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Context and stage of development

Validation of non-formal and informal learning (VNFIL) is usually defined as a process of confirmation
that an individual has acquired professional competences through non-formal learning and/or in informal
setting against a relevant standard for the purpose of obtaining a qualification, which is carried out
through Independent Skills Certification (ISC). Theoretically, VNFIL can be used at all educational levels
i.e. general education (GE), initial vocational education and training (IVET), continuing vocational
education and training (CVET), adult learning (AL), and higher education (HE), but it happens typically
in the labour market initiatives. Systematic testing of VNFIL procedures and regulations started in the
labour market with the support of international funds around 2015 with significant involvement of the
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCI). Unfortunately, no relevant national legislation for VNFIL has
yet been adopted and the development of validation in the form of ISC in the labour market has
practically come to a halt after the expiry of foreign support (2021). The industry enterprises and
associations together with the educational providers have also started to develop ISC of their
employees, but their activities have not lasted long either, due to the lack of a national regulatory
framework for VNFIL. A positive contribution to testing VNFIL was the approval of the National
Qualifications Framework (NQF) in 2021 as it provides for the development of national occupational
standards and sectoral qualification frameworks to be used (as reference points) in the ISC system in
the labour market.

The main drivers of VNFIL development in the labour market (i.e. the use of ISC) are industry enterprises
and associations as the most interested parties. The second interested stakeholder is the Government
since formalisation of qualifications in the labour market can help greatly in combating the dominance
of the informal economy in the country. The third important stakeholder is the population itself, as they
need to prove their skills, e.g. to find a better job or for the purpose of labour migration. The obstacles
to a significant advancement of VNFIL can be classified as normative, institutional, financial and
geographical ones. Moving forward in the development of VNFIL requires mutually agreed (consensus)
decisions of the key stakeholders in the labour market and the educational sector.
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Policy and Regulatory Framework

The development of the policy and regulatory framework of VNIFL is set out in the Programme for the
Development of Education in the Kyrgyz Republic for 2021-2040 which provides official data on the rate
of development of the non-formal education sector. The Programme does not directly address VNFIL
issues at IVET or HE level, but it can serve as a framework, in particular for describing issues in the field
of AL and CVET such as: insufficient partnership between the formal and non-formal education sectors;
limited access to AL and CVET in the regions due to a lack of providers offering in-demand programmes;
a lack of a culture of ‘lifelong learning’ (LLL) in the society; a lack of methodology for analysing the
learning needs of the adult population, including those with disabilities; and a lack of statistics on the
coverage of citizens in non-formal and informal learning. The Programme announced the following
measures that would support the development of VNFIL in the country: establishing links between
educational institutions of further education and employers through ISC, building a system of quality
assurance (QA) in accordance with the National Qualifications System (NQS), developing, under the
leadership of the Ministry of Education and Science (MES), a model system for the formal recognition
of qualifications.

The new Law of the Kyrgyz Republic on Education adopted in August 2023 does not explicitly contain
rules and regulations for dealing with non-formal and informal learning, although it entitles citizens to
undergo validation and to receive a document confirming qualifications. The procedure for validation is
prescribed to be established by the authorised state body in the field of education together with the
authorised state body in the field of labour, sectoral associations and employers.

To promote the concept of VNIFL in education, in August 2023 the Government also adopted the
Regulation on the establishment of the ‘Centre for Independent Certification and Validation’ under the
Ministry of Education and Science, which should carry out activities aimed at improving the quality of
vocational education in the Kyrgyz Republic through independent assessment of skills/qualifications as
well as recognition of non-formal learning.
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Institutional setup and collaboration

A national VNFIL system is under development. The main participants in the experiments with foreign
partners (GlZ, DVV, ADB) to create the ISC in the labour market are the Ministry of Labour, Social
Protection and Migration (MLSPM), the MES, education and training institutions, employers and their
associations. Trade unions, third sector organisations, public and private employment services are very
little involved in this process.

The CCI played a leading role by developing regulations on ISC in 2015 and by promoting the concept
across industries. The established ISC centres were supported by sectoral associations, private
enterprises and vocational schools.

To date, there are several alternative proposals for the development of VNFIL in the labour market and
in education, which are currently under consideration by the government. The adoption of the NQF in
2021 and the launch of the development of occupational standards through sectoral associations and
ministries should play a principal role in supporting the implementation of VNFIL arrangements in the
future.

The register of sectoral qualifications frameworks available on the website of the MLSPM contains so
far only one sectoral framework in the field of ‘Education’ and thirty approved occupational standards
from various industries. At least twenty standards are pending approval. Based on these and other
standards, VNIFL could potentially be deployed if the necessary regulatory framework is adopted.
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Beneficiaries and impact

The country has a large informal economy which explains the existing large proportion (= 70%) of low-
skilled workers with no formal education. Many residents tend to go to other countries to earn money.
Even those who have secondary vocational education or higher education are in search of work abroad
due to the lack of jobs and the low level of earnings in the country. Formal qualifications may also not
be in demand when migrating to another country and residents may need to validate other knowledge,
skills, and competences.

In this context, the advantage of the ISC system is that it can be very inclusive, targeting basically all
residents, many of whom are from disadvantaged groups (e.g. long-term unemployed, migrants, people
with low or no qualifications, etc.). So far, the CCI reports that more than 1 500 people have certified
their skills through the ISC centres in test mode (as part of foreign projects). Apart from these figures,
there are no other official statistics on the use of VNFIL in the labour market. There are also many
students at educational and training institutions who want to stop studying, obtain some certification of
skills, go to work and then come back later to obtain full qualifications, or combine work and study in a
work-based learning mode.
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Challenges and opportunities

The development of the VNFIL system in the country is at an initial stage. The existing barriers are of
institutional, financial, and normative nature. For instance, institutional, normative and geographical
constraints stem from the lack of a coherent legal and regulatory framework regulating VNFIL in the
labour market and in education. Furthermore, the informal labour relations in the national economy do
not support people in seeking the formal recognition of non-formally or informally acquired skills through
the acquisition of a qualification. Financial barriers are associated with the country's informal economy,
where people have very low incomes, and they look for quick jobs and quick earnings, as opposed to
investing in the development of their skills, competences, and qualifications.

One of the significant challenges is the fact that in the new Law on Education, and due to the
liberalisation of the legislation, the process of awarding qualifications in further education, in the absence
of occupational standards and VNFIL procedures, is practically left without QA tools.

There are several possible drivers for the development of VNFIL arrangements in the Kyrgyz Republic.
The potential market for validation users is huge due to the prevailing informal economy in the country,
so a very large number of workers with skills acquired through non-formal and informal learning would
be willing to validate their qualifications under certain conditions. In addition, there are already well-
established VNFIL procedures in the form of the ISC in the labour market, which have shown their
effectiveness. VNFIL can thus be an important driver for non-formal education providers to improve the
quality of their educational services. In this context, a regulatory mechanism for VNFIL is needed. It
should be recognised that VNFIL in the labour market, promoted in the form of the ISC, is quite a
commercial product, which can be offered within a Hybrid Social Business Model (i.e. pursuing a social
mission while relying on a commercial business model). Yet another driver can be the fact that through
the implementation of NQF and the learning outcomes approach, partial qualifications may be used also
in validation procedures.
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