QCDA, SPA and UCAS Frequently Asked Questions about 
the Qualifications and Credit Framework for 
Higher Education admissions staff
The following Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) have been produced by staff from the Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency (QCDA), the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme (SPA) and the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) to help staff working in higher education (HE) admissions.

The FAQs will be updated as the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) develops.

A glossary of terms and acronyms used is included at the end of the FAQs.  

HE admissions staff should refer to FAQ 29 for details of who to contact for further information on the QCF.

Produced by staff from QCDA, SPA and UCAS – June 2010, updated by SPA February 2011 

WHAT, WHY, WHEN AND WHERE
1. Q: What is the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) and what are the benefits over the National Qualifications Framework (NQF)?


A: The Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF), developed by the Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency (QCDA), is a new way of recognising achievement through the award of credit for units and qualifications.  The QCF was set up, in part, to help widen participation. The small steps of the credit system will make sure that learners for whom access to the current system is difficult or impossible are able to achieve qualifications. It will also widen choices for learners by supporting credit accumulation within qualifications, and credit transfer between qualifications and Awarding Organisations (AOs). Other benefits over the NQF include the consistency of the QCF’s titling conventions which will give admissions staff a clear idea of both the level and size of the qualifications being offered to meet entry requirements.
2. Q: What is the rationale for its development and what is it hoped it will achieve?

A: The QCF is the new framework for creating and accrediting qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.  It is designed to make the whole system more flexible and accessible for learners and the qualifications offered far more relevant to learners’ and employers’ needs.

Implementation of the QCF has already begun. The process of bringing all vocational qualifications into the new framework is now well under way, with growing numbers of learners taking units and qualifications through the system. By the end of 2010, all new vocational qualifications had been accredited to the QCF and the QCF had replaced the current NQF for vocational qualifications. Where the NQF qualification is already on the UCAS Tariff, a review process will apply to any qualification specifications which have changed, before they are accredited to the QCF.
3. Q: What is happening to the NQF?


A: By the end of 2010 the QCF had replaced the NQF for vocational qualifications. Some qualifications will remain in the NQF as long as currently registered students are taking them.
4. Q: Why is the QCF needed?


A: At present, it is hard to understand all the different types of qualifications that learners hold - what level they are, how long they take to complete, what content they cover, and how they compare to other qualifications. The new QCF will help present qualifications in a way that is easy to understand and measure.
5. Q: When is the QCF going to be in place and when will it affect applications to Higher Education (HE)?


A: The QCF is already in place, admissions staff will be presented with four kinds of awards for entry to HE:

· qualifications that continue to be accredited in the NQF;
· qualifications that are accredited in the QCF;
· credits awarded for the achievements of units from accredited qualifications in the QCF; and
· qualifications that may have changed but retained the same title.

6. Q: Which constituent countries of the United Kingdom does the QCF apply to?


A: The QCF applies to England, Wales and Northern Ireland.  In Wales the QCF is part of the Credit and Qualifications Framework for Wales (CQFW).  Scotland has its own framework, the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF).  The frameworks are aligned with each other as shown in the table Qualifications can cross Boundaries. 
QUALIFICATIONS

7. Q: Will GCSEs, A levels and Diplomas be included in the QCF?


A: The Department for Education (DfE) has requested that QCDA produce a business plan to scope out the technical issues and benefits for inclusion of 14-19 qualifications on the QCF. The business plan will inform future decision making. Currently no decision has been made to include GCSEs; A levels; and Diplomas (and their component parts) in the QCF; however some Additional and Specialist Learning (ASL) from the Diploma is already in the QCF, as is all of the foundation learning with the intention that functional skills and apprenticeship frameworks should come into the QCF in due course. 
8. Q: How will qualifications be assembled?


A: Qualifications are built up from units based around rules of combination (RoC). Each qualification will have a RoC that specifies the credits that need to be achieved, through particular units, at particular levels, for a qualification to be awarded. The RoC can include mandatory and/or optional units as well as exemptions, other credit and equivalent units.
9. Q: Are there standard sizes for QCF qualifications?


A: There are three sizes of qualification in the QCF:
· Award (1 to 12 credits)

· Certificate (13 to 36 credits)

· Diploma (37 credits or more)


In the QCF one credit is awarded for those learning outcomes achievable in 10 notional hours of learning.
10. Q: How will the QCF be kept up-to-date?


A: The market will drive demand for new qualifications and units.  Each qualification already on the QCF will need to be re-accredited after a set amount of time in order to remain on the QCF.  AOs and Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) will work together to ensure their qualifications and units remain valid and appropriate.
UNITS
11. 
Q: What is a QCF Unit?

A: Units form the building blocks of all qualifications in the QCF. All qualifications submitted for accreditation in the QCF must be built solely from units that are defined according to the design specifications set out in the Regulatory Arrangements for the QCF.

12. 
Q: Will units/qualifications be graded?


A: There is the facility for AOs to grade qualifications within the QCF. Guidance on grading to support the regulatory arrangements of the QCF is being developed through dialogue with stakeholders and The Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual). 

There will be no standard system of grading for all QCF qualifications, rather the guidance proposes four popular models of grading in the QCF but it is not exhaustive. AOs are able to develop their own grading models as long as they meet the regulations.
13. 
Q: Will it be possible to take units on a standalone basis?


A: Yes, however all units are only active once they are picked up as a part of a qualification through the RoC. This means that a learner can do only one unit if they choose but the unit will always lead them to a full qualification.
14. 
Q: Who owns units within the QCF?


A: Each unit within the QCF is owned by the organisation that submitted it to the unit databank.

15. 
Q: Who approves units/qualifications within the QCF?


A: Ofqual accredits the qualifications.  Units are not individually approved; however they fall under the quality assurance processes of AOs when they apply to be recognised to operate in the QCF.  SSCs are also expected to approve qualifications within their sector prior to their inclusion in the QCF.

16. 
Q: Can units from one organisation form part of a qualification awarded by another organisation?


A: Yes, this is allowed within the QCF and will facilitate credit transfer.  Learners can bank credit they have accumulated and transfer to another qualification where permitted by the RoC.   
CREDITS

17. 
Q: How do credits represent achievement?


A: All qualifications in the QCF are built up from smaller units of learning. Every unit and qualification has a credit value and a level, which represent, respectively, volume (the number of credits) and the level of achievement, from Entry level to level 8.  In the QCF one credit is awarded for those learning outcomes achievable in 10 notional hours of learning.
18.
Q: Does credit in the QCF relate to credit within HE?


A: The QCF and Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ) share a similar definition of credit:


QCF definition: One credit is awarded for those learning outcomes achievable in 10 notional hours of learning.


HE definition: One credit represents 10 notional hours of learning.


Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) should also consider how credit for QCF qualifications relates to their procedures for the Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) and the Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL).

19. 
Q: Will UCAS applicants be able to indicate they are taking QCF qualifications and the credit size in Apply?


A: From 2011 entry UCAS applicants will be able to indicate they are taking a QCF qualification (QCF versions of qualifications are identified as such) but not the associated credit size. 
20. 
Q: How can HEIs ensure that if a learner transfers to another qualification they are informed?


A: The QCF allows learners to transfer credit between qualifications and AOs.  All AOs in the QCF accept the credit offered by all other QCF AOs.  The conditions under which credit may be transferred between qualifications are set by the RoC for that qualification.  If a unit falls within the RoC for a qualification, then a learner can count credit achieved through that unit toward the qualification, irrespective of the AO that entered the credit in the learner record.

The responsibility on applicants to advise HEIs of this is outlined in the UCAS guidance to applicants help text. HEIs will also wish to make clear to direct and part-time applicants that they also have a responsibility to advise the HEI of any changes.   SPA and the UCAS Professional Development team can advise HEIs on good practice. 

THE QCF AND THE UCAS TARIFF

21. 
Q: How does credit in the QCF relate to the UCAS Tariff?


A: Credit is a measure and a currency with no direct relationship to the UCAS Tariff. 

22. 
Q: Will all QCF qualifications be included in the UCAS Tariff?


A: AOs will decide as they currently do whether or not they submit their QCF qualifications for UCAS Tariff points.
HE ENTRY REQUIREMENTS AND OFFERS

23. 
Q: How can QCF qualifications be included in HE entry requirements and entry profiles?


A: Some of the qualifications accredited into the QCF already feature in HE entry requirements on UCAS Course Search, in Entry Profiles and on HEIs’ own websites. Provision will need to be made for others as they are accredited into the QCF.


Entry requirements will need to be specified in terms of Level e.g. 3, type of qualification e.g. Award, Certificate, Diploma. Where a qualification is graded e.g. Pass, Merit, Distinction, a required overall grade can be specified along with any requirements of achievement in individual components. 

24. 
Q: How should HEIs express conditional offers for admission to HE on the basis of QCF qualifications?


A: Conditional offers should be expressed in terms of:
· overall achievement within the QCF qualification e.g. in terms of achievement of Award, Certificate, Diploma;
· size in terms of number of credits;
· where the qualification is graded, the overall grade required and any requirement relating to achievement in specified components;
· where the qualification has a Tariff score, the offer can be expressed in terms of Tariff points rather than credit or grading.

See Appendix A for an example of how conditional offers for admission to HE for applicants with the old (NQF) and the new (QCF) BTEC qualifications might be articulated. 
25.
Q: What is the percentage balance of level 2 and level 3 units within level 3 QCF qualifications?


A: The QCF advises that level 3 qualifications can have 49% at level 2 and 51% at level 3.

26.
Q: Are the new BTEC level 3 qualifications in the QCF?

A: The majority of the new BTEC qualifications at level 3 (the suite formerly known as the Nationals) are on the QCF.     
RESULTS

27. 
Q: In what form and from what source will results for QCF qualifications be available to UCAS/HEIs?  

A: HEIs should check the UCAS website for the most recent information about qualifications that are covered by the Awarding Body Linkage (ABL) agreement.  Other results will need to be requested directly from students or their education providers. In the future the Personal Learning Record (PLR) will be a useful source of data, which students can choose to share with HEIs.  Anyone aged 16 or over can access a secure website to view their PLR providing they have a Unique Learner Number (ULN).  The PLR displays what has been studied and the qualifications and training achieved (it can take up to four months to display the achievement from the date of the award).

Parts of the Diploma ASL are included in the QCF and if these qualifications are not covered by the ABL agreement HEIs will not receive the results electronically. 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
28. 
Q: What arrangements are there for providing professional development to HE admissions staff on the QCF and its use for entry to HE?


A: If you are interested in training about the QCF and the impact on HE this can be requested through the UCAS Continuing Professional Development programme.

FURTHER INFORMATION
29. 
Q: Who should I contact for further information?

A: The best place to start is to read the following publications:


The QCF: an introduction for higher education institutions and The QCF and HE: working together to benefit learners 

You can also visit the QCDA resources webpage to access a full suite of information, and sign up for the VQR newsletter on the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) website – this will include some QCF updates. 

A comprehensive list of useful sources of qualifications information and relevant websites can be found in the draft SPA good practice guidelines for articulating and assessing vocational qualifications for entry to HE.
Appendix A

Case Study Example

i. BTEC NQF version

This offer is subject to your obtaining 

BTEC 18-unit Diploma 

Dist Merit Merit
This offer uses the BTEC National Diploma, the 18-unit award
ii. BTEC QCF version

This offer is subject to your obtaining

BTEC Level 3 Extended Diploma in Business (QCF)

Dist Merit Merit

This offer uses the BTEC Extended Diploma (QCF) 

GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND ACRONYMS
ABL

Awarding Body Linkage 

AO

Awarding Organisation

APEL

Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning

APL


Accreditation of Prior Learning
ASL

Additional and Specialist Learning

BIS

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills

CQFW

Credit and Qualifications Framework for Wales 

DfE

Department for Education
FHEQ

Framework for Higher Education Qualifications 
HE

Higher Education

HEIs

Higher Education Institutions

NQF

National Qualifications Framework

Ofqual

Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation 

PLR

Personal Learning Record 
QCDA

Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency

QCF

Qualifications and Credit Framework

ROC

Rules of Combination

SCQF

Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 

SSCs

Sector Skills Councils 

SPA

Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme

UCAS

Universities and Colleges Admissions Service

ULN

Unique Learner Number
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