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Foreword

This study is part of Cedefop’s research activities that focus on analysis
of two mechanisms set up to assure quality in VET: outcome standards
and targets, and accreditation. Authorities use targets to measure how
effectively ever reduced resources are used and whether VET systems and
providers deliver the services agreed to. Outcome or output standards for
individual learners usually form part of national qualifications frameworks
or of region-specific standards and are set by national/regional authorities,
often in cooperation with the social partners. Rewards or penalties are natural
consequences for VET providers for meeting or not meeting targets. They
can lose their accreditation which can prevent them from receiving funding
or from delivering training recognised at national or regional levels. On the
other hand, constant attainment of targets gives access to public recognition
and in some countries to additional funding as well.

From the above, it becomes clear that output standards/targets and
accreditation are closely connected. They both comprise external evaluation
according to clearly defined rules but standards precede accreditation since
VET providers are evaluated against predefined standards and criteria before
getting accredited. This is why Cedefop, after having dealt with standards from a
comparative perspective (Cedefop, 2008a), now focuses on accreditation.

The present study deals with accreditation of VET providers operating
within national or sectoral VET systems and how accreditation is related to
quality assurance. It focuses on both accreditation of VET providers and
programmes, and complements the exploratory study that Cedefop published
in 2009 (Cedefop, 2009a).

Accreditation is formal recognition that a body is competent to carry out
specific tasks. Accreditation of an education and training provider is the
process of quality assurance through which accredited status is granted
to the provider showing it has been approved by the relevant legislative or
professional authorities by having met predetermined standards (Cedefop,
2008c). This recognition may be attributed by State authorities or —in case
of sectoral accreditation — by a sectoral professional body, often an umbrella
organisation of the VET providers operating in the specific sector and branch.
This formal recognition has clear implications for VET providers since it may
regulate their access to public funding. Accreditations issued by sectors and
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their umbrella organisations confer the right to deliver certificates recognised
by them. Such accreditations respond to strong demand for Europe-wide
standards in training and recognition of qualifications for employees’
transnational mobility.

The research sample of the present study includes seven Member States
(Denmark, Germany, France, Hungary, Italy, Romania and UK/England)
and four sectoral approaches (banking and financial services, hotels and
restaurants, welding and the European computer driving licence in the ICT
sector). Comparative analysis revealed that despite considerable differences
between countries and sectors, and also within the same country, accreditations
follow similar objectives and procedural steps to such an extent that it has
been possible to define a prototype for accreditation processes which is
certainly part of the study’s added value. Another important outcome refers
to closer cooperation between VET and higher education in accreditation
observed in several countries. Although it is early to draw conclusions, this
is starting to become a trend in light of the European education area being
put into place supported by the European qualifications framework and
related national qualifications frameworks being developed by European
countries in a lifelong learning perspective.

The study has also revealed that European cooperation at VET level
between accreditation authorities has become more intense since we are
moving towards recognition of accreditation of VET providers and programmes
carried out by foreign accreditation agencies but under the same standards
applied in the provider’s country. VET providers will thus be able to seek
accreditation from foreign accreditation authorities, which is already possible
for higher education institutions. It is not yet clear whether we are going
towards mergers of accreditation bodies because policy in this field diverges
considerably. Some countries encourage competition between many agencies,
while others are moving from a multiagency and multilayered system to a
more simplified one.

However, implementation of the ‘Regulation (EC) No 765/2008 of the
European Parliament and of the Council of 9 July 2008 setting out the
requirements for accreditation and market surveillance ...” (European
Parliament and of the Council of the European Union, 2008a), although
focusing on marketing of products, is expected to have an impact on the
institutional settings for accreditation systems in place. Whatever developments
in the field will be, the reputation of the awarding body and the procedures it
follows will continue to be the most important quality guarantee for providers
and learners alike.
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Experience gained since 1970 shows that the time is ripe for turning
accreditation into a driving force for improving— and not only assuring — the
quality of VET. A systematic strategy on accreditation in VET, embedded
into existing European cooperation on quality assurance (EQAVET) and
providing a comprehensive set of requirements to boost effective internal
quality management within VET organisations, could support this switch of
focus of accreditation more towards quality.

This study links to the overall work on qualifications carried out by Cedefop
in recent years. It shows that the value of a qualification — for further education
and training and/or for employment — depends on its credibility among
individual users and in society at large. This credibility is directly influenced by
the quality and reputation of providers of education and training and therefore
accreditation stands out as a key instrument for ensuring requirements have
been met and for systematically strengthening common trust and improving
learning provision.

Christian F. Lettmayr
Acting Director
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Executive summary

In the past decade, European policies and cooperation in education and
training has explicitly aimed at opening up qualifications, institutions and
systems to one another to enable learners to move more freely and thus
benefit from living, learning and working abroad.

This process of change was initiated through a series of European policy
initiatives covering higher education, vocational education and training
(VET) as well as general education. Some of these initiatives represent
a real shift in perspective and approach for professionals and the public
alike. This explains why this is still work in progress and emphasises that
implementation requires a long-term perspective.

In view of the great variety of education and vocational training traditions
and approaches, Member States as well as individual States, like such as
Italy, Spain, Germany and the United Kingdom, called in quality assurance to
promote necessary transparency and common understanding and trust.

The aim of this study is to analyse the role of accreditation of VET providers
in the framework of assuring quality in training provision. National approaches
and cases initiated by sectors for accrediting VET providers and programmes
in IVET and/or CVET are analysed to define their common elements and
differences. Accreditation of an education and training provider is the process
of quality assurance through which accredited status is granted to the provider
showing it has been approved by the relevant legislative or professional
authorities by having met predetermined standards (Cedefop, 2008c).

The study’s findings are based on eight in-depth case studies in seven
Member States and four sectoral accreditation systems. The research
sample encompassed seven Member States: Denmark, Germany, France
(with different approaches for IVET and CVET), Hungary, Italy/Lombardy,
Romania and UK/England. The following sectoral approaches for quality
in VET have been examined: banking and financial services, European
computer driving licence (ECDL) in the ICT sector, hotels and restaurants
sector, and the welding sector.
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In addition to intensive desk research, case studies were produced through
interviews with ministries or sectoral umbrella organisations, accreditation
bodies and umbrella organisations of VET providers by applying the same
methodology and research instruments (questionnaires for interviews).

In the scope of this study, accreditation is understood as an evaluation
tool, applied not by the VET provider but by an external body officially
appointed or recognised for this task. This recognition might be attributed
by State authorities or — in cases of sectoral accreditation — by a sectoral
professional body.

State of play in countries and sectors

In Denmark, implementation of an accreditation system has started and
applies to newly-created higher (ISCED 5) professional VET programmes
(KVU) only. The study focused on KVU programmes because there is no other
accreditation in IVET or CVET. ltis foreseen to accredit existing programmes
step by step until 2012. Although accreditation is focused on programmes,
some providers delivering these KVU programmes are indirectly subject to
external review as well. The accreditation framework asks for involvement
of stakeholders, monitoring output according to a set of quality indicators
and transparency with regard to the results achieved. Self-evaluation is a
legal requirement for VET providers and their quality management system
is evaluated in the accreditation process. A quality plan, procedures for self-
evaluation, a follow-up plan and a plan for public dissemination of results
must be in place. The accreditation system is seen as positive by most
stakeholders, although the procedure puts heavy demands on applicant
providers. Of 30 applications for accreditation of new VET programmes, 20
were approved and 10 were refused by 2009.

In Germany, VET providers of publicly-funded continuing training for
the unemployed are obliged to implement an internal quality management
system and must be accredited by a recognised body. A single, nationwide
accreditation system applies only in parts of CVET (Anerkennungs- und
Zulassungsverordnung - Weiterbildung —-AZWV) because IVET falls under
the responsibility of the 16 states/Lédnder. Consequently, quality assurance
and accreditation approaches in IVET differ largely. The AZWV quality
framework is fixed in guidelines and recommendations set up by an advisory
committee which includes representatives from Federal and state levels,
social partners, VET providers and independent experts. The requirements
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to be fulfilled include customer orientation, methods for fostering individual
learning processes, regular evaluation of training programmes including
monitoring placements into employment, quality management structures and
improvement schemes. Strong emphasis is given to issues related to labour
market integration of trainees. An internal quality management system is a
central criterion for accreditation. A main result of the accreditation framework
was clearing the market. There are about 3 500 providers for publicly-funded
CVET accredited; approximately 10 000 providers existed before the system
was established. An improvement in quality might be witnessed as around
8% of providers obtained certification without any objections.

The example of France represents a quality approach implemented
voluntarily addressed at State-owned, already licensed/accredited VET
institutions. There are two separate quality labels in place both issued by
the Ministry of National Education: the lycée des metiers (LdM) for IVET
and GretaPlus for both IVET and CVET. A labelling system is different
to accreditation, but procedures are comparable because successful
accreditation is a precondition for achieving the recognised quality mark. The
quality framework for LdM focuses on definition of quality objectives or areas
in which applicant institutions have to meet certain standards by developing
their own particular ‘projects’. Applicant VET institutions need to shape their
professional profiles and strengthen partnerships with the regional economy
and communities. Operation of an internal quality management system is not
explicitly addressed. So far, around 20% of lycées have been awarded the
LdM label, but the ministry intends to increase the percentage up to 50%.
The heart of the quality framework for GretaPlus relates to implementation of
tailor-made training programmes including strategies to identify the training
needs of beneficiaries, pedagogical objectives, organisation of training,
accompaniment of trainees and adequate assessment procedures. Applicant
institutions have to demonstrate an effective internal quality management
system. By 2010, 45 of 220 institutions had achieved the quality label
GretaPlus. Developmental work and communication seems to be better
structured and more goal-oriented in the successfully labelled institutions.

Hungary has created a national strategy for reform of its VET system
outlining national priorities in lifelong learning as well as for the institutions
responsible for implementation of the strategy. Particular attempts have
been made to build up a coherent accreditation system for IVET and CVET
encompassing higher education institutions as well. The quality framework
builds strongly on self-evaluation and internal quality management of
VET providers: they have to implement the ‘plan, do, check, act’ (PDCA)

13
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cycle to plan, monitor, evaluate and improve their activities continuously.
Accreditation had a clear impact on the activities of institutions: approximately
1 200 institutions were accredited by 2010 and able to meet high quality
requirements leading to better provision of training.

The Italian example represents a mixture of a national framework and different
regional approaches for accreditation of VET providers. A set of minimum
criteria for accreditation of private VET providers applying for public finance has
been defined at national level. Although accreditation is obligatory for private
providers active in IVET and CVET, it is also mandatory for public education
institutions wishing to provide VET when VET is not their institutional role.
Regional governments can add on or expand criteria according to regional or
local needs. It is up to regional governments to evaluate whether VET providers
fulfil these requirements. The quality framework is interpreted and implemented
differently by the regions. For the scope of this study Lombardy was selected.
By identifying best performing providers and by introducing a ranking system,
Lombardy intends to strengthen competition between VET providers. Applicants
for accreditation have to provide information on their quality management
systems and must have a certification according to ISO 9001:2000.

In Romania, implementation of a framework for accreditation and quality
assurance forms part of the modernisation of the VET system, in which
government deregulation signifies greater autonomy for providers. The
national framework is based on the CQAF (3) and includes seven quality
principles focused on performance and quality management of VET providers.
An internal quality management system is not considered a precondition for
being accredited, but within each provider organisation, there should be a
committee for quality assurance and evaluation. The committee prepares a
quality manual, draws up a self-evaluation report and formulates proposals
for improving quality. The main results of the accreditation system have been
establishment of a national register which in 2010, included 2 883 authorised
providers, of which 468 public, 2 362 private and 53 public-private. The
national system operates like a market. Proof of increased quality consists
of an annual increase in the number of authorised programmes (18% yearly)
and an increase in social partner interest in development of the system.

(3 Common quality assurance framework: a set of common principles, guidelines and tools developed
by the European forum on quality in VET (2001-02) and the technical working group on quality
in VET (TWGQ, 2003-05) in the Copenhagen process, to support Member States in promoting
continuous improvement of quality in VET systems; VET providers in improving the training offer;
and individuals in acquiring better skills and competences. The quality model was revised and
included in the EQARF/EQAVET recommendation (2009) (Cedefop, 2011).
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UK/England is an example of transition from an inspection approach
towards a supportive accreditation procedure, where the processes for
assuring and measuring quality are fit for purpose. It focuses on the
accreditation system in England and, with some minor differences, in Wales
as well. The quality framework is mutating and consists of a mix of curriculum
development, delivery and evaluation of training according to criteria set by
various agencies. The national qualifications framework (NQF) is manifestly
the most important reference providing for adequate content, quality control,
inspection and evaluation within training. Rigorous self-evaluation and effective
action planning to address identified areas for improvement should be an
integral part of providers’ management systems. An annual self-evaluation
report is a precondition for accreditation. A development plan should show
how the provider will address areas for improvement and build on strengths.
Impacts from the accreditation system have spanned a wider VET audience
touching in 2009/10 over 2 000 schools, 450 colleges and even a growing
collaborative approach across the university sector.

The banking and financial services sector is included because of strong
demand for transnational mobility of employees due to international mergers
and acquisitions, thus creating a need for European-wide standards in training
and recognition of qualifications. The quality framework established by the
European Banking Training Association is characterised by strong focus
on delivery of certificates according to assessment of learning outcomes
commonly agreed between the European bank training network (EBTN) and
its member organisations and application of a standard examination model.
Additionally, the framework asks for a system of quality assurance that includes
regular evaluation, review and updating of assessment procedures. Existence
of a quality management system is a precondition for accreditation, and
provision of a self-evaluation report is part of the accreditation procedure. The
quality management system should document the roles and responsibilities
of those involved in evaluation of programmes. Within the past four to five
years around 7 500 certificates for individuals were issued by accredited
training institutions and demand is increasing.

The European computer driving licence (ECDL) is a certificate issued by
a highly innovative sector, where qualifications of employees are permanently
changing due to newly emerging business fields. The accreditation system
does not cover the training part nor individuals but focuses on testing and test
centres only. Even if test centres prepare their candidates, these activities
are not subject to quality assurance and accreditation. The focus of the
ECDL system is purely to guarantee the correctness and transparency of

15
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the testing phase, which is to assess candidates’ abilities independently
from their training. Test centres are not required to run an internal quality
management system. Within the ECDL Foundation a quality management
system was established and through its licensee audit programme the
foundation aims to transfer its quality standards to licensees. The ECDL
label is primarily a commercial promotion that gives more credibility to the
certificate and contributes to stability of the provider.

In the hotels and restaurants sector high quality and European-wide
common standards are needed for the training and education of employees
to meet the expectations of a growing variety of international customers.
As an example of accreditation and quality assurance a licensing model
operated by an American professional organisation was analysed. The
quality framework licensed by the American Hotel & Lodging Educational
Institute (AH&LEI) focuses on the training and certification part of standards
regarding human and physical resources. Licensed affiliates are supposed
to use common curricula and obligatory teaching and learning materials.
The scheme does not require a quality management system at the training
provider. Instead, quality of training is ensured through AH&LEI as this
organisation delivers the content and syllabus for training programmes.
Providers that hold a licensee affiliation of AH&LEI have a strong competitive
edge at regional or national levels.

With welding another technology-driven sector is represented, where
high quality standards due to European safety and security regulations are
applied, and where accreditation of VET provision is particularly relevant
for public safety. The quality framework for accreditation of VET providers
contains standards regarding human and physical resources of the provider
and requests a quality management system. All providers have to operate
with common curricula and obligatory learning and teaching materials,
particularly to assure quality of training which includes monitoring and
evaluation of the training process and its results. A quality management
system is a compulsory prerequisite for starting the accreditation process,
and national umbrella organisations offer applicant VET providers a manual
to establish this system. The number of diplomas issued by the European
Welding Foundation (EWF) can stand as a proxy indicator for the value
and reputation of the accreditation system. The cumulated number of EWF
diplomas issued increased from less than 16 000 in 1995 to more than 100
000 in 2007, which indicates significant market penetration of the system.
Providers can use the name, logo and high reputation of the national umbrella
organisation for their promotion.
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Common elements and differences

There are similar roots but different motivations for establishing the national
and sectoral accreditation systems presented in this report. National systems
tend to regulate the market for (mainly continuing) training provision and are
linked to various reforms of VET systems where individuals/learners are in
focus. In comparison, development of sectoral accreditation systems is more
directly linked to coordinated delivery of skills and competences responding
to specific sector demands for a qualified labour force at European and
international levels. Although these systems set up by sectors and their
professional organisations refer to continuing vocational education and training
as well, their main focus is to ensure standard requirements for training are
applied uniformly all through the sector, irrespective of the country in which
they operate. The National accreditation requirements do not apply to them.
In addition, they often refer mainly to testing procedures.

Both national and sectoral accreditation systems are characterised
by strong, widely consolidated legal and quality frameworks, which are
continuously fine-tuned and adapted in their methodologies. Detailed
information is made available to VET providers that intend to apply for
accreditation. Appropriate application tools are widely accessible via Internet,
and accreditation bodies disseminate results of the accreditation process
online to the public.

Accreditation is compulsory in Denmark (for new higher VET professional
programmes) and UK/England, while in other countries it is a voluntary
process, but successful accreditation is a precondition for having access
to public funding. This requirement is a strong incentive for providers to get
accredited. In some countries accreditation is a precondition for delivery of
recognised diplomas, which is also the case in sectors. As already mentioned,
in France the two quality labels for State-owned institutions are voluntary, but
they are only issued to successful VET providers who are already licensed
to operate.

Different bodies are in place to carry out accreditation. In Italy, regional
authorities are responsible; in France, under the authority of the Ministry of
National Education, special committees have been put in place; in Denmark,
Hungary and Romania, governmental bodies are charged with accreditation.
In England, different external agencies are engaged according to the awarded
qualifications. In Germany, accreditation of VET providers is market driven
where 27 external agencies are currently active, after they have been
recognised by a government body. In the sectors analysed, accreditation

17
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is undertaken by the same organisation that awards professional diplomas
and is a fully self-organised process in which government bodies are not
involved. To evaluate applications, all sectoral organisations have established
special committees consisting of technical and educational experts in the
respective area of training.

The average duration of the accreditation process varies between
one month (Italy) and 15 months (France, UK). Public announcement of
successfully accredited institutions is a standard everywhere, and in most
cases this is done over the web, which means information is accessible
for everyone. In comparison to national accreditation, the procedure for
accreditation in two of the analysed sectors is short. It lasts between 15 days
(ECDL) and 6-12 months (hotels and restaurants sector, welding sector).

Successful accreditation is valid for a period of between one and five
years, with the shortest cycle of one year being applied in ltaly. A renewal
after three years is obligatory in Germany and for the GretaPlus label in
France; in Hungary and Romania accreditation must be renewed after four
years, and the LdM label for IVET in France asks for renewal after five
years. In the welding sector the shortest period for renewal of accreditation
is two years. Renewal is combined with interim monitoring called regular
surveillance. In the hotels and restaurants sector successful accreditation
is valid for five years; the time for renewal in the banking sector and for
ECDL is three years.

Results and impacts of accreditation

Taken together, results of analysed accreditation systems point to the
following: systems are accepted widely by providers; they have captured
the market and proved that delivery of VET according to pre-defined quality
standards can be assured. Weak performers disappear from the market,
successfully accredited providers can increase their credibility. Sectoral
frameworks foster quality standards — without direct involvement of public
authorities — and European-wide comparability, which is not yet the case
between national systems but might be seen as a future challenge.

On accreditation the analysed national and sectoral systems are quite
close to one another. The main procedural steps of the accreditation
procedure are widely the same and have been summarised in a prototype
of the accreditation process. Given its shared application, this prototype
could become part of a common systematic strategy to be developed and
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implemented on accreditation in VET at European level, as an integral part
of existing European cooperation on quality assurance.

By making use of a quality label the sectoral examples demonstrate the
added value of accreditation in VET and create external impacts to the
business world. ECDL is an interesting example of branding. In national
systems recognised quality labels for successful providers such as GretaPlus
in France rarely exist. Enormous potential to increase attractiveness of VET
is there to be exploited.

In national quality frameworks, requirements for internal quality managements
systems are often not fully operationalised. Data collection methods are rarely
specified, although collection of information is a precondition to evaluate
achievement of quality objectives and serious efforts for improvement of
quality should build on reliable information. Dissemination of results is another
issue and is not sufficiently represented in national requirements. Demand
for establishment of a complaint procedure is another weak point. Apart
from the welding sector, requirements for quality management systems in
sectors are even fewer than in national systems. Dissemination of results
and participation of stakeholders is not an issue at all.

In the analysed sectoral approaches the number of criteria for accreditation
is quite limited, while national accreditation systems apply a broad list of
criteria against which provider organisation are evaluated. These criteria
might encompass financial management issues as well as the accounting
system, data on infrastructure, premises, equipment, competences of
teachers, technical and administrative personnel. National accreditation
systems put more emphasis on regulations for the training process than
sectoral frameworks. They are concentrated mainly on examination and
testing procedures and on certification of individuals. However, they leave
the learning process, and thus the needs of learners, fully out of the scope.
Sectoral systems, especially those applied in the banking sector and for
ECDL, are possibly too focused and lean.

In many national accreditation systems input-orientation still prevails and
measurement of output and outcomes receives less attention. This finding
confirms that specifications for data collection methods are rather neglected,
thus hampering serious quality management.

The main function of the analysed accreditation systems is to assure
that minimum standards in delivery of VET are respected. They rarely push
forward dynamics towards continuous improvement of training quality in VET
provider organisations. It is difficult to combine these two functions: respect
of minimum standards and continuous improvement of training quality. Most
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analysed accreditation systems focus on certifying what is in place and pay
little attention to improvement. Therefore there is room for enlarging their
scope to include an improvement function.

Challenges for the future

The main challenge for the future is to develop accreditation into a driving
force for improving quality in VET. More support for VET providers in shaping
their individual quality objectives and in implementation of quality criteria
should help to achieve this goal. Further, accreditation systems should put
even stronger focus on the effectiveness of quality management systems
of VET providers. Strengthening outcome orientation is another issue to
improve quality of training services.

Evolving links between the VET sector and the employment system could
help to put more emphasis on output and outcome criteria. Involvement of
stakeholders is a key issue in efforts to orient the accreditation process
and applied criteria more strongly towards the outcomes of training. A more
systematic measurement of results and impacts of training is another approach
to improve quality of VET and employability of VET students. However,
appropriate tools for VET providers to collect respective data are sometimes
missing, thus restricting comparisons with other providers.

As part of the criteria for accreditation, VET providers should build on the
set of quality indicators included in the recommendation on establishment of
a European common quality assurance reference framework for VET (3). This
set of indicators provides a backbone that might be extended by additional
indicators according to particular circumstances.

The case studies undertaken in UK/England, Denmark and Hungary have
identified some interesting developments for a closer relationship between
VET and higher education towards creation of a common framework for
accreditation in a lifelong learning perspective.

According to regulations foreseen in Germany, Denmark and Hungary,
accreditation of VET providers and VET programmes is commonly accepted,
when the accreditation is awarded by a foreign body that has been recognised
in another European country according to the same standards.

(®) Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 June 2009 on establishment
of a European quality assurance reference framework for vocational education and training.
Official Journal of the European Union, C 155, 8.7.2009, p. 1.
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The study has identified several elements that could help to focus accreditation
more strongly on quality issues in VET: closer links between the VET sector and
the labour market, improved involvement of stakeholders, increased regional
cooperation and stronger orientation towards measurement of outputs and
outcomes together with promotion of a relevant set of indicators.

Internal quality management by the VET provider is one of the most crucial
issues to improve quality at provider level. This instrument allows providers
to strive continuously for better quality on their own, independently from
accreditation. An effective internal quality management system should be
defined as a requirement sine qua non in all accreditation systems. But it can
be a general challenge for every VET system to specify the requirements
for the effective operation of internal quality management.

Current accreditation systems are characterised by ambiguity between
the impetus to contribute to quality in VET and their accountability function.
Findings of this study suggest a multistep approach in accreditation of VET
providers to overcome this situation. In a first step of basic accreditation,
to check accountability, VET providers should demonstrate their conformity
with and commitment to existing regulations, standards and criteria. For
training organisations, which have been accredited successfully according
to accountability standards, additional steps for achieving excellence should
be put in place on a voluntary basis. This work towards excellence should be
explicitly quality driven. Providers applying for accreditation according to the
excellence framework should demonstrate sustainable improvement trends
against indicators of output and outcome. In further steps of an excellence
framework the performance of these providers could be benchmarked
nationally and internationally. Outstanding providers should be rewarded.

Conclusions and recommendations for
stakeholders

National and sectoral accreditation systems should encourage VET providers

to:

+ shape their own quality objectives apart from the standardised set of
quality criteria applied in the accreditation process;

+ monitor and regularly review evaluation results to identify weaknesses,
install quality management as a permanent process and organise change
and improvement.
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Umbrella organisations of VET providers could support an exchange of

experiences with internal quality management systems, thus supporting
providers to identify crucial issues, learn from one another and make their
quality management systems more effective.

Within their national quality frameworks Member States should strengthen

involvement of stakeholders:

VET providers and their umbrella organisations should be given a voice
on the board of accreditation bodies. They should present experiences
of providers applying for accreditation and express their views on the
criteria and standards applied in the accreditation process;

more weight should be given to output and outcomes of VET provision.
Respective measurement tools should be made available for providers
within the EU, that allow for collection of valid and reliable information
and for comparability and benchmarking of results achieved;

a system of incentives for VET providers having delivered good training
quality demonstrated by measurement of outstanding performance should
be established;

more visibility should be given to achievements of quality by implementing
and strengthening respective marketing activities. Creation of a quality
label for successfully accredited VET providers would help to increase
attractiveness of the sector;

in strengthening cooperation between accreditation bodies in VET and
higher education, Member States could identify common elements and
make progress in establishing a coherent framework for accreditation
covering all sectors of their educational system without neglecting the
peculiarities of each sector;

as a result of European cooperation between Member States, common
recognition of accreditations in VET should no longer be restricted but
become a European-wide standard including all Member States.

Sectoral umbrella organisations having established an accreditation system

for VET providers:

could go for a cross-sectoral exchange of experiences to discuss differences
and commonalities in their approaches, to compare and learn from one
another;

should be aware of trends and developments in national accreditation
systems;

some sectoral quality systems should shift their focus from assessment
and examination procedures and pay more attention to the training process
and needs of learners;
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sectoral systems should strengthen the quality dimension of their
accreditation systems, by encouraging their providers to operate an
internal quality management system. This element should become a
prerequisite for accreditation.

European-wide cooperation and exchange of experience:

should encompass bodies for accreditation established for national or
sectoral accreditation in VET. Setting up a network of accreditation bodies
that includes inspectorate institutions should be considered;

improved European cooperation should pave the way for development and
implementation of a common strategy for accreditation in VET, embedded
into existing European cooperation on quality assurance and consisting
of several common standards and guidelines, criteria and instruments
to be applied voluntarily;

efforts could build on shared common elements identified in this report;
further research and studies into developments in the higher education
area are needed. Common standards and guidelines for quality assurance
established in this area could stand as a blueprint for a similar framework
for the VET sector.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Increasing public and private investments into human resources and
educational systems is a top priority of the Lisbon agenda and of the new
strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training (ET
2020). Among other objectives, by 2020, an average of at least 40% of the
younger generation should have tertiary education and the share of early
leavers from education and training should be less than 10% (European
Commission, 2010, p. 3). But increased investments into educational systems
will not automatically increase their effectiveness and efficiency even if the
quantitative targets are achieved. This is where the quality issue comes in: ‘This
requires improving the quality of our education, strengthening our research
performance, promoting innovation and knowledge transfer throughout the
Union, making full use of information and communication technologies and
ensuring that innovative ideas can be turned into new products and services
that create growth, quality jobs and help address European and global societal
challenges’ (European Commission, 2010, p. 9-10).

In many Member States and more and more frequently, accreditation
is used as a governance tool to ensure the quality of training institutions
and training programmes. For example, accreditation systems are in place
in the Czech Republic, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Portugal, Romania,
Scotland, Slovenia and Finland. In Cyprus, Estonia and Malta an accreditation
system is under construction. It is against this background that Cedefop
has carried out a study with the objective to review and to analyse the role
of accreditation of VET providers in the framework of assuring the quality
of training provision. Different national and sectoral approaches towards
accreditation had to be analysed to identify their common elements and
differences. Based on analysis of a sample of existing national, regional and
sectoral frameworks for accreditation and quality assurance (QA), the study
defined a set of common European guidelines and criteria for accreditation
of VET providers with particular emphasis on delivering a supportive tool
for providers who wish to apply for accreditation.



CHAPTER 2

Scope of the study
and methodology

As already mentioned in the executive summary, accreditation is understood
in the present study as an evaluation tool, applied not by VET providers
themselves but by an external body officially appointed or recognised for
this task. This recognition might be attributed by State authorities or —in the
case of sectoral accreditation — by a sectoral professional body. Frequently,
accreditation and certification are used synonymously because they are
both about external verification of quality standards. But following Cedefop
work in the field we use accreditation when referring to VET providers and/or
programmes while certification is used when referring to persons. However, in
the international bibliography on quality, accreditation of organisations is also
called certification as in ISO 9000ff, by which many organisations are certified.
Insisting on differences, we will discover that accreditation and certification of
organisations have a slightly different focus. Certification is about compliance
with procedural standards, rules and criteria as defined by a methodological
framework for quality assurance and quality management, as the standards
of ISO 9000ff. Accreditation, in addition, encompasses recognition by a
professional or public body, and therefore apart from procedural issues in
accreditation other concerns are considered as well. For public accreditation
systems these concerns may address the adequacy of a training programme
for the national or regional labour market or its relevance for achievement
of certain policy objectives, such as local human resources development,
whereas sectoral approaches will include professional standards as defined
by the relevant sectoral umbrella organisation and will not deal with more
general issues.

At sectoral level in Europe there is an interesting and challenging development
taking place particularly in CVET. In the analysed cases, accreditation is
organised by professional organisations of VET providers and institutions
operating in a certain sector themselves. In these sectors and branches VET
providers have collaborated to build up their own umbrella organisations, which
then function as an accreditation body for providers active in the relevant
sectors and branches. These networks or sector organisations of VET providers
have developed their own accreditation systems and procedures, and are
creating their own quality labels without including any public bodies. We have
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included them in our analysis to get a better insight into accreditation overall
by comparing them to national approaches.

2.1. Objectives and research questions

In general, the objective of accreditation of a VET provider or VET training
programme is to certify that the provider or programme meets publicly or
professionally defined requirements, predefined standards of quality and
certain policy objectives.

In European VET systems, accreditation is organised differently, reflecting
not only national, subnational and sectoral traditions and structures of
VET but also the nature and current state of national or sectoral quality
frameworks. There is, however, a common denominator in all activities related
to accreditation. They consist of external evaluations according to predefined
requirements (objectives, criteria, standards of quality) for VET. They lead
to reasonable judgements, and finally to a decision with certain implications
for the VET provider and/or quality of its training programmes.

Accreditation for VET providers addresses the following issues:

+ types of accreditation/external evaluation of VET providers carried out in
Member States and by certain sectors;

* requirements, criteria and indicators for accreditation of VET providers,
with main focus on the character of indicators used (input, process,
output, outcome, impacts);

+ relationship between internal self-evaluation/internal quality management
of VET providers and external accreditation;

+ the kind and degree of methodological and organisational support, provided
for VET institutions who wish to apply for accreditation;

+ the relationship between quality assurance, quality management and
accreditation, and in particular the contribution of accreditation to the
overall quality of VET providers and quality of the (national or sectoral)
VET system.

Despite variations between different systems and procedures for ac-
creditation, there is a set of common features in understanding what ac-
creditation means:

+ accreditation is concerned with the quality of VET provider organisations

(objects of accreditation);

+ the accreditation process follows transparent standards, regulations and
rules;



Scope of the study and methodology

+ accreditation is a process of external quality review used to scrutinise
VET provider organisations for quality assurance and by intention for
further improvement of quality, too, although the extent to which this latter
applies will have to be explored in this study;

+ accreditation implies clearly defined consequences resulting from a
formal decision on the application of the provider, which in positive cases
leads to formal recognition of the provider (including the right to award
qualifications);

+ accreditation is not a one-off procedure but is given for a certain period
of time and needs to be renewed to remain effective.

To be precise, the study is about the role of accreditation of VET providers
for assuring the quality of training and services provision. The relationship
between accreditation and quality assurance affords some clarification on
the concepts of quality and quality assurance.

The term ‘quality’ refers to a certain characteristic or condition of something
and thus always needs a reference point. Quality content has to be defined in
relation to this reference point, which in this study is provision of training and
related services. This immediately brings clients and their satisfaction with the
offered services to the forefront. Nowadays, many definitions understand quality
as an accomplishment of standards to achieve sustainable satisfaction of clients.
Other definitions express similar notions, for example by stressing fulfilment
of clients’ needs or responding to clients’ expectations. The common nucleus
in all these definitions is the client, the product or the services delivered.

There is another set of definitions, which focus on accomplishment of
standards and rules necessary to deliver the product or the service in good
quality. Thus, in EN ISO 9000:2005 quality is defined as the degree to which
a set of inherent characteristics responds to given demands.

Sometimes this understanding of quality is called technical quality, whereas
client-oriented understanding is called relative quality. With technical quality it
is stressed that production of products or delivery of services is accomplished
according to prescribed standards, regulations and rules and that the products
or services are useful, suitable and fit for purpose. Relative quality is a flexible
concept as clients are not a homogenous group. Clients have different
needs, varying expectations and individual demands, which might require
continuing change including adaptation of standards, regulations and rules
from the organisation.

The two understandings of quality are not contradictory. They just put their
light on different aspects, both of which are important and complementary
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to each other. Technical and relative quality will both have to be considered
when analysing the role of accreditation for assuring the quality of training
and services provision in VET.

This study is about assurance of quality and again there are different
understandings and several terms around, such as quality management, quality
assurance, quality control, quality assessment, and quality improvement. In
practice, these terms are often used as substitutes for one another but they have
slightly different meanings when taking a closer look from a scientific point of
view. Quality management is considered as an umbrella term, encompassing
all the processes necessary to create and direct methods, rules and procedures
to ensure quality in an institution. Quality management includes the specific
notions of the other terms. Quality assurance tries to avoid unfavourable
developments and is intended towards compliance with binding standards
and prevention of bad quality. Quality control is oriented towards collection
of information to correct unfavourable developments and thus is a necessary
precondition to ensure measures of quality assurance. Quality assessment
goes beyond and is about measurement of output and outcomes based on
predefined objectives for quality. The term quality improvement is understood
as continuing change and improvement of processes and performance to fulfil
better the quality objectives (Cedefop, 20092, p. 9).

This study covers both practice and ‘theory’ of accreditation and its role
for assuring technical and relative quality of training and services provision in
VET. The theory was covered by desk research and documentary analysis,
while the implications, experiences and evaluation of current practices were
captured through interviews in both national and sectoral case studies.

2.2. Research sample

The study aimed at analysing different approaches to accreditation of VET
providers and VET programmes in seven EU Member States and in four
sectors to identify their common elements and differences. Countries were
selected to provide examples from bigger and smaller Member States and
from ‘older’ and ‘newer’ ones. Accreditation in initial VET (IVET) and continuing
VET (CVET) were included where an internal VET providers quality system
exists, something largely missing at present in VET accreditation policies.
The research sample encompassed the following countries and sectors.
National accreditation systems analysed in this study cover both IVET and
CVET, apart from Denmark and Germany. In Denmark, implementation of an
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accreditation system has started and is applied to new IVET programmes only.
Existing programmes will be accredited step by step from 2012. Accreditation
focuses on programmes, but parts of VET provider organisations are also
indirectly subject to external review.

In Germany, since July 2004, VET providers engaged in publicly-funded
continuing training for the unemployed are obliged to implement an internal
quality management system and must be accredited by a recognised body
according to AZWV. It must be noted that a single nationwide accreditation
system operates in this part of the CVET sector only. IVET is not included
in this study, because as already stated in the executive summary, it comes
under the authority of the 16 Ldnder each having its own approach to quality
assurance and accreditation. It was out of the scope of this study with its
budgetary and time restrictions to analyse the 16 Ldnder approaches.

The French example is included because of a quality approach implemented
voluntarily, targeted at State-owned VET institutions already licensed to
operate. In France, there are two separate types of quality labels for IVET and
CVET in place. Although a quality label is slightly different from accreditation,
both approaches have been included in the scope of this study as the
label is given only after external review and successful recognition of the
provider organisation against a national quality framework. Accreditation is
a prerequisite for awarding a quality label.

Italy is included as an example of a mixture of a national framework and
different regional approaches for accreditation of VET providers. At national
level a set of minimum criteria for accreditation of VET providers was set
up, where regional governments can add to or expand criteria according to
regional or local needs. It is up to regional governments to evaluate whether
VET providers fulfil these requirements. Accreditation procedures vary
from region to region. As in the case of Germany, it was out of the scope
of this study to analyse the 21 regional approaches to quality assurance
and accreditation. The Lombardy region was selected as an ‘interesting
case’ because by identifying best performing providers and by introducing
a ranking system, it is shaping an accreditation approach that, instead of
concentrating on achievement of minimum standards, promotes competition
between VET providers and supports improvement of quality.

Traditionally in the United Kingdom, colleges and providers are expected to
respond to a large number of different quality standards and measures before
being accredited. In the past this has lead to a compliance culture and has
generated excessive bureaucracy. In recent years several initiatives have been
made to overcome this approach and UK/England can stand as an example
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of transition from an inspection approach towards a supportive accreditation
procedure, where the processes for assuring and measuring quality are fit for
purpose. The UK example focuses on the accreditation system that operates in
England and with some minor differences in Wales as well, while the Scottish
system is so unique it cannot form part of the system analysed here.

Other country examples are Hungary and Romania. Both ‘newer’ Member
States have created a national strategy for reform of their VET systems, where
they define national priorities in the context of lifelong learning and establish
the institutions responsible for implementation of the strategy. The purpose
of the strategy is to help development of a quality approach by providing
conceptual, methodological, and planning conditions for its implementation.
Particular attempts have been made to build up a coherent accreditation system
for IVET and CVET encompassing higher education institutions as well. In
Hungary, accreditation of both providers and programmes is applied, but the
case study analysed here focuses on accreditation of providers only.

Selecting sectors to be analysed proved more complex than selecting
national accreditation examples despite all their peculiarities. The criteria
used to select sector samples referred principally to the need for high quality
standards and mobility within or between sectors.

Table 1. Selected countries and their scope of accreditation in VET

IVET CVET
providers programmes providers programmes

Denmark x (") X

Germany - - X X
France () X X X X
Hungary x @) x @) X X
Italy/Lombardy region X X X X
Romania X X X X
UK/England X X X X

(") Parts of the provider organisation are covered for certain programmes.
(3 In France, two different accreditation systems for IVET and CVET are in place.
(®) As far as programmes for adult students are provided.

The banking and financial services sector was included as an example of
a sector with strong demand for high transnational mobility of employees due
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to international mergers and acquisitions, thus creating a need for European-
wide standards in training and recognition of qualifications.

The hotel and restaurant sector was chosen because, due to European
integration and globalisation, a growing variety of international customers has to
be served. High-quality and European-wide common standards are needed for
training and educating employees to meet the expectations of customers.

The European computer driving licence (ECDL) was selected because this
certificate is issued by a highly innovative sector (ICT) where qualifications of
employees are in permanent change and development due to new business
fields emerging.

The welding sector is the second technology-driven example. It was chosen
because of high quality standards imposed by European safety and security
regulations. Accreditation of VET provision is particularly important for overall
public safety. Welding is one of the most interesting examples of quality assurance
through accreditation organised by professional bodies at international level.

A clear distinction between accreditation of VET provider organisations and
accreditation of programmes can be made for the welding sector only. For the
two main types of VET, only the accreditation system applied in the hotels and
restaurants sector covers provision of both IVET and CVET. In this case, the
VET programme is accredited and quality assessed ‘automatically’ as the VET
provider has to operate a training programme designed and regularly updated
by the sectoral accreditation body. In contrast, the following two accreditation
examples are rarely interested in delivery of a training programme: in the banking
and financial services sector, accreditation of training providers focuses on
examination procedures, and in the European computer driving licence example,
accreditation to become a centre for awarding a licence covers the examination
procedure only.

Table 2. Selected sectors and scope of accreditation in VET

IVET CVET
providers programmes providers programmes
Banking and financial services X x (')
ECDL x() x()
Hotels and restaurants X x©) X X @)
Welding X X

(") Focused on the examination procedure.
(?) Covers examination procedure only.
(3 Provider has to operate the accreditation body programme.
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2.3. Methodology

For researching the selected examples, the same approach was followed.
Based on results of desk research in each case study face-to-face interviews
were held with representatives of national ministries or sectoral umbrella
organisations, with bodies responsible for accreditation of VET providers in
the respective country or sector and finally with VET providers themselves or
their umbrella organisations. Whenever possible, the view of an independent
expert knowing the relevant system was grasped in an interview to get some
background information. The same interview grids were used to prepare and
conduct the interviews.

Table 3 indicates the interviews conducted in the selected countries. For
each country it was intended to include the views of the main stakeholders
in the accreditation process: the ministry, the accreditation body and a VET
provider or an umbrella organisation of providers. Whenever possible, the
view of an independent VET expert was included, too. In practice, this general
methodological formula had to be applied flexibly. In France, for example, there
is no permanent accreditation body; instead external review of VET providers
appealing for the quality label is undertaken by different groups of experts,
some of which are appointed by the Ministry of Education.

Table 3. Conducted interviews — Countries

DK DE FR HU IT RO UK/EN
Ministry X X X X x(1) X
Accreditation body X X - X x(1) X X
VET (umbrella) organisations X X X X X X
Experts X X X

(") Regional ministry which is also the accreditation body.

The role of sectoral umbrella organisations in accreditation corresponds to the
role of ministries in national accreditation systems. Therefore, representatives of
sectoral umbrella organisations were interviewed for the sectoral case studies.
Different to most national cases, the accreditation body is not a particular
institution but just a branch or even a specific committee inside the sectoral
umbrella organisation. Interviews took place with chairpersons or members
of these accreditation committees. To include a different perspective on these
sectoral accreditations, additional interviews were held with representatives
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of VET provider organisations and/or independent experts in a particular

sector.

Table 4. Conducted interviews - sectors

Banking and
financial services

ECDL

Hotels
and restaurants

Welding

Sectoral umbrella organisation
Accreditation body
VET provider organisation

Experts

X

X

X

X
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CHAPTER 3

National approaches
towards accreditation of VET

3.1. Denmark

3.1.1. VET context

The Danish VET system is based on the principle of dual training (periods in
school alternate with periods of training in enterprises), involvement of social
partners at all levels and the principle of lifelong learning, IVET and CVET
are integrated to ensure coherence between qualifications and competence
levels in line with development of the national qualification framework (Danish
Ministry of Education, 2008a; Cedefop, Refernet, 2009a). Today, the system
is highly modularised and flexible. It offers possibilities for both further
studies, and for partial qualifications. The overall political aim is to make it
an inclusive system (to keep drop-out rates at a low level). Current political
focus is on increasing the interaction and coherence between IVET and
CVET by defining objectives in terms of competences to be acquired. CVET
focuses on development of skills closely related to the workplace and the job
functions of CVET participants. Extensive collaboration was initiated between
CVET providers and enterprises, and CVET courses are often provided as
on-the-job training. CVET is primarily targeted at unskilled and low-skilled
workers. Vocational education and training includes vocational education
and training programmes (VET), social and health education programmes as
well as programmes in agriculture, forestry, maritime studies, etc. These VET
programmes are of two to five years’ duration, the most typical being three
and a half to four years. IVET programmes are sandwich-type programmes
in which theoretical and practical education at a vocational college (30-50%
of the time) alternates with practical training in an approved company or
organisation (50-70% of the time).

For the approach to quality in VET the main characteristics are that VET
providers have a great deal of autonomy in terms of adapting the VET they
provide to local needs and demands. Quality assurance has been on the
political agenda in Denmark since the beginning of the 1990s, with the
introduction of a new governance framework based on taximeter grants per
student. The aim of the framework was to improve the overall responsiveness
and effectiveness of the VET system by encouraging VET providers to
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respond more autonomously and rapidly to changes in the labour market
stemming from technological, organisational and societal changes.

Procedures for quality assurance are integrated into the VET system due
to continuing dialogue between all stakeholders at all different levels of the
system, and to the short distance between those in positions of power, both
culturally and geographically. Denmark is a small country, stakeholders know
one another and work together across the system, and there is widespread
confidence and common trust among them.

Quality in education and training was introduced and reinforced in two
successive stages called ‘waves’. During the 1990s, quality assurance and
development were systematically made compulsory for all VET providers,
and the overall policy objective of the first wave’ was to establish a quality
system for systematic self-evaluation and follow-up at provider level. In
parallel the role of inspection and external evaluation was toned down until
the late 1990s. In the ‘second wave’ from 2000 onwards, output monitoring
gained greater importance: six quality indicators were formulated for the
entire educational system and overall external monitoring of the system was
strengthened. External verification — explicitly referred to as accreditation
— started in 2004, when the Danish Evaluation Institute accredited training
programmes in higher education and included accreditation of centres for
further education (CVU) resulting in the quality title ‘university college’ since
2005.

Accreditation is obligatory by law since 1 April 2008. Every year there
are two accreditation cycles: one in autumn, one in spring. In autumn 2008,
the first applications for new educational programmes were filed. After the
concluding judgement on these applications, applicants and experts were
asked to evaluate the process, which resulted in minor changes to the
guidelines. The second round of application started in March 2009. For
existing educational programmes, the first accreditation cycle was planned
from 2009 to 2010 and a second cycle from 2010 to 2012.

3.1.2. Accreditation system

Accreditation of VET programmes and VET provision is prescribed by law
since 2007 (in force since April 2008) for new training programmes (such as
real estate agent), for existing training programmes (such as dental technician)
and for training provided by a school or academy. So far there is no explicit
accreditation of VET providers, but indirectly the criteria for institutions are
tested in connection with accreditation of training provision.
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New training programmes have to be accredited before they are allowed
to start. The initiative for an application is mostly via cooperation of several
schools. In autumn 2008, the first accreditation cycle started, followed in
spring 2009 by the second one. Existing programmes will be accredited step
by step, the first accreditation process has just started (nurse training) and it
is planned to have all existing educational programmes accredited by 2012.
This will include short-cycle educational programmes at so-called academies
(KVU) which correspond to IVET programmes in other European countries.

3.1.2.1. Quality framework

There is no single nationwide quality approach but nine common axes, prin-
ciples and measures at system level and different approaches at both system
and provider levels have been defined by the Ministry of Education.

Table 5. Axes and measures of the quality framework in Denmark

Involvement of stakeholders

Common national guidelines

Output monitoring

Quality rules

Ministerial approval, monitoring and inspection
Testing and examination

Transparency and openness

Evaluations by the Danish Evaluation Institute

International cooperation and surveys

Source: Danish Ministry of Education, 2008b.

These apply to the entire educational system but they are given different
weight and take different forms wit