Mr Allar Jõks

          

Chancellor of Justice of the Republic of Estonia

                       18.January 2008
Estonia’s joining of the open European labour market has brought to our attention the fact that young people who have been trained for the engineering profession in Estonian universities and higher education establishments do not receive an unequivocally understandable diploma which would include the reference to engineering qualification, vocation and field of studies. This has proven to be an obstacle in competitions for engineering jobs (in Finland, Sweden, Norway) and in continuing with further studies (in UK). The cause for this problem lies in the fact that since 1995 diplomas issued in Estonia do not correspond to the requirements of article 27 of the Education Act. The same situation applies for all Estonian graduates in fields not regulated by the EU (teachers, cultural workers, journalists, lawyers etc.). E.g. framework requirements for civil engineering studies at Tallinn University of Technology, article 43, Graduation from civil engineering programme, paragraph 2 states: a person graduating from the civil engineering programme shall be awarded by the university a diploma certifying the fulfilment of the curriculum and the awarding of master’s degree (regulation of the Government of the Republic no 312). We are requesting your assessment of whether this practice has been and continues to be in accordance with the law.

Article 29 of the Constitution of Republic of Estonia states: “An Estonian citizen has the right to freely choose his or her area of activity, vocation and place of work.“ We understand that the public education system must provide an opportunity to obtain the engineering vocation and the resulting vocation should be reflected on the national diploma. Our understanding is supported by article 27 in the Education Act: “A person’s education, vocation, area of specialisation and graduation from an educational institution shall be certified by a certificate or diploma.” Recommendations of the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers (annex 1) also state that the qualifications framework is a description of what a student knows, understands and is able to do after the end of the studies. 

Current attempts to solve the situation are directed at amending the Professions Act by calling on the Body Awarding Professions (a private legal person) to organise professional exams at the same time with the final exams of universities or higher education establishments.  How should such a proposal be viewed in the light of article 1(2) of the Professions Act that says: „This Act does not apply to professions in the case of which the development of requirements for professional qualifications and the attestation and award of professional qualifications is regulated by other Acts.“ Article 27 of Education Act establishes the procedure for awarding the vocation and specialisation to graduates of educational institutions.

According to professional standards, a person with engineering education may apply for the professional certificate (not the title of an engineer) after one to three years of professional experience in the field of studies. But what is the field of studies, is this has not been specified on the diploma?

In working life, the goods sold by an engineer in the labour market are the engineering skills and, additionally, personal characteristics related to exercising those skills, the ability to carry out complex tasks and bear the responsibilities as to the outcome. These are the skills attested to by an internationally recognised diploma. In our understanding, the professional standard, a description of duties prescribed by the Professions Act, is a tool for employers and professional unions through and with the help of which one can call for changes in teaching curricula. Therefore, the professions awarding system is an interface between the local labour market and the education system, the professional certificate is an independent document and does not turn the national diploma into an internationally unequivocally understood and recognised higher education diploma.
Professions Act initiated by the Ministry of Social Affairs (in 2000) and the resulting professional qualifications system was intended for better classification of skilled labour qualifications and approximation of curricula in vocational schools to the needs of the labour market. The system was intended for the workers whose qualifications had not been defined by the Education Act and who had no higher or vocational education in their field of work.

For years, we have tried to find a solution to the abovementioned problem by turning to Ministry of Social Affairs, Ministry of Education and Research, Professional Qualifications Foundation, Professional Council of Engineering, Tallinn University of Technology, University of Applied Sciences, Estonian Maritime Academy, the education working group of the Public Understanding Foundation, Riigikogu cultural committee, Estonian Employees’ Unions’ Confederation (TALO) and others. Unfortunately, we have had no success so far. 

Based on the arguments above, we hope for your cooperation in ensuring that the Education Act is fully implemented in relation to the format of engineering diplomas. As a result, we would organise better the information printed on diplomas, give value to young specialists entering work life and be of use to Estonia in establishing a knowledge-based economy.

Sincerely yours,

Väino Verlin

Chairman of the Management Board of Estonian Union of Professional Engineers

Brussels 5.9.2006, KOM 479                                                           Annex 1
To implement the Community Lisbon Programme, the European Parliament and the Council give member states a recommendation on the establishment of the European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning.

Europe is characterised by a great diversity of education and training institutions and systems. This mirrors a widespread and strong consensus that education and training should reflect and respond to learning needs at local, regional and national level. This richness and variety of European education and training can be seen as an important asset and something which makes it possible to react rapidly and efficiently to technological and economic change. 

The mutual recognition of qualifications in the area of regulated professions is ensured by Directive 2005/36/EC adopted on 7 September 2005. This Directive, which consolidates, modernises and simplifies 15 existing Directives adopted between 1975 and 1999, provides for a system of automatic recognition of qualifications for professions with harmonised training requirements (doctors, nurses, midwives, dentists, veterinarians, pharmacists) and also for architects. For the other regulated professions (currently around 800 professions are regulated by one or more Member States in the EU) the systems is based on mutual recognition, i.e. a person qualified to exercise a profession in a Member States, should also be authorised to practise this profession in another Member State.

The EQF is proposed under both Articles 149 and 150 because it has a dual purpose, comprising components and encompassing objectives for both education and vocational training which are of equal importance within the EQF’s lifelong learning perspective. It supports education and vocational training by encouraging mobility through citizens’ transfer of qualifications between national systems and between general education, higher education and vocational training. It encourages cooperation between Member States and supports and supplements their action.

The description of the 8 EQF reference levels is based on learning outcomes - in the EQF understood as the statements of what a learner knows, understands and is able to do on completion of a learning process. 2006/0163 (COD)

The development of citizens’ knowledge, skills and competence is crucial for competitiveness and social cohesion in the Community. Participation in lifelong learning and the use of qualifications should therefore be promoted and improved at the national and Community levels.

The following definitions are recommended:

‘qualification’ means a formal outcome of an assessment and validation process which is obtained when a competent body determines that an individual has achieved learning outcomes to given standards; 

‘national qualifications system’ means all aspects of a Member States’ activity related to the recognition of learning and other mechanisms that link education and training to the labour market and civil society; 

‘national qualifications framework’ means an instrument for the classification of qualifications according to a set of criteria for specified levels of learning achieved. This aims to integrate and coordinate national qualifications subsystems and improve the transparency, access, progression and quality of qualifications in relation to the labour market and civil society;

‘sector‘ means a grouping of professional activities on the basis of their main economic function, product, service or technology;

‘international sectoral organisation’ means an association of national organisations, including for example employers and professional bodies, which represents the interests of national sectors;

‘learning outcomes’ means statements of what a learner knows, understands and is able to do on completion of a learning process and are defined in terms of knowledge, skills and competence;

‘knowledge’ means the outcome of the assimilation of information through learning. Knowledge is the body of facts, principles, theories and practises that is related to a field of study or work. In the European Qualifications Framework, knowledge is described as theoretical and/or factual;

‘skills’ means the ability to apply knowledge and use know-how to complete tasks and solve problems. In the European Qualifications Framework, skills are described as cognitive (use of logical, intuitive and creative thinking) and practical (involving manual dexterity and the use of methods, materials, tools and instruments);

‘competence’ means the proven ability to use knowledge, skills and personal, social and/or methodological abilities, in work or study situations and in professional and/or personal development. In the European Qualifications Framework, competence is described in terms of responsibility and autonomy.
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