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1 Introduction 
Since 2016 Poland has been implementing a national qualifications system 
encompassing the Polish Qualifications Framework (PQF) and the Integrated 
Qualifications Register. During this period, a number of developments and activities 
targeting validation of learning outcomes achieved in non-formal and informal 
contexts have taken place. These aim at, among others, dissemination of information 
about the validation process under the Integrated Qualification System (IQS); issuing 
provisions on entities authorized to act as external quality assurance in the validation 
process; providing substantial support to entities in describing qualifications; and 
preparing for their role as certifying, validating and quality assuring institutions. 
Alongside these developments, the process of IQS implementation faces some 
obstacles, which inhibit a more dynamic and widespread implementation of validation 
arrangements. They include above all the relative novelty of the IQS, its concept, 
language and provision. Another factor is that the culture of learning in Poland is 
dominated by learning in a formal context and there is limited tradition of auditing and 
validating skills acquired in non-formal and informal learning.  

2 National perspective  

2.1 Overarching approach to validation 
In January 2016 the Act on the Integrated Qualifications System (IQS) came into force 
(OJ 2016 item 64). Its key elements are the eight-level Polish Qualifications 
Framework (PQF) and the Integrated Qualifications Register (IQR). The Act promotes 
the dissemination of validation and certification of learning outcomes acquired through 
practical experience. It covers all four validation stages – i.e. identification, 
documentation, assessment and certification – to a similar extent. Together with the 
implementation of the Polish Qualifications Framework (PQF), it integrated the 
existing validation arrangements by introducing overarching measures in order to 
bring more consistency and coherence across all education sectors.  

The law on IQS describes all qualifications awarded in Poland by authorised entities 
and makes a distinction between: 

– full qualifications – awarded exclusively within the formal systems of school 
and higher education (e.g. a matriculation certificate);  

– and partial qualifications – awarded by training companies, among others, 
that include statutory qualifications1 (i.e. state regulated qualifications such as 
driver's license, tax advisor) and market qualifications (non-state regulated 
qualifications2 developed by various stakeholders, such as corporations, 
associations). 

It also introduced a formal definition of ‘validation’, described as an assessment 
whether a person applying for the award of a specific qualification achieved a part or 
all of the learning outcomes required for the given qualification, regardless of how the 

                                                
1 Statutory qualifications are awarded outside the formal education system and the minister competent for the 
qualification decided whether it is to be included in the IQR or not.  
2 Market qualifications are not regulated by law and awarded through the decision of the minister responsible for 
the specific area if an entity implementing such qualification submits an application requesting its inclusion in the 
IQR. 
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learning was acquired. As such it can be seen as having a broader meaning than the 
definition of validation in the 2012 Council Recommendation on the validation of non-
formal and informal learning. The Act also distinguished certification as a distinct 
process as separate institutions can be responsible for validation and certification in 
Poland. 

The provisions on the IQS are a response to policy documents, already listed in 
previous updates, which refer to the need for establishing a system of validation 
covering all contexts of education at all levels. The IQS is also listed in the Strategy 
for Responsible Development until 2020 (with prospects until 2030), adopted by the 
Council of Ministers in 2017, as one of the strategic projects that are to improve the 
quality of human capital. Other strategic directions to be undertaken in this area, also 
mentioned in the Strategy, include the promotion of various forms of lifelong learning 
among adults, e.g. through developing and piloting different models of supporting low-
skilled adults from October 2018 (for more information please see Section 9.4.3 on 
the ‘Chance’ project). In line with the Council Recommendation on the validation of 
non-formal and informal learning and the Upskilling Pathways Recommendation3, 
these activities will be systematized according to three main steps: (1) skills’ 
assessment; (2) a tailor-made offer; and (3) validation and recognition of acquired 
skills (learning outcomes). 

In the months following the adoption of the Act on IQS, a number of executive acts 
have been prepared to implement the law. This refers to issuing regulations regarding, 
among others, the characteristics of the Polish Qualification Framework (PQF), the 
scope of information collected in the Integrated Qualifications Register (IQR) and its 
technical framework, procedures for comparing learning outcomes for qualifications 
with PQF characteristics, and entities authorised to perform external quality 
assurance functions. 

 In addition, from June 2016 to June 2018 activities aimed at implementation and 
support of the functioning of the IQS, including qualifications granted outside the 
education and higher education system, have been carried out. They were part of a 
project run by the Educational Research Institute on behalf of the Ministry of National 
Education, ‘Supporting the implementation of the first stage of implementation of the 
Integrated Qualification System at the level of central administration and institutions 
that award qualifications and ensure the quality of awarding qualifications’4. The 
activities implemented to date include, among others: 

– information campaign about the IQS and validation of non-formal and informal 
learning;  

– description of over 50 market qualifications in accordance with the standards 
of the IQS;  

                                                
3 The Upskilling Recommendation is to offer adults with a low level of skills, knowledge and competences, for 
example those who have left initial education or training without completing upper secondary education or 
equivalent, and who are not eligible for support under the Youth Guarantee, access to upskilling pathways which 
provide them with the opportunity, according to their individual needs, to: (a) acquire a minimum level of literacy, 
numeracy and digital competence; and/or (b) acquire a wider set of skills, knowledge and competences, relevant 
for the labour market and active participation in society, by making progress towards a qualification at EQF level 3 
or 4 depending on national circumstances. See http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1224  
4 http://www.kwalifikacje.edu.pl/pl/o-projekcie 
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– on-line good practices platform on the validation of non-formal and informal 
learning and the quality assurance of the validation process; 

– various forms of support for ministries, local government units, as well as 
institutions that can act as certifying institutions; 

– a catalogue of methods for validating learning outcomes; 

– preparing an online tool, called 'My Portfolio', for creating digital portfolios, 
integrated with the Integrated Qualification Register;5 

– development of 4 sectoral qualifications frameworks. 

In January 2018, the Institute started another two-year project on integrating 
innovative and socially needed qualifications into the IQS. It is aimed at limiting 
barriers to the development of IQS by supporting system stakeholders at the national 
and regional level.  

As mentioned in the previous update, some important legal changes took place also 
in the higher education sector. They were directed at reinforcing the principle of 
lifelong learning as well as the recognition of learning outcomes acquired outside of 
the formal education system (The Ministry of Science and Higher Education, 2014). 
The 2014 amendment to the Act on Higher Education defined ‘learning outcomes’ (in 
addition to ‘education outcomes’) and opened the possibility to recognise prior 
learning acquired in organised and unorganised processes outside of the education 
system. In 2016, the Ministry of Science and Higher Education issued a regulation on 
the characteristics of the second degree of the Polish Qualifications Framework 
typical of higher education qualifications obtained after a full qualification on level 4 
(levels 6-8). It repealed the Regulation of November 2, 2011, on the National 
Qualifications Framework for Higher Education and replaced the notion of learning 
outcomes in individual areas with the concept of 'qualification characteristics' or 
‘descriptions’.  

Finally, as for specific initiatives directed to the validation of skills for 
immigrants/refugees, new regulations on the recognition of education obtained 
abroad were implemented into the Act on Education System in March 2015 (OJ 2015 
item 357). They open the possibility for representatives of specific groups who do not 
have relevant certificates for particular reasons to apply for a special procedure 
towards confirmation of educational qualification’s level. In doing so, they can submit 
various other documents instead, such as papers confirming that they have been 
employed in a certain profession, which required corresponding level of education, or 
oral statements. They can also take part in the verification interview conducted by the 
education superintendent to assess their level of education. Given the short period 
since the implementation of this change and low numbers of persons who could use 
this possibility, there have been no examples of practical application of these 
solutions. It is therefore difficult to assess whether these arrangements are efficient 
or not. According to some third sector representatives engaged in assisting foreigners 
staying in Poland, the focus on assessing the level of education may be insufficient. 
In their view, an on-the-job assessment of skills could be a useful solution as many 
immigrants and refugees have never attended any school education.  

Apart from the above, the legislative measures presented in the 2016 update have 
not changed significantly regarding the issue of validation over the past two years. 
After a substantial amendment to the Act on Education adopted in 2011 and related 
regulations, the most recent changes in the law relate to specific issues of mainly 

                                                
5 http://mojeportfolio.ibe.edu.pl/ 
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organisational nature (e.g. organisation and structure of vocational schools, improving 
the organisation and conduct of professional examinations, update of classification 
occupations for vocational education, organisation of practical training on a dual 
education principles etc.). 

As for the challenges for the development of lifelong learning that remain these are 
linked to difficulties in comparing the value of qualifications acquired in various areas, 
structures and institutions that award qualifications according to their own criteria and 
procedures and confirm competences. Closely linked to this are other challenges 
such as the variety and inconsistency of legal and organisational solutions for 
qualifications obtained outside of the education system, as well as low credibility of 
some training offers and certification options (IBE, 2015b). Due to relatively early 
stage of implementation of IQS it is yet to be seen when and how these issues will be 
solved in the upcoming future.  

2.2 Validation in education and training  
Current functioning arrangements for validation apply mainly to the general education 
and VET sector, the craft trades (regulated by a separate law) and – to a lesser extent 
– to higher education.  

General education 

In the school system, since 2012 validation of non-formal and informal learning 
outcomes in Poland can take the form of extra-mural exams, which allow confirming 
primary6, general upper secondary, basic and upper secondary vocational education 
levels (in the area of general education implemented in vocational schools). This is to 
open the possibility for adults to raise their level of qualifications without going back 
to school as there are no requirements to be fulfilled to undertake these exams except 
from age and primary school leaving certificate when applying for upper secondary 
school level exams. 

Vocational education and training  

It is also possible to obtain vocational qualifications after passing external vocational 
examinations (both at IVET and CVET level). These exams are an option for persons 
with professional experience to validate their knowledge and skills without 
participating in the qualifying vocational course or attending the school. In order to 
take the extra-mural vocational exam, it is necessary to: 1) graduate from an eight-
year primary school or lower secondary school (gimnazjum)7; and 2) complete at least 
two years of education or work in a profession from which the particular qualification 
was extracted (in accordance with the classification of occupations for vocational 
education). Similarly to the exams in the general education area, this type of 
examination is a part of the external examinations system conducted by Regional 
Examination Boards. 

Craft trades  

Government regulations on validation of learning outcomes acquired outside the 
formal system apply also to the craft trades, which offer an alternative learning path 
to school-based vocational education. In this case, the examinations for journeymen 
and master are conducted by the Chambers of Crafts for both selected ‘school’ 

                                                
6 Since 2017, primary education includes also lower secondary level. 
7 As from the school year 2017/2018 lower secondary schools (gimnazja) in Poland have been gradually phased 
out in favour of extending education in primary schools.  
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professions, as well as selected occupations included in the classification of 
occupations for the labour market. The conditions for taking these exams take into 
account formal and non-formal education as well as experience of learning with a 
craftsperson and practising the relevant occupation.  

Higher education 

In the higher education system, the amended Act on Higher Education (2014) 
introduced the possibility to validate learning outcomes acquired outside of the formal 
education system. It allows for recognition of prior learning acquired in non-formal and 
informal learning environment while applying for first- or second-cycle programmes in 
order to shorten the learning cycle (Referencing report – an update, 2015). This refers 
to candidates with:  

– a high school diploma (matura) and at least five years of professional 
experience if they apply for bachelor and long-cycle studies;  

– a bachelor's degree or equivalent and three years of professional experience 
gained after graduation in case of applying for second-degree studies; and,  

– a master's degree (or equivalent title) and at least two years of professional 
experience after graduation, if admission concerns the next field studies (both 
first and the second degree). 

Verification of learning outcomes is carried out by committees set up for this purpose, 
which check actual skills, competences and knowledge in addition to submitted 
documents. The organisation of this process is determined by the university senate. 
At the moment, however, the number of persons interested in such possibility remains 
low. Some representatives of the higher education sector point out that the changing 
of legislation in Poland, while promoting recognition of prior learning, at the same time 
does not fully promote lifelong learning. This is because it limits the number of credits 
that can be awarded for recognised learning outcomes to no more than 50% of ECTS 
credits assigned to a given education programme (while in other countries it is up to 
the evidence provided by candidates) and sets a clear limit when to start counting the 
experience of applicants (e.g. part-time students cannot claim their work experience).8 

The above-mentioned law on higher education applies also to the recognition of 
learning outcomes acquired via massive open online courses (MOOCs) though to 
date there is no information on the popularity of MOOCs among students in Poland.  

2.3 Validation and the labour market 
As mentioned in previous updates, the coordination of assessing and recognising 
competences outside the education system still poses a challenge. The dissemination 
of procedures for validating skills acquired outside the formal education system also 
remains limited. Various studies carried out before the introduction of the IQS 
revealed a variety of approaches and terminologies, and in many cases 
inconsistencies, resulting from variations in the legal acts addressing qualifications 
awarded in non-formal education (as well as in formal education). They also exposed 
a number of various procedures to confirm learning outcomes acquired outside the 
formal education system, often not regulated in a systematic way (Referencing report, 
2013). 

                                                
8 http://edupro.dsw.edu.pl/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/DSW_EDUPRO_Output-3-Action-research-report_Raport-
z-badan-w-dzialaniu.pdf 
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One of the purposes of the IQS is therefore to link traditional education with learning 
that takes place in other contexts, e.g. through work, training courses, and self-
education. It is also to contribute to the modernisation and better integration of 
education and training systems with social and economic requirements. Work on the 
PQF and IQS included considerable participation of representatives of various sectors 
and various initiatives to improve procedures and adapt activities related to awarding 
qualifications have been taking place. This refers to, inter alia, the formation of 
Sectoral Qualifications Frameworks in sectors such as banking, IT, 
telecommunications, sports and tourism, textile, construction, etc. (Referencing report 
– an update, 2015). 

Market qualifications to be included in the IQS are subject to consultation. They are 
evaluated by specialists representing various stakeholder groups, including 
representatives of industries and sectors, appointed by ministers that decide on 
including qualifications in the IQS. Such qualifications must be described in 
accordance with the standard, which takes into account the requirements for the 
validation of qualifications (please see Section 3).  

 However, the experience with introduction of market qualification to the IQS has 
shown that the relative novelty and, to a limited extent, the complexity  of the validation 
process as a concept and practical procedure (including its division into three phases, 
the use of alternative methods etc.) pose a challenge to the validation providers and 
to competent ministries. In the case of providers, knowledge about the system is still 
limited as is their understanding of it and awareness of benefits it can offer. As for the 
ministries, they are not always prepared in terms of capacity to carry out the process 
of reviewing and including market qualifications into the system within the time limits 
established by the law (within four months from the date of receiving a formally valid 
application, with the possibility to extend this deadline once by four months). 
Additionally, insufficient knowledge about the IQS results in considering market 
qualifications as a threat to formal education qualifications. Other factors that slow 
down this process include unwillingness of some applying entities to cooperate with 
the ministries after submitting their applications (e.g. to address comments) or 
resistance from other representatives of the industry (in particular competitors). 

2.3.1 Skills audits 
 In Poland, skills audits are most commonly understood as identification and analysis 

of competences, interests and professional aptitudes carried out by Labour Offices 
(and partly by Career Planning and Information Centres9). These services are 
provided to unemployed people as part of vocational counselling. In line with the Act 
on the Promotion of Employment and Labour Market Institutions (20 April 2004), they 
are an element of the counselling process based on standardised methods that 
facilitate the choice of profession, change of qualifications, or undertaking or changing 
a workplace. In doing so, Labour Offices collect information on two levels: 1) formal 
information about qualifications (diplomas, certificates, etc.) that is accurately 
recorded; and 2) information about all competences and skills gained in an informal 
way. The outcome of skills audit is an Individual Action Plan, which specifies 
competences and qualifications that have been identified, together with gaps, 
followed by information on what and when should be completed (training, self-
education, internship, practice, etc.).  There are also individual projects run by various 
Labour Offices whereby participants do not have to be unemployed persons, but 

                                                
9 Information and Career Planning Centres are specialized units of the regional Labour Offices that provide 
counselling and vocational information services for jobseekers and unemployed persons.  
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adults of certain age and/or qualifications learning, working or studying in a certain 
region (please see ‘Career Project’ below).  

 Career audit offered in Małopolska region 

Career audit (or ‘career balance’) offered in the Małopolska region in Poland is a part of 
Career Direction project, started in January 2016 as an initiative of the Voivodeship Labour 
Office (VLO). The project is implemented in response to the low level of educational 
attainment of adults in Poland. As part of this measure, all project participants can undertake 
a free of charge basic or in-depth career audit, delivered by the vocational counsellors 
employed by the VLO. The basic version is addressed to participants who have specific 
educational and career goals (e.g. participation in training and/or confirmation of 
competences). It aims to define participants’ competences for recognition and certification 
of qualifications (passing the exam). The more developed career audit option is addressed 
to participants who want to recognise their skills and identify competences and interests in 
order to prepare a development plan as well as a portfolio. It covers a full skills audit process 
as defined in accordance with the 2012 Council Recommendation on validation of non-
formal and informal learning. Within this process, project participants can analyse their 
educational, occupational and non-professional experience, identify their interests, 
strengths and weaknesses, discover skills for improvement and set a direction in which they 
want to grow.10 As such, career audits to not serve to increase employability, but rather to 
make participants ready for finding a job that suits them.  

The measure targets persons from Małopolska region (in learning, working or studying), 
aged from 25 to 50 and with low qualifications (at most with upper secondary education / 
ISCED 3 level) and those over 50 years old, regardless of the level of education. It is 
assumed that the number of project beneficiaries until 2023 will amount to 46 500 individuals 
who will also receive individual counselling (i.e. skills audit), out of which 65% (30 252) will 
be low-skilled and 15% (6 975) 50-year-olds. By the end of 2017 4 845 people took part in 
the project as a whole and 582 of them participated in an in-depth career skills audit.  

The project also involves training institutions, which provide training or courses for those 
participants who are interested in increasing or updating their skills as a result of (though it 
does not need to be) a skills audit. Project beneficiaries can benefit from virtual training 
vouchers, co-financed by the European Social Fund, to finance various means of enhancing 
their qualifications and to validate them in the future. Priority was given to training that 
supported the development of key competences, including communication in foreign 
languages and digital competences, to address the competence gaps of the target group of 
the project. It is expected that career audits will be useful for validation purposes in the 
future, when the Integrated Qualifications System becomes fully operational. To achieve 
this, a strong link between the counselling about lifelong learning and the possibility of 
validating competences has to be established.  

In the course of the project, there are peer meetings (‘intervisions’) and supervisions 
organised to assure quality of the project. It is expected that the Standard Educational and 
Training Services 2.0 for Małopolska region will soon include development and consulting 
services. At the moment there is no hard evidence collected that demonstrates the 
effectiveness of the career audit initiative in relation to the individual beneficiaries’ objectives 
and policy rationale.  

More information can be found at: https://www.pociagdokariery.pl/kierunek-kariera-
informacja-o-dofinansowaniu-1  

                                                
10 The skills audit method was developed as a part of a pilot project on qualifications, validation, and quality 
assurance, run by the VLO with the Educational Research Institute. 

https://www.pociagdokariery.pl/kierunek-kariera-informacja-o-dofinansowaniu-1
https://www.pociagdokariery.pl/kierunek-kariera-informacja-o-dofinansowaniu-1
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 In the education system, the Act on the education system obliges educational 
institutions to ‘prepare pupils for the choice of profession and direction of education’. 
This task is to be implemented amongst others by schools, psychological and 
pedagogical centres, and Voluntary Labour Corps (VLC). It is carried out mainly by 
qualified professional counsellors or other professionals who are responsible for the 
implementation of professional guidance. Yet, schools and psychological and 
pedagogical centres rarely provide such services. As for VLC (a labour market 
institution), career counselling is one of the most important forms of support provided 
to people aged 15-25, including those having problems with school completion, 
looking for a job or wanting to be retrained, and unemployed people. As part of such 
activities, VLC implemented various projects co-financed by the European Union 
(under the European Social Fund), which included the development and use of tools 
that support the provision of their services (please see below). For instance, in 2007 
they carried out the ‘Individual Career Project - Portfolio for Youth’, co-financed by the 
European Union under the European Social Fund. Its purpose was, amongst others, 
to provide vocational guidance counsellors with career guidance tools, including 
methodology, materials, and research tools such as a student self-assessment 
questionnaire, graduate self-assessment questionnaire, and a range of tests (test of 
interests, values, life experiences, motivation).  

 Skills audits can be also used in private and volunteering sectors, but they are not 
regulated by any guidance or protocols. In case of the latter, they are usually 
implemented as part of EU-funded projects aimed at competence assessment. For 
instance, Model LEVER, developed in an international project implemented by the 
Good Network Foundation, is a simple tool to help volunteers and volunteer 
coordinators to identify soft skills gained during volunteering.11 Its main purpose is to: 

– Raise awareness of these target groups in terms of their soft competences;  
– Enable them to participate in the process of validating and confirming their 

competences, and; 
– Support them in identifying strengths and areas for development and inspiring them 

for further development. 

 Another example of an initiative with an international character implemented in Poland 
is the ASK4JOB project aimed at increasing the digital skills of long-term unemployed 
people and people with low qualifications.12 

ASK4JOB project  
Financed under the Erasmus + Programme, the project provides for the development of a 
set of tools to evaluate the educational path and valuable skills in the field of digital 
competence. This so-called ASK4JOB set will consist of: 

■ skills assessment for job requirements - an independent online assessment that 
allows setting educational goals and defining training opportunities; 

■ A-MOOC (Capability Adult Massive Open Online Course) potential - development of 
a diverse programme aimed at improving digital skills and promoting the motivation to 
improve qualifications throughout life; 

■ positive evaluation - a procedural methodology that aims to demonstrate newly 
acquired competences by low-qualified adults. 

                                                
11 http://certyfikatlever.pl/ 
12 In addition to Poland, the project involves a group of 10 partners from Italy, Spain, Turkey, Greece, Sweden, 
Lithuania, Bulgaria and Belgium.  
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The set will be addressed to both public and private recruitment agencies and providers of 
educational services for adults who will be able to integrate it into their curricula. The action 
is directed to 200 people who will benefit from the educational path created as part of the 
project, thus contributing to the creation of permanent tools to address the slow process of 
digitization of European society. In Poland, it is implemented by the Institute for Private 
Enterprise and Democracy - a Foundation of the Polish Chamber of Commerce 
(implementation period: 01/09/2017 - 31/08/2020). 

More information can be found at: http://www.iped.pl/projekt-ask4job.html  

 As for the private sector, skills audits can be implemented by non-public employment 
agencies and employers who either create an extensive system of competence 
assessment or cooperate with the major recruitment companies that provide them 
with such services. However, such solutions are undertaken by a minority of 
representatives of the business sector. Private providers also include non-public 
higher education institutions, which implement projects to develop tools and packages 
of methodological materials to diagnose predispositions, occupational interests and 
entrepreneurial abilities of students / learners.  

 In practice, individual skills’ assessments are not widely used due to the relatively 
small number of specialists, including vocational counsellors employed in the 
education system, in Labour Offices, and in other labour market institutions.  
The awareness of their benefits for adults and employers is also low. This applies in 
particular to the use of individual assessments of basic skills and other key 
competences. At the moment, there are no popular and easily accessible places 
where an average working person could go to check what skills, competences and 
talents she or he already has. Also, the training offer for adults with low levels of skills 
remains limited, particularly when it comes to tailored and flexible learning. 

 The lack of a wider tradition of validating skills acquired outside the regulated areas 
of their acquisition raises further difficulties in assessing the outcome of non-formal 
education for basic skills. While a range of provisions are already in place, further 
developments are needed to improve the linkages between the steps of upskilling 
pathways, i.e. skills assessment, tailored learning, and validation and recognition.   

2.4 Validation and the third sector 
Validation in the third sector concerns various projects funded by the EU, sometimes 
implemented in cooperation with actors representing other organisations and sectors. 
In part, they are based on generally accepted arrangements and cover more 
innovative solutions (please see Section 5 on certified NGO trainers). Nevertheless, 
representatives of the third sector, although active, are not a significant provider of 
qualifications and their role in the Polish education and training market is limited in 
this regard. While this sector has no systematic validation arrangements, more 
durable solutions developed by third sector organisations can be included in the 
Qualification Register. 

The LEVER project - validation of volunteers’ competences 
The “LEVER project - modelling informal learning and transversal competences in the 
voluntary service experience - to increase employment and mobility of citizens” (2015-
2016) was created to help volunteers validate their soft competences acquired during social 
activities. It is also intended to encourage employers to recognize these competences and 
volunteer experience as valuable and useful in paid work and give them a chance to further 

http://www.iped.pl/projekt-ask4job.html
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develop their careers. The project is implemented by the Good Network Foundation and 
partners from Italy, Denmark, the Netherlands and Spain. 

As part of this initiative, the LEVER Model was developed to support validation of volunteer 
competences, thanks to which they can obtain an international certificate. This model is a 
simple tool that helps volunteers and volunteer coordinators to identify soft skills gained or 
improved during volunteering. Its main purpose is to: 

■ Raise awareness of these groups in terms of their soft competences; 
■ Enable them to participate in the process of validating and confirming their 

competences, and; 
■ Support them in identifying strengths and areas for further development. 

After two years, this model has been tested by 74 volunteers, including 21 from Poland, and 
23 people have received training on certified Tutors and Assessors of the LEVER project. 
Their task was to support volunteers in the certification process and to assess their 
competences. All volunteers taking part in the process prepared their portfolio - a description 
of their experiences, along with documents confirming them. Based on the collected 
materials, meetings with volunteers and additional tools prepared during the LEVER project, 
the assessors assessed the competences of the volunteers. The persons participating in the 
certification process received official certificates in Polish and English, issued by the Good 
Network Foundation, which acts as a validation centre authorized to issue the LEVER 
certificates in Poland. 

Between 2017-2019, the Model is being further developed and disseminated throughout 
Europe as part of the project "LEVER UP. Valuing informal learning and transversal 
competences in the voluntary service” coordinated by Fondazione Politecnico di Milano 
(Italy). 

More information can be found at: http://certyfikatlever.pl/   

3 Links to national qualification systems 
A comprehensive validation system is the key element of the Integrated Qualifications 
System. The Act on IQS includes provisions establishing the Polish Qualifications 
Framework (PQF), which organises the qualifications included in the system 
according to individual levels and corresponds to the levels of the EQF.13 The 
legislation also introduced provisions on Sectoral Qualifications Frameworks, which 
constitute the extension of PQF in line with the needs of specific sectors (fields of 
activity).  

The implementation of the PQF was the main reform integrating changes introduced 
in general, vocational, and higher education sectors (Referencing report – an update, 
2015). Prior to these changes, the qualifications system in Poland had been based 
mainly on standards and criteria addressing the formal education process, defined by 
the content of education as well as the years of formal learning. The PQF 
development triggered the transformation of the education system into a learning 
outcomes-based model. It resulted in the introduction of learning outcomes-based 
core curricula for general education, learning outcomes-based curricula for VET, and 
in development of qualification standards for occupations (OJ 2012, item 184).  

                                                
13 Qualifications awarded in the general and higher education sectors have assigned PQF levels. The inclusion of 
regulated and market qualifications into the IQS as well as assigning the PQF level is determined by the minister 
responsible for the given area (Referencing report – an update, 2015). 
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In the higher education sector, the National Qualifications Framework for Higher 
Education has been functioning as of October 2012 together with the definition of 
learning outcomes for first and second cycle studies for both the general academic 
and practical profiles. As mentioned earlier, in 2016, it was replaced by a regulation 
on the descriptions (characteristics)14 typical for qualifications obtained in higher that 
is in full accordance with the IQS. These characteristics differ essentially from the 
previous descriptions of area learning outcomes and become one of the criteria for 
programme evaluation of study programmes. 

Finally, the implementation of the PQF also gives an impulse for the development of 
qualifications obtained outside of the formal systems (Referencing report – an update, 
2015). This is particularly relevant in Poland, where apart from the education systems, 
qualifications are also awarded in the context of different structures, institutions and 
organisations. They operate under different laws or other regulations, established by 
various entities: corporations, unions, organisations or training institutions (IBE, 
2012). 

As part of the PQF project, seven Sectoral Qualifications Frameworks (SQF) have 
been developed by expert teams designated by the sectors concerned. Creation of 
sectoral qualifications frameworks remain the domain of the relevant sectors, while 
the competent ministers decide whether to include them into the qualification system 
or not. This is possible after comparing the description of SQF’s levels with the 
characteristics on the PQF levels (Referencing report – an update, 2015). The six 
Sector Skills Councils, established as part of the ESF co-financed project 
implemented by the Polish Agency for Enterprise Development (PARP), are tasked 
with updating they Sectoral Qualifications Framework, developing cooperation with all 
stakeholders in the sectors, and working on greater transparency and comparability 
of qualifications. The PARP’s project envisages establishing and supporting 15 
sectoral qualification councils. Their work is supervised by the Programme Council 
composed of representatives of ministries competent for development, education, 
higher education and work, representatives of the formal and non-formal education 
sector, as well as business organizations and social and economic partners. 

Finally, the validation framework for VET enables acquiring smaller qualifications 
(than before), which are made up of units of learning outcomes. After the 
implementation of the PQF, it is possible to use validation to acquire credits towards 
a qualification or learning outcome using ECVET and ECTS. So far, a credit system 
has been introduced only in higher education (ECTS). The changes introduced in 
2012 in VET are in line with the ECVET technical specifications included in the ECVET 
Recommendation. They specifically concern: using learning outcomes and units of 
learning outcomes, developing the learning programmes and assessment based on 
the LO, introducing procedures for credit accumulation and transfer and finally 
opening the path for validation of non-formal and informal learning. 

4 Standards 
In the case of Poland, there are several complementary systems of educational and 
professional standards, which however do not constitute a coherent system.  
In relation to the general and vocational education system, educational standards are 
developed in a form of the core curriculum for general education and for occupations. 

                                                
14 A description of the PQF level should be understood as a set of general statements (components of PQF level 
description), characterizing the knowledge, skills and social competences required for qualifications at a given 
level. 
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The core curriculum is based on learning outcomes. The curriculum for vocational 
education includes 213 professions taught in the school system (214 from September 
2018) divided into 248 separate qualifications (249 from September 2018). 
Examination standards used in the Polish Craft Association are prepared on a similar 
basis as the core curriculum. Qualifications awarded in the school system and in the 
craft system are treated equally by the law. Higher education constitutes a separate 
system, for which the educational standards are set out in the form of descriptions 
(characteristics) typical of qualifications obtained under higher education. In all these 
systems learning outcomes are presented in terms of knowledge, skills, and social 
competences. 

Regulated professions have a separate set of 'standards', but do not form a uniform 
system either. Their common feature is that the role of standard is played by the 
relevant regulation, which lays down the conditions that must be met in order to obtain 
permission to carry out a specific profession. In addition to these conditions, the 
provisions also specify the examination procedures and validation rules, provided that 
it is required under the law. 

Finally, there are qualification standards for occupations (now renamed the standards 
of professional competences), developed by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, 
that are to be gradually linked to the PQF. However, their application appears to be 
limited mainly to the institutions of vocational education and the description of 
vocational qualification requirements does not take into account the ways of acquiring 
qualifications, other than through formal education and vocational practice (Sztandar-
Sztanderska, 2009). Currently, a set of 1 000 of new standards is under preparation, 
including the updating of existing ones. The first new standards will be ready in July, 
2018, while the last ones – in the middle of 2019. 

Regarding the IQS, in order to be included into the Integrated Qualification Register 
(IQR), all qualifications awarded outside the formal education systems have to be 
described in accordance with standards. As of mid-October 2018, there were over 
100 market qualifications described by the Education Research Institute in 
accordance with the IQS’ standards, over 80 were being processed by ministries, out 
of which 11 have been included in the IQR (and several are at the final stage of the 
procedure).15 The information contained in the description of qualification includes the 
characteristics of qualifications together with its learning outcomes and the verification 
criteria/requirements assigned to them. These requirements provide the basis for 
designing the validation procedures designed by certifying institutions and thus 
ensure the reliability and comparability of validation results. They must be taken into 
account by each institution that plans to award a qualification while creating and 
implementing its own validation scenarios (Article 41 of the law on IQS). It is worth 
noting here that verification criteria accompanying learning outcomes and validation 
requirements are separate parts of the market qualification descriptions.  

Validation requirements in the description of market qualifications 
■ Validation requirements must be adapted to the learning outcomes specified for a given 

qualification and the verification criteria assigned to these outcomes. In addition, they 
should not restrict access to qualifications due to circumstances such as obtaining 
learning outcomes through informal learning. 

                                                
15 Including a sufficient number of qualifications in the system - a certain critical mass- is crucial for the 
development and full operation of IQS (Stronkowski P., Szczurek A., Gapski T., Kasoń S., Szostakowska M., 
Kolczyński M., 2018). 
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■ Validation requirements should include information that will indicate what conditions for 
conducting validation must be met by each certifying authority to ensure the quality of 
validation. This means that the validation requirements are formulated in a general way 
so that they do not favour or exclude certifying authorities. As such they allow institutions 
granted certifying authority a degree of discretion in planning and performing validation 
and certification. 

■ Validation requirements differ from validation scenarios, which contain a detailed 
information on the course of validation, created by individual certifying institutions. 
Providing a detailed information at the stage of creating requirements for validation in 
the description of qualifications may be justified – in exceptional cases – by the 
specificity of a given qualification and the needs of persons acceding to validation.  

■ Validation requirements may refer to its three stages: identification, documentation and 
verification learning outcomes. They are to address to methods used in the validation 
process, human resources, ways of organising validation, as well as organisational and 
material conditions necessary for carrying out proper validation process. All records 
regarding individual parts of the requirements should be consistent.  

■ If appropriate, the validation requirements may be indicated for the entire qualification 
or separately for each set of learning outcomes. The validation requirements may also 
be supplemented with guidance of an auxiliary nature for entities planning, preparing 
and carrying out validation. 

■ It is obligatory for the certifying bodies to conduct identification and documentation 
stages in the validation process if the requirement to do so is included in the description 
of qualification. Otherwise, it is up to them whether to include these stages as the Act 
on the IQS refers only to the assessment stage as a mandatory part of validation.   

Source: Gmaj, I., Grzeszczak, J., Leyk, A., Pierwieniecka, R., Sławiński, S., Tauber, M., 
Walicka, S. (IBE Team) (2017) Validation of learning outcomes in Poland - new opportunities 
for attaining qualifications, edited by Sławiński, S., Danowska-Florczyk, E., Warsaw: Institute 
for Educational Research. 

 
At this stage, it is difficult to assess, however, to what extent the criteria for verification 
of learning outcomes and validation as designed in the qualification descriptions work 
in practice as the validation and certification process for market qualifications has not 
yet begun. 

5 Organisations and institutions involved in 
validation arrangements and its coordination  
There are multiple institutions in charge of overseeing validation practices, depending 
on the system. These include institutions in the education and craft systems, as well 
as institutions responsible for ‘regulated professions’ and non-public organisations 
covering sectoral qualifications, often similar to qualifications covered by other 
systems (as further described below and in Section 8 on quality assurance). As for 
other qualifications not awarded by the state bodies or professional associations, 
there is also a wide range of validating and certifying institutions. The external 
supervision over the latter remains rare (Bacia, 2014).  

Institutional responsibilities resulting from the IQS  

The Act on IQS specifies the requirements for bodies carrying out validation and 
certification, the rules for obtaining the permit to carry out certification, the principles 
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for quality assurance in validation and certification, as well as the rules for monitoring 
both processes: 

– The function of a minister coordinator of the IQS is performed by the minister 
responsible for education whose tasks include, among others: designing 
specific organisational and technical solutions for the IQS; supporting the 
appointment of ministers responsible for particular qualifications; monitoring 
the functioning of the IQS; providing services to the IQS Stakeholder Council; 
and, maintaining and disseminating knowledge about the IQS. 

– Qualifications included in the IQS can only be awarded by institutions certifying 
authority. The power to certify arises directly from the law or it will be given by 
the competent minister in accordance with the provisions on the IQS. 

– The function of quality assuring the work of certifying institutions is to be 
entrusted to an entitled entity by the minister responsible for the particular 
qualification. The list of entities entitled to carry out external quality assurance 
will be maintained by the minister coordinating the IQS. 

– The processes of validation and certification of regulated and market 
qualifications included in the IQS are to be supervised by the competent 
ministers. They authorise awarding bodies to award qualifications and 
supervise the quality of this process. 

– The IQS Stakeholder Council operates as a consultative and advisory body 
under the minister coordinator of the IQS. It is composed of representatives of 
socio-economic organisations, local government, the programme council for 
the competence matters and the ministry coordinating the IQS. The law 
specifies the composition of the Stakeholder Council, the rules for appointing 
its members, the duration of their term of office, the principle of selecting the 
President of the Council and the way it operates. 

Polish Qualifications Framework comprises several groups of level descriptors: 
universal, typical for a selected type of learning (general, higher, vocational), which 
are introduced through the by-laws prepared by the Minister of Education and the 
Minister of Science and Higher Education. When it comes to Sectoral Qualifications 
Frameworks, they can also be included into the IQS at the initiative of the competent 
minister or an interested party, if the preliminary assessment of purposefulness of 
such inclusion is positive. The minister in charge of education adds the Sectoral 
Qualifications Frameworks to the IQR at the request of the competent minister. 

In 2016, an Inter-ministerial Team for lifelong learning first established as an auxiliary 
body of the Prime Minister to coordinate the implementation and monitoring of the 
strategy for lifelong learning in Poland was transformed into the Inter-ministerial Team 
for lifelong learning and the Integrated Qualification System. The tasks of the Team 
include in particular: 1) monitoring the implementation and functioning of the IQS; 2) 
monitoring the implementation of lifelong learning solutions; 3) preparing projects to 
modify the government document on the directions of lifelong learning activities; 4) 
cooperation with partners and institutions important for the development of lifelong 
learning; 5) monitoring the work carried out in the European Union in the field of 
lifelong learning, including the European qualifications framework. Chaired by the 
Minister of National Education, the Team includes minsters of 10 different ministries 
and the Minister from the Chancellery of the Prime Minister. Its composition responds 
to the long-awaited coordination of lifelong learning that goes beyond ministerial and 
sectoral silos. Yet, the opinions whether this body has already reached its full potential 
are divided.  
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The Institute for Educational Research (IBE) is responsible for operating the 
Integrated Qualifications Register (IQR) and entering the qualifications included in the 
IQS into the register (recording). At the initial stage the IQR contained only 
qualifications (full and partial) from formal education. Now it is gradually expanded to 
cover market qualifications. All market qualifications are included in the register after 
their authorisation by a public authority (e.g. a competent minister) or a legally 
authorised entity (Referencing Report, 2013).16 The register is operational since 15 
July 2016. The information gathered in the IQR are available through an Internet 
portal. The IQS Portal, as is the case with similar portals in other EU countries, is 
linked to the European Qualifications Framework portal.  

Governance and allocation of responsibilities  

As previously explained in the 2016 update, responsibility for the Polish vocational 
education system is shared across several ministries. The Ministry for National 
Education is responsible for the definition and renewal of qualification standards in 
vocational education and training. It is also in charge of the quality and organisation 
of vocational education in general, but the core curricula (podstawa programowa 
kształcenia w zawodzie) are prepared in consultation with the respective Ministries 
for the particular vocational field (e.g. the Ministry of Health is responsible for 
standards in medical professions). 

Current procedures for validation in VET are governed by the Minister of National 
Education, and in HE, by the Minister of Science and Higher Education. In VET, 
responsibilities are divided between District Examination Boards (responsible for 
validation and issuing certificates), directors of vocational schools (validation of partial 
learning outcomes) and Chambers of Crafts, responsible for the whole process of 
validation and issuing certificates in a system carried out by the Polish Craft 
Association. Four areas of validation in the VET sector can be distinguished, together 
with various bodies that are responsible for them: 

– the Central Examination Board (Centralna Komisja Egzaminacyjna, CKE) and 
eight District Examination Boards (Okręgowa Komisja Egzaminacyjna, OKE) 
in charge of examinations confirming vocational qualifications in the formal 
education system; 

– the Chambers of Crafts supervised by the Polish Craft Association that carry 
out master and journeyman exams, which are treated as a part of formal 
system of vocational education; 

– sectoral organisations/branch associations (e.g. Accountants’ Association, 
Polish Federation of Engineering Associations, the Association of Polish 
Electricians), which organise training, exams and certification; and, 

– institutions/organisations that carry out validation of informal and non-formal 
learning through various, often ESF-funded, projects. 

In addition, a growing number of corporate practices involving validation are 
emerging, usually in the most innovative sectors of the economy. Certificates 
confirming qualifications to operate the products of specific companies, often 
multinational corporations operating in the IT market like IBM, Microsoft and Cisco, 
have become widely recognised and respected by employers.  

                                                
16 Some qualifications are included in the IQR on the grounds of law (in formal education). As for regulated or 
market qualifications, they are included after their authorisation by a public authority.    
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As for adult continuing education, several levels of state administration are in charge, 
with the key bodies responsible at the central level for the institutional framework for 
VET and HE including validation, as follows: 

– The Minister for National Education, whose competences include formulation 
of policies concerning education, including general rules of validation of non-
formal and informal learning; 

– The Minister for Family, Labour and Social Policy, who lays down conditions 
and procedures for attending training and other forms of vocational activation 
by unemployed people and job seekers; 

– The Minister for Science and Higher Education, who is responsible for 
administration, preparation and implementation of the strategy and policies for 
the development of higher education and the area of recognition of education 
and qualifications (including rules of validation in HE); 

– The Minister for Finance, who proposes the budget assumptions for a given 
budget year and tax allowances (Cedefop, 2011). 

In higher education, validation and certification are carried out by the HEIs under the 
supervision of the minister in charge of science and higher education. The Polish 
Accreditation Commission is responsible for external quality assurance. 

Education and training providers 

As explained in the 2016 update, the polish system of validation and assessment of 
learning outcomes covers internal and external types of validation. While internal 
assessment is carried out by school teachers against the requirements which are 
defined by them on the basis of curricula, external validation is organised by the 
Central Examination Board (Centralna Komisja Egzaminacyjna, CKE) and eight 
District Examination Boards (Okręgowa Komisja Egzaminacyjna, OKE). On a non-
obligatory formal education level, both CKE and OKE are responsible for the following 
types of examinations: 

– matriculation exam (matura) when completing the upper secondary school 
level (lyceum and technical school – ISCED level 3); 

– examinations confirming vocational qualifications conducted in occupations 
that are included in the classification of vocational occupations (these exams 
have both a theoretical and a practical part – ISCED level 3); and, 

– extra-mural exams for adults who may obtain graduation certificates from 
schools (on ISCED 1-3) without having to attend school in order to do so. 

The latter type of examination can be considered as one of the key elements of the 
system of validation of non-formal and informal learning outcomes, as there is no 
requirement to attend school in order to attain the certificate (OJ 2012 item 188). 
Among other steps towards the validation system, the following examples could be 
also listed: 

– exemption from external national exams on the basis of achievements in 
national and international students’ Olympiads and school subject contents; 

– the system of exams for journeymen and masters organised by the Polish 
Craft Association; 

– implementation in 2012 of the external exams acknowledging vocational 
qualifications of individuals who are not graduates of vocational schools; 
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– improving the external exams system with the aim of using them in the 
validation process (The Ministry of National Education, 2009). 

In relation to continuing vocational training (CVT), particularly worth highlighting are 
the Continuing Education Centres (Centrum Kształcenia Ustawicznego, CKU), which 
provide key educational, examination and commercial services within the system. As 
multifunctional public education facilities, they offer education, further education and 
training to adults, in both in-school and out-of school forms (including the organisation 
of extra-mural examinations). The CKUs also play an important role in terms of 
providing training courses, commissioned by labour offices, and advisory services for 
teachers and trainers involved in adult education, as well as in preparing and 
implementing modern curricula and methods in adult education. Alongside CKUs, 
non-public Vocational Training Centres (Zakład Doskonalenia Zawodowego, ZDZ) 
and public Practical Training Centres (Centrum Kształcenia Praktycznego, CKP) and 
Centres for Education and Professional Development (Ośrodek Dokształcania i 
Doskonalenia Zawodowego, ODDZ) can organise and provide continuing education 
on a regular basis, in the extra-mural form and as distance learning (FRSE, 2012). In 
2017, there were 218 Continuing Education Centres, 172 Practical Training Centres, 
365 Centres for Education and Professional Development and 24 Vocational Training 
Centres operating all over the country (CIE, 2016; ZZDZ, 2018). These organisations 
provide training which adults can have validated through the external or extra-mural 
examinations. 

Private sector actors (including social partners) 

As outlined in the 2016 update, one of the long-established practices of validation and 
recognition of non-formal and informal learning in private sectors in Poland is the 
training and examination for craftsmen and candidates for particular certificates in 
craftsmanship. The 1989 Crafts Act (OJ 1989 No. 17 item 92 with subsequent 
amendments) stipulates the conditions for carrying out examinations for craftsmen for 
the certificate of journeyman and master in crafts, which is recognised by employers 
and State administration at a national level. These examinations can be taken by both 
young people who have completed vocational education and training and adults 
wishing to validate their knowledge and skills acquired through work and theoretical 
training (the latter must have as a minimum a general education certificate at ISCED 
level 1 or 2) (OJ 2012 item 1117). The openness and accessibility of this track of 
examination for these two groups has been lately introduced into exams carried out 
by District Examination Boards, which corresponds in a way to validation of informal 
and non-formal learning. 

Also, in case of certain occupations (e.g. security worker, engineers and technical 
staff in the electrical power sector, work safety and hygiene technicians and officers), 
responsibility for validation is delegated to the relevant sectoral bodies and 
professional associations. They issue and deliver state-recognised certificates 
following training and examinations organised within the respective occupation or 
craft (PRISMA, 2007). Furthermore, in some industries, special standards are set and 
work-based learning courses are easily recognised by other enterprises across the 
sector (e.g. in the banking, IT or construction sectors).  
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6 Information, advice and guidance 

6.1 Awareness-raising  
As described in the 2016 update, at a project level the validation process usually 
addresses a specific group of people with experience in certain areas (e.g. in 
construction sector or IT) and the recruitment process is usually supported by 
promotion in the press, radio, television and social media. The validation process is 
often preceded by instructions on the procedure, the conditions of recruitment, 
location and time of a course and the principles of successful completion. The 
organiser of the validation process also provides relevant information and instructions 
related to the exam and certification. 

Where validation of non-formal learning is carried out by the chambers of crafts and 
Regional Examination Boards, the recruitment process is based on: information 
posted on the websites of the validating institutions and, information provided by the 
teachers, trainers and professional counsellors (working with labour market agencies) 
and by school professional counsellors. 

However, direct contact with potential ‘possessors’ of specific skills identified by the 
training institutions operating in the regions are considered as the most important 
means of raising awareness and recruitment. Hence, long-term functioning of VET 
institutions in a local or regional labour market is the most effective form of recruitment 
or promotion of validation. 

Various forms of recruiting applicants and promoting validation, such as industry 
portals, websites of institutions, social networking, flyers, posters, press 
advertisements and direct marketing, have been used in the IQS pilot projects. The 
pilot has shown that it is important to direct the promotion activities toward employers 
to show them the benefits of investing in qualified employees. Otherwise, without 
adequate information, they may inhibit their employees from undertaking the 
validation procedure (IBE Team, 2015). 

An informational campaign about the IQS and validation of non-formal and informal 
learning has also been an element of a more recent project run from 2016 to 2018 by 
the Institute for Educational Research. It included, among others, more than 50 
seminars about the IQS solutions for validation, certification and quality assurance, 
15 regional conferences and one national conference about the IQS. It also envisaged 
development of a good practices platform of the validation of non-formal and informal 
learning and the quality assurance of the validation process. Raising awareness 
about the IQS, including validation, through various methods of reaching target 
audiences will be continued by the Institute in 2018-2020. 

The issue of improving awareness of validation amongst guidance practitioners is 
directly linked to educational reforms and the implementation of the IQS and the 
Polish Qualifications Framework (see also Section 7). Counsellors are to play a vital 
role and carry out important tasks in these developments, especially in the early 
stages of the validation process – the identification and documentation of learning 
outcomes acquired through non-formal and informal learning. Therefore, several 
dozen seminars for educational and vocational counsellors have been organised by 
the Institute for Educational Research from 2012 to 2015. In addition to issues related 
to the EQF and the PQF, they addressed methods for validation of acquired learning 
outcomes (portfolio) and quality assurance procedures for qualifications (Bacia, 
2014). The effectiveness of these seminars is difficult to assess, however. 
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Other main means of dissemination of relevant information are publications, seminars 
and internet portals of the Ministry of National Education, the Central Examination 
Board, and the Centre for Education Development17. In the case of vocational 
counsellors working in employment offices, the main source of information is the 
Internet portal of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and the Portal of Public 
Employment Services. Individual employment offices and non-public employment 
agencies can also provide guidance and training for guidance practitioners on the 
topic of validation, but it is not a systemic solution. 

Overall, there is a general consensus that the interest from industry, trade unions and 
employers is of key importance for the IQS to become a useful and widely applied 
tool. However, according to some stakeholders representing the non-formal education 
sector, the current state of development of the IQS does not justify information 
campaigns and dissemination activities directed to general public. In their view, they 
might be incomprehensible as simple and understandable examples of actual IQS’ 
applications have not been yet developed (PIFS, 2017).  

6.2 Information, advice and guidance  
While the Act on IQS does not directly refer to vocational guidance, there is a number 
of solutions that are functioning in Poland that provide support in identifying and 
documenting competences. Within the school system, each student has the possibility 
to get additional support from professionals such as a teacher, a methodical adviser, 
a psychologist and a professional counsellor. Outside the school system, support is 
targeted mainly at unemployed people and jobseekers registered at employment 
offices or in non-public employment agencies. In other situations, individuals have to 
organise guidance and support on their own and with their own funds. Some useful 
information is also available on the Internet portal of the Central Examination Board, 
Polish Craft Association and Voluntary Labour Corps.18 

Similar to the situation described in the previous updates, various aspects of validation 
are still a fairly new element in the Polish educational system. In the preliminary 
guidelines for conducting the validation process within the IQS, it was proposed that 
vocational counsellors should act as promoters of the system who inform, educate 
and support people interested in applying for a validation procedure. This is 
particularly important given the difficulties with the terminology concerning the 
validation of learning outcomes, as reported by the implementers of the validation 
pilots as a barrier for success of this process. Meetings with the vocational counsellors 
that took place in previous years have been advised as particularly important for 
validation participants from disadvantaged groups so as to motivate them to start the 
process by diagnosing competences and motivating them for further action (IBE 
Team, 2015).  

From 2016 to 2018, the Institute for Educational Research has been implementing  
a project aimed at supporting the implementation of the Integrated Qualification 

                                                
17 The Centre for Education Development (ORE) is a national teacher training institution. The main objectives of 
the Centre include: actions for quality assurance in education, particularly through supporting schools and 
educational institutions in carrying out their statutory tasks; and, support of changes in the system of education in 
the field of teachers’ professional development. 
18 The Voluntary Labour Corps (OHP) is a state organisation. The primary objective of OHP is to create adequate 
conditions for proper social and vocational development of young people, including special actions that are targeted 
at disadvantaged youth, who are supported by OHP and such support derives from organisations of various forms 
involved in the key issues of tackling poverty, unemployment, and social pathology effects. 
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System at the level of central administration and institutions awarding qualifications 
and ensuring their quality. The tasks carried out over this period included, among 
others, preparation of solutions and methods for the identification and documentation 
of competences of persons applying for qualifications. The project deliverables 
included an online database of good practices in the field of validation (identification, 
documentation, and verification) of learning outcomes and a catalogue of validation 
methods (also for the three validation phases). Support for the implementation of the 
IQS, also through knowledge and tools regarding validation, will be continued until 
2020 (as a part of the new project). It will include further development of the skills 
(career) audit method, the good practice platform, the validation methods catalogue, 
and the portfolio tool (‘My portfolio’) mentioned above. Development of new digital 
tools is also envisaged to tackle the main challenges in implementing validation in 
Poland (including the novelty and complexity of the mechanism as mentioned in this 
report). 

Finally, in January 2018, the Educational Research Institute started a two-year project 
on incorporating innovative and socially needed qualifications into the IQS. The 
project also aims to reduce barriers to the development of IQS by supporting system 
stakeholders at the national and regional levels. Among others, the following outputs 
are being developed within this initiative: an innovative tool for diagnosing and 
verifying selected social competences, an online interactive vade mecum for 
validation, and a network of regional advisers - promoters of the development of IQS. 
Also, two sets of recommendations will be prepared: the first one to link the career 
counselling system with the IQS in the context of supporting policies for lifelong 
learning; and the second one regarding validation solutions applied in higher 
education to recognise learning outcomes obtained through non-formal and informal 
learning.  

7 Validation practitioners 

7.1 Profile of validation practitioners 
The vast majority of examiners who are entitled to conduct the validation of learning 
outcomes are from either the formal education system or the craft system. In the case 
of examiners appointed by Regional Examination Boards (formal education system), 
almost all are vocational teachers and instructors of practical training. In the case of 
examiners from craft chambers, they are predominantly entrepreneurs and 
practitioners, often acting as vocational and academic teachers and instructors of 
practical training as well. In the case of other non-formal and informal learning 
practices, examiners are usually authorised representatives of the given profession, 
as in the case of the regulated professions. 

In line with the works on the IQS, organisational resources, including human 
resources, should be part of validation requirements, which constitute one of the most 
important elements of the qualification description. Among the persons involved in the 
validation procedure, the key role is played by assessors who bear the responsibility 
for the assessment of candidates’ learning outcomes. The recommended competency 
profile for an assessor includes: 

– knowledge of validation process; 

– a detailed knowledge of the course of validation (individual stages, 
procedures, requirements) for the qualification awarded in the institution; 
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– the knowledge and understanding of learning outcomes, criteria and 
verification methods; 

– professional experience in a given industry, which are related to the learning 
outcomes for a qualification; 

– experience in evaluating learning outcomes; 

– the ability to use tools and methods for verification; 

– a detailed knowledge of formal evaluation criteria and content; 

– the ability to work with the candidate (no prejudices, giving feedback, 
communication skills, impartiality); and, 

– confirmed competence in the range of tasks they perform. 

In addition, assessors should be characterised by an openness to different ways of 
documenting learning outcomes and to different ways of completing tasks by the 
validation applicants to verify learning outcomes. It is also recommended to maintain 
a database of assessors from the industry. 

Other persons that can be involved in the validation process include validation 
advisors, counsellors, coordinators, external observers, and persons designing the 
validation process, responsible for its improvement, preparing the necessary tools to 
implement validation and responsible in the certifying authority for internal quality 
assurance process. Information about the human resources contained in the 
description of qualification may concern: their functions in the process; competence 
requirements for these functions; the rules of selection of people involved in the 
process of validation; method of verification and/or monitoring of people involved in 
validation; and, the rules for updating and/or improving the skills of those involved in 
this process (IBE Team, 2015). 

7.2 Qualification requirements 
Outside of general education, particularly in the field of ‘regulated occupations’, which 
have their conditions specified in the legal acts, it is necessary to hold a relevant 
entitlement (specific for various professions) to become a member of an examination 
committee. For instance, the information about training for people who would like to 
obtain a driving licence for a tram can be found in the Regulation of the Minister of 
Infrastructure of 27 October 2005 on the training, examination and certification for 
vehicle drivers, instructors and examiners.19 

In the case of projects concerning validation of non-formal competences, the 
organisational support for the process can be provided by experienced trainers from 
organisations where adult and youth education is a statutory activity. The examination 
committees usually consist of respected experts and professionals from the industry, 
long-time practitioners, representatives of employers and academia and the specific 
field, as well as members of external examination commissions confirming vocational 
skills through formal education. More specifically, the examination committee 
members should usually satisfy the following requirements and possess: 

– knowledge of qualification standards in the given profession; 

                                                
19 Information on regulated professions can be found at:  
http://www.nauka.gov.pl/g2/oryginal/2013_05/2fc90959252ab275bd526f0254718d89.pdf (accessed in 2013).  
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– knowledge of health and safety regulations, especially with regards to the 
specificity of the profession; and, 

– knowledge of responsibilities in the workplace on a given position. 

In addition to the above, other requirements are often desirable: 

– practical experience in assessing knowledge and skills; 

– practical experience in the profession; 

– experience from other examination commissions; and, 

– representing a well-known sectoral, education or training institution that is 
respected in the labour market. 

It should be noted however that these requirements are mandatory only for the 
validation practitioners taking part in a specific project. As for qualification 
requirements for validation practitioners in the formal education system – who can be 
involved in validating competences acquired also outside the formal education system 
– they are specified in the law. It is stated that a person who wants to become an 
examiner who conducts an examination, confirming vocational qualifications should: 

– have qualifications required for appointment as a school teacher in the 
examined qualification or a university teacher specialising in the areas which 
fall within the scope of the examination; 

– have at least three years of teaching experience in a public or private school 
or higher school, or at least three years' experience in a position requiring 
teaching qualifications in the teachers education institution, the public 
authority, the school-board or authority conducting pedagogical supervision; 

– meet the conditions set out in article 19, paragraph 10.5, points 2-4 of the Act 
of 26 January 1982 on the Teacher’s Charter (e.g. full legal capacity and public 
rights, no pending criminal or disciplinary proceedings or incapacitation, not 
punished for an intentionally committed crime); and 

– successfully finish a training course for examiners, organised by a District 
Examination Board, completed with the knowledge of the principles for 
conducting and evaluating tests and exams. 

A person who meets the following criteria can also work as an examiner carrying out 
the qualification examination in the profession, i.e.: 

– is a representative of employers or an employers' organisation or professional 
association; 

– has qualifications required for the apprenticeship instructor and a minimum of 
three years of experience in the examined profession; 

– meets the conditions set out in article 19, paragraph 10. 5, points 2-4 of the 
Act of 26 January 1982 on the Teacher’s Charter; and, 

– successfully finishes a training course for examiners, organised by a District 
Examination Board. 

In case of members of the examination committee appointed by the craft chambers, 
the requirements for examiners include: 

– Chairman of the examination committee: higher education and six years of 
professional experience in the given profession, in the case of unique 
occupations requirements are as follows: 
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→ upper secondary education and master diploma with three years of 
professional experience, or 

→ upper secondary education and technician diploma with six years of 
professional experience, or 

→ basic vocational education, master diploma with six years of professional 
experience. 

– Members of the examination committee: 

→ basic vocational education and master diploma with three years of 
professional experience, or 

→ upper secondary education and technician diploma with six years of 
professional experience, or 

→ entry in the register of examiners in accordance with the principles laid 
down in the Education System Act (same as in the case of examiners 
appointed by the Regional Examination Boards). 

All members of the examination committees (including the chair) must have 
pedagogical training (at least the title of practical training instructor) and have 
completed training for members of the committee. In addition, members of the 
examination committee cannot be members of the statutory authority of the craft 
chamber which carry out particular examinations and cannot maintain any legal or 
factual connection with the candidate that may raise justifiable doubts as to 
impartiality. 

7.3 Provision of training and support to validation 
practitioners 
As explained in the 2016 update, a formalised system of support for examiners is 
organised within the school system (mandatory courses for examiners conducted by 
Regional Examination Boards), the craft system (mandatory training for members of 
the examination committees led by the chambers of crafts) and the system of 
regulated professions, where the type of training for examiners is determined in each 
case by law for each specific regulated profession. For instance, in the case of crafts,  
a project aimed at strengthening the quality of exams run by chambers of crafts is 
implemented in 2016-2018 by the Polish Craft Association on the basis of an 
agreement with the Ministry of National Education. It envisages the development of 
new exam tasks, methodological training for their authors and for members of 
examination boards, as well as creating a guide and an internet platform devoted to 
support them.20 The situation is different in the case of validation projects where 
training for examiners is either run by the project contractor or (which is a more typical 
situation) the project involves professional examiners from school or craft systems. 

8 Quality assurance  
As mentioned in the previous updates, the issue of quality in validation has gained 
considerable attention over the past several years. It was a key concern related to the 
implementation of educational reforms and implementation of the PQF and IQS, 

                                                
20 https://zrp.pl/dzialalnosc-zrp/nowa-jakosc-egzaminow/  
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which brought specific provisions on quality assurance arrangements that have been 
encompassed in the law on the IQS.  

Ensuring the quality of qualifications awarded within the IQS is based on the quality 
assurance of the qualification’s description (described also in Section 4), validation of 
learning outcomes, and certification. As specified in the legislation, all institutions 
conferring qualifications included in the IQS are to be subject to ongoing internal and 
periodic external quality assurance, supervised by the responsible minister. The 
responsibility for designing, carrying out and improving of the internal quality 
assurance system rests with the certifying authorities that issue documents confirming 
qualification. The following are subject of evaluation: the validation and certification 
processes, the related process of customer service, as well as the functioning of all 
entities involved in awarding qualifications (IBE Team, 2015).   

Figure 1: Validation as a prerequisite for the quality of the qualification  

 
Source: Institute for Educational Research (2017). Validation of learning outcomes in Poland - new 
opportunities for attaining qualifications.  

The overriding goal of assuring quality of awarding qualifications in the IQS is to 
ensure that the certificates are issued to people who actually obtained the learning 
outcomes required for the qualification. This means that the learning outcomes 
required for a given qualification are validated (accuracy) and that the result of the 
validation process is independent of place, time, methods and persons conducting 
the validation (reliability). The key concept of quality assurance is also a continuous 
improvement process for awarding qualifications (Dybaś, 2015; IBE Team, 2015).   

Each certifying authority is required to have an internal quality assurance system to 
strengthen the self-control in the course of awarding qualifications and to improve the 
mechanisms affecting the quality of the qualifications awarded. It concerns the rules 
of conduct, procedures, methods and organizational solutions to ensure correctness 
and improvement of validation and certification processes. This is to be achieved by: 
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i) ensuring adequate separation of the education and training from the validation 
processes; ii) continuous monitoring and ongoing assessment of validation and 
certification; and, iii) periodic internal evaluation of validation and certification. 
Ensuring the quality of awarded qualifications should be an integral part of this system 
covering all the activities of the institution. In doing so, the internal quality assurance: 

– engages all persons with influence on the process of awarding qualifications; 

– should be carried out in a formalised, systematic and continuous manner; 

– is developed and adapted to the needs of institutions and processes 
conducted by it; 

– focuses not only on individual processes, but draws attention to the inter-
dependence between the processes and the transition between them; and, 

– looks at the process of awarding a qualification as a whole, bearing in mind its 
effect, i.e. the qualifications awarded to individuals.21 

The certifying authority carries out internal evaluation for each market qualification it 
is entitled to certify, at least once every three years. The subsequent report from such 
evaluation is to be submitted to the external quality assurance body and to the 
operator of the IQR. The documents should comprise: 

– the analysis of the documentation on validation and certification; 

– the evaluation of validation methods in terms of their compliance with the 
requirements concerning validation included in the description of a given 
qualification, as well as the accuracy of methods and criteria applied; 

– information about activities towards improving the validation and certification 
methods; and, 

– information on measures to improve the internal quality assurance system. 

The obligation to have an internal quality assurance system also applies to entities 
that perform validation based on the authorization of certifying authorities. The IQS 
imposes, in a formalised way, a number of obligations on validating institutions in 
order to ensure consistency and – at least in theory – a high quality of validation 
processes. On the other hand, the excessive formalisation may discourage the 
representatives of the commercial training sector from adopting these solutions. If the 
costs of operating within this validation system are too high for them, the benefits may 
appear as too small in relation to the expenditure incurred. 

The external quality assurance of validation and certification processes is carried out 
by entities conducting organised activities in the area of economy, labour market, 
education, or training.22 They must first be included in the list of entities authorised to 
act as an external assurance body. Such functions are entrusted by the minister 
responsible for the qualification. The list of authorised entities is maintained by the 
minister coordinating the IQR and publicised on the website of the IQS. The first 

                                                
21 As shown by the IQS pilot, the understanding of the quality assurance principles and translating them into the 
internal quality assurance system and procedures caused difficulties in designing the validation process. 
Accordingly, in some cases, it was found that the quality assurance system designed under the pilot by some 
companies has not proven to be a durable solution, integrated with the company management, which therefore 
cannot guarantee the quality of issued certificates in the future. 
22 With respect to the chambers of craft, the external quality assurance is performed by the Polish Craft 
Association. 

 



  

 

   27 
 

recruitment of entities to be placed on this list has been already carried out. In October 
2018 there were 22 entities authorised to act as external quality assurance to 
certifying institutions outside the education and higher education systems.23 

External quality assurance entities provide support to certifying institutions in the 
proper conduct of activities related to validation and certification. Their tasks include: 

– monitoring the internal quality assurance system of the certifying authority; 

– monitoring of the certifying authority’s compliance with the requirements 
regarding the organizational and personnel conditions that enable validation to 
be carried out in accordance with the requirements contained in the description 
of qualifications; 

– conducting periodic external evaluations of validation and certification 
processes in a given certifying authority and the functioning of its internal 
quality assurance system. 

Not less frequently than once every five years, the external quality assurance body is 
to prepare a report on the certifying authority that contains, inter alia: i) the analysis 
of validation and certification processes; ii) the description of irregularities (if found); 
and, iii) recommendations on changes to improve the quality of validation and 
certification carried out by the certification institution. This report should be 
immediately submitted to the certifying authority and to the entity managing the 
Integrated Register of Qualifications. Conclusions from the external evaluations of 
individual certification institutions are to be presented every three years to the 
ministers responsible for the government administration departments. While it is not 
an administrative supervision, in certain cases the results of an external evaluation 
may lead to withdrawal of the certification authority (IBE Team, 2016). 

In addition, the rules for ministers carrying out inspections of the certification 
institutions and external quality assurance bodies have also been introduced. Also, 
the situations in which the ministers can apply sanctions provided for in the Law have 
been defined, including the withdrawal of permission to certification and the deletion 
from the list of external quality assurance entities (Referencing report – an update, 
2015). 

It should also be mentioned that as a result of educational reforms that took place a 
few years ago, the methodology for the validation process has already been 
developed for certain professions, together with corresponding quality requirements 
to ensure the credibility of the certificates. These measures could also be applied to 
other vocational areas. The quality requirements for the process of validating informal 
competences tend to result from the compliance with the quality policy applied by a 
certain institution carrying out the validation process. 

In the school system, the quality assurance provisions of validation of learning 
outcomes are supervised by the Central Examination Board and in the case of a 
validation process, by Regional Examination Boards. The quality assurance systems 
consist of formal requirements for the examiners, rules of work for the examination 
committee and procedures for conducting examinations. External examinations are 
carried out on the basis of the curriculum for vocational education, including 248 
separate qualifications extracted from 213 occupations (249 and 214 respectively as 
of September 2018).  This is in accordance with the principles set out in the Regulation 
of the Minister of National Education of 3 August 2017 on assessment, classification 
and promotion of pupils and students in public schools (OJ 2017 item 1534). 

                                                
23 http://www.kwalifikacje.gov.pl/lista-pzzj  
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In case of craft examinations, the same quality assurance procedures are applied to 
both journeyman and master’s diplomas. The requirements for examination 
committee members to possess certain formal qualifications are seen as a means of 
quality assuring the validation process. The committee members are appointed for a 
term of four years. After the appointment, members of the committee take part in 
training organised by craft chambers concerning the examination methodology, 
procedural rules, the committee's work and the conduct of exams. According to the 
principle of external examinations, exams take place outside the company in which 
the candidate works and his/her trainer (in the case of the craft system also an 
employer) cannot take part in the examination committee. The exams are based on 
uniform examination standards. In addition to the standards, regular meetings of 
chairs of the examination committees are organised, aimed at establishing a common 
range of examination topics, setting practical tasks, sets of theoretical questions etc. 

Finally, as for the evaluation of individual projects financed by the ESF, these are 
evaluated on a regular basis. The minimal requirement for such a project is an ex-
post evaluation and in the case of larger projects, there is also a requirement to carry 
out an ex-ante and ongoing evaluation. For school-based education, a systemic 
internal and external evaluation is carried out on a regular basis, but this process does 
not concern the validation process, which is organised by the Regional Examination 
Boards.  

It is worth mentioning that, in the IQS, the description of qualifications is the foundation 
of internal and external evaluation, particularly in the part concerning the requirements 
for validation (see Section 4). 

9 Inputs, outputs and outcomes  

9.1 Funding 
As listed in previous updates, resources for the validation of non-formal learning may 
come from: 

– State and local government budgets which are being used to fund education, 

– Special-purpose funds: e.g. the Labour Fund, State Fund for the 
Rehabilitation of Disabled Persons, 

– Programmes supporting vocational activity of people with disabilities, 

– Foreign assistance funds – i.e. World Bank loans, 

– European Structural Funds, 

– Enterprises, 

– Individual’s own funds. 

Generally, validation processes carried out within VET and HE are financed from the 
state budget, Labour Fund or State Fund for the Rehabilitation of Disabled Persons. 
Validation carried out outside of VET and HE is financed from the other sources in the 
above list. 

Particularly worth highlighting are the operational programmes (OPs) financed from 
ESF that have contributed to boosting different forms of non-formal and informal 
learning, as well as continuing educational courses for various groups of participants 
that developed as part of projects carried out under those programmes. These 
initiatives are generally free of charge for participants. It should be also mentioned 
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that the systemic projects concerning the development of validation system are 
financed by the ESF. As for the sectoral exams, they are usually financed by the 
applicants, who can apply for the reimbursement of the examination fee at the labour 
offices, provided they are registered as unemployed or as a jobseeker. Employers, 
who hire a person through the labour offices, can also apply for the reimbursement of 
the examination fee of the new worker. 

As for the Act on the IQS, it regulates mandatory fees to be incurred by applicant and 
awarding entities. These include:  

– non-refundable application fee of about EUR 500 (PLN 2 000) for entities to include 
market qualifications into the IQS; 

– non-refundable application fee of about EUR 500 (PLN 2 000) for entities to be placed 
on the list of entities authorized to perform the function of external quality assurance 
to certifying institutions; 

– non-refundable application fee of about EUR 2 500 (PLN 10 000) for entities to 
become certifying body for a given market qualification24; 

– a quarterly fee of 3% of revenues from validation and certification fees paid by the 
certifying authorities.25 

The costs incurred by persons undergoing validation are specified by the certifying 
body (i.e. they are not regulated by the law).  

Validation funding issues have been raised by employers as one of the obstacles for 
the development of the IQS and its widespread use by interested parties. As stated 
by the Lewiatan Confederation, a non-governmental organization representing the 
interests of Polish private entrepreneurs, the process of building a network of 
certifying, validating, and quality assuring institutions requires significant financial 
outlays from all involved entities. Therefore, there is an expectation on the side of 
private business to create economic conditions and incentives for the development of 
specialized entities validating individual qualifications, especially in the initial phase of 
implementing the IQS (see also Section 8.4.1).26 

9.2 Distribution of costs 
As mentioned in previous updates, there are no studies regarding the costs generated 
by the validation process to organisations or individuals in Poland. In general, 
education at schools, where public administration (at any level, in case of VET either 
district or voivodeship) is the leading authority, is financed from state budgets. Also 
the external examination is free of charge, although travel costs and accommodation 
of those undertaking the exam are not subsidised. In the case of non-public schools, 
the learners are obliged to pay for the tuition.  

In the case of the examination held by the Polish Craft Association, it is either financed 
by the learner or by public funds at the disposal of local authorities. As for the training 
organised by the public employment services (district labour offices), the beneficiaries 
of such education are not charged. Likewise, an employer whose staff training is 

                                                
24 The fee is lower by 50% for entities that have already applied to include a qualification into the IQS.  
25 However, not less than EUR 0.23 (PLN 1) for each document issued to certify the granting of market 
qualifications. 
26 List of remarks to the draft assumptions for the draft Act on the Integrated Qualifications System submitted as 
part of the opinions issued by trade unions and employers' organizations. More information can be found at: 
krmc.mc.gov.pl/download/50/10578/zestawienieuwag-partnerzyspoleczni.docx 
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supported by labour offices, does not have to pay the tuition fees, although not all 
labour offices offer this type of training. 

Outside the school system, education is financed either from funds generated by the 
project – in most cases financed from ESF, by the employer or from students’ own 
financial resources.  

It should be noted that there are no special tax incentives for organisations or 
individuals. Moreover, as argued in some studies, the costs of undertaking validation 
procedures, including participation fees, are one of the main barriers to expand the 
scope of validation (Bacia, 2014). Similarly, the lack of sufficient incentives to support 
the supply of qualifications into the system at this early stage of its development, as 
pointed out by some stakeholders, limits the number of initiatives related to new 
qualifications (PIFS, 2017). 

9.3 Evidence of benefits to individuals 
Building on the experience of validation projects, it can be said that a key benefit to 
individuals of participating in a validation initiative is an opportunity to confirm their 
skills and obtain a certificate without bearing any costs. Other important factors 
include the possibility to increase employment opportunities, a positive impact on the 
participants’ self-esteem, fulfilling their desire to improve their competences, and 
increased motivation to continue their education. It can therefore be concluded that 
the validation of competences helps to stimulate the need for further education among 
participants. At the same time, the employers involved in the projects have easier 
access to people who declared their willingness to be employed having successfully 
validated their competences. 

Some interesting data on benefits to individuals can be extracted from the report of 
the GUS on participation in non-formal training (Central Statistical Office, 2011). 
According to the research results, the most important reason among the respondents 
for participating in training is to improve the quality of their work or career development 
(60.4%). This objective was largely achieved, as evidenced by benefits received by 
participants undertaking non-formal education. The most frequently cited example of 
benefits for participants was improvement of job performance (45.6% of the 
participants). Among other benefits associated with work, respondents indicated the 
inclusion of new duties (13.4%), an increase in salary (4.4%) and promotion (2.0%). 
Women more frequently than men pointed out the benefits in private life (25.6% 
compared with 18.2% of men). Comparing the urban area with rural areas it can be 
said, respondents from cities said that training more frequently contributed to better 
job performance (47.8% compared to 39.7% village inhabitants) and other work-
related benefits (for example: obtaining a new job, career advancement, higher salary, 
take up of new duties). Answers given by respondents indicate that often the main 
motive for undertaking learning activities was obtaining a certificate. It should be 
pointed out that more than 71% of the respondents obtained a certificate after 
completion of the course. For almost half of the respondents the certification was 
required by the employer or by law (Central Statistical Office, 2011).  

9.4 Beneficiaries and users of validation processes 

9.4.1 Validation trends 
In Poland, there is still no wider tradition of validating skills acquired outside of the 
regulated areas. Given that the IQS is in its third year of its implementation, more time 
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is needed for its practical translation into the actual dissemination of validation 
mechanisms. Current arrangements for validation concern mainly VET system, 
including: school and craft systems, and the system of vocational training for adults 
provided by the employment offices. These groups are the main ‘clients’ of the Polish 
VET system. The wider practical impact of validation mechanisms has so far been 
limited to examination methods (extramural examinations in general education or 
external examinations confirming qualifications in professions).  

According to data provided by the Central Examination Board, in the case of the 
school sector, there has been an increase in the number of graduates, externals and 
people who have completed vocational courses students/applicants taking the exam 
confirming qualifications in a profession (this includes learners who have undertaken 
both formal and non-formal, i.e. extra-mural, learning). While in the school year 
2013/2014 there were 255 874 candidates, three years later, in 2016/2017, 413 548 
candidates took the exam throughout the country.27 In the case of candidates taking 
the examination in the extra-mural form, the number of persons almost doubled from 
497 in 2013 to 853 in 2015. In 2017, there were as many as 860 external participants 
of the exam (data for January-July 2017, Central Examination Commission) 
compared to the total number of 400 339 participants in general. The average success 
rate is around 80% (Central Examination Commission, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2017). 

Anecdotal evidence shows that the possibility of recognition of prior learning in the 
higher education sector has not met with high interest from potential applicants and 
the number of those interested in such procedure remains low. It might be caused by 
inadequate outreach strategies to attract potential candidates and discouragement on 
the part of applicants after their first encounter with a higher education institution 
because it did not fit their expectations. This might also stem from the lack of 
experience and staff’s capacity to engage in such procedure.  

As for employers, the Lewiatan Confederation, representing private entrepreneurs’ 
sector, pointed out to two main factors that might hamper the scale of implementation 
of the IQS – and the validation arrangements – in Poland. Firstly, without financial 
support in making investments in the examination and validation infrastructure, 
employers may find it difficult to create opportunities to acquire qualifications by 
validating the learning outcomes obtained through non-formal and informal learning. 
Secondly, the fact that a qualification cannot be owned by an external entity that 
developed its description in the IQR can discourage some private businesses from 
engaging in the system, particularly those providers that already issue well-
established qualifications under their brand. Since the costs incurred for this process 
are not reimbursed, it may undermine the rationality of investing in new qualifications 
(and respective validation arrangements). Also, a competent minister can 
independently appoint a certifying entity (or entities) for a given qualification, which 
means that the author of description can be de facto deprived of influence and 
participation in the functioning of a given qualification (though no such case has been 
noted so far).28 This is seen as detrimental to non-formal industry qualifications, which 
– in employers’ view – should be built by organizations representing this market in 
order to maintain a close link with the labour market.29  

                                                
27 https://cke.gov.pl/egzamin-zawodowy/egzamin-zawodowy-formula-2017/ 
28 It should be noted, however, that Art. 22 of the Law on IQS requires the relevant minister to cooperate with the 
entity submitting the motion for inclusion at all stages of proceeding, which makes such a scenario unlikely. 
29 List of remarks to the draft assumptions for the draft Act on the Integrated Qualifications System submitted as 
part of the opinions issued by trade unions and employers' organizations. More information can be found at: 
krmc.mc.gov.pl/download/50/10578/zestawienieuwag-partnerzyspoleczni.docx 
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9.4.2 Validation users 
As reported in 2016, there is no systematic and comprehensive statistical data 
available regarding validation in non-formal and informal learning in Poland. 
According to Central Statistical Office (2018), in 2016 in Poland, 30.7% of people 
(approximately 8.3 million), aged 18-69, declared participation in informal education 
(self-education), which was the most popular form of learning. Education in the school 
system (formal education) covered about 3 million persons, i.e. 11.2% of the surveyed 
population, while every fifth person (20,9%) in this age group (about 5.6 million 
people) took part in training courses or other forms of non-formal education. The 
typical participants of non-formal and informal education are people with higher 
education (approx. 50%) and post-secondary education, aged between 25 and 44, 
who live in cities. Accordingly, the lowest activity was reported among people from 
older age groups, with basic vocational and lower secondary education, living in rural 
areas.  

Based on the information available from the examples of validation projects, it appears 
that there is moderate demand for validation within the professions targeted by these 
projects. For example, 60 candidates signed up for the ‘Business Academy 50+ - an 
innovative model of validation and updating of professional competence of persons 
50+’ - project and received a formal confirmation of their competences. Such projects 
usually cover rather small groups of individuals, compared to the number of 
successful graduates of vocational schools (around 55 000 out of 166 000 students 
annually) (GUS, 2017) or graduates from the craft system (50 000 examinations 
annually) (The Polish Craft Association).30   

9.4.3 Validation and disadvantaged groups 
In case of individual validation projects, the arrangements are targeting specific 
disadvantaged groups, such as low-qualified, unemployed people, disabled people, 
early school leavers etc. In case of national arrangements, there is no specific 
targeting apart from certain developments and projects described below. This refers 
to refugees and beneficiaries of subsidiary protection, as described in detail in a 
previous update, as well to adult learners, particularly those with low skills who are 
the main target group of upskilling pathways.    

The focus on adult learning can be seen in the Strategy for Responsible Development, 
where the creation of an attractive and flexible offer for low-skilled adults is indicated 
as a vital step for improving the quality of human capital in Poland. At the moment, 
people with professional and life experience do not have wider possibilities to assess 
and recognize their skills acquired outside of  formal education. In particular, this 
applies to basic skills and other key competences, which can be recognized mainly 
by extramural examinations. While schools for adults are to address basic skills of 
this group of learners, the forms and content of education used in these institutions 
do not meet the needs of older people, beyond the traditional period of participation 
in formal education. Labour market institutions, in turn, do not reach the largest groups 
of adults with low level of education and skills – i.e. those in employment, as their 
main focus are unemployed people. In addition, the training offer for this group is 
limited and the assessment of learning outcomes obtained outside the formal system 

                                                
30 With regard to the crafts examinations, data has been published separately since 2010 by each craft chamber 
which delivers VET. It is not possible within the scope of this report to prepare aggregate figures, but it is 
estimated that the pass rate of the vocational examination in the crafts system is around 90 % (The Polish Craft 
Association, 2010).  
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poses a challenge because there is no appropriate standard / qualification in the basic 
skills area. This problem is to be addressed by new models of adult education that 
will be developed within a ‘Chance’ project (please see below). These will be based 
on three pillars: non-formal education, recognition of outcomes of non-formal and 
informal learning, and a wider access to integrated services for citizens.  

A ‘Chance’ project for supporting low-skilled adults 

At the beginning of March 2018, the Monitoring Committee for the Knowledge Education 
Development Programme accepted the fiche of the ‘Chance’ project - new opportunities for 
adults. The document was approved in the 2018 Annual Action Plan for the Ministry of 
Investment and Development and it is to be implemented from October 2018. The project 
will be implemented by the Foundation for the Development of the Education System 
(FRSE) - a unit supervised by the Ministry of National Education that acts as Polish National 
Agency for the Erasmus+ Programme 

The project, starting in October 2018, aims at developing and testing various models of 
supporting adults with low basic skills. Basic skills are understood here more broadly than 
literacy, numeracy, ICT skills, and they also cover other skills necessary in life, such as 
interpersonal communication, adaptation to changes, teamwork, setting realistic goals in 
life, dealing with and resolving conflict, making decisions, showing initiative. 

The project's innovativeness consists, among other things, in systematizing the activities 
according to three main steps, in accordance with the Council Recommendation on 
Upskilling Pathways: (1) assessment of basic skills; (2) a tailor-made offer, including a 
learning offer at the workplace; (3) validation after completing the educational offer and 
confirming the acquired skills (e.g. using a portfolio or verification of learning outcomes 
carried out in the candidate's workplace). These steps will be supplemented by other 
elements, such as: 

■ active methods of reaching the most disadvantaged groups; 
■ new innovative forms of education tailored to the individual needs and specificity of 

adults; 
■ easy access to good quality educational and vocational guidance; 
■ professional development of the educational staff; 
■ inter-ministerial coordination and at various levels of administration; 
■ monitoring the activities of many entities and promoting examples of good practices. 

The project activities are also to take into account the Integrated Qualification System, in 
particular those qualifications included in the IQS that take into account basic 
competences, e.g. qualification from level 2 of the Polish Qualification Framework 
‘Certificate of computer skills - basic level’. 

The piloting of models will be carried out based on a grant formula and will be preceded by 
the selection of target groups based on available research and national priorities, analysis 
of existing solutions in the field of supporting low-skilled people, and development of 
assumptions and guidelines for model development and implementation of the pilot phase.  

Source: Project fiche.  

10 Validation methods 
As indicated in previous updates, the most common validation method applied in 
Poland is a mixed approach. It usually consists of an examination in the form of a test 
of work activity, based on checking the practical skills, accompanied by a theoretical 
part (either written or oral examination). Other methods that can be used to validate 
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competences include a portfolio that confirms achievements and documents 
competences in the field and letters from former employers confirming that during a 
certain period the employee was involved in a specific activity (documented 
experience). Depending on the type of competences, validation can also take the form 
of a probationary period.  

Validation methods used in the craft system, basic, vocational and higher education 

Validation process by the craft chambers 

A candidate for a journeyman’s exam or a master’s degree can use one of the paths, taking into 
account his or her education, professional qualifications and period of practice of occupation which 
is going to be examined. In addition, each candidate must have a lower secondary school diploma 
(or 8-classes of primary school in the new system). The vocational exam is divided into practical and 
theoretical parts: 

■ practical test based on performance of assignments set by the examination committee to verify 
candidates’ practical skills;  

■ theoretical exam divided into a 1) written part based on answering closed-ended questions 
concerning journeyman and master theses and 2) oral part to answer open-ended questions 
concerning themes on technology, theory of machines and materials science. 

Assignments and questions are developed on the basis of examination standards. 

Vocational examinations carried out by Regional Examination Boards 

In the case of vocational examinations carried out by Regional Examination Boards, they also consist 
of a written/theoretical and practical part. It is worth mentioning that theoretical examination takes 
place with the use of an electronic system. Such an examination lasts 60 minutes and consists of a 
test containing 40 closed tasks, each containing four answer choices, of which only one answer is 
correct (Central Examination Board, 2012). The content of vocational exams is the same for adults 
and youths.  

Validation methods in higher education sector  

As mentioned earlier, verification of learning outcomes is carried out by committees set up for this 
purpose, which check actual skills, competences and knowledge in addition to submitted documents. 
The organisation of this process is determined by the university senate.  

Validation methods in general education  

In case of extra-mural exams in general courses, they are undertaken in a written form with closed-
ended and open-ended questions.  

Strong emphasis on tests or practical tasks as the most common form of verification 
(assessment) of learning outcomes used by institutions in a non-formal education 
area has been confirmed by the piloting of the Integrated Qualifications System (IQS) 
by the Provincial Labour Office in Krakow. This can be problematic for those adults 
who are not used to such forms of validation of competences (i.e. examinations/tests) 
any more as they may have trouble proving their learning outcomes. In consequence 
they might be cautious about the opportunities offered by the system. 

When it comes to the most commonly used methods at the identification and 
documentation stages of the validation process, these are portfolio and document 
analysis. However, the above-mentioned piloting of the IQS by the Provincial Labour 
Office in Cracow has shown that there can be considerable difficulties with collecting 
the documentation among validation participants. This may in turn prolong the whole 
process given the time necessary for obtaining the relevant documents or evidence 
and results needed for verification based on other methods (IBE Team, 2015).  
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Given that there are no specific standards for evidence of learning outcomes and no 
confidence in such evidence, these methods of verification may be prevalent in the 
initial period of operation of the qualifications system. Some changes can occur in this 
respect when different parties involved in validation, including the institutions issuing 
the documents certifying qualifications, will gain confidence in the process (The 
Provincial Labour Office in Krakow, 2015).  

The adequacy of methods applied, assessment criteria for the qualification, as well 
as reliability of their application, will be evaluated periodically as part of the internal 
evaluation procedure conducted by the certification bodies. Validation process and 
methods to assess learning outcomes will be also analysed by the external quality 
assurance body (Bacia, 2014).  

The piloting of IQS has shown that validation providers were also drawing on the 
forms of validation used in formal education. This was probably due to the lack of trust 
in described professional experience, problems with the documentation of learning 
outcomes and the fact that this type of verification method is the simplest and 
cheapest to implement. What turned out to be problematic for such an approach was 
to elaborate a system of evaluating these tests/exams. In most cases, it meant an 
attempt to ‘transpose’ the scoring/percentage system functioning in formal education, 
but it was difficult to refer the results to the zero-one system of the validation of 
learning outcomes. Furthermore, it can be problematic for those adults who are not 
used to such forms of validation of competences (examinations/tests) any more as 
they may have trouble proving their learning outcomes and thus be cautious about 
the implemented system. In turn, the evaluation/verification of validation users in the 
workplace can somewhat distort the reality, because being in a new place, among 
strangers and under the pressure, requires more competences than just the skills for 
a given position. 

According to the validation guidelines prepared to support the implementation of the 
IQS in Poland (unpublished, internal IBE document), the requirements for validation 
should address, inter alia, at least verification methods. They may be defined at a 
general level and indicate only the type of method (e.g. practical examination), 
allowing the use of specific alternative methods (e.g. the observation in the workplace 
or simulation). In justified cases, the requirements may be more detailed and indicate 
a specific method to be applied. In the case of assessing the evidence of possessing 
the learning outcomes provided by the candidate, requirements for documenting 
learning outcomes can be included in the description of the qualification, e.g. the 
information on the types of acceptable documents, their presentation, and evaluation 
criteria. Requirements for methods of verification may be supplemented by 
information on the tools of verification – both in terms of concrete solutions and tips 
for designing validation (IBE Team, 2015). 

11 The position of validation in society: visibility 
and trust 
As explained in the 2016 update, a culture of learning in Poland remains dominated 
by learning in a formal context, where formal qualifications verified on the basis of 
examinations are still preferred. According to official results in reaching European 
benchmarks for 2020,31 the rate for adult participation in lifelong learning education 

                                                
31 Participation of adults (25-64) in non-formal and informal learning is one of five indicators in the field of education 
and training, which reflects Member States’ performance in reaching the Europe 2020 Strategy objectives. 
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still remains low compared to the EU average.32 Data collected by the Central 
Statistical Office, as presented in Section 8.4.2, shows a slightly higher share of 
population (aged 18-69) who declared participation in informal and non-formal 
education (30.7% and 20,9% respectively).  

The educational commitment of people over 25 years of age clearly decreases after 
completing formal education. Among the main causes why adults do not want to go 
back to learning is that they often do not see the usefulness and the benefits that can 
flow from non-formal education. This refers, for instance, to the dominance of lecture 
forms of learning activities, where clear roles of ‘lecturers / educators and ‘listeners’ 
in class-like rooms are still preferred. Education offer rarely takes into account the 
specificity of adult learning and negative educational experiences from the past are 
also mentioned among factors deterring adults from further learning.  All this can have 
a negative impact on the popularity of validation of non-formal and informal learning.  

In addition, anecdotal evidence shows that equal status of formal, informal and non-
formal education is not always well-accepted among academic circles, wherein some 
people remain resistant towards new processes and change, particularly when 
embedded in complex professional practices and institutional procedures. This has 
been visible during debates on the implementation of recognition of prior learning, 
which revealed distrust and prejudices towards such procedure. Although the legal 
changes which introduced this possibility took place a few years ago, still not all 
academic teachers seem to be convinced that university candidates should be 
accepted in this way.  

It was not possible to obtain information on how validation is viewed on the labour 
market. Some anecdotal evidence points to the following challenges reported by 
organisations interested in acting as certifying/validating institutions: 

– a long procedure to include qualifications into the IQR; 
– costs of preparing a description of qualifications; 
– laborious and difficult process of describing learning outcomes and verification 

criteria and requirements for their validation; 
– new terminology, concepts, and procedures related to the organization of 

validation and certification processes; 
– adaptation of programmes of courses and validation materials to the 

description of qualifications in the IQR developed by another organization (i.e. 
certification of qualifications introduced into the system by other institutions); 

– reduced internal resources (personnel, premises) of most companies33 and 
little experience in operating on the basis of formal procedures, including 
validation; 

– limited interest of potential participants in the high quality of training induced 
by the IQS due to preference for choosing a less expensive course despite its 
quality. 

As revealed by the results of the evaluation of the functioning of the IQS, an important 
issue for entities that decide to describe market qualifications is the ownership of the 
qualification. It means that transferring qualifications from private entities to the public 
domain requires sharing know-how, including methods of verification of learning 

                                                
Accordingly, the validation of non-formal and informal learning constitutes a key element of the EU’s actions to 
support education and training. 
32 The participation of adults in non-formal education in Poland has been dropping for a few years from 5.2% in 
2010 to 3.8% in 2017 (2017 Education and Training Monitor for Poland, European Commission). 
33 The share of micro companies in the structure of all enterprises in Poland is above 90%. 
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outcomes, which is often perceived as a source of competitive advantage. This is also 
linked to the emergence of certifying institutions that have not incurred expenditures 
related to the description of qualifications, but will benefit from being a certifying 
authority in the future. Another factor that discourages some entities from preparing 
qualifications is the perception of validation and qualifications as a competition for 
existing training practices (Stronkowski P., Szczurek A., Gapski et al., 2018). 

Motivations of entities that decide to apply for inclusion of market qualifications at the 
initial stage of IQS development vary, ranging from increasing the credibility of 
qualifications already granted or increasing their scale (internationalization) to co-
financing from European funds and market regulation. Applicants also indicate the 
need to provide high quality services and future revenues from certification 
(Stronkowski P., Szczurek A., Gapski et al., 2018). 

Other issues identified point out to limited awareness among employers of the benefits 
of validation and of the requirements related to validation and certification in the 
context of IQR (e.g. organisation of the validation process, internal system of quality 
assurance of the validation system, division of roles in the validation process). This is 
important given that entities that apply for inclusion of market qualifications into the 
IQS point to the relationship of costs to perceived benefits as of key significance. 
There are also some opinions that indicate the reluctance of employers towards the 
possibility of their employees to receive certificates due to the risk of losing qualified 
personnel. In 2018, the Minister of National Education appealed to employers to join 
the works on describing market qualifications that will be entered into the IQS. As 
pointed out employers representing large companies are currently not participating in 
such works, albeit some are involved in advisory bodies – e.g. sectoral councils.34 

Finally, there are many service providers of varying quality on the certification market. 
While some validation arrangements are of high-quality, it also happens that some 
certificates do not always provide a credible confirmation of the acquired 
competences. The IQS’ role is thus to increase the comparability of individual 
arrangements and assure quality of validation processes. Accordingly, the improved 
quality of the qualifications should contribute to greater transparency and credibility of 
qualifications awarded. It is expected that it will increase the confidence of learners 
towards qualifications and entities that award them (Bacia, 2014). This is particularly 
important in the context of the low level of public trust in the validation processes in 
Poland, as well as the lack of trust in the evidence of learning outcomes (Regional 
Labour Office in Cracow, 2015).  

 

                                                
34 http://www.gospodarkamorska.pl/Edukacja,Praca/szefowa-men-zaapelowala-do-pracodawcow-o-wlaczenie-sie-
w-prace-nad-zsk.html 
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