The inclusion of non-major awards (minor, special purpose and supplemental) in the National Framework of Qualifications 

Context

The following short document is extracted from a discussion paper published by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland in January 2006 and subsequently agreed with the universities: Towards the completion of Framework implementation in the universities. The full paper is available on the Authority’s website at the following link: http://www.nqai.ie/publication_jan2006.html.  
In the light of the current work being undertaken by the universities (coordinated by the Irish Universities Association) on the inclusion of their smaller awards in the National Framework of Qualifications, it was thought that it may be helpful to highlight the salient points agreed by the universities and the Authority regarding these awards.  
Determining the award-type and level of non-major awards
Three types of non-major award have been determined by the Authority.  

· Minor awards: provide recognition for learners who achieve a range of learning outcomes, but not the specific combination or volume of learning outcomes required for a major award. The associated learning outcomes of these awards form a component part of the learning outcomes of a major award 

· Special Purpose awards:  are standalone and are made for specific, relatively narrow purposes

· Supplemental awards: are for learning which is additional to a previous award. These could, for example, relate to updating and refreshing knowledge or skills, or to continuing professional development.
Having conducted an initial review of the existing non-major university awards, the Authority considers that the vast majority of these awards will be characterised by the universities as minor or special purpose awards.  Fewer awards appear to display the features of a supplemental award.  

Following detailed analysis and comparison by the universities of their non-major awards against the minor, special purpose and supplemental award-types, there may prove to be an argument for the determination by the Authority of a further major award type, an ‘undergraduate diploma’, at Level 7 of the Framework. The validity of this argument however needs to be tested rigorously in consultation with the universities and other higher education and training awarding bodies.  The main features of the possible new award-type are that it has some, though not all, of the learning overcomes associated with the Ordinary Bachelor degree and would be described as having a medium volume of learning, i.e., a volume of learning in the region of 60-120 ECTS credits.  On completion of the self-validation work on the non-major awards in the universities described above, the Authority has agreed to initiate discussions with the universities and other higher education and training awarding bodies to explore the issue of whether or not a new major award-type at Level 7 should be determined on the basis of the criteria outlined above.      

With regard to awards identified as minor, special purpose or supplemental, the broad learning outcomes associated with many of these awards will need to be identified, before their precise level in the Framework can be determined.  In undertaking this work, there is a need to ensure that the level assigned to these awards is accurate and appropriate in the context of the university and in the context of other awards at the same and adjoining levels.  This is particularly marked in relation to those awards whose learning outcomes are at levels in the Framework which would not generally be associated with the universities, i.e., Levels 5 and 6.  Moreover, the process whereby the levels are assigned to particular awards should be transparent so as to ensure that confidence in the integrity of the Framework is maintained throughout the entire Irish education and training community, Irish society at large and amongst the international education and training community.    

Ultimately, the aim is for each of the universities to self-validate in a transparent manner the level at which each non-major award is to be included in the Framework and to specify the mechanism through which it will be included.
The relationship between ‘Certificate’ and ‘Diploma’ titles and credit

During discussions between the universities and the Authority executive, the universities reaffirmed their preference for using the titles  ‘certificate’ and ‘diploma’ in the naming of non-major awards.  In addition, they reiterated their belief that the distinction in the use of these titles should be made on the basis of the volume of credit associated with each award, rather than on its level in the Framework.  To this end, therefore, it was agreed that in undertaking the above validation exercise the universities would confine the use of the word ‘certificate’ to awards with credit weightings of less than 60 credits and confine the word ‘diploma’ to awards of 60 or more credits or equivalent.
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