Qualifications Framework

Readers may be familiar with the system of training and awards/qualifications associated with  mariners.  It is in conformity with international standard and requirements.  The Maritime Services Training Institute of the Vocational Training Council is a major course provider in Hong Kong for seafarers training.

There is no such system for other workforce in the maritime services/sea transport sector.  Office workers may have different background in education, training and qualifications.  They may hold tertiary qualifications including degrees and higher diplomas.  Other may have job related diploma and certificates or secondary school certificates.  Irrespective of the background, normally practitioners gain experience through years of work in their own field.  

Qualifications that are directly related to the profession/occupation definitely are a boost to careers and advancements.  Even qualifications not so relevant could help to speed up the learning process.  Courses and programmes offered by various course providers have their own focus.  The Continuing Education Certificate and Diploma courses designed by the Institute of Seatransport and conducted by the School of Continuing and Professional Education of the City University of Hong Kong are two examples for the training of in-service people in the field.

For decades, the Vocational Training Council (Technical Institutes/Technical Colleges and training centres) had dominated the vocational education and training sector in Hong Kong.  The qualifications awarded were in a hierarchical order and it was easy to identify the entry level, the duration of study and the level of competency for each of the qualifications.  More recently, the Government had opened up the vocational education/training and continuing education sectors.  Existing course providers have expanded and new course providers have joined to offer hundreds if not thousands of courses and programmes bearing titles and awards that are very much different from the old days.

A proliferation of courses and programmes has its advantages and disadvantages but in the main, a common standard or an order to gauge the courses and programmes and awards and qualifications is needed.

The Education and Manpower Bureau (EMB) had in 2002 consulted the public about the development and implementation of a qualifications framework (QF).  The QF is in a way an answer to this confusing state of affair.

The EMB has established the Manpower Development Committee (MDC).  One of the roles of the MDC is to oversee the development and implementation of the QF.  Under the MDC, Industry Training Advisory Committees (ITAC) will be formed to work on the QF.  Each ITAC will focus on an industrial sector.

A QF has several components: 

· Industry Training Specifications (ITS) is the blue print for the training of jobs for the industrial sector concerned; 

· Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) maps out the previous experience/qualifications against the QF; and 

· Qualifications Register (QR) summarizes recognized courses and programmes.

A QF of an industrial sector is based on a set of Generic Level Descriptors and it will have seven levels differentiated by the characteristics in:

· Knowledge & Intellectual Skills;

· Processes;

· Application, Autonomy & Accountability; and 

· Communication, IT and Numeracy. 

Roughly speaking Level 1 is the entry level and Level 7 is the highest achievable level and a person achieving the qualification of this level is usually recognized as a top expert and master of that industrial sector.

Sometimes, comparison is drawn between the QF and the academic qualification system.  For example, a qualification at Level 7 of the QF is most often compared to the doctoral degree.  This kind of comparison could be irrelevant and unnecessary and could be misleading.

In future, course providers might make reference to QF/ITS for the design of courses and programmes, submit the course/programme for the assessment by the Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation (HKCAA) and if endorsed, the course/programme will be allowed to post on the QR.

It follows that the Government will not subvent a course/programme not on the QR.

Though the Government has tried to explain its policy on QF, the effect of the implementation of QF is to everybody's guess.

Labour leaders have expressed the concern that the introduction of QF might mean costly training and retraining and greater barrier to enter industries.  The Government has yet to pacify the labour leaders.

Meanwhile, the EMB is in the process of forming an ITAC for the transport logistics sectors including the air transport, sea transport, land transport, distribution/warehousing (logistics) and other related branches.  Sub-committees might be formed for major branches.

The transport logistics sectors in Hong Kong are handling mainly transport and distribution/logistics needs of the Mainland China.  The nature of the business of the transport logistics sectors is also international.  Practitioners should possess the knowledge and skills to handle operations that are regionally and internationally acceptable.  A local QF should be in line with regional and international requirements and practices.

Even though for the foreseeable future, qualifications would not be mandatory for practitioners to work locally and in the Mainland, increasingly qualifications are becoming entry requirements.  Since local QF and the Mainland qualifications (known as National Occupation Qualification) are not exactly compatible to each other, a person should attempt different examinations locally and in the Mainland in order to get the qualifications differently recognized.

As for the sea transport sector, is QF required and if so what kind of QF is required?  That is the question that practitioners should seriously consider.  Whether by invitation or voluntarily, the practitioners should voice out the opinion on QF.  Such opinion might affect the quality of people serving the industry in future.
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