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Concept Note 

1. Basic assumptions and underlying line of reasoning 

TVET – as any sector of an education system – is designed to make people capable and resili-

ent to tackle current and future challenges in their working and private life and to keep it rel-

evant for the economy and society. Hence, the governance, infrastructure, content, and teach-

ing and learning processes of a TVET system must be organized to accomplish this key func-

tion in an effective and efficient way. 

While these requirements have not been new for TVET, frame conditions have changed con-

siderably over the last decades. Continuous modernization of TVET practices has been a key 

component of most TVET systems, although in many countries there are complaints from the 

business sector that the respective system is not adequately demand oriented. Accelerated 

innovation in digital technologies, new demands in the area of environmental protection, 

and increased processes of migration are just a few examples which indicate that TVET sys-

tems must respond more rapidly than in the past to modernize its infrastructure, capacities, 

processes, and practices. Beyond, the current Covid-19 pandemic provides a lively example 

on the requirement that education systems need to prepare themselves for dealing with un-

precedented and unpredictable disruptions. 

Keevy translated this entry-point into the BILT “theory of change”: 



 

 

 

 

Figure 1: BILT “theory of change” (Keevy 2020) 

Based on these assumptions and entry points, the challenges for any TVET system and their 

stakeholders in charge of continuously modernizing it can be phrased in two key questions: 

1. How can new qualifications and competencies (NQC) be identified timely, inte-

grated into curricula and training regulations, and implemented effectively in ad-

equate learning environments? 

2. Which stakeholders on different levels of a TVET system (macro, meso, micro) 

can contribute to the identification, integration and implementation of prospec-

tive qualifications and competencies? 

The following chart indicates a broad conceptual framework for further investigating the two 

key questions: 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework (basic version) 



 

 

 

 

2. First elaborations and definitions 

The basic conceptual framework outlined above implicitly introduces some terms which re-

quire further clarification. The following elaborations build on the results of prior stages of 

the BILT project as well as on ideas put forward by the lead experts. 

Following the conceptual framework, three components will be addressed: 

1. NQCs: ‘New’ qualifications and competencies 

2. 3I’s: Identification, integration, implementation of NQCs 

3. 3M’s: Macro, meso, micro level of stakeholder involvement 

Ad 1.: ‘New’ qualifications and competencies 

BILT documents use the term “new qualifications and competencies (NQC)”. Terminology 

with regard to this key term of the project needs further consideration for the following rea-

sons: 

• Basically, many issues in TVET focused on in current discourses (e. g. digitization, 

green economy, migration, globalization) are not new, but have gained deeper atten-

tion, are regarded more relevant due to overarching developments in economy and 

society and thus are higher prioritized in public and expert debates.  

• “New” (as well as “innovative”) is a relative term. What is “new” for one country 

may be well-familiar for others.  

• Very often, issues are not new altogether, but specific elements of it bring in new fac-

ets or perspectives. For example, digitization of work-processes or “new (!) technolo-

gies” have been an issue in TVET for decades. Although the topic has a long-standing 

record, present technological innovations give reason to challenge existing practices 

in TVET. Very often, required changes in curricula or teaching and learning practices 

are not fundamental or revolutionary, but result in incremental changes blending old 

and new components. 

• It is less qualification and competencies which are new but their composition for ad-

dressing relevant economic, technological, or societal trends. For example, new de-

mands resulting from the introduction of digital technologies in work-processes will 

be met by designing packages of qualifications and competencies which are already 

well-known (see Trend Mapping Study, p. 16, 25). On an abstract level, one may call 

these qualifications / competencies “new” (e. g. “digital competencies”). In fact, they 

are not new but just newly combined. 



 

 

 

As “NQC” is already well established in the project, semantics of “new” should be briefly ex-

plained at suitable chapters of the publication. In that context, the meaning of “NQC” could 

be explained as “novel”, “newly relevant”, or the like. 

Beyond, elaboration of the term should address the fact, that there is a normative gap be-

tween the identification of future challenges and the definition of respective qualifications 

and competencies. There is no determinism between assumed economic, technological, etc. 

developments and requirements of qualifications and competencies. Future is not deter-

mined; it is going to be shaped by people who need to be prepared for this ambition. 

For example, one may identify the ubiquitous pervasiveness of digital technologies in econ-

omy and society as a relevant trend TVET needs to respond to. But it is left open, if people 

should primarily learn to operate pre-defined technological systems and business processes, 

or if they should also learn to reflect on the desirability of specific processes. As pointed out 

in the Trend Mapping Study (p. 20), it has to be decided normatively whether only labour 

market needs decide on what counts in curricula, or also the expectations and demands that 

emerge from society are relevant in designing curricula. 

One further issue under discussion refers to the semantics of the two terms “qualification” 

and “competencies”. While “qualification” is broadly understood quite similar1, “competen-

cies” is understood in different ways reflecting the different paradigmatic approaches of 

TVET systems. Without entering an academic debate, it seems worthwhile to make sure 

about the different notions of “competency” / “competence”. Given the diversity of mean-

ings, two key questions need to be addressed: 

• There is a distinction of understanding the term as an observable behavior or as an in-

ner potential / disposition of people.2 

 
1 For example, see the Keevy’s notion in figure 1: “qualification as an artefact that summarises learning 

outcomes in a way that is understood by the learner and the public, and can be used for certification 

purposes”. Similar definitions are provided by CEDEFOP (“an official record (certificate, diploma) of 

achievement which recognizes successful completion of education or training, or satisfactory perfor-

mance in a test or examination; and/or requirements for an individual to enter, or progress within an 

occupation”) or UNESCO: “Official confirmation, usually in form of a document certifying the suc-

cessful completion of an educational programme or of a stage of a programme. Qualifications can be 

obtained through: i) successful completion of a full programme; ii) successful completion of a stage of 

a programme (intermediate qualifications); or iii) validation of acquired knowledge, skills and compe-

tencies, independent of participation in such programmes. This may also be referred to as a ‘creden-

tial’. 
2 In literature, “competency” is often used for the former while “competence” relates to the later. 

However, application varies across educational sectors and academic disciplines. If physicians talk 



 

 

 

• “Competencies” or “competences” are umbrella terms which need to be specified by a 

number of sub-terms. Quite common in educational psychology are knowledge, skills 

and attitudes (knowing – doing – being/wanting) as such sub-terms. However, other 

definitions introduce other terms, e.g. abilities. 

 

For the publication, there should be no single prescriptive definition because the audience is 

very heterogeneous. However, terminology should be used in a transparent and consistent 

way in all three volumes. Given the future perspective inherent to NQC, there is a preference 

for a broader notion of competency to be understood as a non-observable disposition rather 

than a behavioral performance. This doesn’t rule out the fact that at a certain point in the de-

sign of curricula or training regulations, competencies as an inner disposition need to be put 

into observable forms (e. g. as learning outcomes) and as such assessed for sake of certifica-

tion. Once first drafts of the publication volumes are available, the possibility of an addi-

tional paper including a glossary should be explored. 

In any case, qualifications and competencies are closely interrelated. One possible way to 

structure the relationship could be as follows: 

 

Figure 3: Possible relationship between key terms 

 

 
about organs of a human body, all have the same notion of the terms used. Unfortunately, this is not 

the case in education. 



 

 

 

Ad 2.: Identification, integration, implementation of NQCs 

Identification, integration, and implementation (3I’s) of NQCs are convincing stages towards 

modernization of TVET practices. These stages are important conditions to maintain a TVET 

system innovative, responsive, and agile in times of continuous chance and uncertainty. In 

the publication, the focus of each stage should be defined clearly: 

• Identification of NQC: The focus should not be on what qualifications and compe-

tencies are (currently) relevant with regard to the four themes Digitalisation, Green-

ing, Entrepreneurship and Migration, but on how new trends and relevant themes 

are going to be identified. This would add to the already existing findings of the 

Trend Mapping Study (which already addressed the “what”-question at length) but 

still could take the four themes exemplary for illustrating potential instruments 

(“how”-question) of NQC-identification. 

Some potential approaches / instruments for continuous identification of NQCs:  

o Research institutions dedicated to conduct respective research;  

o public funding to commission research projects or keep up a productive re-

search infrastructure;  

o transfer units to compile relevant research findings available from interna-

tional and national institutions (labour market intelligence units, observato-

ries, etc.);  

o platforms / conferences / networks for sharing knowledge, identifying re-

search gaps, commissioning research projects;  

o company-based detection strategies. 

• Integration of NQC: Once relevant competencies are identified, they must be inte-

grated as new qualifications in curricula and training regulations. The BILT project 

has identified four different integration-strategies in its Trends Mapping Study, that 

can be complemented with other strategies. 

Some potential approaches / issues for integration of NQCs:  

o four approaches of integration into curricula and training regulations (cross-

cutting, sectoral, occupational, additional);  

o bottom-up vs. top-down curriculum development;  

o engagement of key actors from the business sector in curriculum develop-

ment;  

o adequate abstraction level of curricula;  

o degree of flexibility and adaptability of curricula for implementation bodies; 

dealing with tension between modularization / flexibility of curricula vs. co-

herence / standardization. 



 

 

 

• Implementation of NQC: NQC integrated in curricula and training regulations must 

be implemented in teaching and training. This happens in a local context, possibly re-

quiring new teaching approaches. Additionally, teachers and trainers must be ena-

bled to convey NQC through adequate teacher and trainer training. 

Some potential approaches / issues:  

o Constructive alignment of objectives/learning outcomes, assessment, meth-

ods/teaching and learning material;  

o training of TVET personnel;  

o communities-of-practice. 

 

Ad 3.: Macro, meso, micro level of stakeholder involvement 

Innovativeness, responsiveness, and agility of a policy area like TVET vitally depends on the 

commitment and capabilities of relevant stakeholders. Identification, integration, and imple-

mentation of NQC requires a joint effort of stakeholders within their roles and functions on 

different levels. While the distinction of macro-, meso- and micro-level alone is not very 

meaningful, assigned roles and functions in the TVET system provide necessary criteria to 

introduce reasonable differences. Based on these considerations, the following typology is 

suggested: 

• Macro-level / Governance: Bodies with formally / legally assigned tasks, areas of re-

sponsibility, purview to lead, manage and administer the TVET system. 

This would primarily cover ministries and statutory bodies with legally assigned du-

ties in the governance of TVET (e. g. BIBB). 

• Meso-level / Advocacy: (non-governmental) institutions, associations, platforms, etc. 

which advocate for / participate in the advancement of the TVET system without as-

signed legislative authorities. 

In particular, this would comprise business membership organizations (BMO), trade 

unions, research institutes, NGOs, teachers’ associations, etc. 

• Micro-level / Delivery: Institutions providing TVET programs and courses in differ-

ent learning environments at different learning venues. 

In particular, this would comprise TVET schools / colleges, companies, other TVET 

providers. 



 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Conceptual Framework (extended version) 

 

It may well happen that specific stakeholders are on the meso-level in one country but on the 

macro-level in another one. For example, in Germany chambers of commerce exercise legally 

assigned duties (e. g. conduct of final examinations) and with this task could be placed on 

the macro-level while in neighboring Switzerland chambers are without any legal function in 

the TVET system. 

Apart from the assignment of respective stakeholders to an adequate level, all stakeholders 

can basically become engaged and take responsibility in identification, integration and im-

plementation of NQC. 

 


