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GOVERNMENT NOTICES
GOEWERMENTSKENNISGEWINGS

SOUTH AFRICAN QUALIFICATIONS AUTHORITY
SUID-AFRIKAANSE KWALIFIKASIE OWERHEID
No. 13 13 January 2012

CRITERIA AND GUIDELINES FOR THE EVALUATION OF FOREIGN QUALIFICATIONS
DISCUSSION DOCUMENT FOR PUBLIC COMMENT

The South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) invites public comment on the revised
Criteria and Guidelines document, which was approved for release for public comment at the
SAQA Board meeting of 30 November 2011.

Criteria and Guidelines for the Evaluation of Foreign Qualifications were first published in
October 2005. The need for revision stemmed from considerable changes: both internally as
a result of continuous review of processes, procedures and formats, as well as externally
due to new legisiation, role players and practices in the NQF landscape.

The document outlines the generic guiding principles and criteria applied, as well as the
processes followed by SAQA when it evaluates foreign qualifications, and describes the
format of its evaluations. It aims to promote a code of good practice for internal and external
use, provides a point of reference for other evaluation and/or recognition activities, enhance
the understanding of recommendations made by SAQA and ensure transparency by making
all of the above information publicly available.

The document is available on the home page of the SAQA website (www.saqga.org.za),
under Notices for Public Comment. Hard and/or electronic copies can be requested from
saqainfo@saga.co.za, or 086 010 3188. Please note that the document cannot be
distributed via fax.

Postal comments should be forwarded to:

The Executive Officer

South African Qualifications Authority
Postnet Suite 248

Private Bag X06

WATERKLOOF

0145

Attention: Nadina Coetzee

Electronic comments should be forwarded to: ncoetzee(@saga.co.za. Please note that
electronic messages should not be zipped and should not exceed 1MB.-

The closing date for comments is 2 March 2012. Submissions should be entitled: Criteria &
Guidelines: Evaluation of Foreign Qualifications

By

%vonne Shapiro
ACTING DEPUTY EXECUTIVE OFFICER
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Criteria and guidelines for the evaluation of foreign qualifications

PREAMBLE

1.

The South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) is mandated by the National Qualifications
Framework Act, 67 of 2008, to oversee the further development and implementation of the
National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and to co-ordinate the sub-frameworks.

SAQA addresses a part of its mandate through the work of its Directorate Foreign Qualifications
Evaluation and Advisory Services (DFQEAS), which promotes one of the key objectives of the
NQF: that of facilitating access to, and mobility and progression within, education, training,
development and work.

The evaluation function fits into the context of the recognition of foreign qualifications in a global
milieu of learner and worker mobility. The recognition process, which includes the evaluation of
foreign qualifications, is guided internationally by a number of legal instruments. The United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) facilitated the development
and acceptance of the following regional recognition agreements:

e Regional Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas and Degrees in Higher
Education in Latin America and the Caribbean, Mexico City, 1974

e Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas and Degrees in Higher Education in the
Arab and European States Bordering on the Mediterranean, Nice, 1976

o Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas and Degrees in Higher Education in the
Arab States, Paris, 1978

s Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas and Degrees concerning Higher
Education in the States belonging to the Europe Region, Paris, 1979

+ Regional Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Certificates, Diplomas, Degrees and
other Academic Qualifications in Higher Education in the African States, Arusha, 1981
(revised 2010)

¢ Regional Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas and Degrees in Higher
Education in Asia and the Pacific, Bangkok, 1983

e Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European
Region, Lisbon, 1997

The above instruments are supplemented by the Recommendation on the Recognition of Studies
and Qualifications in Higher Education, 1993; the Recommendation on Criteria and Procedures
for the Assessment of Foreign Qualifications, 2001; as well as an array of prominent papers,
models and tools for best practice developed by professionals and organisations working in the
field in various regions of the world.

The evaluation service offered by SAQA continuously strives to incorporate international best
practice. Pointers in respect of preferred recognition practice, as documented in the above-
mentioned legal instruments and other formal guidelines, as well as applied in the business
practice of numerous peer organisations world-wide, therefore serve as a benchmark to ensure
that local practice is in tune with international practice that is most widely adhered to. This
promotes consistency and coherence of approaches. It also allows South Africa to tap into
expertise and experience available on a world-wide scale to ensure enhanced professional
capacity, as well as the optimal legitimacy and credibility of the endeavour.

Information underlying evaluation and recognition must be updated on an ongoing basis to ensure
relevant policy, practice, and decisions. It is intended that the transparency of information should
promote collaboration among those involved in recognition of foreign qualifications, albeit in
varying capacities and at various levels, and contribute to international mobility of knowledge and

1
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skills. It should, above all, benefit qualification holders hoping to study or work in South Africa.
And through them and the skills they carry across, the country as a whole.

PURPOSE

7. Against the above background, the purpose of these criteria and guidelines is to outline the
generic guiding principles and criteria applied, as well as the processes followed by SAQA when it
evaluates foreign qualifications, and to describe the farmat of its evaluations. A further purpose is
to promote a code of good practice for internal and external use, build a firm foundation for other
evaluation and/or recognition activities, enhance the understanding of recommendations made by
SAQA and ensure transparency by making all of the above information publicly available.

DEFINITIONS

8. The purpose of this glossary is to define terms as generally used in international tools and
instruments for recognition of qualifications. It should be noted, however, that the terms are used
in various ways depending on the country and the context, and some of the terms were created or
adapted to specifically suit the South African situation.

a. "Competent recognition authority” means a body officially charged with making binding
decisions on the recognition of foreign qualifications.

b. “Evaluation of foreign qualifications” means the analysis and written appraisal of the foreign
qualifications held by an individual. Assessment is sometimes used interchangeably with
evaluation, but in South African official usage, the activity is more correctly seen as evaluation.

c. ‘“Qualification” means the certified outcome of participation in a formal learning programme.

d. “Programme (of study)” means a course of study recognised by the relevant authority as
belonging to its formal, national system of education and training and leading to a recognised
qualification.

e. “Recognition” means the formal acknowledgement by a competent authority in a particular
country, of the appropriateness of a foreign qualification for access to related education and/or
employment opportunities in the receiving country.

f. “Regulated profession” means a profession where access, education and training,
qualifications, conduct and so forth are governed by statutory requirements.

g. “Requirements” mean conditions that must be fulfiled for admission to education and training
programmes, or to licensing for professional practice, or employment.

PRINCIPLES FOR THE EVALUATION OF FOREIGN QUALIFICATIONS

9. A distinction which is often misconceived is the relationship between the evaluation and the
recognition of qualifications, respectively. When qualifications are recognised it means that there
is, firstly, a process leading to, and secondly, a decision taken to accept that qualification for a
specific purpose. The process leading to that decision normally includes the application of
relevant methodology and mechanisms to analyse and interpret the qualification, in order to
determine its rightful place in a receiving system. This part of the process is referred to as
evaluation.

10. Recognition decisions are taken by bodies that are legally empowered to do so in a binding
manner, as informed by a regulated context. Statutory professional councils applying legal
standards to register qualified persons for practice in regulated professions, or education and
training institutions admitting students to certain programmes according to selection criteria, are
examples of such bodies; called Competent Recognition Authorities (CRAs). Often CRAs have in-
house evaluation processes in place. However, evaluation is also undertaken, on a world-wide
scale, by so-called National Recognition information Centres (NRICs). An NRIC plays a general

2
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11.

12.

advisory role which includes the evaluation of foreign qualifications to assist CRAs that are in
need of advice. These bodies are normally also responsible for mutual information exchange on
education and training systems, qualifications and education and training institutions. SAQA,
whose legal mandate in respect of foreign qualifications is to render an evaluation and advisory
service, is such an NRIC. The evaluation aims at advising on the comparability of qualifications
and is not binding on CRAs.

For purposes of consistency, it would be desirable for various practices leading to the recognition
of foreign qualifications to comply with a single set of basic guidelines. This is not possible,
however, as guidelines followed by CRAs and NRICs, respectively, provide for different contexts
and different levels of depth. |deally the processes should be based on shared principles and
mutual support, or at the very least be non-contradictory. In order to promote consensus in the
above regard, this section provides information on the guiding pninciples, procedures and criteria
applied by SAQA. The section also provides assistance in the interpretation of its evaluation
processes and recommendations.

In accordance with international best practice, SAQA abides by the following broad principles for
the evaluation of foreign qualifications:

a. Comparative approach

SAQA takes an approach that acknowledges the international tendency to move away from
merely determining equivalence in favour of an intention that actively promotes acceptance
(or recognition). Assessment is based on the comparison of the structures of education and
training systems, and the features of qualifications within those systems, with the structure
and features of the South African system and qualifications, respectively. The findings are
captured in recommendations that indicate, as far as this is possible, the closest {(minimum)
comparable South African qualification that can be identified. More importantly, recommended
recognition is expressed in terms of a particular level of the National Qualifications
Framework (NQF).

b. Evaluation without prejudice

Applications are considered and processed without prejudice. No discrimination is made on
the grounds of gender, race, colour, disability, language, religion, political or other opinion,
national, ethnic or social origin, association with a national minority, property, birth or other
status. The only consideration is the merit of the quaiification(s) for which recognition is sought.
SAQA has a fundamental commitment to serving clients fairly, honestly and consistently. All
applications are treated confidentially within the confines of the law.

c. Fair, transparent, coherent and reliable criteria

Provision is made for the fair assessment of all applications according to criteria that are
transparent, coherent and reliable. These criteria are applied consistently to all cases, and
seek to promote the principle of recognition, while giving due regard to that of substantial
differences. Fairness and consistency of approach and methodology are pursued - even if this
leads to an outcome that does not meet the expectations of the applicant. Criteria and
procedures are reviewed periodically to ensure continued best practice.

d. Professional integrity

Staff members are expected to act in accordance with the SAQA Code of Ethics and the
stipulations of the organisational Fraud Prevention and Detection Policy and Procedures are
strictly enforced. In addition to treating clients and conducting evaluations fairly and
consistently, all SAQA staff members are required to resist and refuse all improper attempts,
including offers of reward, compensation or personal benefit, to bypass standard procedures
or influence the outcome of evaluations. Sensitivity to how even bona fide tokens of
appreciation may be perceived, is promoted.

Members of the public are alerted to the fact that SAQA is committed to operating in a
manner that is free of fraud and has a zero tolerance approach towards fraud and corruption,
regardless of whether this is perpetrated by its staff or by its clients. They are also urged to

3
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refrain from any behaviour aimed at compromising SAQA staff or processes, and to
immediately report any irregular or untoward behaviour by staff.

With regard to delivery, staff members are bound by minimum standards that govern
respectful behaviour, deadlines and quality.

e. Consistency of evaluation outcomes

Unless exceptional circumstances warrant otherwise, similar quallfications should have
similar evaluation outcomes. To this end, an inventory of previous evaluation outcomes is
maintained in an electronic database in respect of which data is cleaned on an ongoing basis.
Designated DFQEAS staff members are responsible for the maintenance of up-to-date and
reliable information on foreign education and training systems and qualifications and consider
such information when exercising their professional judgement.

f. Access to the evaluation service

The evaluation service is conducted in a way that makes it as accessible as possible to all
holders of foreign qualifications applying for the service, as well as to institutions applying on
their behalf. No individual or other party is barred from access on any grounds not related to
the criteria applied to evaluate the qualification(s) as contained in this document. The
accessibility of the evaluation service is reviewed from time to time with a view to its
improvement. To increase physical access, SAQA has implemented an on-line application
system which can be accessed by following the relevant link on the homepage of the SAQA

website (www.saga.org.za).
g. Right of appeal

Qualification holders have the right to be informed of the rationale underlying, and may appeal
against, evaluation results that are not in accordance with their expectations. An appeals
procedure is in place to facilitate this process.

CRITERIA FOR THE EVALUATION OF FOREIGN QUALIFICATIONS

13. A qualification is situated within the framework of the education and training system within which it
belongs. The evaluation process aims to determine the relative positioning of the qualification and
its function, in relation to other qualifications in the same framework, and then to identify the most
comparable South African qualification. The programmes leading to qualifications at seemingly
comparable levels may in fact show considerable differences in duration, content, profile or
iearning outcomes. These differences are to be considered in a flexible way, but ultimately
differences that are substantial may be pointed out and may have an influence on the outcome of
the evaluation. The overarching aim is that foreign qualifications should be recognised, unless
substantial differences can be indicated with respect to any of the following:

Academic and professional legal rights conferred by a qualification in the country of origin.
Access to further activities offered by the qualification in the country of origin (next ievel of
study, research or empioyment).

Key elements of the programme leading to the qualification as stipulated below.

Quality of the programme, in as far as this can be determined.

14. The following criteria apply to the evaluation of foreign qualifications:
a. The origin of education and training systems

As a result of colonlalism, many education and training systems are tailored on, and can
therefore be interpreted meaningfully In terms of, "mother" systems such as the British,
French, Spanish or Portuguese systems. The achievement of independence by colonised
countries often resulted in adaptation of the original systems. As a result, current systems can
be complex hybrids of the original systems and local developments. In some countries, the
remains of previous eras are more easlly detectable than in others, but in each case

4
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vi.

vii.

viii.

d.

e.

constituent systems serve to provide means for classification and therefore overarching bases
for comparison. Finding such links is therefore a very useful point of departure.

Status of awarding institutions

It is vitally important to determine the status of the awarding institution concerned as a first
step in evaluation of each quailification. The wide diversity of provider institutions in higher
education and training, recent developments in transnational education and training and the
opportunism of dubious institutions and their exploitation of learners make this step a crucially
important one. The evaluation process needs to establish beyond doubt whether an awarding
institution belongs to the national education and training system in the country of origin of the
qualification. For the credibility of evaluations it is of the utmost importance that transnational
arrangements between institutions be scrutinised.

Key elements of the programme leading to the qualification
Purpose for which the qualification was designed.

Date of completion of the programme leading to the awarding of the qualification, as this
informs the context of that qualification.

Minimum stipulated entry requirements, as indicators of the level at which the qualification
is pitched. A benchmark approach is followed in this regard, allowing, for example, for
school leaving qualifications to be accepted, regardless of differences in the duration of
schooling.

Minimum stipulated duration, whether part-time or full-time.

Structure and type of the programme, including aspects such as experiential learning,
research combined with coursework and vocational training.

Programme requirements, such as credit totals and distribution, grading, dissertations,
internships and industrial attachment.

Further access gained by virtue of the qualification - whether full or restricted access,
whether access to general employment, or to a regulated profession or further education
at a particular level.

Farmal rights ultimately bestowed on the qualification holder, such as the right to use a
professional title.

Qualifications frameworks

Qualifications frameworks, where these form either a part or the foundation of education and
training systems, are usefui indicators of the relative position and status of qualifications in the
country of their issue, as well as of quality assurance processes that are in place. There is a
growing awareness of an international drive to increase transparency around qualifications
and the role that qualifications frameworks can play in this in terms of the new way in which
qualifications are described through level, workload, learning outcomes and profile.

General considerations

The SAQA evaluation focuses on the qualification submitted for evaluation and takes
into account all the relevant, official and available information,

The set of criteria applied by SAQA is useful in determining the level of achievement
reached at the end of a programme, but its significance depends on learning outcomes
and the quality of delivery. Where such information includes reference to learning
outcomes which cannot be evaluated by the DFQEAS, this should take precedence over
the programme elements. DFQEAS recommendations highlight such matters for the
attention of competent recognition authorities. The evaluation process acknowledges the
influence, for example, of recognition of prior learning, credit transfer, different forms of
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access to programmes, double degrees and excelled programmes on various features of
a programme.

The existence of national and/or international legal provisions, such as contained in the
regulations for professional practice or in bilateral and multilateral agreements between
governments, may require a specific decision to be reached or procedure to be followed.
These provisions must be taken into account.

Past evaluation decisions, whether made by DFQEAS or by other evaluating agencies or
CRAs, serve as a guide. It can be expected that the analysis of similar qualifications will
lead to similar outcomes, unless adapted recommendations can be justified.

PROCEDURAL GUIDELINES FOR THE EVALUATION OF FOREIGN QUALIFICATIONS

15. The guidelines below refer to procedural issu