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Abstract: Continuous development of education and training programmes in the European
Union is a key factor in enhancing cooperation at European level. Today, economic and
social changes are taking place in the world, which is why vocational training is seen as a
tool to prepare people for a changing world of work, improving employability and
competitiveness. Vocational education and training must adapt to changes affecting the
economy, society and the labour market. Vocational education and training (VET) policy has
been a national, autonomous area of the Member States for decades, but the issue of VET
has increasingly been given priority in the process of European economic unification. At the
Lisbon Summit, the European Council recognised the important role of education as an
integral part of economic and social policies, which is an important tool for increasing the
European Union’s competitiveness. European cooperation in VET has been promoted by
the three common European instruments created as a result of Copenhagen process: the
European Qualifications Framework (EQF), the European Quality Assurance Reference
Framework for Vocational Education and Training (EQAVET) and the European Credit
System for Vocational Education and Training (ECVET), which are progressively integrated
in their VET systems by the Member States. The aim of these instruments is to support
recognition between European VET systems, to promote lifelong learning and mobility and
to improve learning experiences. The aim of our study is to explore with a comparative study,
to what extent and manner the V4 Member States (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland,
Slovakia) have integrated EQF, EQAVET and ECVET transparency instruments into their
national vocational training systems and to what extent the transformations are in line with
EU objectives.
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1. Generally Introduction or Background

Vocational education and training policy has been a national, autonomous area of the
Member States for decades, but the issue of VET has been continually present from the
outset and has been given increasing priority in the process of economic unification in
Europe. The Lisbon Strategy of 2000 drew attention to the fact that the transition to a
knowledge-based economy requires modern and adaptable vocational training, in which the
quality of vocational education and training plays a key role (European Commission, 2019).
This strategy formed the basis for the Copenhagen Declaration adopted in 2002, in which
EU Member States adopted common priorities and strategies to promote European-level
frameworks for the recognition of skills and qualifications, which can be achieved by
developing and strengthening vocational training. (European Commission, 2018). The
effectiveness of the Copenhagen process is reflected in the three common European
instruments established between 2008 and 2009: the European Qualifications Framework
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(EQF), the European Quality Assurance Reference Framework for Vocational Education and
Training (EQAVET) and the European Credit System for Vocational Education and Training
(ECVET), which are also referred to as the instrument of transparency (The Bruges
Communiqué, 2010). These tools provide an opportunity for the Member States to open up
their VET systems to each other and recognise learners’ learning outcomes acquired in
different learning environments (Markowitsch, J., & Hefler, G., 2019). The common feature
of the three instruments is that the principle of learning outcomes is applied in the process
of education, assessment and recognition in the VET system (European Commission, 2019).
The learning outcome is a description of competence that defines the output requirements
that can be achieved through learning in the field of knowledge, ability and responsibility
(Balla et al, 2020). The introduction and application of the interconnected instruments in a
coordinated manner will promote qualifications based on learning outcomes to meet labour
market needs more effective as well as better transparency, transferability, recognition of
qualifications and European mobility (Balla et al, 2020).

2. Applied methods

The aim of our study is to provide a comparative analysis of the national VET systems of the
four countries in terms of the use of transparency instruments. As a research method, we
have chosen content analysis, which is suitable for making causation and comparative
analyses. The documents of the European Parliament and the Council related to vocational
training, the Official Journal of the European Union and the publicly available country
evaluation studies of the European Commission and the European Centre for Vocational
Training and Development (CEDEFOP) have been considered as documents. As a research
analysis, the appearance of the EQF, EQAET and ECVET tools and their country-specific
elements were identified. We examined the appearance of the instruments in four Member
States of the European Union so-called Visegrad Fours (V4 — Czech Republic, Hungary,
Poland, Slovakia).

3. Reflection of the EU VET policy in national reforms in the Visegrad Four countries

In this article, we present a comparative analysis of the VET systems of four neighbouring
countries — the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia — with the European VET
policy in the light of EQF, EQAVET and ECVET, which started from a very similar point due
to the common historical past. Analysing the starting point for all four countries, vocational
education was carried out within the framework of a centrally planned market economy until
1989. Until 1989, VET schools were managed in cooperation with companies, where
students’ participation was very high. (Debowski, H., & Stechty, W. 2015). The collapse of
the Soviet system led to social, political and economic changes affecting VET and its system
(Wisniewski & Zahorska, 2020). During the economic transition, a number of state-owned
companies operating vocational schools have ceased to exist. The pupils opted for general
secondary education as opposed to vocational education due to the apparent lack of
prospects of vocational training (Szulc, W., et al, 2019). These two factors combined led to
a decrease in the popularity of VET (Markowitsch, J., & Hefler, G. 2019) and a weakening
of the link between VET and labour market needs (Chton-Dominczak et al, 2012). Since the
late 2000s, the significance of vocational education and training and the creation of an
attractive vocational education offer to young people have become national priorities
(Debowski, H., & Stechty, W. 2015). The accession of the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland
and Slovakia to the European Union on 1 May 2004 had a major impact on national
vocational education and training systems. The issue of VET has also been given increasing
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priority in the EU and has been translated into educational policy, guidelines and
recommendations. As members of the European Union, the four countries examined have
progressively adopted these guidelines and recommendations into their national vocational
training systems (Debowski, H., & Stechty, W., 2015).

The four countries analysed faced a number of challenges of integrating the EQF, EQAVET
and ECVET instruments into their national VET systems. The main task of the decision-
makers of the countries was to define and create the necessary conditions for the integration
of the instruments by creating the right legislative environment that ensures the future
application of the instruments at national, regional, local and sectoral levels. The
establishment of an adequate institutional infrastructure to ensure the integration of
instruments, while preserving national specificities, can be considered a major challenge for
countries. New reforms and programmes may also entail a change in the roles and
responsibilities of the stakeholders. VET professionals, policy makers, social partners,
researchers, heads of educational institutions, businesses and sectoral organisations have
a significant role to play in preparing education and training systems for the implementation
and use of tools. A high degree of stakeholder commitment and adaptability is also needed
in order to integrate the instruments successfully.

In the following we will examine below the extent and manner to which the four countries
have integrated the EQF, EQAVET and ECVET instruments into their VET systems, in line
with the EU guidelines, in order to contribute to the Copenhagen objectives.

3.1. The vocational education and training system in the light of the EQF

One of the major objectives of the European Union is to contribute to the modernisation of
education and training systems, to increase the social integration, mobility and employability
of learners and workers (de Paor, C., 2018). As a means of achieving this objective, the
European Council established the European Qualifications Framework (EQF), which serves
as a referencing tool between the different qualifications systems and levels of the Member
States (Bohlinger, 2019). The EQF aims to improve the transparency, comparability and
mobility of qualifications acquired by individuals (Council of the EU, 2017). The EQF includes
all attainable levels of education from primary to the highest education such as: all levels of
generally acquired qualifications, vocational training and university education, as well as
qualifications which can be obtained in initial and continuing training. The structure and
content of European education and training systems are complex and diverse. For
qualifications to be comparable across countries, the EQF framework considers it necessary
to move on to learning outcomes, characterised by descriptors of knowledge, skills and
competence (Farkas, 2013). The new framework refers to learning outcomes as meaning
what a learner knows, understands and is able to do after completing the learning process
by obtaining a qualification, so classification in the EQF framework does not take into
account the duration of the training (Farkas, 2013). Each country has allocated its training
programmes to EQF levels according to the level of learning outcomes that can be obtained
during the training programme. This makes it possible to take into account the specificities
of national vocational training systems (Derényi, 2019). The vocational education and
training systems of the four countries we examined include the following levels in line with
the EQF (Cedefop, 2019a; 2019b; 2019c; 2019d):
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Table 1: Countries’ VET systems according to the EQF
The Czech Poland Hungary Slovakia
Republic
EQF | Nursery school | Nursery school Nursery school Nursery school
1
EQF | -Lower -Lower secondary | -Lower  secondary | -Lower secondary progr.

2 secondary progr. progr. -Bridging progr.

progr. -Work preparation | -Lower  secondary | -Lower sec.progr.
-Progr. for SEN | classes for SEN | progr. for  SEN | -Performing arts progr.
learners learners learners -VET progr. for SEN
-Special job | -Bridging progr. learners
training progr. for
SENlearners
EQF | -School-based -First stage | -Practice  oriented | -School-based progr.
3 VET sectoral progr. VET progr. -Practiceoriented  upper
secondary VET progr.
EQF | -Technical and | -General progr. -Upper  secondary | -School-based progr.

4 lyceum progr. -Second stage | progr. -Upper secondary progr.
-General progr. | sectoral progr. -School-based -Performing arts progr.
-Follow-up -Vocational upper | theory-focused VET | -Progr. leading to a 2nd
progr. secondary progr. progr. VET qualification
-Performing arts -Follow-up progr.
progr.

EQF | -Performing arts | -Post-secondary -Higher  education | -Higher professional

5 progr. school-based VET progr. progr.

progr. -School based | -Specialising progr.
-College progr. practice progr -Performing arts progr.
EQF | Academic Academic higher | Academic higher | Academic higher
6-8 | higher education education education
education

Source: Own editing based on Cedefop’s 2019 data

Assessing Table 1, it can be stated that the Czech, Hungarian, Polish and Slovak national
qualification frameworks follow the level structure of the EQF, namely each has got eight
levels. Analysing the basic system of VET in all four countries, formal VET leads to four
levels of qualification (EQF 2-5) at national level, which are the same as those set out in the
European Qualifications Framework (EQF). By using the EQF as a European transparency
tool in the development of the national VET system, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland
and Slovakia support the promotion of transnational mobility (The Bruges Communiqué,
2010; Chton-Dominczak A. et al, 2019; Cedefop, 2019a; 2019b; 2019c; 2019d).

3.2. The vocational education and training system in the light of the EQAVET

The Recommendation on a European Quality Assurance Reference Framework for
Vocational Education and Training (EQAVET) was adopted in 2009 with the aim of improving
and increasing the quality of vocational education and training (European Parliament and
Council, 2009). The EQAVET framework provides significant assistance to Member States
in documenting, developing, monitoring, evaluating and improving quality management
practices (Farkas, 2013). The Recommendation does not require Member States to apply a
specific quality assurance system, but sets out indicators and descriptors (European
Commission, 2019).

The EQAVET recommendation contains the following two technical elements:
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- A quality cycle, which forms the basis of evaluation for the providers and VET
system-level in the evaluation process.
- Indicators and descriptors, which define indicative descriptors and quality criteria at
provider-level and system-level (European Commission, 2019).
These elements can also be used for self-evaluation and external evaluation. It can be used
in accordance with national legislation and practices, so it is up to the Member States to
decide which indicators to be used in the evaluation process (Farkas, 2013). Out of the four
countries we examined, Poland has set up its national quality assurance system for its VET
system in accordance with the EQAVET framework. In Hungary the national quality
assurance system for VET will be set up according to the EQAVET framework by 2022.
Analysing the case of the Czech Republic, it can be concluded that its national quality
assurance system has been developed independently of the EQAVET system, but it is
aligned with the EQAVET quality cycle, indicators and descriptors. Similarly to the Czech
Republic, Slovakia has developed a national quality assurance system, which is not aligned
with the quality cycle but it is relevant to indicators and descriptors (European Commission,
2019). The Table 2 below compares the quality assurance measures of VET systems of the
four countries examined at provider-level and system-level (Cedefop, 2019a; 2019b; 2019c;
2019d).

Table 2: Quality assurance measures in the countries’ VET systems

Quality assurance measure Quality assurance measure
at provider-level at system-level

The Self-evaluation External evaluation
Czech -for IVET and CVET up to 2011 annually | -for IVET and CVET annually
Republic
Poland Internal evaluation External evaluation

-for IVET annually -for IVET and CVET annually
Hungary | Self-evaluation External evaluation

-for IVET every two years -for IVET and CVET

Trainer’s evaluation every three years every four years
Slovakia | The school development strategy is | External evaluation

issued annually by the head of the | -for IVET annually

institution and its assessment must be

presented to the school council

Source: Own editing based on Cedefop’s 2019 data

Analysing the four examined countries’ quality assurance measures at provider-and system-
level, it can be stated that the quality assurance measures of the Czech Republic, Poland
and Hungary are very similar. The quality assurance systems of all three countries require
self-evaluation to be carried out only for IVET institutions, but external evaluation is required
for both IVET and CVET institutions. However, there is a significant difference in the
frequency of carrying out evaluations. While the Czech Republic and Poland carry out
evaluation at provider-and system-level annually, Hungary carries out self-evaluation every
two years and external evaluation every four years. We consider it important to emphasize
that Hungary also introduces trainer’s evaluation at provider-level, during which the salaries
of trainers may vary from one person to another according to their performance. In the case
of Slovakia, the national quality assurance system requires external evaluation to be carried
out only for IVET institutions it does not require it for CVET institutions. With regard to quality
assurance measures at provider-level, it can be concluded that this completely differs from
the other three countries examined. Self-evaluation is not considered necessary, but rather
a school development strategy is defined and evaluated (European Commission, 2019).
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3.3. The vocational education and training system in the light of the ECVET

The development and recognition of people’s knowledge, skills and competences play a
significant role in the competitiveness of the European Union and for employment. In 2004,
the Council issued a recommendation giving high priority to the development and
implementation of the European Credit System for VET, along the line with the European
Credit Transfer System for Higher Education (ECTS) (Balla et al., 2020). As a result, the
Recommendation on the European Credit System for VET (ECVET) was adopted in 2009 to
facilitate the recognition and transfer of learning outcomes achieved by the applicant through
different educational and learning pathways between vocational education institutions of the
Member States throughout Europe (European Parliament and Council, 2009). ECVET is a
technical framework for the transfer, recognition and accumulation of learners’ learning
outcomes for the purpose of obtaining a qualification (Debowski, H., & Stechty, W., 2015).
ECVET applies a modular approach to VET, meaning that subjects are described using units
of learning outcomes, taking into account national and sectoral specifications (de Paor, C.,
2018; European Commission, 2019).

The ECVET tools and methodology include the following elements:

1. Units of learning outcomes: The requirements for qualifications are expressed as learning
outcomes which are defined in terms of knowledge, skills and competence. Learning
outcomes are divided into learning units that receive ECVET points. A qualification
comprises several unit and the qualification consists of the total number of units (Antonazzo,
2020).

2. Transfer and accumulation of learning outcomes, ECVET-partnerships: the credit system
allows the accumulation, validation and recognition of learning outcomes gained in formal,
non-formal or informal settings and transfer them from one institution to another
(Poczmarnska, A., & Stechty, W., 2020). Within the framework of ECVET partnerships, two
or more cooperating institutions conclude a memorandum of understanding setting out the
legal and procedural framework for the transfer of learning outcomes.

3. Learning agreement and personal transcript: it promotes international and national learner
mobility between VET institutions, with the aim of recognizing learning outcomes achieved
during mobility without prolonging the course (Le Mouillour, 2012). The following two
agreements are used for mobility:

- Learning Agreement (LA): an agreement between the cooperating VET institutions and the
learner specifying the learning outcomes and units to be achieved by the learner during the
mobility period.

- Personal Transcript: it comprises the learners’ evaluated learning outcomes, units and
ECVET points (Eurdpai Parlament és Tanacs, 2009; Balla et al, 2013; Balla et al, 2020;
Debowski, H., & Stechty, W., 2015). The introduction of ECVET is based on voluntary
decisions by Member States. The ECVET Recommendation provides a general framework
for Member States, which means that ECVET can be adapted to their national VET systems
in many ways. Since there is no specific way of implementing ECVET, there are significantly
different cases of introducing ECVET into the national VET between Member States (Farkas,
2013).

Table 3 below summarises the scope of implementation of ECVET instruments and
principles in the four countries examined (European Commission 2019).
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Table 3: Scope of implementation of the ECVET principles in the four countries

The Czech | Poland Hungary Slovakia
Republik
1. Units of learning | Qualifications Qualifications Qualifications Qualificatio
outcomes based on | based on | based on | ns based on
learning learning learning subjects
outcomes outcomes outcomes
2. Transfer, | Credits used in | Credit system | No credit | No  credit
accumulation of | certain in place, but | system system
learning outcomes, | qualifications not applied
ECVET-partnerships
3.Learning Agreement | Widely used Applied but not | Widely used Widely used
and Personal Transcript national
priority

Source: Own editing based on Cedefop’s 2019 data

Analyzing the table above, it can be stated that ECVET instruments are used in some form
by all four countries, although in different extent. As regards units of learning outcomes, it
can be noted that the Czech Republic, Poland and Hungary describe qualifications in their
learning outcomes and units. In Slovakia, the description of qualifications is still based on
subjects, but the introduction of a philosophy of learning outcomes is supported. This is
reflected in the fact that some schools are already working with learning outcomes and units
when finalising curricula, as schools are autonomous in finalising curricula. The credit
system for the transfer and accumulation of learning outcomes has only been fully developed
by Poland, but it is not applied. The Czech Republic already uses credits in some
qualifications, but plans to develop the credit system. In Hungary and Slovakia, the credit
system proposed by ECVET has not been developed. However, for all four countries, it
should be noted that it is possible to transfer, collect and accumulate learning outcomes
acquired in different non-formal and informal settings, but this is done specifically at national
level according to their training system characteristics. As regards the Learning Agreement
and Personal Transcript, it is clear from the table that three of the four countries use the
documents widely in learner mobility. According to a Cedefop’s 2019 study, in the Czech
Republic, Hungary and Slovakia ECVET is used primarily for international mobility, in which
they promote quality, cooperation and improve the recognition of learning outcomes
achieved abroad. In Poland, international mobility is not a national priority but has shown
increasing interest in its development (Cedefop, 2019a; 2019b; 2019c; 2019d).

4. In conclusion

In the European Union, the issue of VET has increasingly been given priority in the process
of economic unification. An active, coherent EU VET policy can only be referred to the Lisbon
Strategy of 2000. The Copenhagen process of 2002 has already emphasised the
development of a system that supports the recognition of professional qualifications between
Member States. The success of the Copenhagen process is reflected in the three common
European transparency instruments: EQF, EQAVET and ECVET established between 2008
and 2009, the common objective of which is the recognition, transparency of qualifications
between education systems in Europe, and the promotion of lifelong learning and mobility.
The aim of our study was to explore what extent and manner The Czech Republic, Poland,
Hungary and Slovakia have integrated these instruments into their VET systems. In the four
countries examined, formal vocational education and training leads to four qualification
levels at national level, which have been developed in accordance with the EQF guidelines.
This ensures the transparency of vocational qualifications and mobility, as the same levels
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are applied to the classification of professional qualifications. The national quality assurance
system of the VET system of Poland and Hungary has been developed in accordance with
the EQAVET framework, while the quality assurance system of the Czech Republic and
Slovakia has been developed independently of the EQAVET system, but is aligned with the
principles of EQAVET. There were many similarities between the Czech, Polish and
Hungarian quality assurance measures, although there was a significant difference in the
frequency of carrying out evaluations. Slovakia’s institutional quality assurance measure
differs from those of the other three countries, as they develop and evaluate a school
development strategy instead of self-assessment. Out of the three instruments, the ECVET
credit system recommendations have only been partially implemented in the Czech
Republic, Hungary and Slovakia. In the case of Poland only, it can be stated that the ECVET
tool and methodology have been fully integrated into the national VET system, although the
credit system has been developed but is not used. One reason for this may be the lack of a
single credit point calculation system, which may make it difficult or hindering the transfer
and recognition of learning outcomes acquired during the learning process between Member
States. Instead, ECVET is seen as a mobility tool by the countries analysed, with which they
successfully contribute to the development of mobility. The Czech Republic, Poland and
Hungary describe vocational qualifications on the basis of learning outcomes, which are
essential for achieving the objective of the three instruments. In Slovakia, vocational
qualifications are still subject-based, but some schools have already adopted the learning
outcomes-based approach. Overall, the four countries examined have made significant
progress in integrating the EQF, EQAVET and ECVET instruments into their national VET
systems, thereby contributing to the achievement of the Copenhagen targets.
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