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    Chapter 18   
 Competence-based Approach in the Education 
Reforms of Lithuania and Estonia                     

     Vidmantas     Tūtlys      and     Olav     Aarna   

18.1          Introduction 

    The  introduction   of  the    notion   of competence in vocational education and training 
(VET)  curriculum design   and training practices was one of the key factors in the 
reform of initial VET in Lithuania and Estonia that enabled  transformation   of the 
post-Soviet initial VET systems towards  EU   and market-oriented models of 
VET. Therefore, this chapter aims to explore and compare the introduction and 
implementation of competence-based approaches in initial VET and higher educa-
tion, as well as in the reforms of the national systems of qualifi cations in Lithuania 
and Estonia. This  comparison   comprises an analysis of the historical context of the 
development of competence-based approaches in initial VET and higher vocational 
education, an exploration of the focus on competence approaches, as well as a 
review of the development of competence-based national systems of qualifi cations 
and National  Qualifi cations Frameworks      in Lithuania and Estonia. From a theoreti-
cal perspective, this chapter acknowledges the wide diversity in the defi nition and 
application of the concept of competence ( Winterton   et al.  2006 ; Weigel et al.  2007 ; 
 Winterton    2009 ;  Brockmann   et al.  2009 ,  2011 ;  Biemans   et al  2009 ; Mulder  2014 ) 
and is partly based on the theory of institutional development of skill formation 
systems as proposed by Streeck and Thelen ( 2009 ).  
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18.2     Implementation of Competence-based VET and Higher 
Education in Lithuania and Estonia 

 The competence-based approach to vocational education and training (VET) 
emerged in the post-Soviet reform of the initial VET system of Lithuania together 
with the implementation of the fi rst steps of the initial VET  reform  . Post-Soviet 
reform of the initial VET in Lithuania after 1990 was very strongly infl uenced by 
the abruptness of institutional changes as a result of the sudden reconstitution of 
statehood. This circumstance left little space or time for incremental development 
of the original institutions and institutional models of VET. Besides, the urgency of 
reform was increased by the irrelevance of the legacy of the Soviet VET system to 
new social, economic and institutional conditions: a vast network of initial VET 
providers, low prestige of VET amongst youth, absence or lack of  communication   
between initial VET providers and newly emerged market  economy   institutions. For 
these reasons the fi rst stage of post-Soviet reform of initial VET was focused on 
institutional restructuring of the VET system and adjustment of VET  curricula   to 
the skills needs of the emerging market  economy  . 

 Reform in the fi eld of VET  curriculum design   was impeded by lack of expertise 
and know-how, because in the Soviet period, this function was executed by the cen-
tral expertise bodies of the Soviet Union. The problem was solved by delegating 
responsibility for VET  curriculum design   to VET schools. This approach was 
piloted for the fi rst time in the  EU   PHARE support programme for reform of VET 
in Lithuania, which started in 1995, and was of crucial importance for the further 
introduction of competence-based approaches to VET  curriculum design  . In the 
execution of this programme, competence-based VET  curricula   were designed and 
tested in the 27 VET schools with the support of foreign experts. Absence of know- 
how and expertise in competence-based education amongst the local policy makers 
and VET providers implied rather intensive application of policy borrowing and 
policy learning approaches in the conditions of provided EU support (the PHARE 
programme). A competence-based approach in VET  curriculum design   was attrac-
tive for local VET policy makers and providers because this facilitated fl exibility 
with reference to changing skills needs in the workplaces of restructuring economic 
sectors. 

 The application and development of competence-based national VET policy 
instruments started from the design and implementation of the VET standards 
launched in 1998. The introduction of these VET standards represented state-led 
standardisation of the  curricula   of initial VET and higher vocational education by 
using competencies defi ned with common agreement of stakeholders from the VET 
system and labour market. Competence-based VET standards were treated by pol-
icy makers and experts mainly as measures to ensure the quality of initial VET 
provision under conditions of very diverse  capacities   of VET providers in terms of 
teachers’ qualifi cations, methodical provision, infrastructure and other factors. The 
main ‘conductors’ of the implementation of competence-based approach in the ini-
tial VET  curriculum design   were vocational teachers trained in VET  curriculum 
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design   by using  functional   analysis techniques. Therefore, VET teachers rather 
quickly became leading experts in competence-based  curriculum design  . 

 The institutional structure of design and development of competence-based VET 
standards was based on tripartite collegial institutions representing sectors of  econ-
omy  . Fourteen expert groups of economic sectors were established, each consisting 
of three representatives of employers, three representatives of trade unions and three 
representatives of VET providers. Activities of these expert groups in the design of 
VET standards were coordinated by the central group of sector experts and the 
Centre for Methodological Support of VET – an institution established by the 
Ministry of Education and Science. Despite formally equal representation of VET 
providers and social partners, in most cases the representatives of VET providers 
played a key role in the design of VET standards. The participation and role of 
employer representatives very often were limited to providing information on skills 
needs. Trade union representatives participated very passively mainly due to lack of 
expertise and know-how in the fi eld. 

 The VET standard defi nes the standardised part of the VET curriculum (profes-
sional activity areas, competencies and training objectives) which is automatically 
transferred to the curriculum from the appropriate VET standard. The designers of 
 curricula   in the VET schools may include additional competencies to satisfy local 
needs. Both VET standards and training  curricula   are based on competencies – 
combinations of knowledge, skills and key skills applied in execution of the work 
tasks and processes. However, the VET standards to some extent integrate the 
competence- based approach with the input approach, because the competencies are 
split into training objectives – smaller  units   of learning (knowledge, skills,  abilities  ) 
that are provided through subjects. The training objectives present clear require-
ments for the designers of VET  curricula   and teachers on what knowledge, skills 
and key skills need to be provided and developed for each competency. In this way 
training objectives act as a bridge between defi ned competencies and training input. 
The designers of VET  curricula   regroup and amend training objectives according to 
local labour market needs and link them to the training subjects. 

 In the design and development of the VET standards, local experts cooperated 
with foreign organisations, such as the European Training Foundation, which facili-
tated consideration of international experience in developing such competence- 
based instruments. 

 Looking at the standardisation approach used in the VET standards of Lithuania, 
two features can be highlighted: orientation to minimal common performance 
requirements and lack of attention to future skills needs. VET standards are oriented 
to minimal common requirements: they indicate what is obligatory and necessary to 
achieve for competent performance of activities. They do not foresee any  excellence   
levels or steps which would defi ne the standard of highest quality in performance. 

 Implementation of competence-based approaches in the practices of provision of 
vocational education and  assessment of learning   has been very diverse and to some 
extent fragmentary. Two developments in particular had implications for the develop-
ment of competence-based approaches in initial VET: modularisation of initial VET 
 curricula   and introduction of apprenticeship as an alternative pathway of initial VET. 
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 The main purpose of the modularisation of VET  curricula   is to increase fl exibil-
ity of  curricula   to make them more adaptable to changing economic needs and to 
standardise the contents of  curricula   to enhance training quality and  recognition   of 
learning outcomes when moving between institutions. It is foreseen to prepare 40 
modular training  curricula   in at least 25 sub-sectors of education ( Lithuania: VET in  
  Europe     – country report   2013 ). According to the designed methodology of modular 
VET  curricula  , the  module   is designed on the basis of competency defi ned in the 
initial VET standard or  sectoral  -occupational standard. Competency has been cho-
sen as a basis of  module  , because it provides more fl exibility in the organisation of 
training and accumulation/transfer of credits. However, design of  modules   on the 
basis of competencies also implies certain risks related to quality and suffi ciency of 
acquired knowledge and skills to ensure  employability  ,  employment   quality and 
permeability with the other learning pathways. Modularisation contains certain con-
tradictions between the strive to make the learning process more fl exible and 
enhance learner-centred approaches on one side and the possible implications of 
this approach to the quality of provided knowledge and skills from the other side. It 
has important implications for implementation and development of new pathways 
of initial VET provision, such as apprenticeship. 

 The Law on the Amendment of the Law on Vocational Education and Training 
in 2007 legally introduced the option of a dual type of apprenticeship in the initial 
VET system of Lithuania. However, despite the competence-based orientation of 
VET  curriculum design  , the provision of training and  assessment of learning  , the 
implementation of apprenticeship in the formal VET system is very slow. There are 
examples of ‘hidden apprenticeships’ and implicit competence-based remuneration 
and  career   approaches in enterprises that recruit low-skilled young people or stu-
dents of VET schools and centres, provide in-service training and then gradually 
increase  complexity   of their work duties and wages (Qualifi cations and VET 
Development Centre  2013 ). The regulation of provision of the formal vocational 
education issued by the Ministry of Education and Science in 2012 responded to 
this  situation   by providing the possibility for initial VET students studying in the 
school-based pathway to work during the training period and to use the  right   of 
individual preparation for assessment of competencies, as well as the  right   for  rec-
ognition   of competencies acquired in the workplaces. Implementation and testing of 
apprenticeship in the VET system started in the fi eld of  employment   training. 
Seeking to ensure high-quality  vocational training   for unemployed and preparation 
of skilled workers needed in the labour market, four public  employment   training 
centres started to implement the ESF-funded project ‘apprenticeship  vocational 
training   in the  employment   training centres’ in 2013. Under this project short-term 
(up to 6 months) apprenticeship schemes are offered to young unemployed people 
(16–29 years of age) not engaged in any form of education and training. These 
experimental apprenticeship schemes are clearly competence based, but they are 
more appropriate for those who already have acquired a certain general education 
level and even vocational qualifi cation.  Apprenticeship   in these schemes is treated 
as workplace-based learning for the acquisition and development of competencies 
needed for the workplace. Such an approach to competence development does not 
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completely match to more  holistic   and lifelong learning-oriented concepts of com-
petence applied in the reforms of the national system of qualifi cations and in the 
Lithuanian  Qualifi cations Framework   discussed below. 

 As mentioned above, competence-based VET standards have been applied for 
 curriculum design   not only in initial VET but also in higher vocational education 
colleges (universities of applied sciences) established in 2000. College study pro-
grammes correspond to ISCED 5B level and present by themselves professionally 
oriented higher education study programmes leading to a professional bachelor 
degree  (profesinis bakalauras)  or this degree together with vocational qualifi cation. 
 Curricula   in these study programmes are designed referring to the VET standards 
and Guidelines of Study Field Area, which makes them competence based, although 
the term ‘learning outcomes’ rather than competencies is used in the descriptors of 
study programmes. 

 The implementation of a learning outcomes approach in universities began with 
the implementation of the ECTS system through an ESF-funded project initiated by 
the Ministry of Education and Science in 2009. In the same year, learning outcomes 
were introduced in the study credit concept in the Law on Research and Studies. It 
can be noted that this new concept of learning outcome was dualistic, because the 
competencies developed in the study subject or  module   were expressed with 
 intended learning outcomes   and achieved learning outcomes as individual achieve-
ments of student ( Nacionalinės studijų kreditų sistemos koncepcija   2012 ). The 
ECTS oriented national study credit system is based on student notional workload 
(volume of studies) needed to develop competencies and to achieve  intended learn-
ing outcomes  . The concept of competence used in the national conception of the 
study credit system is based on the concept proposed by the TUNING project and is 
quite similar to the concept of competence used in the VET system defi ned as a 
dynamic combination of knowledge, skills and values that are necessary to execute 
the activity in an appropriate manner. The National Study Credit Conception distin-
guishes two types of competencies –  generic competencies   and subject-specifi c 
competencies. As far as competencies are acquired by achieving  intended learning 
outcomes  , they become the measurable elements of competence. 

 The project  Development of the Concept of the European Credit Transfer and 
Accumulation System (ECTS) at the National Level: Harmonization of the Credit 
and Implementation of the Learning Outcomes Based Study Programme Design  
suggested the analysis of the professional fi eld as the fi rst step for design of study 
 curricula   aimed to identify the list of generic and subject-specifi c competencies by 
actively involving employers, graduates and academic community ( Nacionalinės 
studijų kreditų sistemos koncepcija   2012 ). It is anticipated that reference of study 
syllabi to competencies and learning outcomes should help resolve problems related 
to essential differences in the contents of study programmes providing the same 
type of degrees in the same study fi elds ( Studijų krypčių aprašų skirtingoms pako-
poms kūrimo metodika  2011). This problem was targeted by the introduction and 
implementation of the study fi eld descriptors developed in the project coordinated 
by the Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education in 2011–2014. Study 
fi eld descriptors provide the reference information for identifi cation of the level of 
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provided higher education degree and qualifi cation according to the national, 
European and  sectoral   qualifi cations frameworks. Unlike the concept of compe-
tence suggested by the Tuning project, where competence is the source of learning 
outcomes, in the descriptors of study fi elds, competence is only a part of learning 
outcomes, defi ning integrated application of knowledge and skills in concrete situ-
ations and contexts of professional activity (Studijų krypčių aprašų skirtingoms 
pakopoms kūrimo metodika  2011 ). 

 Although ECTS credits have been offi cially introduced in study programmes 
since 2011 and all higher education institutions calculate students’ workload in 
ECTS credits, the complete reorientation of universities from input-oriented to 
‘competence-based’ studies requires a change in mentality of the academic com-
munity as well as experience in the new approach. 

 The beginning of implementation and development of a competence-based 
approach in Estonia was initiated by the Estonian Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry in 1997. After abolishing the Soviet qualifi cation system, including occu-
pational qualifi cations, in 1991, developments in all sectors of formal education 
were quite similar to those of Lithuania described above. 

 The period 1994–2004 can be considered as the period of policy borrowing in the 
fi eld of  curriculum design  . This process was facilitated by numerous PHARE (VET) 
and TEMPUS (higher education) projects, mainly concentrating on  curriculum 
development  . The modular competence-based approach to initial VET  curriculum 
design   in Estonia was being developed from 1994 by applying experience of  cur-
riculum design   in Ireland and encompassed all initial VET programmes in 2001. 
Competence-based reform of the VET system led to the separation of provision of 
VET and awarding of qualifi cations. Until the introduction of competence-based 
qualifi cation exams in 2003/2004, graduates of initial VET programmes obtained 
graduate certifi cates that did not attribute vocational qualifi cations. Competence- 
based vocational qualifi cation exams were introduced in 2003/2004 and combined 
with VET school graduation exams ( Grollmann   and  Ruth       2004 ). 

 After Estonia joined the European Union in May 2004, the development of 
competence- based approaches and practices in initial VET and higher education 
were executed in the framework of the Bologna process (higher education), the 
Copenhagen process (initial and continuous VET) and the development of the 
European area of lifelong learning.  

18.3     Focus on Competence Approaches in Lithuania 
and Estonia 

 The emergence and evolution of the competence concept and competence 
approaches in the VET system of Lithuania are strongly related to the socio- 
economic development of society and institutional changes of the VET system. 
Looking back to the historical development of initial VET in Lithuania, the fi rst 
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references to the term  competence  can be traced to the period of attempts to estab-
lish more systemic  vocational training   in the fi elds of agriculture and crafts after the 
establishment of the independent state in 1918. The press of the chambers of trade 
and crafts widely discussed the problems caused by the absence of state  recognition   
of craft qualifi cations, arguing that it was one of the most important reasons for the 
low social status of craftsmen and poor quality of craft apprenticeships. In this dis-
course, qualifi cation was treated as the main formal outcome of the learning and 
training process subjected to assessment. The concept of competence emerged 
rarely in this discussion and was mainly understood as formal authorisation of the 
persons and organisations to execute defi ned functions. For example, when discuss-
ing the order for issuing craftsmen certifi cates,  Jodaugas   ( 1937 ) suggested that issu-
ing such certifi cates did not fi t the competence ( kompetencijos ) of public labour 
inspectors and had to be delegated to a ‘qualifi ed’ institution ( kvalifi kuota įstaiga ). 
Another meaning of competence that emerged in this discourse was related to the 
requirements of knowledge and skills typical for the work. For example, the director 
of one craft school in the article discussing the problems of craftsmens’ training and 
their qualifi cations claimed that the hasty and abrupt introduction of competence 
( kompetentingumas ) requirements for the execution of work could endanger the 
status of experienced but illiterate craftsmen, who could perform in their craft but 
could not attain formal qualifi cation due to the requirements of credentials of formal 
education ( Gėgžna    1936 ). He suggested that such craftsmen should be permitted to 
practice their work in the limits defi ned by the outcomes of evaluation of their prac-
tical experience. Similarly the term of competence was used in another article dis-
cussing training of tradesman, claiming that it was necessary to make easier the 
 access   to  licence   for practicing the crafts to more experienced craftsmen by leaving 
them possibilities to execute the work in the limits of competencies ( kompetencijų 
ribose ) identifi ed by the practical examination ( Gėgžna    1937 ). It is interesting to 
note that already in this period two Lithuanian terms related to competence were 
applied interchangeably:  kompetencija  and  kompetetingumas.  

 In the Soviet period (1940–1990), the concept of competence was understood as 
a fi eld of activities in which a person possessed expertise, knowledge and experi-
ence and was not related to the concepts of qualifi cation or skills ( Laužackas   et al. 
 2009 ). 

 The concept of competence as an expressed learning outcome emerged in VET 
policy and practices as a result of post-Soviet VET  reforms   aimed at reorienting the 
former Soviet school-based initial VET to the requirements of a developing market 
 economy   and democratic society. Initial VET providers and institutions responsible 
for the governance of initial VET and  curriculum design   accepted the ‘behaviouris-
tic’ concept of competence typical of the Anglo-Saxon approach based on  func-
tional   analysis of work tasks and functions. This can be explained by the strong 
infl uence of policy borrowing and, to a lesser extent, policy learning approaches 
typical for the fi rst stage of the initial VET  reform  . 

 In this period an important semiotic challenge emerged in the application of the 
concept of competence due to coexistence of two terms in the Lithuanian language: 
 kompetencija  and  kompetetingumas . According to Pukelis,  kompetencija  is the 
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 literal translation of competence in the sense of the  legal   empowerment of an organ-
isation or person to execute certain functions, while  kompetetingumas  refers to 
proven  abilities   of a person to deal with work (occupational) tasks in a real work 
 situation   (2011). Therefore, he suggests that the misleading concept of  kompeten-
cija  should not be used and to focus on the concept of  kompetetingumas. 
Kompetencija  (competency) should only be used to denote requirements for person 
 abilities   defi ned in the occupational standards and profi les, whereas  kompetetingu-
mas  (competence) is defi ned as a feature of a person consisting of  abilities   to per-
form and to solve problems in unpredictable working situations indicating the 
validity of that individual to occupy certain job positions. This explanation relates 
this dichotomy of concepts  kompetencija  and  kompetetingumas  in the Lithuanian 
language with the translation of the dichotomous concepts of competence and 
competency. 

  Laužackas   ( 2005 ) and Andriušaitienė et al. ( 2008 ) also agree with such explana-
tion of the origins of this dichotomy, claiming that the concept of  kompetencija  
refl ects the potential side of human activities, while  kompetetingumas  expresses the 
real side of demonstrated performance.  Kompetencija  expresses possessing an  abil-
ity   to perform certain work tasks or processes, while  kompetetingumas  defi nes the 
usage and expression of this  ability   in the practical activity. Therefore, the concept 
of  kompetencija  is more relevant to use in the vocational education, especially in the 
design and planning of vocational education  curricula  , while  kompetetingumas  is 
closer to the practice of professional activities, because it helps to characterise the 
 capacities   of persons to perform in different activities. 

 The dichotomy of the terms  kompetencija  and  kompetetingumas  is not a recent 
phenomenon and not confi ned to Lithuania. As noted above, these two terms could 
be met in vocational and crafts training policy discourse before the Second World 
War. It is interesting that very similar dichotomies of the concept of competence 
exist in the languages of other Central and Eastern European nations (Polish, 
Ukrainian and Russian). For example, Polish distinguishes the concepts 
 kompetentność  (competence), defi ned as a proven preparedness to work in the con-
crete fi eld and  ability   to solve problems in the concrete occupation or professional 
fi eld ( Karpowicz    2006 ), and  kompetencje  (competency), understood as the set of 
knowledge,  personal qualities  , skills and adequate experience needed for the execu-
tion of a given function ( Slawiński    2014 ). The term  kompetencje  is more used in the 
discourse of educational reforms .  In order to solve the problems of comprehension 
of this term in the design of the National  Qualifi cations Framework   of Poland, it 
was decided to use the term  kompetencje społeczne  ( social competence  ) instead of 
 kompetencje  ( Slawiński    2014 ) .  This latter concept is defi ned as the  ability   to shape 
one’s own development, as well as the autonomous and responsible participation in 
professional life and society, taking into account the ethical context of one’s own 
behaviour. 

 A similar dichotomy of terms can also be found in the Ukrainian language. 
Golovan (Гoлoвaнь  2008 ) discusses the concepts  кoмпeтeнцiя  and 
 кoмпeтeнтнicть  and defi nes the fi rst concept as a certain norm of profi ciency 
indicating  capacity   to resolve problems or undertake tasks and the second term as 
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assessed achievement of (or failure to achieve) this norm. This author claims that 
the concept  кoмпeтeнтнicть  is used to characterise the quality of a person which 
enables him or her to solve problems, make decisions and express opinions in par-
ticular areas of work. This quality is based on knowledge, awareness and experience 
acquired in social and professional activity. 

 What are the possible reasons of such a dichotomy of concepts related to compe-
tence? One possible reason can be literal translation of English terms of competence 
and competency during the post-Soviet reforms of education system (Pukelis  2009 ). 
However, it cannot completely explain the etymology of this dichotomy, because at 
least in Lithuanian the usage of both terms can be tracked in much earlier historical 
periods. 

 In the Estonian language, the notion of competence ( kompetents, pädevus ) also 
has dual meaning. On the one hand, competence is a set of tasks, rights and obliga-
tions given to a physical or  legal   person by a legal act. Competence gives discretion 
to perform some kind of legal action (as opposed to an obligation). Competence also 
includes responsibility for the results of these actions. On the other hand, compe-
tence is a combination of knowledge, skills, experiences and  attitudes   necessary for 
successful performance of work tasks. The latter defi nition is used in the Estonian 
Occupational Qualifi cations Act (  http://www.kutsekoda.ee/en/kutsesysteem/oigu-
saktidkutseseadus    ). This dual meaning may sometimes cause confusion, although 
in most cases the meaning can easily be understood from the context. 

 The Occupational Qualifi cations Act defi nes occupational qualifi cation as the 
offi cial result of an assessment, received when the body that awards occupational 
qualifi cations decides that the person has the required competence in the occupation 
on the level determined in the relevant occupational qualifi cation standard. The pro-
cesses of developing the Estonian  Qualifi cations Framework   (EstQF) and 
competence- based occupational qualifi cation system that started in 2005 facilitated 
clarifi cation of relations between the notions of competence, learning outcomes 
(performance indicators) and assessment  criteria  , which are of non-hierarchical, 
network-type nature. The notion of competence used in describing a person’s  ability   
to perform work tasks also has a dual nature (see Fig.  18.1 ). From the point of view 
of society, in particular the labour market, competence is described as a set of neces-
sary competencies or a competence profi le. From the point of view of a person as a 
learner, competence as well as each one of the competencies is described through a 
combination of knowledge, skills and  attitudes  , usually described as learning out-
comes (LOs).

   Assessment of competence can be performed competency wise or throughout the 
whole competence profi le. Proper assessment  criteria   and methods of assessment 
are attached to each LO. As far as the same assessment criterion and assessment 
method may fi t for several LOs, and vice versa, competencies, LOs and assessment 
 criteria   form a network structure. 

 Conceptually, a qualifi cation system can be described as an interface between 
society, particularly the labour market, and the system of lifelong learning. This is 
illustrated by a competence circle (see Fig.  18.2 ). In this interface expected compe-
tencies are extracted from the society (or labour market) and transformed into quali-
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fi cation standards (particularly occupational qualifi cation standards) and possibly 
national (core)  curricula  . On the other hand, actual competencies of persons are 
assessed, validated and certifi ed.

   In conclusion, it can be noted that in both countries the concept of competence 
has a dual nature expressing empowerment or discretion to perform the task, as well 
as the sets of knowledge, skills and  abilities   applied in performance of that task. 
However, reforms in education systems and national systems of qualifi cations both 
necessitate and facilitate clarifi cation of these terms and their relationships with 
other applied terms, such as qualifi cation, knowledge and skills.  

18.4     The Role of the Concepts of Competence 
and Competence-based Approaches in the Reform 
of the National System of Qualifi cations in Lithuania 
and Estonia 

 Competence is one of the key conceptual elements of the Lithuanian  Qualifi cations 
Framework   (LTQF). The structure and logic of the LTQF level descriptors are based 
on requirements for performance of activities (in terms of  complexity   and change-
ability of activity and  autonomy   of performer) to competencies ( Laužackas   et al. 
 2009 ). 

 There are two reasons why the descriptors of LTQF are oriented to a competence- 
based approach: (1) this concept is familiar for the initial VET providers, assess-
ment bodies and universities of applied sciences working with the VET standards 
and competence-based  curricula  ; (2) the concept of competence is regarded as the 
optimal concept for articulation between the system of education and labour market. 
The familiarity of VET providers, assessment bodies and the universities of applied 
sciences with the concept of competence is related to comparatively positive accep-
tance and successful adaptation of competence-based VET standards and related 
qualifi cations. It creates favourable conditions for the introduction of the  compre-
hensive competence  -based  NQF   targeted to ensure the pathways of progression 
between different qualifi cations and their levels. 

 The fi rst draft of the  NQF   level descriptors was prepared in 2008 by the group of 
experts from the higher education, initial VET and employers’ organisations. It was 
strictly oriented to the coordination and referencing of vocational and academic 
(higher education) qualifi cations. Each level  descriptor   provided information on the 
requirements of the  functional  , cognitive and general competencies posed by the 
characteristics of occupations and professional activities. Consequently, the compe-
tencies acquired in general education were considered only as prerequisites for the 
acquisition or upgrading of vocational qualifi cation, and all general education cer-
tifi cates were supposed to be referenced to the lowest (fi rst) levels of the NQF. This 
approach was criticised by the national and European experts in the process of ref-
erencing the LTQF to the  EQF   in 2011–2012 by stating that orientation of the LTQF 
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only to vocational and higher education qualifi cations contradicted the principles of 
lifelong learning and permeability of different learning pathways declared in the 
European  Qualifi cations Framework   for Lifelong Learning ( Kaminskienė    2011 ). As 
an outcome of the referencing process, the concept of qualifi cation used in the Law 
on Education and LTQF was amended by indicating that competencies constituting 
qualifi cation could be applied both in the professional activities and in learning. It 
implied introduction of the two main types of qualifi cations constituting the LTQF: 
qualifi cations needed for work (professional activity) and qualifi cations for 
learning. 

 Implementation of the LTQF in the national system of qualifi cations was regarded 
by the developers of this instrument as a process leading to the development of a 
new coordinative model of skills formation that would replace the outdated regula-
tive model (Tūtlys and Spūdytė  2011 ). It was expected that implementation of the 
competence-based LTQF and introduction of  sectoral  -occupational standards would 
enable and enhance more active involvement of social partners and stakeholders in 
the design and development of qualifi cations, provision of education and training, 
 competence assessment   and awarding of qualifi cations. 

 Implementation of the LTQF is also directed to ensure application of competence- 
based approach in the design and development of qualifi cations through the intro-
duction of  sectoral  -occupational standards that include all qualifi cations belonging 
to the national system of qualifi cations. Sectoral-occupational standards will serve 
as reference for the development of the different instruments of  curriculum design   
and  assessment of learning  : standardised national modular initial VET  curricula  , 
higher education study fi eld descriptors used for design and updating of the syllabi 
of higher education studies,  curricula   of continuing  vocational training   in the enter-
prises, instruments of assessment of informally and non-formally acquired compe-
tence (Fig.  18.2 ). 

 The design of competence-based  sectoral  -occupational standards in the sectors 
of energy, construction, hospitality, IT and transport demonstrated that development 
of such standards did not encounter signifi cant methodological challenges and was 
positively accepted by stakeholders and providers of qualifi cations. Most of the 
methodological problems and questions were solved by internal discussions and 
agreements of experts from the sectors. One of the specifi c features of the design of 
 sectoral  -occupational standards is the combination of competence and work process 
approaches. This means that competencies are derived not just from isolated work 
tasks or functions (as was the case in the design of the VET standards) but from 
 holistic   analysis of the work processes that constitute professional activity, consid-
ering the context of the work process, work organisation, requirements for the work 
process and its results posed by the customers, enterprise and society ( Spöttl   and 
 Ruth    2011 ). Introduction of this work process-oriented approach for the identifi ca-
tion an d description of competencies leads to wider and more comprehensive 
descriptors of competencies that can grasp and consider not only current but also 
ongoing and future requirements for usage of knowledge and skills in the work 
process. 
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 Observation of the design of competence-based  sectoral  -occupational standards 
in fi ve sectors allows us to draw certain cautious assumptions about their possible 
impact on the development of national system of qualifi cations:

    1.    Development of work process and competence-based  sectoral  -occupational 
standards creates favourable conditions for reviewing and revising the structure 
and content of existing qualifi cations in the sectors by considering skills needs in 
the sectors and their potential changes. For example, design and development of 
competence-based  sectoral  -occupational standards permit to replace outdated 
narrowly specialised vocational qualifi cations with more universal and ‘multi-
skilled’ qualifi cations. This was the case in the introduction of electrician quali-
fi cation in the  sectoral  -occupational standard of the energy sector, where a wide 
and basic vocational qualifi cation replaced narrowly specialised qualifi cations 
that had already lost their relevance and demand in the labour market. The old 
specialist qualifi cations included electrician fi tter, fi tter of the electric lighting 
equipment and electric power networks, fi tter of electric equipment winding, 
insulation and maintenance, fi tter repairmen of overhead electric transmission 
lines, etc. The competencies and  units   of these qualifi cations were integrated in 
the qualifi cation of the electrician. The design of  sectoral  -occupational standards 
also facilitated the emergence or re-emergence of high-skilled vocational quali-
fi cations. This was the case with the introduction of qualifi cations of civil engi-
neers in the construction sector. Currently there are only academic degrees in 
civil engineering according to the European Higher Education Area  Qualifi cations 
Framework   (bachelor, master and doctor in civil engineering). The occupational 
standard in the construction sector foresees introduction of qualifi cations of 
junior civil engineer (LTQF and  EQF   level 6), civil engineer (LTQF and EQF 
level 7) and senior (chartered) civil engineer (LTQF and EQF level 8) with 
requirements of  professional experience   in the award of these qualifi cations. 
There were introduced new vocational qualifi cations responding to labour mar-
ket needs. For example, the occupational standard of the  ICT   sector foresees 
introduction of new vocational qualifi cations that are not yet provided in the 
initial VET system, such as junior software developer (LTQF and EQF level 4), 
junior test specialist (LTQF and EQF level 4), service desk agent (LTQF and 
EQF level 4) and associate of system administrator (LTQF and EQF level 4). 
Currently these qualifi cations are provided only by the enterprises of the sector 
through in-service training and  recognition   of experiential learning.   

   2.    Development and implementation of  sectoral  -occupational standards also facili-
tate the involvement of social stakeholders in these processes, as well as develop-
ing their responsibility for designed qualifi cations leading to ‘ownership’ of 
these qualifi cations. Competence-based  sectoral  -occupational standards provide 
a lot of scope for systemic and comprehensive consideration of real skills needs 
in the work processes, thus making these standards applicable not only for 
  communication   of information on skills needs for  curriculum design   in the initial 
VET and higher education but also for  human resource management   and devel-
opment in the enterprises and sectors (application for selection and recruitment, 
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planning and  curriculum design   of continuing  vocational training  , assessment of 
competencies and performance, remuneration policies,  career   management, 
etc.). These advantages were noticed by the employers’ organisations, which 
motivated them to take active part in the process of development of standards 
and in some cases even to coordinate this process.    

  However, introducing and implementing these competence-based  sectoral  - 
occupational standards required important changes to the institutional framework of 
assessment of competence and awarding of qualifi cations, especially in case of 
introducing professional qualifi cations at the higher levels of the LTQF (6–8). Here 
the main challenge is a shortage of well-established and competent professional 
organisations or bodies that could take this responsibility. To solve this problem, the 
policy makers and stakeholders discuss the possibility of establishing multipartite 
collegial bodies or committees. 

 The development and implementation of a competence-based approach in 
Estonia is essentially the story of developing the  national qualifi cations framework   
and qualifi cation system. The  creation   of the Estonian  Qualifi cations Framework   
(EstQF) started in 2005, when the minister of education and research established a 
broad-based working group with an assignment to analyse the fi rst draft proposal of 
the  EQF  , the possibilities to link Estonian 5-level occupational  qualifi cations frame-
work   to the EQF (established with the Occupational Qualifi cations Act adopted in 
2001), and formulate suggestions about the development of the EstQF. The working 
group put forward the proposal of creating an eight-level comprehensive  national 
qualifi cations framework  . The proposal was supported by the employers’ and 
employees’ organisations, by the Estonian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, by 
the Ministry of Social Affairs and by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
 Communications  . Based on this agreement, another broad-based working group 
was established by the minister of education and research with the task of drafting 
a new Occupational Qualifi cations Act that would stipulate also the EstQF (Aarna 
 2011 ) (Fig.  18.3 ).

   An eight-level qualifi cation framework was established in 2008, with the 
Occupational Qualifi cations Act (  http://www.kutsekoda.ee/en/kutsesysteem/oigu-
saktidkutseseadus    ). The EstQF consists of four sub-frameworks: for general educa-
tion, for vocational education and training (VET), for higher education and for 
occupational qualifi cations (qualifi cations associated with a trade, occupation or 
profession resulting from work-based learning), with sub-framework-specifi c level 
descriptors. Unlike in many other member states of the  EU  , occupational qualifi ca-
tions are also placed into the EstQF and through that referenced to the  EQF  . This is 
made possible by the consistent application of a competence-based approach in the 
occupational qualifi cation system, wide involvement of stakeholders and national 
governance of the system, ensuring the quality of the awarding of occupational 
qualifi cations and comparability thereof on the international level. 

 The  creation   and implementation of the EstQF followed the principles for 
accountability and  quality assurance   of qualifi cations laid down by the European 
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Parliament and Council recommendation on the establishment of the  EQF  . Since the 
level descriptions of the EstQF are identical with those of the EQF, the  criteria   for 
referencing the EstQF to the EQF have been reformulated in terms of assigning the 
EstQF levels to the types of qualifi cations and the positioning of qualifi cations in 
the EstQF. 

 Qualifi cation sub-frameworks are described in the corresponding  legal   acts and 
contain sub-framework-specifi c LO-based descriptions of qualifi cation types. Level 
descriptions of sub-frameworks are defi ned in the corresponding national educa-
tional standards:

•    National curriculum for basic schools  
•   Simplifi ed national curriculum for basic schools  
•   National curriculum for upper secondary schools  
•   Standard of VET  
•   Standard of higher education    

 The process of establishing the EstQF and referencing it to the  EQF   provided an 
important impulse for developing the lifelong learning system in Estonia, for the 
establishment of the national qualifi cation system and a  quality assurance   system 
for lifelong learning. In the course of this process, a remarkable convergence inside 
the formal educational system (general education, initial VET and higher educa-
tion) occurred, and the barriers between qualifi cations from the formal education 
system and from the occupational qualifi cation system have been reduced. 

  Fig. 18.3    Conceptual scheme of the qualifi cation system in Estonia (developed by Olav Aarna)       
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 There are two types of qualifi cations in the Estonian general education system:

•    Basic education certifi cate  
•   Upper secondary general education certifi cate    

 Somewhat paradoxically national  curricula   for basic school and upper secondary 
school were competence based already since 1996. Expected LOs of these qualifi ca-
tions and respective national  curricula   (adopted in 2011) are based on competencies 
derived from the eight  EU    key competencies   for lifelong learning. There are two 
types of competencies: general and domain specifi c. 

 General competencies comprise value-based competence,  social competence  , 
self-defi nition competence, learning competence,  communication   competence, 
mathematical competence and entrepreneurial competence. 

 The subjects with similar aims and content form a subject fi eld which is targeted 
to support formation of the respective competence. Formation of these competen-
cies is supported by learning the subjects of the same and other fi elds and extracur-
ricular activities. 

 Uniform requirements for VET  curricula   and qualifi cations are regulated by the 
Standard of VET (SVET) (  https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/128082013013    ) and the 
national  curricula   for VET (  http://www.innove.ee/et/kutseharidus/kutsehariduse- 
rok    ) developed for the upper secondary VET qualifi cations. National  curricula   are 
drafted in co-operation with social partners and are based on occupational qualifi ca-
tion standards, the Standard of VET and the national curriculum for upper second-
ary schools. 

 Competence-based school  curricula   are compiled for every individual qualifi ca-
tion that can be acquired at a VET institution. The school  curricula   (excluding upper 
secondary VET  curricula  ) are developed based on the Standard of VET and the 
respective occupational qualifi cation standards. In cases where no such standards 
exist, the school must apply for  recognition   of the  curricula   by the social partners. 
Upper secondary VET  curricula   are developed based on national  curricula  . 

 The SVET stipulates that LOs of  modules   are described in terms of occupation- 
specifi c knowledge and skills,  autonomy   and responsibility, learning skill,  commu-
nication   skill, self-defi nition competence, operational competence,  ICT   competence 
and entrepreneurship competence defi ned as follows:

•    Occupation-specifi c knowledge are facts, theories and practices of an occupa-
tion, vocation or speciality acquired through learning process.  

•   Occupation-specifi c skill is an  ability   to apply knowledge for performing tasks 
and solving problems; skills are described in terms of their  complexity   and 
diversity.  

•   Autonomy and responsibility describe to what extent the graduate is able to work 
independently and carry responsibility for the results of work.  

•   Learning skill is an  ability   to manage learning process using effi cient learning 
strategies and proper learning styles.  
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•   Communication skill is an  ability   to communicate in different situations and on 
different topics in oral and written form.  

•   Self-defi nition competence is an  ability   to understand and evaluate yourself, give 
sense to your activities and behaviour in the society and develop yourself as a 
person.  

•   Operational competence is an  ability   to identify problems and solve them, plan 
your activities, set goals and expected results, select proper tools, act, evaluate 
results of your action and cooperate with others.  

•   ICT competence is an  ability   to use ICT tools and digital media skilfully and 
critically.  

•   Entrepreneurship competence is an  ability   to take initiative, act creatively and 
plan your  career   in the modern economic, business and work environment using 
acquired knowledge and skills in different spheres of life.    

 The SVET describes the expected LOs of VET qualifi cation types at the thresh-
old level needed to complete a programme or a  module   (at the level of grade 3). 

 Qualifi cation standards for the  EQF   levels 2 through 5 defi ne-level specifi c com-
petencies in terms of LOs. 

 Qualifi cations framework of higher education in Estonia is laid down by the 
standard of higher education, which establishes the following uniform requirements 
for studies at higher education level:

•    Requirements for a curriculum, including requirements for a joint curriculum 
and requirements for studies and fi nal paper or fi nal examination  

•   The objectives of study and LOs (  http://www.hm.ee/index.php?148583    ) and 
total volume of study, including the principles for  recognition   of prior learning  

•   General requirements for qualifi cation of the academic staff  
•   List of fi elds of study and specialisations  
•   The curriculum groups in which the respective higher education institution 

(HEIs) has the  right   to offer programmes and award respective academic degrees 
and  diplomas  .    

 The LOs of higher education levels have been defi ned in compliance with the 
cycles of  Qualifi cations Framework   for the European Higher Education Area 
(QF-EHEA) and descriptions of levels 6–8 of the  EQF  . Nevertheless, the aim was 
not to copy any existing  qualifi cations framework  , but to develop the basis for 
improving the comparability of qualifi cations and streamline them with the needs of 
the society. It should be noted that QF-EHEA describes LOs on the average level or 
a normal achievement of a successful learner, while the SHE describes LOs on the 
basic level, i.e. any graduate must achieve these outcomes and achievement of LOs 
on the level above minimum is differentiated by grading. No attempt has been made 
to differentiate between professional and transferable LOs. 

 The Estonian  qualifi cations framework   of higher education comprises four types 
of qualifi cations: bachelor’s degree, diploma of professional higher education, mas-
ter’s degree and doctoral degree. 
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 Bachelor’s degree and diploma of professional higher education have a different 
focus but they are equal qualifi cations of the QF-EHEA fi rst cycle. Master’s degree 
complies with the QF-EHEA second cycle and doctoral degree to the third cycle. 
All degrees offered by Estonian HEIs are end-of-cycle degrees, meaning that the 
LOs achieved are at the same qualifi cation level as the corresponding level in the 
EstQF. This implies that there are no intermediate degrees in the Estonian higher 
education system. 

 The occupational qualifi cation system in Estonia is a subsystem of the Estonian 
qualifi cation system that links lifelong learning system with the labour market (see 
Fig.  18.2 ). The following principles have been taken into account while developing 
the occupational qualifi cation system in Estonia:

•    Stakeholders of the labour market are involved in all parts of the occupational 
qualifi cation system: employers, employees, the state and trainers. Agreements 
are based on the co-operation of various stakeholders.  

•   The main concept of the occupational qualifi cation system is competence that 
means the system is based on competence both conceptually and in reality.  

•   Occupational qualifi cation system is built and operational as a  quality assurance   
system.    

 The OQS consists of:

•    System of occupational qualifi cation standards  
•   System for awarding occupational qualifi cations  
•   Occupational qualifi cation register    

 Occupational qualifi cation standard (OQS) is a document which describes occu-
pational activities and provides the competence requirements for an occupation. 
Development of OQSs in Estonia, which started in 1998, has gone through three 
generations. The third-generation standards are fully competence based. An OQS 
meets the following conditions:

•    Is based on the job analysis or  functional   analysis  
•   Describes expected competencies as observable and assessable  
•   Defi nes the method(s) for assessing of persons’ competence  
•   Defi nes the EstQF level of the respective occupational qualifi cation    

 OQS consists of three parts. Part A of the standard (description of the occupa-
tion) provides an overview of the nature of work, major parts of work and tasks, 
necessary tools and work environment, including the specifi cities of work and 
describes the personal characteristics and skills-enhancing occupational activities. 
This is a source of information for a person selecting their occupation and shaping 
their  career   path. It also contains useful information for  career   advisers, labour mar-
ket consultants, human resource managers and trainers. 

 The competence requirements presented in part B of the standard serve as a basis 
for the assessment of the applicant for the occupational qualifi cation. These require-
ments are presented as descriptions of mandatory and optional competencies. 
Competence is an  ability   to perform a specifi c part of work or a task together with 
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the knowledge, skills and  attitudes   required for that. Proceeding from the nature of 
the occupation, its specifi city and traditions, attesting competencies related to a  spe-
cialisatio  n or optional competencies may be the prerequisite for being awarded the 
occupational qualifi cation. Part C of the standard contains general information. 

 Development of the occupational qualifi cation system in Estonia took place in 
the framework of the European Social Fund (ESF) sponsored programme  develop-
ment of the occupational qualifi cation system 2008–2014 . During the programme, 
all OQSs were updated and the methods for assessing competence improved. At the 
moment there are more than 500 active OQSs. An option to award initial occupa-
tional qualifi cation upon the completion of a VET or higher education institution is 
also provided. 

 Development and implementation of the occupational qualifi cation system in 
Estonia has been initiated by the social partners and supported by the government. 
Thanks to governmental support, it has quickly grown into state-recognised qualifi -
cation subsystem based on a strong  legal   framework. The competence-based occu-
pational qualifi cation standards are widely used as an input for  curriculum 
development   in initial VET and higher education. 

 The explicit division of the EstQF into four sub-frameworks has been spontane-
ous rather than pre-planned as a result of independent development of the four sub- 
frameworks based on different competence approaches. The general education 
system focused on providing general and fi eld-specifi c subject competence, while 
the initial VET system  curricula   and qualifi cations focused on providing  holistic   
general and vocational competence. The higher education  qualifi cations framework   
learning outcomes are developed on the basis of the descriptors of the European 
Higher Education Area  Qualifi cations Framework   (Dublin descriptors), while the 
occupational qualifi cation system is focused on developing occupational and work 
process competence. However, this does not mean that there is a very strict separa-
tion of these subsystems and does not, for example, exclude the possibility of adopt-
ing competence-based approaches in higher education. If there is an occupational 
qualifi cation standard available on the EstQF level 6 or 7, fi tting with a study pro-
gramme envisaged, it has to be used as a competence-based starting point for the 
programme development. 

 Concluding this section, it is worth noting that the main difference in design and 
implementation of competence-based  National Qualifi cations Frameworks   in 
Lithuania and Estonia is related to the extent of unifi cation and differentiation of 
these processes. In Lithuania, implementation of competence-based  NQF   are based 
on unifi ed approach leading to the design of a comparatively unifi ed  qualifi cations 
framework   without discerning explicit sub-frameworks at the beginning and emer-
gence of the different types of qualifi cations (competence-based initial VET quali-
fi cations, learning outcome-based higher education degrees, higher professional 
qualifi cations) in the later stage of implementation of the LTQF and 
  sectoral  - occupational standards. Such development and implementation of the 
LTQF have led to the emergence of gaps in the LTQF, where certain levels of the 
framework remain ‘empty’ (level 5 of the LTQF), as well as the emergence of insti-
tutional challenges in ensuring assessment of competence and awarding of higher 
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vocational qualifi cations referenced to higher levels of the LTQF (6–8). Differentiated 
design and implementation of the NQF in Estonia led to development of different 
sub- frameworks containing different types of qualifi cations, as well as diverse insti-
tutions and bodies responsible for these qualifi cations. This has not, however, 
impeded transferability of pathways for acquisition of competence between the sub- 
frameworks and has helped to avoid the problems that typify Lithuania.  

18.5     Competence Policy and Practice in the Educational 
Theory and Research in Lithuania and Estonia 

 The literature regarding competence-based vocational and higher education in 
Lithuania can be grouped into the following categories:

•    Conceptual literature that discusses core concepts related to competence-based 
professional and vocational education  

•   Literature analysing implementation and application of competence-based 
approaches in the professional and vocational education  

•   Applied research and methodical literature providing different methodical guid-
ance, tools and recommendations on the application of competence-based 
approach in the different practices of the provision of initial and continuing VET    

 The conceptual literature has played an essential role in introducing the concept 
of competence and explaining its contents in the reforms of initial VET, profes-
sional education and the national system of qualifi cations. This literature estab-
lished the conceptual basis for the implementation and development of 
competence-based instruments of  curriculum design  ,  assessment of learning   and 
awarding of qualifi cations.  Laužackas   ( 1997 ,  1998 ,  1999 ,  2000 ,  2005 ), Laužackas 
and Pukelis ( 2000 ) analysed and explained the concept of competence and its rela-
tionship with the concept of qualifi cation by referring to the contradictions between 
objective and subjective aspects of professional activities and suggested the prin-
ciples and methodical guidelines of competence-based VET  curriculum design   by 
applying the  functional   analysis approach. This research played a very important 
role in the design of the fi rst competence- based instruments of VET  curriculum 
design   – VET standards. Pukelis ( 1995 ,  2009 ) analysed theoretical dimensions of 
the concepts of  abilities  , competence, competency, learning outcomes and qualifi -
cations, as well as exploring relationships between these concepts. Jucevičienė and 
Lepaitė ( 2000 ), Lepaitė and Jucevičienė ( 2002 ) analysed the structure of the con-
cept of competence referring to the context of the model of activity and stating that 
competence is a hierarchical and structural construct. Jovaiša and Shaw ( 1998 ) 
analysed the concepts and types of  key  competencies   referring to the Anglo-Saxon 
approach of categorisation of these competencies. The literature on the develop-
ment of the national system of qualifi cations of Lithuania analyses and discusses 
the application of competence-based approaches in the design of qualifi cations, 
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 provision of education and training,  assessment of learning   outcomes and awarding 
of qualifi cations and provides the conceptual underpinning of the competence-
based  National Qualifi cations Framework      of Lithuania (Lietuvos darbo rinkos 
mokymo tarnyba  2008 ; Andriušaitienė et al.  2008 ; Lietuvos darbo rinkos mokymo 
tarnyba  2007 ). This literature refers to the instrumental character of the concept of 
competence and pays particular attention to structural relationships between com-
petence and qualifi cations, as well as to the typology of competencies. Competence 
requirements originating from the specifi cations and characteristics of professional 
activities are suggested as key parameters for defi ning the levels of qualifi cations in 
the Lithuanian Qualifi cations Framework. The typical feature of this conceptual 
literature on competence-based vocational and higher education is theoretical dis-
cussion of the structure and contents of the concepts of competence, as well as on 
the typologies of competencies largely referring to the analysis of concepts and 
approaches existing in the other countries. Poviliūnas et al. ( 2012 ) notice that the 
development of the conceptual background of the national system of qualifi cations 
of Lithuania and competence-based Lithuanian Qualifi cations Framework can be 
attributed to positivist methodology and the structuralist approach of social 
research. 

 The literature analysing implementation and application of competence-based 
approaches in the vocational and higher education of Lithuania is not very abun-
dant, and it is focused on the analysis and evaluation of the different aspects of 
application of competence-based approaches in the reforms of VET and practices of 
VET provision.  Laužackas   et al. ( 2004 ) evaluated the initial VET  reform   in Lithuania 
analysing the processes of this reform on the national, institutional and classroom 
levels. Their research demonstrated that the introduction of competence-based  cur-
ricula   in the post-Soviet initial VET  reform   signifi cantly improved VET teachers’ 
awareness of the fi elds of competence-based  curriculum design   and  assessment of 
learning   outcomes, but at the same time VET providers faced signifi cant challenges 
in developing social partnership and involving social partners in these processes. 
This research also disclosed the rather modest positive impact of competence-based 
approaches on improving vocational skills of initial VET students in the initial 
stages of the VET  reform  .  Laužackas   et al. ( 2005 ) analysed the assessment of com-
petence acquired in the informal and non-formal learning referring to the  legal   regu-
lation, usage of standards, issues of social partnership, preparation of assessors and 
development of assessment methods. This research showed that assessment of non- 
formally and informally acquired competence faced diffi culties and challenges 
related to fragmented and inconsistent  legal   regulation, insuffi cient quality and 
availability of VET standards, insuffi cient involvement of social partners in the 
assessment of competence, lack of awareness of their functions and responsibilities 
in this fi eld and absence of unifi ed and coherent system of  competence assessment  . 
 Laužackas   et al. ( 2009 ) analysed evolution of the competence concept in Lithuania 
from the post-Soviet initial VET  reform   to the development of the national system 
of qualifi cations. This paper demonstrated the variety of concepts of competence 
that emerged in the initial VET  reforms   and development of the system of qualifi ca-
tions, as well as the role the concept played in bridging the worlds of work and 
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education in the design of the Lithuanian  NQF  . Tūtlys and Spūdytė ( 2011 ) further 
analysed the role and place of competence in the design and implementation of the 
Lithuanian  Qualifi cations Framework  , showing that the competregulation, insuffi -
cient quality and availability ence-based Lithuanian Qualifi cations Framework and 
occupational standards are expected to improve the relationship between the worlds 
of work and education, but at the same time this process is very iterative and faces 
complex institutional and methodological challenges. 

 Methodical literature in the fi eld of competence-based vocational and higher 
education consists of different methodological guidelines in the fi elds of VET  cur-
riculum design  , occupational analysis and design of qualifi cations (occupational 
standards).  Laužackas   ( 1999 ) provided methodological guidelines for design of 
competence-based initial VET  curricula   using  functional   analysis.  Laužackas   et al. 
( 2006 ) developed guidelines for the assessment of competence in the qualifi cation 
examinations of initial VET graduates. Methodology of the design of occupational 
standards (2012) provides guidelines for designing of occupational standards by 
applying the work process analysis approach developed by German experts (Spöttl 
 2010 ;  Spöttl   and  Ruth    2011 ) that makes it possible to identify competencies from 
the results of  holistic   analysis of work processes. 

 It is indicative that the database of publications (research reports, dissertations, 
etc.) on VET in the Estonian language (  http://dspace.utlib.ee/dspace/han-
dle/10062/40559/browse?value = kompetentsus&type = subject    ) contains fairly lim-
ited occurrences of the keywords ‘competence’ (23 times in 4 publications) and 
‘competency’ (three times in three publications). Scientifi c literature on competence- 
based approaches in initial VET and professional education in Estonia is more 
focused on the different socio-economic and cultural  factors   and implications of the 
implementation of these approaches.  Loogma   ( 2004 ) analysed employers’ dis-
course on competence development in the sectors of transitional  economy   and 
noticed a decreasing role of the initial VET providers and increasing role of con-
tinuing VET in enterprises in the fi eld of competence development, as well as rather 
diverse and often contradictory understanding of competence needs in the discourse 
of employers and employees.  Ümarik   et al. ( 2010 ) identifi ed a mismatch between 
learning outcome assessment mechanisms elaborated by schools and measures of 
competence needed by the enterprises, which demotivated employers to engage in 
such assessment.  Rekkor   et al. ( 2013 ) analysed the extent to which competence- 
based modular  curriculum design   in initial VET was accepted by teachers as inno-
vative change, as well as the main challenges and diffi culties faced by teachers in 
developing and applying modular  curricula  . 

 A survey of VET graduates in Estonia disclosed their satisfaction with 
competence- based initial VET provision such as apprenticeship ( Nestor    2012 ). This 
survey also showed the problems of mismatch between competence developed in 
initial VET and the requirements of available jobs, as well as issues related to low 
economic benefi ts from acquired competence and qualifi cation for some groups of 
learners (e.g. women) in precarious jobs. The survey of employers showed that they 
are willing to develop for VET graduates occupation-specifi c skills, but not their 
 attitudes   ( Nestor   and  Nurmela    2013 ). The preferences of employers in recruiting 
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VET graduates depend on the type and features of job position – in the case of tech-
nically sophisticated occupations, the respective occupational qualifi cation is the 
most important prerequisite for hiring, while in other job positions, personal char-
acteristics and social  attitudes   are considered the most important. 

 In summary, it can be stated that the competence-based approach in initial VET 
and higher education has been one of the core topics of VET  research   in Lithuania, 
whereas it has been a rather peripheral topic in VET  research   in Estonia. Researchers 
and developers of VET in Lithuania have paid more attention to methodological 
issues of competence and competence-based approach in VET  curriculum design   
and development of qualifi cations, while VET researchers in Estonia have focussed 
more on studying the impact of this approach.  

18.6     Conclusions 

 The concept of competence was introduced in the education systems of Lithuania 
and Estonia during a period of abrupt and radical socio-economic and institutional 
post-communist  transition   and took rather similar pathways of development. 
Competence by itself presented one of those very attractive and appealing concep-
tual backgrounds for the development of new systems of education and pathways of 
learning oriented to the needs of a market  economy  . Therefore it served as the core 
concept and background for the curriculum reforms in the initial VET and higher 
education in both countries. 

 The concept of competence has certain similarities and differences in both coun-
tries. The concepts applied in the discourse of education policy and qualifi cations 
are quite similar, expressing the articulation between learning outcomes and their 
application in assessing learners’ performance. The main differences can be found 
in the semiotics of this concept. For example, the dichotomy of terms ‘ kompeten-
cija’  and ‘ kompetetingumas ’ refl ecting duality of the concept of competence in 
Lithuanian and some other languages is not found in the Estonian language. 

 The pace of introduction and implementation of competence-based approaches 
in the education systems of Lithuania and Estonia is also different. The develop-
ment of the competence-based approach in initial VET in Lithuania occurred under 
the existing institutional conditions and  capacities   of initial VET providers and 
social partners leading to certain compromises between competence-based and 
subject- based approaches (e.g. competencies in the VET  curricula   are split into 
training objectives – knowledge, skills and  key competence  , provided through sub-
ject-based training), as well as later development of competence-based occupational 
standards (started only in 2011). The introduction and development of a compe-
tence-based approach in  curriculum design   in Estonia was faster and more radical 
than in Lithuania due to the stronger initiative and engagement of employers and 
other stakeholders, leading to earlier modularisation of initial VET  curricula   in 
2003/2004 as well as earlier implementation of the occupational qualifi cation sys-
tem and occupational standards in 2008. 
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 Competence-based approaches in the design of qualifi cations have played an 
important role in the reforms and the development of the national systems of quali-
fi cations in both countries. In Estonia, the development of the competence-based 
qualifi cation system was initiated by the social partners (the Estonian Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry), and supported by the government. With that governmen-
tal support, the occupational qualifi cation system was developed into a state-recog-
nised qualifi cation subsystem, which was based on a strong  legal   framework. The 
development of the competence-based qualifi cation system in Lithuania was more 
centralised (with a strong role of the governmental bodies) and unifi ed with some 
features of the  sectoral   approach. 

 The research agenda in the fi eld of competence-based VET and higher education 
in Lithuania is more focussed on initial VET and on a wide range of methodological 
issues which emerge from the competence-based approach, while in Estonia this 
agenda is more oriented towards the analysis of the outcomes and implications of 
the competence-based approach. 

 The  Comparison   of the implementation of competence-based approaches in the 
reforms and development of vocational and professional education in Lithuania and 
Estonia shows that, although the application of this approach in the transitional 
reforms is based on rather similar conceptual backgrounds, this implementation fol-
lowed rather different institutional pathways and patterns.        
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