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This document provides an analysis of the hierarchies present within qualification classification systems

and uses local and international cases to examine how these hierarchies are constructed. The document
is premised on the assertion that at a policy level, skills development requires the ability to analyse the
relationships between the South African education system and the country’s labour market in order
to understand the dynamics of skills supply and demand. One aspect of this process is developing
frameworks to classify educational qualifications in terms of the skills they develop, with hierarchies
forming from low to high skills. However, it is not always clear how successfully a qualification hierarchy
functions in terms of the labour market, nor how it relates to the occupational system hierarchy and the
extent to which these two structures interact with each other. Thus, to deepen the analysis provided
in this document, it would be valuable to read this report in conjunction with a similar report titled
Hierarchies in Occupational Classification Systems in South Africa, which focuses on occupations.

This report discusses the internal logic of qualifications frameworks and their associated hierarchies,
and seeks to answer the following questions:
Firstly, how are qualifications currently classified into high/advanced, medium/intermediate, and
low/elementary skill levels, nationally and internationally?
What is the logic and rationale that frames the construction of the hierarchies?
How are high, medium, and low skills defined within each hierarchy?
Secondly, what are the implications of the hierarchical classification of qualifications in terms of
skills for skills anticipation systems?

This report draws on extensive background work that enabled an investigation of both national
and international understandings of hierarchies and how they are used. To devise an international
perspective on qualification systems, 12 countries were identified to provide insights into different
qualifications frameworks and how qualifications are developed in each country. The range of countries
was selected to try to gain a representative sample from various socio-economic contexts. However,
it is important to note that language constraints meant that only countries with literature available in
English were included. Thus, although attempts were made to include Latin American countries, there
was insufficient literature available in the English language to enable the inclusion of these countries,
except for Mexico.

The countries selected are:

Australia Japan

Bangladesh Mexico

Botswana South Korea

Germany Uganda

Hong Kong (SAR China)’ United Kingdom

India United States of America

1 The Communist Party of China considers Hong Kong to be a special administrative region (SAR) of China, resulting in the term ‘Hong Kong (SAR China).
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A desktop analysis was conducted based on documents available in electronic formats, with searches
for publicly available literature on the 12 identified countries. Literature on the countries’ qualifications
frameworks included grey literature drawn from government reports and websites, as well as reports
from institutions such as the International Labour Organization and the UNESCO-UNEVOC International
Centre for Technical and Vocational Education and Training. Where possible, academic literature was
included but this varied from country to country as more research and reviews were carried out in
certain countries than in others. This analysis is presented in Annexure A.

To understand the hierarchy of qualifications in South Africa, we reviewed four of the country’s
frameworks. First, the National Qualifications Framework, then its three sub-frameworks: the Higher
Education Qualifications Sub-Framework, the Occupational Qualifications Sub-Framework, and the
General and Further Education and Training Qualifications Sub-Framework. Within each framework, we
examined:

The nature of the hierarchy and how the term ‘hierarchy’ was understood and used

The number of levels used to depict the hierarchy

How the levels in the hierarchy are described and what logic informs these levels

The consistencies and differences in the representation of high, medium, and low qualification

levels

How terms such as‘scope of knowledge; ‘knowledge descriptor; and ‘skills descriptor’ are used

An analysis was then conducted across these different background studies that enabled us to
systematically assess the coherence of the construction and use of hierarchies within these systems.
This report presents a synthesis of this analysis.

HIERARCHIES OF QUALIFICATION CLASSIFICATION SYSTEMS IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN EDUCATION SYSTEM AND
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2.1 The National Qualifications Framework

South Africa introduced the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) in 1995 to create a more
egalitarian education system (Allais, 2011). The NQF was designed as a single integrated system for
the “classification, registration, publication and articulation of quality-assured national qualifications”
(South African Government, 2010). The original NQF was conceived of as a hierarchy of eight levels
against which new qualifications would be registered. Policymakers hoped that this framework would
create some degree of equivalence between different qualifications at the same level.

Inherent in the idea of a qualifications framework is a hierarchy of levels of learning, and inherent in
any educational process is a notion of progression from simple to more complex. However, creating a
coherent hierarchy across different disciplines and fields of learning is far from straightforward. The way
in which the framework attempted to form a coherent hierarchy was by developing a series of levels
that marked learning achievement as described by learning outcome statements (Allais, 2011). The idea
was that descriptors for each level would provide a broad indication of the outcomes appropriate for
a qualification at that level (South African Government, 2010). These level descriptors would ensure
coherence across the allocation of qualifications to particular levels, and they would facilitate the
comparability of qualifications nationally and internationally (South African Qualifications Authority
(SAQA), 2015).

There were many problems with the original design of the NQF (Allais, 2007, 2011). Allais (2011) notes
that while the original objectives of the framework were too ambitious, the root of many of the
challenges initsimplementation lay in power struggles between the national departments of education
and the Department of Labour at the time. Combined with a lack of political and financial support
from the departments, these power struggles significantly hampered the NQF’s initial implementation
process. At a practical level, the NQF's unwieldy qualifications and unit standards and the dysfunctional
quality assurance models that emerged also impeded on the framework'’s implementation (Allais, 2011).

In 2008, the original NQF was changed to have ten levels instead of eight and a set of three sub-
frameworks that cover basic education (the General and Further Education and Training Sub-Framework),
higher education (the Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework), and technical education (the
Occupational Qualifications Sub-Framework) (SAQA, 2015). A quality council was created for each sub-
framework, and the power to set standards was moved from the South African Qualifications Authority
(SAQA) to the three new councils (Allais, 2011). In 2009, the responsibility for skills development, along
with the related Quality Council for Trades and Occupations, was moved from the Department of Labour
to the newly created Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) (Allais, 2011).

The rationale behind the construction of the hierarchical structure of the NQF is the use of level
descriptors that identify predictable levels of complexity and knowledge for programmes developed at
each NQF level (Council on Higher Education, 2013). Each of the 10 NQF levels of learning has associated
level descriptors that are underpinned by the notion of ‘applied competence’ The intention is that the
statement of learning achievement and its associated level descriptors provide a broad indication of the
outcomes that are appropriate for a qualification at that level (South African Government, 2010).

These level descriptors aim to ensure coherence in the allocation of qualifications to particular levels and
to facilitate the comparability of qualifications nationally and internationally (SAQA, 2015). To achieve
these aims of coherence and comparability, the level descriptors are intended to provide a basis from
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which more specific descriptors can be developed for certain fields or disciplines, and they are designed
to meet the needs of both academic and occupational qualifications (SAQA, 2015). The level descriptors
are therefore intended to be applicable to learning in a variety of contexts, across all three of the NQF’s
sub-frameworks (SAQA, 2015). SAQA documents indicate that the descriptors are not meant to be
prescriptive but rather that they aim to describe the requisite levels of learning achievement relevant to
qualifications at particular levels of the NQF (SAQA, 2015).

10 categories are used within each level descriptor to outline specific areas of applied competence
(SAQA, 2015):

. Scope of knowledge

. Knowledge literacy

. Method and procedure
. Problem-solving

1

2

3

4

5. Ethics and professional practice

6. Accessing, processing, and managing information
7. Producing and communicating information
8. Context and systems

9. Management of learning

1

0. Accountability

Lotz-Sisitka and Raven (2009) discuss the concept of applied competence that was developed by
the then-National Training Board in 1997 as a core aspect of designing the NQF; they describe it as
“the demonstrated ability to perform a set of tasks with understanding and reflexivity”. This definition
involves three interconnected types of competence: practical, foundational, and reflexive (Lotz-Sisitka
& Raven, 2009).

O Practical competence is the ability to review a range of possible actions in an authentic context, to
decide on an appropriate action to follow, and to perform the chosen action (Lotz-Sisitka & Raven,
2009; SAQA, 2012).

o Foundational competence refers to the ability to understand the knowledge and thinking that
underpins the action that is taken.

O Reflexive competence is the ability to connect decision-making to an underlying understanding in
order to be able to adapt to change or unforeseen circumstances (Lotz-Sisitka & Raven, 2009).

SAQA simplifies reflexive competence as a means of incorporating learner autonomy into the
assessment of applied competence.

The inclusion of reflexive competence in the NQF differentiates it from many other qualifications
frameworks and suggests the need for a process of ‘conscientisation’among learners—to enable them
to apply the knowledge and skills they have gained from engaging in education to the contexts of social
change in post-apartheid South Africa (Raven, 2005). Similarly, Schudel et al. (2008) note that applied
competence involves “the combination and integration of practical (skills), and foundational (content
knowledge) and reflexive (ability to reflect and change) competence”.
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As an example, the descriptors for applied competence in terms of the scope of knowledge category
are shown in Table 1 below.

TABLE 1: NQF level descriptors for scope of knowledge applied competence

THE SCOPE OF KNOWLEDGE IN WHICH A LEARNER IS ABLE TO

DQHLENEL ‘ DEMONSTRATE

A general knowledge of one or more areas or fields of study, in addition to the
NQF Level 1

fundamental areas of study.

A basic operational knowledge of one or more areas or fields of study, in addition to the
NQF Level 2

fundamental areas of study.
NQF Level 3 A basic understanding of the key concepts and knowledge of one or more fields or

disciplines, in addition to the fundamental areas of study.

A fundamental knowledge base of the most important areas of one or more fields
NQF Level 4 or disciplines, in addition to the fundamental areas of study; and a fundamental

understanding of the key terms, rules, concepts, established principles, and theories in
one or more fields or disciplines.

An informed understanding of the core areas of one or more fields, disciplines, or
NQF Level 5 practices; and an informed understanding of the key terms, concepts, facts, general
principles, rules, and theories of that field, discipline, or practice.

Detailed knowledge of the main areas of one or more fields, disciplines, or practices,
including an understanding of and the ability to apply the key terms, concepts, facts,

NQF Level 6 principles, rules, and theories of that field, discipline, or practice to unfamiliar but relevant
contexts; and knowledge of one or more areas of specialisation and how that knowledge
relates to other fields, disciplines, or practices.

Integrated knowledge of the central areas of one or more fields, disciplines, or practices,
including an understanding of and the ability to apply and evaluate the key terms,

NQF Level 7 concepts, facts, principles, rules, and theories of that field, discipline, or practice; and
detailed knowledge of one or more areas of specialisation and how that knowledge
relates to other fields, disciplines, or practices.

Knowledge of and engagement in an area at the forefront of a field, discipline, or practice;
an understanding of the theories, research methodologies, methods, and techniques

ORI relevant to that field, discipline, or practice; and an understanding of how to apply such
knowledge in a particular context.
NQF Level 9 Specialist knowledge to enable engagement with and critique of current research or

practices; and advanced scholarship or research in a particular field, discipline, or practice.

Expertise and critical knowledge in an area at the forefront of a field, discipline, or
NQF Level 10 practice; and the ability to conceptualise new research initiatives and to create new
knowledge or practice.

Therelationship between applied competence and skill is not clearly articulated in the NQF. Broadly, each
of the applied competencies included at each level of the NQF requires a different mix of knowledge and
skills. Some interpretations of applied competence make this explicit, stating that applied competence
is a learner’s ability to move beyond simply knowing about an issue to applying their knowledge and
skills to different issues in varying contexts (Schudel et al., 2008).

Occupational frameworks in South Africa are founded on the 2008 version of the International Labour
Organization’s International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08). In contrast to the political

HIERARCHIES OF QUALIFICATION CLASSIFICATION SYSTEMS IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN EDUCATION SYSTEM AND
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economy perspective on skill underlying these ISCO-08-based occupational frameworks, the NQF
conception of skill aligns with Bryson’s (2017) framing of a learning theory perspective, underpinned
by the disciplines of psychology and education. This perspective views skill as an individual attribute or
competency, as the product or output of a learning process, as an independent variable, and as being
located within a person rather than a job or occupation (Bryson, 2017). A learning theory perspective on
skill makes sense in the context of a qualifications framework that maps progression from elementary
to advanced qualifications.

The basis of the NQF in the concept of applied competence, which includes but transcends notions of
skills and skill levels, means that mapping NQF levels into categories of low, medium, and high skill is
not necessarily simple. However, an increasing degree of applied competence does imply an increase in

skill level, and there appears to be some agreement around classifying skill levels in this hierarchy based
on the three NQF bands—general education and training, further education and training, and higher
education and training.

Kraak (2008), for example, suggests that general education and training, which comprises Grades 1-9
of compulsory education and equates to NQF Level 1, should be considered as entry-level skills. They
propose that university education (from a bachelor’s degree to a doctorate) or its equivalent, which
equated to NQF Levels 6-8 at the time, should be considered as high-level skills. The remaining NQF
Levels 2-5 in between would then be considered as intermediate-level skills, corresponding to the
further education and training band and to the first level of the higher education and training band
(Kraak, 2008).

Reddy et al. (2016) suggest a different classification, with no formal schooling equating NQF Levels 1-3
and being classified as low skills, NQF Levels 4-5 as intermediate skills, and NQF Levels 6-10 as high
skills. The DHET uses the latter classification in its 2019 report on skills supply and demand in South
Africa (DHET, 2019). However, the 2022 DHET report classifies skill levels in terms of occupations rather
than qualifications (DHET, 2022).

2.2 The Higher Education Qualifications
Sub-Framework

The Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework (HEQSF) falls under the Council on Higher
Education (CHE) and provides the basis for integrating all higher education qualifications into the NQF.
The HEQSF aims to support standard development, quality assurance, and improved coherence within
the higher education system (South African Government, 2014). Higher education qualifications occupy
levels 5 to 10 of the NQF.

The HEQSF was created with the notion of 'nested’ qualifications: a set of 11 qualification ‘types, each
defined according to levels, credits, and pathways to and from the qualification type compared to other
qualification types. The nesting notion is that qualifications can be specified within these broad types, at
increasing levels of specificity. These types of qualifications are the substantive basis for the hierarchical
arrangement of qualifications.
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The HEQSF includes the following qualification types:

Undergraduate

Higher certificate: NQF Level 5

Advanced certificate: NQF Level 6

Diploma: NQF Level 6 (240 or 360)

Advanced diploma: NQF Level 7

Bachelor’s degree (general and education): NQF Level 7

O O O O 0 O

Bachelor’s degree (professional): NQF Level 8

Postgraduate

Postgraduate diploma: NQF Level 8
Bachelor honours degree: NQF Level 8
Master’s degree: NQF Level 9

Professional master’s degree: NQF Level 9
Doctoral degree: NQF Level 10
Professional doctorate: NQF Level 10

O O O O 0 O

The most basic differentiation between these qualification types is the volume and complexity of
learning involved in achieving them.

The South African Government (2014) specifies that the volume of learning required for a specific
qualification is quantified in terms of the number of credits, which are defined as notional hours of
full-time study required for achieving that qualification. The credit system is based on an estimation
of ten notional study hours as equivalent to one credit. Notional study hours include all learning
activities engaged in by a student, including in-person classes, self-study, work-integrated learning,
assignments, projects, and examinations. Generally, qualifications at the levels of certificates,
diplomas, bachelor’s degrees, and bachelor honours degrees require a minimum credit load of 120
credits per academic year, while master’s and doctoral degrees require 180 credits per academic year
(South African Government, 2014).

The complexity of learning is seen as a function of the increasing relative cognitive difficulty of credits as
progress is made towards higher levels of qualification (South African Government, 2014). The increasing
complexity is also described within the NQF level descriptors, which attempt to capture progressively
challenging requirements for each of the 10 applied competencies in the framework as the level of
qualification advances (SAQA, 2015).

The HEQSF provides a descriptive outline of each qualification type but does not go into extensive
detail about the specific capabilities or competencies—as suggested in the NQF level descriptors—that
are required to attain particular qualifications.

Marock (2011) interviewed several experts in higher education who made it clear that it is the types of
qualifications outlined in the Higher Education Qualifications Framework (HEQF), such as a Bachelor of
Arts degree, a Bachelor of Science degree, a postgraduate diploma, an honours degree, and a master’s
degree, that signal to the public and specifically to the labour market what to expect.

As a sub-framework of the NQF, the HEQSF is also underpinned by a learning theory perspective on
skill (Bryson, 2017). The increasing capability of individuals to demonstrate their knowledge and skills

HIERARCHIES OF QUALIFICATION CLASSIFICATION SYSTEMS IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN EDUCATION SYSTEM AND
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in specific fields of study is assumed as the basis for the hierarchical structure of the framework. In
contrast to the NQF, the HEQSF uses the idea of applied competence as a separate concept to skills
and knowledge. In the HEQSF, knowledge, skills, and applied competence are used to describe the
spectrum between the contextual (workplace) and the conceptual (learning institution) bases of
specific qualifications (CHE, 2013). The HEQF identifies three broad qualification ‘pathways’ that reflect
the contextual-conceptual spectrum: vocational, professional, and general.

The CHE (2013) suggests that the proportional emphasis on knowledge, skills, and applied competence
in each of these qualification pathways provides a useful way of mapping qualifications at NQF Levels
5-10. In practice, vocationally oriented qualifications, primarily at NQF Levels 5-7, appear to have a
greater emphasis on applied competence than the higher levels of the framework. Based on the CHE’s

guidance on qualification standards, it seems that an increasing emphasis on skill and knowledge
underpin the higher levels of the HEQSF, meaning that the conceptual elements of particular fields of
study become more important than the contextual elements at NQF Levels 8-10 (CHE, 2013).

It is somewhat unclear how the use of applied competence as a guide for distinguishing between
qualifications pathways in the HEQSF relates to the various categories of applied competence and their
associated elements (foundational, practical, and reflexive) in the NQF. A clear definitional distinction or
clarification needs to be developed in terms of the various ways that the term ‘applied competence’is
used across the NQF and its sub-frameworks.

2.3 The Occupational Qualifications Sub-Framework

The Occupational Qualifications Sub-Framework (OQSF) was created to organise occupationally
focused qualifications and to consolidate the South African vocational education and training system
within the context of the NQF. The quality council responsible for the OQSF is the Quality Council for
Trades and Occupations (QCTO). The OQSF was designed with a different logic to the HEQF—instead of
qualification types, it simply took the levels on the framework. The idea was that different qualifications
would be allocated to different levels, but they are all referred to as occupational certificates. The past
tense is used here, as the system is somewhat in flux, both concerning the notion of ‘qualifications’and
the number of levels that the sub-framework includes.

‘Qualification types’ have now been introduced to the OQSF to create better alignment with the HEQF
and to improve clarity for users (learners, education institutions, and employers), since simply referring
to all qualifications as ‘occupational qualifications’ proved confusing. Also, allocating qualifications to a
level on the NQF did not provide a meaningful basis of communicating with users. In other words, each
NQF level now has a differently named qualification.

The OQSF officially operates between NQF Levels 1-8, although the demand for occupational
qualifications is greatest at NQF Levels 1-6. The revised Occupational Qualification Skills Framework
Policy of 2020 has introduced the following qualifications types:

O General Occupational Certificate: NQF Level 1

O Elementary Occupational Certificate: NQF Level 2

O Intermediate Occupational Certificate: NQF Level 3

O National Occupational Certificate: NQF Level 4

THE CLASSIFICATION OF QUALIFICATIONS IN TERMS OF HIGH, MEDIUM, AND LOW SKILLS 17



Higher Occupational Certificate: NQF Level 5
Occupational Diploma: NQF Level 6
Advanced Occupational Diploma: NQF Level 7

O O O O

Specialised Occupational Diploma: NQF Level 8

Occupational qualifications and part-qualifications are described as ‘competency based’ They
are intended to prepare learners for specific occupations, trades, and professions (South African
Government, 2020). An occupational qualification is a registered national qualification with a
minimum of 120 credits required for its completion. Occupational qualifications originally consisted
of three components, namely a knowledge component, a practical component, and a workplace-
based component. This structure has recently been changed to a knowledge component and an
application component. Additionally, these qualifications are required to include a focus on soft skills,
comprising at least 5% of the total training required (South African Government, 2020).

The QCTO is also responsible for four kinds of qualifications on the OQSF that were registered pre-2009.
The quality council has begun the process of fast-tracking the realignment of these four qualifications
into occupational qualifications. The legacy qualification types are:

Unit standard-based qualifications

Non-unit standard-based qualifications that are outcomes-based

Provider-based qualifications linked to specific providers

A national certificate (N4-N6 on the National Accredited Technical Education Diploma (NATED)
programme) and a national diploma offered by technical and vocational education and training
(TVET) colleges and private colleges

HwnN =

The OQSF is intended to provide a structure for designing, assessing, and delivering learning that is
responsive to the demands of the workplace. It attempts to operationalise the level descriptors from a
world-of-work perspective that refers to ‘field, discipline, or practice’ ‘Practice’in this sense is linked to
what individuals do when they perform in an occupational or professional context.

When developing new occupational qualifications, the OQSF uses a levels, activities, roles, and focus
(LARF) tool to identify the appropriate NQF level of the qualification (OQSF, 2014). This tool is intended
to provide a contextual interpretation of the NQF level descriptors. A core element of the LARF tool is
the concept of “time span of discretion” based on the work of Elliot Jaque (1964). Essentially, the time
span of discretion is an estimation of the level of complexity of each role within an organisation, based
on the length of time it takes to achieve competence in performing a particular function. The OQSF
adapts this concept alongside descriptors of tasks, roles, and workplace focuses to assign a qualification
to a particular NQF level (OQSF, 2014).

TABLE 2: Summary of the OQSF LARF tool

Time
TYPICAL ACTIVITIES WORKPLACE FOCUS span of
discretion
Envision future scenarios: Visionar The future shape of
10 Conceptualise and introduce new y organisation, industry, 10-15 years
. leadership )
practices and knowledge profession
setand implement .f,trategles: . Leadership The business landscape
9 Plan and secure capital—financial, o ) 5-10years
. . and direction | or profession
intellectual, social, human

18 HIERARCHIES OF QUALIFICATION CLASSIFICATION SYSTEMS IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN EDUCATION SYSTEM AND
LABOUR MARKET: CLASSIFICATION OF QUALIFICATIONS IN TERMS OF HIGH, MEDIUM, AND LOW SKILL LEVELS




Time

LEVEL TYPICAL ACTIVITIES ROLE WORKPLACE FOCUS span of
discretion
Manage or design systems:

8 Manage stakeholder expectations | Resource Policy, resource 325 vears
and roles, advocacy, corporate management | allocation y
citizenship, synergy
Manage or design processes:

Negotiate contractual terms and Changed

7 got g New technology, system | 1-3 years
conditions, HR, procurement, practices
finance
Develop and implement changes: | Optimisation:

Collect, evaluate, and build a case | Respond to Improvements:

6 based on a variety of types of data | changing Operational 6-12 months
or information, legal and ethical external and performance and risks
considerations internal needs

Stability and
Maintain efficiencies: consistency:
5 Plan and implement project Coordinate Systems 3-6 months
processes and operations the supply of
resources
Process
Set up processes and solve process | management:
problems: Ensure
Interpret work instruction, smooth
. Process data:
schedule, organise resources for workflow :

4 . . Work or service-related | 1-3 months
the team, perform a technical task, | according
. . . data, cost
install, assemble, repair, provide to schedule,
services, attend to clients’ needs, quality
ensure progress and completion standards, and

safety
Adjust, maintain, and oversee:
Plan work process, allocate tasks, Procedures:
monitor progress or work, use Complete the .

3 ror progres piete Productivity 1 week
equipment and instrument, task within the
contribute to team efforts and required time
objectives

Operations: . .
. o Equipment, machinery
Monitor, support: Maintain . o
. ) (semi- automatic, single
2 Perform repetitive work where operations ) 1 day
) o ) . purpose), instruments,
some discretion is required through minor -
. materials)
adjustments
Perform elementary tasks, identif .
y y Task: Machines, tools:
and remove waste, sequence . . . Lessthana

1 . Comply with Basic tools, materials,

task components, and provide day
. rules waste
feedback to supervisor

The OQSF policy includes an understanding of skill in the context of the development of occupational
standards. These standards are “statements of work performance that reflect the ability to successfully
execute the functions and apply the required knowledge, skills and understanding in an occupation”
(South African Government, 2021).
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The OQSF does not appear to have a specific definition or understanding of skill as a concept, and
the framework’s qualification levels only explicitly discuss skills at levels 6 and 7, with lower-level
qualifications discussing knowledge, knowledge/theory, application, and competence (South African
Government, 2021). At levels 6 and 7 of the OQSF, skill is understood as something within a person,
in line with the ‘learning theory’ perspective on skills outlined by Bryson (2017), and the qualifications
at these levels discuss developing learners who can apply their knowledge and skills in the workplace
(South African Government, 2021). This understanding of knowledge and skill aligns with Schudel et al’s
(2008) discussion of applied competence, as enabling students “to move beyond purely knowing about
and issue, to having the competence to apply their knowledge and skills to different issues in different
contexts”.

Since the OQSF levels are designed to be equivalent to NQF levels, it is possible to assume that an
NQF approach to skill also informs the OQSF. However, as noted previously, the NQF also does not
clearly define skill (SAQA, 2012), and there is no clear construction of the OQSF in terms of skill levels
per se. Generally, the logic informing the hierarchy of levels in the OQSF is based on the increasing
complexity and degree of conceptual knowledge required to perform the functions and tasks in a
specific occupation (South African Government, 2021).

2.4 The General and Further Education and Training
Qualifications Sub-Framework

The General and Further Education and Training Qualifications Sub-Framework (GFETQSF) consists of
qualifications at NQF Levels 1-4.‘General education’includes all educational programmes leading to a
qualification at level 1 of the NQF, while ‘further education and training’ includes programmes leading
to qualifications at levels 2-4. This sub-framework is overseen by the Umalusi Council for Quality
Assurance in General and Further Education and Training (Umalusi), which was constituted by the NQF
Act 67 of 2008, as amended in the General and Further Education and Training Quality Assurance Act
of 2008.

The framework includes four qualification types, within which more specific variants of qualifications
are nested (see Table 3 below for more details) (South African Government, 2013):

O General Certificate: NQF Level 1

O Elementary Certificate: NQF Level 2

O Intermediate Certificate: NQF Level 3

O National Certificate: NQF Level 4

These four qualification types are expected to be sufficient to accommodate a diverse range of
educational needs at the lower levels of the NQF (South African Government, 2013). Instead of a large
number of actual and potential variants, the GFETQSF consists of a small number of qualifications that
are designed differently for learners of different age groups. Level 1 consists of general education up to
Grade 9, or a minimum of 120 credits for adult basic education and training (Umalusi, 2014). The goal
of general education is the development of literacy and numeracy, along with a general understanding
of important knowledge areas, including languages, mathematics, natural and social sciences, arts and
culture, life orientation, economic and management sciences, and technology (Umalusi, 2014).
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Following the completion of a General Certificate, learners may continue with either a general or
vocational educational pathway at higher levels of the framework. There are general academic
qualifications for schooling, vocational qualifications for TVET colleges, and adult qualifications
addressing the basic literacy and general education needs of adult learners. The Department of Basic
Education is responsible for the provision of all academic qualifications offered in schools and technical
schools, while the DHET takes responsibility for the provision of all vocational qualifications offered in
TVET colleges as well as qualifications offered for adults in community education and training colleges.
The GFETQSF’s qualifications are either general or vocational in nature but are not occupational. The
vocational qualifications included in the framework provide access to occupational qualifications from

level 5 of the NQF, but they are not classified as occupational in themselves (Umalusi, 2014).

Vocational subjects fall under the National Certificate (Vocational). The qualifications have discipline-
(subject-) based curricula. Umalusi uses the notion of ‘foundational’ learning, which entails proficiency
in one or more languages and some form of mathematics or quantitative literacy; this is compulsory
for all vocational qualifications. The GFETQSF does not allow for part-qualifications, with the exception
of certain inherited N1-N3 certificates from the apartheid-era NATED programme. An N3 certificate is
regarded as a part-qualification at NQF Level 4. Table 3 shows the range of qualification types on the
GFETQSF.

TABLE 3: GFETQSF qualifications and corresponding NQF levels

NQF LEVEL QUALIFICATION TYPES AND VARIANTS

Academic Vocational Adult learning
Level 4 National Certificate
National Amended National National Senior National
Designated | Senior Senior Certificate Certificate for Certificate
variants Certificate Certificate (Vocational) Adults (NASCA) (Vocational) for
(NSC) (ASC) (NC(V)) Level 4 Adults (NAC(V)A)?
Level 3 Intermediate Certificate
Designated . . .
i NSC Grade 11 NC(V) Level 3 Intermediate Certificate of Education
variants
Level 2 Elementary Certificate
Designated . .
. NSC Grade 10 NC(V) Level 2 Elementary Certificate of Education
variants
Level 1 General Certificate
General Education | General Education
and Training and Training
Designated . . Certificate: Adult Certificate for
variants General Certificate of Education (GCE) (Grade 9) Basic Education Adults (GETCA)
and Training
(GETC: ABET)

2 There are currently no existing NAC(V)A qualifications, but this qualification type is included in the framework in anticipation of the future development of a level

4 vocational qualification for adults (South African Government, 2014).
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The NQF Act (67/2008) indicates that these four qualification types operate as a broad framework to
regulate teaching, learning, and assessment at various levels (South African Government, 2013).

The generic competencies outlined within the NQF level descriptors are used to provide a generic
specification of the type of qualification in the GFETQSF as well as the hierarchical nature of these
qualifications. Individual qualifications are required to meet these generic competencies in order to be
approved at a specific level (South African Government, 2013).

As with the other two sub-frameworks, in addition to the increasing complexity of knowledge required,
the volume of learning that is needed to achieve qualifications at these levels is also measured using
the credit system. Despite this requirement regarding notional study hours, policy documents indicate
that attaining the expected learning is established by assessing learning outcomes, and that the credit
rating is independent of the mode of delivery of learning (South African Government, 2013).

Skill is not explicitly defined in the GFETSQF, and it is used in different ways in the descriptions of various
levels and types of qualifications. Overall, the framework appears to use a similar notion of skill as the
HEQSF—with knowledge, skills, and applied competence understood as separate concepts. In the
description of general education qualifications, completion of the National Senior Certificate aims to
provide an opportunity for learners to focus on “specific skills and knowledge in a smaller number of
academically oriented subjects” (Umalusi, 2014).

In contrast, the description of the National Certificate (Vocational) at NQF Level 4 enables “students to
acquire the necessary knowledge, practical skills, and applied competence and understanding required
foremploymentin a particular occupation”(Umalusi, 2014). There is an implicit difference in the way that
skills are discussed between the general and vocational qualifications. The qualifier ‘practical’ prefaces
the word ‘skills’ in the description of the vocational certificate as a means of differentiating between
the types of skills that are learnt in the different qualifications. This addition suggests that skills in the
general certificate may be considered to be more conceptual or cognitive. It is also interesting that the
concept of applied competence is only included in the description of the vocational qualification, when
the NQF levels themselves are defined on the basis of various applied competencies (South African
Government, 2021). This suggests that there is a need for a coherent definition and usage of applied
competence/competencies, skills, and knowledge across the three sub-frameworks.

Given the unclear definition and use of the concept of skills in the GFETQSF, it is equally unclear whether
or not the hierarchical logic of the framework is skills-based. Broadly, the framework progresses from a
general level of knowledge at the lower levels to more specifically focused subject areas at the higher
levels. The logic underlying the hierarchy therefore appears to be based on both a progression from a
general to a specific focus of study, and on an increasing complexity of knowledge, skills, (and in the
vocational qualifications) applied competence.
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3.1 The Use of Level Descriptors

While levels are introduced to facilitate comparison and to justify the allocation of qualifications to
varying points in hierarchical systems, there are many different categories of descriptors across different
countries. We have already seen 10 level descriptors in the South African system. In Tunisia, there are six
types. The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) contains three types of specification: knowledge,
skill, and competence. In Scotland, there are five ‘characteristic generic outcomes, which must be
elaborated for each level (except level 1), while Malaysia has eight ‘domains’ of descriptors. Figure 1
below provides a selection of examples from different countries.

FIGURE 1: Some extracts from different countries’ level descriptors

© &

SIXTYPES OF DESCRIPTORS FIVE CHARACTERISTIC EIGHT DOMAINS IN
INTUNISIA: GENERIC OUTCOMES IN MALAYSIA:
SCOTLAND:

Complexity

Autonomy Knowledge and Knowledge Practical skills

Responsibility understanding Social skills and

Adaptability Practice (applied knowledge responsibilities

Knowledge and understanding) Values, attitudes,

Know-how Generic cognitive skills and professionalism

Behaviour Communication, ICT and Communication, leadership,
numeracy skills and team skills Problem-
Autonomy, accountability, solving and scientific skills
and working with others Information management

) and lifelong learning
skills Managerial and
entrepreneurial skills

TEN INDICATORS
OF PROFESSIONAL
PERFORMANCE IN RUSSIA:

Working with information
Reflection

Ability to learn CONCISE AND DETAILED DESCRIPTORS
Business communication IN LITHUANIA:
Responsibility
Motivation
Setting up goals
Independence

Levels are defined not only by competencies but also by types of
Ability to teach activities. There are two kinds of level descriptors: concise, and
detailed/comprehensive. The former provide a brief description
of qualification levels for general information purposes and
include characteristics of activities, content and acquisition of
qualification, and opportunities for further learning.

Breadth of views

Detailed descriptors, on the other hand, are for the usage of
different experts (designers of vocational education and training
curricula, experts involved in the assessment of competencies
and awarding of qualifications, experts responsible for the
recognition of qualifications acquired abroad, and so on).

Levels are described comprehensively, with detailed indicative
characteristics, and are based on two parameters, each of which
contains three criteria.

Source: Allais, 2014

In some countries, disciplinary specialisation is seen as crucial for the classification of a qualification
at higher levels in the relevant frameworks, while other countries specify a greater need for inter-
disciplinary knowledge at higher levels. Furthermore, high levels of responsibility or autonomy do
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not necessarily require or imply high levels of knowledge, and vice versa. Leadership and team skills
or communication skills may not be required at all for some people working at extremely high levels
of knowledge specialisation. Even if some degree of these skills may be required, it does not follow
that each type of skill, competence, and ability must be developed to the same level. For example,
a theoretical physicist working at the most advanced levels of their discipline may not need level 10
communication or team working skills, even though some communication ability will be very handy
for them.

This seems to confirm the argument by Markowitsch and Luomi-Messerer (2008) that there is simply
no coherent theory that enables the development of such descriptors. Even within Europe, where years
of bureaucratic processes have attempted to align qualifications, Méhaut and Winch (2011) discuss
substantial differences across countries in the understanding of words such as ‘knowledge; ‘skill, and
‘competence; which are the three categories that are defined for each of the levels of the EQF. In other
words, simply saying in order to be placed at a particular level on a framework, a qualification must
ensure that a learner has “[kInowledge of facts, principles, processes and general concepts in a field of

work or study”, or that they have “a range of cognitive and practical skills required to accomplish tasks
and to solve problems by applying basic tools, methods, materials and information” (Brockmann et al.,
2011, p. 7) does not make allocating qualifications to levels a straightforward decision.

Reaching agreement on what the level descriptors should look like is challenging. It is more difficult still
to ensure that everyone interprets these descriptors in the same way. Analyses of the development of
these descriptors (for example, Hart, 2009; Markowitsch & Luomi-Messerer, 2008) show that there are
huge differences in interpretation. This could explain why the Lithuanian descriptors have both ‘concise’
and ‘detailed’ versions. What is particularly notable in this case is that the Lithuanian descriptors are
highly complex yet they are supposed to be generically applied across fields and knowledge areas.

There are many countries that have similar-looking level descriptors because they have been designed
using the EQF as a basis. Turkiye, for example, has adopted European descriptors. Bangladeshi level
descriptors also drew on the EQF, but with some changes—they are based on ‘knowledge, skill, and
responsibility;, and are linked to very broad ‘classes’ of jobs. In short, the existence of the EQF may lead
to level descriptors looking more similar internationally. Another reason for some commonalities across
countries is that level descriptors are frequently designed by consultants who base them on the level
descriptors of another country (Allais (2014) finds that Scotland was cited as a common source). But this
still does not escape the problems identified above: What will they mean? How will people interpret
them?

Even if we consider a hierarchy of only cognitive processes, making judgements about levels is not
uncomplicated. A statement of a learning outcome does not contain intrinsic criteria as to how it should
be interpreted (Allais, 2012). A range of factors needs to be considered, and expert judgements need to
be made. As Brockmann, Clarke, and Winch (2011) argue, outcomes or standards only make sense in the
context of the curriculum of which they are a part.

Ultimately, it seems highly unlikely that level descriptors can play the roles that are claimed for them.
This may explain why there is very little evidence that level descriptors are being used in South African
qualification development. There is even less evidence about how they are being used, or how useful
they are in making decisions about the location of qualifications on the framework, or in credit transfer
matters, or at comparing foreign qualifications.
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A further complexity emerges through a review of the international case studies; these highlight the
ways in which these hierarchies are also mediated by the relationship between the qualifications
frameworks and the occupational classification systems. The case studies are provided below.

3.2 Case Study: India’s Vocational Education System

This case study presents an overview of India’s vocational education system.> India introduced the
National Vocational Education Qualifications Framework (NVEQF) as a way of structuring vocational
qualifications. The NVEQF originally consisted of ten levels, with seven certificate levels, as per the table
below.

TABLE 4: India’s NVEQF levels

ARCHITECTURE OF THE NVEQF

CASE1 | CASE 2 |
LEVEL | CERTIFICATE | EQUIVALENCE ‘ EQUIVALENCE ‘

CERTIFYING BODY

10 NCC8 Degree Doctorate University and SSC
9 NCC7 Master’s University and SSC
PG Diploma
8 NCC 6 Degree University and SSC
’ NCC5 Advanced Board of Technical Education and SSC
6 NcCa | Diploma Bachelor’s University and SSC
Degree
5 NCC3
. Board of Technical Education and SSC
4 NCC2 Diploma Grade XII School Board and SSC
3 NCC1 Grade XI
2 NCWP 2 Grade X Grade X School Board and SSC
1 NCWP 1 Grade IX Grade IX School Board and SSC
RPL 2 Grade VI Grade VI NIOS / State Open Schools and SSC
RPL
RPL1 GradeV GradeV NIOS / State Open Schools and SSC

RPL: Recognition of Prior Learning
NCWP: National Certificate for Work Preparation
NCC: National Copetency Certificate

Source: Ministry of Human Resource Development (2012)

The NVEQF level descriptors were based on the learning outcomes in India’s National Occupational
Standards (NOS). The standards were developed by Sector Skills Councils (SSC) for the various
occupations and are broader versions of the learning outcomes relevant to a qualification at that level.

3 Atthetime of writing, India did not have a qualifications framework for other parts of its education system, but a higher education qualifications framework was
introduced in March 2023.
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The NOS “defines the measurable performances outcomes required from an individual engaged in a
particular task and indicates what an individual should know and do while performing a particular task”
(Ministry of Labour and Employment, 2015, p. 17).

The NVEQF has since been subsumed into the National Skills Qualifications Framework (NSQF), which
was brought about by the National Skill Development Agency. Each NQSF level has a corresponding
level descriptor related to competency levels determined in consultation with the SSCs.

Each level of the NSQF is described by a statement of learning outcomes in five domains, known
aslevel descriptors. These five domains are (i) Process, (ii) Professional knowledge, (iii) Professional
skills, (iv) Core skills and (v) Responsibility. The descriptors give broad, general, but meaningful
indicators of the learning outcomes at each level.

(Mehrotra, 2016, p. 291)

All five domains are addressed in the NSQF level descriptors, as shown in Table 5 below.

TABLE 5: India’s NSQF levels

NSQF LEVEL DESCRIPTORS

LEVEL ‘

PROCESS
REQUIRED

PROFESSIONAL
KNOWLEDGE

PROFESSIONAL
SKILL

‘ CORE SKILL ‘RESPONSIBILITY

1 Prepares person | Familiar with Routine and Reading and No responsibility,
to carry out common trade repetitive, writing, addition, | always works
processes that terminology, takes safety subtraction, under continuous
are repetitive instructional and security personal instruction and
on regular words, measures. financing, close supervision.
basis, requires meanings and familiarity
no previous understanding. with social
practice. and religious

diversity, hygiene

and environment.

2 Prepares person | Material, tools Limited service Receive and No responsibility,
to carry out and applications | skills used in transmit always works
processes that in a limited limited context, written and under continuous
are repetitive, context, select and apply oral messages, instruction and
on a regular understands tools, assist in basic arithmetic, close supervision.
basis, with little | context of work | professional work | personal
application of and quality. with no variables, | financing,

understanding,

more of practice.

differentiate
good and bad
quality.

understanding of
social, political,
and religious
diversity, hygiene

and environment.
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NSQF LEVEL DESCRIPTORS

LEVEL ‘

3
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PROCESS
REQUIRED

Person may carry
out a job which
may require
limited range

of activities,
routine and
predictable.

Work in familiar,
predictable
routine, situation
of clear choice.

Job that requires
well-developed
skill, with

clear choice of
procedures in
familiar context.

Demands a
wide range

of specialised
technical

skill, clarity of
knowledge and
broad range of
activity involving
standard and
non-standard
practices.

PROFESSIONAL
KNOWLEDGE

Basic facts,
process and
principle applied
in trade of
employment.

Factual
knowledge

of field of
knowledge or
study.

Knowledge of
facts, principles,
processes

and general
concepts,ina
field of work or
study.

Factual and
theoretical
knowledge in
broad context
within a field of
work or study.

PROFESSIONAL
SKILL

Recall and
demonstrate
practical skill,
routine and
repetitive in
narrow range of
application.

Recall and
demonstrate
practical skill,
routine and
repetitve in
narrow range of
application, using
appropriate rule
and tool, using
quality concepts.

Arange of
cognitive and
practical skills
required to
accomplish
tasks and solve
problems by
selecting and
applying basic
methods, tools,
materials and
information.

A range of
cognitive

and practical
skills required

to generate
solutions to
specific problems
in a field of work
or study.

Communication
written and oral,
with minimum
required clarity,
skill of basic
arithmetic

and algebraic
principles,
personal
banking, basic
understanding of
social and natural
environment.

Language to
communicate
written or oral,
with required
clarity, skill of
basic arithmetic
and algebraic
principles, basic
understanding
of social, political
and natural
environment.

Desired
mathematical
skill,
understanding
socio-politics,
some skill of
collecting and
organising
information,
communication.

Reasonably good
in mathematical
calculation,
understanding
socio-politics,
data collecting,
organising
information,

and logical
communication.

‘ CORE SKILL ‘RESPONSIBILITY

Under close
supervision.
Some
responsibility for
own work within
defined limit.

Responsibility for
own work and
learning.

Responsibility
for own work
and learning
and some
responsibility for
others'work and
learning.

Responsibility for
own work and
learning and full
responsibility for
others'work and
learning.




NSQF LEVEL DESCRIPTORS

LEVEL PROCESS PROFESSIONAL | PROFESSIONAL ‘ CORE SKILL ‘ RESPONSIBILITY
REQUIRED KNOWLEDGE SKILL

7 Requires a Wide-ranging Wide range Good logical and | Full responsibility
command of factual and of cognitive mathematical for output of
wide-ranging theoretical and practical skill, group and
specialised knowledge in skills required understanding development.
theoretical broad contexts to generate of social, political
and practical within a field of solutions to and natural,
skills, involving work or study. specific problems | environment
variable routine in a field of work | and organising
and non-routine of study. information,
contexts. communication

and presentation
skill.

8 Comprehensive, cognitive, theoretical knowledge and Exercise management and supervision
practical skills to develop creative solutions to abstract in the context of work/study having
problems. unpredictable changes, responsible
Undertakes self-study, demonstrates intellectual for the work of others.
independence, analytical rigour and good
communication.

9 Advanced knowledge and skill. Responsible for decision-making in
Critical understanding of subject, demonstrating mastery | complex technical activities involving
and innovation, completion of substantial research and unpredictable work/study situations.
dissertation.

10 Highly specialised knowledge and problem-solving skill Responsible for strategic decisions in
to provide original contribution to knowledge through unpredictable complex situations of
research and scholarship. work/study.

Source: Logistics Sector Skill Council

The focus of the system is not on credit values, as these are determined by accrediting bodies and relate
to the number of hours to be spent on a qualification. Time spent is also not used as an indication of the
level of qualification.

The NSQF level descriptors use a broader range of concepts than just skill and knowledge to determine
the hierarchy of the levels, as is evident in the use of the five domains. There are clear differences
between the levels, particularly in terms of the responsibility domain and the process required.
Although the framework itself does not specify between elementary, intermediate, and advanced skill,
levels 1 to 4 appear to be at the elementary skill level based on the descriptions of skill, knowledge, and
responsibility. There is a clear distinction between levels 4 and 5, with a shift to intermediate skill as the
level descriptors begin referring to “well-developed skill” and a “range of cognitive and practical skills”
as well as taking some responsibility for others.

This develops further in levels 6 and 7, which are similar at the intermediate level. There is a further
clear distinction between levels 7 and 8, where the descriptors change again as level 8 moves to
high skill. Levels 8 to 10 have much broader descriptions that use terms such as “comprehensive’,
“advanced”, “complex’, and “unpredictable situations”. The lower levels are more specific in their
descriptions than the higher levels, although the terms are not always clearly quantifiable in terms
of what the specific requirements are that would be considered “narrow” or “wide-ranging” skill in a
particular field, for example.
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The Indian NSQF differs from the South African OQSF in that it includes five domains that are unique to
it as a specific qualifications framework. The equivalent in the OQSF are the ten applied competencies
that relate to all three sub-frameworks of the NQF. This means that the level descriptors in the OQSF do
not include specific areas of knowledge and/or skill, as these are presumably covered by the NQF level
descriptors and the descriptions of specific qualifications for particular occupations.

3.3 Case Study: The United Kingdom’s Qualifications
Frameworks

Due to the design of a central government with devolved structures in Northern Ireland, Wales, and

Scotland, there are four qualifications frameworks in use in the United Kingdom (UK):

1. Regulated Qualifications Framework (RQF) for England and Northern Ireland

2. Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF)

3. Credit and Qualifications Framework for Wales (CQFW)

4. Frameworks for Higher Education Qualifications of Degree-Awarding Bodies in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland (FHEQ)

These frameworks include both general and vocational qualifications, and make use of different
levels that do not necessarily directly align with each other. The ‘Qualifications and Credit Framework
for England, Northern Ireland and Wales' indicated in the table below was replaced in 2014 with the
RQF for England and Northern Ireland. However, the level structure appears to remain the same. The
qualifications frameworks for England, Wales, and Northern Ireland are similar, while Scotland maintains
a“separate and distinct credit and qualifications framework” (Office of Qualifications and Examinations
Regulation (Ofqual), 2019, p. 11).
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The RQF for England and Northern Ireland, and the CQFW for Wales are similarly structured, each using
eight levels. National vocational qualifications (NVQs) are included in the frameworks and there tends to be
alignment between the NVQ level and the RQF level, particularly at the lower ends. In contrast, Scotland’s
SCQF has 12 levels, and the vocational qualifications do not directly align to the framework levels. For example,
level 1 of the Scottish vocational qualifications (SVQ) is at SCQF Level 4, and SVQ Level 5 is at SCQF Level 11.

For the RQF, the qualification level “indicates the difficulty and complexity of the knowledge and skills
associated with any qualification” (Ofqual, 2019, p. 27). Each qualification level has a set of level descriptors
linked to it, which “are simple to interpret and present a clear hierarchy of demand. The RQF level descriptors
are expressed in terms of knowledge and skills categories only” (Ofqual, 2019, p. 28). Hierarchy is not based
on the credit value of the qualification, as credit value is merely an indication of total qualification time—i.e.,
the amount of time required for learning, including both teaching and assessment as well as non-supervised
learning. The underpinning principles for the SCQF are similar: “Qualifications in the SCQF are compared
using two measures: level and credit. The level of a qualification shows how difficult the learning is. The

credit points show the size of the qualification and how much work is involved in achieving that qualification’
(Warwick Institute for Employment Research, 2010).

For both the RQF and the SCQF, the level is supposed to indicate the difficulty of the qualification, while the
level descriptor provides the justification for the classification in terms of knowledge and skill. The table

below provides an example of the RQF's level descriptors.

TABLE 7: England and Northern Ireland’s RQF levels

LEVEL

KNOWLEDGE DESCRIPTOR (THE HOLDER...)

SKILLS DESCRIPTOR (THE HOLDER CAN...)

Entry 1

Entry 2

Entry 3

L1

L2

L3

Progresses along a continuum that ranges from the most
elementary of achievements to beginning to make use of
knowledge and/or understanding that relate to the subject
or immediate environment.

Has basic knowledge or understanding of a subject and/or
can carry out simple, familiar tasks; and
Knows the steps needed to complete simple activities.

Has basic knowledge and understanding to carry out
structured tasks and activities in familiar contexts; and Knows
and understands the steps needed to complete structured
tasks and activities in familiar contexts.

Has basic factual knowledge of a subject and/or knowledge
of facts, procedures, and ideas to complete well-defined
routine tasks and address simple problems; and

Is aware of aspects of information relevant to the area of
study or work.

Has knowledge and understanding of facts, procedures, and
ideas in an area of study or field of work to complete well-
defined tasks and address straightforward problems.

Can interpret relevant information and ideas.

Is aware of a range of information that is relevant to the area
of study or work.

Has factual, procedural, and theoretical knowledge and
understanding of a subject or field of work to complete

tasks and address problems that while well-defined, may be
complex and non-routine.

Can interpret and evaluate relevant information and ideas. Is
aware of the nature of the area of study or work.

Is aware of different perspectives or approaches within the
area of study or work.

Progress along a continuum that ranges from the
most elementary of achievements to beginning to
make use of skills that relate to the subject or the
immediate environment.

Carry out simple, familiar tasks and activities.
Follow instructions or use rehearsed steps to complete
tasks and activities.

Carry out structured tasks and activities in familiar
contexts.

Be aware of the consequences of actions for self and
others.

Use basic cognitive and practical skills to complete
well-defined routine tasks and procedures.

Select and use relevant information.

Identify whether actions have been effective.

Select and use relevant cognitive and practical skills
to complete well-defined, generally routine tasks and
address straightforward problems.

Identify, gather, and use relevant information to
inform actions.

Identify how effective actions have been.

Identify, select, and use appropriate cognitive and
practical skills, methods and procedures to address
problems that while well-defined, may be complex
and non-routine.

Use appropriate investigation to inform actions.
Review how effective methods and actions have been.
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LEVEL KNOWLEDGE DESCRIPTOR (THE HOLDER...) SKILLS DESCRIPTOR (THE HOLDER CAN...)

Has practical, theoretical, or technical knowledge and Identify, adapt, and use appropriate cognitive and
understanding of a subject or field of work to address practical skills to inform actions and address problems
problems that are well defined but complex and non- that are complex and non-routine while normally
routine. fairly well-defined.
La Can analyse, interpret and evaluate relevant information and | Review the effectiveness and appropriateness of
ideas. methods, actions and results.
Is aware of the nature of approximate scope of the area of
study or work.
Has an informed awareness of different perspectives or
approaches within the area of study or work.
Has practical, theoretical, or technological knowledge and Determine, adapt, and use appropriate methods,
understanding of a subject or field of work to find ways cognitive and practical skills to address broadly
forward in broadly defined, complex contexts. defined, complex problems.
L5 Can analyse, interpret and evaluate relevant information, Use relevant research or development to inform
concepts and ideas. actions.
Is aware of the nature and scope of the area of study or work. | Evaluate actions, methods and results.
Understands different perspectives, approaches or schools of
thought and the reasoning behind them.
Has advanced practical, conceptual, or technological Determine, refine, adapt, and use appropriate
knowledge and understanding of a subject or field of work | methods and advanced cognitive and practical skills
to create ways forward in contexts where there are many to address problems that have limited definition and
L6 interacting factors. involve many interacting factors.
Understands different perspectives, approaches or schools of | Use and, where appropriate, design relevant research
thought and the theories that underpin them. Can critically | and development to inform actions.
analyse, interpret and evaluate complex information, Evaluate actions, methods and results and their
concepts and ideas. implications.
Reformulates and uses practical, conceptual, or technological | Use specialised skills to conceptualise and address
knowledge and understanding of a subject or field of work | problematic situations that involve many interacting
to create ways forward in contexts where there are many factors.
interacting factors. Determine and use appropriate methodologies and
Critically analyses, interprets and evaluates complex approaches.
information, concepts and theories to produce modified Design and undertake research, development or
L7 conceptions. strategic activities to inform or produce change in the
Understands the wider contexts in which the area of study or | area of work or study.
work is located. Critically evaluate actions, methods and results and
Understands current developments in the area of study or | their short- and long-term implications.
work.
Understands different theoretical and methodological
perspectives and how they affect the area of study or work.
Develops original practical, conceptual, or technological Use advanced and specialised skills and techniques to
understanding to create ways forward in contexts that lack | conceptualise and address problematic situations that
definition and where there are many complex, interacting involve many complex, interacting factors.
factors. Formulate and use appropriate methodologies and
Critically analyses, interprets and evaluates complex approaches. Initiate, design and undertake research,
information, concepts and theories to produce new development or strategic activities that extend or
L8 knowledge and theories. produce significant change in the field of work or
Understands and reconceptualises the wider contexts in study.
which the field of knowledge or work is located. Critically evaluate actions, methods and results and
Extends a field of knowledge or work by contributing original | their short- and long-term implications for the field of
knowledge and thinking. work or knowledge and its wider context.
Exercises critical understanding of different theoretical and
methodological perspectives and how they affect the field of
knowledge or work.
Source: Ofqual (2020)
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The RQF also does not explicitly structure the hierarchy in terms of elementary, intermediate, and advanced
skill. However, considering the descriptions of the three lowest levels (entry levels 1-3), levels 1 and 2 of the
RQF appear to be at the elementary skill level, based on their indicated use for access to initial employment
or further education, and on their alignment with secondary education levels. The descriptors for these levels
refer to “basic” knowledge and routinised tasks. Levels 3 to 5 seem to be at the intermediate level, as there is
reference to their use for qualified or skilled workers and “specialised” education and training. Level 3 begins
to reference knowledge and skills required for “complex and non-routine” problem-solving. High skill enters
at levels 6 to 8 as they begin to refer to “advanced” knowledge and “advanced” and/or “specialised” skills in
their level descriptors. These levels are also linked to higher education and “advanced skills training” as well as
professionals in terms of employment.

The progression in difficulty and complexity through the levels is evident in the descriptions of
knowledge and skills that the qualification holder is required to demonstrate. However, these descriptions
are not in easily quantifiable terms and are subject to the user’s interpretation. The levels are also linked to
employment levels, although considering that the UK'’s Standard Occupational Classification uses educational
levels to define its skill levels, it is not clear how this would assist in clarifying the hierarchy.

An interesting difference between the English and Northern Irish RQF and the South African NQF and its sub-
frameworks is the explicit distinction that is made between knowledge and skill descriptors at each level of
the RQF. This is in contrast to the use of level descriptors based on applied competencies in the NQF, which
imply an increasing level of both knowledge and skills, but do not explicitly outline the expected outcomes
of each level in terms of either category.

3.4 Case Study: The United States of America’s
Qualifications System

School-leaving and higher education qualifications in the United States of America (US) consist of the
following (European Education Directory, n.d.):
O High school diploma

Certificate (sub-bachelor or vocational)
Diploma (sub-bachelor or vocational)
Associate degree

Bachelor’s degree

First professional degree

Post-bachelor’s diploma or certificate
Master’s degree

Certificate of advanced study

Education specialist degree

O O 0O 0O 0O O O O O O

Doctorate

The overall structure is indicated in the following figure.
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FIGURE 2: The US education system

The following is a map of the US education system combining all patterns at the primary and secondary
education levels and including the postsecondary education system

} Pre-Doctorate

‘

. Post Baccalaureate
(Ages 22+)

Postsecondary Education

Voc/Tech Inst. olacoult (Ages 18-22)
Colleges

Senior High

Combined
Junior and
Senior High

Four Year High Schools

} Secondary Education
(Ages 12-18)

_J

Elementary or Primary
} Education
(Ages 3-4)

e
Pre-Kindergarden
(Ages 3-4)

Source: Adapted from the National Centre for Education Statistics (United States Department of Education)

Certificates tend to be vocational and are offered by community colleges and private trade schools,
while diplomas and associate degrees are offered by community colleges. Bachelor’s degrees and
graduate degrees are offered by universities. Vocational qualifications appear to mirror the same levels
as the general education system, as shown below:

TABLE 8: The US's postsecondary qualifications

PROGRAMME DURATION QUALIFICATION

Postsecondary

. 1-2 years Postsecondary award, certificate, diploma
(Associate’s degree level) y Y P

Postsecondary

(Bachelor's degree level) 2-4 years Postsecondary award, certificate, diploma
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It appears that the hierarchy of the US higher education system is based on the duration of the
qualification or programme. Credits are used to indicate course hours, which are then combined to
indicate the total credits (hours) required for a particular programme. For example, a bachelor’s degree is:

[Alwarded after completing a specified number of credits in a major field of study. Think about
credit hours as the number of hours spent per week in a classroom. Every course earns a certain
number of credits, and each institution has its own requirement for the number of credits needed
to graduate.

The bachelor’s degree is usually completed in four years of full-time study. U.S. colleges and
universities have student advisers who guide students in their choice of courses to reach the
credit hours needed for graduation. (Education USA, n.d.)

This concept applies to most qualifications. Certificates are between six months and one year in
duration, followed by associate degrees, which take two years. From a hierarchical perspective, both

qualifications appear to be at the elementary level and prepare students for entry into the labour
market. Intermediate level qualifications would be the bachelor’s degree and, potentially, some of the
first professional degrees, which take four years to obtain.

High-level qualifications are given a duration with the coda ‘beyond the bachelor’s degree, which
implies that the four years of study should be added to the total duration. Thus, a master’s degree is
listed as two years of study beyond the bachelor’s degree, while a doctorate is three to four years of
study beyond the bachelor’s degree. Professional degrees such as those in the medical field are also in
this category as they require three or more years of study beyond the bachelor’s degree.

3.5 Overarching Comments Emerging from the Case
Studies

India and the UK have both implemented some form of national qualifications framework that provides
structure and hierarchy to their qualifications (including their vocational qualifications). Both countries
make use of level descriptors to differentiate between levels and to indicate increasing points of
difficulty. However, the descriptions of knowledge and skill (and for India, responsibility as well) are
not always easy to quantify as the adjectives used tend to be quite vague. For example, the distinction
between ‘narrow’ and ‘wide-ranging, or between ‘basic’ and ‘advanced’ is not spelled out in the
descriptions. Nevertheless, these frameworks do provide a degree of guidance in terms of distinguishing
between knowledge and skills in ways that may be useful in developing specific qualifications.

In contrast, the South African NQF uses the concept of applied competence to describe each of its
levels. Applied competencies aim to provide a well-rounded basis for the development of qualifications
in the framework, focusing on three types of competence: foundational, practical, and reflexive (Lotz-
Sisitka & Raven, 2009). However, in practice, the use of applied competence is not consistent across the
three sub-frameworks of the NQF, and there is no real evidence that the three types of competence have
been referenced in developing any of the sub-frameworks.
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On the other hand, the US’s education system does not make use of any form of qualification framework,
and the hierarchical structure of its qualifications is based on the duration of study. While this is more
easily quantifiable, it may not take into consideration the differences between qualifications that may
have the same duration but are not necessarily at the same level of difficulty.

The South African qualifications frameworks and sub-frameworks are not classified in terms of
elementary, intermediate, and advanced skills. Rather, these classifications arise from other policy
and planning processes, particularly the National Skills Development Strategy lll, the National Skills
Development Plan, and Statistics South Africa. The use of the categories elementary/low, intermediate/
medium, and advanced/high skills provides a valuable shorthand for targeting support for particular
types of skill development programmes, and it is necessary to identify a consistently used definition for
the three categories.

Kraak (2008), for example, suggests that general education and training, which comprises Grades 1-9
of compulsory education and equates to NQF Level 1, should be considered as entry-level skills. They
propose that university education (from a bachelor’s degree to a doctorate) or its equivalent, which
equated to NQF Levels 6-8 at the time, should be considered as high-level skills. The remaining NQF
Levels 2-5 in between would then be considered as intermediate-level skills, corresponding to the
further education and training band and to the first level of the higher education and training band
(Kraak, 2008).

Reddy et al. (2016) suggest a different classification, with no formal schooling equating NQF Levels 1-3
and being classified as low skills, NQF Levels 4-5 as intermediate skills, and NQF Levels 6-10 as high
skills. The DHET uses the latter classification in its 2019 report on skills supply and demand in South
Africa (DHET, 2019). However, the 2022 DHET report classifies skill levels in terms of occupations rather
than qualifications (DHET, 2022).

The international case studies from India, the UK, and the US discussed in this report also do not contain
explicit categorisations of skills in terms of elementary, intermediate, and advanced levels, which
reinforces the point that these classifications are useful from a policy development perspective, but
they are not built into the qualifications frameworks themselves.
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PART 4

Links between
Qualification Frameworks
and the Occupational
Classification System




4.1 The Logic and Challenges of the Hierarchy
Structure

South Africa’s NQF is intended to provide a broad hierarchical logic that is translated into more focused
applications in the three sub-frameworks. In other words, a qualification at the same level on each sub-
framework is supposed to have something that is substantively the same in terms of its ‘level’ But what
this means in practice is far from straightforward. The principle behind the hierarchy is of increasing
complexity in the level descriptors as progress is made across NQF levels. The overall level descriptors
are then intended to be adapted to the specific requirements of the sub-frameworks, theoretically
meaning that qualifications at the same NQF level should be comparable in terms of the capacities and
capabilities required to achieve them.

In practice, multiple challenges arise when determining the point of difficulty between qualifications at
particular levels within qualifications frameworks. This difficulty is in part due to the nature of the level
descriptors, which are meant to function as indicators of competency that capture the qualities and
abilities that should be achieved by all learners who qualify at a particular level within the framework
(Allais, 2014), but in reality, they are applied in quite distinct ways in each of the sub-frameworks.
There is very little evidence available of level descriptors being used in practice, either in the design of
qualifications or in their allocation to specific levels (Allais, 2014).

The second hierarchical logic underlying the sub-frameworks is based on the volume of learning required
to attain a qualification at a particular NQF level. Learning volumes are measured using credits, with each
credit equivalent to 10 notional hours of study. A fairly clear hierarchy of qualifications manifests—with
the accumulation of credits progressively resulting in achievements of higher levels in the structure.
However, how this simple policy vision of an educational hierarchy translates into actual qualifications
and curricula, and what this means about the differences of breadth, depth, and complexity of learning,
is much more complex, and meaningful notions of ‘equivalence’are highly problematic.

But what is even more complicated is how these points of comparison or notions of ‘levels’ and ‘sub-
framework-mediated learning volumes’ translate into hierarchies in the labour market. For example,
the 360 credits of a bachelor’s degree do not have the same ‘real world’ value in terms of potential
remuneration as the 360 credits of a diploma might. This relationship adds a further dimension of
complexity to the ways that the education system interacts with the labour market and the occupation
classifications used in labour and economic policy.

It is also unclear what the categories of level descriptors mean even when they are applied only to
educational qualifications. How much is entailed in ‘a basic understanding, and how much in a
‘fundamental understanding’? Extensive research demonstrates that these generic terms add
little value (Allais et al., 2007; Allais, 2012). This then begs the question of how these categories are
applicable in the context of labour markets. In reality, what is evident is that widely understood
qualifications in particular societies tend to function as implicit benchmarks themselves, rather than
as actual applications of level descriptors (Allais, 2014). Furthermore, the circular relationship between
learning time and the hierarchical classification of qualifications extends into the relationship between
qualifications frameworks and occupational classification systems, where learning time is frequently
invoked as a fundamental means of ranking occupations (Allais, 2014).
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Even accepting the complexity of arriving at a shared understanding of intermediate/medium skills,
there is a need to explore the emphasis that is placed on the demand for medium-level skills to
determine whether this is evidenced by the reality of the labour market—assuming that medium-level
skills broadly equate to qualifications.

4.2 The Implications of Qualification Classifications
on Skills Anticipation

The use of three broad categories of qualification in terms of skill levels provides a widespread means
of targeting skills development funding towards qualifications that can feed into specific sectors of
the economy. However, for skills anticipation processes, it is arguably more important to identify
the economic sectors in which skills are required and to support the educational programmes and
processes that feed into these sectors. For this purpose, the NQF and its sub-frameworks provide a
means of identifying the qualification types and levels that are likely to be needed as the South African
economy develops.

Skills anticipation therefore requires an articulation between qualifications frameworks and
occupational classifications frameworks. However, in reality there are fairly superficial points
of comparison between qualifications based on NQF-mediated learning complexities and sub-
framework-mediated learning volumes that do not translate into similar hierarchical outcomes
in labour markets. Essentially, while there is a theoretical relationship between NQF levels, such
that qualifications at the same level should be comparable in terms of the hierarchy of skills and
competencies required to achieve them, there is a de facto hierarchical difference between the
general and technical qualifications listed on the NQF in the labour market. Ultimately, a general
qualification is perceived to be of higher value than a technical or vocational qualification. However,
the sets of qualification types, which are arranged hierarchically, seem to have more direct labour
market applicability.

Thus, in reality, we find that there is still a fuzzy articulation between the qualifications frameworks
and occupational classifications in South Africa, and there is not yet an understanding as to how these
skills are developed through education systems and work experience. Yet, despite these challenges, this
section highlights that both qualifications frameworks and occupational classification systems continue
to try to categorise existing realities into sets of rules despite what is already evident, which is that
practices in the real world do not fit neatly into these rules. The following section therefore considers
the reality of the labour market and the nature of provision in more depth as a way of deepening our
ability to address the question of how, and whether, the qualification systems support skills anticipation.
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Conclusion

This report highlights a number of key findings. Critically, we found that at present, while there is a
theoretical relationship between NQF levels, such that qualifications at the same level should be
comparable in terms of the hierarchy of skills and the competencies required to achieve them, there
is a de facto hierarchical difference between the general and technical or vocational qualifications on
the NQF in the labour market. To put it crudely, the perception of the value of a general qualification is
higher than that of a technical or vocational qualification.

The three sub-frameworks were created to address the inability of different systems of provision to
agree on the categorisation and design of qualifications, among other reasons. This is an inevitable
tension. Despite the policy aspiration of ensuring that the NQF level descriptors can be applied across
all three sub-frameworks, in reality, systems that incorporate hierarchicalisation in very distinct contexts
will typically have conflicting principles, which in some cases may work against the rules on which the
hierarchies are based. In other words, level descriptors do not work in practice nearly as simply as they
are described in policy documents.

The development and use of ‘levels’ and level descriptors in the NQF and across qualifications
frameworks globally illustrates the complexity in this regard. At the broadest level, the differences
between qualifications within particular hierarchical classification systems are clear: for example, a PhD
will be ‘higher’ than a bachelor’s degree. However, it is more challenging to make judgements about
more specific comparisons of ‘difficulty’ between qualifications at particular levels within qualifications
frameworks (Allais, 2014).

The way these level descriptors are applied in practice within each sub-framework, in terms of defining
levels and the concomitant hierarchies, are outlined in this report. They seem to suggest a reality that
is static and unchanging, and understandings and uses of skills that are not affected by technical and
social changes. This observation assumes that hierarchies are based on reliable conceptual foundations
and justifications, which in the first subsection we argued are questionable or at the very least not
unclear.
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Annexure B: Job Zone Descriptions

Job Zone One: Little or No Preparation Needed

Overall
Experience

Job Training

Job Zone

Examples

SVP Range
Education

No previous work-related skill, knowledge, or experience is needed
for these occupations. For example, a person can become a cashier
even if he/she has never worked before.

Employees in these occupations need anywhere from a few days to a
few months of training. Usually, an experienced worker could show
you how to do the job.

These occupations involve following instructions and helping others.
Examples include taxi drivers, amusement and recreation attendants,
counter and rental clerks, cashiers, and waiters/waitresses.

(Below 4.0)

These occupations may require a high school diploma or GED
certificate. Some may require a formal training course to obtain a
license.

Job Zone Two: Some Preparation Needed

Overall
Experience

Job Training
Job Zone

Examples

SVP Range
Education

Some previous work-related skill, knowledge, or experience may be
helpful in these occupations, but usually is not needed. For example,
a teller might benefit from experience working directly with the public,
but an inexperienced person could still learn to be a teller with little
difficulty.

Employees in these occupations need anywhere from a few months
to one year of working with experienced employees.

These occupations often involve using your knowledge and skills to
help others. Examples include sheet metal workers, forest fire
fighters, customer service representatives, pharmacy technicians,
salespersons (retail), and tellers.

(4.0 to < 6.0)

These occupations usually require a high school diploma and may
require some vocational training or job-related course work. In some
cases, an associate’s or bachelor’s degree could be needed.
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Job Zone Three:

Medium Preparation Needed

Overall Previous work-related skill, knowledge, or experience is required for
Experience these occupations. For example, an electrician must have completed
three or four years of apprenticeship or several years of vocational
training, and often must have passed a licensing exam, in order to
perform the job.

Job Training Employees in these occupations usually need one or two years of
training involving both on-the-job experience and informal training
with experienced workers.

Job Zone These occupations usually involve using communication and
Examples organizational skills to coordinate, supervise, manage, or train others
to accomplish goals. Examples include funeral directors, electricians,
forest and conservation technicians, legal secretaries, interviewers,
and insurance sales agents.
SVP Range (6.0t0<7.0)
Education Most occupations in this zone require training in vocational schools,

related on-the-job experience, or an associate’s degree. Some may
require a bachelor’s degree.

Job Zone Four: Considerable Preparation Needed

Overall
Experience
Job Training
Job Zone

Examples

SVP Range
Education

A minimum of two to four years of work-related skill, knowledge, or
experience is needed for these occupations. For example, an
accountant must complete four years of college and work for several
years in accounting to be considered qualified.

Employees in these occupations usually need several years of work-related

experience, on-the-job training, and/or vocational training.

Many of these occupations involve coordinating, supervising,
managing, or training others. Examples include accountants, human
resource managers, computer programmers, teachers, chemists, and
police detectives.

(7.0to < 8.0)

Most of these occupations require a four-year bachelor’s degree, but
some do not.
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Job Zone Five: Extensive Preparation Needed

Overall
Experience

Job Training

Job Zone
Examples

SVP Range
Education

Extensive skill, knowledge, and experience are needed for these
occupations. Many require more than five years of experience. For
example, surgeons must complete four years of college and an
additional five to seven years of specialized medical training to be
able to do their job.

Employees may need some on-the-job training, but most of these
occupations assume that the person will already have the required
skills, knowledge, work-related experience, and/or training.

These occupations often involve coordinating, training, supervising, or
managing the activities of others to accomplish goals. Very advanced
communication and organizational skills are required. Examples
include librarians, lawyers, aerospace engineers, physicists, school
psychologists, and surgeons.

(8.0 and above)

A bachelor’s degree is the minimum formal education required for
these occupations. However, many also require graduate school. For
example, they may require a master’s degree, and some require a
Ph.D., M.D., or J.D. (law degree).
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