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y ^ K  377/378].013.31-027.572(4)
S. Babushko, L. Solovei

CORE INDICATORS OF ASSESSING POLICY 
OF EUROPEAN COUNTRIES ON VALIDATING 
NON-FORMAL AND INFORMAL LEARNING

Validation of non-formal and informal learning is becoming popular as the tool with the 
help of which a wider range of people can enlarge their individual potential and employ
ability, become included and competitive. Every European country has got its own policy of 
validating the results of non-formal vocational education and training (VET) and assessing 
mechanisms. Ukraine started to work out its national strategy in validating processes and 
has had little experience in it so far. Hence, the goal of the research is to investigate the 
core indicators which are used in EU to monitor “the design, implementation and fine-tun
ing” of validation policies.

A complex of corresponding methods was used: literature overview, analysis, synthesis, 
systematization, descriptive and prognostic methods. The literature sources were mostly 
reports of EU organizations and statistical data that gave the overall picture of the indi
cators of current VET. 2 types of core indicators for non-formal VET policy were found 
out: quantitative and qualitative. All in all, more than 140 quantitative and qualitative in
dicators are used by EU. They were called ideal indicators as they included those that 
would be desirable to improve monitoring VET and lifelong learning. 36 core ones were 
selected being based on 3 factors: access, attractiveness and flexibility; skill development 
and labour market relevance; overall transitions and employment trends. Their core indica
tors used in assessing initial and continuous VET were described in reference to Nation
al Qualification Frameworks. It was shown that links between NQF and validation var
ies. Besides, qualifications obtained through validation and those received in a traditional 
way through formal education may differ in their value.

The perspectives for further researchers in this field were outlined, as well.
Keywords: non-formal and informal learning, assessing policy, Europe, validation, core in

dicators.
I n t r o  d u c t i  o n . Currently non-formal and informal learning as the parts 

of continuous learning are gaining more popularity and acknowledgement through
out the world, including European countries. Europe’s strategy for 2020 is with the
©  S. Babushko, L. Solovei
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help of education to achieve smart, sustainable and inclusive economic growth of the 
countries where the employment rate is 75% [3]. Definitely, the success of this strat
egy depends on the skills of the workforce. Factories, plants, enterprises, business -  
all spheres of economic activity -  need skilled staff who can provide high-quality 
goods and services. According to European Commission, nearly a third of the work
ing population in Europe (around 75 million people) have low levels of or no quali
fication [4]. It means all these people need vocational training. Moreover, they need 
it continuously as it gives them necessary knowledge and skills to be competitive. To 
satisfy their requirements in the full volume is possible within lifelong learning, par
ticularly in non-formal education. Formal education cannot cope with these require
ments due to its bureaucratic nature, slow transformation processes, poorer flexibility 
and outdated content on the whole. Whereas non-formal education offers a number 
of alternative forms of learning, more flexibility and mobility, a fast reaction to the 
changes and updated content. Hence, non-formal education is becoming of equal im
portance with the formal educational system or even higher as anyone can find op
timal conditions for creative personal development in it [2, 2].

Thus, non-formal and informal learning have a range of benefits for different cat
egories of people. One of them is widening possibilities for low-qualification work
force, school-leavers, partly employed, the unemployed, the imprisoned, migrants, peo
ple with special needs and other categories. All these people can benefit greatly from 
the validation of the results which were obtained throughout non-formal and infor
mal learning. If to consider what validation of non-formal and informal learning is, 
it should be done from various angles.

In the view of the society, validation arrangements help the above-mentioned cat
egories of people to be included, to enlarge their potential. In the view of labour 
market, validation of non-formal and informal learning improves the citizens’ em
ployability and eliminates the deficit of some professions in the country’s economy 
and industry. From educational point of view, validation arrangements make lifelong 
learning easier and more flexible for those who have enough knowledge, skills and 
experience in certain spheres of the human activity but who do not have the prop
er document to certify their competence. Furthermore, there are also advantages for 
every individual especially the one who is working -  shortening time for obtaining 
education or qualification, regulation of financing their education, satisfying individ
ual’s educational requirements and others [1, 496].

Yet, it has been a real problem to measure learning achievements of those who pre
ferred non-formal educational opportunities. All EU countries face the challenge how 
to validate the obtained results. Not long ago every country had its own national 
mechanism. Definitely, it appeared almost impossible to define the state of validation 
processes and to trace their progress in the countries. The solution was offered by 
European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP), the fa
mous European organization which was founded in 1975 and whose goal is to “sup
port the development of European vocational education and training (VET) policies 
and contribute to their implementation” [3].

Annually CEDEFOP publishes the overviews from European countries on their 
vocational and training policies using national evidence such as access, attractive
ness, flexibility and continuous VET, investment, skill developments, labour market 
and employment trends. Currently, 36 indicators are used to monitor design, imple
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mentation and fine-tuning of VET policies. They are regarded as a tool to help pol
icy-makers reflect on the situation and progress in each country.

The practice of collecting data on the progress in the non-formal system of VET start
ed in 2010 as “statistical overviews” of each of 28 European Union (EU) Member states.

Unfortunately, Ukraine does not have a system of validation arrangements that con
cern non-formal and informal results. Hence, it does not prepare its national review 
on what has been done and what is being done in this field. Nevertheless, it should 
be noted that Ukraine has some achievements. There has been worked out legislative 
basis for validating the non-formal learning in working professions: Laws of Ukraine 
“On Employees’ Professional Development”, “On Population’s Employment”, “On Vo
cational Training”, Orders by the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, Ministry of Social 
Policy of Ukraine and Ministry of Science and Education of Ukraine.

According to the normative documents, there have been established corresponding 
authority bodies that are responsible for validation arrangements (State Employment 
Services) and the organizations controlling these processes (Ministry of Social Pol
icy and Ministry of Science and Education). To continue its experience in validat
ing non-formal and informal learning and to improve the available achievements in 
Ukraine, it is necessary to acquaint with the best practices of European countries. 
It is possible to know the general picture and the current state of things in Mem
ber States through various overviews, annual reports, statistical data and other EU 
documents which are open to the public in the Internet.

Taking into account the European achievements and little experience of Ukraine 
in the investigated field, the goal of the research is to explore the core indicators 
of the EU assessing policy of non-formal and informal learning.

The aim of the core indicators is not to assess whether the national system or pol
icies are good or not. Their aim is to find common things to compare and to mea
sure. In addition, the core indicators set the targets for the European countries and 
show the perspective pathways to develop their policy in validating the results of 
non-formal and informal learning.

On the whole, the core indicators are headline figures for summary overviews. How
ever, to identify the adequate indicators it is necessary to define and then to select 
which data are to be collected. As non-formal and informal learning encompasses a 
great extent of types: vocational training, adult learning, elderly learning, migrants’ 
learning, etc., it was decided to investigate the EU core indicators of vocational ed
ucation and training (VET).

To achieve the established goal, the following tasks should be performed:
• to overview the literature related to the investigated question;
• to consider the basic concepts which are used in the scientific and statistical 

literature;
• to substantiate the quantitative and qualitative indicators in EU states;
• to illustrate indicators with some examples.
M e t h o d s  o f  t h e  R e s e a r c h .  As the research is more of theoretical char

acter, the methods were chosen correspondingly. It means that these methods were applied to 
perform the tasks established by the authors in this article. Firstly, it is the literature over
view method which is essential to identify what has been written on the specific research 
subject and to what extent the problem in question has been investigated. Secondly, analyt
ical methods (analysis, synthesis, systematization) were used to explore the research terrain,
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identify basic concepts of the research, discover content relevant to the research journey and 
to systemize the obtained data according to the established criteria. Thirdly, a descriptive 
method was applied to describe the research results and put them in a logical order. The use 
of the mentioned methods allowed to substantiate the selection of the criteria for assessing 
the results of non-formal and informal learning in EU national reports. Finally, a prognostic 
method was used to outline the perspectives of the further research.

L i t  e r a  t u  r e  O v e r v i  e w  Analysis of the foreign and domestic scientific 
literature shows the scarcity of the related literature sources.

Mostly, the analyzed literature sources on validating the results of non-formal educa
tion are focused on the principles for validation arrangements indicating the importance 
of linking validation arrangements to national qualifications frameworks [11, 16].

Very useful for this research were reports of EU organizations and statistical data that 
gave the overall picture of the indicators of VET such as European Inventory, European 
Guidelines on Validation, European Database on Validation. Case Studies and Themat
ic Studies for the last 3 years [5; 6; 7]. They helped to outline the challenges that EU 
countries face and what was done in the related field. In addition, they were of significant 
importance to select the criteria of validating non-formal and informal learning to get a 
concise picture. Particularly, identification of these indicators could demonstrate Ukraine 
what direction to choose and what should be taken into account in the validation process.

R e s u l t s  o f  t h e  R e s e a r c h .  The analysis of 2014 European Inven
tory showed that validation of non-formal and informal learning varied greatly in differ
ent countries. A number of reasons such as demographic trends, general education and 
labour market, socio-economic situations in the countries influenced European VET poli
cies greatly. Hence, Member States were given the task to establish the arrangements for 
validation of non-formal and informal learning by 2018. As E. Villaba-Garcia, M. Sou- 
to-Otero, I. Murphy state there are significant achievements in this field. Thus, the co
ordinating body has been created -  EQF Advisory Group; there have been worked out 
the systems that are used for reporting and monitoring the situation concerning valida
tion (ECTS and ECVET) which assure coherence between different European tools; EU 
transparency tools (Europass, Yauthpass); annual reports that provide an accurate picture 
of the situation regarding validation arrangements across Europe, notably the European 
Inventory and the European Guidelines [11,16]. One more great achievement is design 
of a standardized set of indicators.

In close cooperation with European Commission, Member States and social partners a 
new framework for European non-formal VET policy was worked out to support it across 
Europe. It included 2 types of indicators: quantitative and qualitative. The first ones were 
called quantitative benchmarks, the latter -  qualitative priorities [9].

All in all, more than 140 quantitative and qualitative indicators were identified. They 
were called ideal indicators as they included those that would be desirable to improve 
monitoring VET and lifelong learning. Out of 140, there were selected 36 core indica
tors based on 3 factors.

Firstly, the availability of good quality data in each EU country can result in reliable 
indicators. On the contrary, qualitative criteria, for instance legislative or other policy 
change in reforming VET, are not restricted by a set of indicators but are best and fully 
revealed in policy reports. Secondly, all indicators focus on VET and its contribution to 
EU education and employment policy for 2020. Thirdly, the chosen indicators are com
plementary. That means that the policy themes can be too complex to be reduced to 1
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or 2 core indicators. Besides, for some themes the data can be unavailable or poor. That 
is why, each indicator can relate to more than one theme. The main aim is to be linked 
to European VET policy and to ensure coherence and relevance to it.

On the whole, the quantitative benchmarks are the figures EU countries should reach 
by 2020, although these figures are not the national targets. Member States can set their 
own national goals for the above-mentioned year. The point is that with the help of these 
quantitative benchmarks EU countries are to consider how and to what extent they can 
contribute to the collective achievement of the established target. The quantitative VET 
policy benchmarks can be grouped into 3 categories:

• for employment, education and training;
• for education and training;
• other quantitative indicators.
For instance, for employment, education and training the 2020 benchmarks of the 

EU are:
• to increase an employment rate up to 75% among 20-64 year-olds;
• to make lower than 10% of early education leavers;
• to achieve at least 40% of 30-34 year-olds with tertiary level education.
Education and training quantitative targets of EU members for 2020 which relate

to non-formal and informal vocational education and training are the following:
• at least 15% of adults should participate in lifelong learning;
• not less than 40% of 30-34 year-olds should have tertiary level education attainment.
The third group which contains other EU quantitative benchmarks for 2020 are:
• the number of 20-34 year-olds employed graduates who leave education and 

training 3 years before the reference year should be at least 82%;
• not less than 20% of higher education graduates should have a period of related 

study or training (including work placements) abroad;
• at least 6% of 1-34 year-olds with initial VET qualification are anticipated to 

have a related study of training period, including on the-job training [5; 9].
As the analysis shows, the main users of validation in education are adult learners, 

workers and low-qualified individuals. The limits of the article do not allow to illustrate 
other quantitative benchmarks for such categories of people as older workers, people 
with disabilities, volunteers, migrants/refugees, young people and early school leavers. 
Traditionally, all these categories are reported to receive less attention. However, it 
should be mentioned that the introduction of early skills profiling for third country 
nationals is likely to lead to an increase in the targeting of this group and future 
take-up of validation by third country nationals [7, 78]. And this is rather important 
since validation of non-formal and informal learning can be an effective tool of social 
inclusion especially for the above-mentioned groups.

Qualitative priorities are main areas that Member States agreed to work on or 
to improve. Generally, there were set out 22 short-term deliverables or intermediate 
objectives. They are expected to contribute to European VET policy strategic goals 
for 2020. Besides, they show the direction EU states should keep to in developing 
the system of validating non-formal and informal learning. Finally, qualitative priorities 
encourage the process of reporting the national achievements in validating non-formal 
and informal learning. To name a few, they are:

• making initial VET an attractive learning option with high relevance to labour 
market needs and higher education;
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• easy access to continuing VET for people in different life situations which 
simplifies the skill development and career changes;

• inclusiveness of VET for various groups of people;
• flexible systems of recognition of learning outcomes, including diplomas and 

individual learning pathways;
• easier movement between different parts of the education and training systems;
• cross-border mobility of VET practice;
• skill development;
• language learning;
• improving VET quality;
• technological innovation;
• encouraging investment in VET;
• entrepreneurship [8; 9].
To summarize, the qualitative priorities can be grouped under 3 broad headings:
• access, attractiveness and flexibility;
• skill development and labour market relevance;
• overall transitions and employment trends.
D i s c u s s i o n .  The limits of the article make it difficult to conduct a detailed 

analysis of each core indicator in these groups. Hence, only the first group core indica
tors are chosen, particularly, participation in initial and continuing VET. Participation is 
chosen the best proxy for the attractiveness of VET as a learning option. Indicators for 
initial VET consider school and work-based learning. The core indicators for continuous 
VET cover training provided by employers, including courses and on-the-job training [10].

EU experts marked the availability of validation arrangements in this sector of ed
ucation in all EU countries except Croatia. There, the system has been developing 
since June 2016. It is necessary to mention that the process is taking place within 
National Qualification Framework (NQF) implementation.

It is widely acknowledged that the existing EU validation arrangements and their links 
to NQFs can clearly present the current state of play. Firstly, because NQFs can bridge 
the available validation arrangements in different sectors. Besides, they are becoming in
creasingly operational and are fast expanding across Europe [8]. It means that since 2008 
EU countries has been establishing or reviewing their NQFs. And the development of 
validation arrangements is carried out with the link to national NQFs. As it is revealed 
in the European Inventory, NQF developments in most countries are mainly concerned 
with formal qualifications that might open doors to non-formal and informal learning [6]. 
Certainly, the links between NQF and validation varies in European countries.

There are 22 countries that allow acquisition of a NQF qualification or parts of 
such qualification through validation. In 19 countries access to NQF qualifications 
can be granted through validation of non-formal and informal learning. Obtaining a 
qualification can be done through credits. For instance, 26 EU countries allow indi
viduals to obtain credits through validation of non-formal and informal learning. An 
increasing number of these countries is traced in the reports (from 19 countries in 
2010 to 23 in 2014 and 26 in 2016) [6; 7; 8; 9]. These data also include countries 
that grant qualifications that are not part of the NQF through validation.

Actually, qualifications which are obtained through validation do not necessarily mean 
the same as those obtained through formal education. The experts state that the differ
ence can be traced in initial VET in 13 countries and in CVET this was the case in
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12 countries [7]. However, there is not enough evidence for an average citizen to per
ceive this difference, i.e. if the qualifications obtained through validation and those re
ceived in a traditional way through formal education may differ in their value.

C o  n c l  u s i  o n. To conclude, it is worth stating that the identification of 
core indicators is beneficial for a number of reasons. Quantitative and qualitative cri
teria in their complex make the analysis of validation arrangements of non-formal and 
informal learning in EU countries reliable and objective. It is important that work 
continues to enhance the core indicators both through improving the existing and 
developing new sources of data. As validation of non-formal and informal learning 
is becoming a common feature in educational systems of EU Member States, most 
countries are developing national or sectoral strategies of obtaining full or part of 
qualifications through validation. NQFs contribute to the development of validation 
arrangements in EU countries. Despite the still available difference between qualifi
cations obtained in formal and non-formal way, most countries do their best to as
sure the equivalent value of these qualifications.

T h e p e r s p e c t i v e d i r e c t i o n s o f f u r t h e r r e s e a r 
c h can encompass new indicators both quantitative and qualitative which are in
cluded in EU reports on assessing validation arrangements; the methodology of how 
these reports are prepared and comparative analysis of the experience of EU Mem
ber States in validating the results of non-formal and informal learning in different 
sub-sectors of education: initial vocational education (IVET), continuous vocational 
education (CVET), adult learning, lifelong learning (LLL).
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