cohort	of	learners	progressing	
from	the	QCF	to	higher	education.	Universities	
need	to	be	prepared	for	these	changes.

In	particular,	the	credit-based	nature	of	both	the	
QCF	and	many	higher	education	qualifications	will	
allow	the	gradual	‘interconnection’	of	credit	systems	
between	qualifications	offered	in	the	QCF	and	
higher	education.	Rather	than	‘end-on’	progression	
from	one	NQF	qualification	to	another	in	higher	
education,	the	opportunity	now	exists	to	develop	
more	flexible	and	individualised	arrangements	for	
progression	from	the	QCF	to	higher	education,	
which	enable	credits	to	be	transferred	across	
qualifications	in	the	QCF	and	the	FHEQ.

All	the	evidence	from	individual	cases	suggests	
that	the	development	of	this	flexible	relationship	
between	the	QCF	and	higher	education	qualifications	
will	enable	more	and	different	learners	to	progress	
to	higher	education,	and	achieve	qualifications	that	
realise	their	full	potential.	

Image	courtesy	of	Camberwell	College	of	Arts,	University	of	the	Arts	
London	—	sculpture	studio	2004	—	Photograph	by	Alys	Tomlinson
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Credit transfer within the QCF
The QCF offers the opportunity for learners 
to transfer credit between qualifications 
and awarding organisations. All awarding 
organisations in the QCF accept the credit 
offered by all other QCF awarding organisations. 

The conditions under which credit may be 
transferred between qualifications are set by 
the rules of combination for that qualification. 
If a unit falls within the rules of combination 
for a qualification, then a learner can count 
credit achieved through that unit toward the 
qualification, irrespective of the awarding 
organisation that entered the credit in the 
learner record.

Learners with certificated achievements outside 
the QCF can claim exemption from units in QCF 
qualifications that are of equal value. Exemptions 
can be planned by awarding organisations and 
included in the rules of combination, or requested 
individually by learners.

Learners may also request credit for non-
certificated skills, knowledge or understanding 
that they already possess, to avoid repetition. 
This is called ‘recognition of prior learning’ 
and is the process to follow if learners can 
demonstrate they meet the assessment criteria 
of that particular unit.

Credit transfer between the  
QCF and the FHEQ  
The scope of the QCF is limited to 
qualifications offered outside the degree-
awarding powers of universities and other 
higher education institutions. These higher 
education qualifications are offered within 
the separate FHEQ. Under certain conditions, 
it’s possible to put credits awarded in the QCF 
toward a qualification offered in the FHEQ. 

Although the QCF and the FHEQ are separate 
frameworks, the higher levels of achievement 
in the QCF have been devised to compare 
easily to FHEQ levels (see section 3).

This alignment of levels between the two 
frameworks creates one important pre-
condition for the facility to transfer credits 
between the QCF and the FHEQ. The QCF and 
higher education credit systems also share a 
similar definition of credit.

6 How does credit transfer work?

QCF definition  One	credit	is	awarded	for	those	
learning	outcomes	achievable	in		
10	hours	of	learning

Higher education One	credit	represents
definition	 10	notional	hours	of	learning
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These comparable definitions mean that 
credit can be transferred between the two 
frameworks without potentially complex 
‘conversion calculations’. However, this 
similarity of terms and definitions only 
provides a baseline for building credit  
transfer arrangements. 

There are other differences between the 
QCF and the FHEQ that have an impact on 
how credit transfer operates across the 
frameworks. The most important distinction 
is that, unlike the QCF, the FHEQ is not a 
regulated framework. Universities and higher 
education institutions are independent 
awarding organisations with the statutory 
right to establish their own arrangements for 
the award of qualifications in the FHEQ. 

In this context, any credit transfer arrangement 
between a QCF awarding organisation and a 
higher education institution operating in the 
FHEQ must be a voluntary agreement with 
individual higher education institutions, based  
on mutual trust. 

Many higher education institutions have 
a long commitment to credit systems, and 
are very familiar with the concept of credit 
transfer. So, despite the technical constraints 
on the transfer of credits between the two 
frameworks, examples of credit transfer have 
been developed and continue to expand, based 
on mutual agreements between QCF awarding 
organisations and higher education institutions 
(see below). Both the qualifications regulators 
and the Quality Assurance Agency for 
Higher Education (QAA) are keen to see more 
examples being developed as the number of 
higher-level qualifications accredited in the 
QCF continues to grow. 

The overarching principles and operational 
criteria for a common approach to credit 

The Joint Forum for Higher Levels (JFHL) is a 
discussion forum designed to promote better 
understanding of the relationship between the 
various credit and qualification frameworks in 
the UK, and to encourage lifelong learning and 
its recognition. Its membership comprises key 
organisations in further and higher education, 
including government departments, regulators, 
funding councils and sector representative 
bodies, with QCDA and QAA holding the role of 
joint secretariat.

The JFHL has developed a set of overarching 
credit principles and operational criteria for a 
common approach to credit across further and 
higher education. This is part of a programme 
of work designed to promote a clear 
understanding of how credit is used in both 
further and higher education. 

The overarching credit principles are important 
because they describe the key aspects of 
credit practice in both sectors. They both 
emphasise commonality, including agreed 
approaches in relation to both rigour in quality 
assurance arrangements and flexibility in 
design features. The operational criteria 
outline the ways in which credit practice 
may be carried out in both sectors, again 
emphasising the common approach to credit 
across sectors, within a context where credit 
practice itself may differ in some respects. 

The shared aims of using credit are:

•  to provide a simple and transparent means 
for describing learner achievement to 
further and higher education providers, 
employers and others



17

•  to provide for the consistent application of 
credit across the widest possible range of 
learning contexts and levels

•  to help learners, where possible, by 
maximising opportunities for accumulation 
and/or transfer of credit to support  
lifelong learning.

The overarching principles and operational 
criteria for a common approach to credit can 
be found on page 33.

Testing, trialling and evaluation
The overarching principles and operational 
criteria have been developed to complement 
and support the QCF and the Higher 
education credit framework for England: 
guidance on academic credit arrangements 
in higher education in England (QAA 2008). 
They’ve recently been subject to testing, 
trialling and evaluation. 

To do this, we looked at a range of different 
approaches to developing credit transfer 
arrangements between the QCF and the higher 
education credit framework for England. We 
used the agreed overarching principles and 
operational criteria as the basis on which the 
sectors could work together on credit  
transfer agreements.

Case studies
A number of case studies were examined 
to consider in detail some of the issues in 
transferring credit from further education to 
higher education, with the focus on level 4 and 
above, including postgraduate qualifications 
at level 7. Participants included SSCs, national 
skills academies, lifelong learning networks 
and QCF awarding organisations, as well as 

higher education institutions and further 
education colleges. The kinds of activities 
they undertook included:

•  extensive and in-depth surveys of 
experiences of transferring credit across 
the further education/higher education 
boundary, with particular reference to 
specific operational principles and their 
effectiveness

•  comprehensive mapping of the curriculum, 
credit value and level of professional and 
vocational qualifications in the QCF against 
the total undergraduate and postgraduate 
offer within a particular university faculty

•  testing out the concept of credit equivalence 
through the award of both general and 
specific credit against subject areas not 
directly relevant to the named degree

•  reviewing higher education institutions’ 
procedures for the accreditation of prior 
learning (APL) and establishing tariffs

•  examining issues arising for a consortia of 
higher education institutions in agreeing 
mutual recognition of credit within a 
discipline area and postgraduate level

•  looking at developing a single progression 
route within a specific vocational area across 
the QCF and the higher education institution 

•  looking at different approaches to 
determining credit value and level, 
particularly in a work-based context.
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Examples of different approaches 
to credit transfer 
One of the most significant findings from 
the research was the different approaches 
to the transfer of credit between the QCF 
and higher education qualifications. These 
approaches can be characterised by how much 
a higher education institution is prepared 
to accept at face value the credit awarded 
in the QCF toward its own awards without 
further detailed enquiry, and whether, for 
the purposes of credit transfer, this will be 
regarded as general or specific credit.

For example, where a higher education 
institution had no relationship with an 
awarding organisation, and/or where a higher 
education programme had few optional 
modules, then the higher education institution 
was more likely to look at unit content and 
achievement in some detail before agreeing 
to accept QCF credit. Once this process had 
been carried out, then it was more likely that 
specific credit would be awarded against 
named modules, with regulations also allowing 
the award of some general credit against 
elective or optional modules. 

 
One university business school 
recognised an extended level 4 Diploma 
in management and leadership for entry 
into several undergraduate business 
programmes, for example BA business 
management, BA human resource 
management, BA marketing.

The school awarded a general credit 
entitlement of up to 120 credits, with 
a specific credit entitlement against 
particular modules, providing certain 
QCF units had been studied, for example 
business accounting, learning for business 
success, principles of marketing.

In contrast to this approach, where the higher 
education institution had a long history with 
the awarding organisation, and mutual trust 
and understanding had developed, and/
or where the higher education institution 
programme had a large number of optional 
units, then it was more likely that the higher 
education institution would accept most or 
all QCF credit as general credit in the first 
instance, without a detailed investigation. 

Individual learners were then able to use the 
appropriate amount of general credit within 
the programme, with some QCF credit also 
accepted as specific credit against named 
modules. This approach also establishes 
the principle of equivalence, where credits 
awarded for learning from a different context 
(for example the workplace) or a different 
discipline area are agreed to equate to those 
within a particular subject area. 
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Another university with a health and social 
work modular programme comprising over 
150 modules was prepared to consider, 
through its APL scheme, the award at level 
4 of up to 60 credits against a number of 
QCF units and qualifications in a range 
of subject areas, including management, 
leadership, training, and civil litigation. 
These credits might be general or specific, 
depending on the subject area and the 
match with specific modules.

In both the above examples, the institution 
established a clear tariff on specific credit, 
usually within its existing APL procedures, to 
help future applicants progress once the initial 
credit arrangements had been agreed. In most 
cases, this helped to simplify the admissions 
process for frontline staff.

These different approaches suggest that 
a continuum in relation to credit transfer 
between the QCF and the higher education 
credit framework is emerging. Some higher 
education institutions are prepared to 
recognise all QCF credits as general credit. 
Many higher education institutions are 
prepared to consider the transfer of a 
proportion of that credit as specific credit 
toward named awards through the kinds 
of transparent processes outlined in the 
overarching principles and operational criteria. 
Other higher education institutions need 
further reassurance about things like the 
quality assurance processes of the awarding 
organisation, learning outcomes, unit content 
or curriculum match. 

The ultimate aim is to move toward a position 
where higher education institutions are 
confident enough in QCF credit for it to be 
accepted as general credit, at the same level 
and with the same credit value, and where the 
majority of higher education institutions have 
established a clear tariff for the transfer of a 
proportion of that general credit as specific 
credit in relation to particular named higher 
education modules and awards.
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A	higher	education	institution	can	get	involved	in	
the	QCF	by:

•	 becoming	a	recognised	awarding	organisation

•	 becoming	a	unit-submitting	organisation

•	 	working	with	other	organisations	to	develop	
units	and/or	qualifications.

Becoming a recognised awarding 
organisation
By	becoming	a	recognised	awarding	organisation	
within	the	QCF,	an	institution	is	approved	by	
the	regulators	to	develop	units	and	rules	of	
combination,	and	assess	and	award	credits	and	
qualifications	in	the	framework.

Higher	education	institutions	would	submit	an	
application	to	Ofqual,	which	acts	for	all	three	
regulators	to	recognise	an	organisation.	This	
institution	needs	to	demonstrate	that	it	has	
the	capacity	to	operate	to	the	requirements	set	
out	in	the	Regulatory	arrangements	for	the	QCF	
(Ofqual/08/3726),	which	can	be	found	at		
www.ofqual.gov.uk/121.aspx.	

The	higher	education	institution	would	need	to	
provide	evidence	against	each	of	the	requirements.	
Some	of	this	evidence	(for	example,	about	
accountability	for	quality,	equality	and	diversity,	
and	arrangements	for	assessment)	will	be	very	
similar	to	existing	processes	within	its	degree-
awarding	responsibilities.	Additional	evidence	might	
be	sought,	for	example,	about	the	process	of	unit	
development,	the	determination	of	credit	values	or	
the	independence	of	the	awarding	process.	

This	option	may	be	attractive	to	higher	education	
institutions	that	offer	(or	plan	to	offer)	significant	
provision	outside	the	FHEQ.	This	provision	may	be	
at	a	lower	level	than	the	FHEQ,	or	may	be	offered	
through	a	professional	body	or	chartered	institute	
that	operates	outside	the	higher	education	
framework.	Another	possibility	is	that	a	higher	
education	institution	wants	to	offer	smaller	
qualifications	than	those	recognised	within	the	
FHEQ	(for	example	higher	education	certificates	
with	credit	values	below	60).	The	QCF	would	
enable	such	recognition	as	a	stepping	stone	to		
a	larger	FHEQ	qualification.

In	each	of	the	above	cases,	there	may	be	
funding	or	other	commercial	benefits	to	a	higher	
education	institution	in	gaining	recognition.	This	
recognition	will	be	subject	to	ongoing	scrutiny	
by	the	regulators,	and	the	costs	of	maintaining	
this	recognition	will	need	to	be	weighed	against	
the	potential	benefits.	Each	higher	education	
institution	will	need	to	make	an	assessment	of	
these	costs	and	benefits.

We	don’t	anticipate	that	large	numbers	of	higher	
education	institutions	will	apply	to	be	recognised	
as	an	awarding	organisation	within	the	QCF.

7  How else can higher 
education institutions get 
involved with the QCF?
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Becoming a unit-submitting 
organisation
All	qualifications	in	the	QCF	must	be	built	up	from	
units	in	the	QCF	unit	databank.	A	more	attractive	
proposition	for	a	higher	education	institution	
might	be	to	become	recognised	to	submit	units	
to	the	QCF	unit	databank.	The	unit	databank	is	
currently	located	in	NDAQ.	Units	are	submitted	
to	NDAQ	via	Ofqual’s	web-based	accreditation	
system.	

The	regulatory	requirements	for	recognition	as	
a	unit-submitting	organisation	are	considerably	
less	demanding	than	those	for	an	awarding	
organisation.	These	requirements	are	set	out		
in	the	Regulatory	arrangements	for	the	QCF.		
Any	organisation	that	can	produce	evidence		
to	meet	these	requirements	can	become	
recognised	to	submit	units.

Higher	education	institutions	will	find	that	a	
large	part	of	the	evidence	needed	to	meet	these	
regulatory	requirements	can	be	found	within	their	
existing	quality	processes,	particularly	if	they	
operate	within	a	set	of	validation	arrangements	
linked	explicitly	to	a	credit	system.

Once	recognised,	a	higher	education	institution	
would	be	free	to	place	units	in	the	databank.	
There’s	no	concept	of	‘unit	accreditation’	in	the	
QCF	(in	other	words,	no	scrutiny	of	individual	
units	before	they’re	placed	in	the	databank),	
though	the	regulators	do	sample	units	from	the	
databank	to	check	their	quality,	and	will	monitor	
the	development	processes	of	all	recognised	
organisations	over	time.

Becoming	recognised	to	place	units	in	the	QCF	
unit	databank	may	be	an	attractive	option	for	
higher	education	institutions	wanting	to	influence	
the	content	of	qualifications	offered	outside	
their	degree-awarding	powers,	without	incurring	
the	costs	and	possible	regulatory	constraints	of	
recognition	as	awarding	organisations.

For	example,	a	higher	education	institution	may	
wish	to	develop	units	at	level	3	for	qualifications	
that	are	designed	to	prepare	learners	for	entry	to	
higher	education.	It	may	wish	particular	units	to	
be	offered	through	an	awarding	organisation	(for	
example,	for	a	local	employer)	that	could	also	form	
part	of	a	degree	programme	offered	by	the	higher	
education	institution.	It	may	wish	to	influence	the	
content	of	qualifications	offered	in	partnership	
with	a	professional	body	operating	within	the	QCF.

Again,	we	don’t	anticipate	that	large	numbers	
of	higher	education	institutions	will	seek	
recognition	to	submit	units	to	the	QCF	unit	
databank.	Although	the	regulatory	requirements	
for	unit-submitting	organisations	are	less	time-
consuming	than	for	awarding	organisations,	they	
still	involve	a	regulatory	relationship	between	a	
higher	education	institution	and	the	qualifications	
regulators.	As	before,	higher	education	institutions	
will	need	to	weigh	the	benefits	of	becoming	
recognised	to	submit	units	to	the	QCF	databank	
against	the	potential	additional	costs	of	
recognition	within	a	regulated	framework.	
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Working with other organisations
A	higher	education	institution	could	get	involved	
with	the	QCF	by	building	a	relationship	with	
another	organisation	to	influence	the	structure	
and/or	content	of	units	and	qualifications	in	the	
framework.	Although	this	influence	would	be	less	
direct	than	that	of	a	recognised	organisation	(as	
described	above),	it	wouldn’t	involve	any	formal	
relationship	with	the	qualifications	regulators.	This	
less	formal	approach	may	be	more	appropriate	for	
higher	education	institutions	without	substantial	
provision	outside	their	degree-awarding	structures.

Three	possible	relationships	are	described	below.	
These	are	examples,	rather	than	a	definitive	list,	
and	there	may	be	other	productive	partnerships	
that	a	higher	education	institution	could	develop	
with	organisations	involved	in	the	QCF.	These	
three	examples	would	involve	a	relationship	
between	a	higher	education	institution	and:

•	 an	awarding	organisation

•	 a	professional	body	or	association

•	 an	employer.

Working with awarding 
organisations
Developing	a	relationship	with	a	recognised	QCF	
awarding	organisation	would	enable	a	higher	
education	institution	to	influence	the	structure	
and	content	of	units	and	qualifications	offered		
by	that	awarding	organisation	in	several	ways.		
For	example:

•	 	it	could	develop	units	for	the	QCF	databank	
jointly	with	the	awarding	organisation,	for	use	in	
both	QCF	qualifications	and	in	awards	it	offers

•	 	it	could	reach	formal	agreements	with	an	
awarding	organisation	on	the	recognition	of	
credits	from	QCF	units	or	qualifications	that	
could	count	toward	an	award	it	offers

•	 	it	could	work	with	a	QCF	awarding	organisation	
to	develop	rules	of	combination	that	
encouraged	the	transfer	of	credits	between	a	
qualification	and	an	award	offered	by	the	higher	
education	institution

•	 	the	higher	education	institution	could	work	in	
partnership	with	a	QCF	awarding	organisation	
to	establish	bespoke	packages	across	all	levels	
and	all	types	of	achievement	for	an	employer	or	
group	of	employers.

A	higher	education	institution	might	develop	
these	relationships	with	more	than	one	QCF	
awarding	organisation	to	guarantee	opportunities	
across	the	widest	possible	range	of	subject	or	
sector	areas.
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Working with professional bodies 
or associations
A	number	of	professional	bodies	or	associations	
are	recognised	(or	aim	to	be	recognised)	in	the	QCF.	
Many	of	these	offer	(or	plan	to	offer)	qualifications	
in	the	QCF	at	higher	levels	of	achievement.	Some	
of	the	relationships	described	above	may	also	be	
relevant	to	these	types	of	organisation.	

In	addition,	there	may	be	scope	for	a	higher	
education	institution	and	a	professional	body	to	
work	together	on	the	design	of	a	professional	
qualification	that	meets	the	regulatory	
requirements	for	accreditation	in	the	QCF,	as	
well	as	the	validation	requirements	of	the	higher	
education	institution.	The	qualification	could	then	
form	part	of	a	wider	degree	or	Diploma	programme	
offered	by	the	higher	education	institution.

Learners	may	in	some	cases	want	to	use	credits	
awarded	by	a	higher	education	institution	
toward	a	professional	qualification	offered	by	an	
organisation	recognised	in	the	QCF.	By	working	in	
partnership	with	the	relevant	professional	body,	
a	higher	education	institution	could	establish	a	
formal	agreement	that	enables	credit	transfer.

Finally,	a	professional	body	may	wish	to	offer	
qualifications	both	inside	and	outside	higher	
education.	In	this	case,	a	higher	education	institution	
could	form	a	partnership	with	a	QCF	awarding	
organisation	to	offer	a	single,	quality-assured	
process	of	development	for	qualifications:	
one	that	meets	both	the	requirements	of	the	
professional	body	itself,	and	the	different	
requirements	for	accreditation	in	the	QCF	and	
validation	by	the	higher	education	institution.

Working with employers
The	QCF	offers	employers	the	opportunity	to	
become	recognised	in	the	QCF,	either	as	an	
awarding	organisation	or	a	unit-submitting	
organisation.	A	small	number	of	employers	have	
been	recognised	to	award	qualifications	in	the	
QCF.	Other	employers	are	working	closely	with	
existing	awarding	organisations	to	develop	units	
and/or	qualifications	to	be	offered	within	the	QCF.	

For	example,	a	higher	education	institution	might	
work	in	partnership	with	an	awarding	organisation	
to	offer	an	employer	a	comprehensive	quality	
assurance	framework	that	enabled	its	training	
programmes	to	lead	to	awards	either	in	the	QCF	or	
offered	by	the	higher	education	institution.

Or,	where	a	higher	education	institution	is	
recognised	to	award	qualifications	in	the	QCF,	
it	will	be	in	a	position	to	make	a	similar	offer	to	
an	employer,	independent	of	any	relationship	
with	another	awarding	organisation.	The	higher	
education	institution	will	be	able	to	offer	the	
employer	access	to	awards	in	both	the	QCF		
and	in	higher	education.
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Employers	that	are	recognised	to	award	
qualifications	in	the	QCF	will	still	have	to	meet	the	
same	regulatory	requirements	as	other	awarding	
organisations.	One	of	these	requirements	is	that	
its	assessment	and	quality	assurance	processes	
for	QCF	qualifications	should	be	independent	
of	its	responsibilities	for	delivering	training	
programmes	leading	to	these	qualifications.		
So,	a	higher	education	institution	could	offer	an	
independent	assessment	and	quality	assurance	
process	to	an	employer	that	would	enable	it	to	
meet	this	regulatory	requirement.

In	each	of	the	three	cases	above,	it’s	assumed	
that	a	higher	education	institution	would	be	in	
a	position	to	charge	an	employer	a	commercial	
rate	for	the	delivery	of	these	services,	either	
in	its	own	right	or	in	partnership	with	another	
organisation.	The	opportunity	to	charge	a	third	
party	for	these	services	needs	to	be	considered	by	
higher	education	institutions	in	their	assessment	
of	the	potential	costs	and	benefits	of	becoming	
recognised	to	operate	in	the	QCF.

Case study: University of the 
Arts London as an awarding 
organisation
Background

University	of	the	Arts	London	Awarding	Body	
(UAL	Awarding	Body)	is	owned	by	and	based	in	the	
University	of	the	Arts	London	(UAL).	The	university	
offers	a	range	of	undergraduate	and	postgraduate	
degrees	as	well	as	pre-university/further	education	
provision,	through	six	separate	colleges.	

UAL	was	the	first	higher	education	institution	to	
establish	a	separate	awarding	body	approved	to	
operate	within	the	tests	and	trials	of	the	QCF.	It	
has	recently	received	‘supplementary	recognition	
for	the	QCF’	from	Ofqual.	

In	line	with	the	university’s	aspirations,	UAL	
Awarding	Body	is	a	specialist	awarding	body	
offering	nationally	accredited	qualifications	in		
the	arts	and	design.	The	awarding	body	is	run		
on	a	commercial	basis	and	works	independently	
of	the	university.
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Why create a QCF awarding body?

Initially,	UAL	decided	to	set	up	a	QCF	awarding	body	
to	give	it	greater	input	to	the	content,	assessment	
and	quality	assurance	of	pre-university	education,	
which	would	aid	the	admissions	process.	

Pre-university	education	in	the	arts	is	unusual	
in	that	a	majority	of	students	study	for	a	one-
year	Foundation	Diploma	in	art	and	design	
after	they	complete	A	levels	and	before	they	
make	an	application	to	BA	programmes.	The	
first	qualification	that	UAL	Awarding	Body	
developed	was,	therefore,	a	revised	version	of	the	
Foundation	Diploma.	While	the	new	qualification	
deliberately	built	on	the	success	of	previous	
versions,	it	also	used	some	of	the	flexibilities	of	
the	QCF	to	establish	an	innovative	(and	now	much	
copied)	approach.	For	example,	the	Foundation	
Diploma	programme:

•	 combines	credits	at	both	levels	3	and	4

•	 	has	broad	learning	outcomes	that	support	
varied	approaches	to	teaching,	learning	and	
assessment

•	 encourages	the	recognition	of	prior	learning

•	 	is	one	of	the	few	QCF	qualifications	that	uses	
grading	and	anticipates	future	guidance	from	
QCDA/Ofqual	on	grading	requirements	for	
differentiating	performance.	

Two	cohorts	(around	7,000	students	in	total)	have	
now	been	awarded	the	UAL	Foundation	Diploma,	
and	their	progression	rate	to	higher	education	
programmes	is	very	high	(over	90	per	cent).	
There’s	also	evidence	that	the	further	education	
colleges	value	having	a	leading	institution	involved	
in	the	design	of	qualifications,	with	many	already	
signing	up	to	deliver	the	new	award.

Other advantages and benefits

On	top	of	this	influence,	a	range	of	other	benefits	
for	UAL	should	begin	to	bear	fruit.	

For	example,	UAL,	through	its	awarding	body,	is	
now	able	to	respond	to	requests	from	industry	
and	further	education	to	design	and	award	other	
non-higher	education	qualifications	for	a	range	
of	professional	and	educational	contexts.	For	
example,	it’s	working	with	leading	employers,	
entrepreneurs	and	trade	bodies	within	the	
advertising	sector	to	develop	industry-led	
qualifications	for	copywriters	and	art	directors.		
It	has	also	accredited	occupational	qualifications	
for	those	working	in	the	film	industry,	in	
collaboration	with	Ealing	Studios	and	Skillset.	

All	of	these	programmes	use	the	concepts	of	
credit	accumulation	and	transfer	to	allow	young	
people	and	adults	to	build	achievements,	gradually,	
toward	industry-defined	qualifications.

The	awarding	body	is	also	investigating	how	it	
might	support	non-traditional	routes	into	art	and	
design	programmes	in	higher	education	in	line	
with	its	commitment	to	widen	participation.

And,	not	least,	in	an	increasingly	challenging	
financial	environment,	UAL	Awarding	Body	is		
self-funding,	and	creates	additional	funds	for		
the	university.
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The following qualification frameworks 
operate within the UK:

The Qualifications and Credit  
Framework (QCF) 

A regulated unit- and credit-based 
qualifications system for England, Wales  
and Northern Ireland as explained  
throughout this publication.

The Framework for Higher Education 
Qualifications (FHEQ) 

The Framework for Higher Education 
Qualifications in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland (FHEQ) applies to degrees, diplomas, 
certificates and other academic awards (other 
than honorary degrees and higher doctorates) 
granted by a higher education provider in the 
exercise of its degree-awarding powers. 

www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/FHEQ/
EWNI08/FHEQ08.pdf

Higher education credit framework  
for England

The Higher education credit framework for 
England and its associated guidance builds 
long-standing and well-established practice 
across the UK higher education.

Written by the Credit Issues Development 
Group, it follows from the Burgess Group 
recommendations that guidance on a national 
framework for the use of academics in England 
should be broad, overarching and advisory, 
allowing higher education to adopt and adapt 
elements as appropriate to their needs and 
circumstances. 

www.qaa.ac.uk/england/credit/
creditframework.pdf

The Credit and Qualifications Framework 
for Wales (CQFW) 

The CQFW in Wales is a comprehensive 
framework that incorporates the QCF/NQF and 
FHEQ within it. The CQFW is composed of three 
‘pillars’, or component frameworks. Two of 
these components — the QCF and the FHEQ — 
are shared with England and Northern Ireland 
and the third — Quality Assured Lifelong 
Learning (QALL) — is distinctive to CQFW. QALL 
is designed to bring all learning in Wales, which 
is not already included in the other two pillars, 
into the Framework. The CQFW has 9 levels 
(Entry level plus 8 levels above) where Entry 
level is itself sub-divided into 3 sub-levels: 
Entry 3, Entry 2 and Entry 1. 

www.cqfw.net 

8  How does the QCF relate to 
other frameworks in the UK?

www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/FHEQ/EWNI08/FHEQ08.pdf
www.qaa.ac.uk/england/credit/creditframework.pdf


The Scottish Credit and Qualifications 
Framework (SCQF)

In Scotland, the SCQF was introduced in 
its current form in 2001 as an integrative 
framework to cover all qualifications 
including those awarded by higher education 
institutions. The framework contains 12 levels, 
the first three of which are broadly comparable 
with the Entry levels in the QCF and CQFW. 
It makes full use of learning outcomes, units 
and credits across all types of qualifications 
and learning programmes. Higher education 
qualifications in Scotland are accommodated 
in the Framework for Qualifications of Higher 
Education Institutions in Scotland (FQHEIS), 
which is integrated into the SCQF and has been 
verified as compatible with the Framework 
for Qualifications of the European Higher 
Education Area (the ‘Bologna Framework’).

www.scqf.org.uk

The authorities responsible for the maintenance 
of credit and qualification frameworks in the UK 
and Ireland have produced a guide to compare 
the main qualifications offered in each country, 
Qualifications can cross boundaries — a rough 
guide to comparing qualifications in the UK and 
Ireland. This guide enables comparisons to be 
drawn between qualifications and their levels, 
rather than direct equivalences. The table on 
the following page shows how to compare 
qualifications across national boundaries.
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Credit and Qualification 
Framework forWales
www.cqfw.net

LEVEL

8	 Doctoral	Degrees	

7	 Master’s	Degrees,	
Integrated	Master’s	Degrees,	
Postgraduate	Diplomas,	
Postgraduate	Certificate	in	
Education	(PGCE),	Postgraduate	
Certificates

6	 Bachelor’s	Degrees	with	Honours,	
Bachelor’s	Degrees,	
Professional	Graduate	Certificate	
in	Education	(PGCE),	Graduate	
Diplomas,	
Graduate	Certificates

5	 Foundation	Degrees,	
Diplomas	of	Higher	Education	
(DipHE),	
Higher	National	Diplomas	(HND)	

4	 Higher	National	Certificates	
(HNC),	
Certificates	of	Higher	Education	
(CertHE)

3	 NVQ	Level	3,	
Vocational	Qualifications	Level	3,	
GCE	AS	and	A	Level,	
Welsh	Baccalaureate	Qualification	
Advanced	

2	 NVQ	Level	2,	Vocational	
Qualifications	
Level	2,Welsh	Baccalaureate	
Qualification	Intermediate,	GCSEs	
grade	A*–C	

1	 NVQ	Level	1,	
Vocational	Qualifications	Level	1,	
GCSEs	at	grade	D–G,	
Welsh	Baccalaureate	Qualification	
Foundation	

Entry		 Entry	Level	Certificate	(sub	levels	
Level	 1–3)

Qualifications and Credit 
Framework/National 
Qualifications Framework 
for England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland1

www.ofqual.gov.uk

LEVEL

8	 Vocational	Qualifications	Level	8	

7	 Fellowships,	
NVQ	Level	5,	
Vocational	Qualifications	Level	7	
	
	

6	 Vocational	Qualifications	Level	6	
	
	
	
	

5	 NVQ	Level	4,	
Higher	National	Diplomas,	(HND),	
Higher	National	Certificates	
(HNC),	
Vocational	Qualifications	Level	5

4	 Vocational	Qualifications	Level	4	
	
	

3	 NVQ	Level	3,	
Vocational	Qualifications	Level	3,	
GCE	AS	and	A	Level,	
Advanced	Diplomas	
	

2	 NVQ	Level	2,Vocational	
Qualifications	
Level	2,	GCSEs	at	gradeA*–C,	
ESOL	skills	for	life,	Higher	
Diplomas,	functional	skills	Level	2	
(English,mathematics	&	ICT)

1	 NVQ	Level	1,	Vocational	
Qualifications	Level	1,	GCSEs	
at	grade	D–G,	ESOL	skills	for	
life,	Foundation	Diplomas,	
functional	skills	Level	1	(English,	
mathematics	&	ICT)

Entry		 Entry	Level	Certificates		
Level	 (sub	levels	1–3),	ESOL	skills	for		 	
	 life,	functional	skills,	Entry	Level				
	 (English,	mathematics		&	ICT)

Main stages of education/
employment

	
	
Professional	or	postgraduate	education,	
research	or	employment

	
	

Higher	education	
Advanced	skills	training	
	
	

Entry	to	professional	graduate	
employment	
	
	
	

Specialised	education	and	training	
	

Qualified/Skilled	worker	
Entry	to	higher	education	
Completion	of	secondary	education	
	
	
	

Progression	to	skilled	employment.	
Continuation	of	secondary	education.	
	
	
	
	

Secondary	education	Initial	entry	into	
employment	or	further	education	
	
	
	
	
	

Qualifications	can	be	taken	at	any	age	in	
order	to	continue	or	return	to	education	
or	training

The table shows how you can compare qualifications across national boundaries. Examples of major 
qualifications at each level are provided. For more detail of the qualifications in another country, you  
will need to consult the website given at the head of each column.

1The	Qualifications	and	Credit	Framework	(QCF)	wil	eventually	replace	the	National	Qualifications	Framework	(NQF).
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The Scottish Credit and 
Qualifications 
Framework
www.scqf.org.uk

LEVEL

12	 Professional	Development	
Awards,	Doctoral	Degrees

11	 SVQ	Level	5,	Professional	
Development	Awards,	
Postgraduate	Diplomas,	
Master’s	Degrees,	Integrated	
Master’s	Degrees,	Postgraduate	
Certificates

10	 Bachelor’s	Degrees	with	Honours,	
Professional	Development	
Awards,	Graduate	Diplomas,	
Graduate	Certificates

9	 Bachelor’s/Ordinary	Degrees,	
Professional	Development	
Awards,	SVQ	Level	4,	Graduate	
Diplomas,	Graduate	Certificates

8	 Higher	National	Diplomas,	SVQ	
Level	4,	Professional	Development	
Awards,	Diplomas	of	Higher	
Education	(DipHE)

7	 Professional	Development	
Awards,	Higher	National	
Certificates	(HNC),	Certificates	of	
Higher	Education	(CertHE)	
SVQ	Level	3,	Advanced	Highers

6	 Highers,	SVQ	Level	3,	Professional	
Development	Awards,	National	
Progression	Awards,	National	
Certificates

5	 Intermediate	2,	Credit	Standard	
Grade,	SVQ	2,	National	
Progression	Awards,	National	
Certificates	

4	 Intermediate	1,	General	Standard	
Grade,	Scottish	Vocational	
Qualifications	(SVQ)	1,	National	
Progression	Awards,	National	
Certificates	

3	 Access	3,	Foundation	Standard	
Grades,	National	Progression	
Awards,	National	Certificates

2	 Access	2,	National	Progression	
Awards,	National	Certificates

1	 Access	1

National Framework of 
Qualifications 
for Ireland
www.nfq.ie

LEVEL

10	 Doctoral	Degree,	
Higher	Doctorate

9	 Master’s	Degree,	
Post-graduate	Diploma	
	
	
	

8	 Honours	Bachelor	Degree,	
Higher	Diploma	
	

7	 Ordinary	Bachelor	Degree	
	
	
	

6	 Advanced	Certificate,	
Higher	Certificate	
	
	
	

5	 Level	5	Certificate,	
Leaving	Certificate	
	
	

	

4	 Level	4	Certificate,	
Leaving	Certificate	
	
	

3	 Level	3	Certificate,	
Junior	Certificate	
	
	
	
	

2	 Level	2	Certificate	
	
	

1	 Level	1	Certificate
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Framework for higher 
education qualifications 
in England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland
www.qaa.ac.uk/
academicinfrastructure/fheq

LEVEL

8	 Doctoral	Degrees	

7	 Master’s	Degrees,	
Integrated	Master’s	Degrees,	
Postgraduate	Diplomas,	
Postgraduate	Certificate	in	
Education	(PGCE),		
Postgraduate	Certificates

6	 Bachelor’s	Degrees	with	Honours,	
Bachelor’s	Degrees,		
Professional	Graduate	Certificate	
in	Education	(PGCE),	
Graduate	Diplomas,	
Graduate	Certificates

5	 Foundation	Degrees,	
Diplomas	of	Higher	Education	
(DipHE),	
Higher	National	Diplomas	(HND)	
	

4	 Higher	National	Certificates	
(HNC),	
Certificates	of	Higher	Education	
(CertHE)

	
	

www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/fheq
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The European	Qualifications	Framework	for	
Lifelong	Learning	(EQF)	was	designed	as	a	
translation	device	to	make	qualifications	readable	
across	national	boundaries,	with	the	overriding	
aim	of	creating	a	truly	European	workforce	that	
is	mobile	and	flexible.	It	consists	of	eight	levels,	
defined	through	learning	outcomes	and	described	
in	terms	knowledge,	skills	and	competence.	It	helps	
learners	and	workers	wishing	to	move	between	
countries,	as	well	as	employers	and	educators	
choosing	between	applicants.	

The	EQF	shifts	the	focus	from	input	(lengths	of	
a	learning	experience	or	a	type	of	institution)	to	
what	a	person	holding	a	particular	qualification	
actually	knows	and	is	able	to	do.	The	use	of	
learning	outcomes	is	part	of	a	wider	shift	in	this	
direction	already	underway	in	many	European	
education	and	training	systems.

Shifting	the	focus	to	learning	outcomes:

•	 	supports	a	better	match	between	the	needs	
of	the	labour	market	(for	knowledge,	skills	
and	competences)	and	education	and	training	
provision

•	 	validates	non-formal	and	informal	learning

•	 	helps	the	transfer	and	use	of	qualifications	
across	different	countries,	and	education	and	
training	systems

•	 	recognises	that	Europe’s	education	systems	are	
so	diverse	that	comparisons	based	on	inputs,	
such	as	length	of	study,	are	impracticable.

9  What is the European 
Qualifications Framework  
for Lifelong Learning? 

Image	courtesy	of	Camberwell	College	of	Arts,	University	
of	the	Arts	London	—	Foundation	Degree	show	2005	—	
Photograph	by	Alys	Tomlinson
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The QCF gives young learners and 
adults the opportunity to progress to 
higher education. To make this happen, 
it’s important that the higher education 
sector works closely with all those 
involved in the QCF, making sure that 
credit can be transferred and that QCF 
credit and qualifications are recognised.

How does the QCF relate to  
the EQF?
In	November	2007,	the	UK	government	signed	
up	to	the	EQF	for	Lifelong	Learning.	The	
recommendation	proposes	that	member	states:

•	 	relate	their	national	qualifications	systems	
to	the	EQF	by	2010,	by	referencing	their	
qualification	levels	to	the	levels	of	the	EQF		
in	a	transparent	way

•	 	ensure	that,	by	2012,	all	new	qualification	
certificates,	diplomas	and	other	relevant	
documents	contain	a	clear	reference	to	the	
appropriate	EQF	level.

After	a	year	and	a	half	examining	how	the	QCF	
relates	to	the	EQF,	we’ve	now	completed	the	
referencing	process	and	made	the	results	public	
(at	www.qcda.gov.uk/25207.aspx).	Scotland	and	
Wales	have	also	finished.	We’ll	submit	our	findings	
as	a	single	report	on	the	UK	frameworks	to	the	
European	Commission.	

These	results,	along	with	those	of	other	
member	states,	will	then	be	posted	on	a	
webtool,	allowing	easy	translation	of	national	
frameworks	via	the	EQF.	
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Regulatory	arrangements	for	the	Qualifications	
and	Credit	Framework	(Ofqual/08/3726):	
www.ofqual.gov.uk/121.aspx 

Qualifications	can	cross	boundaries	—	a	rough	
guide	to	comparing	qualifications	in	the	UK		
and	Ireland:		
www.qcda.gov.uk/22197.aspx 

Final	report	on	the	referencing	of	the	Scottish		
Credit	and	Qualifications	Framework	to	the		
European	Qualifications	Framework	for		
Lifelong	Learning	(SCQF	Partnership	2009)	
www.scqf.org.uk/AbouttheFramework/ 
SCQF-to-EQF-Referencing-Project.aspx	

Higher	education	credit	framework	for	England:	
guidance	on	academic	credit	arrangements	in	
higher	education	in	England	(QAA	2008)	
www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/FHEQ/
CIDG08/default.asp

Ireland	EQF	information	
www.nqai.ie/interdev_eqf.html 

National	Database	for	Accredited	Qualifications	
www.accreditedqualifications.org.uk 

Final	report	on	the	referencing	of	the	
Qualifications	and	Credit	Framework	to	
the	European	Qualifications	Framework	
(QCDA/09/4419)	
www.qcda.gov.uk/25207.aspx 

Linking	the	Qualifications	and	Credit	Framework	
levels	to	the	European	Qualifications	Framework	
(Stan	Lester	for	QCA	and	CCEA	2008)		
www.qcda.gov.uk/25213.aspx

Testing	and	trialling	the	overarching	principles	and	
operational	criteria	for	a	common	approach		
to	credit	across	further	and	higher	education	
(LSC	and	NIACE	2009)

www.qcda.gov.uk/8154.aspx

10   Where to get more 
information

Whatever your interest in the QCF, we’ve provided a list of  
tools and resources below that we hope will be helpful.

www.scqf.org.uk/AbouttheFramework/SCQF-to-EQF-Referencing-Project.aspx
www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/FHEQ/CIDG08/default.asp
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Joint Forum for Higher Levels: 
Overarching principles and 
operational criteria for a common 
approach to credit

I. For consistency in the award of credit

Principle 1: Credit is awarded to a learner in 
recognition of the assessed achievement of 
identified sets of learning outcomes.

Operational Criterion 1:
The	award	of	credit	recognises	achievement	
of	the	required	sets	of	learning	outcomes;	
achievement	above	this	threshold	does	not	result	
in	the	award	of	additional	credit.

Operational Criterion 2:
Credits	are	not	graded.

Operational Criterion 3:
Achievement	may	be	described	additionally	
through	the	award	of	marks	or	grades.

Operational Criterion 4:
Learners	should	be	provided	with	a	verified	record	
that	clearly	identifies	the	credits	they	have	been	
awarded.

Principle 2: Credit may only be awarded by 
those bodies and organisations that have 
the formal powers to do so.

Operational Criterion 5:
Organisations	that	award	credit	must	be	able	to	
demonstrate,	by	statute,	charter	and/or	regulatory	
body	approval,	that	they	have	the	formal	power		
to	do	so.

II.  For consistency in the determination  
of credit value

Principle 3: The credit value of qualifications 
and their component units or modules, 
where relevant, is determined with reference 
to consistent and transparent criteria.

Operational Criterion 6:
Credit	value	describes	the	number	of	credits	that	
may	be	awarded	to	a	learner	for	the	successful	
achievement	of	the	identified	learning	outcomes	
of	a	unit,	module	or	qualification.

Operational Criterion 7:
The	credit	value	of	a	unit,	module	or	qualification	
is	determined	against	identifiable	criteria.

Operational Criterion 8:
One	credit	represents	the	achievement	of	those	
learning	outcomes	within	a	unit,	module	or	
qualification	that	a	learner	would	be	expected	to	
achieve	in	10	notional	hours	of	learning.

11     Appendix
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Operational Criterion 9:
Credit	is	awarded	at	a	particular	level.

Operational Criterion 10:
Credit	level	is	determined	by	reference	to	
identified	level	descriptors.

Principle 4: The descriptors of qualifications, 
and of their component units or modules 
where relevant, include a credit value 
determined with reference to consistent and 
transparent criteria.

Operational Criterion 11:
The	description	of	units,	modules	or	qualifications	
includes	their	credit	value.

III. For credit accumulation

Principle 5: Credit can be accumulated 
towards a qualification or award, subject to 
transparent criteria consistently applied.

Operational Criterion 12:
Where	bodies	approved	to	award	credit	and/or	
qualifications	allow	learners	to	accumulate	credit	
towards	a	qualification;	this	must	be	on	the	basis	
of	transparent	criteria	consistently	applied.

IV. For credit transfer

Principle 6: Credit that represents assessed 
achievement relevant to a learner’s 
programme of study, may be transferable 
between qualifications and awards, subject 
to transparent criteria consistently applied 
by the receiving institution.

Operational Criterion 13:
Where	bodies	approved	to	award	credit	and/or	
qualifications	permit	learners	to	transfer	credit;	
this	must	be	on	the	basis	of	transparent	criteria	
that	are	consistently	applied.

For	more	information	on	overarching	principles	
and	assessment	criteria,	visit	www.qcda.gov.uk/
libraryAssets/media/JFHL_printout.pdf

www.qcda.gov.uk/libraryAssets/media/JFHL_printout.pdf
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We	want	our	website	and	publications	to	be	widely	accessible,	so	please		
contact	QCDA	if	we’re	not	meeting	your	needs.	

The	Qualifications	and	Curriculum	Development	Agency	is	the	non-regulatory	part	of	the	
Qualifications	and	Curriculum	Authority,	an	exempted	charity	under	the	Charities	Act	1993.

QCDA	is	developing	the	QCF	with	partners	as	part	of	a	major	reform	of	the	vocational	
qualifications	system.
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