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Ten years have passed since 
the adoption of the EQAVET 
recommendation: a good reason 
for SMEunited, the European 
Association of Craft, Small and 
Medium-Sized Enterprises, to 
offer a retrospective review and 
assessment of this important 
European initiative.

As a European social partner, 
speaking for 24 million SMEs in 
Europe, SMEunited has supported 
EQAVET from its start in order 

to foster quality assurance in vocational education and 
training (VET). Quality assurance in VET is essential for 
the design of attractive training programmes and the 
development of career pathways which respond to the 
skill needs of enterprises. It is also the basis for more 
transparent qualifications, better comparability and 
accountability within the heterogeneous VET landscape in 
Europe, and for facilitating the transnational mobility of 
learners and workers. Therefore, the importance of quality 
assurance in VET – not only from the perspective of the 
companies – has to be rightly appreciated.

The EQAVET recommendation and network, with the 
involvement of 34 European countries and the European 
social partners, form a sound basis for intensifying 
cooperation in the field of quality assurance at the 
European, national, regional and sectoral level. Step-
by-step, over the last ten years, EQAVET has been 
getting closer to its main goal of establishing a joint, 
Europe-wide understanding of quality in VET. EQAVET 
was rightly designed not as a rigid set of rules but as a 
flexible tool which provides all actors with the necessary 
scope to implement national or sectoral quality assurance 
approaches in initial and continuing vocational training. In 
the long term, this approach may take longer, but in the 
end, it is more promising.

Alongside the political support for EQAVET, SMEunited is 
actively involved in testing and implementing the EQAVET 
principles. From 2014 to 2016 SMEunited with five of its 
member organisations developed guidelines for the quality 
assurance in Higher VET as part of the Erasmus + project 
“QA HiVETnet”. These guidelines provide a structured and 
transparent description of the quality features of Higher 
VET. They increased the understanding of these types of 
qualifications in the European context, especially for those 
in education systems where such qualifications play no role, 
or only a minor role. The guidelines provided a practical 
tool for those with an interest in Higher VET when they are 
planning, implementing, evaluating and reviewing their 
own qualification programmes. 

SMEunited considers EQAVET to be a useful instrument to 
increase quality assurance, VET qualification transparency 
and promote mutual trust. Over the next ten years, 
EQAVET should continue its existing gradual and inclusive 
approach, based on close cooperation with social 
partners and other relevant stakeholders. As part of 
this work, EQAVET should open itself up to current VET 
developments, in particular the increasing importance of 
digital skills, digital teaching and learning methods, the 
early identification of skill needs and Higher VET. Last 
but not least, SMEunited considers a closer alignment of 
EQAVET with the implementation process of the European 
Qualifications Framework (EQF) to be highly necessary. 
Thus, SMEunited is very confident about the future of 
EQAVET.

The EQAVET approach has 
been defined throughout 
various articles and publications 
as one which supports the 
implementation of the EQAVET 
Recommendation by working 
collectively to build a shared 
understanding of quality 
assurance and development 
among member countries 
and social partners through 
exchanging experiences and 
generating new insights that 
can influence policy and practice 
at the national, regional and 
local levels.

This approach provides a vision of the future, an idea of 
what the future can hold but has not yet happened: it 
creates a desire among people to grow and improve. This 
vision embodies our hopes and ideals. It gives us a sense of 
purpose and glimpses of what is possible.

Has the EQAVET vision already begun to be realised? 
has the co-operation across Member States worked? 
have there been real impacts resulting from the EQAVET 
recommendation which have demonstrated a shared 
understanding and new insights? Has it influenced policy 
and practice? 

It is worth trying to answer these questions by considering 
the EQAVET Work Programmes which are devised on 
the basis of members’ experiences of developing their 
national approaches to implementing 
the recommendation. Each Work 
Programme over the years builds 
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The Recommendation 
on the establishment 
of a European Quality 
Assurance Reference 
Framework for Vocational 
Education and Training 
was agreed in June 
2009. It aimed to 
promote and monitor 
continuous improvement 
of VET systems based 
on common European 

references. The Recommendation established the EQAVET 
Network at the European level and recommended that 
Member States (if they hadn’t already done so) establish 
National Reference Points (NRPs).

Having consulted European colleagues, who I have had 
the pleasure of working with for decades and who have 
been instrumental in promoting and implementing the 
Recommendation at country level, I believe that significant 
progress has been made by Member States since 2009. 
Evidence to support this can be found in the findings of 
annual EQAVET surveys and external evaluations. 

The EQAVET Network has done tremendous work in 
supporting Member States to reform their VET systems. 
The range of achievements include numerous thematic 
working groups and Peer Learning Activities; State of Play 
surveys; annual network meetings and annual EQAVET 
Forums. The EQAVET website, itself, a significant resource 
and depository, hosts a vast amount of collaborative quality 
outputs including thematic publications, policy briefs, 
survey findings and quality improvement tools/resources. 

NRPs now play a central role in supporting Member States 
to reform and improve their VET quality assurance systems. 
There are variations between Member States in terms of 
how NRPs are governed and organised but they are now 
generally well established. The EU dedicated funding 
stream has helped to motivate NRPs to undertake specific 
and relevant projects. NRPs have assisted large numbers of 
learners, teachers, trainers and social partners to mobilise 
and participate in and contribute to thematic events at 
regional, national or European level. This has helped 
Member States to share experiences, learn from each other 
and validate good practices at home.

Despite a period of economic recession quality assurance 
is now very much embedded in European VET systems. 
Strong communities of practice exist and collaborate in 
developing and improving quality assurance at European, 
national, regional and local levels. Obviously, Member 
States are at different stages of implementation and more 
work needs to be done.

on the experience of implementing the 
previous. 

If we consider these Work Programmes 
as a toolbox of materials, best practice, 
peer learning activities/articles, it would 
suggest that they are a way to achieve 

the vision to embed a culture of quality assurance 
throughout the EU by producing  an informed and 
inclusive range and type of activity which is desired and 
informed by EQAVET network members.

It is also worth considering that these Work Programmes 
encompass the four stage quality assurance cycle that 
EQAVET users are striving to implement. A lot has been 
produced to support planning and implementation, and 
evaluating and reviewing activities will be included in the 
next iteration of Work Programmes. This will support the 
evaluation and review of the impact of members’ practice 
in the field, thus restarting the cycle.

Is this enough to answer the questions posed above?  A 
member state quality community of practice now exists 
- built around support, collective working, shared 
understanding, exchanging of experiences and the 
generation of new insights that can influence. Of course, 
many case studies have been prepared by EQAVET network 
members as part of the development of EQAVET+. These 
demonstrate among other things that the EQAVET+ 
indicative descriptors can be applied at various levels of VET 
provision and in a range of situations.1

In conclusion, quality is ever evolving, based on a model 
of continuous improvement. This requires the support and 
practice for quality enhancement to also evolve. With this 
in mind the learners’ voice, an increased emphasis on the 
importance of work-based learning and the recognition 
of achievement through non-formal and informal learning 
should shape the next 10 year member journey. This will 
help to ensure these developments are embedded in the 
EQAVET-aligned approaches being used at the system and 
VET provider levels.

THEN

A DECADE OF EXPERIENCE

1 Examples of how the EQAVET+ descriptors have been used can be seen in case studies from: 
  Germany - Collaboration between teachers and trainers when designing qualifications  

Ireland - Assuring a consistent approach to assessment 
Malta - Student learning agreements as a way to improve attendance and reduce drop-out 
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