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Introduction 

1.1 Mandate of the Council on Higher Education 

The Council on Higher Education (CHE) was established by the Higher Education 
Act (Act 101 of 1997 as amended)1. The mandate of the CHE  includes providing 
advice on higher education matters to the Minister on request or on its own initiative, 
and, through the Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC), promotion of 
quality assurance in higher education, auditing the quality assurance mechanisms 
of higher education institutions (HEIs), accreditation of higher education 
programmes, promotion of  access of students to higher education as well as 
performing any other function conferred on or assigned to it in terms of the Act or 
delegated to it by the Minister through gazette. The Minister has recently delegated 
the responsibility for oversight for higher education transformation to the CHE2. 

 
The National Qualifications Framework Act (Act 67 of 2008 with amendments) 
established the National Qualifications Framework (NQF), a comprehensive 
system approved by the Minister for the classification, registration, publication and 
articulation of quality-assured national qualifications. The NQF seeks to: 

a) create a single integrated national framework for learning achievements;  
b) facilitate access to, and mobility and progression within, education, training 

and career paths;  
c) enhance the quality of education and training;  
d) accelerate the redress of past unfair discrimination in education, training 

and employment opportunities3. 
 

The Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework (HEQSF) 4  over which the 
Council on Higher Education (CHE) is the Quality Council as designated by the NQF 
Act and the Higher Education Act, is one of three sub-frameworks that constitute 
the integrated NQF together with the General and Further Education and Training 
Qualifications Sub-framework (GFETQSF) and the Occupations and Trades 
Qualifications Sub-framework (OQSF) as illustrated in Figure 1.  

 

 
1 Republic of South Africa. The Higher Education Act (Act 101 of 1997).  
2 Council on Higher Education (2023). Presentation of the Annual Report of the Council on Higher Education 2022/23 to the Parliamentary 

Portfolio Committee on Higher Education, Science and Innovation. 11 October 2023. Accessed from 
https://pmg.org.za/files/231011_CHE_2022-23_AR.pptx  

3 Republic of South Africa (2009). The National Qualifications Framework (Act 67 of 2008).  
4 Council on Higher Education (2013). The Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework. CHE, Pretoria.   

https://pmg.org.za/files/231011_CHE_2022-23_AR.pptx
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Figure 1: The National Qualifications Framework5 

 
 
1.2 Regional and Continental Frameworks 

A Qualifications Framework can be defined as “an instrument for the development, 
classification and recognition of skills, knowledge and competencies along a 
continuum of agreed levels 6 .. The qualifications framework provides a way of 
structuring existing and new qualifications, defined by learning outcomes; as well 
as a mechanism for comparability of different qualifications and how progression 
from one level to another, within and across occupations, industrial sectors can 
occur. Where the framework is designed to cover both vocational and academic 
qualifications in a single framework as in the case of South Africa, it should also 

 
5 Makhafola M. (2023). Registration of Qualifications on the NQF – SAQA Session 4 Presented at the ACQF – II Nairobi Workshop 09 – 11 

October 2023.  
6 Tuck R. (2007). An Introductory Guide to National Qualifications Frameworks: Conceptual and Practical Issues for Policy Makers. 
International Labour Organisation. 
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_emp/@ifp_skills/documents/instructionalmaterial/wcms_103623.pdf   

https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_emp/@ifp_skills/documents/instructionalmaterial/wcms_103623.pdf
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enable progression across the sub-frameworks. Qualifications can be developed 
as National, Regional and Continental Frameworks. 

 

• Regional Qualification Frameworks (RQFs): Regional Qualification Frameworks 
cover qualifications in a number of countries in a particular geographical region7, 
Regional Economic Community (REC) or language. RQFs often have objectives 
that are intrinsically linked to the goals of the respective REC8. An example is the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC) Qualifications Framework 
(SADCQF), defined as a regional mechanism for comparability and recognition of 
full qualifications, credit transfer, creation of regional standards and facilitation of 
quality assurance. The SADCQF was adopted at the meeting of the Technical 
Committee on Certification and Accreditation (TCCA) in September 2016, 
together with a two-year implementation framework 9 . The uurposes of the 
SADCQF are: 

o To provide a mechanism for comparability and recognition of qualifications 
in SADC; 

o To facilitate mutual recognition of qualifications in all member states;  
o To harmonise qualifications wherever possible;  
o To promote the transfer of credits within and among member states and 

even beyond; 
o To create SADC regional standards where appropriate. 

 
At the SADC regional level, the Southern African Development Community 
Qualifications Framework (SADCQF) is the policy instrument supporting 
comparability and recognition of qualifications, credit transfer, creation of 
regional standards and support of quality assurance. 
 

• Continental Qualifications Frameworks: These are continental in scope. The 
African Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF) is an example. The African 
Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF) uolicy is defined as “an overarching 
reference qualifications framework of ten levels, serving as a connector and 
translation device between different qualifications frameworks or systems and 

 
7 Tuck R. (2007). 7 Tuck R. (2007). An Introductory Guide to National Qualifications Frameworks: Conceptual and Practical Issues for Policy 
Makers. International Labour Organisation.  
8 European Training Foundation (2021). Regional Qualification Framework Initiatives Around the Globe. A Comparative Study. 3s research 
laboratory – Forschungsverein and the ETF Qualifications Project. https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2021-
04/rqf_initiatives_around_the_globe_2020_en_april_2021.pdf  
9 SADC Secretariat (2022). The South African Development Community Qualifications Framework: Review of Implementation and Way 
Forward. https://www.sadc.int/sites/default/files/2022-
07/SADCQF_review%20implem%20report_FINAL3%2023052022_Secretariat_EN.pdf  

https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2021-04/rqf_initiatives_around_the_globe_2020_en_april_2021.pdf
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2021-04/rqf_initiatives_around_the_globe_2020_en_april_2021.pdf
https://www.sadc.int/sites/default/files/2022-07/SADCQF_review%20implem%20report_FINAL3%2023052022_Secretariat_EN.pdf
https://www.sadc.int/sites/default/files/2022-07/SADCQF_review%20implem%20report_FINAL3%2023052022_Secretariat_EN.pdf
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their levels10 .   The policy is continental in scope and seeks to deliver on the 
objectives of enhanced transparency and comparability of qualifications and 
mutual trust between qualifications frameworks and systems in support of 
lifelong learning in Africa. The ACQF uolicy was developed by the African Union 
(AU) member states and the various RECs within the continent with a pledge for 
joint implementation and further nurturing of the Framework in the period 2023-
2026 and beyond following its validation by AU member states at the conference 
held in in Addis Ababa, 11-13 July 2023.  

• The ACQF is expected to deliver on the following areas of activity: 
o Referencing between qualifications frameworks: The ACQQF presents a 

meta- and referencing qualifications framework for the African continent 
It thus seeks to connect the national and regional qualifications; 
frameworks across African Union member states11; 

o Recognition of prior learning (RuL);  
o Digital qualifications database; 
o Common profiles of qualifications and capacity development;  
o Support to national qualifications frameworks. 

 

1.3 The Development Agenda and its Links to Higher Education 

Qualification Frameworks, at all levels provide a structured and transparent way of 
understanding, comparing and recognizing qualifications across institutions and 
countries whilst also allowing for life-long learning. They are key to attainment of a 
range of global, continental and national objectives. 
 
In reflecting on its obligation for the development, review and implementation of 
the HEQSF along with all its other functions as the quality council and the apex 
higher education body in the country, the CHE must do so within the context of the 
national, regional, continental and global development landscape to ensure it 
exercises its mandate fully and drives a higher education system that contributes 
to national aspirations and the goals of the NQF effectively. 

 

 
10 African Union (2022). ACQF Policy Document Submitted for African Union Member State Validation. https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-
guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-pt/acqf-policy-document-en/@@display-
file/file/ACQF%20Policy%20document_for%20validation%20process_17Nov2022_EN_WEB.pdf  
Exercise Version: 17 November 2022. Accessed from ACQF Policy document for validation process_17Nov2022_EN_WEB.pdf 
 
11 African Union/ Global Gateway/European Union/European Training Foundation (2024). Referencing to ACQF 
Launching the pilot phase – at 2nd NQF Forum in Luanda, 05-06/September 2024 
Methodology and Template for a streamlined approach (version 1 – 08/08/2024).  

https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-pt/acqf-policy-document-en/@@display-file/file/ACQF%20Policy%20document_for%20validation%20process_17Nov2022_EN_WEB.pdf
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-pt/acqf-policy-document-en/@@display-file/file/ACQF%20Policy%20document_for%20validation%20process_17Nov2022_EN_WEB.pdf
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-pt/acqf-policy-document-en/@@display-file/file/ACQF%20Policy%20document_for%20validation%20process_17Nov2022_EN_WEB.pdf
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-pt/acqf-policy-document-en/@@display-file/file/ACQF%20Policy%20document_for%20validation%20process_17Nov2022_EN_WEB.pdf
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1.3.1 The Sustainable Development Agenda 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) seek to 
achieve decent lives for all on a healthy planet by 2030. SDG 4 (which 
seeks to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all) in particular, places quality 
education at the core of alleviating poverty and curbing population growth. 
Quality education is also important for driving progress towards 
attainment of other SDGs including Goals 8 (Decent Work and Economic 
Growth), 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), 11(Sustainable Cities 
and Communities), 13 and 16 (ueace, Justice and Strong Institutions). The 
targets in SDG 4 shown in Table 1 have a particular bearing on higher 
education12. 

 
Table 1: SDG 4 Targets that have a particular bearing on higher education 

Target Details Considerations/ suggestions for the work of 
the CHE 

Target 4.3 By 2030, ensure equal access for all 
women and men to affordable and 
quality technical, vocational and tertiary 
education, including university 

• Continue to strengthen initiatives that 
promote access including epistemological 
access 

• uromote diagonal articulation between the 
M-HEQSF and the OQSF 

• Continue to monitor developments at the 
Department of Basic Educations on the 
Three-Stream Model and stimulate 
discussions and capacity development to 
support design of qualifications that will 
support articulation and progression in HE 
for learners from other streams 

• Strengthen RuL uolicy and Quality 
Assurance of Assessment  

• Enable alternative delivery modalities for 
institutions that have the capacity for 
these 

Target 4.4 By 2030, substantially increase the 
number of youth and adults who have 
relevant skills, including technical and 
vocational skills, for employment, 
decent jobs and entrepreneurship 

• uromote inclusion of entrepreneurship in 
HEQSF qualifications 

• Analysis of the potential of current HEQSF 
programmes to foster entrepreneurial 
skills 

• Undertake an analysis of the national uQM 
to identify the extent of alignment between 
qualification offerings and national needs. 

• Create an enabling environment for the 
offering of micro-credentials in higher 
education 

 
12 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs: Sustainable Development (2025). SD 4-Ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. 
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4#targets_and_indicators   

https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4#targets_and_indicators
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Target 4.5 By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in 
education and ensure equal access to all 
levels of education and vocational 
training for the vulnerable, including 
persons with disabilities, indigenous 
peoples and children in vulnerable 
situations 

• Ensure there is clear intent to include 
standards that relate to equal access for 
students living with disabilities, including 
learning disabilities in the Higher 
Education uractice Standards 

• Development of and support for 
implementation of Good uractice Guides 
to promote access for students with 
disabilities 

Target 4.7 By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire 
the knowledge and skills needed to 
promote sustainable development, 
including, among others, through 
education for sustainable development 
and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 
gender equality, promotion of a culture of 
peace and non-violence, global 
citizenship and appreciation of cultural 
diversity and of culture’s contribution to 
sustainable development 

• uartner with urofessional Bodies, the 
Department of Science and Technology 
and other stakeholder to conduct a study 
on the current contribution of HEQSF 
qualifications towards promoting 
sustainable development and develop 
recommendations for enhancement 

Target 4.7 By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire 
the knowledge and skills needed to 
promote sustainable development, 
including, among others, through 
education for sustainable development 
and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 
gender equality, promotion of a culture of 
peace and non-violence, global 
citizenship and appreciation of cultural 
diversity and of culture’s contribution to 
sustainable development 

Target 4.b By 2020, substantially expand globally 
the number of scholarships available to 
developing countries, in particular least 
developed countries, small island 
developing States and African countries, 
for enrolment in higher education, 
including vocational training and 
information and communications 
technology, technical, engineering and 
scientific programmes, in developed 
countries and other developing countries 

Outside the Mandate of the CHE  

Target 4.c By 2030, substantially increase the 
supply of qualified teachers, including 
through international cooperation for 
teacher training in developing countries, 
especially least developed countries and 
small island developing States 

The planned Quality Review of Initial Teacher 
Education urogrammes will provide insights to 
inform how the CHE strengthens the 
contribution of the HEQSF 

 
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has 
adopted the Education 2030 Agenda (Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action for 
the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 4) 13 . The Declaration was 

 
13 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (2016). Education 2030 Agenda (Incheon 
Declaration and Framework for Action for the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 4. 
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adopted at the World Education Forum (WEF) 2015 held in Incheon, Republic of Korea, 
from 19 – 22 May 2015. Recognizing the critical role of education as a driver of 
development and in achieving the other SDGs, the vision of Agenda 2030 is to transform 
lives through education. It focusses on access, equity and inclusion, quality and learning 
outcomes, within a lifelong learning approach. Higher education priorities identified 
include: 

• Addressing disparities in access to tertiary education, in particular at university 
level, with regard to gender, to social, regional and ethnic background, and to age 
and disability;  

• Leveraging the power of tertiary education in stimulating critical and creative 
thinking and generating and disseminating knowledge for social, cultural, 
ecological and economic development and knowledge creation to solve local and 
global problems in all fields of sustainable development; 

• Enhancing mobility in tertiary education to develop students’ competencies and 
global competitiveness though mechanisms to strengthen quality assurance and 
thus comparability and recognition of qualifications; 

• Development of cross-sector policies for and between vocational skills 
development, and tertiary education and strengthening links between science 
and policy development to keep pace with changing contexts and remain relevant; 

• Development effective partnerships, in particular between the public and private 
sectors including employers and unions in their implementation. 
 

1.3.2 The Continental Development Agenda 

The ACQF is underpinned by a number of continental strategic 
 frameworks. These include: 

• Agenda 2063-The Africa We Want 14 : Agenda 2063 is Africa’s development 
framework towards achieving inclusive and sustainable socio-economic 
development over a 50-year period. Aspiration 2 articulates a desire for “An 
integrated continent, politically united, based on the ideals of Pan-Africanism and 
the vision of Africa’s Renaissance..  One of the main transformational outcomes 
of Agenda 2063 is an Integrated Africa which encompasses free movement of 
persons, free trade in addition to envisaging an African common education space 
for all African learners. Education and Science, Technology and Innovation skills 
driven revolution is one of the priority areas in the Agenda. The First ten-year 

 
https://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/education-2030-incheon-framework-for-action-
implementation-of-sdg4-2016-en_2.pdf  
14 African Union (2015). Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want. 
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/36204-doc-agenda2063_popular_version_en.pdf  

https://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/education-2030-incheon-framework-for-action-implementation-of-sdg4-2016-en_2.pdf
https://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/education-2030-incheon-framework-for-action-implementation-of-sdg4-2016-en_2.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/36204-doc-agenda2063_popular_version_en.pdf
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Implementation ulan for Agenda 2063 (2013-2023) included a target to have in 
place by 2023 a continental educational qualification framework and a common 
educational qualification system.  Qualifications, micro-credentials, skills 
relevant for life and work, lifelong learning are among the fundamental elements 
of the “Africa We Want. and also emphasised by the new Continental Education 
Strategy for Africa (2026-2035)15 and the African Continental TVET Strategy (2025-
2034)16. The fulfilment of the demographic dividend, mobility and the multifaceted 
integration agenda (people mobility, free trade) at continental and regional levels 
depend on comparability and recognition of qualifications and referencing for 
mutual understanding between qualifications frameworks – essential goals of the 
ACQF.  

 

• The African Continental Free Trade Area: The African Continental Free Trade 
Area (AfCFTA) is a one of the flagships of African integration. Amongst others, it 
has as an objective, contributing to the movement of capital and natural persons 
and facilitating investments building on the initiatives and developments in the 
State uarties and RECs17.  Article 18 (on Mutual Recognition of Qualifications) of 
the urotocol to the Treaty Establishing the African Economic Community relating 
to Free Movement of uersons, Right of Residence and Right of Establishment18 
states: 
1. States uarties shall individually or through bilateral, multilateral or regional 

arrangements, mutually recognize academic, professional and technical 
qualifications of their nationals to promote the movement of persons among 
the Member States. 

2. States uarties shall establish a continental qualifications framework to 
encourage and promote the free movement of persons. 
 

• The Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA) 2016 – 202519: The CESA 
is the strategic framework through which Africa takes ownership of the 
sustainable development agenda and its development goals and in alignment 
with the Agenda 2063. The CESA seeks to deliver the necessary human capital for 
the realization of the vision of Agenda 2063. Strategic Outcome 4 (SO4) of the 

 
15 African Union, https://au.int/en/documents/20250616/continental-education-strategy-africa-2026-2035 
16 African Union, https://au.int/en/documents/20250616/african-continental-tvet-strategy-2025-34 
17 African Union (2018). Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area. 
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36437-treaty-consolidated_text_on_cfta_-_en.pdf  
18 African Union (2018). Protocol to the Treaty Establishing the African Economic Community relating to Free 
Movement of Persons, Right of Residence and Right of Establishment. 
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36403-treaty-
protocol_on_free_movement_of_persons_in_africa_e.pdf  
19 African Union (2017). The Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA) 2016 – 2025.  

https://au.int/en/documents/20250616/continental-education-strategy-africa-2026-2035
https://au.int/en/documents/20250616/african-continental-tvet-strategy-2025-34
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36437-treaty-consolidated_text_on_cfta_-_en.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36403-treaty-protocol_on_free_movement_of_persons_in_africa_e.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36403-treaty-protocol_on_free_movement_of_persons_in_africa_e.pdf
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CESA is “Ensure acquisition of requisite knowledge and skills as well as improved 
completion rates at all levels and groups through harmonization processes across 
all levels for national and regional integration.. The development and 
implementation of qualification frameworks at national, regional and the 
continental levels is included amongst the action areas in SO4.  
 

1.3.3 Regional Development Agenda 
Countries and qualifications systems of the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) are taking important steps to adapt to 
the rapid transformations in jobs, skills, and learning driven by the green–
digital transition, while addressing the pressing challenges of equitable 
socio-economic development and productive employment for a growing 
population. The SADCQF is critical for the Education and Skills 
Development that is key for attainment of the development aspirations of 
its member states. These include: 

• SADC Vision 2050: The long-term SADC Vision is a regional community that has 
a common future and that will ensure socio-economic well-being, improvement 
of standards of living and quality of life, freedom and social justice, and peace and 
security for the people of Southern Africa. The 2050 vision20 is a peaceful, inclusive, 
competitive, middle- to high-income industrialised region, where all citizens enjoy 
sustainable economic well-being, justice and freedom. uillar Three (Social and 
Human Capital Development) articulates intent to ensure increased access to 
quality and relevant education and skills development, including in science and 
technology, for SADC citizens; 

• The Regional SADC Regional Indicative Strategic Development Plan (RISDP)  
2020–2030: The RISDu21  is founded on three uillars with uillar Two being Social 
and Human Capital Development. Strategic outcome Two in this uillar is 
Increased access to quality and relevant education and skills development, 
including in science and technology, for SADC citizens; 

• The Labour Migration Action Plan (2020-2025)22: The plan seeks to promote skills 
transfer and the contribution of labour migrations regional integration. Strategic 
Outcome 3 aims to enhance the participation of migrant workers in socio-
economic development processes in countries of origin and destination. 
uromotion of the SADCQF is one of the envisaged outcomes. 

 
20 SADC Secretariat (2020). Southern African Development Community (SADC) Vision 2050. SADC Secretariat, 
Gaborone.  
21 SADC Secretariat (2020). SADC Regional Indicative Strategic Development Plan (RISDP) 2020–2030 October 
2020. https://www.sadc.int/sites/default/files/2021-08/RISDP_2020-2030.pdf  
22 International Labour Office (). The SADC’s Labour Migration Action Plan (2020-2025). 
https://www.sammproject.org/wp-content/uploads/download-manager-files/ILO-Fact-Sheets-x-6_1411.pdf  

https://www.sadc.int/sites/default/files/2021-08/RISDP_2020-2030.pdf
https://www.sammproject.org/wp-content/uploads/download-manager-files/ILO-Fact-Sheets-x-6_1411.pdf
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Other SADC instruments that are important to support implementation of the SADCQF 
include: 

• The SADC uolicy Framework for Care and Support for Teaching and Learning 
(CSTL): This framework sought to address barriers to teaching and learning by 
strengthening education systems and facilitating access to support services 
for vulnerable children and youth in schools; 

• The SADC Open and Distance Learning uolicy Framework was aimed at 
developing and promoting technology advancement and virtual learning to 
increase access to quality and relevant education and training opportunities. 
Establishment of a SADC Centre for Distance Learning and conceptualisation 
of the SADC Virtual University of Transformation are also envisaged.  
 

1.4 National Imperatives 
The Education White uaper 3 23  sites the national agenda for South within “a 
distinctive set of pressures and demands characteristic of the late twentieth 
century, often typified as globalisation. and identifies among others, “growth of 
trans-national scholarly and scientific networks and the accelerating integration of 
the world economy as key components of globalisation.. Initiatives that enhance 
recognition of qualifications are requisite to supporting the capacity of South 
African graduates to perform effectively in a globalised world. 
 
The White uaper’s vision of a “transformed, democratic, non-racial and non-sexist 
system of higher education. envisaged a higher education system that would 
“contribute to advancement of all forms of knowledge and scholarship and address 
the diverse problems and demands of the local, national, southern African and 
African contexts among others..  

 
1.5 Referencing: national-regional-continental interplay 

Referencing of NQFs to a relevant RQF is a central function of most RQFs. 
Referencing involves comparison, clarification of concepts and structures, 
analysis on the extent of implementation of key principles, and understanding of 
diversity and identified differences. The results of referencing are far reaching for 
regional integration, mutual trust and efficiency of recognition of qualifications. 
 

 
23 Department of Higher Education (1997). Education White Paper 3: A Programme for the Transformation of 
Higher Education General Notice. Notice 1196 of 1997, Department of Education. 
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Referencing processes are based on agreed and comparable principles, criteria 
and procedures, which are fundamental for transparency, robustness and 
comparability of referencing outcomes across countries and regions. 

 
The ACQF is the newest RQF24, of a continental scope. uilot referencing to ACQF 
was conducted in 2024 with participation of eight Member States. The ACQF uolicy 
Document (with the supporting 10 Guidelines) was validated in July 2023, by the 
representatives of the AU Member States at the ACQF Conference, held at African 
Union’s Headquarters in Addis Ababa. 
 
The SADCQF involves the 16 Member States of the SADC Community and is 
implementing its new Roadmap 2023-2026, which includes referencing as a major 
priority 25 . Moreover, the process of revision and update of the SADCQF was 
launched in August 2025, as foreseen in the Roadmap, and upon decision of the 
Joint Meeting of Ministers of Education Science Technology and Innovation (June 
2025).  
 
The European Qualifications Framework (EQF)26 works with 41 countries, of which 
36 have completed referencing and 35 are using EQF levels together with their own 
NQF levels on qualifications and credential documents and databases. On the 
Asian continent, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
Qualifications Reference Framework (AQRF) stands out, working with 10 Member 
States, of which four have referenced to AQRF27. 
 
NQFs and RQF pursue objectives of national / regional nature, but also important 
goals of international scope towards global transparency of qualifications. In 2023-
2024 a new impetus to dialogue, mutual learning and benchmarking across 
national and regional borders was given by the initiative of the EQF supporting 
comparisons with NQFs and RQFs in Africa. In 2023 the first African NQF 
successfully concluded the comparison with EQF (Cape Verde/ Cabo Verde), and 
the report is published in English and uortuguese 28 . Most importantly, the 
comparison between EQF and the SADCQF, a forerunner exercise, involved all 
SADC Member States in the eight meetings of the comparison process (publication 

 
24 ACQF: https://acqf.africa/ 
25 SADCQF on ACQF website: https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-
countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc 
26 EQF: https://europass.europa.eu/en/europass-digital-tools/european-qualifications-framework 
27 AQRF: https://asean.org/our-communities/economic-community/services/aqrf/ 
28 Comparison Report of the EQF and the NQF of Cabo Verde. https://europass.europa.eu/system/files/2024-
08/FINAL%20Revised%20Comparison%20report%20EQF%20Cabo%20Verde%20EN.pdf 
 

https://acqf.africa/resources/referencing
https://acqf.africa/
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://europass.europa.eu/en/europass-digital-tools/european-qualifications-framework
https://asean.org/our-communities/economic-community/services/aqrf/
https://europass.europa.eu/system/files/2024-08/FINAL%20Revised%20Comparison%20report%20EQF%20Cabo%20Verde%20EN.pdf
https://europass.europa.eu/system/files/2024-08/FINAL%20Revised%20Comparison%20report%20EQF%20Cabo%20Verde%20EN.pdf
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of the report forthcoming). Both comparison exercises shared a common 
methodology, based on 11 comparison topics, evidence and a participative 
approach.  
 

2 Understanding of the CHE on its Role in Supporting Implementation of the 
SADCQF, the ACQF and other related regional instruments and agreements 
The CHE recognises the mandate of the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) 
for oversight of the NQF and related matters. It also recognizes the critical 
importance of collaborating with SAQA, the other quality councils and professional 
bodies and other stakeholders in the system of collaboration envisaged in the NQF 
Act in exercising its mandate of development, review and implementation of the 
HEQSF. This is particularly important towards ensuring meaningful contribution of 
the HEQSF to the goals of the NQF and the development aspirations of the country. 
 
The CHE will progressively implement activities to ensure its staff and stakeholders 
in the sector are adequately capacitated to support implementation of the SADCQF, 
the ACQF as well as other related regional and global instruments.  
 
As part of this effort, the CHE warmly invites Higher Education Institutions, 
urofessional Bodies, Regulators and other higher education stakeholders to join the 
workshop “Referencing – National, Regional, and Continental Interplay: The Case of 
the South African National Qualifications Framework. to be held on 15–16 
September 2025 at the CT Hotel uretoria (former Sheraton uretoria Hotel).  

 

3 Workshop Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of the workshop is to strengthen the capacity of the CHE and 
stakeholders in the sector to engage with the African Continental Qualifications 
Framework (ACQF), the Southern African Development Community Qualifications 
Framework (SADCQF), and referencing of the NQF to these frameworks to support 
implementation. The specific objectives are: 

• To strengthen dialogue and shared understanding among stakeholders on the 
purposes, benefits, and processes of referencing national qualifications 
frameworks, and their interplay at regional and continental levels; 

• To show how referencing supports self-assessment, quality improvement, and 
mutual trust among national institutions, while inspiring greater cooperation and 
transparency across the SADC region; 
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• To deepen knowledge and exchange of experience on qualifications frameworks 
and referencing, with a focus on the SADCQF, and drawing lessons from the ACQF 
and EQF; 

• To explore critical elements of the qualifications ecosystem, including recognition 
of qualifications, micro-credentials, skills intelligence, green skills, and future-
oriented qualifications, highlighting their role in regional integration and socio-
economic development and implications for HEQSF. 
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4 Workshop Programme 

Day 1: 15 September 2025 

Date-time Theme Facilitator 

09:00-09:15 

 

Welcome and Opening Remarks Dr Whitfield 
Green 

CEO (CHE) 

09:15-09:30 Workshop uurpose and Expected Outcomes Dr uhumzile 
Dlamini 
(Director: M-
HEQSF) 

09:30-10:45 

Session 1 

Qualifications and Frameworks: Dynamics, 
Trends, Evolution.  

• Transformation of jobs, occupations, 
technology, learning, skills gaps, green-
digital/AI transition – opportunity for innovation 
and adaptation of qualifications and 
credentials frameworks   

• Objectives, scope, principles, tools of 
qualifications frameworks – support common 
language across countries and regions  

Ms Eduarda 
Castel-Branco 

10:45-11:00 HEALTH BREAK 

11:00-12:30 

Session 2 

Comparability, Recognition, Mobility: National, 
Regional, Continental & Global. 

• Skills matching, talent management, migration 
and displacement, demographic patterns, 
integration and cooperation, sustainable 
development require fluidity, fairness, 
transparency, trust and equitable approaches 
and tools   

Ms Eduarda 
Castel-Branco  

12:30-13:00 

Session 3 

Reflection and discussion in plenary 

• Opportunities and challenges for South Africa 
and SADC. 

 

All 

Facilitated by  

 Dr Sanele 
Nene 

Director: 
Standards and 
Capacity 
Development 

13:00-14:00 LUNCH BREAK 
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14:00-14:45 

Session 4 

Micro-credentials: innovation for education 
systems, employment and people 

• Skills and competences are changing fast – 
flexible, relevant, targeted lifelong and lifewide 
learning is vital for society, economy, people  

  

Ms Eduarda 
Castel-Branco 

 

14:45-15:30 

Session 5 

Skills intelligence 

• Real-time AI-powered data analytics, 
occupational and skills profiles, linked data  

• Common profiles of occupations and 
qualifications 

Ms Eduarda 
Castel-Branco 

 

15:30-15:45 HEALTH BREAK 

15:45-16:30 

Session 6 

Green skills and qualifications. 

• Education, lifelong learning, qualifications 
frameworks – key players and game changers in 
greening of society, circular economy  

 

Ms Eduarda 
Castel-Branco 

 

16:30-17:15 

Session 7 

Reflection and debate  

• Micro-credentials and Green qualifications in 
Higher Education in the South African Context – 
Developments, Challenges, New Perspectives  
Stakeholder Views and Proposals. 

 

Dr Crystal 
Janecke  

Director: 
Quality 
Reviews 
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Day 2: 16 September 2025 

09:00-09:30 

Session 7 
(continued) 

Reflection on Day 1 Facilitator 

09:30-11:15 

Session 8 

Referencing the National Qualifications 
Framework to Regional Qualifications 
Frameworks. SADCQF-EQF-ACQF 

• Qualifications and qualifications frameworks 
are international currency  Referencing 
facilitates mutual trust and mobility   

• Criteria, process, transparency, uses  

Ms Eduarda 
Castel-Branco 

 

11:15-11:30 Coffee break  

11:30-12:15 

Session 9 

Pilot referencing to ACQF: results and 
perspectives. 

• The pilot phase included 8 countries: Cabo 
Verde, Kenya, Seychelles, South Africa and 
Zambia  Eswatini, Lesotho, Zimbabwe   

• uerspectives and developments 

Ms Eduarda 
Castel-Branco 

 

12:15-13:00 

Session 10 

Practical learning: let’s do it! 

• Referencing the South African NQF to ACQF: 
application of the 4 referencing criteria  Guided 
exercise   

• Guidance: Refer to the Annex 4.4 

Group Work 

13:00-14:00 Lunch break  

14:00-14:45 

Session 11 

Referencing national to regional qualifications 
frameworks. SADCQF-EQF-ACQF. Follow-up 
steps 

• Use of ACQF – SADCQF levels on qualifications 
and register of the referenced NQF   

Facilitator 

Ms Eduarda 
Castel-Branco 

14:45-15:15 

Session 12 

Linking the dots – NQF-SADCQ-ACQF: An 
ecosystem to engage new challenges, new 
opportunities, new demands.  

• Final debate 

Facilitator: Ms 
Eduarda Castel-
Branco & Dr 
uhumzile 
Dlamini 

15:15-15:30 

 

Closing remarks.  Dr Sanele Nene 

  



 19 

5 Annexures 

5.1 Sources 

The reference web resources and documents listed below (policies, reports, 
guidelines and thematic briefs) address all topics to be covered in the workshop. One 
of the most significant sources is the website of the ACQF. 

 

5.1.1 African Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF) 

ACQF resources and collections 

• ACQF website: https://acqf.africa/ 

• ACQF Guidelines: https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-
guidelines 

• ACQF Training Modules: https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-
programme/training-modules 

• ACQF ueer Learning Webinars: https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-
programme/webinars 

• ACQF Thematic Briefs: https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-
programme/thematic-briefs 

• ACQF Mapping study collection: https://acqf.africa/resources/mapping-study 

• ACQF on Recognition of urior Learning: 
https://acqf.africa/resources/recognition-of-prior-learning 

• ACQF News articles: https://acqf.africa/news 

 

Selected ACQF publications 

5.1.2 Specific on referencing 

• ACQF (2024). Referencing to ACQF. Methodology and template for a streamlined 
approach. https://acqf.africa/resources/referencing/referencing-to-
acqf/summary-guidance-for-referencing-to-acqf-a-streamlined-approach-for-
the-pilot-phase-2024 

• ACQF (2023). ACQF uolicy Document. https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-
guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-
pt/acqf-policy-document-en 

• ACQF (2022). Guideline 3: on referencing to ACQF. 
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-guidelines/acqf-guideline-1-
referencing-to-acqf 

• ACQF (2022). Guide to test referencing to ACQF. https://acqf.africa/capacity-
development-programme/webinars/2nd-training-week-5-9-september-2022-
skills-qualifications-and-frameworks-for-mutual-trust/guide-to-test-referencing-
to-acqf.pdf/@@display-file/file/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf.pdf 

https://acqf.africa/
https://acqf.africa/
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-guidelines
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-guidelines
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/training-modules
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/training-modules
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/webinars
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/webinars
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/thematic-briefs
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/thematic-briefs
https://acqf.africa/resources/mapping-study
https://acqf.africa/resources/recognition-of-prior-learning
https://acqf.africa/news
https://acqf.africa/resources/referencing/referencing-to-acqf/summary-guidance-for-referencing-to-acqf-a-streamlined-approach-for-the-pilot-phase-2024
https://acqf.africa/resources/referencing/referencing-to-acqf/summary-guidance-for-referencing-to-acqf-a-streamlined-approach-for-the-pilot-phase-2024
https://acqf.africa/resources/referencing/referencing-to-acqf/summary-guidance-for-referencing-to-acqf-a-streamlined-approach-for-the-pilot-phase-2024
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-pt/acqf-policy-document-en
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-pt/acqf-policy-document-en
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-policy-document-upon-validation-by-au-member-states-en-fr-pt/acqf-policy-document-en
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-guidelines/acqf-guideline-1-referencing-to-acqf
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-guidelines/acqf-guideline-1-referencing-to-acqf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/webinars/2nd-training-week-5-9-september-2022-skills-qualifications-and-frameworks-for-mutual-trust/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf/@@display-file/file/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/webinars/2nd-training-week-5-9-september-2022-skills-qualifications-and-frameworks-for-mutual-trust/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf/@@display-file/file/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/webinars/2nd-training-week-5-9-september-2022-skills-qualifications-and-frameworks-for-mutual-trust/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf/@@display-file/file/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/webinars/2nd-training-week-5-9-september-2022-skills-qualifications-and-frameworks-for-mutual-trust/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf/@@display-file/file/guide-to-test-referencing-to-acqf.pdf.pdf
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• ACQF (2022). ACQF Handbook. https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-
guidelines/brief-acqf-handbook 

• ACQF (2022). Thematic Brief 4.1 Regional qualifications frameworks. 3 case studies: 
SADCQF, ASEAN QRF. EQF. https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-
programme/thematic-briefs/acqf-thematic-brief-4-1-regional-qualifications-
frameworks-rqf 

 

5.1.3 Related topics 

• ACQF (2024). Survey on NQFs – Infographic. https://acqf.africa/resources/surveys-
acqf-ii-nqf-rpl-micro-credentials/nqf-survey-2024-summary-report-infographic 

• ACQF (2024). Survey on Micro-credentials – Infographic. 
https://acqf.africa/resources/surveys-acqf-ii-nqf-rpl-micro-credentials/micro-
credentials-survey-results-2024 

• ACQF (2024). Technical Note on Linkages and complementarities between Addis 
Recognition Convention, NQFs and ACQF. https://acqf.africa/capacity-
development-programme/technical-notes/technical-note-3-linkages-and-
complementarities-addis-recognition-convention-nqf-acqf 

 

5.2 SADCQF 

• SADC (2017), SADCQF Booklet. https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-
programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-
sadc/sadcqf-booklet-2017.pdf 

• SADC (2023), Review of implementation and way forward of the SADCQF - Report. 
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-
countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-review-and-way-
forward-updated-2023 

• SADC (2023), Special TCCA meeting (11-12 May 2023) – report. 
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-
countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/special-tcca-meeting-
may-2023_summary-report_22052023_final-to-sadc-secr_web.pdf 

• SADC (2024), Inventory of NQFs in the SADC – update 14/10/2024. 
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-
countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-
qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-
sadc 

• SADC (2025). SADCQF Roadmap 2023-2026 – urogress report presented to TCCA 
meeting 25/04/2025.  

• SADC (2017), SADCQF Booklet. https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-
programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-
sadc/sadcqf-booklet-2017.pdf 

https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/brief-acqf-handbook
https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/brief-acqf-handbook
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/thematic-briefs/acqf-thematic-brief-4-1-regional-qualifications-frameworks-rqf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/thematic-briefs/acqf-thematic-brief-4-1-regional-qualifications-frameworks-rqf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/thematic-briefs/acqf-thematic-brief-4-1-regional-qualifications-frameworks-rqf
https://acqf.africa/resources/surveys-acqf-ii-nqf-rpl-micro-credentials/nqf-survey-2024-summary-report-infographic
https://acqf.africa/resources/surveys-acqf-ii-nqf-rpl-micro-credentials/nqf-survey-2024-summary-report-infographic
https://acqf.africa/resources/surveys-acqf-ii-nqf-rpl-micro-credentials/micro-credentials-survey-results-2024
https://acqf.africa/resources/surveys-acqf-ii-nqf-rpl-micro-credentials/micro-credentials-survey-results-2024
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/technical-notes/technical-note-3-linkages-and-complementarities-addis-recognition-convention-nqf-acqf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/technical-notes/technical-note-3-linkages-and-complementarities-addis-recognition-convention-nqf-acqf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/technical-notes/technical-note-3-linkages-and-complementarities-addis-recognition-convention-nqf-acqf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-booklet-2017.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-booklet-2017.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-booklet-2017.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-review-and-way-forward-updated-2023
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-review-and-way-forward-updated-2023
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-review-and-way-forward-updated-2023
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/special-tcca-meeting-may-2023_summary-report_22052023_final-to-sadc-secr_web.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/special-tcca-meeting-may-2023_summary-report_22052023_final-to-sadc-secr_web.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/special-tcca-meeting-may-2023_summary-report_22052023_final-to-sadc-secr_web.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-booklet-2017.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-booklet-2017.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-booklet-2017.pdf
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• SADC (2023), Review of implementation and way forward of the SADCQF - Report. 
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-
countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-review-and-way-
forward-updated-2023 

• SADC (2023), Special TCCA meeting (11-12 May 2023) – report. 
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-
countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/special-tcca-meeting-
may-2023_summary-report_22052023_final-to-sadc-secr_web.pdf 

• SADC (2024), Inventory of NQFs in the SADC – update 14/10/2024. 
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-
countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-
qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-
sadc 

• SADC (2025). SADCQF Roadmap 2023-2026 – urogress report presented to TCCA 
meeting 25/04/2025.  

5.3 International sources 

• Cedefop Online Tool on NQFs in Europe: this advanced platform offers comparison 
tools and rich information on all NQFs cooperating with EQF. 

• European Qualifications Framework (EQF) website 

5.4 Concepts 

This list of concepts and definitions is part of the ACQF uolicy Document and was 
updated for this Concept note. This list can be complemented by other sources, notably 
the ACQF Thematic Brief 1. Concepts and definitions. 
  

https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-review-and-way-forward-updated-2023
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-review-and-way-forward-updated-2023
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/sadcqf-review-and-way-forward-updated-2023
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/special-tcca-meeting-may-2023_summary-report_22052023_final-to-sadc-secr_web.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/special-tcca-meeting-may-2023_summary-report_22052023_final-to-sadc-secr_web.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/special-tcca-meeting-may-2023_summary-report_22052023_final-to-sadc-secr_web.pdf
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/support-to-countries/southern-african-development-community-sadc/inventory-of-national-qualifications-frameworks-nqfs-in-the-southern-african-development-community-sadc
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/nqfs-online-tool
https://europass.europa.eu/en/europass-digital-tools/european-qualifications-framework
https://acqf.africa/capacity-development-programme/thematic-briefs/acqf-thematic-brief-1-concepts-and-definitions
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6 Glossary of Terms used 
Autonomy and responsibility: In the context of ACQF ‘Autonomy and responsibility’ 

refers to the context and extent of the application of autonomy and 
responsibility. 

Credit: ‘Credit’ means confirmation that a part of a qualification, consisting of a 
coherent set of learning outcomes has been assessed and validated by a 
competent authority, according to an agreed standard; credit is awarded by 
competent authorities when the individual has achieved the defined learning 
outcomes, evidenced by appropriate assessments and can be expressed in a 
quantitative value (e.g. credits or credit points) demonstrating the estimated 
workload an individual typically needs for achieving related learning 
outcomes.  
Credit transfer’ means the process of allowing individuals who have  
accumulated credit in one context to have it valued and recognised in another  
context.  

Digital skills: Ability to use digital technologies confidently, critically and 
responsibly and engage with them for learning, at work and for participation 
in society. Dimensions of digital skills: information and data literacy; 
communication and collaboration; media literacy, digital content creation 
(including coding); security (including digital wellbeing and cybersecurity-
related skills); intellectual property issues; problem-solving; critical thinking. 

Green Skills: Green skills – an important area of debate and policy action and which 
has become a priority in research (quantitative and qualitative) and social 
communication. Several international organisations are working on the 
analysis and taxonomies related to green competences. Skills for the green 
economy are also referred to as skills for green jobs, skills for the green 
transition or green skills. 
Cedefop defines green skills as "the knowledge, skills, values and attitudes  
needed to live, work and act in economies and societies that seek to reduce 
the impact of human activity on the environment". 
 

Skills for the green economy consist of:  
➢ transversal skills, linked to sustainable thinking and acting, relevant to all 

economic sectors and professions; 
➢ specific skills needed to adapt or implement standards, processes and 

services to protect ecosystems and biodiversity and reduce energy, materials 
and water consumption; 

➢ highly specialised skills needed to develop and implement green technologies 
such as renewable energy, wastewater treatment or recycling. 
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Informal learning: Learning resulting from daily activities and experiences which 
is not organised or structured in terms of objectives, time or learning 
support; it may be unintentional from the learners’ perspective. 

International qualifications: International qualifications are awarded by a legally 
established international body (association, organisation, professional 
sector, or company) or by a national body acting on behalf of an 
international body, are used in more than one country and include learning 
outcomes assessed with reference to standards established by an 
international body. 

Learning outcomes: Statements of what a learner knows, understands and is 
able to do on completion of a learning process, which are defined in terms 
of knowledge, skills and competence.  

Level descriptors: A statement describing learning achievement at a particular 
level of the National Qualifications Framework (that provides a broad 
indication of the types of learning outcomes that are appropriate to a 
qualification at that level. 

Knowledge: In the context of ACQF ‘Knowledge’ includes various kinds of 
knowledge such as facts, principles and theories in various areas. 

Micro-credentials: Micro-credential means the record of the learning outcomes 
that a learner has acquired following a small volume of learning. These 
learning outcomes will have been assessed against transparent and clearly 
defined criteria. Learning experiences leading to micro-credentials are 
designed to provide the learner with specific knowledge, skills and 
competences that respond to societal, personal, cultural or labour market 
needs. Micro-credentials are owned by the learner, can be shared and are 
portable. They may be stand-alone or stackable / combined into larger 
credentials. They are underpinned by quality assurance following agreed 
standards in the relevant sector or area of activity. 

National Qualifications Framework: A policy and instrument for the 
development and classification of qualifications according to a set of 
criteria for specified levels of learning achieved, which aims at integrating 
and coordinating national qualifications subsystems and improve the 
transparency, access, progression and quality of qualifications in relation 
to the labour market and civil society. 

National Qualifications System: This includes all aspects of a country’s activity 
that result in the recognition of learning. These systems include the means 
of developing and operationalising national or regional policy on 
qualifications, institutional arrangements, quality assurance processes, 
assessment and awarding processes, skills recognition and other 
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mechanisms that link education and training to the labour market and civil 
society. Qualifications systems may be more or less integrated and 
coherent. One feature of a qualifications system may be an explicit 
framework of qualifications.  

Non-formal learning: Learning which takes place outside formal education and 
training through planned activities in terms of learning objectives and 
learning time and where some form of learning support is present. 

Qualification:  Means a formal outcome of an assessment and validation process 
which is obtained when a competent authority determines that an 
individual has achieved learning outcomes to given standards 

Recognition of prior learning: Confirmation by a competent authority that the 
learning outcomes, that an individual has acquired in all learning settings, 
including non-formal and informal, has been measured against a relevant 
standard. 

Recognition of foreign qualifications: A formal acknowledgment by a competent 
recognition authority of the validity and academic level of a foreign 
education qualification, of partial studies, or of prior learning for the 
purpose of providing an applicant with outcomes including, but not limited 
to: (a) the right to apply for admission to higher education; and/or (b) the 
possibility to seek employment opportunities. 

Regional qualifications framework: A broad structure of levels of learning 
outcomes that is agreed by countries in a geographical region. A means of 
enabling one national framework of qualifications to relate to another and, 
subsequently, for a qualification in one country to be compared to a 
qualification from another country.  

Skills: In the context of ACQF ‘Skills’ refer to the ability to use knowledge to 
respond to information and address problems. Skills include cognitive, 
communication, digital, green, innovation, practical and social skills. 
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7 The ACQF: Brief overview 

Access to quality education and lifelong learning, and acquisition of skills and 
qualifications are at the heart of the African Renaissance. This is reflected in the first 
aspiration of African Union’s (AU) Agenda 2063 with the call for “Well educated 
citizens and skills revolution underpinned by science, technology and innovation for 
a knowledge society (…).. In addition, the Continental Education Strategy for Africa 
(CESA 2016-2025) emphasises that “harmonized education and training systems are 
essential for the realization of intra-Africa mobility and academic integration through 
regional cooperation..  

Against this backdrop, an African Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF) is a 
key policy initiative to achieve these objectives. 

The African Union Commission, the African Union member states and the regional 
economic communities (REC) have developed and validate this ACQF uolicy 
document, and pledge to jointly implement and nurture the ACQF with support of the 
relevant African stakeholders and the international partners in the period 2023-2026 
and beyond. 

- ACQF is a policy and instrument of continental scope to deliver on the objectives 
of enhanced transparency and comparability of qualifications and mutual trust 
between qualifications frameworks and systems for lifelong learning in Africa. The 
ACQF is inclusive, open to innovation to address new demands from the digital 
and green transformation, enables stakeholder participation and learning from 
relevant national, regional and global experiences. 

- The ACQF is defined as an overarching reference qualifications framework of ten 
levels, serving as a connector and translation device between different 
qualifications frameworks or systems and their levels. The ACQF will deliver on the 
areas of activity defined in this policy document, namely: a) referencing between 
qualifications frameworks; b) recognition of prior learning campaign; c) digital 
qualifications database; d) common profiles of qualifications; e) capacity 
development and support to national qualifications frameworks; f) networking, 
communication, and advocacy; g) analysis, monitoring, and evaluation. 

- The ACQF is underpinned by strategic commitments and policies of the AU, as 
mentioned in this document. The ACQF is designed to work in coordination and 
complementarity with these and other relevant policies, with African standards 
and guidelines and UNESCO conventions listed in Annex 4, and with national and 
regional policies related with qualifications and certification. 
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7.1 Levels and level descriptors in the context of ACQF 

Main concepts 

Level descriptors are statements describing learning achievement at a particular 
level of a qualifications framework. Level descriptors provide a broad indication of 
the types of learning outcomes and assessment criteria that are appropriate to a 
qualification at that level. 

Learning outcomes-based level descriptors are essential to any qualifications 
framework, whether sectoral, national, or regional. These level descriptors relate to 
a specific level and signal the learning outcomes orientation of the qualifications 
framework.  

Level descriptors of the African Continental Qualifications Framework 

Each of the ten ACQF levels represents learning outcomes related to formal, non-
formal and informal learning at that level. The ACQF level descriptors capture how 
the three domains of knowledge, skills and autonomy and responsibility (A&R) 
increase in breadth, depth and complexity when moving from lower to higher levels 
and are supported by a glossary explaining the terms. 

ACQF Level descriptors 

  Domains of learning  

Level 
Knowledge Skills Autonomy and 

responsibility 
Definition of the 
domains of learning 

In the context of ACQF 
“Knowledge” includes 
various kinds of 
knowledge such as facts, 
principles, and theories 
in various areas 

In the context of ACQF “Skills” 
refer to the ability to use 
knowledge to respond to 
information and address 
problems. Skills include 
cognitive, communication, 
digital, green, innovation, 
practical and social skills. 

In the context of ACQF 
“Autonomy and 
responsibility” refers to 
the context and extent of 
the application of 
autonomy and 
responsibility 

Level 1: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

simple knowledge, literacy 
and numeracy  

simple communication, cognitive 
and practical skills required to 
follow simple instructions, and 
use simple, repetitive solutions to 
address simple problems 

highly structured, repetitive 
contexts under close 
supervision and guidance 
taking minimal 
responsibility for self  

Level 2: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

basic knowledge 
incorporating 
comprehension and recall 
of factual and operational 
knowledge in some areas 

basic communication, cognitive 
and practical skills required to 
use concrete information, ideas 
and known solutions to address 
straight forward problems  

structured contexts under 
limited supervision and 
guidance taking limited 
responsibility for self and 
group outcomes 

Level 3: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

factual and operational 
knowledge incorporating 
some theoretical aspects 
in some areas 

a range of communication, 
cognitive, practical and technical 
skills required to interpret and 
communicate ideas and detailed 
information and select and use 
known solutions to address 
familiar problems  

predictable contexts under 
routine supervision and 
guidance, with initiative for 
self-responsibility and some 
responsibility for group 
outcomes 
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  Domains of learning  

Level 
Knowledge Skills 

Autonomy and 
responsibility 

Level 4: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

mainly factual, 
operational or technical 
knowledge incorporating 
theoretical aspects in one 
or more areas 

well-developed technical skills 
required to analyse information 
and new ideas, make informed 
judgements, communicate 
outcomes and apply varied 
solutions to varied (familiar and 
unfamiliar) problems  

varied (predictable and 
unpredictable) contexts 
with adaptability and 
initiative for self-direction 
under general guidance, 
taking full responsibility for 
self, some planning and 
responsibility for group 
outcomes and initiative for 
responsibility for others  

Level 5: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

mainly technical or 
theoretical knowledge 
with substantial depth in a 
discipline/ area 

a range of well-developed 
technical skills, with some 
specialisation, required to 
analyse information and new 
ideas, construct and 
communicate a coherent 
argument, and apply a range of 
solutions, often in combination, 
to address unfamiliar problems  

unpredictable contexts with 
full autonomy and full 
responsibility for self and 
group outcomes, and some 
responsibility for others  

Level 6: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

highly technical or 
theoretical knowledge, 
with specialisation in a 
discipline/ area 

highly technical and specialised 
skills required to collate, analyse, 
synthesise and communicate a 
range of information and new 
ideas, and formulate or adapt 
different solutions to address 
complex and sometimes abstract 
problems  

highly variable contexts with 
well-developed autonomy 
and responsibility for self 
and group outcomes and 
responsibility for resources 
and processes 

Level 7: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

advanced analytical and/ 
or specialised knowledge 
of a discipline/ area 

advanced, specialised skills 
required to demonstrate 
advanced analysis and initiative 
for new insights and ideas in 
research and/ or innovation, and 
formulate advanced solutions to 
address complex and abstract 
problems  

complex and variable 
contexts with advanced 
autonomy and 
responsibility  

Level 8: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

highly advanced, complex 
knowledge of a discipline/ 
area 

highly advanced, complex skills 
required to demonstrate highly 
advanced analysis, communicate 
new insights and ideas in 
research and/ or innovation, and 
formulate highly advanced 
solutions to address highly 
complex and abstract problems  

highly complex contexts 
with some specialisation 
demonstrating highly 
advanced autonomy and 
responsibility  

Level 9: the learning 
outcomes related to 
formal, non-formal 
and informal 
learning at this level 
include: 

mastery of a complex 
body of knowledge at the 
forefront of a discipline/ 
area 

skills mastery required to 
demonstrate originality and new 
insights in research and/ or 
innovation and formulate and test 
theories to show mastery of 
highly complex, abstract 
problems  

highly specialised contexts 
demonstrating mastery in 
autonomy and 
responsibility 

Level 10: the 
learning outcomes 
related to formal, 
non-formal and 
informal learning at 
this level include: 

substantial and original 
knowledge contribution 
that extends the forefront 
of a discipline/ area and/ 
or at the interface 
between disciplines/ 
areas 

expert skills and techniques that 
demonstrate innovation, 
interpretation and creation of 
new ideas required to critically 
evaluate, formulate, and test 
theories to address emergent, 
new and critical problems 

emergent new contexts 
demonstrating expertise in 
management of new ideas 
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Definition and scope of the three domains of learning of ACQF level 
descriptors 

Knowledge 

Includes various kinds of knowledge such as facts, principles, and theories in 
various areas. The learning outcomes at all ten ACQF levels relate to formal, non-
formal and informal learning. The knowledge domain comprises two sub-domains 
or elements:  

- Type of knowledge  
- Scope of knowledge 

Skills 

Refer to the ability to use knowledge to respond to information and address 
problems/ issues. Skills include cognitive, communication, digital, green, 
innovation, practical and social skills. The learning outcomes at all ten ACQF 
levels relate to formal, non-formal and informal learning. The skills domain 
comprises three sub-domains:  

- Type of skills required 
- How the skills are used to respond to information 
- How skills are used to address types of problems 

Autonomy and responsibility  

Refers to the context and extent of the application of autonomy and responsibility. 
The learning outcomes at all ten ACQF levels relate to formal, non-formal and 
informal learning. The autonomy and responsibility domain comprises 3 sub-
domains: 

- the context in which autonomy and responsibility is applied 
- the extent to which autonomy is applied  
- the extent to which responsibility is applied.  

Responsibility as a domain of level descriptors has three elements: self, group 
outcomes and resources. 

 

7.2 Qualifications and qualifications frameworks – the systemic view 

Some recommendations for design, implementation, and review of NQFs  

NQFs aim to provide greater transparency of qualifications issued within a country. 
The coherence of the NQF’s objectives, principles, level descriptors, and types and 
specifications of qualifications determine their value and applicability. NQFs are 
the product of, and operate within, complex and everchanging qualifications 
systems. NQFs are influenced by the domestic historical and current context in 
which they are designed and are also influenced by regional and international 
developments.  



 29 

Qualifications described in terms of learning outcomes will strengthen 
transparency of learning and trust in qualifications and their outcomes and benefit 
the country stakeholders as well as those outside the country who are interested in 
understanding the qualification systems of a given country. 

The effectiveness and visibility of NQFs depend on their systemic construction, that 
is the linkages with the components, initiatives, and strategies, which together form 
the wider eco-system of education, lifelong learning, and qualifications.   

The strength of NQFs is derived from their systemic view, based on linkages with 
policies and elements such as: 

• Quality assurance: of qualifications and standards; and of providers and their 
programmes leading to a qualification; 

• Clear and robust processes, methods and guidelines for development and 
renewal of qualifications; 

• Registers/databases of qualifications approved onto the NQF, providing 
learners and other users with transparent information on courses and 
qualifications; 

• Credit accumulation and transfer systems; 
• Recognition of prior learning (formal, non-formal, informal), outcomes from 

work and life experience;  
• Recognition of foreign qualifications, micro-credentials for learning; 
• Communication and outreach to target users and stakeholders, and capacity 

development easing understanding and implementation of the NQF; 
• Review and continuous improvement of NQFs, based on feedback, monitoring, 

and evaluation; 
• Competent governance and social dialogue; 
• Involvement of stakeholders from the world of work, employers, professional 

bodies and experts. 

Design, development, implementation, and review of NQF is a process of 
successive stages, which requires national ownership, resources, partnerships for 
governance, and application of the above-mentioned systemic view and linkages. 

 

7.2.1.1 Synthesis Guidelines supporting implementation of the ACQF 

The ten Synthesis Guidelines support the ACQF uolicy Document but are 
published as a separate document29 . They are the technical foundations of the 
ACQF, and are conceived to support the development, implementation, review, 
and improvement of national qualifications frameworks (in a systemic view) and 
the implementation of the ACQF. 

 
29 ACQF. 2022. A Brief Handbook on the ACQF. https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-guidelines 

 

https://acqf.africa/resources/policy-guidelines/acqf-guidelines
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These Guidelines and their supporting Training Modules will provide all African 
countries, institutions and stakeholders at continental, regional and national 
levels in Africa with a comprehensive and practical reference and methodological 
framework. useful for implementation, including the key dimensions, 
components and instruments listed below. 

The ten ACQF Guidelines are: 

• Guideline 1: Learning outcomes in the context of NQFs and ACQF; 
• Guideline 2: Levels and level descriptors in the context of ACQF; 
• Guideline 3: Referencing to ACQF; 
• Guideline 4: Validation and recognition of learning; 
• Guideline 5: Quality assurance in the context of ACQF; 
• Guideline 6: Registers / databases of qualifications; 
• Guideline 7: Monitoring and evaluation in the context of NQF and ACQF; 
• Guideline 8: Communication and outreach in the context of NQF and 

ACQF; 
• Guideline 9: Innovation and technology in the context of NQF and ACQF; 
• Guideline 10: Qualifications and Qualifications Frameworks – the 

systemic view. 
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7.2.2 ACQF referencing criteria 

 

Table 2: ACQF referencing criteria 

Referencing criteria 

1 There is a clear and demonstrable link between the qualifications levels in the national qualifications framework or system and the level 
descriptors of the ACQF. 

2 The national qualifications frameworks or systems are based on learning outcomes principles and related to arrangements for recognition of 
prior learning (including non-formal and informal) and, where appropriate, to credit systems. 

3 There are transparent processes and procedures for including qualifications in the NQF or for describing the place of qualifications in the 
NQS and information on qualifications is accessible, trustworthy and verifiable in a national register(s) of qualifications. 

4 The national quality assurance system for education and training refers to the national qualifications framework or system and is consistent 
with the principles of quality assurance of the African Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF). 

Table 3: Components - ACQF referencing governance procedures and follow-up  

Governance procedures and follow-up  

1. Responsibilities and/or legal competence of relevant national bodies involved in the ACQF referencing process are clearly defined and published 
by the relevant competent authorities.  

2. The relevant national quality assurance bodies state their agreement with the referencing outcome and referencing report. 

Criterion 1: Level 
descriptors

Criterion 2: 
Learning outcomes, 
RPL, Credit system

Criterion 3: 
Transparency in 

inclusion of 
qualifications in 

NQF

Criterion 4: Quality 
assurance
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3. ueople from other countries who are experienced in the field of qualifications are involved in certain aspects and steps of the referencing process. 
Their role is advisory and supports transparency, improvement and credibility. The national referencing committee informs the ACQF Governance 
Structure on the involved international experts. 

4. Competent national bodies certify the referencing to the ACQF and publish one comprehensive, evidence-based referencing report, which 
addresses all referencing criteria. 

5. The referencing outcome is published by the participating country and the ACQF network upon its final validation by the ACQF Governance 
Structure, on the dedicated ACQF website. 

6. Following the completion of referencing, all newly issued documents related to qualifications that are part of the national qualifications 
frameworks or systems (e.g.: certificates, diplomas, supplements) and qualifications registers issued by the competent national authorities will 
contain a clear reference to the appropriate ACQF level, based on national legislation and procedures. 

Quality assurance guidelines of referencing to ACQF 

Quality assurance – a criterion for ACQF referencing: the referencing to the ACQF of national qualifications frameworks or systems demonstrates 
the degree to which quality assurance of national qualifications:  

1. addresses the qualifications quality chain, from design of standards underpinning qualifications to learning, assessment, and certification; 

2. addresses the application of the learning outcomes approach; 

3. includes feedback instruments and processes supporting continuous quality improvement; 

4. addresses internal and external quality assurance, and the regular review of quality assurance agencies; 

5. is based on measurable objectives, standards, and guidelines for quality assurance; 

6. is supported by resources; 

7. provides transparent information-sharing on results of evaluation; and 

8. takes account of African Union policy orientations such as African Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance (for higher education), to which both 
internal and external quality assurance adhere. 

  



 33 

7.3 Self-assessment exercise – by criterion 

7.3.1 Self-assessment exercise for ACQF Referencing Criterion 1  
ACQF Referencing Criterion 1: 

There is a clear and demonstrable link between the qualifications levels in the national qualifications framework or system and the level descriptors of the 
ACQF 
Level descriptors = LD 

Self-assessment Yes, fully:  
indicate evidence 

Partly:  
indicate evidence 

No:  
Comments 

NQF level descriptors 
1. The country NQF is adopted and in application.  

The NQF was reviewed recently (indicatively in the last 1-2 
years) 

   

2. The NQF level descriptors (LDs) have well defined domains, 
are clearly formulated and are understood by stakeholders 
and users. 

   

3. The LDs are agreed and used by the relevant stakeholders    
Link with the ACQF 

4. There is an agreed approach (method) to compare the NQF-
ACQF, level descriptors and to present the demonstrable link 
of the country LDs with those of the ACQF 

   

5. There is a demonstrable link between the NQF/ NQS levels 
and the ACQF level. Similarities and differences are clear 
and explained as adequate. 

Explanatory note: This is one of the outputs of the referencing 
process 

   

Main sources of information you can refer to: 
- NQF legal document/ policy  
- The scope of the NQF/ NQS 
- The contexts in which the LDs are applied/ used 
- The features and descriptions of the level descriptors 
- Comparison to show the link between the national levels and ACQF levels (NB this is an output of the referencing process) 
- Studies/ research/ analyses 
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Indicative: Roadmap – preparing to meet Referencing Criterion 1 based on the results of self-assessment  

No Action By whom Timeframe 
 

1  
 

  

2  
 

  

 
 

Guiding questions for Referencing Criterion 1 – for referencing teams  
1.1 National qualifications levels 

Responses to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
1. The scope of the NQF/ NQS 
2. The description of the level descriptors; contexts in which the LDs are applied/ used; features of the level descriptors  
3. The agreement and application by specific sectors 
 
Scope of country NQF/ NQS: 
- Is the NQF agreed and approved? Is the NQF included in legislation? Is the NQF being implemented? 
- Is the NQF comprehensive (includes general education/ primary and secondary education, TVET and higher education). If not, which subsectors are part of the 

scope of the NQF? 
- Does the NQF include a register of all qualifications awarded in the country? 
- Does the NQF cater to non-formal and informal learning, and recognition of learning from work and life experiences?  
- Does the NQF include international qualifications and smaller qualifications / awards (short courses, micro-credentials)? 
 
Country Level descriptors 
- Does the NQF document include the level descriptors? What is the purpose of the level descriptors? Number of levels? Categories of domains and sub-

domains including their definitions. 
 
What are some of the contexts in which the level descriptors are applied/ used in the NQF/ NQS? For example, to: 
- guide the development of qualification standards 
- guide the development of education and training programmes/ curriculum 
- improve coherence between curriculum, assessment and certification in all sub-sectors of education and training 
- support the determination of the level of a qualification for registration on an NQF  
- build trust in qualifications regionally and internationally? 
- ease comparison and referencing between qualification frameworks? 
- improve transparency and understanding of NQF or NQS qualifications  
- promote the recognition of NQF or NQS qualifications and credit transfer arrangements, nationally 
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- reform/ modernise existing curriculum. 
 
What are some of the language features of the level descriptors, for example are they:   
- Based on learning outcomes 
- Clear/ unambiguous  
- Easily understood by stakeholders  
- Free of jargon  
- Not repetitive 
- Written in positive terms 
- Generic and not specific to a particular sector   
- Inclusive of all learner groups  
- Applied in practice  
- Developmental in that each successive level implies a higher level of complexity of learning 
- The key basis for pegging/ locating/ classifying a qualification at a particular NQF level  
 
Describe how the following sectors agree and use the level descriptors  
- Higher Education  
- General/ primary and secondary education  
- Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
- Other sectors included in the NQF 
 
 

1.2 Link between the LDs of the ACQF and the national LDs 
 
Responses to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
1. Agreed approach  
2. Comparison to show the link between the levels 
 
Agreement and proposed approach:  
- Has referencing to the ACQF LDs been discussed with stakeholders?  
- Approach to comparison:  Structural, conceptual and technical (semantic/ linguistic) to present the link between the national level descriptors/ qualifications 

levels and the ACQF level descriptors?  
 
Structural: This requires a description of the differences in the NQF/NQS and the ACQF LDs in terms of:  
- uurpose 
- Number of levels (similarities, differences) 
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- Domains and sub-domains of level descriptors (similarities and differences) 
 
Technical (semantic/ linguistic): This requires an analysis of the actual text of the level descriptors, and requires a Level-to-level comparison highlighting the 
similarities of terms (concepts) between the NQF/ NQS levels and the ACQF levels. Countries may highlight in different manners: a) perfect fit of terms; b) partial fit 
of terms; c) important differences. This approach provides a clear comparative demonstration. Many countries use a table format to show the comparison. 
 
Interpreting the results of the comparison  The interpretation summarises the main findings from the comparison (table), and provides comments on the meaning  
 and rationale of the similarities and differences.  
 
Observations: 
As happens with any other RQF, the ACQF level descriptors are more generic than the level descriptors of most NQFs, therefore logically the comparison will not  
result in a perfect match.  
The comparison should be transparent, clear and show how NQF level descriptors express the national objectives, system characteristics and context.  
The comparison between ACQF and NQF level descriptors is an essential element for referencing of NQF levels and ACQF levels. Unlike NQF levels, ACQF levels 
are not attached to qualification types, since they are conceived as “translation devices..  
One of the outcomes of the comparison of referencing criterion 1, can be a decision of the NQF institutions to undertake a review of the national level descriptors  
at an adequate moment. 
 
Actual comparison to show the links 
- Underlying research/ text/ evidence/ sources to support the referencing position of the NQF/ NQS to the ACQF, supported by a diagram / table format showing 

the highlighted similarities and differences.  
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7.3.2 Self-assessment exercise for ACQF Referencing Criterion 2  
ACQF Referencing Criterion 2: 

The national qualifications frameworks or systems are based on learning outcomes (LO) principles and related to arrangements for recognition of prior 
learning (including non-formal and informal) and, where appropriate, to credit systems 

Self-assessment Yes, fully:  
indicate evidence 

Partly:  
indicate evidence 

No:  
Comments 

Learning outcomes (LOs) 
1. The LO approach is enabled by legislation    
2. The LO approach is agreed and applied in all sub-

frameworks 
   

3. The key features of the LO approach are clear and 
understood 

   

4. There are links between learning outcomes and the 
qualifications levels 

   

Recognition of urior Learning (RuL) 
5. RuL is related to the NQF    
6. RuL is defined and agreed at policy level    
7. Assessment of LOs apply to formal, non-formal and 

informal learning 
   

8. RuL is applied in all sub-sectors of education and training    
Credit Accumulation and Transfer (CAT) 

9. CAT is related to the NQF    
10. CAT is defined and agreed at policy level    
11. CAT is applied in all sub-sectors / sub-frameworks    

Studies/ research/ analyses 
12. There are studies/ research/ data to support this 

referencing criterion 
   

Main sources of information you can refer to: 
- Learning outcomes (LOs): legislation, agreement, application, features, platforms, supporting tools 
- RuL: legislation, application, assessment 
- CAT: legislation and application 
- Studies/ research/ data 
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Indicative: Roadmap and action plan to achieve Referencing Criterion 2 based on the results of self-assessment 
No Action By whom Timeframe 

 
1  

 
  

2  
 

  

 
Explanatory note: 

o The guiding questions serve the purpose of guiding the action plan. 
 

Guiding questions for Referencing Criterion 2 
 

2.1 Learning outcomes approach 
 
Responses to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
1. Legislation 
2. Agreement and application 
3. Features of the LO approach 
4. Links between learning outcomes and qualifications levels 
 
Legislation: 
- Is the learning outcomes (LO) approach included in relevant legislation?  
- Is the LO approach enabled by relevant legislation, measures and resources?  
 
Agreement and application 
Is the LO approach specific to the particular needs of each sub-sector of education and training? Is it: 
- agreed in all or some sub-sectors? Which ones? 
- agreed in all or some qualifications? Which ones? 
- applied in all or some sub-sectors? Which ones? 
- being practised in all or some qualifications? Which ones? 
 
Features of the LO approach in the country and application of assessment for formal, non-formal and informal learning, for example are they linked to: 
- design and description of qualifications in the country  
- credits for qualifications  
- professional standards  
- the curriculum and subjects 
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- assessment  
- comparison of qualifications achieved in other countries  
- recognition of non-formal and informal learning 
 
How does the learning outcomes approach: 
- uromote lifelong learning  
- Approximate with labour market, industry needs, societal needs 
- Facilitate mobility (learners and labour) 
 
How is the learning outcomes approach supported by:  
- technical and methodological tools, handbooks, web resources, debates, training  
- research (gaps, challenges, new developments and approaches)  
- involvement of labour market players/ sector councils 
 
Links between learning outcomes and classification of qualifications levels 
- How do learning outcomes differentiate between the intended learning outcomes and achieved learning outcomes  
- How are the country’s national level descriptors and underpinning domains related to the learning outcomes approach in the country? 
- What is the link between how qualifications are classified in the NQF and the learning outcomes of the qualification? If there is no NQF, what is the process for 

linking qualifications to the NQS? 
 

2.2 Recognition of prior learning 
 
Responses to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
1. Legislation 
2. Assessment 
3. Application 
 
Legislation 
- How is the recognition of non-formal and informal learning related to the NQF/NQS?  
- Is the recognition of non-formal and informal learning defined and agreed at policy level? Is it enabled by legislation / resources?  
 
Assessment 
- Does the assessment of learning outcomes differ for formal, non-formal and informal learning? If the answer is ‘Yes., describe the similarities and differences. 
 
Application 
- Is the recognition of non-formal and informal learning applied in all sectors? Which sectors are excluded? 



 40 

- Can all qualifications in the NQF be acquired through RuL processes? If not, what qualifications can be acquired through RuL?  
 

2.3 Credit accumulation and transfer 
 
Response to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
1. Legislation 
2. Application 
 
Legislation 
- Does the country have a national credit accumulation and transfer system? Is it enabled by legislation, and resources?  
- How is the credit accumulation and transfer system related to the NQF/NQS?  
- How is the credit accumulation and transfer system related to the learning outcomes approach? 
 
Application 
- Is the national credit accumulation and transfer system being implemented in all sectors? Which sectors are excluded?  
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7.3.3 Self-assessment exercise for ACQF Referencing Criterion 3  
 

ACQF Referencing Criterion 3: 
There are transparent processes and procedures for including qualifications in the NQF or for describing the place of qualifications in the NQS and information on 

qualifications is accessible, trustworthy and verifiable in a national register(s) of qualifications 
Self-assessment Yes, fully:  

indicate evidence 
Partly:  

indicate evidence 
No:  

Comments 
Classification of qualification levels  

1. The NQF provides for all levels and types of qualifications    

2. Existing legislation defines the roles, principles and responsibilities for 
developing, approving, classifying (levelling) and awarding qualifications 

   

3. urocesses for classifying a qualification at a particular NQF level are agreed, 
transparent and applied consistently 

   

4. Classifying a qualification in the NQF is based on transparent interactions of the 
relevant bodies (e.g. in charge of QA, sectoral committees, certification, NQF 
decision making bodies) 

   

5. Classification of qualifications in the NQF is quality-assured    

Managing qualifications information 

6. There is legislation regarding the management of qualifications information    

7. Database(s) of qualifications are up-to-date, accessible and transparent for 
users. There is a register or catalogue of qualifications online. 

   

Studies/ research/ data 

8. There are studies/ research/ analyses to support this referencing criterion    
Main sources of information you can refer to: 
- Structure and scope of the NQF 
- NQF decision making regarding classification (Legislation, process, institutional arrangements, QA of the classification) 
- Verifiable, national registers of qualifications information (legislation, description of registers, responsible authorities 
- Studies/ research/ analyses 
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Indicative: Roadmap and action plan to achieve Referencing Criterion 3 based on the results of self-assessment 
No Action By whom Timeframe 

 
1  

 
  

2  
 

  

 
Guiding questions for Referencing Criterion 3 

3.1 Classification of qualification levels 
 
Responses to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
1. Sectors, levels and types covered by the NQF/ NQS 
2. Legislation 
3. urocess 
4. Institutional arrangements 
5. Quality assurance of the classification 
 
Sectors, levels and types covered by the NQF/ NQS 
- What sectors and sub-sectors are covered by the NQF. What are excluded? 
- What levels of qualifications are covered by the NQF/ NQS? What are excluded? 
- What types of qualifications are covered by the NQF/ NQS?  What are excluded? Describe the NQF’s response to: 

o uart-qualifications 
o qualifications that can be obtained through Recognition of urior Learning (RuL)  
o qualifications from other countries  
o international qualifications 
o micro-credentials 
o qualifications that are not quality-assured  

 
Legislation 
- How does the existing legislation define the: 

o key principles for developing and approving qualifications? 
o roles and responsibilities for developing and approving qualifications? How are the different sectors and sub-sectors involved? Who are the key bodies and 

stakeholders and what are their roles and responsibilities?  
 
Process 
Describe the process for classifying a qualification at a particular NQF Level or placing a qualification in the NQS. Is it:  
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− Set out in legislation? 
− Agreed by all sectors/ stakeholders?  
− Transparent? 
− Applied?  
− Based on a comparison of the level descriptors of the NQF with the learning outcomes of the qualification?  
 
Is the process applied consistently for: 
− all levels of qualifications,  
− all types of qualifications (micro-credentials, part-qualifications, qualifications obtained through Recognition of urior Learning (RuL), qualifications from other 

countries) 
 
Institutional arrangements/interactions 
− Describe the institutional arrangement for NQF/ NQS decision-making (for example Agency, department, Board, Council).  
− When classifying a qualification on a particular NQF level or placing a qualification in the NQS, how are the relevant bodies represented (e.g. in charge of Quality 

Assurance, sectoral committees, certification, NQF decision making bodies)? 
 
Quality assurance of the classification 
− How does the process ensure that the qualifications have been quality-assured before being classified in the NQF/ NQS? 
− How is the classification of qualifications in the NQF/ NQS quality-assured?  
− How are the key bodies, by sub-sector, represented in the quality assurance component? 
 

3.2 Verifiable, national registers of qualifications 
 
Responses to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
1. Legislation 
2. Description of registers 
3. Responsible authorities 
 
Legislation 
- Does the legislation state the processes for managing qualifications information? 
- Is there any legislation related to registers/ catalogues/ databases of qualifications?  
- Is there any legislation regarding misrepresented/ fraudulent/ fake qualifications? 
 
Description of registers of qualifications 
- Where can the information be found? URLs if available. 
- How is the information arranged? How is it kept up to date? 
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- Do you have one or more registers / databases of qualifications? 
- Is the information of the register / database of qualifications shared with recognition bodies from other countries and regions? 
 
Responsible authorities 
- Who are the authorities/ agencies that are responsible for providing information on qualifications in the various sector?  

o Higher education 
o General education/ primary and secondary education 
o TVET 
o Any other types of qualifications 
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7.3.4 Self-assessment exercise for ACQF Referencing Criterion 4 
 

ACQF Referencing Criterion 4 
The national quality assurance system for education and training refers to the national qualifications framework or system and is consistent with the principles of quality 
assurance of the African Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF) 

Self-assessment Yes, fully:  
indicate evidence 

Partly:  
indicate evidence 

No:  
Comments 

National Quality Assurance (QA)  
1. The national QA systems are operational, and the various related 

institutions act in a co-ordinated and linked manner 
   

2. Labour market and society stakeholders are involved in relevant 
phases / aspects of quality assurance of qualifications 

   

3. The development, approval and award of qualifications are quality-
assured and use explicit and transparent procedures and 
arrangements 

   

4. Quality assurance procedures refer to context, inputs, process and 
output dimensions while giving special emphasis to outputs and 
learning outcomes 

   

5. Quality assurance of learning outcomes refers to: planning; 
implementing; reviewing; feedback 

   

6. Quality assurance measures include qualification requirements for 
teachers/ trainers, assessors; accreditation; and external 
evaluation of providers of programmes 

   

Compatibility with ACQF 
7. The national QA framework (legislation, institutions, policy) is 

compatible with the QA guidelines of the ACQF 
   

Studies/ research/ analyses 
8. There are studies/ research/ analyses to support this referencing 

criterion 
   

Main sources of information you can refer to: 
- National QA systems (QA relationships, QA arrangements) 
- Compatibility with ACQF QA guidelines 
- Studies/ research/ analyses 
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Indicative: Roadmap and action plan to achieve Referencing Criterion 4 based on the results of self-assessment 
No Action By whom Timeframe 

 
1  

 
  

2  
 

  

 
 

Guiding questions for Referencing Criterion 4 
4.1 National QA systems 

 
Responses to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
1. QA relationships 
2. QA arrangements 
 
QA relationships 
- Describe the national QA systems, which may include QA bodies with oversight of the system (general education, TVET, higher education); Assessment bodies; Bodies that validate 

non-formal and informal learning; Certification bodies; Standard-setting bodies; Industry bodies; NQF authorities/ agencies; Funding bodies that require quality assurance 
compliance;  

- What is the relationship between the QA systems? Are the QA systems operational? How do the various QA bodies from various sectors work together? 
- Describe how labour market and society stakeholders are involved in relevant phases / aspects of quality assurance of qualifications 
 
QA arrangements 
- Describe the quality assurance arrangements underpinning the development and approval of qualifications and the award of qualifications 
- Describe how quality assurance procedures refer to context, inputs, process and output dimensions while giving special emphasis to outputs and learning outcomes 
- Describe how quality assurance of learning outcomes refers to: planning, implementing, reviewing, feedback 
- Describe how quality assurance measures include qualification requirements for teachers / trainers, assessors; accreditation; and external evaluation of providers of programmes 
 

4.2 Compatibility with the ACQF QA principles 
 

1. Describe how the national QA systems are compatible with the quality assurance (QA) principles of the ACQF listed in chapter 4.1.1.  
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7.3.5 Self-assessment exercise for ACQF referencing procedures and follow-up actions 
ACQF governance procedures and follow-up: 

- Responsibilities and/or legal competence of relevant national bodies involved in the ACQF referencing process are determined and published by the relevant competent 
authorities. 

- The relevant national QA bodies state their agreement with the referencing outcome and referencing report. 
- ueople from other countries who are experienced in the field of qualifications are involved in certain aspects and steps of the referencing process. Their role is advisory and 

supports transparency, improvement and credibility. The national referencing committee informs the ACQF Governance Structure on the involved international experts. 
- Competent national bodies certify the referencing to the ACQF and publish one comprehensive, evidence-based referencing report, which addresses all referencing criteria. 
- The referencing outcome is published by the participating country and the ACQF network upon its final validation by the ACQF Governance Structure, on the dedicated ACQF 

website. 
- Following the completion of referencing, all new qualification certificates, diplomas and other documents issued by competent authorities will contain a clear reference to the 

ACQF level. 
 

Self-assessment Yes, fully:  
indicate evidence 

Partly:  
indicate evidence 

No:  
Comments 

National Referencing Team 
1. The bodies that will be part of the National Referencing Team (NRT), 

and their responsibilities, have been determined and finalised 
   

2. The national referencing team has resources and a work plan for 
ACQF-related activities 

   

Communication about the ACQF and referencing 
3. All the relevant national bodies and stakeholders been informed 

about the decision to reference to the ACQF 
   

4. The communication (about the ACQF and referencing to the ACQF) 
with the broader public and stakeholders is clear, prepared and 
organised 

   

Referencing tasks, report and post-referencing 
5. A state-of play presentation on the country’s NQF/ NQS has been 

prepared 
   

6. The roadmap (for referencing to the ACQF) for presentation to the 
ACQF Governance Structure is clear, prepared and organised 

   

7. The referencing roadmap ensures quality and peer reviews of the 
process and report 

   

8. There are clear plans for including ACQF levels on qualifications 
awards (post-endorsement by the ACQF) 

   

Main sources of information you can refer to: 
- National Referencing Team/ Committee (establishment, functioning) 
- Referencing milestones have been determined 
- Robustness, quality and peer reviews 
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- Visibility of ACQF levels on qualifications documents 
- Studies/ research/ analyses 

 
Indicative: Roadmap – prepare to meet the Governance procedures and follow-up, based on the results of self-assessment  
No Action By whom Timeframe 

 
1  

 
  

2  
 

  

 
 Guiding questions for Governance procedures and follow-up 

5.1 National Referencing Team 
Responses to this referencing sub-criterion may be guided by: 
 
Establishing the National Referencing Team 
− Is a Referencing Team in place with a lead/ co-ordinating body and focal point? 
− Have the relevant competent institutions and social partners been informed of the process? 
− Is there an adequate process of consultation involving the relevant authorities and stakeholders? 
− Does the referencing team have the mandate and resources to carry out referencing tasks? 
 
Communication about the ACQF and referencing 
− Have all the relevant bodies and stakeholders been informed about the country’s intention to participate in referencing with the ACQF? 
− Has the communication (about referencing to the ACQF) with the broader public and stakeholders been prepared? Is there evidence of communication with relevant 

stakeholders? 
 
Referencing tasks, report and post-referencing 
− Has an initial state-of-play presentation been prepared to demonstrate the country’s education and training system?  
− Have referencing milestones been set? Is there a roadmap with dates for achieving the various referencing milestones? 
− Robustness and quality of the process is ensured: Has the process taken into account various quality aspects such as public comment periods, international stakeholder input, 

peer reviews, proofreading and editing, relevant validations/ approvals/ endorsements at national level? 
− Visibility of ACQF levels on qualification documents is important. What are the country’s plans to show the ACQF levels on qualification documents? 


