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NQF Support Link Module 1 
Unit 1:

Overview | Section 1 | Section 2 

Overview of Unit 1: The NQF and transformation

Purpose

To introduce the NQF as an instrument of transformation, as well as its vision and broad structures.

The NQF has been designed to be a major vehicle for the challenges of transformation of learning in South Africa. However, it is worth remembering that the NQF is very much a ‘work-in-progress’.
(Seminal text – Module 1: Implementing the NQF, p 20)

It will be extremely important for FET providers to appreciate that, as they struggle to align their institutions to new challenges, the importance of these new FET structures has moved far beyond their historical brief as either the ‘Technical Colleges’ of old or the workplace provider
concerned only with narrow occupation-related skills. They now need to gear up to meet the challenge of addressing workplace learning in learning organisations aware of the intellectual capital they have. The challenge is to provide appropriate qualifications and standards that can address this emerging reality. Indeed, academic learning will be more and more challenged to meet the variety, depth and practicality of what the workplace offers in terms of a human development environment.
(Ibid, p 18)

Outcomes

By the end of this unit, the participant will be able to explain the broad features and structures of the NQF and will show how these relate to one another and to the participant’s own organisation.

Assessment Criteria 

These assessment criteria should guide the activities in Unit 1, but will be referred to in the assessment of the final assignment of Unit 3.

1. The vision and principles of the NQF are related to the participant’s own organisation/work; 

2. The linkage of the participant’s organisation or work to the key structures and institutions of the NQF is illustrated and explained. 

Time
The activities in this unit should take you approximately 9 hours to complete.

Section 1: Vision, values and principles of the NQF 
As you read this section, try to think about what the NQF means to you and your organisation. At the end of the section you will be asked to make initial judgements about the present match between your organisation's values, principles and broad practices and those of the NQF.

What is the NQF? 

One of the problems inherited from the apartheid era is the perception that QUALIFICATIONS from one learning institution are better than those from others. This came about because of discrimination in the provision of education and training. The concept of qualifications based on UNIT STANDARDS was introduced to raise the quality of education and training and to create a level playing field and transparent rules in the recognition of qualifications.

The NQF is a mechanism for registering standards and qualifications. It helps standardise qualifications acxross the board by establishing and monitoring standards for the various sectors, through the NSBs and SBGs.

The NQF was also introduced to close the gap between education and training and to give access to learning to people of all ages. People who might have learned in informal and practical ways also need to have their learning experiences recognised. The NQF makes provision for recognition of this form of learning in what is called RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING (RPL). In the past, some people viewed certain forms of learning as inferior to others. Academic education was seen as superior to practical education. The NQF will unite these two areas in what is known as an integrated approch to
learning. In the modern world, that which is regarded as important and applicable knowledge and skills changes all the time. It is therefore of economic and personal benefit to all to promote a culture of
continued or lifelong learning. The NQF is a vehicle for learning throughout life. 

When and why was the NQF introduced?

Education and training in South Africa has an interesting (and often distressing) history. However, the 1990s brought major changes to the education and training system. This was to the benefit of all the citizens of South Africa. The timeline below shows an abbreviated version of the process that lead to the introduction of the NQF.

Why is the NQF important?

The NQF is a framework of qualifications. It is a way of recording learner achievement and progress. For South Africans to survive in a global economy, it needs a workforce of knowledgeable and skilled individuals who are employable. The workforce must be adaptable and able to change career paths as needed. The NQF provides a way for learners to progress along a road of lifelong learning.

The vision, mission and objectives

The NQF is one part of a larger picture of education and skills transformation that has been developing in the country since 1994. The vision of the Human Resource Development (HRD) Strategy for all persons in the country is ‘A nation at work for a better life for all’, achieved by implementing a mission ‘to maximize the potential of people in South Africa, through the acquisition of knowledge and skills, to work productively and competitively in order to achieve a rising quality of life for all, and to set in place an operational plan, together with the necessary institutional arrangement, to achieve this’. 

In the SAQA Act of 1995, SAQA was given specific responsibilities, including to ensure that certain objectives were achieved. There are five SAQA objectives, namely:

1. To create an integrated national framework for learningachievements; 

2. To facilitate access to and mobility and progression within education, training and career paths; 

3. To enhance the quality of education and training; 

4. To accelerate the redress of past unfair discrimination in education, training and employment opportunities; and, thereby, 

5. To contribute to the full personal development of each learner and the social and economic development of the nation at large. 

NQF Values
The NQF is a framework that allows learners to develop their qualifications and to demonstrate competence. The underlying values of the NQF are essential in this process. Shared values allow people to work together effectively. Organisations flourish when the people in them hold similar values, beliefs and aspirations. Values can be defined in many ways. The Working Group on Values in Education’s report (2000) states that: by values we mean desirable qualities of character, such as honesty,
integrity, tolerance, diligence, responsibility, compassion, altruism, justice
and respect. 

The COBUILD Dictionary defines values as follows:
The values of a person or group are the moral principles and beliefs that they think are important.

Equity, redress and development
Behind the NQF is a commitment to giving all South Africans an opportunity to succeed in a constructive and flexible manner which acknowledges differences in skills, knowledge and personal values.
The intention within the NQF is to ensure that it operates from, and enhances the values of, the South African Constitution.
The values are:

	• Democracy
	• Human dignity (Ubuntu)

	• Social justice and equity
	• Openness

	• Non-racism and non-sexism
	• Accountability (responsibility)

	• Respect
	• The rule of law

	• Equality
	• Reconciliation


While the NQF aligns with these ten values, constant measurement against them is needed because the way values are interpreted and enacted changes, often when leadership does. Leadership drives and shapes the culture of any organisation. The difference between one organisation and another will be seen in the style of leadership and the values espoused by leadership. This means that each organisation
could demonstrate different value systems as a result of different leadership. That is why the governance structures of each organisation are important. These structures keep a check on how the organisation operates and whether the NQF is implemented in line with desired values, agreed outcomes and the criteria for providers.
Consider the value statement of ‘non-racism and non-sexism’. Implicit in this statement is not only that all races should be treated equally and so should both sexes. The NQF goes further than this, for one of its five objectives is that of ‘redress’. This suggests that treating everyone the same might not be enough, as some citizens of our country have been systematically and intentionally disadvantaged by the state in the past. Later in the module we look

The principles of the NQF 

Principles are rules or standards of personal or professional behaviour. They relate closely to values, but are usually more specific. The NQF is guided by twelve principles that were formulated after long debates among STAKEHOLDERs: education system. But the learners, educators, trainers, local communities and
employers are the stakeholders.

Integration: Different systems and approaches to be brought together (e.g. theory and practice, and education and training).
Relevance: Education and training to be relevant to social, economic and political development and to learner needs.
Credibility: The education and training system to have national and international value and acceptance.
Coherence: Areas of learning to be connected together in a framework of learning, which enables learners to move easily from one learning situation to another, building up certificates
and CREDITS as they go.
Flexibility: Different routes or pathways to lead to the same learning ends.
Standards-based: Programmes to be based on nationally and internationally accepted units of learning, which are structured around outcomes, and presented in a nationally agreed framework.
Legitimacy: All national stakeholders to participate in the planning and co-ordination of standards and qualifications.
Accessibility: Prospective learners to be able easily to enter the education and training system at the appropriate level to pursue relevant learning and career pathways.

Articulation: Learners to be able to move between the various parts of the education and training system as they complete each accredited unit.
Progression: Learners to be able to move up and across the different levels of the education and training system, following various routes, and thereby to build up a national qualification.
Portability: Learners to be able to transfer the credits and qualifications gained in one learning situation or institution to another.
RPL: Credit to be given for learning that has already been acquired, e.g. through life experience or non-formal training courses.
Guidance for learners: Learners to be assisted to understand and make decisions about entry into and progression through the education and training system.

Section 2: Overview of NQF structures and institutions 
In order to turn the fine ideals and principles of the NQF into practice it has been necessary to put in place new structures, institutions and practices. Some of the main pieces of legislation that you need to know about are:

· The Constitution (1996) 

· South African Qualifications Authority Act (No. 58 of 1995) 

· Further Education and Training Act (No. 98 of 1998) 

· Skills Development Act (No. 97 of 1998) 

· Skills Development Levies Act (No. 9 of 1999) 

· National Education Policy Act (No. 27 of 1996) 

· Higher Education Act (No. 101 of 1997) 

· Adult Basic Education and Training Act (No. 52 of 2000) 

· Employment Equity Act (No. 55 of 1998) 

These pieces of legislation are all in the Resource Box. This section looks at them very generally. We will look at each of the parts and how it works in Unit 2.
Again, think of your own organisation while working through the section. At the end you will be asked to draw up a flowchart placing your organisation at the centre of these structures and institutions and showing how you relate (or could relate) to them.
Core NQF institutions and their relationships 

Consider this map of SAQA and its linked institutions and then go on to read a somewhat fuller account of the new structures, institutions and practices. 

The levels of the NQF

In order to create the framework for progression and ARTICULATION, one of the first things to be agreed upon in designing the NQF was a system of levels.

The NQF operates on eight levels across three BANDS at present.

· Level 1 incorporates various forms of General Education and Training (GET), and is the first potential exit point. 

· Levels 2 to 4 cover the Further Education and Training Band (FET), whether this involves general, vocational or occupational learning. 

· Levels 5 to 8 cover the Higher Education and Training Band (HET). 

The Higher Education and Training sector have asked that the number of levels be increased to ten. This will allow for each year of the traditional degree or higher diploma programmes to be allocated
a level. At the time of writing (April 2004) it looks likely that this request will be granted by SAQA.
The South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA)

As we saw earlier, SAQA was created as a result of the SAQA Act of 1995 and came into being in 1998. We have also seen that it is committed to some very important values. Its designated tasks are to oversee the implementation of the NQF. Its three core tasks relate to: 

· The setting of standards, 

· QUALITY ASSURANCE, and 

· Managing a national record of credits, standards and qualifications and individual learner records (achievements). 

SAQA is governed by a representative board, with members from public and private providers, labour, business and the professions. It reports to Parliament through the Ministers of Education. It has been
sustained to date by government and substantial donor funding.
Process of review

Being a major innovation, the NQF – and with it SAQA – have been through several processes of review. The structures and functions set out in this module reflect the situation in April 2004. Various changes are being considered, but the central values and principles are not likely to change. 

Structures for SAQA’s three core tasks

Standards setting
In principle, standards are set by SGBs. These are located within the disciplines and occupational clusters of twelve ‘learning fields’ representing different contexts of knowledge and employment. Each of the fields has its own representative NSB. The NSBs put forward unit standards and qualifications for registration by SAQA.
In reality, standards setting has been increasingly supported through SGBs in the different SETAs and by SAQA itself. Thousands of unit standards have been registered by now, but thousands more are in
process.
Essentially, standards setting leads to the creation of unit standards and qualifications. Unit standards specify the outcomes, assessment criteria and other details needed for the recognition of learning in
the small components. Qualifications registered by the NQF consist of unit standards designed according to guidelines laid down by SAQA. These are structured around minimum allocations in areas called FUNDAMENTAL, CORE and ELECTIVE. You might like to look at an example of this kind of qualification on the SAQA website, www.saqa.org.za, for instance National Certificate: Management, NQF level 5, SAQA ID no. 24493.

Some qualifications are not based on unit standards, but on EXIT LEVEL OUTCOMES and assessment criteria. These are not very different from the qualifications based on unit standards. The major difference is that the exit level outcomes cover a broader area of learning outcomes that have to be achieved by the learners. You might like to look at an example on the SAQA website, www.saqa.org.za, for instance Advanced Certificate: Education, NQF level 6 – SAQA ID no. 20473.
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