The NQF and Curriculum 2005

A SAQA position paper

What is the relationship between the National Qualifications Framework, Outcomes-based Education and Curriculum 2005?

1. Introduction 

Observing reports in the media and listening to general conversation, it is apparent that currently there is confusion about three concepts that, although they are linked, are significantly different from each other. The need to distinguish between and clarify the three concepts is sufficiently important to warrant discussion. The three concepts in question are: The National Qualifications Framework (NQF), outcomes-based education and Curriculum 2005.

2. Why is there confusion about these three concepts? 

One reason for the confusion arises from an assumption that is often made particularly by the education sector of society. That assumption is that systemic change is equivalent to curriculum change. 

When a society finds itself lagging behind other countries in the global market for example, politicians start to use education reform as a platform for canvassing votes, questioning the validity of what is taught and how it is taught in an effort to improve the country’s economic or social situation. Furthermore, when a new government is elected to power inevitably they engage in so-called education reform. They institute change in the content of the curriculum, a change in the assessment system, the advocacy of new ways of ‘doing things’ in the classroom i.e. they try and find the perfect curriculum and the perfect way of delivering that curriculum. In other words, they institute curriculum reform. These reforms then become the focus of criticism from opposition politicians and the cycle begins again. In such an approach, attention is not given to systemic change i.e. the way in which the education and training is organised and managed.

The second reason for confusion is that outcomes-based education as discussed by Spady (1994) incorporates both ideas i.e. systemic change and curriculum change. To illustrate this, in answer to the question "What does the term ‘Outcomes-based Education’ really mean?", Spady responds as follows: 

Outcomes-based education means clearly focussing and organising everything in an educational system around what is essential for all students to be able to do successfully at the end of their learning experiences. This means starting with a clear picture of what is important for students to be able to do, then organising curriculum, instruction, and assessment to make sure this learning ultimately happens. (Spady, 1994: 1) 

The fact that curriculum change i.e. curriculum, instruction, and assessment, is part of systemic change i.e. clearly focussing and organising everything in an educational system, is made clear in this extract. However this distinction is not always clear in discussions in the South African context. 

It will be helpful in this discussion to look at the NQF and why South Africa has chosen that route; then to look at the NQF in relation to systemic change; finally, to establish what the links and what the differences are between the NQF, outcomes-based education and Curriculum 2005. 

3. Why has South Africa chosen to develop a National Qualifications Framework? 

Qualifications and standards registered on the NQF are described in terms of the learning outcomes that the qualifying learner is expected to have demonstrated. Hence there is an underlying commitment to a system of education and training that is organised around the notion of learning outcomes. 

In the SAQA Act ‘standard’ means registered statements of desired education and training outcomes and their associated assessment criteria. Hence in the registration of qualifications whether based on unit standards or not based on unit standards, proposers of qualifications are required not only to describe the learning outcomes but also the associated assessment criteria. In that way the expected standard of achievement is made clear. On the basis of standards described in this way, articulation and portability within the education and training system are possible in ways that looking at the content of the learning programmes alone i.e inputs, does not allow. 

3.1 Historical reasons
One of the criticisms of the past system of education in South Africa was that certain institutions were privileged above others because of the policy of unequal allocation of resources to learning institutions, based on race. In addition, as a result of this financial discrimination, the perception grew that the standard of provision at these institutions was superior to that of other institutions. Consequently, students from these institutions were granted preferential treatment in access to further education opportunities and in the labour market. In other words, where the qualification was obtained was more important than what qualifying students actually knew and could do. In addition to problems of access, there was the problem of portability in that institutions arbitrarily chose to recognise or not to recognise qualifications achieved at other institutions; employers actively sought graduates from certain institutions and ignored graduates from other institutions. The impact of such practice on the economic and social fabric of our society is self-evident. There is hence an historical imperative in the fragmentation of our society, to focus on what it is that a learner knows and can do as described in standards, rather than where the learner did his or her studying. It is necessary to address this problematic aspect of our history i.e. the inappropriate social use of qualifications where exclusionary practices were justified on the basis of inputs into the learning rather than the outcomes of process. 

3.2 Global trends

A further pressing imperative to base our NQF on outcomes has emerged from global trends and discussions. Ronald Barnett’s discussion of competence in higher education epitomises the kinds of transition that are taking place in education and training systems the world over:

The new vocabulary in higher education is a sign that modern society is reaching for other definitions of knowledge and reasoning. Notions of skill, vocationalism, transferability, competence, outcomes, experiential learning capability and enterprise, when taken together, are indications that traditional definitions of knowledge are felt to be inadequate for meeting the systems-wide problems faced by contemporary society. Whereas those traditional definitions of knowledge have emphasised language, especially through writing, an open process of communication, and formal and discipline-bound conventions, the new terminology urges higher education to allow the term knowledge to embrace knowledge-through-action, particular outcomes of a learning transaction, and transdisciplinary forms of skill (Barnett, 1994: 71)

If South Africa is to take up its position in the global village, it needs to embrace the new vocabulary of which Barnett speaks: competence and outcomes. Countries in Europe, the Pacific rim, Australasia, and North America have either adopted or moved in the direction of a national qualifications framework, underwritten by a commitment to outcomes-based education. South Africa cannot afford to ignore these developments. The South African NQF with its emphasis on the notion of applied competence – the ability to put into practice in the relevant context the learning outcomes acquired in obtaining a qualification - is already contributing to these debates and developments.

Associated with the recognition that knowledge needs redefinition is the recognition that sites of learning are many and varied. The traditional definitions of knowledge have implicitly designated formal institutions of learning as the primary site of learning. This perception has been re-enforced by the fact that in most instances, a qualification is awarded by an institution, before any further learning in a practical environment is obtained by the learner. In other words, the sub-text is that once the qualification has been awarded, learning is over - and unless a learner registers for a new, formal qualification, learning for life is over! This bias towards qualification-as-destination is at odds with reality and also with what the White Paper on Education and Training (1995: 15) identifies as the education and training requirement of a successful economy and society:

Successful modern economies and societies require the elimination of artificial hierarchies, in social organisation, in the organisation and management of work, and in the way in which learning is organised and certified. They require citizens with a strong foundation of general education, the desire and ability to continue to learn, to adapt to and develop new knowledge, skills and technologies, to move flexibly between occupations, to take responsibility for personal performance, to set and achieve high standards, and to work co-operatively.

If one accepts that there is more than one dimension to knowledge and hence that learning continues both before and after a qualification has been awarded in a variety of sites of learning, then in order to achieve integration and coherence within the system so that access and portability can become a reality, it is necessary to clearly articulate the required standards in learning achievements.

Finally the South African Qualifications Act (No. 58 of 1995) indicates that one of the functions of the South African Qualifications Authority is to ensure that standards and qualifications registered on the NQF are internationally comparable. Since the global trend is moving towards describing qualifications in terms of achieved learning outcomes and their associated assessment criteria, articulation of South African qualifications with their international counterparts is facilitated if our qualifications are described in terms of required standards of achievement.

The NQF with its commitment to outcomes-based education and training is the means that South Africa has chosen to bring about systemic change in the nature of the education and training system. This systemic change is intended to transform the manner in which the education and training system works as a system, how it is organised and the vision that drives participants within the system as they perform their own particular roles and functions within that system. 

4. What systemic change has the NQF brought about? 

Bill Gates said: "Change is both a problem and an opportunity." (Sunday Times, June 1, 1997) What does the National Qualifications Framework offer South Africa that makes change more of an opportunity than a problem?

4.1 Vision

The NQF provides us with a vision, a moral purpose. The objectives of the NQF are the creation of an integrated national framework for learning achievements which facilitates access to, and mobility and progression within education, training and career paths; which enhances the quality of education and training for all; which accelerates the redress of past unfair discrimination in education, training and employment opportunities and which contributes to the full personal development of each learner and the social and economic development of the nation at large.

4.2 How the system works and where responsibility lies

The NQF provides us with a basis for systemic change, a system that challenges a number of the assumptions that exist in respect of how an effective education system works, a system with the opportunity to grow and develop in new ways. The qualifications and standards registered on the NQF are described in terms of the learning outcomes that the qualifying learner is expected to have demonstrated. Hence there is an underlying commitment to a system organised around learning outcomes. This means that one significant driver of the system is the question: What should the outcomes of this learning process be? A second driver then, related to the first, is: How do we know that the desired outcomes have been achieved?

The challenge to our traditional thinking is not posed by the questions themselves, but rather in who is asking them. In the SAQA processes, the establishment and registration of education and training standards takes place through participatory and representative processes and structures. The answers are expected to be provided by a broad base of participants in education and training: state, organised labour, organised business, providers of education, critical stakeholders including professional bodies and research institutes as well as community and learner structures. Not only does this change the locus of control but it also places a responsibility on a wider spectrum of society to ensure that our learning is relevant, appropriate, cost effective and beneficial for our society. It provides the opportunity for key sectors to signal imminent changes or threats that the system needs to accommodate and hence prepare our society for dealing with the imminent dangers in order to turn them into opportunities. 

In asking whether the desired outcomes have been achieved, through the SAQA provisions, this question is answered by representative structures, the ETQAs, which are responsible for quality assurance and its associated management processes of quality assurance audits and management of assessment. The fact that the ETQA structures embrace all provision of education ensures that quality management systems apply equally to public and private providers. Quality assurance audits emphasise self-evaluation as a critical aspect of the review process. Critical elements of the quality management of assessment are the registration of assessors and the establishment of moderation systems. The registration of assessors is a means of ensuring that those who assess are appropriately experienced and have the appropriate capability to provide credible assessment and to assess learners in a fair, reliable and valid manner. The establishment of moderation systems also ensures the same. A credible assessment system that lays the foundation for the fair, reliable and valid assessment of learners and their achievement is crucial for the NQF because the NQF places learners and their achievements at the centre of the system. These structures ensure again that responsibility for the system is shared by the broader community and problems of inferior quality for one is a problem of inferior quality for all. 

Furthermore, the integrity of the NQF is established by the separate and, yet, inter-linked processes of standard setting and quality auditing of learning provision. The separation breaks down elitist power enclaves that could result in narrow inward looking definitions of quality. In such instances, the delivery of learning provision is inadequate, inappropriate and irrelevant. The beneficial impact on personal development and national socio-economic development, the ultimate objective of education, training and human resource development, is lacking. On the other hand, the processes have to be linked. The look-back from processes for quality to processes for standards setting represents the cycle for ongoing development and implementation of the system. In fact, the NQF is a quality cycle that implies that quality is dynamic and not static, that quality means the continual growth and development of standards for learners’ needs and uses.

4.3 Transparency and participation

The NQF provides us with a basis for a legitimate system based on transparency and participation. It is a social construct whose meaning has been and will continue to be negotiated by the people, for the people. It is a lifelong learning system that brings together South Africans from a variety of socio-economic backgrounds representing a variety of world views, thinking, practice and experience to negotiate and define quality through the synthesis of these. Implicit is the notion that quality is arrived at through broad participation, negotiation and synthesis.

5. What then are the links between the NQF and outcomes-based education and Curriculum 2005? 

As discussed, there is an historical imperative in the fragmentation of our society, to focus on what it is that a learner knows and can do rather than where the learner did his or her studying. Furthermore in order to achieve integration and coherence within the system so that access and portability can become a reality, it is necessary to clearly articulate the outcomes of learning achievements.

5.1 Outcomes-based education and training and the NQF: systemic change

The word outcomes suggests a relationship with outcomes-based education, a philosophy expounded primarily by Spady. Spady (1994) has made the point that outcomes-based education is not only about curriculum change. It is about changing the nature of how the education system works – the guiding vision, a set of principles and guidelines that frame the education and training activities that take place within a system. If one accepts that outcomes-based education is about systemic change, then there is likely to be a dimension that challenges current practices of curriculum development and delivery. However the point needs to be emphasised: outcomes-based education is primarily about systemic change and not curriculum change. The NQF then in its commitment to a system of education and training that is organised around the notion of learning outcomes, is about systemic change.

Spady also states that outcomes-based education is about a consistent, focussed, systematic, creative implementation of 4 principles:

· A clarity of focus on the learning outcomes that ultimately students need to demonstrate; Spady calls these complex role performance abilities and the corresponding South African conception could possibly be the critical cross-field education and training outcomes. Spady’s mapping of SAQA’s critical cross-field outcomes to his complex role performance abilities is attached as Appendix A. 
· The design-down / build-back approach to building the curriculum; the curriculum design starts with the abilities, skills, knowledge, attitudes that one ultimately wants students to demonstrate and ensures that the assessment is focussed on what the learner has achieved in relation to these learning outcomes rather than focussed on what was presented in the course of delivery. 
· High expectations; the expectation must be that learners are able to achieve these outcomes and therefore it is necessary for those who work in the system to behave and structure what they do in working with learners, in such a way that they are enabled to achieve these outcomes; 
· Expanded opportunity; there is a necessity to move beyond the rigid blocks we have created around education e.g. blocks of time and the traditional organisation of learning institutions. (Spady: 1999) 

In the NSB regulations, outcomes are defined as the contextually demonstrated end products of the learning process. Hence in the NQF paradigm, the successful planning and delivery of a learning programme is only possible when the desired endpoint or endpoints are clear i.e. the desired learning outcomes. There are choices to be made within the learning programme design and development in respect of methodology, assessment, technological resources to be used etc. Within an outcomes-based system, these choices need to be governed by the extent to which a particular decision contributes ultimately to the achievement of the desired learning outcomes, be they specific or critical outcomes.

One could argue that any education and training system exists on a number of levels and it would be appropriate at this stage to distinguish three them. 

1. The principles governing the system organisation i.e. the value drivers in a system; 

2. The principles of pedagogy or the educational philosophy that drives learning programme design, delivery and assessment; 

3. Specific learning programme delivery or implementation – pedagogy in the classroom. 

Some would argue that (2) should precede (1). In the South African context however, in 1994 the democratic government faced substantial problems in education and training at the systemic level. These problems were so deep-rooted and wide-spread in the system from schooling through to higher education and training that they impacted negatively on actual teaching practice and student learning. Hence in the South African scenario, the most pressing need for reform was at the systemic level. This is a pre-requisite for deeper engagement with pedagogy and teaching practices. Hence in order to address the fundamental problems in our system of relevance, integration and coherence, access, articulation, progression and portability, credibility and legitimacy, in a transparent way for all users of the system, the decision was taken to establish a qualifications framework i.e. a set of principles and guidelines by which records of learner achievement are registered to enable recognition of acquired skills and knowledge; the records reflect the required outcomes of the learning process. Hence at the systems organisational level, the NQF determines that a system organised around the notion of learning outcomes will drive education and training in South Africa. 

5.2 Outcomes-based education and training and Curriculum 2005: Curriculum change

The next stage of concern for those responsible for ensuring that the education and training system delivers appropriately, is the area of education management and teaching practice. This will naturally involve engaging with the pedagogy of outcomes-based education since one of the drivers in the systemic change is the question ‘What should the outcomes of this learning process be?’ At this level it is likely that there will be disagreement among practitioners; some will support the educational philosophy associated with outcomes-based education while others will disagree with it. Some practitioners will engage willingly with the associated teaching strategies while others will resist. Furthermore some practitioners will indicate that these teaching strategies have been successful in improving the learning of their students while others will deny their effectiveness. Questions around the epistemological strengths and weaknesses of outcomes-based education as a curriculum framework have to be asked. This kind of debate is essential in that through it, practitioners are forced to consider the effectiveness of their own practice in relation to different views. However debates at this level must distinguish between outcomes-based education as a driver in systemic reform i.e. transformation, and outcomes-based education as an educational philosophy that governs curriculum design, development and implementation i.e. classroom activity. 

At the third level, consideration is focused on the implementation of particular learning programmes within the system. Recent discussions in the media about Curriculum 2005 have focussed on issues of implementation e.g. in-service training for teachers, management systems in schools, the availability of appropriate texts to assist teachers and learners. Clearly if the practical arrangements for implementation have not addressed all aspects adequately e.g. teacher training and support material, it is illogical to claim that the role of outcomes-based education in systemic transformation is at fault; or the educational principles expounded by proponents of outcomes-based education are invalid. Prof. Jonathan Jansen (Jansen and Christie, 1999) has convincingly argued that implementation issues are at the heart of the success of delivery in an education and training system. However problems in implementation do not necessarily imply the need to reject the philosophical principles. 

It is a well-known fact that curriculum reform is a slow process even in well-resourced and established systems. Prof Asmal, the Minister of Education, said the following: "The curriculum has been welcomed widely … yet the pressured process of curriculum modernisation has also provided ample room for gross distortions and for flourishing myths." (Business Day, 9 February 2000). If preparation for implementation has been inadequate for whatever reasons, there is a temptation to discard the philosophical basis for the initiatives, even though there may be sound reasons not to do so. John Pampallis (Business Day, 9 February 2000) has suggested that the support for Curriculum 2005, referred to by Prof. Asmal, is based on its association with the new democratic system and is seen as an alternative to the fundamental pedagogics approach of the apartheid era. This statement provides an indication of the links between the NQF, outcomes-based education and Curriculum 2005.

5.3 Outcomes-based education and training, the NQF and Curriculum 2005

The links then between the NQF, outcomes-based education and Curriculum 2005 is as follows: 

· the NQF sets a systemic framework for organising the education and training system around the notion of learning outcomes, from the end of compulsory schooling through to post-doctoral research in higher education and training, setting in place systems and processes which support the tenets of democracy; outcomes-based education as an approach to education, according to Pampallis, offers the most appropriate framework in the South African context; 

· Curriculum 2005 is the curriculum that has been developed within an outcomes-based education framework and is in the process of being implemented in schools. Furthermore learners who follow Curriculum 2005 and demonstrate the learning outcomes that it identifies will achieve a General Education and Training Certificate (GETC), a qualification registered at Level 1 of the 8-level National Qualifications Framework. 

A danger that threatens the South African education and training initiatives is that the NQF with its association with outcomes-based education is perceived as a panacea for all ills in the education and training system. This is clearly not the case. The NQF has been created to address specific systemic features namely a system that created and perpetuated inequity through inappropriate social uses of qualifications, that permitted the delivery of education and training that lacked quality and that prevented adequate participation in education and training decision-making by important stakeholders. The NQF is not a curriculum framework and hence its primary focus is not how the outcomes are achieved. Its primary focus however does include what it is that curricula or more specifically, learning programmes, should aim to achieve – the desired learning outcomes - and the assurance that learners accredited with particular standards and qualifications have demonstrated their ability as specified in the standards and qualifications. 

In some cases, people maintain that supporters of the NQF or proponents of outcomes-based education claim that outcomes-based education is a panacea for all ills in education and training. In a country like South Africa with its history of deprivation, the nature of the problems that exist in education and training are multi-faceted, and it would be naïve to contemplate that there is a single solution for all these problems. The problems are many and the solutions rest in numerous initiatives. 

The most significant initiative is the engagement with systemic change – changing how the system works, changing who asks and answers crucial questions, changing who it is that is responsible for ensuring that the education and training system delivers the kinds of citizens that our country needs. This initiative is the NQF. Another initiative, directed at the reform of the school curriculum and teaching in the classroom, is Curriculum 2005. A further initiative, directed at the labour market, is the concept of learnerships. 

6. Conclusion 

The NQF’s alignment then with outcomes-based education is at the systems organisation level. The NQF philosophy however does give a lead to curriculum change. It indicates that decisions in respect of learning programme design, development, delivery and assessment need to consider constantly the learning outcomes that learners need to demonstrate. Decisions should not be governed only by the input that facilitators can make to the process e.g. special areas of interest, particular attitudes. Assessment methodology should match the awarding of qualifications more appropriately to the demonstration of the desired learning outcomes than is currently the case. It can be convincingly argued that good facilitators of learning and curriculum developers have always done that – a Janus-faced approach of looking at what the desired learning outcomes are and developing learning programmes and assessment processes in accordance with the available resources thereby ensuring the balance between inputs and outcomes. 

Michael Fullan (1999) says: 

Ideas without moral purpose are a dime a dozen. Moral purpose without ideas means being all dressed up with nowhere to go. Power without ideas or moral purpose is deadly. Moral purpose and ideas without power means the train never leaves the station.
The NQF has a moral purpose, outlined in its five objectives; the NQF has set the platform for the development and implementation of great ideas throughout the system; the NQF has political power. Real change for quality life-long learning for all learners in South Africa is possible – the platform for systemic change has been set.

SAQA: Strategic Support Unit
12 April 2000
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