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Introduction

European Credit System for Vocational Education and Training (ECVET) is
the system of credit accumulation and transfer in VET introduced by the 2009
Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council. The ECVET
Recommendation calls on EU Member States to ‘create the necessary conditions and
adopt measures, as appropriate, so that as from 2012 - in accordance with national
legislation and practice, and on the basis of trials and testing - it is possible for
ECVET to be gradually applied to VET qualifications at all levels of the EQF’ (Council
of the EU, European Parliament 2009).

According to the 2014 external evaluation report on ECVET implementation
(PPMI 2014) and the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training,
which annually monitors ECVET implementation, the ECVET process has been
started in most of the EU Member countries, but only a few have explicitly declared
that they have begun to apply it (Cedefop 2013; 2014). It should be added, however, that
these monitoring activities rely to a large extent on the opinions of national experts
and decision makers. And since ‘applying ECVET to VET qualifications’ might be
understood differently among experts, representatives of different EU countries and
various stakeholders (cf. PPMI 2014, Cedefop 2013, Fietz et al. 2008), these reports
might not adequately present the current state of the art of ECVET implementation
in every EU country. Poland serves as an example. Because the ECVET name is not
expressis verbis mentioned in Poland’s formal documents, and because Poland’s
policy makers and experts are not sure how to interpret the phrase ‘applying ECVET
to VET qualifications™, they are rather hesitant to admit that Poland has implemented
it in formal education. For these reasons, it is not commonly recognized at the EU
level that Poland’s VET reform of 2012/2013 implemented the ECVET principles?, at
least at the regulatory level.

1 This statement is based on the outcomes of interviews with Polish decision makers and
stakeholders, we conducted for the purpose of this article.

2 In the ECVET evaluation report we read: ... there are no significant hopes that credit systems
being developed at the national level in countries such as Italy, Poland, Estonia or Lithuania can achieve
convergence taking into account the ECVET approach’ (PPMI 2014: 38). In this report, as well as in
Cedefop monitoring reports Poland is classified as a country in which ‘units/modules exist but no
credit systems’ (PPMI 2014: 35; Cedefop 2013; 2014).
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This situation motivated us to write an article, which not only presents the
specificity of ECVET implementation in Poland, but also more broadly treats the
understanding of ECVET implementation into national qualifications systems. We
formulated three research questions to be answered in this article: (1) What does it
mean to implement ECVET in a national context? (2) What conditions have to be
fulfilled in order to be able to claim that a country has introduced ECVET? (3) Has
ECVET been implemented in Poland?

We structured the article accordingly, dividing it into four chapters. In the
first, we present the main ECVET premises. In the second chapter, we attempt to
answer the first two research questions. The answers are our proposed interpretation
of the ECVET Recommendation and provide the background for the description
of Poland’s VET reform. In the third chapter, we describe the broader context of
implementing the learning outcomes approach in Poland’s VET. We indicate that
this process is part of a structural change in Poland’s education system, not only in
VET, but also in general and higher education, and that it is also linked to the work
on integrating the qualifications system in Poland and implementing the national
qualifications framework. In the fourth chapter, we describe Poland’s VET 2012/2013
reform, and by showing how the ECVET principles have been used to modernise
vocational education, we answer the third research question. In this last chapter, we
provide a detailed description of Polish systemic solutions related to ECVET, however
at the regulatory level. An assessment of whether the reform is a success or failure is
beyond the scope of this article’.

1. Basic premises of ECVET

ECVET has been developed as part of the Copenhagen process, aimed at strengthening
the cooperation of EU Member States in vocational education and training. Work on
ECVET is also part of a broader context of work at the EU level on learning outcomes
based qualifications systems to support educational and professional mobility
and lifelong learning (cf. Cedefop 2009, Cedefop 2010a, Cedefop 2010b, Deji 2010,

3 Because the first results of the 2012/2013 reform will be visible only in the coming years, it is
still too early to have reliable data proving the success or failure of the reform. The first results of the
evidence-based evaluation will be available in 2016, after the full round of external examinations will
be conducted.
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Mehaut & Winch 2011). ECVET is particularly linked to the European Qualifications
Framework (EQF), to which national qualifications frameworks are referenced (cf.
Le Mouillour 2012, Coles & Oates 2005), but also to other EU policy instruments:
the European Quality Assurance Reference Framework for Vocational Education
and Training (EQAVET)Y, the validation of non-formal education and informal
learning®, the Europass portfolio of documents, in which learners’ qualifications
and attained learning outcomes are recorded, and the European Credit Transfer and
Accumulation System (ECTS) used in higher education.

The basic premise of ECVET is to base the development of qualifications on
learning outcomes. Learning outcomes (LO) describe what a person knows and is
able to perform, and are expressed, as in the EQF, in terms of knowledge, skills and
competences. According to the ECVET Recommendation, learning outcomes should
be grouped in units. Units of learning outcomes are parts of qualifications, which may
be subject to separate assessment and validation. Units of learning outcomes can be
developed by using various criteria.

In this way, the ECVET Recommendation invites EU Member States to modularise
VET qualifications — a process which has already begun in some European countries
over 20 years ago (cf. Stanwick 2009, Le Mouillour 2005). The intention of developing
discrete units of learning outcomes is to make the process of obtaining qualifications
more flexible, as it enables a learner to accumulate units of learning outcomes attained
at different times and places, and apply (transfer) the units to different qualifications
(study programmes). Comprising qualifications of units also supports the process of
validating learning outcomes attained through non-formal education and informal
learning (Hart, Howieson 2004). Despite these positive aspects, it should be noted,
however, that the process of unitisation and modularisation as envisaged in ECVET
has not been unanimously accepted by all Member States. Experts and stakeholders
especially, but not only, from continental Europe (e.g. Germany, Austria) criticise this
approach, arguing that qualifications should be approached in a holistic way, and that
dividing the learning process into smaller, distinct parts is contrary to the concept of
a ‘vocation’ and vocational education (Mehaut & Winch 2011, Ertl 2002).

The ECVET Recommendation also stresses the importance of partnerships
and institutional networks to support the transfer of credits attained abroad and as

4 Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 June 2009 on the
establishment of a European Quality Assurance Reference Framework for Vocational Education and
Training.

> Council Recommendation of 20 December 2012 on the validation of non-formal and informal learning,
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a result to support international mobility of learners. Entering into partnerships is
to be supported by three elements of the ECVET system dedicated specifically to
this purpose: the memorandum of understanding, the learning agreement and the
personal transcript (cf. European Commission 2012).

2. What Does it Mean to Implement
ECVET in a National Context?

The starting point in answering the question, ‘what does it mean to implement
ECVET’ is found in the text of the ECVET Recommendation, which recommends
Member States to:

- ‘Promote the European Credit system for Vocational Education and Training’
(‘ECVET’) as set out in Annexes I and 11 at all levels of the EQF with reference to VET
qualifications, in order to facilitate trans-national mobility and the recognition of
learning outcomes in VET and borderless lifelong learning;

— create the necessary conditions and adopt measures, as appropriate, so that as of
2012 - in accordance with national legislation and practice, and on the basis of trials
and testing - it is possible for ECVET to be gradually applied to VET qualifications
at all levels of the EQF, and used for the purpose of the transfer, recognition and
accumulation of individuals’ learning outcomes achieved in formal and, where
appropriate, non-formal and informal contexts’.

Annex I of the Recommendation presents the definitions of the following terms:
qualifications, learning outcomes, unit of learning outcomes, credit of learning
outcomes, competent institution, assessment of learning outcomes, validation of
learning outcomes, recognition of learning outcomes, ECVET points.

Annex II of the Recommendation describes the principles and technical
specifications of ECVET, stating that:

‘ECVET is a technical framework for the transfer, recognition and, where
appropriate, accumulation of individuals’ learning outcomes with a view to
achieving a qualification. ECVET tools and methodology comprise the description
of qualifications in terms of units of learning outcomes with associated points,
a transfer and accumulation process and complementary documents such as learning
agreements, transcripts of records and ECVET users’ guides’.

The ECVET Recommendation does not define, however, what applying ECVET
to VET qualifications means in practice. From a national perspective, this is not
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unequivocal, since when can it be claimed that ECVET has been implemented? The
main reason for ambiguity is that it is not clear whether all of the above mentioned
measures (units of learning outcomes, ECVET points, procedures for transfer and
accumulation, etc.) or just some of them have to be made part of the qualifications
system. Similarly, it is not clear whether Member States should focus on student
mobility or systemic solutions to enhance lifelong learning or both. And since the

EU documents do not explicitly and unanimously define the boundaries of ECVET

implementation, EU member states interpret ECVET implementation differently.

Some perceive ECVET only as an international student mobility tool, whereas others

link ECVET implementation with systemic VET reforms for lifelong learning (Fietz

et al. 2008, country fiches on ECVET implementation in: Cedefop 2013).

In our view, taking into account the above-mentioned ECVET Recommendation
provisions, applying ECVET to VET qualifications should be viewed from three
interconnected perspectives:

1) the architecture of VET qualifications — qualifications’ requirements are expressed
as learning outcomes, and learning outcomes are grouped into units, which are
assigned ECVET points,

2) the pathways of attaining qualifications, including procedures for credit
accumulation and transfer and the validation of informal and non-formal learning,

3) support for international student mobility through trans-national partnerships of
education and training institutions using memoranda of understanding.

In other words, in our view, it can be claimed that the ECVET system has been
implemented in a national context only when measures related to these three areas
have been introduced into a national qualifications system. In section 4, we show how
these three measures of ECVET have been applied to the formal VET system in Poland.

2.1. Is the Use of ECVET Points Essential to Claim
that the ECVET System has been Implemented?

ECVET points are the most controversial element of ECVET, and at the same time, they
are presented as an important element of the whole system in the Recommendation.
So it is worth answering the question of whether ECVET points must be adopted in
order to be able to claim that ECVET has been implemented in a national system.
The crucial observation is that in the ECVET system, credits (assessed learning
outcomes) not points, are accumulated and transferred. Thus, from the perspective
of the main purpose of ECVET, i.e. to facilitate credit accumulation and transfer,
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ECVET points should play only a complementary role and, therefore, should not
constitute the essence of this system®. A similar interpretation is found in the
European Commission note to members of the ECVET Users Group regarding the first
ECVET evaluation report: ‘Expressing credit of learning outcomes in terms of credit
points has proven either too challenging or not useful enough to many of the VET
providers that use ECVET, so that at this stage credit points appear as a ‘secondary
and marginal element’ of the implementation ECVET’ (European Commission 2014).
In the ECVET external evaluation report we read: “The implementation of ECVET
should focus on credit as assessed learning outcomes and units of learning outcomes
and it should be made clear to all stakeholders that credit points are a supplementary
and secondary element of ECVET rather than its main focus” (PPMI 2014: 17).

For these reasons, we argue that ECVET points are not an obligatory measure
to be able to claim that the ECVET system has been introduced into a national
qualifications system.

2.2. Why are ECVET Points Controversial?

In accordance with the Recommendation, points within the ECVET system should be
allocated in two stages. First, points are attributed to the qualification as a whole, and
then to the units of learning outcomes. Assigning points to the whole qualification is
done according to the criterion of the duration of the learning process for the given
qualification (workload). Learning outcomes expected to be achieved in a year of
formal, full-time vocational education and training are equivalent to 60 ECVET points.
Assigning ECVET points to units of learning outcomes distinguished
in a qualification is done by determining the relative weight of these units. The
Recommendation indicates that the relative weight of units can be determined
according to the following criteria, used individually or together:
- the relative importance of the learning outcomes which constitute the unit for
labour market participation, for progression to other qualification levels or for
social integration,

6 Credit points (not necessarily ECVET points) may play an important role in complementing
national qualifications framework — providing ‘credit metric’, which would indicate the size of the
qualifications referenced to NQF level descriptors. However, it is quite different than using credit points

for the purpose of credit accumulation and transfer (Le Mouillour 2012).
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- the complexity, scope and volume of learning outcomes in the unit,
— the effort necessary for a learner to acquire the knowledge, skills and competence
required for the unit.

This ‘freedom’ in using different criteria when assigning ECVET points is
controversial. Different awarding bodies may use different criteria and as a result,
the same units of learning outcomes may be assigned a different number of ECVET
points (cf. GHK consulting 2012: 12; ECVET projects: ASSET, OPIR and ICARE
materials’). Table 1 presents the assignment of ECVET points to units of learning
outcomes for the same qualification, but determined according to two different
criteria: the level of effort and the importance of the learning outcomes for the
performance of professional tasks.

Another controversy arises from the ECVET assumption that learning outcomes
expected to be achieved during one year of full-time vocational education and
training are always ‘valued’ as 60 ECVET points. However, it may happen that the
‘volume’ of learning during one year of formal, full-time education will require a
different workload (measured in notional learning hours)?, a situation which is not
envisaged in the ECVET Recommendation.

3. The Broader Context of Implementing
Learning Outcomes in Poland’s VET

Introducing a learning outcomes approach in Poland’s vocational education and
training system is part of a broader context of change in the formal general and
vocational education system [system oswiaty]’, as well as reforms intended to adapt

7 http://www.assetecvet.eu/; http://freref.eu/opir/index.php, http://www.icareproject.eu/

8 During 2012/2013, we conducted pilot work on measuring the volume (workload) of formal VET
qualifications in Poland (within the systemic project entitled The development of terms of reference for
the implementation of the National Qualifications Framework and the National Qualifications Register
for lifelong learning conducted under supervision of the Ministry of Education). The research indicated
that different VET qualifications achieved in Poland during 3 years of formal, full-time education

require different student workloads (Stgchly, Debowski, Lewicki 2013).

9 The Poland’s national education system is divided into ‘system oéwiaty’ and higher education.
Many documents on Poland’s education translate the term ‘system o$wiaty’ into ‘education system’.
However, such terminology lacks precision for two reasons: it does not refer directly to vocational
education, which is an integral component of ‘system o$wiaty’ and may suggest that it also includes
higher education. For this reason, ‘system o$wiaty’ is being translated in this article as ‘the formal
general and vocational education system’.
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Table 1. Example of assigning ECVET points to a hypothetical qualification
of sales assistant and to individual units of learning outcomes, according
to the criterion of effort (Table 1a) and the importance of the learning
outcomes to performing the tasks of the occupation of salesperson (Table 1b)
Table 1a. Assigning ECVET points according to the criterion of effort
Title of the | Title of the unit of learning | Effort required Weight of the unit Number of ECVET
qualifica- outcomes for specific according to the crite- points assigned
tion units rion of effort
Customer services 600 h 600/1800=0.3 20 ECVET points
60+0.3=20
Cash machine operation 600 h 600/1800=0.3 20 ECVET points
- and basics of accounting 6040.3=20
=}
8 Taking orders and receiving | 300 h 300/1800=0.15 10 ECVET points
'3 goods 60¢0.15 =10
<
3 Product display 300 h 300/1800=0.15 10 ECVET points
& 6040.15 =10
total of 1800 h, 60 |1 =60 ECVET points

ECVET points (this
number is the base
used in the ‘weighting’
procedure)

Note: It was assumed that the hypothetical qualification of sales assistant presented below could be achieved
within one year of formal education and would require an average of 1800 hours of effort.

Table 1b. Assigning ECVET points according to the criterion of the importance
of the learning outcomes to performing the occupation (professional tasks)

(this number is the
base used in the
‘weighting’ proce-
dure)

Title Title of the unit Effort required Weight of the unit ac- Number of ECVET
of the of learning outcomes for the quali- cording to the criterion | points assigned
qualifi- fication as a of the relative impor-
cation whole tance of learning out-
comes to labour market
participation
Customer services 600 h 0.5 30 ECVET points
60+0.5=30
g Cash machine operation 600 h 0.2 12 ECVET points
é and basics of accounting 60°0.2=12
2 Taking orders 300 h 0.1 6 ECVET points
= and receiving goods 60°0.1 =6
Product display 300 h 0.2 12 ECVET points
60+0.2 =12
total of 1800 h, =1 =60 ECVET
60 ECVET points points

Source: Own work.
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the system of vocational education and training to the needs of society and the labour
market. The implementation of learning outcomes in VET should also be seen in the
context of modernising the qualifications system in Poland and developing a national
qualifications framework. These three aspects are discussed the sections below.

3.1. Implementing Learning Outcomes in the Formal General
and Vocational Education System

The formal vocational education system is part of the formal general and vocational
education system, which is the responsibility of the Ministry of National Education.
The process of modernising this system, which led to the implementation of a learning
outcomes approach, began in the late 1990s (cf. Dgbrowski and Wisniewski 2011).

In 1999, a core curriculum was introduced to formal general education. It defined
the overall educational objectives and framework of the general education offer. Asa
result, schools were able to independently develop their own teaching programmes,
but they no longer assessed and validated the competences of their students. This
responsibility was given to the Central Examination Board and Regional Examination
Boards (REB) - institutions supervised by the Ministry of National Education.

In 2002, the first external examinations for primary and lower secondary school
pupils were conducted. In 2005, the first external upper secondary school completion
examinations (the so-called ‘new matura’) were conducted. In general education, the
learning outcomes achieved through non-formal and informal learning could now
be validated — from this time forward, each certificate awarded by the formal general
education system, i.e. certificates of completing primary school, lower secondary
school, general upper secondary school and the matura certificate, can be attained
by adults through validation of non-formal and informal learning without being
required to complete a formal educational process.

The next phase of the reform within the formal general education system was
designing core curricula by using learning outcomes. A new core learning outcomes
based curriculum in general education was implemented as of the 2009/2010 school
year. As a result, examination standards ceased to be defined separately. Examination
content is now based only on the learning outcomes specified in the core curriculum.

Therefore, changes within the Poland’s formal vocational education and training
system complement the reform of general education that introduced curricula and
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assessment based on learning outcomes (see section 4). In this way, the entire formal
school system in Poland is based on the learning outcomes approach.

3.2. Modernisation of Poland’s VET

As in other countries of the Eastern bloc, Poland’s VET regressed with the transition
from a centrally planned to a market economy after 1989 (cf. Adamski et al. 1993,
Shaw 1995, Parks ed. 1998, Kwiatkowski 2000a). As large state-owned enterprises
were closed, so were the vocational schools functioning alongside them; they were
not replaced with new schools. This was due, on one hand, to insufficient funds
(low expenditures for VET), and on the other hand, to the popular belief at the
time that vocational education was too expensive and held no future for Poland’s
economic development. Because general skills were seen to be the most important
in the contemporary labour market, the Poland’s school system entered a path
of ‘de-vocationalisation’ — the vocational component was being pushed out from
vocational schools in compulsory education to institutions offering continuing and
adult VET. The promotion of general and higher education became one of the main
objectives of the changes in Poland’s education. The belief about the importance of
the general education component was strengthened by the fact that during economic
transformation, wage disparities among professional groups and by level of education
radically increased (Puhani 2000; Roszkowska and Majchrowska 2014; Rutkowski
2001, Rutkowski 1996). The increase in the salaries of persons with higher education
and the rising unemployment rate of persons with basic vocational education
additionally strengthened the negative perception of selecting vocational school as
an educational path.

Despite these problems, VET was not the object of reform or intensified corrective
actions during the entire transition period (Chlon-Dominczak et al. 2011; Kabaj 2012;
Kwiatkowski 2000b; Kurek & Rachwatl 2012). At the beginning of 2010, the most
important problems of vocational education were determined to be: the inadequacy
of the educational offer to the needs of the labour market, outdated curricula, poorly
equipped educational facilities, low involvement of employers, the poor quality of
vocational training, and the depreciation of vocational education in the public eye
(Osiecka-Chojnacka 2007; Kabaj 2010).

Only recently vocational education has been regaining its position among
national policies (Chlon-Dominczak et al. 2011). Restoring the importance of
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vocational education and creating an attractive educational offer for young people
and adults have become one of the national priorities, reflected in recent national
and regional strategic documents and actions (Lifelong Learning Strategy 2013,
Strategy for Human Capital Development 2013, The National Reform Programme
for the implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy). One of the most important
objectives of reform measures was the implementation of a learning outcomes based
curriculum and assessment to better adapt the VET educational offer to labour
market needs. And although introducing a learning outcomes approach is seen as
a crucial element of the reform, it is embedded in other activities undertaken at
the governmental level to modernise Poland’s VET, among others: infrastructure
development (equipping workshops), strengthening and promoting cooperation
between vocational schools and employers, teacher and management staff training
and development of career counselling, improving the image of vocational education
learners (Chton-Dominczak 2012).

In the context of these activities, the significance of the impact of educational
policies developed at the European Union level should also be noted. The importance
of VET as a policy area in European strategies has impacted the amount of funds
available for use by Poland from the European Social Fund. These financial measures
provide an additional impetus to the reform efforts at the national and regional
levels. In the new financial perspective 2014-2020 ca. 1,2 billion euro® will be made
available to help reach these goals in national and regional operational programmes
(for comparison, annually ca. €19 billion is spent on the upper-secondary VET in
Poland from the state budget (central and local)" . This impact is also reflected in
the number of governmental systemic projects aiming at modernize VET system in
Poland which are financed from the ESF funds systemic, see Table 2.

10 Own calculation based on data available on the Polish European funds portal www.
funduszeeuropejskie.gov.pl,. For comparison, annually ca. €1,9 billion is spent on the upper-secondary
VET in Poland from the state budget (central and local).

11 Source: Eurostat.
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Table 2. VET related systemic projects carried out by institutions supervised
by the Ministry of Education, financed from the ESF funds (2008-2016)

Years of
Title of the project Managing institution implementation
(project budget)

Core Curriculum Improvement National Centre for Supporting 2008-2013

as a Key to Modernisation of VET Vocational and Continuing (€5,4 mln)
Education

Developing a Model of Career National Centre for Supporting 2009-2012

Guidance and Online Education Vocational and Continuing (€1,4 mln)

and Career Information System Education

Support System for Schools National Centre for Supporting 2009-2012

& Educational Institutions Vocational and Continuing (€2,5 mln)

Implementing Modular VET Education

Programmes

Vocational School, the School National Centre for Supporting 2010-2013

of Positive Choice Vocational and Continuing (€5 mln)
Education

A Model for the System of National Centre for Supporting 2010-2013

Implementing and Propagating Vocational and Continuing (€5,4 mln)

Distance Learning in Lifelong Education

Learning

Modernization of VET Examinations Central Examination 2010-2014
Commission (€11,5 mln)

Monitoring and Improvement National Centre for Supporting 2012-2015

of the Implementation of VET Core Vocational and Continuing (€2,1 mln)

Curricula Education

Education for Employment, phase 1 National Centre for Supporting 2013
Vocational and Continuing (€1,1 mln)
Education

Education for Employment, phase 2 National Centre for Supporting 2014-2015
Vocational and Continuing (€4,5 mln)
Education

The Development of Terms Educational Research Institute 2010-2015

of Reference for the Implementation (€10,7 mln)

of the National Qualifications

Framework and the National

Qualifications Register for Lifelong

Learning

Developing the National Educational Research Institute 2013-2015

Qualifications System - Pilot (€3,9 mln)

Implementation of the National
Qualifications System and its
Promotional Campaign
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Years of
Title of the project Managing institution implementation
(project budget)

Developing the National Educational Research Institute 2013-2015
Qualifications System — Organizing (€1,5 mln)
and Institutionalising the Integrated
Qualifications Register
Partnership for Vocational Education Centre for Education 2016-2017
and Training Development (€2,5 mln)
Support to Central Government Educational Research Institute 2016-2018
Administration, Awarding Bodies (€4,25 mln)
and Quality Assurance Institutions in
Implementing Stage I of the Integrated
Qualifications System
Effective Vocational Counselling for Centre for Education 2016-2018
Children, Youth and Adults Development (€1 mln)

3.3. Work on Integrated the Qualifications System

Parallel to reforms in the formal general and vocational education (system oswiaty),
the learning outcomes approach has also been introduced within the higher education
system. National qualifications frameworks for higher education (NQF-HE) were
introduced by law in 2011. Since then, each study programme (for a licentiate/engineer
or master’s degree) in Poland’s higher education system must be described with the
use of learning outcomes and must be referenced to the level descriptors of the NQF-
HE (cf. Chmielecka et al. 2012; Krasniewski 2012). In August 2014, the president of the
Republic of Poland signed amendments to the Law on Higher Education introducing
new solutions to validate non-formal education and informal learning. Under the
new regulations, higher education institutions will be able to recognise up to 50% of
ECTS credits of a given study programme for learning outcomes attained by adult
students through non-formal and informal learning pathways.

In effect, the approach of developing qualifications that takes into account
learning outcomes, their transfer, validation and quality assurance in accordance
with European standards, has been introduced to the entire formal education system
in Poland (general, vocational and higher).

The introduction of a national qualifications framework in Poland, which includes
all types of education (formal and non-formal), is therefore seen as an action that will
conclude the series of reforms in the formal education system and provide a new
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impetus for change in non-formal education, allowing for the greater integration of
Poland’s qualifications system (Stawinski & Debowski 2013). One of the key premises
of the integrated qualifications system is that all qualifications (awarded in formal
and non-formal sectors) referenced to the Polish Qualifications Framework (PQF)
will have to be described according to the same standard. This is very important
from a credit transfer perspective — an important barrier to credit transfer is the
lack of uniformity in describing learning outcomes and validation methods by
different awarding bodies. Therefore, implementing an integrated qualifications
system based on the PQF and common description standards will not only facilitate
greater understanding of the qualifications for persons seeking to attain them, but
also enhance credit transfer between qualifications awarded in different sub-sectors.
Therefore, integrating the qualifications system will also provide opportunities
for incorporating ECVET principles in vocational education outside of the formal
education system.

4. Implementing the ECVET.
Principles in Poland’s VET?

This section presents the implementation of the learning outcomes approach in Poland’s
vocational education system. Italso shows thatthe ECVET system hasbeenimplementedin
Poland’s formal vocational education system, according to the three criteria discussed in
section 2: the architecture of VET qualifications; the pathways of attaining
qualifications; and, support for international student mobility.

4.1. The architecture of VET qualifications

The basis for preparing the educational offer in vocational education in Poland
is defined at the level of the Ministry of National Education and includes: the
Classification of Occupations for Vocational Education (COVE), the Core Curriculum
for Vocational Education (CCVE), as well as the Core Curriculum for General
Education (CCGE).

A vocational school director decides which occupations will be taught in school,
with the Classification of Occupations for Vocational Education defining the range of
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possible choices. The VET school study programmes are based on the content of the
CCVE and CCGE". The core curricula define the learning outcomes that should be
attained by persons with vocational qualifications and general education certificates
of completion of vocational school (cf. Stechty et al. 2013; Debowski 2012; Dybas 2014).

4.1.1. Distinguishing qualifications in occupations learned at school

A key element of the changes associated with the introduction of the learning outcomes
approach in Poland’s VET is distinguishing vocational qualifications in COVE
occupations. The COVE includes ‘occupations’ (i.e. compound qualifications) that the
schools can offer. Constituent qualifications are distinguished in specific occupations,
each comprised of defined units of learning outcomes (ULO) and individual learning
outcomes (LO). The COVE includes 200 occupations, in which 251 qualifications are
distinguished. The occupations included in this new classification are comprised of one,
two or three qualifications. The CCVE defines learning outcomes for each occupation and
qualification®. This is why the Poland’s vocational education and training system has two
types of documents confirming attained learning outcomes (competences) — vocational
certificates and vocational diplomas. Attaining qualifications (vocational certificates)
required for a given occupation, together with possession of a school leaving certificate,
enables a pupil to obtain a vocational qualification (compound qualification) (see Figure 1).

Distinguishing individual qualifications in occupations is aimed at enabling
greater flexibility in the learning process, better adapting it to the needs and abilities
of individual learners, and also facilitating the ability of vocational education to
respond to changing labour market needs. When demand for a specific bundle of
competences emerges, it will be much easier to design a qualification, instead of an
‘occupation’ with a large volume. From a learner’s perspective, it will be much easier
to acquire and validate these new competences (see section 4.2.2). Previously, a learner
who wanted to achieve a vocational diploma was required to complete a full cycle of
education for each occupation studied, either in a basic vocational school (2 or 3 years
of education) or technical school (4 years of education). Given the dynamic pace of
economic change, this requirement resulted in a large gap between the educational
offer of vocational schools and labour market demand, very often discouraging adults

12 Or a school can use the model study programmes developed by KOWEZiU (National Centre
for Supporting Vocational and Continuing Education).

13 The understanding of the concept of a qualification in COVE is consistent with the definition
in the ECVET Recommendation. In both documents, a qualification is understood as a defined set of
learning outcomes, attained by a learner and confirmed by a relevant document (certificate, diploma).
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from participating in lifelong vocational learning — not many individuals could afford
to spend 4 years at a school for adults in order to receive a VET diploma.

Figure 1. Distinguishing qualifications in the occupations listed in the COVE

Occupation
(vocational diploma)

A

Qualification
distinguished in an occupation
(vocational certificate)

Qualification
distinguished in an occupation
(vocational certificate)

Qualification
distinguished in an occupation
(vocational certificate)

Certificate of completing an
appropriate type of school*
{general education certificate)

To be awarded a diploma confirming a vocational qualification attained at school, a pupil must achieve all the
qualifications distinguished in the given occupation (vocational certificates) and the certificate of completing an
appropriate type of school. The qualifications (vocational certificates and certificate of completing school) can be
attained at different times and through the validation of non-formal and informal learning.

*Depending on the vocational diploma, different certificates of completing school are required, e.g. in order to
receive the vocational diploma of Electrical Mechanic, a learner must receive a certificate of completing basic
vocational school, whereas in order to achieve an Electrical Technician diploma, a learner must attain a certificate
of completing technical upper secondary school.

Source: own work.

4.1.2. Learning Outcomes Based Curricula

The core curriculum for vocational education (CCVE) implemented as of September
2012 describes qualifications and occupations with the use of learning outcomes
that describe knowledge, skills and personal and social competences. Learning
outcomes are grouped in units, which typically contain from several to over a dozen
learning outcomes and reflect specific professional tasks. A unit of learning outcomes
encompasses a logical and mutually related process leading to a specific objective,
which may be the implementation of a specific product, service or decision.
Learning outcomes are described according to ‘factoring out’ logic, meaning that
first, the educational aims for a given occupation are described, next — the learning
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outcomes common to all occupations are defined, after this — the learning outcomes
common to a given group of occupations, and only then are the learning outcomes
for the specific occupation defined (for specific qualifications distinguished in the
occupation). Figure 2 presents the structure of the entries in the CCVE.

Figure 2. The structure of the entries in the core curriculum for vocational education
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Source: own work.



Implementing ECVET Principles in the National Qualifications System. Reforming Poland’s ... 75

4.1.3. The Model of VET Curriculum

The new VET qualifications’ architecture in Poland may be seen as an example of
a two-tiered model of curriculum modularisation (or unitisation in some countries).
The tiers refer to: (1) qualifications distinguished in occupations and (2) units of
learning outcomes defined for qualifications.

On one hand, qualifications distinguished in occupations are what Le Mouillour
(2005) defines as ‘self-contained’ partial qualifications - described with LO and
certified individually by a vocational certificate. On the other hand, qualifications
formally remain parts of an occupation (or occupations), certified by a vocational
diploma - in this sense they are ‘part of a whole, as they are designed to lead to an
established qualification’ (Le Mouillour 2005). For some qualifications, the modular
structure of Poland’s VET corresponds to the ‘expansion concept’ described by Ertl
(2002), as modularisation makes credit accumulation possible by having subsequent
modules added to previously attained qualifications (see Figure 3).

At the lower tier, units (sets) of learning outcomes have been defined for
qualifications. They are not certified and recognised on their own, have no inherent
value, and function only as parts of the qualification. Furthermore, the sets of
learning outcomes at this tier have been defined with regard to both the didactical
process and the outcome. This means that LO common to several qualifications/
professions are defined from a curricular-didactical perspective and units specific to a
qualification are based on the competency and work-context approach (see Figure 2).

The Polish model of qualifications’ architecture and the qualification-occupation
relationship can be seen as an interesting approach to VET modernisation, which
combines the characteristics of the occupation-based and modular approaches (see:
Pilz 2002; Hart, Howieson 2004).

4.2. Introducing Flexible Learning Pathways

In this section, we discuss aspects of the changes that are aimed at creating more flexible
learning pathways. First, qualifications have been distinguished within occupations
(the qualifications are significantly smaller than the previously awarded diplomas),
thus providing opportunities for credit accumulation and transfer. Second, the ability
to validate learning outcomes acquired through non-formal education and informal
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learning has been expanded. Third, new forms of education have been developed,
in particular, vocational qualifying courses and vocational skills courses for adults.

4.2.1. Credit Accumulation and Transfer

Accumulating and transferring credits in Poland’s VET (within the formal general
and vocational education system) can be considered from the perspective of attaining
a vocational diploma or vocational certificate™.

Credit Accumulation and Transfer to Obtain a Vocational Diploma

The newly introduced VET qualifications’ architecture opens up the opportunity to
gain additional qualifications without having to start learning each profession ‘from
the beginning’, by adding subsequent qualifications to those already attained. In the
context of ECVET, this can be called the accumulation of credits. The accumulation
process is described in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Accumulating credits to attain a vocational diploma,
using the example of electrical technician

Extramural vocational examination

f{e ¢l operetion of electrical
machinery, equipment

& and installations.
General upper secandary schaol for agults
leadingto: [ . onor 'a
Vocational qualifying course Riperin- el Operation of electrical
and examination at the machinery, equipment
Regional Exarmination Board and installations*
for: Assernbly-and ™
mantenanceof
Slsemiansemans Assembly and Assembly and

maintenance of maintenance of

Assembly and
maintenance of
electrical machinery
and equipment®

Certificate of
completing basic
vocational school

L ELECTRICAL MECHANIC** y

electricalinstallations®

Assembly and
maintenance of
electrical machinery
and equipment®

Certificate of
completing basic
vocationalschool

ELECTRICIAN**

electrical installations*

Assembly and
maintenance of
electrical machinery
and equipment*

Certificate of
completing ,liceum”
or ,technikum”

ELECTRICAL
TECHNICIAN**

The process of credit accumulation

* Vocational certificate

** Vocational diploma

Technikum - vocational upper secondary school; Liceum - general upper secondary school

14 The distinction between these is described in section 4.1.1 (see Figure 1.)
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After completing basic vocational school and attaining the qualification distinguished in the occupation of ‘electrical
mechanic’ (‘assembly and maintenance of electrical machinery and equipment’), graduates can continue their
vocational education by attending, for example, a vocational qualifying course.

After completing the relevant vocational qualifying course, learners can take the examination to attain the
qualification of ‘assembly and maintenance of electrical installations’. Having attained this qualification, learners
are awarded a diploma confirming the vocational qualification of the profession of ‘electrician’.

After fulfilling the relevant requirements related to, among others, the time spent working in a profession or
the duration of education, learners can take an extramural vocational examination and attain the qualification
of ‘operation of electrical machinery, equipment and installations’. Finally, learners can achieve the compound
qualification of ‘electrical technician’, but only if they obtain the appropriate level of general education. This can
be done by attending a general upper secondary school for adults or by taking extramural examinations in the
subjects of the mandatory classes defined in the study programme of the general secondary school for adults.

Selected qualifications can also be ‘transferred’ among occupations in the
Poland’s formal general and vocational education system. In the context of the
ECVET process, this can be called credit transfer (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. Transferring credits to achieve a vocational diploma,
using the example of the qualifications of Road machinery
and equipment mechanic and Road construction technician

—_—
Preparing cost
estimatesandtender
documents*
—_—
Operation of road Organising work
machineryand related to building and
equipment* maintaining roads and
bridges*
Performance of road Credit transfer Performance of road
work* work*
Certifiateof Certificteof
completing basic completing , liceum”
vocational school or ,technikum”
ROAD MACHINERY AND
EQUIPMENT ROAD CONSTRUCTION
MECHANIC** TECHNICIAN**

*Vocational certificate

**Vocational diploma

Technikum: vocational upper secondary school, Liceum: general upper secondary school

A person awarded the vocational diploma of ‘road machinery and equipment mechanic’, comprised of two separate
qualifications (‘operation of road machinery and equipment’ and ‘performance of road work’), who wants to attain
‘road construction technician’ can transfer the learning outcomes required for the qualification of ‘performance of
road work’. As a result, the learner will not have to participate in the education process nor take the examination
for this vocational qualification.

It should be noted that what is transferred are the learning outcomes, which have been confirmed by a vocational
qualification (certificate), awarded after having passed a vocational examination conducted by the Regional
Examination Board.

Source: own work.
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Credit Accumulation and Transfer to Obtain a Vocational Certificate

A vocational certificate can be attained only by passing an external vocational
examination conducted by the Regional Examination Board (REB).

The examination can be taken by pupils and graduates of basic vocational,
vocational upper secondary and post-secondary schools, as well as persons who
have completed vocational qualifying courses. Persons who have completed lower
secondary school and at least two years of training or work in a given occupation can
take an extramural examination.

No exemptions from any part of the examination requirements are foreseen.
The scope of the vocational examination conducted by the REB includes all of the
learning outcomes required for a given qualification.

Persons taking vocational qualifying courses will be able to accumulate credits
attained, among others, from vocational skills courses (VSC). A learner can apply
for an exemption from classes/training in relevant subjects or learning outcomes that
have already been attained through prior learning if the entity offering the vocational
qualifying course provides such an option (see Figure 5).

Figure 5. Credit transfer for the purpose of attaining a vocational
certificate, using the example of the qualification
of ‘operation of electrical machines, equipment and installations’

=

{Operation of electrical machines,
equipment and installations)

e frming the validation of e
i fearning outcomes i _
| = ) Learning cutcomes carrespond Yol 3
i (for example, certificate of completing a tothe unk of learming occupations in the field of study
I VQg, certificate confirming the outcorires , operation of - -
| attainmentof another qualificationin the electrical instoliations” Unit of If::'ml‘ ng D_Ut'CDmE; D, 8 ;
! profession) Operation of electrical machines an
| CREDIT TRANSFER ’ equipment
| The arganiser of the VO of the | Theleamer:
I Learning outcomes/units of learning Operation of electricol 1] defines the requirements of operating ¢lectrical machines and
I equipment;
| outcomes machines and equipment car 2] arganises and oversees work in the area of operating electrical
i recognise the credits and grant machines and equipment;
I an exemption from the
: Learning outcomes/units of learning eoursework for this imit Unit of learning outcomes no. 2:
1 outcomes " there Is Bil Operation of electricalinstallations
| owever there Is no posslbility

L / for enemption from the -
.7 examination {conducted by
S " Boards).

Suppose that an adult wants to attain the qualification of ‘operation of electrical machinery, equipment and
installations’. To do so, he/she enrols in a vocational qualifying course and after its completion, takes the vocational
examination.
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However, the person already has learning outcomes validated earlier (for example, through completion of
avocational skills course) that correspond to one unit of the learning outcomes specified for this qualification (for
example, ‘operation of electrical machinery and equipment’). The achieved learning outcomes are confirmed by
a document (certificate of completing the Vocational Skills Course).

By presenting this document, the learner can request an exemption from having to take some of the coursework
in the qualifying course. The decision to grant such an exemption is made by the entity offering the qualifying
course. It should be noted, however, that the entity offering the Vocational Qualifying Course is required to grant
the exemption to the extent that is permitted by the manner in which the qualifying course is organised. After
completing all the coursework required by the VQC curriculum, the learner obtains a certificate of completion for
the course, which entitles him/her to take the vocational examination.

Transferring credits in such a case may be of great benefit to learners, who may not have the time and ability to
complete coursework on previously acquired knowledge and skills because they need to reconcile work and family
responsibilities.

Source: own work.

Pupils undertaking their education in vocational schools can transfer credits
and have them recognised in the form of ‘passing’ internships/compulsory work
placements held abroad (see section 4.2.4).

Validating of Non-Formal Education and Informal Learning

As of the 2012/2013 school year, the system of attaining vocational qualifications was
broadened to include persons learning out-of-school or in the course of their work.
Previously, persons who completed non-school forms of education, as well as those
whose vocational competences were acquired at work or through informal learning,
were unable to have their learning outcomes formally validated in the examination
system organised by Regional Examination Boards (REB).

Currently, the School Education Act stipulates that persons 18 years of age and
older who are not in school can take extramural examinations conducted by Regional
Examination Boards”. After they have been passed, an appropriate (general or
vocational) qualification is awarded. As a result, all the certificates and diplomas
awarded in the Poland’s formal education system can be attained through the
validation of non-formal and informal learning. However, it should be noted that
currently, the only way to validate vocational competences acquired informally and

15 Extramural examinations may be taken by persons who have completed lower secondary

school or an eight-year elementary school and have at least two years of training or work in the
occupation, which is part of the given qualification. Documents confirming the fulfilment of these
requirements are, in particular, school certificates, indexes, education certificates or employment
certificates related to work in a specific profession, including those obtained abroad (indicating that
one may use documentation obtained within the framework of ECVET mobility).
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out-of-school is by taking a vocational examination (Polish solutions do not anticipate
the use of other methods, such as portfolios, observation or document analysis).

4.2.3. Introducing New Learning Pathways

Non-school forms of learning for adults are an important approach in developing
flexible learning pathways. Previous solutions in this area were not sufficiently tailored
to the needs of adults due, on one hand, to the lack of suitably small qualifications,
and on the other hand, to the lack of attractive forms of adult education (among
others, the currently eliminated vocational schools for adults). As part of modernising
the VET system, new forms of education have been introduced, of which the most
important are:

« vocational qualifying courses — organised within the scope of a single qualification.
Completion of the course allows a learner to take a REB examination and attain the
qualification (the same one a learner would achieve in a vocational school),

« vocational skills courses - organised within the scope of selected units of learning
outcomes or groups of learning outcomes specified in a qualification. Successfully
completing the course leads to a certificate of completing a vocational skills course,
which is the basis for allowing exemptions from part of a VQC (see Figure 5),

« general competences courses — courses on specific parts of the core curriculum for
general education,

« education courses on theoretical aspects for young workers — organised for pupils
receiving their education in the workplace or when school training does not provide
the theoretical portion of the vocational education.

As a result, learning pathways within the education system have become more
transparent. Young persons can attend three-year basic vocational schools and four-
year technical upper secondary schools (or alternatively be trained in the craft trades),
while adults can attend vocational qualifying courses and vocational skills courses'®

4.2.4. International Mobility

One of the reasons for implementing ECVET is to support the international mobility
of learners. In this context, it should be noted that the ECVET system is often used as
a tool to organise mobility leading to the recognition of learning outcomes acquired

16 However, education is provided only in post-secondary schools for some occupations (for
example, most medical occupations).
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abroad among several entities in different countries. Each year, growing numbers of

VET providers in Poland organise international mobility projects using ECVET. In

this article, however, we focus on the systemic implementation of selected ECVET

principles in Poland, and its possible impact on student mobility is treated as one
many aspects.

First of all, we assume that introducing learning outcomes as the primary point
of reference in developing VET qualifications and learning programmes will make
it easier for Poland’s VET providers to discuss and compare learning outcomes with
their foreign partners. This should also make it easier to indicate the additional
credits earned by learners in the Europass mobility document.

Second, because pupils can more freely shape their learning pathways,
incorporating a period of internship or work experience abroad may be easier and
less risky (i.e. at the moment of deciding to go abroad, the pupil may already possess
confirmed qualifications and does not risk interrupting a long cycle of education and,
as a consequence, failing to obtain the qualification).

However, there are some organisational issues in Poland’s VET limiting the
ability to recognise credits after mobility:

« the size of the units of learning outcomes defined in the core curriculum is rather
‘large’ (requiring at least several months of study), whereas most of the mobility
periods are short (several weeks),

o VET certificates and diplomas are centrally administered and not awarded by
VET providers but by Regional Examination Boards. Therefore, learners cannot be
exempted from the final assessment or any part of it. The examination conducted by
the REB will always include each learning outcome defined in the core curriculum
for vocational education.

» VET school pupils have a relatively large general education component. This means
that after the mobility period, school pupils have to catch up with the ‘general’ part
of the study programme. Thus, international mobility does not shorten the time
of learning in the home school. This problem does not occur in the case of persons
taking vocational qualifying or skills courses, because they do not include a general
education component.

The solutions introduced in Poland’s VET system provide for the recognition
of learning outcomes attained abroad. Vocational school pupils may be exempted
from all or part of professional practice in the country - the school director can treat
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educational mobility as fulfilment of this requirement. A special case is the ability to
have practicums performed abroad count towards a period of two years of training or
work in the occupation, required for being allowed to take extramural examinations.

There is not enough evidence yet that these changes have influenced the mobility
of pupils - both internationally and domestically. Surely the number of VET mobility
projects organised through the National Agency of the Erasmus + Programme
is steadily increasing. However, it is difficult to assess the extent to which this is
a consequence of the described changes.

Conclusions

The VET reform of 2012 in Poland has implemented most of the ECVET principles

as specified in the ECVET Recommendation. These especially include:

- distinguishing separate qualifications in school-learned occupations (included
in the Classification of Occupations for Vocational Education) and individually
validating each qualification,

- introducing learning outcomes and units of learning outcomes - qualifications
are described using learning outcomes, which are grouped in units of learning
outcomes (modules) according to criteria consistent with ECVET,

- developing flexible learning pathways by enabling credit accumulation and transfer
between occupations and qualifications, as well as introducing new forms of non-
school education,

- opening the system to the validation of non-formal and informal learning by
enabling diplomas and certificates awarded by Regional Examination Boards to be
attained after the required extramural examinations are passed.

The reforms relate to a lesser extent to the use of ECVET in promoting the
transnational mobility of learners. Even though the new solutions in Poland’s VET
allow learning outcomes achieved abroad to be recognised so that the training time
can be shortened, it is not possible to gain exemption from any part of the vocational
examination requirements. To obtain a vocational qualification in Poland’s formal
VET system, a learner must pass the examination conducted by the REB, and this
examination always includes all of the learning outcomes in the core curriculum for
vocational education.
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Poland does not anticipate using ECVET points. Although during work on
the integrated qualifications system, the significance of a consistent and ECTS-
compatible system of credit accumulation and transfer for lifelong learning policies
at all PQF levels was acknowledged, at this stage, it is too early to discuss how points
might be implemented in the Poland’s qualifications system.

Taking the above into account, we believe it can be said that ECVET has been
implemented in the Poland’s formal VET system, and thus Poland has fulfilled the
declarations made in the EU forum. It should be noted, however, that the changes
have been made at the regulatory level. In order to fully implement the learning
outcomes based approach in Poland’s VET, the behaviour of key actors - teachers,
examiners, as well as the people developing vocational examinations — will need to
change.

The changes described only apply to formal VET. From the point of view of
ECVET, integrating formal VET with the non-formal system will be a challenge.
Developing truly flexible learning pathways (offering both horizontal and vertical
permeability) in Poland’s qualifications system will require not only the development
of zones of mutual trust among partners (who have not yet worked together on
broader issues), but also systemic solutions (among them, the quality assurance of
qualifications and the methodology of describing qualifications) to integrate the
formal (school-based) and non-formal sector of education. It is hoped that the work
just begun on the Act for an integrated qualifications system will achieve this.

In analysing the activities carried out to introduce a learning outcomes approach
in Poland’s VET, it must also be remembered that they are part of broader educational
reform measures in Poland (the introduction of learning outcomes in general and
higher education), as well as efforts to modernise the formal VET system. This
modernisation includes investing in the educational infrastructure, preparing
teachers, trainers and management staff to implement new solutions, modernising
vocational examinations, strengthening cooperation between schools and employers,
and developing a system of career counselling.

We can anticipate a positive impact on the quality of vocational education and
training in Poland only when all these VET initiatives are put in place. However, we
will not be able to conduct a reliable, evidence-based evaluation of the effects of the
2012 reform and the introduction of the learning outcomes approach until several
years of implementation have passed.
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