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/ INTRODUCTION

In the 2020 Rome Ministerial Commmuniqué the Ministers in charge of Higher Education of
the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) asked to “explore how and to what extent these
smaller, flexible units, including those leading to micro-credentials, can be defined, developed,
implemented and recognised by our institutions using EHEA tools” (Rome Ministerial
Communiqué, 2020).

Inline with this mandate, thisdocumentisintended asan instrument to support higher education
institutions (HEIs) in the process of designing, implementing, awarding and recognising quality-
assured micro-credentials. It summarises key findings and main elements of consensus around
micro-credentials in the EHEA.

In particular, it brings together the results of the work of the three EHEA working structures, the
so-called Thematic Peer Groups, which with a peer support approach analysed micro-credentials
from the perspective of qualifications frameworks and ECTS (European Credit Transfer and
Accumulation System), recognition and the Lisbon Recognition Convention, and quality
assurance. The work of these three groups spans the period 2020-2024.

This document, targeted at HEIs as providers of micro-credentials and as bodies responsible for
their recognition, is based on the rationale that the provision and recognition of micro-credentials
are two sides of the same coin, meaning that designing micro-credentials based on the Bologna
tools and supported by existing good practices will also facilitate their recognition. For the scope
of this document, micro-credential refers to both the learning path and the qualification, while
the definition of the term “micro-credential” is based on the Council Recommmendation on micro-
credentials (Council of the EU, 2022).

Starting with the main elements of this definition, 9 guiding questions have been identified and
framed in the context of international policy documents and existing literature to support HEIs in
the process of developing and recognising micro-credentials.

! Within the EU co-funded project TPG-LRC CoRE - TPG-LRC Constructing Recognition in the EHEA, the TPG B's working group
on micro-credentials (CIMEA, Nuffic, EUA) and representatives of the TPG A and the TPG C have cooperated to develop this study.



6|

MICRO-CREDENTIALS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

The definition itself serves as a point of reference to guide the journey from the design to the
recognition of a micro-credential through the following questions:

What is a micro-credential?

Why offer micro-credentials?

What type of micro-credential?

3.1. What aspects to consider in terms of stackability?

What to take into consideration when defining learning outcomes of a micro-credential?

5. What to take into consideration when assigning a Qualifications Framework (QF) level and

© o N o

defining the workload of a micro-credential?

How to build a micro-credential around the learner?

How to quality-assure micro-credentials?

How to support the recognition of a micro-credential?

How can digital solutions support the portability of micro-credentials?

As for the structure of the document, the guiding questions are followed by a collection of key

reference documents and other resources available, including policy documents, relevant results

of European and international projects and existing networks, included in the Annex of this

publication. These resources are divided into different categories to provide a comprehensive

overview of what is available on the topic.
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/ WHAT IS A MICRO-CREDENTIAL?

As per the Council Recommendation on a European approach to micro-credentials for lifelong
learning and employability, “micro-credential means the record of the learning outcomes that
a learner has acquired following a small volume of learning. These learning outcomes will
have been assessed against transparent and clearly defined criteria. Learning experiences
leading to micro-credentials are designed to provide the learner with specific knowledge, skills
and competences that respond to societal, personal, cultural or labour market needs. Micro-
credentials are owned by the learner, can be shared and are portable. They may be stand-alone
or combined into larger credentials. They are underpinned by quality assurance following
agreed standards in the relevant sector or area of activity” (Council of the EU, 2022).
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/ WHY OFFER MICRO-CREDENTIALS?

Strategic planning is one of the various factors that contribute to the decision of a HEI to introduce
micro-credentials or to improve the institution’s provision of these learning experiences.

Among the drivers for implementing micro-credentials, the following elements are indicated by

HEls in the EHEA context:

/ The need to attract different groups of learners.

/ The necessity to support students’ access to study programmes and life-long learning paths.

/ The demand of the public and employers for more flexible learning pathways.

/ The necessity to support learners to explore different study fields before applying to a
programme.

/ The importance of fostering strong connections between HEIs and industry/relevant
stakeholders, along with enhancing attractiveness of HEIs (QUATRA, 2023; IMINQA, 2023a).



e



MICRO-CREDENTIALS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS |13

/ WHAT TYPE OF MICRO-CREDENTIAL?

There are two main approaches for the creation of micro-credentials:
/ Unbundling existing programmes.
/ Developing stand-alone courses.

The first approach is often considered easier to accommodate stackability paths and useful to
support the completion of conventional academic degree programmes. However, unbundling
existing programmes may not be an easy task, but requires a complex process to determine
which modules of an existing course can be “unbundled” and offered as micro-credentials in the
first place. Not all modules may be suitable for unbundling, since they were originally designed
to be part of a cohesive programme with a specific, potentially sequential outcome. Furthermore,
for each “unbundled module”, there may be a need to adapt teaching approach, mode of delivery,
course materials, learning outcomes and student support (IMINQA, 2023).

Stand-alone micro-credentials are usually offered as part of a HEIl's lifelong learning provision.
This type of micro-credential is considered agile and flexible in the design, delivery, approval and
review mechanisms, and can thus easily accommodate the fast-changing needs of society and
the labour market. Because of their agile and dynamic design process, it is coommon for HEIs to
develop this type of credential in cooperation with other providers. In some cases, these micro-
credentials can be a combination of lifelong learning courses and courses based on existing
programmes (IMINQA, 2023a).
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/3.1 WHAT ASPECTS TO CONSIDER IN TERMS OF STACKABILITY?

“Stackability means the possibility, where relevant, to combine different micro-credentials and
build logically upon each other” (Council of the EU, 2022). The possibility to stack micro-credentials
is considered as a way to provide learners with flexible learning pathways. The accumulation
and combination of micro-credentials presents the option to gather multiple traditional and
non-traditional qualifications and credentials to construct a more comprehensive credential
or complete qualification. Nonetheless, micro-credentials should be seen as complementary
and not alternative to full degrees (MICROBOL, 2022). Another aspect to be considered is the
importance of providing learners with clear information about which micro-credentials can stack
upon each other and in what combination.

In terms of recognition, it is easier to recognise micro-credentials within the same institution or
when there is a partnership agreement between institutions. Also, it is important to consider
whether it is possible for the receiving institution to identify how the micro-credential corresponds
to one of its own courses.






A4




MICRO-CREDENTIALS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 117

/ WHAT TO TAKE INTO CONSIDERATION
WHEN DEFINING LEARNING OUTCOMES
OF A MICRO-CREDENTIAL?

Learning outcomes state what a learner is expected to know and to be able to do and understand
having completed a learning experience. By shifting the attention from input factors (i.e., workload
and contents, etc.) to output factors (i.e., acquired competences and skills), a clear definition of
learning outcomes can make a difference to the learner, the teacher, and the assessor. In order to
make any difference, though, it is fundamental to use learning outcomes as a point of reference
from theinitial design to the final assessment. In this way, they can support learnersin the decision
to enrol in a specific course, as well as in the learning and assessment process clarifying what to
expect from and after completing a learning experience. For the teacher, learning outcomes are
crucial to plan teaching and learning based on knowledge, skills and competences that a learner
should acquire. For the assessor, learning outcomes help with formative assessment throughout
the learning process (Cedefop, 2022).

Considering the variety of micro-credentials in terms of features, size, name, duration, and
assessment methods, in line with the definition adopted in this document and following the
MICROBOL evidence on the state of play of micro-credentials in the EHEA, learning outcomes are
also the basis for creating learning paths and qualifications that are comparable and compatible
while still maintaining their intrinsic diversity (MICROBOL, 2021).

Despite the high relevance of learning outcomes, the analysis of the working groups contributing
to this publication has shown that learning outcomes are often still missing in the description of
the learning offer, whereas information on content descriptions or syllabus is more commonly
available. When learning outcomes are included in the description of micro-credentials, their
level of detail, or even the taxonomy varies substantially as well as the focus on theoretical
knowledge or practical skills. While this diversity may reflect the different purposes and interests
encompassed by the variety of micro-credentials, it is fundamental to maintain consistency
between descriptions of knowledge, skills and competences as well as writing learning outcomes
that are comparable and understandable in different contexts.
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There are not yet any recommendations on the number of learning outcomes to be assigned to
a micro-credential, however the ECTS user’s guide, while providing advice on learning outcomes
on full degrees only, can be seen as a general reference also for micro-credentials.

One additional consideration should be made in relation to those micro-credentials that aim to
enhance permeability between academia and the labour market. These micro-credentials need
learning outcomes statements to capture the needs of industry and employers. Indeed, findings
from the studies conducted inthe EHEA context point to one potential difficulty in the cooperation
with alternative providers which is defining learning outcomes, since HEIs tend to formulate more
general skills and competences, as opposed to alternative providers, which focus on very specific
ones. Furthermore, the language used by HEIs might not always be easily understood outside the
HE sector. A fundamental step to overcome these challenges is to cooperate with other actors
and with the labour market to also determine their needs.
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/ WHAT TO TAKE INTO CONSIDERATION
WHEN ASSIGNING A QUALIFICATIONS
FRAMEWORK (QF) LEVEL AND DEFINING
THE WORKLOAD OF A MICRO-CREDENTIAL?

QF levels enhance the transparency of the achieved level of skills and knowledge and thus
facilitate the recognition of micro-credentials. The MICROBOL common framework for micro-
credentials in the EHEA concluded that micro-credentials should be included in the National
Qualifications Framework (NQF), whenever possible, and that the decision to include them needs
to be made at a national level (MICROBOL, 2022). In some cases, it may, however, be difficult to
ascertain to which level a specific micro-credential should be assigned. For example, a micro-
credential might provide competences that are normally part of a Bachelor level in the specific
subject area while also being appropriate for a Master level programme in another subject area.
In such cases, an option is to identify the level that could be allocated to the majority of learning
outcomes or use the average of learning outcome levels (MICROBOL, 2022). Another point to
consider is the necessity of providing clear information to learners, explaining that while a level
has been assigned to a micro-credential, the certificate awarded should not be mistaken for a full
degree giving access to subsequent levels.

The workload of a micro-credential should generally be defined in ECTS credits (European
Commission, 2015). ECTS credits comprise two elements: learning outcomes and volume of
learning, with the latter being understood as the amount of time a learner would need to acquire
competences (MICROBOL, 2022).

Currently, no specific credit range has been set for micro-credentials. In the MICROBOL common
framework for micro-credentials, the possible credit range is indicated between 1 and 59, even
though the document also states that most micro-credentials tend to have a volume of 1to 15
credits.



e



MICRO-CREDENTIALS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS |23

/ HOW TO BUILD A MICRO-CREDENTIAL
AROUND THE LEARNER?

Learners may have diverse backgrounds, profiles, ages, experiences, and knowledge levels. These
learners can be broadly categorised as either enrolled students (those already participating
in a formal study programme) or lifelong learners (individuals engaging in micro-credentials
primarily for upskilling, reskilling, or gaining access to higher education). The profile of the
targeted learners needs to be taken into careful consideration when designing micro-credentials
because, as underlined in the EC definition, these smaller units of learning require learner-centric
education approaches. Additional considerations may extend to the affordability of such courses
and available funding opportunities for the learners. Not all micro-credentials can serve every
purpose or be designed in a uniform manner, thus it is essential to develop a clear understanding
of the target group in advance and design the micro-credential accordingly.

This becomes especially pertinent when striving to include learners from diverse social
backgrounds (IMINQA, 2023). Data from the OECD Survey of Adult Skills, for example, shows that
adults (ages 25-54) with higher income and holding a higher education degree are more likely
to participate in lifelong learning activities and continuous training than their counterparts with
contrasting characteristics (Kato, Galan-Muros and Weko, 2020). Similar outcomes emerged from
other datasets, such as the European Union (EU)'s Adult Education Survey and Labour Force
Survey (OECD, 2021).

From the very beginning, the learner should be enabled to take an informed decision on whether
to enrol for a micro-credential. This aspect gains particular significance since flexible learning
experiences may be socially exclusive for people who do not have competences or guidance to
access them (Orr et al., 2020).
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In the enrolment phase, the learner should thus have access to accurate information related to
the level of commitment required for the course (including in terms of time, effort and potential
prerequisites), the learning outcomes (i.e. the skills and competences acquired upon completion
of the course), learning modalities. Moreover, it is equally important to provide learners with
information and guidance on what they will be able to do with the completed micro-credential,
why it is important to acquire such skills and competences, on the potential impact of the micro-
credential on their learning pathways or professional life (Rossiter and Tynan, 2019) and how it will
be recognised. In order to be learner-centric, the provider should also make sure that resources
are in place (including access to literature, support systems, etc.). Finally, learner feedback offers
valuable insights into verifying the quality of learning and teaching, as well as help to assess the
extent to which the micro-credential meets its intended purpose.
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/ HOW TO QUALITY-ASSURE
MICRO-CREDENTIALS?

Primary responsibility for quality assurance lies with HEIs through their internal QA processes.
Generally, the quality assurance of micro-credentials is encompassed under an HEI's regular QA
activities. External QA should thus focus on reviewing the fitness-for-purpose of the institutional
approach to micro-credentials to avoid overburdening HEls. In almost all EHEA countries the
approach to external quality assurance is a combination of institutional and programme-based
evaluation (ENQA, 2023). In both cases, quality assurance of micro-credentials can be incorporated
in the existing processes, rather than creating new ones specifically for micro-credentials, in order
to ensure the external quality assurance remains proportionate.

Internal quality assurance processes for higher education provision, including micro-credentials,
must adhere to the standards outlined in the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in
the European Higher Education Area (ESG), which are usually incorporated in the relevant national
criteria. The key criteria for internal quality assurance that are highlighted as having particular
relevance for micro-credentials are well-defined learning outcomes, transparent assessment
methods and information transparency (IMINQA, 2023a).

Furthermore, internal quality assurance should take into account that each micro-credential is
characterised by specific elements, including duration, load of study, partnership for delivery,
competences of teachers, learning and teaching approaches, access to resources and procedures
for accessing and assessing it (IMINQA, 2023b).
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Taking into consideration these elements may require distinct methodologies and schedules for
various quality assurance procedures, including collecting and evaluating feedback, reassessing
and adjusting policies, and involving stakeholders.

Some additional considerations are related to both micro-credentials that are offered as part of
an existing programme and the ones conceived as standalone courses.

Referring to the former, HEIs are encouraged to consider whether specific checks are needed
regarding curriculum design and teaching approaches in order to ensure the appreciation of
learner diversity and the relevance of the micro-credential when taken out of the context of a
broader programme. As for standalone micro-credentials, they are often covered by internal QA
of lifelong learning. The set of reflective questions developed in the context of the IMINQA project
suggest relying on existing quality assurance procedures that can be adapted, if necessary, to
avoid unnecessary burden (IMINQA, 2023b).
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/ HOW TO SUPPORT THE RECOGNITION

OF MICRO-CREDENTIALS?

The key elements to support fast and fair recognition of micro-credentials are transparency and

completeness of information provided. This is crucial during the entire lifecycle of the micro-

credentials, from the input phase, i.e, information on access to and enrolment in the higher

education institution and the output phase, i.e.,, during the awarding of qualifications (TPG-LRC,
2021), and at all levels: institutional (information offered by the awarding institution), national (for

example within a national catalogue/register) and international (MICROBOL, 2022). If the role of

information provision is key for all qualifications, it is even more crucial for micro-credentials, for

which a lack of common set and standard information is registered.

The mainreference regarding the information that should be provided is contained in the EU Council

recommendation on micro-credentials, that lists the following mandatory standard elements:

N SN SN SN SN SN SN NN

~

Identification of the learner.

Title of the micro-credential.

Country(ies)/Region(s) of the issuing body.

Awarding body(ies).

Date of issue.

Learning outcomes.

Notional workload needed to achieve the learning outcomes (in ECTS credits, where possible).
Level (and cycle, if applicable) of the learning experience leading to the micro-credential (EQF,
QF-EHEA), if applicable.

Type of assessment.

Form of participation in the learning activity.

Type of quality assurance used to underpin the micro-credential.
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In addition, there is also a list of optional elements, such as the prerequisites needed to enrol in the
learning activity (i.e. access requirements), and the integration/stackability options (i.e. if the micro-
credential is stand-alone, if it is part of a bigger programme, if it is stackable with another credential).
While these points are considered optional, it would be relevant to provide information if and to what
extent the micro-credential can be recognised within the same institution or by another institution/
provider in the framework of an agreement/partnership, how many credits can be recognized and
in which study programmes. The information can be provided on the certificate itself, in additional
documentation attached to the micro-credential, or on the awarding institution website. Regardless
of the format in which the information is provided, it should be transparent, reliable, easily accessible
to the learner and to the general public, also in a historical perspective (since a considerable amount
of time may pass between the award of a qualification and its recognition). Evidence shows that
the presence of common descriptors for micro-credentials in online portals and other information
systems is critical to enable learners to make structured comparison between programmes but also
supporting recognition between academic and training providers (OECD, 2023).

According to the transparency and completeness of information provided, recognition of a micro-

credential is possible with a two-track approach (MICROBOL, 2022):

/ if all the standard elements are properly displayed, it is possible to assess micro-credentials in
line with the principles of the Lisbon Recognition Convention (LRC), the international
Convention regulating recognition of qualifications in the European region (Council of Europe
and UNESCO, 1997).

/ If these elements are not transparently recorded in the micro-credential, recognition is still
possible, by using a Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) procedure, i.e. the validation
of learning outcomes, whether from formal education or non-formal or informal learning,
acquired before requesting validation (ECTS user guide, 2015). This procedure should be
fit-for-purpose from the point of view of HEIs and learners (MICROBOL, 2022).

Support to understand the level of transparency and of completeness of information, and thus the
approach to follow, comes from the methodology developed in the framework of the E-valuate
project (Nuffic, 2022).

This methodology investigates seven criteria to check the robustness of information:

1. Quality of the course

2. Verification of the certificate

3. Level of the course

4. Learning outcomes

5. Workload
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6. The way study results are tested
7. Identification of the participant.

The E-valuate online tool called “Micro-evaluator” is an instrument to assess micro-credentials
against these 7 criteria. The tools can thus be used not only in the recognition process but also to
self-assess information of the micro-credential offered by the institution?

2 Micro-evaluator, https:/www.nuffic.nl/en/subjects/recognition-projects/the-micro-evaluator.



https://www.nuffic.nl/en/subjects/recognition-projects/the-micro-evaluator
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/ HOW CAN DIGITAL SOLUTIONS SUPPORT
THE PORTABILITY OF MICRO-CREDENTIALS?

Micro-credentials can be issued in a digital format and then sent to the holder, they can be issued
online, downloaded from a platform, they can be digitally signed or issued using blockchain
technology. The authenticity of a credential can be verified through online databases, or by

contacting the awarding institution.

Indeed, one of the elements included in the EU definition of micro-credentials is “portability”,
meaning that the holder of a micro-credential should be able to store it in a platform of their
preference and share it with a selected party, who should be able to understand the content of
the micro-credential and verify its authenticity (Council of the EU, 2022).

Digital credentials can facilitate portability, transparency of information and verification of
authenticity, thus also supporting their recognition (MICROBOL, 2022). Digital tools can support
an HEI in the entire process of managing and issuing micro-credentials as part of a broader
digitalisation strategy, thus responding to the internal and external needs of the institution.
When using digital tools, HEIs should however ensure that their approachisin line with European
and international standards, such as for privacy and data protection. Interoperability is a key
principle to ensure efficient and trusted digital credential sharing across different institutions,
organizations, and jurisdictions.
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At the European level, there are several initiatives aimed at developing interoperable solutions to
support:

/ Agreed criteria for digitalisation of data.

/ Secure, transparent and trusted data provision.

/ Platforms of credential sharing.

An example related to interoperable solutions to provide data in a secure and transparent way is
the Database of External Quality Assurance Results (DEQAR). The database was created in 2018
to enhance access to quality assurance reports and decisions on higher education institutions/
programmes externally reviewed against the ESG, by an EQAR-registered quality assurance
agency. DEQAR currently® contains around 97,000 reports covering almost 4,000 institutions and
programmes. One of the latest developments of the database is the inclusion of information on
micro-credentials awarded by both HEIs and alternative providers*.

In terms of platforms for credential sharing, the European Learning Model® aims to establish a
unified vocabulary for learning in Europe to enhance recognition and trust in qualifications and
digital credentials.

Anotherexample of platforms developed for credential sharing isthe European Blockchain Service
Infrastructure (EBSI)®. With this platform, the EU member states, and the European Commission
aim to deliver EU-wide cross-border public services using blockchain technology.

$ As of March 2024.

“In the database, alternative providers are defined as entities that provide learning opportunities at HE level, but do not have full degree
awarding powers (forthcoming).

5 Further information on the European Learning Model available at: https://europa.eu/europass/it/news/launch-european-learning-model-
data-model-browser.

¢ Further information on EBSI available at: https://ec.europa.eu/digital-building-blocks/sites/display/EBSI/Home.



https://europa.eu/europass/it/news/launch-european-learning-model-data-model-browser
https://europa.eu/europass/it/news/launch-european-learning-model-data-model-browser
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-building-blocks/sites/display/EBSI/Home
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