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DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT. EUCEBS is a Leonardo da Vinci pilot project funded under the 2001 Call for Proposals.  The objectives of the Leonardo programme that it sets out to address are the improvement of people’s skills and competences and the improvement of the quality of, and access to, continuing vocational training. The Call priority that EUCEBS is signed up to is Transparency. Although within the confines of our own project we have been transparent in Europe from the outset, because our Certificate has been created and piloted in eight European countries concurrently, in some ways the search for the wider transparency that our partnership of nine began in January 2002, and which must be complete by March 2005, has led us quite a merry dance! 

We have done our best to keep up with new developments. We have watched the European Commission work, through their Europass initiative, toward the European Single Framework for Transparency of Qualifications and Competencies, and have followed the Commission’s push toward what we believe is essentially a new professional field, the identification and validation of non-formal and informal learning.

Our original proposal was for an “Adult Literacy eLearning project” that would pilot, for learners/trainees and their tutors/trainers in the established training centres either run or accessed by eight of our nine project partners, a European Certificate in Basic Skills. The Certificate, a product of a previous Leonardo project on which we wished to build, is competence-based and today has six domains: Communication, Numeracy, Interpersonal Skills, Learning to Learn, Citizenship, and ICT.  We intended to bring the Certificate into common currency in Europe by making it transparent with equivalent qualifications offered by EU Member State national qualifications authorities, and offering it on-line. Our main aim was to play a part in addressing the problems of low literacy levels in sections of the European population, of social exclusion, and of lack of familiarity with the information society.

We set out to offer our Certificate not as a simple set of competences and instructions which, once downloaded, would cease to have any connection to the Internet, but as a complex set of web-interactive teaching and learning measures. Trainers would be trained in the use of the EUCEBS website when they registered with us. Trainees’ evidence of competence would be assessed when they lodged it electronically. Employees would be able to lodge, from their workplaces, samples of work they had already generated for real-life purposes there.

To view the contents of the EUCEBS Certificate domain by domain, please visit http://www.eucebs.org . The domains are organised by Elements, Performance Criteria and Range Statements. (Please note that your visit to this website is an integral part of our application for the 2nd Grundtvig Award in Adult Education.) 

WHO ARE OUR PARTNERS? Eight countries are represented by the nine of us: Germany, Spain, France, Italy, Ireland, Romania, Slovenia and the UK. We are the Deutsches Rotes Kruez, Bremen; CEJAC, Barcelona; Centre Populaire d’Enseignement, Marseille; Consorzio Universitario della Provincia di Ragusa, Sicily; Kerry Education Service, Tralee; Colegiul Universitar din Drobeta Turnu Severin, Craiova; Andragoski centre Slovenije, Ljubljana; the University of Edinburgh, and the Edinburgh University Settlement. We also have two advisory partners, the UK Basic Skills Agency and the European Trade Union Institute.

WHAT IS OUR TARGET GROUP?  We hope our certification – which is now to consist of an individual award in each of our six domains – will appeal to adults without formal qualifications, early school-leavers, non-European immigrants, gypsy travellers, prisoners, those without access to the information society, and those wishing to work in a different European country from their own. We have been taking part, through CEDEFOP’s Non-formal and Informal Learning Virtual Community, in discussions, growing in importance in Europe, which are concerned with the EU’s aim of achieving the world’s most competitive economy by 2010. It is argued that, given this aim, the EU cannot afford to see its citizens’ potential wasted, including that of its most marginalised citizens.

THE “MERRY DANCE”. We began work on our project thinking we knew exactly where we were going, confident of our ability to predict developments on the wider European stage, but we were in for an awakening.  We found as we progressed that there were divisions among us on four different aspects of direction and methodology: 1) the level or levels of achievement at which candidates would be allowed to be certificated; 2) which approach should be adopted in order to maintain the same standard across Europe, test or portfolio; 3) how the Certificate should be officially validated, by universities or not; and 4) how the lodging of trainee work on-line should proceed, by CAA (traditional computer-aided assessment) or ePortfolio.

1) At what level or levels of achievement should candidates be allowed to be certificated? When the partners considered the contents of the certificate inherited from the previous Leonardo project, they realised that not all the competences were at the same level of demand on the trainee. By partner pairs, which each had authority over one of the domains, the Certificate was completely re-written. Some partners wanted to lower the overall level so that their trainees in particular would stand a chance to pass, but others argued that it was for the trainer to support the trainee to achieve new heights, which should be set, for the sake of employer expectations, at OECD/Statistics Canada Level 2 (see Literacy in the Information Age: Final Report of the International Adult Literacy Survey, 2000). We are still discussing whether to settle for the latter of these arguments or introduce an additional Level 1. 

2) Which approach should be adopted in order to maintain the same standard across Europe, test or portfolio? Our initial instinct was to have a test which would be translated into each partner language. We could use an electronic question-generator on a representative sample of our competences to create a test that employers would be likely to trust and which would have to be completed by the candidate in an hour or so. However, this idea broke down when some of the partners argued that evidencing every competence in the EUCEBS canon - not just once, but in at least two different contexts (as in our Range Statements) - was a “given”.  Our Slovenian partner, responsible for leading the partnership in the development of a Qualified EUCEBS Assessor award, came down on the side of the portfolio approach, arguing that our dispossessed and marginalised target group should be encouraged to bring forward evidence-for-portfolio of what they can already do, as the start toward the validation of their grasp of the EUCEBS competences. EUCEBS has to have a human face, or we will not succeed. Our Slovenian partner’s vision for the Qualified EUCEBS Assessor award assures the maintenance of quality of our target group’s basic-skills performance across Europe through a rigorous project-specific training programme for our trainers and assessors, culminating in EUCEBS-registered status and periodic updating.  
3) How should the Certificate be officially validated:  by universities or otherwise? According to our original proposal, validation of the EUCEBS Certificate would be by the universities represented in our project, under the endorsement of relevant Member State qualifications-awarding bodies. It soon became clear, though, that this would be impossible in France, where VAE (Validation des Acquis de l’Experience) had attained its own legal status and government-monopolist momentum; and there would be problems in Slovenia also, where our partner agency had presaged the Qualified EUCEBS Assessor award in working closely with the Slovenian government, by-passing universities, to develop the official training programme for counsellors and assessors in the trade sectors. The advice we have from the European Commission at present is that, in order to be part of Europass, which records validated qualifications in a European citizen’s European CV, EUCEBS must have the permission of the Education ministries in Europe. We will work toward this, but in several countries or regions other ministries will be the key ones to approach, such as, in Scotland, the Skills for Life and Work Division of the Enterprise Ministry.

4) How should the lodging of trainee work on-line proceed, by CAA or ePortfolio? It was apparent at once that CAA tests - which require a trainee to use a mouse to click boxes in multiple choice questions, to type in answers, to drop and drag icons to appropriate places on a screen, and so on – would work for the Numeracy and ICT domains and to some extent for Communication and Citizenship, but would be unsuitable for Interpersonal Skills and Learning to Learn. Thus we had to decide whether to opt for a mixture of CAA and ePortfolio, or to proceed exclusively by ePortfolio. We have settled on the latter, in keeping with our overall decision to adopt a portfolio approach with our particular target group and bring into play the new European emphasis on identifying and validating non-formal and informal learning.  However, we will use the CAA Numeracy and ICT tests that we have developed as exemplars, downloadable from our website, of what a candidate has to be able to do to get EUCEBS certification in these subjects.

WHAT ARE OUR PRODUCTS? In addition to the six domains of the Certificate, and the way we have structured and supported the competences which these domains comprise, we have developed a test for each domain. We began this complex work during our phase of thinking we would set the same test in each European language. Today, although we chose the ePortfolio route instead, our tests are nonetheless vital because they implicitly place, for us and for future holders of the Qualified EUCEBS Assessor award, the level of achievement at which we will pass performance evidence. They are also useful as an option to be offered to candidates for certification who might prefer to generate evidence of competence by sitting a test.

Our showcase products are our website, which will be the hub for future EUCEBS activity, and our ePortfolio, which has been built around our domain contents, allowing evidence of each competence to receive electronic comment by a trainer or assessor, and a pass mark to be recorded. Our ePortfolio will be demonstrated at the European Institute for e-Learning’s  ePortfolio 2004 conference in La Rochelle on 28-29 October.

Still under development are our originally-proposed on-line tutor training package; the contents of our Qualified EUCEBS Assessor award; and an evaluation of the results of our Certificate pilot with our target group. We will need to conduct a new pilot, among our tutors and trainers this time, to see how much of their prior learning as professionals we can accredit toward the Qualified EUCEBS Assessor award. The information publicly available on our website about this award will include pre-requirements for professional knowledge and skills; what educational programmes the award connects to; how evidence of professional competence will be assessed; what the performance criteria are; where holders of the award can get work based on it; the level of performance required by the candidate; adjustments that can be made for disabled people; material and professional conditions for the providers of the accreditation procedures; the currency of the award; the standards of knowledge and skills needed for professional practice; a bibliography of relevant literature; and details of the expert group that prepared the award.

WHAT IS OUR FUTURE?  Our original proposal vowed to explore the ECDL Foundation as a possible model for forming a European not-for-profit company to deliver certification. Through Individual Learning Accounts, and government stipends to training centres and SMEs that we would invite to register with us, we thought we could offer certification to our target group without having to charge them. However, the European Commission will not be including ECDL in their Europass arrangements because of ECDL’s business status, which is a deterrent for EUCEBS. We need to find some way in which we can establish under the umbrella of Europass a EUCEBS foundation, which would be responsible for our validation procedures, for continuing research and development, and for national EUCEBS accreditation centres, the first of which in Europe would be the current EUCEBS partner agencies. Emerging electronic technologies, including ePortfolio technologies, should make it possible to work with trainee achievement records on the necessary large scale. 
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