
NCFE's Essential Guide to 

Issue 3, March 2010

A new framework for recognising 
and accrediting qualifications

THE QUALIFICATIONS AND
CREDIT FRAMEWORK (QCF) 

Where Service



01 About NCFE

01 What is the Qualifications 

and Credit Framework (QCF)?

03 How does it work in practice?

04 What is NCFE doing about 

the QCF to support you?

05 Where does Foundation Learning

(FL) fit in?

06 Benefits of the QCF

07 Customer Service - 

the NCFE way

08 Getting started with 

NCFE couldn’t be easier

09 Notes

CONTENTS

www.ncfe.org.uk



PA
G
E 0

1

About NCFE
Over 300,000 learners from over 1,000 training organisations choose NCFE as the awarding

organisation to help them move their careers forward. We’ve over 400 nationally accredited

qualifications and an extensive range of general and vocationally related qualifications, from 

Entry Level up to and including Level 4 as well as NVQs, Technical Certificates, National Awards,

National Partnership Awards, Diplomas and Functional Skills.

Our qualifications also feature within Apprenticeship and Train to Gain packages and we offer a

range of qualifications that are successfully delivered as part of Entry to Employment, Skills for

Life and Employer Responsive packages.

Our portfolio of qualifications on the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) is 

growing rapidly and we aim to have our qualifications on the QCF by the end of 2010.

What is the Qualifications and Credit Framework
(QCF)? 
The QCF is a new framework for recognising and accrediting qualifications in England, Wales 

and Northern Ireland. The QCF is designed to make the whole qualifications system simpler to

understand and use, as well as being more inclusive, so that it’s more relevant to the needs of

employers and more flexible and accessible for learners. 

On the QCF, learners are awarded credit for qualifications and units, and the design of this

framework enables people to gain qualifications at their own pace along flexible routes.

The QCF is up and running now and will completely replace the current National Qualifications

Framework (NQF) from January 2011. Between now and then there’ll be a ‘mixed economy’ of

both NQF and QCF qualifications available.

QCF structure
This diagram shows how the 

new framework will present 

qualifications in a way that’s 

easy to understand and 

measure:
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By looking at the title of a qualification on the QCF you can get an indication of:

Qualification Level 

The QCF is made up of a number of levels that represent the depth of learning and complexity.

Entry Level is made up of 3 levels which provide progression on the QCF. There are then another 

8 levels from Level 1 to Level 8.  

To understand the level of difficulty of the units and qualifications on the QCF it’s helpful to 

know some comparisons, so GCSEs (grade A*–C) are Level 2, GCE A Levels are Level 3 and a 

PhD is a Level 8. 

Qualification Size

There are 3 sizes of qualifications on the QCF which represent the volume of learning:

• Awards (1 to 12 credits) 

• Certificates (13 to 36 credits) 

• Diplomas (37 credits or more).

Qualification Content 

Awarding organisations are working closely with Sector Skills Councils and Standard Setting 

Bodies to determine the content of qualifications.

Through the use of shared units the core content of a qualification may be common across

awarding organisations. Shared units can be accessed and used by any awarding organisation 

and used within the rules of combination for a qualification.

www.ncfe.org.uk



How does it work in practice?
Each unit has a credit value which represents how much time it takes a learner, on average, 

to complete that particular part of learning. One credit represents 10 hours of learning.

Learning time is different from Guided Learning Hours (GLH). Learning time includes all the time

needed to achieve the unit including directed study, homework, assessments, practical work and

work experience. 

All qualifications on the QCF are made up of ‘rules of combination’. These rules show the credit

and mandatory and optional units to be completed by the learner so they can achieve their

qualification. Qualifications on the QCF can be made up of units from different levels. If units 

are at different levels, the level of the qualification is determined by the level of the majority 

of units.

Learners will be able to bank the credits they’ve achieved within a ‘Learner Record’, and when it’s

allowed by the rules of combination they’ll be able to transfer that credit and use it towards other

rules of combination and potentially another qualification.

What’s a Learner Record?
One of the key features of the QCF is the introduction of an online individual Learner Record. 

This records and tracks all units and qualifications a learner has achieved.

By ensuring that units of learning are recorded on an individual Learner Record, the QCF ensures

that a wider range of learners’ achievements is recognised, which is simple for all learners and

employers to understand.

Learners will be given access to their Learner Record using their Unique Learner Number (ULN)

and they can access their records to:

• track their progress towards completing a qualification 

• discover progression opportunities and new routes to achievement 

• give permission to third parties (employers and learning providers) to view certain 

sections of their record.

This means that no learning is lost – if a learner isn’t able to complete their full qualification 

for any reason, they’ll still gain the credit for the units they were able to complete. This will 

be recorded on their individual Learner Record, and can be used at a later date when learning 

or training continues. 
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What is NCFE doing about the QCF to support you? 
We’re working hard to transfer our existing NQF qualifications onto the QCF and our aim 

is to have our qualifications available on the QCF by September 2010.  

While the content of most of our NQF qualifications will be transferred across to the QCF, 

we’ll need to make some changes to bring our qualifications in line with requirements for 

the framework. 

We already have a range of qualifications accredited to the QCF which can be found on the

National Database for Accredited Qualifications (NDAQ) at www.accreditedqualifications.org.uk.

You can also use the qualification finder on our website www.ncfe.org.uk/qualfinder and just

select QCF as the qualification type.

How are we going to support you through the
transition?
We’ll do all that we can to make the transition from NQF to QCF as smooth as possible for you.

We understand the challenges and issues you might face and are committed to providing you

with all the support you need. We’re more than qualified to help you in this time of change,

having gained official approval by the regulators to implement QCF qualifications.

We’ll keep you informed of our QCF plans by sending you regular updates. We also have updates

on our website in our Qualification News section. The relevant sector team will continually look

to add up to date information about QCF developments with their qualifications on these pages. 

To help with your portfolio planning we’ve introduced a QCF status update on every page of our

Directory of Products and Services 09-10, which lets you know exactly what we’re doing for each

qualification in relation to the QCF changeover. 

For the most up to date information on the status of our qualifications, please see our 

regularly updated QCF implementation timetables, available to download from our website

www.ncfe.org.uk/QCF.

www.ncfe.org.uk



Where does Foundation Learning (FL) fit in? 
Foundation Learning (FL) aims to improve the skills of learners aged 14 and above working below

Level 2, through developing high quality credit based qualifications at Entry Level and Level 1 on

the QCF. 

Through personalised flexible learning programmes, the FL reform will increase learners’

participation, achievement and progression. 

For more information on FL and to download a free copy of our Essential Guide to FL, visit our

webpage at www.ncfe.org.uk/fl. You can also request your free copy by calling 0191 239 8000 or

emailing us at info@ncfe.org.uk.
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Benefits of the QCF
For learning providers the QCF will:

• enable them to design more flexible programmes, suitable to the individual needs of

learners 

• help them improve retention and progression rates by recognising smaller steps of

achievement more frequently 

• track all learners' achievements giving providers standard information about each 

learner's past achievements. 

For employers the QCF will…

• enable them to have more say on what qualifications are developed, in order to ensure

that qualifications are fit for purpose to skill their workforce

• allow them to shape training around their business needs using relevant QCF units

• help them to understand qualifications more easily so that they can have a clearer 

idea of employees’ skills and achievements.

For learners the QCF will…

• recognise smaller steps of learning and enable learners to build up qualifications bit by bit

• helps learners achieve skills and qualifications that meet industry needs

• make it easier for learners to see how qualifications can help their personal and career

development 

• offer more freedom, choice and flexibility, enabling learners to transfer credits between

qualifications to avoid having to repeat their learning 

• record all their achievements on an electronic Learner Record.

www.ncfe.org.uk



Customer Service - the NCFE way
We think our approach to customer service makes us different - easy to do business with, 

flexible and responsive. We’re different because we offer:

Exceptional customer service 

• We’re passionate about delivering exceptional customer service.

• Unlike other awarding organisations, you’ll be given a named point of contact and their 

direct phone line to assist with any queries you may have.

• We don’t do call centres or call waiting.

Competitive and clear pricing structure 

• We’re committed to providing you with an easy to understand fees and pricing structure,

with no hidden costs.

• Not only are our registration fees low, but our commitment to customer service makes 

us incredibly good to work with.

Clear, easy to read qualification information 

• NCFE Qualification Specifications are written in plain English and are available to

download from our website, www.ncfe.org.uk.

• We’ll provide you with an easy to use package of supporting materials, including guidance

that has been specially designed for learners.

• We don’t use pompous educational jargon!

Knowledgeable and supportive External Moderators

• To ensure high standards, we ensure our External Moderators attend sector training 

and standardisation events each academic year.

• We’ll arrange for your External Moderator to visit you at least once a year to sample 

your learners’ portfolios and provide support.

• Their aim is to help you, not to place barriers in your way.
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Getting started with NCFE couldn’t be easier
Already run NCFE qualifications?

• Complete the ‘application to offer additional products’ form and send to your Centre

Support contact.

• You’ll be automatically approved to start running the qualifications you’ve requested. 

It’s as easy as that.

Not already approved by NCFE? Not a problem!

• Complete the ‘application to become an approved centre’ form.

• If you’re currently approved by another recognised awarding organisation we probably

won’t even need to carry out an approval visit. 

• Once we receive your application form you’re good to go.

You can access both of these forms at www.ncfe.org.uk.

Need more help?
If you’re interested in finding out more about the QCF, we have provided some links on 

the QCF page of our website that you may find useful, please visit www.ncfe.org.uk/QCF.

Our Business Development team is also available to all of our centres as well as any centres

who are interested in working with us. Our team can offer you advice on NCFE qualifications 

and services, simply call us on 0191 239 8000. Contact details are also available at

www.ncfe.org.uk/localcontact or you can email us at info@ncfe.org.uk. 
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