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Abstract:
This paper will use contrast the implementation of Hong Kong’s “second generation” Qualifications Framework and associated quality assurance arrangements with the experiences of “first generation” frameworks and analyse the lessons learnt and the drivers behind the creation of the Hong Kong Qualifications Framework (HKQF).  The implementation of the HKQF has proceeded in tandem with the development of new arrangements in quality assurance leading to the creation of the Hong Kong Council for Accreditation of Academic and Vocational Qualifications (HKCAAVQ).  However, as the HKQF further develops to incorporate credits and the promotion of articulation pathways the quality assurance arrangements are also facing change and realignment.
Definitions:

National Qualifications Frameworks 

A National Qualifications Framework
 (NQF) is an instrument for the development and classification of qualifications according to a set of criteria or criteria for levels of learning achieved. This set of criteria may be implicit in the qualifications descriptors themselves or made explicit in the form of a set of level descriptors. The scope of frameworks may be comprehensive of all learning achievement and pathways or may be confined to a particular sector, for example initial education, adult education and training or an occupational area. Some frameworks may have more design elements and a tighter structure than others; some may have a legal basis whereas others represent a consensus of views of social partners.

Quality Assurance

Quality assurance is a component of quality management and is ‘focused on providing confidence that quality requirements will be fulfilled’
. In relation to education and training services, quality assurance refers to planned and systematic processes that provide confidence in the design, delivery and award of qualifications within an education and training system. Quality assurance ensures stakeholders’ interests and investment in any accredited programme are protected. 

Introduction:

Across the world, more than 126 countries or 60%
 are at some stage of NQF development. Many of these countries and regions are investing heavily in NQF development and implementation and in some instances the development of a RQF.
NQFs are intimately linked to the qualifications systems they comprise. As such, they differ quite widely from country to country. Based on a study of existing and emerging qualifications frameworks in 16 countries, Michael Young, Stephanie Allais and David Raffe (2009) argue that evidence-based policies cannot justify the surge in NQFs. Although the policy literature presents qualification frameworks as a consequence of rational policy decisions by countries in a globalising world, the fact that so many countries chose the same policy response to a wide variety of challenges, despite the limited empirical evidence for its effectiveness, suggests that other forces of globalisation are at work.
Whatever the drivers a qualifications framework or a qualification is only as strong as the quality assurance system supporting it. Tuck (2007), suggests that quality assurance is an essential element of an NQF and notes this is vital if stakeholders within the country and the international community are to have confidence in the NQF in that country.  He suggests that the three important measures of quality assurance are: validation of qualifications and/or standards; accreditation and audit of training institutions; and quality assurance of assessment leading to the award of qualifications. The quality assurance of qualifications includes meeting the requirements of the NQF and the quality of the providers awarding the qualifications.
Essentially, any NQF is about quality assurance.  Access must be established to quality lifelong learning.  It is quality that makes the difference and quality does not just happen by accident.  Without a robust quality assurance system, the NQF’s objective to enhance the quality of education and training is unattainable.

The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) Government has played a key role in providing policy and funding to support HKQF development and ensure fit with other relevant educational policies.

HKQF was created in 2007 and as such it is one of the group of “second generation” frameworks that has had the opportunity to learn from the implementation problems that bedevilled first generation frameworks, such as those in New Zealand and South Africa.

Hong Kong has taken a step by step or ‘incrementalist’ approach to implementing its framework, focusing first on areas that impact most on social and educational goals such as expanding vocational education and widening access to higher education.

However, the development of robust quality assurance is seen as integral to the implementation of the HKQF and the two areas have been developed in tandem.  In 2007 responsibility for the Qualifications Register and the quality assurance of most non-self accrediting institutions and their programmes was given to the then Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation through a lengthy legislative process that created a new Ordinance and changed the name of the Council to the Hong Kong Council for Accreditation of Academic and Vocational Qualifications.  While the legislation greatly extended its remit and functions, government funding also extended its staffing and operations. 

HKQF is a curious mixture of both a regulatory and voluntary framework.  In Hong Kong, only accredited qualifications can be placed on the Qualifications Register (QR) and the burden of proof is placed on the provider to demonstrate that the learning outcomes match the generic level descriptors of the appropriate level on the QF.  However most qualifications, in all sectors, have been voluntarily placed on the QR by way of one of the three accreditation processes that currently operate in Hong Kong.

The HKSAR is now, again incrementally, moving to more centralised control of quality assurance that is deemed necessary for public assurance that quality standards are being met and that stakeholders are protected.  More centralised quality assurance is also seen as essential for the development of public confidence in qualifications and to the creation of the environment of credibility and trust needed for the future development of the HKQF to include articulation and credit transfer systems.

� OECD 2005, Bridges to the Future: The role of qualification systems in promoting lifelong learning, Paris. 


� AS/NZS ISO 9000:2006: Quality management systems—Fundamentals and vocabulary, p. 9


� Centre international d'études pédagogiques, 2011, p.56.





PAGE  
1

