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Executive summary

Micro - credentials are gaining traction

The growinguse ofmicro - credentials is an outcome of the changing natureofthe labour

market and of growing uncertainty as to what work wil!/l
for |ifed now exist, and employers demand fl exibil
circumstances. Thelockdown measures introduced acrossthe EUin the light of COVID -19

had a substantialimpact on the EU labour market, with millions of workers losing their jobs

or being placed undershort  -termwork schemes. Micro - credentials are particularly useful

in this situation, as they allow for tailored, quick and accessible ski lls
(re)development . COVID - 19 could potentially serve as an opportunity for higher

education institutions to increase their offer of micro - credentials. Forinstance, the Coimbra

Group of wuniversities and the German Rectletivs 8 Conf e
outlooks in which they express support for more flexible and modular programmes, and

for recognition by means of micro - credentials in the light of the current crisis. The use of

micro - credentials by higher education providers has the potential to f oster continuous

learning, tofill the knowledge and skills gap, to increase the efficiency of higher educ ation

systems, to encourage innovation in provision, and to reach a diverse group of learners

(BFUG, 2020).

The pandemichas increased theinterestof learners inmicro -credentials and massive
online open courses (MOOCs), with providers seeing an immense increase in course
enrolments compared with the same period in 2019. The number of sessions on MOOC
platforms have also increased in March 2020 when co mpared to February 2020 (see
below ). Potential learners are looking for additional learning opportunities that are
reasonably priced, of short durationand convenientto access.

Table 1. Sessions (in millions) on the most popular M OOC platforms
MOOC provider Sessions (in millions) !
Coursera 45 (up by 67%)
edX 19.2 (up by 52%)
FutureLearn 6.15 (up by 116%)

Source: Class Central, 2020.

Recent years have also seena growth in the number of policies and initiatives that

support  micro -credentialls . On 30 September 2020, the European Commission
presentedits visionforthe creation ofa European Education Area by 2025 2 and announced
concrete measures to achieve this along six dimensions. A European approach to micro -
credentialsis integralto achieving the second dimension oninclusion and gender equality.

AThe Commission will work towards the developm
Approachtomicro -credentials, to help widen learning opportunities and
strengthenthe role of higher education and vocational education and

! Number of sessions during March 2020 and perce ntage change from February 2020.
2 With a newCommunication on the European Education Area, the Commission proposes newinitiatives, more

investment and stronger cooperation of Member States to help all Europe ans, ofallages, benefit from the EU's
rich education and training offer. For more information, please see:
https://ec.europa.eule ducation/sites/ed ucation/files/d ocument -library -docs/eea -communication

sept2020_en.pdf
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training institutionsin lifelong learning by provi ding more flexible and
modul ar | earning opportunities. (¢é) The need f
inclusive learning paths has increased as the student population is
becoming more diverseand the learning needs more dynamic
(Eur opean Commission, 2020).0

OnlJuy 2020, the European Commission |l aunched the 0O0Ne
which places skills at the heart of the EU policy agenda. The Agendadevotes one of its 12

flagship actions to the importance of micro - credentials. Within the framework of the
Erasm us+ MICROBOL project, the Bologna Follow - Up Group tasked three working groups
withlooking at micro - credentials fromthe perspective of the key commitments within the

Bologna Process: (1) quality assurance, (2) recognition, and (3) qualification frameworks

and the European Credits Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS). As a result, the

project willexplore whetherand how the existing European Higher EducationArea (EHEA)

tools can be used or adaptedto be applicable to micro - credentials. Another importan t
development in relation to micro - credentials is the announcement of a Common
Microcredential Framework (CMF) by the European MOOC Consortium, whic h consists of

the main European MOOC platforms: FutureLearn, France Université Numérique (FUN),
OpenupED, Mi riadax and EduOpen.

Micro - credentials are beneficial as standalone certifications, to complement or supplement
degree programmes for greater employability, and to improve the level of lifelong learning.

Beyond this emerging consensus, challenges still exis tin terms of scaling up the use of
micro - credentials (seebelow).

Figure 1. Challenges to scaling up the use of micro -credentials
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None of the barriers mentioned above is insurmountable, and they can all be overcome if
Europeane ducators andpolicy makers adopt a coherentand consistent approach to micro
credentials.

In this context,

the mainobjectiveofthisreportis to provide abackgroundanalysis

that will inform the European Commission with regard to the developmert,
provis ionandrecognitionof micro - credentials . This willfeed

and analysis for a European approach to micro

intoa wider consultation

- credentials. The report focuses on the

higher education sector, but where relevant, it also extends to other sectors.

Thisrepo rt aims to answerthe following key research questions:

A

> >

A

If EU policy makers  create a European approach governing and harmonising the use
of micro - credentials, whichaspectsshould fallunder this approachand why? Is an

EU- levelapproach necessary?

What couldthe benefitsbe of the growing provision of micro

- credentials?

What notable practices exist in relation to implementing or governing the

implementationof micro - credentials?

What are the main obstacles to the provision of micro
educationand by othereducation providers?

Micro - credentials to support new learning pathways

- credentials in higher

To achieve the objective of supporting new learning pathways and to answer the main

research questions, thereport reviewsthe recentliterature

thatanalysesth e provision,

recognition and impact of micro - credentials. Second, it maps notable practices

relationto micro

most interesting of which are presented in boxes throughout the rep
these real -life examples of practices that have been successfully applied by higher
education institutions as well as other education providers, businesses and public
organisations, will allow stakeholders to move beyond abstract theor
encouragethe wideradoption of micro - credentials. Third, the report

studies

recognition of short learning courses and micro

- credentials. T his mapping has identifieda catalogue of best practices, the

ort. We believe that

etical ideas, and wil
providesthree case

that analyse recent notable practices concerning the design, delivery or

following cases:

A Digital solutions to validate micro

led by the organisation SURF in the Netherlands.

- credentials. Th e report looks at the

- credentials and provide an online visual
representation for themdudbadgesat gidioppgaida he

The inclusi on of micro -credentials in the New Zealand qualifications

framework

Micro - credentialling solutions implemented under the Erasmus+ European

Universities Initiative 3: the European Consortium of In

novative Universities

(ECIU) and the Y oung Universities fort he Future of Europe (Y UFE).

3 The aim of European Universities Initiative is to bring together a newgeneration of creative Europeans able o
cooperate across languages, borders and disciplines to address societal challenge:
Europe. For more information, please see: https://ec.europa.eu/educatio
education -arealeuropean -universities -initiative_en

s and skills shortages faced in

n/education -in-the -eu/european -

in

10
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Lastly, the report  presentsan analytical framework to answer the question as to the
contextsinwhich a European approach to micro - credentials could be beneficial, depending
onthe possible roles and purposes of micro -credentia Isinhighereducation. T he framework
presents threescenariosforthe use of micro - credentials , which are distinguished by
the contextinwhichrecognitionforamicro - credential is determined: (1) within one social
system (e.g. the educational system); ( 2) within two social systems (e.g. education and

the labour market); (3) within multiple systems with a high level of permeability, thus
facilitating truly rec ognised lifelong learning.

Box 1. Scenarios for the use of micro -credentials in higher education

Scenario 1: Recognition within one social system

Recognition among higher education institutions throughout Europe has been a clear

action line of the Bologna Process. In principle, the ECTS, a common system of credit
exchange, makes this easy to implement. Higher education tends to be organised in

similar ways throughout Europe, i.e. by academic semester, and with all higher education
institutions being subject toexternal quality assurance procedures. A more complex case
is the recognition of prior learning, i.e. where a learner has acquired knowledge and

skills before enrolling at their present higher education institution. Recognition of prior

learning aims to provide learners with alternative access routes into hig hereducation ff,
for instance, they have not attained the standard entrance examination or if learners

wishto have prior learning ac quired elsewhere recognised as part of their new c ourse of

study.

Scenario 2: Recognition within two social systems

It i s vitalthat the labour market is able to recognise what alearnerin higher education

has achieved. However, these two systems typically use different forms to describe an
individual 6s achievement s. I n t he past , h
achieve ment of an aggregate level of skills and knowledge. Criticism from employers
concerning a lack of detailed information has led to the introduction of the Diploma
Supplement, which is widely used within the European Higher Education Area. Micro -
credentials can also be used to provide detailed information describing the skills and
knowledge acquired by a learner. If they are to be understood and rec ognised both by

educational providers and by the labour market, they needtobe formulated ina common

language and use common standards. The idea behind ESCO 4 and the development of
the renewed Europass is to formulate such a common language.

Scenario 3: Recognition across all social systems

Scenario 3 will allow learners to follow more flexible pathways, moving betweenlabour
market activities, family and civic duties, and learning acquired through various

providers. This scenario places high demands upon the ecosystem created around the

micro - credentials, as it canonly really workwith a low level of frictioni nthe recognition
and communication of micro - credentials betweeneach of these social systems. It is
unlikely that this could be achieved simply through a combination of standards, technical

matching and Al - powered solutions, as recognitionis a social pro cessthat is highly
dependentonthe existence of trust - giving systems. It would require the kind of change

in the culture of rec ognition of skills and competenciesthatis encapsulatedby the term

4 The ESCO classification identifies and categorises skills, competences, qualifications and occupations relevant
to the EU labour market and to education and training.
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6open recognition6, i . e. t h e utcanes @amdrachieveoents o f
throughout life and in all fields.

The relative likelihood of the scenarios presented aboveis dependent on the future higher

education landscape. This landscape is determined ©b
t hroughout their |Iife. Peopleds | ives landworkngp | onger
lives are complex, multi - stageandnon - linear. Thus, highereducation institutions need to

provide different learning pathways that serve learners throughout the course of their

lifetimes. The analytical framework presents four learning pathw ay models for

higher education : (1) Tamagotchi; (2) Jenga; (3) Lego set; and (4) Transformers (see

figure and box below).

Figure 2. Four learning pathway models for higher education

Individual's lifespan

Model 1 - Tamagotchi (Status quo plus)
] -
Model 2 - Jenga
1 M 1—10 .
U ) U

Model 3 - Lego set

Box 2. Learning pathways in  higher education

Model 1: Tamagotchi

The learner has typically finished secondary schooling and progresses on to higher

education. Theyenrolin one institution and study relatively intensively fora period of 3 -
5 years, which leads to the completion of the higher education programme for which

t hey enrolled. Most of the individual 6s | ear
non - formal, and not directly linked to the first study programme.

Model 2: Jenga

The learner has typically finished secondary schooling and progresses on to higher
education. They studyrelatively intensivelyfora period of 3 years or less at one higher

12
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education institution. Throughout t hei r owledge e
via short learning programmes, possibly leading to micro - credentials (which might be
takenonline oron - campus). Together, these activities make up a complete programme

of study thatbalancesonthe one hand, foundational and transversal knowledge with 1
on the other i skills for upskiling and sideways -skilling, as requir
chosencareer pathway.

Model 3: Lego set

The learner is highly self - motivated and self -reliant, and wishes to piece together their
own full study programme t hemselves by taking advantage of the offerings available and
earing credentials from various education providers (online and on - campus). The
learner might also choose to earn additional credentials to change careers or upskill in
theircareerpath.

Model 4: Transformer

There is a |long break bet ween the | earneroés
may have included higher education) and a new learning period. They return to higher

education eitherto gain new foundational knowledge and skills , ortoincrease the level

of their formal education. They study relatively intensively for a period of 3 -5years to
complete this higher education programme, with the expectation of returning to or re -
entering the labour market.

Five policy  considerations

Our review suggests that the success of the European approach to micro - credentials wil
largely depend onthe extent to whichit ac hieves thefollowing key impacts:

A Increased trust inalternative credentials across all social systems: educat ion and
training, the labour market, and society.

A Enhanced transparency of learning outcomes achieved as a result of short
duration learning courses.

A Educationalinnovation being encouraged rather than hindered as a result of a
common approach.

A Flexibility  for all learners to choose and access the most individually suitable
learning pathways.

The main conclusions of the study, outlined below, could serve as inspiration for the

European Commission in designing a European approachto micro -credentials.
1. A Euro pean approach to micro - credentials should define the critical
information items that any micro - credential must provide.
The mapping of currently available micro - credentials revealed that they share several

common characteristics:

A Limted length of learning activities leading to a micro - credential : in higher
education, these are usually largerthan a single course, but less than a fulldegree.

A Labour market relevance : focusis on the delivery of specific knowledge, skills and
competencesthatare usefulin t he labour market.
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A Betteraccessto gaining skills: focusis on lifelong learing opportunities that are
reasonably priced, shortand convenientto access.

In terms of other characteristics, micro - credentials and related learning activities vary
quite widely. A European approachtomicro - credentials would benefitfroma list of critical
information items to be provided by all micro - credentials operating withi ~ n the European
framework. Having easily accessible, informative and comparable information items will
creategreatertrust and transparencywith regard to micro - credentials among employers,
guality assuranceagencies, qualification recognition bodies, highereducation institutions,
learners and other providers (e.g. private institutions, technical and vocational education

and training providers, companies, government agencies, non - profit organisations,
libraries and museums). The study identifies the fo llowing as a list of critical information
items to be provided by micro - credentials operating within the framework of a European
approach:

A Title of the micro -credential, which precisely signals the learning outcomes.

Provider ofthe course.

pN

Date when the m icro -credential was awarded.

b

Description  of the course content and its purpose.

b

Learning outcomes what the successful learner knows, understands and can do based
on this assessed learning.

How the learner has participated online, on -site, or both online an  d on -site.
Credits number of credits provided, if credit -bearing.

Time period  whenthe learning took place.

Any prerequisites thatwere required to begin the course.

Learning resources relevantfor the credential.

Type of assessment testing, application of a skill, portfolio, etc.

> > > > > > D>

Supervision and identity verification unsupervised with no identity verification,
supervised with no identity verification, supervised online, or on -site  with identity
verification.

Quality assurance the body ensuring the quality of the course.

Outcome for a successful learner admission to a degree programme, credit towards a
degree programme, certification or digital badge earned, number of credits.

A Integration / stackability options standalone, independent course / integrated,
stackable towards another credential.

2. In order to allow educational innovation and flexibility, a European
approachshould not prescribe or standardise the critical informationitems
too narrowly.

It may be tempting to define the critical informationitems in such a way that only certain

types of micro - credentials will be considered in line with the European approach. At first
glance, it may seem appropriate to say that the learning activities leadi ng to micro
credentials should, for example, encompass no fewer than three and no more than 10

ECTS, and thatthey must be quality - assured. However, our report revealed that any such
limits may hinder educational innovation and flexibility, and it is diffi cult to find grounds
for establishing such specific requirements. We therefore suggest establishing a list of

14
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critical items without specifying the particular values of these items. This would ensure

both trustand transparency with regard tomicro -credent ials without hindering educational
innovation and flexibility. Such an approachwould also enable Member States to develop

their own local approaches under this broad umbrella that align with its definitions and
terminology.

3. Worktowards a European digital solution to store micro - credentials.

The lackof digital solutions forthe validation, rec ognition and storage of micro - credentials
remains one of the obstacles to their wider uptake. While digital solutions have already

gained momentum as a means of prov iding online learning, and reliable ways exist to
organise its provision, digital solutions for storing micro - credentials (such as transcripts,
blockchain, learner verification and potential skills matc hing in recruitment), are promising,

but still nascent

Creating a European digital solution to store micro - credentials would be a strong step
towards the practical implementation of a European approach to micro - credentials. A
secure and flexible European digital solution for storing micro -credentialswouldc  ontribute
significantly to their transparency and increase trust in them. Current EU initiatives such
as the European Student Card Initiative ° Europass ° and ESCO classification ’ could be
brought togetherto build such a digital solution, which could becom e the standard across
Europe. ltis alsoimportant to ensure that any European digital solutions for storing micro -
credentials are:

A based on technologies that are secure, and whic h authenticate the identity of the

learner and protectthe certification from misuse or alterations.
A easyto share via different platforms (e.g. socialmedia, e - mail, blog, etc.).

A developedin such a way that European higher education institutions can easiy
integrate theminto their own institutional infrastructures.

4. Existingcrit  eria and measures for quality assurance mustbe renewed and
supplemented in orderto be fit for micro - credentials.

The establishment of quality assurance as a key element of higher educationis one of the
successes of the Bologna Process. There is aconsen sus that quality assurance is necessary
to ensure accountability, support enhancement and instil confidence in courses and
modules. In general, the standards and key elements that exist for formal rec ognitionand

quality assurance in higher educationcan a nd should be applicable to any new forms of
learning, certification and credentialisation.

Ideally, quality assurance of recognition procedures in the provision of higher education

should be carried out both internally and externally, to ensure that intern al quality
assuranceis in line with European standards (Nuffic, 2019). However, in some cases quality

assurance procedures and regulatory frameworks have not yet been adapted to faciltate

and monitor digital provision or emerging micro - credentials. The e xisting criteria and
measures used for quality assurance must be renewed and supplemented accordingly, to

®The European Student Card I nitiati vset owi |slhodpedv esli mp tahne o= laisnmeu s6+o rvix
enabling students to manage all ofthe administrative steps relating to their mobility period - before, during and

after their stay. For more information , please see: https://ec.europa.eu/education/education -in-the -

eu/european -student -card -initiative_en

 Europass provides a set of online tools and infor mation to manage learning and careers. For more informaton,

please see: https://europa.eu/europass/en

’ Formore information, please see: https://ec.europ  a.eu/esco/portal/home
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take appropriate account of digitalisation inteac hing and learning, and to ensure sec urity

and transparency for all learner groups. In summary: all c redit - bearing and stackable
micro - credentials must be aligned to a standardised and accepted quality assurance
process.

5. Seek opportunities to bring higher education institutions together with
employers so that they can find the best ways of designing and d elivering
micro - credentials.

We found that there are more c haracteristicsin whic h currently provided micro - credentials
differ, than in which they are similar. The two main characteristics that almost all micro -
credentials do have in common are that theya re used for fairly short coursesof learning,

and that they are relevant to the labour market. The latter characteristic indicates that

engagement between higher education institutions and employers is crucial to ensuring

that micro - credentials are valuabl e in the labour market. Currently, employers appear to

be somewhat left out of discussionsrelating to the design of a European approach to micro -

credentials. The European Commission, nationalgovernments and other key stakeholders

should look for ways to bring in the employer perspective i for example, by organising

di scussions with the key employersé associations suc
Business Europe; asking for the opinion of the European Economic and Social Committee;

and potentially suppo rting Erasmus+ projects that bring together higher education

institutionsand employers.
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Résumé analytique
Les micro - certificats gagnent du terrain

Le recours croissant aux micro - certificats est le résultat de I évolutionde la nature du
marchédu travail etde/lincertitudecroissantequant alaforme que prendrale travaila

lavenir. Il existe aujourd’hui moins « d'emplois a vie » et les employeurs exigent de la
flexibilité et des réactions rapides aux changements. Les mesures de confinement

intr oduites dans toute 'UE pour Iutter contre la pandémie de COVID - 19 ont eu un impact
considérable surle marché du travail européen, des milions de travailleurs ayant perdu

leur emploi ou ayant été placés sous des régimes de travail a court terme. Les micr o-
certificats sont particulierement utiles dans cette situation, car ils permettent un
(re)développement des compétences sur mesure, rapide et accessible .La crise
sanitaire pourrait étre loccasion pour les établissements d'enseignement supérieur

d'accroi tre leuroffre demicro - certificats. Parexemple, le Groupe d'universités de Coimbra

et la Conférence des recteurs d'université allemands (HRK) ont publié des perspectives
collectives dans lesquelles ils expriment leur soutien a des programmes plus flexibl es et
modulaires, et a la reconnaissance au moyen de micro - certificats dans le contexte de la
crise actuelle. L'utilisation de micro - certificats par les prestataires d'enseignement
supérieur peut permettre de favoriser la formation continue, combler le déf icit de
connaissances et de compétences, accroitre l'efficacité des systémes d'enseignement
supérieur, encourager linnovation entermes d'offre et atteindre des groupes d'apprenants

divers (BFUG, 2020).

La pandémie a accrulintérét des apprenants pourle s micro - certificats et les cours
en ligne ouverts et massifs (MOOC, de l'anglais Massive Online Open Courses). Les
prestataires ont constaté une augmentation considérable des inscriptions aux cours par

rapport a la méme période en2019. Le nombre de sessio ns surles plateformes de MOOC

a également augmenté en mars 2020 par rapport a février 2020 (voir Tableau 2). Les
apprenants potentiels recherchent des possibilités d'apprentissage supplémentaires a un

prix raisonnable, de courte durée et faciles d'acces.

Tableau 2. Sessions (en millions) des plateformes de MOOC les plus populaires

Prestataire de MOOC Sessions (en millions) 8
Coursera 45 (+67 %)

edX 19,2 (+52 %)
FutureLearn 6,15 (+116 %)

Source : Class Central, 2020.

Cesdernieres années ont égalementvu une augmentationdunombre de politiques et
d'initiatives en faveur des micro - certificats . Le 30 septembre 2020, la  Commission
européenne a présenté sa vision pour la création d'un espace européen de I'¢duc ation d'ici

2025 °, et a annoncé des mesures concrétes déclinées en six axes. L'élaboration d'une
approche européennedesmicro - certificats fait partie intégrantedud euxieme axe, a savor
linclusion et I'égalité des genres.

8 Nombre de sessions au cours du mois de mars 2020 et évolution en pourcentage par rapport a février 2020.

° Dans une nouvelle communication sur I'e space européen de I'éducation, la Commission propose de nouvelles

initiatives, davantage d'investissements et une coopération renforcée des Etats membres pour aider les

Européens de tous dges a bénéficier de lariche sse de 'offre d'enseignement et de formation de I'UE. P our plus
d'informations https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/educatio nffi les/document -library -docs/eea -
communication -sept2020_en.pdf
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« La Commissionvatravailler a I'élaboration d'une approche
européennedes micro  -certificats, afin de contribuer a étendreles
possibilités d'apprentissage et a renforcer le role des établissements
d'enseignement supérieur et de formation professionnelle dans
lapprentissage toutaulong de la vie, en offrantdes possibilités
d'apprentissage plus flexibles et modulaires. (...) Le besoin de parcours

d'apprentissage plus flexibles et plu s inclusifs s'accroita mesureque la
population étudiante se diversifie et que les besoins d'apprentissage
deviennent plus dynamiques (Commission européenne, 2020). »
Le 1° juillet 2020, la Commission européenne a lancé la « nouvelle stratégie en matiere
de compétences pour'Europe e, qui place |l es comp®t ences
de I'UE. Cettestratégie consacre l'une de ses 12 actionsphares alimportance desm icro -
certificats. Dans le cadre du projet Erasmus+ MICROBOL, le Groupe de suivi de Bologne a
chargé trois groupes de travail dexaminer les micro - certificats sous langle des
engagements clés du processusde Bologne : (1) l'assurancequalité, (2) lareconn aissance

et (3) les cadres de certification et le Systeme européen de transfert et d'accumulation de

crédits (ECTS). Enconséquence, le projet examinera si et comment les outils existantsde

'Espace européen de I'enseignement supérieur (EEES) peuvent étre utilisés ou adaptés
pour étre applicables aux micro - certificats. Autre développement important en relation

avec les micro - certificats, lannonce d'un cadre commun de micro - certificats (CMF, de
langlais Common Microcredential Framework ) par'European MOO  C Consortium, quiréunit
les principales plateformes européennes de MOOC . FutureLearn, France Université
Numériqgue (FUN), OpenupED, Miriadax et EduOpen.

Les micro - certificats sont utiles en tant que certifications autonomes, pour compléter ou
enrichirles programmes diplémants pour une plus grande employabilité, et pouraméliorer

le niveau de l'apprentissagetoutaulong de lavie. Au - dela de ce consensus émergent, des
défis subsistent quant a l'accroissement de lutilisation des micro - certificats (voir ci -
dessous).

au
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Figure 3. Défis a relever pour accroitre l'utilisation des micro -certificats

Aucun des obstacles mentionnés ci - dessus n'est insurmontable, et ils peuvent tous étre
franchis si les enseignants et les décideurs politiques européens adoptent une approche
cohérente etconstante des micro - certificats.

Dans ce contexte, l'objectif principal de ce rapport est de fournir une analyse de

fond qui informera la Commission européenne concernant I'élaboration, la

délivrance etla recon naissance des micro - certificats. Cette analyse s'inscrira dans
le cadre d'une consultation etd'une analyse plus larges en vue d'une approche européenne
desmicro - certificats. Le rapport se concentre surle secteurde l'enseignement supérieur,

mais le cas échéant,il s'étend également a d'autres secteurs.

Ce rapport vise a répondre aux principales questionsde recherche suivantes

A Siles décideurs politiques de I'UE créent une approche européenne régissant et

harmonisant lutilisation des micro - certificats , quels aspects devraient relever de
cetteapproche et pourquoi ? Une approcheauniveau de UE est - elle nécessaire ?

A Quels pourraient étre les avantages d'une offre croissante de micro - certificats  ?

A Quelles pratiques notables existent en matiére de mise en Tuvre ou de
gouvernance de | a mise-cefificaisunre des micro

A Quels sont les principaux obstacles a la délivrance de micro - certificats dans
I'enseignement supérieur et par d'autres prestataires de services éducatifs ?

Des micro - certificats pour so utenir les  nouveaux  parcours

d'apprentissage

Pour atteindre l'objectif de soutenir de nouveaux parcours dapprentissage et pour
répondre aux principales questions derecherche, le rapport passe enrevuelalittérature
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Commission
récente quianalyseladélivrance,la reconnaissance etlimpact desmicro - certificats. Puis,
il dresse la carte des pratiques notables en matiere de micro - certificats. Cette

cartographie a permis d'identifier un catalogue de bonnes pratiques, dont les plus
intéressantes sont présentées dans d es encadrés tout au long du rapport. Nous pensons
gue ces exemples concrets de pratiques appliquées avec succes par des établissenents
d'enseignement supérieur ainsi que par d'autres prestataires de services éducatifs, des

entreprises et des organisations publigues, permettront aux parties prenantes de dépasser

les idées théoriques abstraites et encourageront une plus large adoption des micro -

certificats. Le rapport ~ fournit ensuite trois études de cas qui analysent les pratiques

notables récentes en matiere d'élaboration, de délivrance ou de reconnaissance de

formations de courte durée et de micro - certificats. Le rapport se penche sur les cas

suivants

A Des solutions numériques pour valider les micro - certificats et leur fournir une

représentation visuelle en ligne, a l'exemple des  « edubadges » . Ce projet est
mené par lorganisation SURF aux Pays - Bas.

A Linclusionde micro -certificatsdansle cadrenéo -zélandais de qualifications

A Des solutions de micro -certification mises en Tuvre dans
linitiativ.n e Erasmus+ « Universités européennes »1%: le Consortium

européen d'universités innovantes (ECIU, de langlais European Consortium of

Innovative Universities ) etl'Alliance desjeunes universités pourl'avenirde 'Europe

(YUFE, del'anglais Young Universities forthe Future of Europe ).

Enfin, le rapport  présente un cadre analytique afin de déterminerdans quels contextes
une approche européenne des micro - certificats pourrait étre bénéfique, en fonction des

roles et objectifs possibles des micro - certificats dans l'enseignement supérieur. Le cadre
présente trois scénarios pour l'utilisation des micro - certificats , qui se distinguent
par le contextedans lequella reconnaissance d'un micro - certificat est déterminée :(Dau
sein d'un méme systeme social (par exemple, le systeme éducatif) ; (2) au sein de deux
systemes sociaux (par exemple, 'enseignement et le marché du travail) ; (3) au sein de
systemes multiples avec un niveau élevé de perméabilité, facilitant ainsiun apprentissage
toutaulong dela  vie véritablement reconnu.

Encadré 3. Scénarios relatifs a l'utilisation des micro -certificats dans I'enseignement supérieur

Scénario 1 : Reconnaissance au sein d'un méme systéme social

La reconnaissance parmi les établissements d'enseignement supérieur dans toute

'Europe a constitué une ligne d'action claire du processus de Bologne. En principe,

| " ECTS, un Ssyst me commun d' ®c hange de cr
L'enseignement su périeurtend a étre organisé de maniere similaire dans toutel'Europe,

c'est -a-dire par semestre universitaire, et tous les établissements d'enseignement

supérieur sont soumis a des procédures externes d'assurance qualité. Le cas de la
reconnaissance des a cquis antérieurs, c'est -a-dire lorsqu'un apprenant a acquis des
connaissances et des compétences avant de s'inscrire dans son établissement
d'enseignement supérieur actuel, s'avere plus complexe. La reconnaissance des acquis

10 L'objectif de l'initiative « Universités européennes  »estde réunirune nouvelle génération d'Européens créatifs
capables de coopérer dans différentes langues, au -dela des frontiéres et des dis ciplines, afin de relever les défis
sociétaux de I'Europe et de combler les pénuries de compétences auxquelles elle est confrontée. Pour plus
d'informations  : https://ec.europa.eul/education/education -in-the - eu/feuropean -education -areal/european -
universities -initiative_fr
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antérieurs vise a offrir aux ap prenants des voies d'acces alternatives a l'enseignement
supérieur si, par exemple, ils n'ont pas réussi l'examen d'entrée standard ou s'ils
souhaitent faire reconnaitre des acquis antérieurs dans le cadre de leur nouveau
programme d'études.

Scénario 2 : Reconnaissance ausein de deux systemes sociaux

Il est essentiel que le marché du travail soit en mesure de reconnaitre les acquis dun
apprenant de lenseignement supérieur. Toutefois, ces deux systemes utilisent
généralement des formes différentes pour décrire les qualifications d'un individu. Dans
le passé, lenseignement supérieur a documenté l'acquisition d'un niveau global de
compétenceset de connaissances. Les critiques des employeurs concernant le manque
d'informations détaillées ont conduit a l' ntroduction du supplément au dipléme, qui est
largement utilisé dans I'Espace européen de l'enseignement supérieur. Les micro -
certificats peuvent également étre utilisés pour fournir des informations détaillées
décrivant les compétences et les connaissance s acquises par un apprenant. Afin quiils
soient compris et reconnus a la fois par les prestataires de services éducatifs et par le

marché du travall, ils doivent étre formulés dans un langage commun et utiliser des

normes communes. L'idée qui sous -tend 'E SCO™ et le développement du nouvel
Europass est de formuler un tellangage commun.

Scénario 3 : Reconnaissance au sein de tous les systemes sociaux

Le scénario 3 permettra aux apprenants de suivre des parcours plus flexibles,
conjuguantles activités du marc hé dutravall, les devoirs familiaux et civiques, ainsi que
l'apprentissage acquis aupres de divers prestataires. Ce scénario impose des exigences
élevées a l'écosysteme créé autour des micro - certificats, car il ne peut réellement
fonctionner qu'avec u n faible niveau de friction quant a la reconnaissance et la
communication des micro - certificats entre chacun des systémes sociaux. Il est peu
probable que ceci puisse étre réalisé par une simple combinaison de normes,
d'appariement tec hnigue et de solution s basées surl'lA, carla reconnaissance est un
processussocial quidépend fortement de l'existence de systéemes de confiance. La mise

en place de ce scénario nécessiterait une évolution de la culture de reconnaissance des
aptitudes et des compétences vers ce que l'on appelle la «  reconnaissance ouverte  »,
c'est - a-dire lareconnaissance de tous les résultats et réalisations de I'apprentissage tout

au long de la vie et dans tous les domaines.

La probabilité relative des scénarios présentés ci - dessus dépend du futur paysage de
l'enseignement supérieur. Ce paysage est déterminé par le parcours d'apprentissage d'un

individu tout aulong de savie. La vie privée et professionnelle n'est plus linéai re, elle est
devenue complexe et multi - étape. Les établissements d'enseignement supérieur doivent

donc proposerdifférents parcours d'apprentissage quisoient utiles auxapprenantstout au

long de leur vie. Le cadre analytique présente quatre modeles de pa rcours
d'apprentissage pour I'enseignement supérieur : (1) Tamagotchi ;(2) Jenga ; (3)
Lego ; et (4) Transformers (voirfigure et encadré ci -dessous).

M La classification ESCO recense et catégorise les aptitudes, les compétences, les certifications et les profession S
pertinentes pour le marché du travail, I'enseignement et la formation au seinde I'UE.
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Figure 4. Quatre modeles de parcours d'apprentissage pour I'enseignement supérieur

Durée de vie d'un individu

Modéle 1 - Tamagotchi (Statu quo plus)
-] -
Modéle 2 - Jenga
) N .
) _J U

Modéle 3 - Lego

Encadré 4. Parcours d'apprentissage dans I'enseignement supérieur

Modéle 1 : Tamagotchi
L'apprenant a généralement termné ses études secondaires et progresse vers

l'enseignement supérieur. Il s'inscrit dans un établissement et étudie de maniére
relativement intensive pendant une période de 3 a5 ans, cequilui permet de terminer
le programme d'enseignement supérieur auquel il s'est inscrit. L'essentiel de

l'apprentissage individuel a lissue de ce premier bloc est informel et non formel, et n'est

pas directement lié au premier programme d'études.

Modele 2 : Jenga

L'apprenant a généralement terminé ses études secondaires et progresse vers
l'enseignement supérieur. Il étudie de maniere relativement intensive pendant une
période de 3 ans ou moins dans un établissement d'enseignement supérieur. Tout au

long de savie, cet apprenant « enrichit »ses connaissances par le biais de programmes
d'apprentissage de courte durée, pouvant déboucher sur des micro - certifica ts (qui
peuvent étre obtenus en ligne ou sur site). Ensemble, ces activités constituent un

programme d'études complet quiéquilibre, d'une part, les connaissancesfondamentales

et transversales et, d'autre part, les compétences nécessaires a l'amélioration des
compétences et a l'acquisition de compétences transversales, en fonction du parcours
professionnel choisipar l'apprenant.
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Modele 3 :Llego

L'apprenant est trées motivé et autonome, et souhaite élaborer lui -méme son propre
programme d'études complet e n profitant des offres disponibles et en obtenant des
certificats auprés de différents prestataires de services éducatifs (en ligne et sur site).
L'apprenant peut également choisir d'obtenir des certificats supplémentaires pour
changerde carriere ouaméli  orer ses compétencesdans son parcours professionnel.

Modele 4 : Transformers

L'apprenant marque une longue pause entre sa péeriode de scolarisation et de formation
initiale (enseignement supérieur compris) et une nouvelle période d'apprentissage.
L'appre nant retourne dans l'enseignement supérieur soit pour acquérir de nouvelles
connaissances et compétences de base, soit pour augmenter le niveau de son
enseignement formel. Il étudie de maniere relativement intensive pendant une période

de 3 a5 ans pourte rminer ce programme d'enseignement supérieur, dans l'espoir de
retournersur le marc hé du travailou de le réintégrer.

Cing considérations politiques

Notre étude suggére que le succes de l'approche européenne en matiere de micro
certificats dépendra  largement de la portée desimpacts cléssuivants

A Confiance accrue dans les certificats alternatifs au sein de tous les systenes
sociaux :enseignement et formation, marché dutravailet société.

A Plus grande transparence des résultats d'apprentissage obtenus par le biais de
formations de courte durée.

A Encouragement plutét qu'entrave de I innovation en matiére d'enseignement
grace aune approchecommune.

A Flexibilité  permettant a tous les apprenants de choisir et d'accéder aux parcours
d'apprentissageles mieux adaptésaleurs besoins.

Les principales conclusions de Iétude, présentées ci - dessous, pourraient servir
d'inspiration a la Commission européenne dans I'élaboration d'une approche européenne
desmicro - certificats.

1. Une approche européenne des micro - certificats devrait définir les
éléments d'information essentiels que tout micro - certificat doit fournir.
La cartographie des micro - certificats actuellement disponibles a révélé que ceux -Ci

partagent plusieurs caractéristiqu escommunes

A Durée limitée des activités d'apprentissage menant & un micro - certificat : dans
I'enseignement supérieur, ces activités sont généralement plus importantes quun
seul cours, mais moins qu'un diplome complet.

A Pertinence par rapport au marché du travail : laccentest mis sur la transmission
de connaissances, d'aptitudes et de compétences spécifiques qui sont utiles surle
marché du travail.

A Meilleur acces a l'acquisition de compétences : laccent est mis sur les possibilités
d'apprentissagetout  aulong de la vie, a un prix raisonnable, de courte durée et
faciles d'acces.
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Pour ce qui est des autres caractéristiques, les micro - certificats et les actiiés
d'apprentissage associées affichent des divergences importantes. Une approche
européenne des  micro - certificats bénéficierait d'une liste d'éléments dinformation

essentiels a fournir par tous les micro - certificats opérant dans le cadre européen. Le fait
de disposer d'éléments d'information facilement accessibles, informatifs et comparables
créera une plus grande confiance et une plus grande transparence vis - a-vis des micro -

certificats parmi les employeurs, les agences d'assurance qualité, les organismes de
reconnaissance des qualifications, les établissements d'enseignement supérieur, les
apprenant s etles autres prestataires (parexemple, les institutions privées, les prestataires
d'enseignement et de formation techniques et professionnels, les entreprises, les agences
gouvernementales, les organisations a but non lucratif, les bibliothéques et les Musées).
L'étude identifie les éléments suivants comme une liste d'informations essentielles a fournir

parles micro - certificatsopérantdans le cadre d'une approche européenne :

A Intitulé  du micro -certificat, signalant précisément les résultats de l'appre ntissage.

A Prestataire du cours.

A Date d'obtention du micro  -certificat.

A Description  du contenu du cours et de son objectif.

A Résultats de l'apprentissage . ce que l'apprenant sait, comprend et est capable de
réaliser sur la base de 'apprentissage évalué.

A Mode de participation de I'apprenant :en ligne, sur site, ou a la fois en ligne et sur
site.

A Crédits : nombre de crédits fournis, le cas échéant.

A Période aucours de laquelle 'apprentissage a eu lieu.

A Eventuels pré requis nécessaires pour suivre le cours.

A Ressources d'apprentissage pertinentes pour le certificat.

A Type d'évaluation , application d'une compétence, portfolio, etc.

A Supervision et vérification d'identité . non supervisé sans Vérification d'identité,
supervisé sa ns vérification d'identité, supervisé en ligne ou sur site avec vérification
d'identité.

A Assurance qualité : organisme qui assure la qualité du cours.

A Résultatobtenu par I'apprenant :admission a un programme dipldmant, crédit pour
un programme dipldmant, certification ou badge numérique obtenu, nombre de crédits.

A Intégration / options de cumul . cours autonome, indépendant / intégré, cumulable

pour un autre certificat.

2. Aiin de permettre I'innovation et la flexibilité en matiére d'enseignement,
une appro che européenne ne devrait pas prescrire ou standardiser les
éléments d'information essentiels de maniére trop restrictive.

Il peut étre tentant de définir les éléments d'information essentiels de maniere a ce que
seuls certains types de micro - certificats soient considérés conformes a l'approche
européenne. A premiére vue, il peut sembler approprié de dire que les actiiés
d'apprentissage menant a des micro - certificats devraient, par exemple, comprendre pas

mo ins de trois et pas plus de 10 ECTS, et qu'elles doivent faire l'objet d'une assurance
gualité. Cependant, notre rapportrévele que detelles limites peuvent entraver linnovation

et la flexibilité en matiére d'enseignement, et qu'il est difficile de justi fier l'établissement
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d'exigences aussi spécifiques. Nous suggérons donc d'établir une liste d'éléments
essentiels sanspréciserles valeurs particulieres de ceséléments. Cecigarantiraitala fois

la confiance et latransparencevis -a-visdes micro -certif icats, sans entraverlinnovation et
la flexibilité en matiere d'enseignement. Une telle approche permettrait également aux

Etats membres de développer leurs propres approches locales au sein d'un cadre
définitionnel et terminologique commun.

3. Travaliller a une solution numérique européenne pour stocker les micro -
certificats.

Le manque de solutions numériques pour la validation, la reconnaissance et le stockage

des micro - certificats reste un obstacle a leur adoption a grande échelle. Alors que les
solutions n umériques ont déja pris de lampleur en tant qu'outils d'apprentissage en ligne

et qu'l existe des moyens fiables d'organiser l'offre, les solutions numériques pour le

stockage desmicro - certificats (relevésde notes, blockchain, vérification de l'apprena nt et
adéquation des compétences pour le recrutement) sont prometteuses, mais encore
naissantes.

La création d'une solution numérique européenne pour le stockage des micro - certificats

serait un pas important vers | a mise eapéehnedes e prat i
micro - certificats. Une solution numérique européenne sécurisée et flexible pour le stockage

des micro -certificats contribuerait de maniére significative a leur transparence et

augmenterait la confiance en eux. Les initiatives actuelles de 'UE , telles que la carte

d'étudiant européenne 2, I'Europass *® et la classification ESCO !, pourraient étre réunies

pour mettre en place une telle solution numérique, qui pourrait devenirla norme dans

toute I'Europe. Il est également important de veiller a ce g ue toute solution numeérique

européenne de stockage des micro - certificats soit

A basée sur des technologies sécurisées qui authentifient lidentité de lapprenant et
protegentla certification contreles abus ou les altérations.

A facile a partagervia différentes plateformes (par exemple les médias sociaux, le
courrier électronique, les blogs, etc.).

A développée de telle sorte que les établissements d'enseignement supérieur
européens puissent facilement lintégrer dans leurs propres infra structures
institutionnelles.

4. Les criteres et mesures existants en matiére d'assurance qualité doivent
étre renouveléset complétés afin d'étre adaptés aux micro - certificats.

L'établissement de l'assurance qualité comme élément clé de I'enseignement supéri eurest
l'un des succesduprocessusde Bologne. Il existe unconsensus surle fait que l'assurance

gualité est nécessaire pour garantir la responsabilité, soutenir 'amélioration et inspirer
confiancedans les cours et les modules. De maniére générale, le snormes et les éléments
clés existants pour la reconnaissance formelle et lassurance qualité dans l'enseignermrent

2 L'initiative relative & la carte d'étudiant e uropéenne développeraun « guichetunique »enlignevial'applicaton
mobile Erasmus+, permettant aux étudiants de gére r toutes les démarches administratives relatives a leur
période de mobilité - avant, pendant et aprés leur séjour. Pour plus d'infomatons
https://ec. europa.eu/education/education -in-the -eu/european -student -card - initiative_fr

3 Europass fournit un ensemble d'outils et d'informations en ligne pour gérer l'apprentissage et la vie
professionnelle. Pour plus d'informations . https://europa.eu/europass/fr

4 Pour plus d'informations : https://ec.europa.eu/esco/portal/home
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supérieur peuvent etdevraient étre applicables a toute nouvelle forme d'apprentissage, de
certification et de délivrancede titres.

Idéaleme nt, lassurance qualité des procédures de reconnaissance dans loffre
d'enseignement supérieur devrait étre réalisée a la fois en interne et en externe, afin de

garantir sa conformité aux normes européennes (Nuffic, 2019). Toutefois, dans certains

cas, les procédures d'assurance qualité et les cadres réglementaires n'ont pas encore été
adaptéspourfaciliter et contréler I'offre numérique ou les micro - certificatsémergents. Les
criteres et mesures existants utilisés pour l'assurance qualité doivent étre ren ouveks et
complétés en conséquence, afin de prendre en compte de maniere appropriée la
numérisation de l'enseignement et de lapprentissage, et garantir la sécurité et la
transparence pour tous les groupes d'apprenants. En résumé : tous les micro - certific ats
porteurs de créditset cumulables doivent étre alignés surun processus d'assurance qualité
standardisé etaccepté.

5. Chercher des possibilités de mettre en contact les établissements
d'enseignementsupérieuretles employeurs afinqu'ils puissenttrouve rles
meilleurs moyens de concevoir et de délivrer des micro - certificats.

Nous avons constaté que les micro - certificats actuellement délivrés présentent davantage

de caractéristiques divergentes que de caractéristiques similaires. Les deux principales

cara ctéristiques communes a la grande majorité des micro - certificats sont leur utilisation
dans des apprentissages assez courts et leur pertinence pour le marché du travail. Cette

derniére caractéristique indique que I'engagement entre établissements d'enseign ement
supérieur et employeurs est crucial pour garantir la valeur des micro - certificats sur le
marché du travail. Actuellement, les employeurs semblent étre quelque peu laissés de cété

dans les discussions relatives a I'élaboration d'une approche européenn e des micro -
certificats. La Commission européenne, les gouvernements nationaux et les autres acteurs

clés devraient chercher des moyens dintégrer la perspective des employeurs T par
exemple, en organisant des discussions avec les principales associations d'employeurs
telles gUEUROCHAMBRES, SMEunited et Business Europe ; en sollicitant l'avis du Comité
économique et social européen ; et éventuellement en soutenantles projets Erasmus+qui
réunissent établissements d'enseignement supérieur et employeurs.
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Kurzfassung
Micro -Credentials im Aufwind
Der Arbeitsmarkt befindet sichim Wandel und die Unsicherheit, wie Arbeit in Zukunft
aussehen wird, nimmt zu. Deshalb setzen immer rTlehr Menschen auf Micro - Credentials.
Heut e gibt es weniger Alebenslange Jobsi und Arbeit
schnelle Anpassung an Veranderungen. Die Lockdown -Mal3nahmen, die in der gesamten

EU aufgrund der COVID -19-Pandemie ergriffen wurden, haben den europaischen
Arbeitsmarkt hart getroffen und dafir gesorgt, dass Milionen Arbeitnehmer ihre Arbeit

verloren haben oder in Kurzarbeit gehen mussten. Micr 0- Credentials sind in dieser
Situation besonders hilfreich, weil sie eine malf3geschneiderte, schnelle und
zugangliche Fort - und Weiterbildung ermdoglichen . Den Hochschuleinric htungen
bietet die COVID - 19-Pandemie die Chance, ihr Angebot im Bereich der Micro - Credentials
auszubauen.  So haben  beispielsweise die Coimbra - Gruppe und die
Hoc hschulrektorenkonferenz (HRK) gemeinsame Empfehlungen veroffentlic ht, in denen sie

sich angesichts der aktuellen Krise fir flexiblere und starker modular aufgebaute

Studiengange u nd die Anerkennung von Kompetenzen durch Micro - Credentials
aussprechen. Wenn Hochschuleinrichtungen Micro - Credentials anbieten, kann dies
lebenslanges Lernen fordern, Qualifikations - und Kompetenzliicken schlie3en, die Effizienz

des Hochschulbildungssystems  verbessern, Innovationen ermutigen und eine vielfaltigere
Gruppe von Lernenden erreichen (BFUG, 2020).

Durch die Pandemie interessieren sie Lernende verstarkt  furMicro - Credentials und
offene Online - Lehrveranstaltungen (MOOC), wassich auch in einem stark en Nutzeranstieg
bei den AnbieternimVergleich zumgleichen Zeitraumim Jahr 2019 zeigt. Noc h deutlicher

ist der Anstieg der Nutzung von MOOC - Plattformen zwisc hen Februar 2020 und Marz 2020
(siehe Tabelle 3). Potenzielle Lernende suchen nach zusétzlichen Lernangeboten, die nicht

zu viel kostenund von kurzer Dauer und leic ht zugénglich sind.

Tabelle 3. Abrufe von Lerninhalten (in Millionen) auf den beliebtesten MOOC - Plattformen
MOOC - Anbieter Abrufe von Lerninhalten (in Millionen) »
Coursera 45 (Steigerung um 67%)
edX 19,2 (Steigerung um 52%)

FutureLearn 6,15 (Steigerung um 116%)

Quelle: Class Central, 2020.

In den letzten Jahres gab es aul3erdem immer mehr politische MaRnahmen und
Initiativen, die Micro - Credentials fordern . Am 30. September 2020 stellte die
Europaische Kommission ihre Vision zur Vollendung des europdischen Bildungsraums bis
2025 vor % und kundigte dazu konkrete MaRnahmenin sechs Dimensionen an. Dabeispielt

ein europdaischer Ansatz imBereich der Micro - Credentials insbesondere beider Umsetzung
der zweiten Dimension Alnklusion und Gleichstellung
Rolle .

5 Anzahl der Abrufe im Marz 2020 und prozentuale Veranderung zum Februar 2020.

6 In der neuen Mitteilung zum europaischen Bildungsraum schlagt die Kommission neue Initiativen, mehr
Investitionen und einer verstarkte Zusammenarbeit der Mitgliedstaaten vor, die es Europaern jeden Alters
erleichtern, die reichhaltigen Angebote der allgemeinen un d beruflichen Bildungin der EU zu nutzen. Weitere
Informationen unter: https://leur -lex.europa.eu/legal
content/DE/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52020DC06 25&from=EN
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ADie Kommission wird (...) auf die Entwicklung
Ansatzesfur Micro -Credentials hinarbeiten, um dazu beizutragen, die
Lernmaglichkeiten zu erweitern und die Rolle der Hochschul - und
Berufshildungseinrichtungen beim lebenslangen Lernen durchflexiblere
und modulare Lernoptionen zu starken. (...) Der Bedarf anflexibleren
und inklusiveren Bildungswegenist gestiegen, da die Population der
Studierendenimmer vielfaltigerwird und die Lernbedirfnisse

dynamischer werdeni ( Euan@02®i sche Kommi ss

Am1l. Juli 2020 stellte die Kommission die ANeue Europ*
das Thema Kompetenzen ins Zentrumder politischen Agenda der EU ruckt. Eine der 12

Leitinitiativen der Agenda beschéftigt sich mit der Bedeutung von Micro - Cre dentials. Im

Rahmen des durch Erasmus+ gef°rderten Projekts AMIC
Up- Gruppe drei Arbeitsgruppendamit beauftragt, Micro - Credentials aus der Perspektive

der wichtigsten Ziele des Bologna - Prozesses zu untersuchen: (1) Qualitatssic herung,

(2) Anerkennung, (3) Qualifikationsrahmenund das Européisc he Systemzur Anrechnung

von Studienleistungen (ECTS). Das Projekt soll untersuchen, ob und wie die bestehenden

Instrumente des Europaischen Hoc hschulraums (EHR) fiir Micro - Credentials genut  zt oder
an diese angepasstwerdenkdnnen. Eine weitere wichtige Entwicklung in Bezug auf Micro -
Credentials ist die Ankiindigung eines Gemeinsamen Rahmens fir Micro - Credentials (CMF)

durch das Europdische MOOC -Konsortium, dem die grol3ten europdischen MOOC -
Plattformen angehdren, namlich FutureLearn, France Université Numérique (FUN),
OpenupED, Miriadax und EduOpen.

Micro - Credentials sind sinnvoll als eigenstandige Kompetenznachweise, zur Erganzung

oder Vervollstandigung von Studiengéngen, die die Beschéaftigung sfahigkeit verbessem,
und fur mehr Qualitat beim lebenslangen Lernen. Obwohl sich diese Erkenntnis derzeit
durchsetzt, ist die breitflachigen Umsetzung von Micro - Credentials weiterhin schwierg
(siehe unten).
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Abb. 5. Herausforderungen beider grof3flachigen Verwendung von Micro -Credentials

Keines deroben genannten Hindernisse ist uniiberwindlich. Sie alle lassen sich beseitigen,

wenn europdische Bildungstrager und Politiker in Bezug auf Micro - Credentials einen
stimmig en und einheitlichen Ansatz verfolgen.

In diesem Zusammenhang besteht das wichtigste Ziel dieses Berichts darin, eine
Hintergrundanalyse zu erstellen, die der Europdischen Kommission bei der

Entwicklung, Bereitstellung und Anerkennung von Micro - Credentials als
Faktengrundlage dienen kann . Seine Ergebnisse flieRen darlber hinaus in die
allgemeine Diskussion und Analyse eines europaischen Ansatzes in Bezug auf Micro -
Credentials ein. Der Beric ht konzentriert sichauf den Hochschulbereich, berticksichtigt aber
auchrelevante Aspekte inanderen Sektoren.

Der Bericht orientiert sich an den folgenden Forschungsfragen:

A Wenndie EU - Politikeinen europaischen Ansatz entwickelt, mit demdie Verwendung
vonMicro - Credentials reguliert und harmonisiert wird, welche Aspekte sollte dieser
Ansatz regulieren und warum? Ist ein Ansatz auf EU - Ebene erforderlich?

™

Welche Vorteile hatte es, wenn mehrMicro - Credentials angebotenwiirden?

™

Welche beachtenswerten Verfahren zur Umsetzung oder Regulierung von Micro -
Credentials gibt es?

A Was sind die wichtigsten Hindemnisse fiir die Verwendung von Micro - Credentials an
den Hochschulen und beianderen Bildungsanbietern?

Micro - Credentials zur Forderung neuer Lernwege

Um die Férderung neuer Lernwege zu ermdglichen und die genannten Forschungsfragen
zu beantworten, fasstderBerichtdie aktuelle Forschungsliteraturzusammen , die
Angebot, Anerkennung und Auswirkungen von Micro - Credentials analysiert. Zweitens
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kartografier  ter bestehende Verfahren in Bezug auf Micro - Credentials. Das Ergebnis
der Kartografierung ist ein Katalog bewahrter Verfahren, von denen die interessantesten

in verschiedenen Abschnittendes Beric hts in Textfeldern vorgestellt werden. Wir glauben,

dass di ese Praxisbeispiele, die von Hochschulen und anderen Bildungsanbietem,
Unternehmen und o6ffentlichen Einrichtungen bereits erfolgreich eingesetzt wurden, es
betroffenen Akteuren erlauben, abstrakte Ideen praktisch umzusetzen und verstarkt Micro -
Credentials zunutzen. Drittens enthalt der Beric ht dreiFallstudien , die aktuelle Verfahren
bei der Entwicklung, Umsetzung und Anerkennung von kurzen Lehrgdnge und Micro -
Credentials analysieren. Der Beric ht untersucht die folgenden Fallbeispiele:

A Dievom Pr oj e k tu bfaeddy eestivickelten digitalen Lésungen, mit denen sich
Micro - Credentials bestatigen und online visuell darstellen lassen. Das Projekt wird
von der niederlandisc hen Organisation SURF geleitet.

A Die Eingliederung von Micro -Credentials in den Qualifikationsr ahmen in
Neuseeland

A Die Loésungen zur Nutzung von Micro - Credentials, die im Rahmen der
Initiative AEurop2ische Hochschul enhi des Pro
umgesetztwurden 17 European Consortiumof Innovative Universities (ECIU) und
Y oung Universities forthe Futur e of Europe (Y UFE).

AbschlieRendstellt der Beric ht einen Analyserahmen vor, derzeigt, inwelchemKontext

ein europaischer Ansatz in Bezug auf Micro - Credentials hilfreich ware, je nachdem in
welcher Funktion und zu welchem Zweck Micro - Credentials in der H ochschulbildung
genutzt werden. Der Rahmen identifiziert drei Szenarienfir die Nutzung von Micro -
Credentials ,die sichdarin unterscheiden, in welchemKontext Giber die Anerkennung von

Micro - Credentials entschieden wird: (1) innerhalb eines gesellsc hattlic hen Systems (z. B.
dem Bildungssystem), (2) in zwei gesellschaftlichen Systemen (z. B. Bildung und
Arbeitsmarkt); (3) in mehreren Systemenmit einer hohen Durc hlassigkeit, die eine echte

Anerkennung von lebenslangemLernen ermiglic ht.

Textfeld 5. Szenarien fur die Nutzung von Micro -Credentials in der Hochschulbildung

Szenario 1: Anerkennung in einem gesellschaftlichen System

Die wechselseitige Anerkennung zwischen Hochschulen in ganz Europa gehdrt schon

immer zu den klaren Wirkungsweisen des Bologna - Prozesses. Grundsatzlich lasst sich
dies durch die ECTS, das einheitliche Systemzur Ubertragung von Studienleistungen,

leicht um setzen. Die Hochschulbildung ist in ganz Europa rec ht ahnlich organisiert, z. B.

in akademischen Semestern und mit Verfahren zur externen Qualitatskontrolle aller
Hochschuleinrichtungen. Konplizierter ist dagegen die Anerkennung friherer
Lernleistungen, z.  B. der Fahigkeiten und Kompetenzen, die Lernende bereits vor der
Aufnahme in die Hochschule erworben haben. Durch die Anerkennung frihere
Lernleistungen sollen Lernenden alternative Wege in die Hochschulbildung eroffnet
werden, wenn sie beispielsweise nic ht die regulare Priifung zur Hochschulreife abgelegt

7 7iel der Initiative AEurop@ische Hochschulenfi ist es, eine neu
Europaer zusammenzubringen, die in der Lage sind, in verschiedenen Sprachen, Gber Lander - und
Fachgebietsgrenzen hinwe g zusammenzuarbeiten, um die gro3en gesellschaftlichen Herausforderungen und den

Fachkraftemangel, mit denen Europa konfrontiert ist, zu bewaltigen. Weitere Informationen unter.
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education -in-the -eu/european -education -area/european -universities -

initiative_de
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haben oder bereits erworbene Kompetenzen als Teil ihres neuen Studiengangs
anerkennen lassenwollen.

Szenario 2: Anerkennung in zwei gesellschaftlichen Systemen

Es ist aul3erst wichtig, dass der Arbeitsm arkt erkennen kann, was der Lernende in der
Hochschulbildung erreicht hat. Allerdings verwenden die beiden Systeme in der Regel
unterschiedliche Formate, um die Kompetenzen eines Menschen zu beschreiben. Friher
haben Hoc hschulen bestétigt,dassderLermnend e ein Gesamtniveauan Kompetenzen und
Wissen erreicht hat. Weil die Arbeitgeberdas Fehlen detaillierter Informationen kritisiert

haben, wurde der Diplomzusatz eingefiihrt, der im europaischen Hochschulraum
inzwischen weit verbreitet ist. Auch Micro - Credent ials kdnnen dazu verwendet werden,
detaillierte Informationen Uber die von dem Lernenden erworbenen Kompetenzen und
Kenntnisse zu vermitteln. Wenn sie sowohl von Bildungsanbietern als auch vom
Arbeitsmarkt verstanden und anerkannt werden sollen, miissen sie in einer einheitliche
Terminologie formuliert sein und einheitliche Standards nutzen. Die Idee hinter der
ESCO- Klassifikation ® und der Entwicklung des neuen Europass ist es, eine solche
einheitliche Terminologie zu definieren.

Szenario 3: Anerkennung in allen gesellschaftlichen Systemen

Das Szenario 3 ertffnet Lernenden besonders flexible Lernwege und ermbglic ht esihnen,

zwisc hen Tatigkeiten auf demArbeitsmarkt, der Familie und staatsburgerlichen Pflichten
zuwechseln und Kompetenzen beiunterschiedlic hen Anbietern zu erwerben. Beidiesem
Szenario muss das fir Micro - Credentials entwickelte Okosystem besonders hoc hwertig
sein, weil es nur dann richtig funktionieren kann, wenn die Anerkennung und
Kommunikation von Micro - Credentials zwischen den einzelnen Systemen moglic hst
reibungslos erfolgt. Da Anerkennung ein sozialer Prozess ist, derstark von der Existent
vertrauensbildender Systeme abhéangt, ist es unwahrscheinlic h, dassdies nurdurch eine
Kombination aus Standards, technischem Abgleich und Kl - gestit zte Lésungen erreicht
werden kann. Dazu misste sich die Kultur der Anerkennung von Fahigkeiten und

Kompet enzen auf eine Wei s e ander n, di

Anerkennungf zus amme nH diedreedemnuhgialierd érmergabnisse und
leistungen im Verlauf des gesamten Lebens undin allen Lebensbereichen.

Wie wabhrscheinlich die oben skizzierten Szenarien sind, hangt von der kinftigen
Entwicklung der Hochschullandschaft ab. Diese Landschaft ist vom Lernweg jedes
Einzelnen Uber sein gesamten Leben gepragt. Das personliche und berufliche Leben der
Menschenist nicht mehr linear, sondern komplex, mehrstufig und nicht linear. Deshab
mussen die Hochschulen unterschiedliche Lernwege anbieten, die Lernende in jeder
Lebensphase beschreiten kénnen. Der analytische Rahmen beschreibt vier

verschiedene Modelle fiir die L ernwege in der Hochschulbildung : (1) Tamagotchi,

(2) Jenga, (3) Lego - Bausteine und (4) Transformer (siehe die Tabelle und das Textfeld
unten).

18 ESCO kategorisiert die Fahigkeiten, Kompetenzen, Q ualifikationen und Berufe, die fiir den Arbeitsmarkt und
die allgemeine und ber  ufliche Bildung in der EU relevant sind.

e

31



7 European
Commission

Abb. 6. Vier Lernwegmodelle fur die Hochschulbildung
Verlauf des Lebens

Modell 1 - Tamagotchi (Status quo plus)
] -
Modell 2 - Jenga

0

Modell 3 - Lego-Bausteine

]

Modell 4 - Transformers

Textfeld 6. Lernwege in der Hochschulbildung

Modell 1: Tamagotchi

Der Lernende hat in der Regel die Sekundarstufe abgeschlossen und wechselt in die
Hochschulbildung. Er schreibt sich an einer Hochschule ein und studiert 3 -5 Jahre lang
relativ intensiv, wodurch er den Studiengang, in dem er sich eingeschrieben hat,
abschlieRen kann. Der Grof3teil der Lernergebnisse, die er nach diesem ersten Block

erzielt, sind informell bzw. nicht -formalisiert und ohne direkte Verbindung mit dem
ersten Studiengang.

Modell2: Jenga

Der Lernende hat in der Regel die Sekundarstufe abgeschlossen und wechseltin die
Hochschulbildung. Er studiert fur 3 Jahre oder kirzer relativ intensiv an einer
Hochschule. Das ganze Leben lang fillt der Lernende durc h kurze Lehrgange (die online
oderan einer Einrichtung stattfinden konnen) Wissen nach und erhalt dafiir womdglich
Micro - Credentials. Zusammen bilden diese Aktivitaten einen vollstandigen Studiengang,

der in gleichemMalf’ Grundkenntnisse und Allgemeinwissen einerseits und Kompetenzen

fur die Fo rt - und Weiterbildung andererseitsvermittelt, die fur die beruflichen Ziele des
Lernenden erforderlich sind.

Modell3: Lego - Bausteine
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Der Lernende hat eine hohe Eigenmotivation und Eigenstandigkeit und will einen eigenen
Studiengang zusammenstellen, ind em er die Angebote unterschiedlicher
Bildungsanbieter (online wund an der Einrichtung) nutzt und bei diesen
Kompetenznachweise erwirbt. Genauso kdnnen Lernende zusatzlche
Kompetenznachweise erwerben, umsich neue berufliche Wege zu erschlieenoder sich

in ihrem Beruf fortzubilden.

Modell4: Transformer

Es gibt eine lange Pause zwischen der Schulzeit und ersten beruflichen Bildung (die auch

an der Hochschule erfolgt sein kann) und einer neuen Lermphase. Der Lernende geht
entweder wieder an die Hochschule, um neue Grundkenntnisse und Kompetenzen zu
erwerben oder um einen héheren formalen Bildungsabschluss zu erwerben. Er studiert

3- 5Jahre lang relativ intensiv, umden entsprechenden Studiengangabzuschlie3en und

plant die Riickkehr oder den erneuten Eintrit tinden Arbeitsmarkt.

Funf politische Denkanstof3e

Unser Literaturiiberblick zeigt, dass der Erfolg eines européischen Ansatzes in Bezug auf
Micro - Credentials zu einem groRen Teil davon abhangt, ob dieser Ansatz die folgenden
wichtigen Ziele erreicht:

A Mehr Vertrauen in alternative Kompetenznachweise in allen gesellschaftichen
Systemen schaffen: allgemeine und berufliche Bildung, Arbeitsmarkt und
Gesellschaft.

A Die Transparenz der Lernergebnisse erhdhen, die durch kurze Studiengange
erzielt werden.

A Gewahrleisten, dass ein gemeinsamer Ansatz Innovationen in der Bildung
erleichtertund nicht behindert.

A Furalle Lernende mehr  Flexibilitat bei der Auswahl und Nutzung der am besten
geeigneten Lernwege ermdglichen.

Die wichtigsten Ergebnisse der Studie, die nac hfolgende skizziert werden, konnten der
Europaischen Kommission als Inspirationsquelle bei der Entwicklung eines europaischen
AnsatzesinBezug auf Micro - Credentialsdienen.

1. Ein europdischer Ansatz in Bezug auf Micro - Credentials sollte die
wichtigsten Info rmationen definieren, die Micro - Credentials enthalten
mussen.

Die Kartografierung der derzeit verfigbaren Micro - Credentials hat gezeigt, dass sie alle

bestimmte Merkmale gemeinsam haben:

A Begrenzte Dauer der Lemaktivitat, die zu dem Micro - Credential fihrt : in der
Hochschulbildung dauern sie in der Regel langer als ein einzelner Kurs, jedoch
kiirzer als ein vollstandiger Studiengang.

A Relevanz fir den Arbeitsmarkt . Der Schwerpunkt liegt auf der Vermittlung von
konkreten Kenntnissen, Fahigkeiten und Kompetenzen, die fir den Arbeitsmarkt
wertvollsind.

A BessererZugang zum Kompetenzerwerb: Der Schwerpunkt liegt auf Maglic hkeiten
zu lebenslangemLernen, die nicht zuteu er, kurz und bequemzuganglich sind.
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Was ihre anderem Merkmale angeht, gibt es zwischen verschiedenen Micro - Credentials

bzw. ahnlichen Lernangeboten groRe Unterschiede. Fiir einen européischen Ansatz in

Bezug auf Micro - Credentials ware eine Liste wichtiger Informationen hilfreich, die alle

Micro - Credentials, die innerhalb des européischen Rahmens angebotenwerden, enthalten
missen. Leicht zugéngliche, aussagekraftige und vergleichbare Informationen wirden zu

mehr Transparenz flhren und bei Arbeitgebern, Qual itatssicherungsagenturen, den
Stellen, die Qualifikationen anerkennen, Hochschuleinrichtungen, Lernenden und anderen
Anbietern(z. B. privaten Institutionen, Anbietern vontechnischer oder berufliche Bildung,
Unternehmen, Behoérden, gemeinniltzigen Organisat ionen, Bibliotheken und Museen)
Vertrauen schaffen. Die Studie hat die folgende Liste wic htiger Informationen identifiziert,
die Micro - Credentials, die im Rahmen eines europaischen Rahmens angeboten werden,
enthaltensollten:
A Titel desMicro -Credentials mi t prazisen Hinweisen zu den Lernergebnissen
A Anbieter des Kurses.
A Datum ,andemder Micro -Credential vergeben wurde.
A Beschreibung  von Inhalt und Zweck des Kurses.
A Lernergebnisse , was der erfolgreiche Teilnehmer auf der Grundlage geprifter
Lernaktivitaten we iR, kennt und kann.
A Formder Teilnahme: online, personlich oder sowohl online als auch persdnlich.
A Credits: gegebenenfalls Anzahl der erworbenen Credits.
A Zeitraum ,indem die Lernaktivitat erfolgt ist.
A Voraussetzungen , die fiir die Teilnahme an Kurs gegeben sein mussten.
A Lernmittel , die fiir den Kompetenznachweis relevantsind.
A Artder Priifung: Tests, praktische Prufung, Arbeitsmappe usw.
A Aufsicht und Identitatspriifung unbeaufsichtigt ohne ldentitatspriifung, beaufsichtigt
ohne Ildentitatsprifung, unter Aufsich tonline oder personlich mit Identitatsprifung.
A Qualitatssicherung: die Stelle, die die Qualitat des Kurses gewabhrleistet.
Ergebnis fir erfolgreiche Teilnehmer: Zulassung zu einem Studiengang, Credits flr
einen Studiengang, Kompetenznachweis oder digitaler Badge, Anzahl der Credits.
A Optionen zur Integration /Anrechnung: eigenstandiger, unabhangiger Kurs /
integriert, fur weitere Studiennachweise anrechenbar.
2. Um Innovationenund eine gewisse Flexibilitdt zu ermdglichen, sollte ein
europaischer Ansatz die Kerninformationen, die enthalten sein mussen,
nicht zu eng vorgeben oder standardisieren.
Man konnte versucht sein, die Kerninformationen so zu definieren, dass nur bestimmte
Artenvon Micro - Credentials demeuropéischen Ansatz entsprechen. Auf den ersten B lick
scheint es vielleicht angemessen vorzuschreiben, dass die Lernaktivitaten fur Micro -
Credentials beispielsweise mindestens drei und héchstens 10 ECTS umfassen dirfen und
eine Qualitatssicherung durchlaufen miissen. Wie unser Bericht zeigt, kdnnte derart ige
Beschrankungen jedoch bildungspolitische Innovationen behindern und die Flexibilitat
einschranken; aul3erdemist es schwierig, eine Basis flr derart spezifische Anforderungen
zu finden. Wir schlagen dahervor, eine Liste von Kerninformationen zu erstell enohne die

konkreten Werte der einzelnen Informationen vorzugeben. Dies wiirde Vertrauen bilden
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und die Transparenz von Micro - Credentials gewahrleisten, ohne Innovationen und
Flexibilitat einzuschranken. AuRerdem wiirde es dieser Ansatz den Mitgliedstaaten
ermdglichen, innerhalb der von diesem breiten Rahmen vorgegebenen Definitionen und
Begriffe eigene Ansatze zu entwickeln.

3. Es sollte eine europaische digitale Losung zur Speicherung von Micro -
Credentials entwickelt werden.

Dass Micro - Credentials nichthdufi  gergenutztwerden, liegt auch darin, dass esnoch keine
digitalen Lésungen zu ihrer Uberpriifung, Anerkennung und Speicherung gibt. Digitale
Losungen als Plattformen fir Online - Lernangebote sind bereits gut etabliert und es gibt
zuverlassige Verfahren fir deren Bereitstellung. Erste digitale Losungen fir die
Speicherung von Micro - Credentials (z. B. Studienbticher, Blockchain, Identitatsprifungen
und Moglichkeiten zumAbgleich von Kompetenzen beider Auswahlvon Stellenbewerbem)

sind vielversprechend, stecke njedoch nochinden Kinderschuhen.

Die Schaffung einereuropaischendigitalen Lésung zur Speic herung von Micro - Credentials
ware ein bedeutender Schritt beider Umsetzung eines europaischen Ansatzes. Eine sichere

und flexible européische digitale Lésung zu r Speicherung von Micro - Credentials wirde
deren Transparenz wesentlich verbessern und Vertrauen schaffen. Neue EU - Initiativen, wie
die Initiative fir einen européischen Studentenausweis 19 Europass ?° und die ESCO -
Klassifikation %' konnten in diese digitale LOs ung, die als Standard fur ganz Europa
fungieren konnte, integriert werden. AuRerdem muss gewadhrleistet sein, dass die

europaische digitale Losung zur Speicherung von Micro - Credentials folgenden Kriterien
erfullt:
A siestitztsichaufsichere Technologien, die die Identitat des Lernenden Uiberpriifen

und den Kompetenznachweis vor Missbrauc h und Anderungen schiitzen.

A die Micro - Credentials lassen sich einfach Uber verschiedene Plattformen anzeigen
(z. B. soziale Medien, E - Malil, Blog usw.).

A sie ist so entwickelt,  dass europaische Hochschuleinrichtungen sie einfachin ihre
eigene Infrastrukturintegrieren kdnnen.

4. DiebestehendenKriterienund MalRnahmenderQualitatssicherungmuissen
Uberarbeitetund ergéanztwerden, damitsie sichauch fiir Micro - Credentials

eignen.

Dass Qualitatssicherung inzwischen als wic htiges Element der Hoc hschulbildung etabliert

ist, stellt einen der gro3ten Erfolg des Bologna - Prozesses dar. Es herrscht Einigkeit, dass
Qualitatssicherung notwendig ist, um Rechenschaft zu gewahrleisten, Verbesseru ngen
anzustoRen und Vertrauen in die Studiengange und Module zu schaffen. Grundsatzich

kdnnen und sollten die Standards und Kernelemente fir die formale Anerkennung und
Qualitatssicherung in der Hochschulbildung auch fir neue Formen des Lernens und der

Be scheinigung von Lernergebnissengenutzt werden.

¥ Die Initiative fiir einen europaischen Studentenausweis will Studierenden in Form der Erasmus+ -App eine
zentrale Online -Funktion zur Abwicklung der gesamten Mobilitatsphase bieten 6 im Vorfeld, wahrend des
Aufentha Its und danach. Weitere Informationen unter: https://ec.europa.eu/education/education -in-the -

eu/european -student -card -initiative_de

20 Europass stellt eine Reihe von Online  -Tools und Informationen zur Planung des Bildungswegs und der
beruflichen Laufbahn bereit. Weitere Informationen unter: https://europa.eu/euro pass/de

21 Weitere Informationen unter: https://ec.europa.eu/esco/portal/home
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Im Idealfall sollte die Qualitat der Anerkennungsverfahren in der Hoc hschulbildung sowoh

intern aus auch durch externe Stelle kontrolliert werden, damit gewahrleistetist, dass die

interne Qualitatssicherung den europdischen Standards entspricht (Nuffic,2019). Invielen
Féllen wurden die Verfahren und regulatorischen Rahmen der Qualitéatssicherung jedoch

noch nicht an digitale Formen der Lehre oder neue Micro - Credentials angepasst. Daher
missen die bisherigen  Kriterien und Mal3nahmen der Qualitatssicherung Gberarbeitet und
erganzt werden, damit sie die Digitalisierung von Lehre und Lernen angemessen
berticksic htigen und Sicherheit und Transparenz fir alle Lernenden gewéhrleisten. Kurz

gesagt, alle Micro - Credenti als, die Credits beinhalten und anrechenbar sind, miissen zu
einem standardisiertenund anerkannten Prozess der Qualitatssicherung passen.

5. Es sollten Méglichkeiten geschaffenwerden, wie Hochschuleinrichtungen
und Arbeitgeber gemeinsam die besten Verfahren zur Gestaltung und
Umsetzung von Micro - Credentials finden kbnnen.

Unsere Ergebnisse zeigen, dass bei Micro - Credentials derzeit die Unterschiede die
Gemeinsamkeiten Uiberwiegen. Fast allen Micro - Credentials ist gemeinsam, dass sie nur
fur relativ kurze  Lehrgange genutzt werden und dass sie fur den Arbeitsmarkt relevant

sind. Das letztgenannte Merkmal zeigt, dass die Hochschuleinric htungen sich unbedingt

mit Arbeitgebern abstimmen sollten, umzu gewahrleisten, dass Micro - Credentials auf dem
Arbeitsmarkt e twas wert sind. Derzeit sind die Arbeitgeber an der Diskussion tber die
Gestaltung eines européischen Ansatzesin Bezug auf Micro - Credentials kaumbeteiligt. De
Europaische Kommission, nationale Regierungen und andere wic htige Interessengruppen
sollten na ch Mdoglichkeiten suchen, die Perspektive der Arbeitgeber zu berlicksic htigen,
beispielsweise durch Gesprache mit den wichtigsten Arbeitgeberverbanden, wie
Eurochambres, SMEunited und BusinessEurope. Ferner soliten der Europaische
Wirtschafts - und Sozialauss chuss und die Erasmus+ - Projekte konsultiert werden, die
Kontakte zwischen Hoc hschuleinrichtungen und Arbeitgebern aufbauen.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Purpose of the report

The purpose of this report is to provide a background analysis that will inform the

European Co mmission regarding the development, provision and recognition of micro -
credentials witha view toelaborating aEuropeanapproach .Thisstudywillalso  assist the
European Commission by map ping the current practices  of:

A higher education institutions and ot her education providers , in offering micro -
credentials.

A nationalauthorities,  including recognitionand quality assurance bodies , indefining
the frameworks that govern and recognise the provision and quality of micro -
credentials.

The report reviews the main drivers and benefits of, and obstacles to, the provision of
micro - credentials . It analyses the methods  used to design courses that lead to micro -
credentials as well as looking at the current role and significance of higher education
institutions,  othe r education providers and the world of work, in designing and delivering
courses that leadtomicro -credentials . Inaddition,it analysesways of assuring the qualty
of micro -credentials and the possib ility of embed ding them into European and national
gua lificationsframeworks.

The report aims to answerthe following research questions

A If EU policy makers createa  European approach govern ing and harmonis ing the
use of micro -credentials, wh ich aspects should fall under this approach and why?
Is an EU-level approach necessary?

A What couldthe benefits  be of the growing provision of micro - credentials?
A What notable practices exist in relation to implementing or governing the
implementation of micro - credentials?
A What are the main obstacles to the provision of  micro - credentials in higher
education and by othereducation providers  ?
The report is based mainly on a review of recent literature that analys es the provision,
recognition and impact of micro - credentials. Ins ome instances, thereport also refers to
findings that stemfrommore generalpedagogical and psychologicalresearch , inorderto

answerrelevantquestions  concerning theimpactoflearning activities in alternative higher
education #.

Thereport also provides  threecase studies that analys e recentnotable practices  inthe

design, deliver y orrecogni tionof shortleamingcoursesand micro - credentials. Thereport
looks at the following cases:
A Digital solutions to validate micro - credentials and provide an online visual re -

presentation forthem, createdbythe d&dubadgeséproject. The projectis  led by the
organisation SURF in the Netherlands.

22 Alternative higher education refers to alternative pathways to an academicdegree , be th ey via alternative
forms ofhigher education institutions or alternative programmes leading to an academic degree , Or recogniton
of prior learning or of acquired competences. The term also refers to alternative credentials such as mico

credentials,industry  -recogni sedcetrtificates,badges  and licen cesasalternative st o academic degrees

2020).
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A Theinclusionofmicro - credentials inthe New Zealand qualific ations framework.

A Micro - credentia lling solutions implemented under the European Universities
Initiative:  the European Consortium of Innovative Universities (ECIU) and the
Y oung Universities forthe Future of Europe (Y UFE).

The report is tailored to be relevant mainly in the European policy context and therefore

focuses mainly onpracticesimplemented in Europe. However, the authors have alsolooked
at some of the leading practices implemented by higher education institutions, other
education providers or public organisations innon - EUcountries.

The report proceeds as follows:

A The remainder of this introductory section provides a short discussion about the
different definitions of micro - credentials, the drivers for and key obstacles to the
growinguse of micro - credentials, and the EU policy context in relat ion to this topic.
Only the key aspects of these topics are discussed in the introduction, in order to
provide the reader with essential background information before delving deeper into
these issues in subsequent sections.

A The second section describesthekey principles of t he analytical frameworkuse  dto
examine thefindings of theliterature review , presentedinthe subsequent chapters.
Our analytical framework c onsists of three scenarios for the use of micro -credentials
in higher education, and four distinctlearning pathw ays in higher education.

A Thethird sectionlooks at the key issues relat ing to the design of learning activities
leading to micro -credentials , as well as the recognition of learning outcones
acquired through theselearning activities.

A The fourth sectiondi  scusses the impacts of micro  -credentials on learners, namely
throughthe ir positive effects on employability, lifelong learning, inclusiveness and
flexibility.

A The fifth section provides three case studies of notable practices in the provision
and recognit ionof micro - credentials.

A Last ly, thesixth section provides conclusions and recommendations stemming from
our analysis.

The report also includes an annex that provides a list of notable practices relatedto the
design, provi sion and recogni tion of micro - credentials.

1.2 Defining micro - credentials

Many different  terms are used to describe what this report calls ~ dnicro - credentials 6 The
main synonyms used in the literature are alternative credentials, digital badges, micro -
certifications, web badges, open badges , mini degrees, and nano degrees, among many
others. Researchin the area of alternative credentials 23 usually covers twomain aspects:
learning activities that lead to a credential, and the credential itself. The term dnicro -
credential Ois oftenusedtode scribe both aspects. Forexample, both ashort learning course
and a certification  are calledamicro -credential. This report distinguishes:

2 Acredential is a documented award issued by a re sponsible and authorised body that has determined that an

individual has achieved specific learning outcomes re lative to a given standard. Possessing a credential h elps an
individual to prove their skills, competencies and knowledge in a given field to employers, e ducation institutions

and the community.
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A Leaming activities , achievements and contributions (including short % learning
courses) thatmaylead to micro - credentials.

A Micro - credentials as certifications , i.e. as documents that recognise the learning
activities that take place during the course and the learning outcomes resulting
from these learning activities. The focus on certifications as distinct f rom simply
learning activitiescould be regarded as closer totheeveryday understanding of the
concept of o6credential so.

Regardless ofthe various definitionsof mcro  -credentialsthat can befoundintheliterature,
Resei et al. (2019, p. 15) identify so me common characteristics of currently available
micro - credentials, accepted by the majority of researchers:

A Limited length of learning activities leading to a micro - credential : larger than a
single course , but lessthanafull degree.

A Labourmarket relevance : the focusis on the delivery of specific knowledge, skills
and competences that are usefulin the labour market.

A Wider societal impact: the focus is on lifelong learning opportunities that are
reasonably priced, shortand convenientto access.

Otherwise, micro - credentials and the related leaming activities vary quite widely in
terms of other characteristics (Tako,Galan - Murosand Weko, 2020; Oliver, 2019):

A Delivery mode :on -site / blended / online

A Providers :higher education institutions / businesses / other education providers

A Credits :credit -bearing/non -credit -bearing

A Duration :hours / months

A Time period :self -paced / defined time period / defined shorter periods with a specified

workload to be accomplished in each period

A Objective : to r ecognise (signal) competences already acquired / to acquire new
competences, skills or qualifications

A Intended use : continuing education / labour market (up -skilling, re -skilling)

A Prerequisites to take the course :yes/ no

A Assessment process :attendance/ assignments / examination

A Integration and stackability . standalone / integrated into a study programme /

stackable into a larger credential

A Certification  : paper/ digital

Tosummarise, the common characteristics of the majority of micro - credentials are  that
they are acquired aftera relatively short period of learning , are expectedto be relevantin

the labourmarket , andmay recognise thedevelopment of widertransversal skills . Despite
these shared characteristics, micro - credentials differ widely in te rms of their modes of
delivery, content, providers, the possibility of receiv ing credits, time period for learning ,
objectives, usefulness, prerequisites, assessment , integration/stackability options and

type s of certificatesreceived. In developing a Euro pean definition or approach, it may be

% Here, bytheword dhort 6we only wantto emphasise that these learning activities are shorter in duration tha n
would be requiredfor  a full degree.

39



faet European

Commission
helpful, in particular, to distinguish between micro - credentialsthatare  credit - bearing and
non - credit bearing, as wellas between stackable andnon -stackable. Credit -bearingmicro -
credentials can offer easier recogn ition, comparability and the possibility of stackabilty

because they are expectedto mirror the level of complexity and autonomy required in a
typicalunit ofa formal qualification.

1.3 Drivers forthe use of micro - credentials in higher education

The growin g popularity of micro - credentials is an outcome of competing societal and
economic forcesand macro -level trends, which reflect changing perspectives in what
individuals , employers and governments expect from higher education . Importantly, the
growthof theglobal micro - credentials movement is part of a wider unbundling movement

that is havinga gradually increasing impact on higher education (Ralston, 2020). This
movement encompasses a number competing perspectives  on how higher education
shouldbestres pondtothe emergenceofthe newdigitalsociety ,inorder toensurea well-
educatedcitizenry with21  st-centuryskils thatcan help to shapea pros perous future.

Set against this wider backdrop, p erhaps the most significant macro -level trend s are the
changing nature of the labour market and growing uncertainty asto what the future
of work will look like. An important and related driver is the impact that new digital
technologies, including the growth of artificial inteligence (Al) ,willhaveonthen ature of

work. Alongside these powerful drivers is a greater recognition onthe part of individuals
that the skills  they have acquired in formal education are not future -proof, leading them

to look forways to gain new skills T orperhapsevenre -skillin ordertochange theirfield
of work. Camilleri (2018b) highlights the fact thatthere areno more ¢obs forlife 6 and
employers demand flexibility and quick reaction stochanging circumstances. Alternative

higher education pathways , including micro - creden tials, can helpfil  to the gap between
the programmes  provided by higher education institutions and the skills that employers

seek (Diaz, Finkelstein and Manning, 2015; Hurst, 2015; Pickard, Shah and De Simone,

2018). A recent OECDreport (Tako, Galan  -Muros and Weko, 2020) underlined that nost
learners pursue alternative credentials forwork - related purposes.

Anothermajordriverforthe growing use of micro - credentials is the increasing accessibiity

of top -level quality education , particular ly as a result of the advancement of digital
educationtools (Ghasia, Machumu and DeSmert, 2019). Digitaleducationtools  offer new
waysto deliverlearning activities, and have the potentialtomeet  the growingdemand for
higher education that respondstot he needs ofthe new digital society. The a dvancenment
of digitaltools, suchas online proctoring, also enablesonline learning to be better verified,
assessed and certified (Reseiet al., 2019).

The growing accessibility and quality of alternative higher education has also had a
relatively negativeimpactonthe perceived value -for - money of traditional higher education
(Camilleri, 2018 b; Oliver, 2019). This situation results from the increasing costs of
traditionalhigher education ,inparticularin  privat e universitiesandin  certain countries

(e.g.theUKand the US) ,andthedifficulties  encounteredby highereducationinstitutions

in teach ing theskills necessary forthe current labourmarket. Asaresult, affordability
has become one of the drivers for the growing use of micro -credentials. In the US in
particular ,t hereisevidence that people are starting to question the benefits of paying for
traditional qualificationsthat may not prepare themforthe new digital society. In Europe,
even though tuition feesvary significantly between countries ,they are general ly lower than
in Australia or North America, especially inthe case of public highereducation institutions.
Thedifferencesin tuitionfees seen insome EU countrie s are basedon anumberof criteria
(European Commission, EACEA, Eurydice, 2018) ,whichin turn can have negative effects

on specific groups of learners
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A Study field (e.g. Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal and Spain).

Language of study (e.g.Cz  ech Republic, Estonia, Latvia and Slovakia).

. >

A Whetherthe student is stud ying towards his or her first or second degree at a
specific level (e.g. Croatia, the Netherlands and Slovenia).

A Merit or performance in secondary education (e.g. Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia and
Romania).

A Insufficient ECTS credits or extended duration of studies (e.g. Croatia, Estonia ,
Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, Spain, Slovakia).

The digital technological revolution has contributed to the dnassification 6 of higher
education (Matt hews, Garratt and Macdonald, 2018): more learners  with diverse
backgrounds and expectations want to get involved in both formal and non - formal
education, and digital tools allow still higher numbers of them tobe accommodated .This
also offers potential for the democratisation of knowledge , as i nformation is now easily
accessible to a more diverse population via the internet . Lastly, some leading  higher
education institutions and other education providers see this as a branding and

marketing opportunity , which increas es globalcompetition inthe provision ofalternative
education (Tako, Galan - Murosand Weko, 2020) . More diverse education providers  have
also emerge d, such as online leaming platforms, NGOs, companies and training
organisations

Insuch a context , defined by growing opportunitiesto learn and the increasing accessibilty

of top - level knowledge of all kinds, lifelong learning becomesmore attractive . One
practical implication of this is that it is now easier for individuals to receive formal
recognition of their prior learning and experience ,including learning activities lead ing toa
micro - credential . Individual learners are also inspired and motivated by the possibility of
learn ing things that are not directly relevant for their career , but in which they have a
personalinterest.

The COVID - 19 pandemic has encouraged education providers to adjust their learning

environments  to provide flexible ways of learning for all , as well as continuous learning
opportunities . Teaching and learning have increasingly shiftedonline. This  has resultedin
a huge increase in course enrolments on MOOC platforms. For example, the top three

MOOC providers (Coursera, edX and FutureLearn) registered as many new users in April

2020 as theydid during the whole of 2 019 (Class Central, 2020). Coursera gained the
largest number of new learners, enrolling 35 million betweenmid - March and end of July
(Class Central, 2020).

Moreover, thecurrent COVID - 19situation ischanging theskillscontext across Europe.The

COVID- 19 lockdown measures introduced acrossthe EU have hada substantial impacton

the EU labour market, with many workers los ing their jobs or being placed undershort -

termwork schemes.  Adults increasingly facethe need to upskill and reskill , with more

and mo re employees requiring immediately useful 0j u-stt i med skills developn
Micro - credentials are particularly useful in such a situation as they allow for the

personalised, quickand accessible developmentof skills. Forinstance, the pandemic has
encouraged the growth  of short courses at Australia n universities and colleges , with 11

Australian universities introducing atotalof 64 short online coursesin areas aligned with

the needs of industry (Times Higher Education, 2020) . In Europe, t he Coimbr a Group of
universities and the German Rectors6 Conferemce ( HRE
which they express support for more flexible and modular programmes , as well as

recognition by means of micro -credentials , inthe light ofthe currentcrisi s (Coimbra Group,

2020 ; HRK, 2020 ).
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1.4 Key barriers to the use of micro - credentials
Despite the emerging consensus that micro - credentials are beneficial I whether as
standalone certifications, to complement or supplement degree programmes , for greater
emplo yability , or to improve the level of lifelong learning 1 challenges stillexistin scaling

up their use , signal ling their benefits , and in build ing trustin micro - credentials among
some stakeholders  (Oliver, 2019).

Learnersare yet toadoptmicro -credentialson a wide scale ,which might signal that they

are still unsure about the benefits they offer (e.g. the extent to which micro - credentials
are recognised by employers) . OECDdataonengagementwith non -formal education from
the PIAAC Survey of Ad ult Skills (2019)  show that a relativelylow number of adults

decide to getinvolvedin additional learning activities . Learning in adulthood is most
often undertaken by those who have already completed higher education. Among 25 -65
year olds, adultswith  highereducation are 31 percentage points more likely to participate

in non - formal education and training than those without higher education (67% vs 36%)

(OECD, 2019) .

Employers are still unsure what micro - credentials are and which ones to trust ,
given th e wide variations in their characteristic s. As mentioned earlier, these
characteristics include  delivery modes, content, providers, the possibility of receiv ing
credits, the timeperiod for learning , objectives, usefulness, prerequisites, assessment and
validation process %, integration/stackability options and type of certificates received.

Digital solutions suchastranscripts,blockchain, learnerverificationand potential

skills matching in recruitment are promising , but still nascent.

Higher education institutions face several challengesin relation to the uptake of micro -
credentials, namely  the recognition of micro - credentials within existing curricula ,
quality assurance constraints , lack of funding support and a lack of adequately
trained teaching st aff (Shapiro, 2020). The lack of a common understanding of micro -
credentials inhibits quality assurance processes and standards , While the short length of
the courses that leadto micro -credential s discourage s some institutions from allocat ing
time and human resourcesto the development of such courses.

The main obstacles tothe wider use of micro - credentials at systemlevel identified by

Shapiro (2020) include  the complexity of micro - credentials offerings , lack of digital
solutions for assessment, valid ation, recognition and storage of micro -
credentials  and resistance from some stakeholders

Tosumup, none ofthe barriers mentioned  above is insurmountable . They can al
be overcome , if European educators and policy makersadopta coherentandconsis tent
approach tomicro -credentials. Providers of higher education need to establish internal
procedures for designing, delivering, accrediting and validating the micro - credentials that

they offer. These proces  ses must be transparentand  well developed toensurethat the
micro - credentials they offer are usefulto learners and recognised by otherinstitutions and

employers. For example, the European Consortium of Innovative Universities (ECIU) is
piloting ways of unbundling and redesigning traditional st udy programmes . It recently
announcedthe launch of micro -modules in  Master & degree programmes , startingin the
2020 autum semester  (ECIU, 2020) . ECIU provides two typesof modules. T he first type
engages learnersin challenges rang ing fromregionaltoi nternationalsocietalissues , and
requires collaboration with other learners, researchers, industry leaders and people

% Practices and arrangements for assessing and validating learning outcomes ; namely knowledge, skills and
competences acquired through formal, non -formal and informal learning.
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working in the community to overcome the critical societalissues. The secondtype is more

theoretical in nature , and enables learners to learn more about these regional and
international societal issues. Students fromthe ECIU member universities will be able to

stud y in international groups for open and flexible education (fully online) or face to face

through student exchange visits to t he selectedcountry.  First, ECIU will concentrate on
Master 6 devel micro - modules. To enrol on the se, learners need atleast 90 ECTS , or to

have completed aBac hel or 6s degree.

1.5 EU policy context

Tolaunchacommonvisionforthe dransformation Agenda  for highereducation §EU polcy
makers needto reach a consensus on the role of higher education in the context of the
aforementioned societal and economic drivers, and to ensure that learners are placed in
the driving seat when it comes to  planning their edu cational journey. Flexibility and
inclusion are the main words mentioned by experts and stakeholders when asked about

how higher educationwill develop in the next decade. To respondto the changing nature
of the world of work, itis likel y that an increas ing numberof graduatesand workers wil
needto update their skills through some form of educational process . Higher education
institutions must therefore become better at offer ing opportunities for
continuous learning , In particular short learning courses  that can be bundled into
degrees , bundled for the purpose of pursuing further degrees , or recognised in another
way, forexample  via micro - credentials.

Suchachange  requires workfrom national policy makers at systemlevel , as wel
as work atthe EU level torealise its potentialand benefits 1 forexample , by creating

an approach towards these qualifications (linked to the current three Bologna cycles , the
European Qualification Framework andthe Standardsand Guidelinesfor Quality Assurance
in the European Higher Education Area| ESG]) and agreeing onrequirements to ensur e the
quality, levelling and recognition of micro - credentials. In order to broaden the offer for
lifelong and continuouslearning to a diverse group of learners, s upporting the goals of the
European Education Area, micro - credentials should facilitate recognition of the learning
outcomes of flexible courses and modules in higher educationthatanyone canfollow on -
site or online, to upskill or re - skill.

On 30 September 2020, the European Commission presented its visionforthe creation of

the EuropeanEducationAreaby 2025 andannounced concrete measureto achieve it. The
Commission proposes to consolidate ongoing efforts , and to furtherdevelopthe Euro  pean
EducationArea along six dimensions to bring about a significant shift in equity, outconmes

and the resilience of education and training in Europe. A European approachtomicro -
credentials is integral to achieving the second of these dimension s, which relates to
inclusionand genderequality.

AThe Commission wil/l wor k towards t he devel

Approachtomicro -credentials, to help widen learning opportunities and
strengthenthe role of higher education and vocational education and
training institutionsin lifelong learning by providing more flexible and

modul ar | ear ni ng Thenpedforimarefiexibie &and é
inclusive learning paths has increased as the student population is
becoming more diverseand the learning (European Commission,
2020) . 0
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The EU and national policy makers, as well as stakeholders, understand that digital
solutions can help immensely in progressing towards the objectives of making higher
education more flexible, inclusive and thus conducive to lifelong learning; a higher
education thaten sure s every individual is able to upskill or re - skill as they seefit.  The
European Commission and otherkey stakeholders have therefore focused substantially on
establishing a high - quality approach at European levelthat coordinat es the provision of

digital solutions  for higher educaton . I n 2016, t he Commi ssionbs

modernising education stated:

ADigital transformation is changing the
skill sets. Digitaltechnologies willalso offer new w ays of learning
providedthatthere is adequate accessto these technologies. Toreap
the benefits of these trends, education and training systems needto
respond better to these changing realities (European Commission,
2016) . 0

Through the adoption of the  European Skills Agenda for Sustainable Competitiveness,
SocialFairness andResilience,  the Commissionis placing skills at the heart ofthe EU policy
agenda, steering investment in people and their skills in order to promote sustainable
growth and recove ry after the coronavirus pandemic. The Skills Agenda contains 12
initiatives , one of which is devoted to developing a European approach to micro -
credentials.

fiThe Commissionwill  develop , together with allrelevant stakeholders,
Europeanstandardswhichad  dressminimum requirements for quality
and transparency ; explore the inclusion of micro -credentialsin
gualificationsframeworks, in dialogue with national qualification
authorities ;m akeit easier for individuals to storeand showcaseto
employersacquire dmicro credentials through Europassandits Digital
Credentials (European Commission, 2020) .0

The Commi ssionés Di Artion aPlan (R@R )ccarttinuesn to emphasis e the
necessity of promot ing inclusive and accessible digital educationin Europe . The Action Plan
has two strategic priorities:

1. Fosteringthe developmentof a high - perform ance digitaleducationecosystem . This
requires infrastructure, connectivity and digital equipment; effective digital capacity
planning and development; teachers aswellas education and training staff who are
digitally competent and confident ;and high - quality learning content, as well as
user - friendly tools and secure platforms that respectprivacyand ethical standards.

2. Enhancingdigitalskills and competencesf ordigital transformation, which requires
basic digital skills and competences from an early age , as well as developing
advanceddigitalskills . Thiswill produce more digital specialistsand ensure gender
equality in digital studies and careers.
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In 2018, the ministers of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) met in Paris to
determine anewfocus onthe possibilities of digitalisation (Paris Communiqué, 2018):

ADigitalisation plays a role in all areas of s
potentialtotransfo  rmhow higher educationis delivered and how people
learn at different stages of their lives. We callon our higher education
institutionsto preparetheir studentsand supporttheirteachersto act
creatively in a digitalised environment. We will enable o ur education
systemsto make betteruse of digitaland blended education, with
appropriate quality assurance,in order to enhance lifelong and flexible
learning, fosterdigital skills and competences, improve dataanalysis,
educationalresearch and foresig ht,and remove regulatory obstaclesto
the provision of open and digital education. We callon the BFUG to take

the issue of digitalisation forward in the ne
The communiqué of the Rome Ministerial Conference (Rome Communiqué, 2020)
empha sise s support for the useof digitaltechnologiesand the development of digital skills

in higher education:

AWe commit to supporting our higher education
digital technologiesfor learning, teaching and assessment, as well as for
acad emic communication and research,andto investinginthe

devel opment of digital skills and competenc

Another key issue discussed at EU and national policy levels in the context of micro -

credentials is how to organise quality assurance forthe shortlearning coursesthatleadto
micro - credentials, and how to add micro - credentials to the existing qualification
frameworks, bothat EHEA and nationallevels.  Key stakeholdersin  higher education have
begun working on these issues with the help of targ eted, EU-fundedprojectsand  within

the framework of the Bologna Process.

The MICROBOL (Micro -credentials linked to the Bologna key commitments) project,
coordinated by the Ministry of Education and Training of BelgiunvFlemish Community, with

partners from  Finland, Italy, the European University = Association and the European
Assoc iationfor Quality Assurance in Higher Education , will work with EHEA governments
and stakeholders to explore, within the Bologna Process, whether and how the existing
Bologna tools canbe usedand/orneedto be adaptedto be fit formicro - credentials.

In a ddition, the Bologna Follow -Up Group (2020) indicates that three working groups
tasked with looking at micro - credentials fromthe  perspective of key commitments within
the Bologna Process: Quality Assurance, Recognition, Qualification Frameworks and ECTS

The groups andwill explore the feasibility of updating the relevant tools.

The European Commission is also working to support the uptake and use of micro -
credentials .1t is provid ing financial support for designing, providing and assessing the
use of micro - credentials throughits Erasmus+ programme.
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Moreover,t he recently launched European University Initiative presents two c hallenges to
standard credentia lling procedures: (1)  that astudentshould be able to curatetheirown
course of study out of modules offered by the memberinstitution in an alliance; (2) alnmost

all alliances want to further open up to the community around them, which means that

they need a way to formally recog nise what new learners have achieved (e.g. ECTS or
other format).  Solving these challengesappear s to necessitate the use of some form of
micro - credential s.

2. Analytical framework: how should we think about the
role of micro - credentials in higher education?

To answerthe question  of how the European Commission could address the issue  with a
potential policy initiative on micro -credentials 1 and, indeed, ifitshouldatall T we first
need to conceptualise the possible roles and purposes of micro -credentialsi  n
higher education . Thissectiontherefore  beginsby present ing threescenarios forthe use

of micro - credentials: (1)  their use only with in the education system; (2) use in the
education systemand in the labour market; (3) their usein all possible social  systems.

The importance of these different scenarios varies depending on how higher education is

organised and whichof the drivers mentioned earlier are regarded as most important  to
respond to by governments and policy makers . Forthis reason, wediscus s four different
potential learning pathways for alearnerin higher education.

This analytical exercise willmake the possible use -casesformicro - credentials clearer , and
will facilitate discussion on the types of frameworks, criteria and standards neces sary to
harness the potential of micro - credentials , in orderto mak e higher education:

A more responsiveto thedemandsofthe labourmarket ;

A more inclusive fordifferent types of learners ;

A more able to support lifelong learning ;

A more affordable.
2.1 Three scenarios for the use of micro -credentials in higher education
In an explorat ory study onthe acceptanceand uses of openbadges I one typeof micro -
credential 1 in Germany, the authors Buchem, Orr and Brunn (2019, p. 36) presented
three possible fut ure scenarios for their use. The se scenarios are distinguished by the
guestion of where the recognition for a micro - credential is determined: within one social
system (e.g. within the educational system); across two social systems (e.g. education
and the | abour market); and in multiple systems with a high level of permeability, thus
facilitating truly recognisedlifelong learning. As implied by the names T minimum, medium
and maximum 1 the authors expect that the first scenario is easier to achieve than the
third.
Scenatrio 1: Recognition within one social _system
Scenario 1 referstoa possible scenario withthe smallestscope . It requires a minimum
range of elements inthe areasof (1) infrastructure ; (2) framework conditions ; and
(3) stakeholders , which are necessary for the use of micro - credentials in a higher
education system. This scenario is aimed at learners who wantto documentand map their
skills and competences within the higher education system  using micro -credentials . The
infrastructure required for Scenario 1l is a platform that allows the exhibiti on and
manag ement of micro - credentials. The main requirements for such a platform include
access and administration options for learmers to their  micro - credentials, options for

exporting and im porting micro -credentials between  student management systems at
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different universities , as well as hosting them in a university -independent service.  The
conditions required for Scenario 1 must ensure the recognition and use of micro -
credentials fromother higher education institutions as well as the recognition of services

and competences certified using micro - credentials. The stakeholders that must be
involved in the implementation of Scenario 1 are policy makers from the higher education
system at national and European levels, higher education institutions and providers of
learning management systems , and providers of credential hosting services

Recognitionamong highereducationinstitut ions throughout Europe hasbeena clear
line of action for theBologna Process . Inprinciple,the ECTS makes this easy toimplement.
Higher education tends to be organised in similar ways throughout Europe, i.e. by acaderric

semester, and all higher educati on institutions are subject to external quality assurance
procedures. This meansthatany ECTS credit giventoa leamer hasbeenissuedaccording
to common (or similar) values, us ing similar proceduresand documents thatare principaly
similar in content . The mainuse r- caseforrecognition here is for Erasmus+ students, who
attend coursesin other European higher education institutions during their studies and
afterwards request that t heirsthehE€T® Oredits nthey laves i t y r e ¢
gained . Broadly speaking , this is an example that can also be applied to the  mutual
recognition of micro - credentials that are subject to quality assurance and are awarded

ECTS credits .

A more conmplex caseis  that of the recognition of prior learning ,l.e.where a leamer
has acquired knowledge and skills prior to enrolling at their present higher education
institution . Through the recognitionof prior learning, learners hope to gain alternative
accessroutesinto highereducation T if, forinstance, theyhave not a ttainedthe standard
entranceexamination . They mayalsowish tohave learningacquiredelse where recognised
as part of their new course of study I leading , forinstance ,toashorteroverall  period of
study . The issue for the receiving higher education in  stitution is how to assess the
appropriateness  of priorlearing in terms ofits level, contentand quality inrelation to the

new course of study at theirinstitution. T his is often decided onacase -by-case basis , and
with respect to  certain types of lea rming . These includ e qualifications delivered by
recognised educational providers (both completed and unfinished) ;  professional
development and employment - based awards ; and prior experiential learning (e.g.
knowledge and skills gained through employment or voluntary work) . Recognising prior
learning onacase -by-case basis has implications for the workload of teachersand staffat
higher education institutions , and involves practices that are not yet standardised. As a
result, the recognition of priorlearn  ingin some European countries is moving somewhat
slowly , and validation proceduresare neither mainstreamed norencouraged. The E uropean
Commission supports Member Statesintheiruptake of the validation of priorlearning. The
2012 Council Recommendation on validation encourages Member Statesto put in place
national arrangements for validation. Cedefop cooperates with the European Commission

in developing European guidelines onvalidation and in collecting information on validation
practices through the European inventory on validation of non -formal and informal
learning .

Scenario 1 has the advantage of being relatively easy and quick to implement and may

help universities to be more responsive to the emergence of new skills or knowledge

domains (e. g. Al, FinTech,etc).Onthe otherhand, Scenario 1 may not deliverwork - ready
graduates with the types of skills and knowledge required by employers , due to a gap
betweentheory and practice.
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Scenario 2: Recognition across two socialsystems
Scenario 2refers to a possible scenario of mediumscope  andcompris ing amedium range
of elements in the areas of (1) infrastructure , (2) framework conditions and (3)
stakeholders necessary forthe use and scaling of micro - credentials across twodifferent
systems, i.e. higher education and the labour market. Scenario 2 is an exten sion of
Scenario 1, in whichtheuseof micro - credentials in one systemis already assumed. The
infrastructure required for Scenario 2 is an interface between higher educationand the
labour market such as the European Skills/Competences Occupations and Qualifications
Classification (ESCO) and Europass. The recognition of ESCO and Europass can thus
contribute positively to the uptake and implementation of Scenario 2. In ordertoen  able
the use of micro - credentials at the interface between higher education and the world of
work in a European context, employers must recognise these Europeaninstruments . The

stakeholders  that must beinvolved in theimplementation of Scenario 2 are policy makers
from the higher education and labour market systems at national and European levels,

higher education institutions, ESCO and Europass managers, and providers of credential
hosting services.

It is vital tha tthe labour marketis able to recogni se what the leanerin  higher
education has achieved and to relate this to the needs of a relevant organisation or
industry . The usual problem encounteredhere is that eachof these twosystems has a
different way of de scribing achievements. In the past, higher education has documented

the achievement of an aggregate level of skills and knowledge, whichis then certified with

a certificate of graduation from a Bachelor & or Mast er 6 s pr dCgticismmrirem
employers co ncerning a lack of detailed information has led to the introduction of the
Diploma Supplement, which describes the content of the study programme. This is widely

used with inthe E uropean Higher Education Area.

Micro - credentials can also be usedto provide detailed information describing the skills and
knowledge acquired by a learner . As mentioned above , for micro -credentials to be
understood and recognised by both educational providers and by the labour market , they
need to be formulated in a common language. This requires closer contact between
employers , higher education institution s and other micro - credential providers ,
and the use of common standards . The ideabehind ESCO and the development of the
renewed Europass istoformulate ac ommon language between education and the labour
market, whichwill also accommodate micro -credentials. Europass is the Europeantoolfor
lifelong learning and career management. It offer s adigitalinfrastructure thatcanbe used
when issuing micro -credentials. The Europass Platform, launchedin July 2020, also uses
ESCO terminology in the backgroundto suggest learning opportunities  thatsuit the skills
and skill aspirations of individuals (if users have indicated that theywould like torecewve
suchsuggestions).

Scenario2 has the potential to mitigate some of the challenges that Europe is facing inthe

context ofskills (e.g.skills mismatch, skills gap) and torender peopl eds skill
visible. The possible challenge toi mplementing Scenario 2 could be in arriving at common
standards and description s of achievements. However, this risk could be mitigated by
ensuring that  micro - credentials arewell  described and quality —-assured.

Scenario 3: Recognition across all social sy stems

This third scenario is a more efficient version of what can beachieved by Scenario2 . Here,
however ,recognition viaa common languageand criteria should become so effectivethat

permeability is achieved. Scenario3 has the largestscope andcomprises the maximum
range ofelements intheareasof (1) infrastructure ,(2) framework conditions and (3
stakeholders . These are necessary formicro - credentials tobe used across all systens,
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e.g. in school s, university, work, further education and informal self -education. The
infrastructure required for Scenario 3 needs to be further developedand should build
upon existing instruments suchas ESCO. Inthis scenario , digital certificates might replace
traditional CVs and become part of anindividu a | digtal portfolio or digital identity. The
conditions  required for Scenario 3 must enable the cross -systemuse of micro - credentials
for lifelong leaming in the European context , by developing methods and tools for
recording, processing and rec ognisin g skills and competenciesacquired through education
and employment , aswell as informal and non -formal activities (e.g. volunteering). The

stakeholder s that must beinvolved in theimplementation of Scenario 3 are policy makers

from the fields of school s and higher education, work, further education/adult education,
vocational education and training at national and European level, as well as education
institutions, ESCO managers and providers of learning management systems , and
providers of credentialhos  ting services.

Scenario 3 will allow learners to follow more flexible pathways by moving between
labour market activities, family and civic duties , and learning acquired via
different  providers . This scenario places high demands upon the ecosystem created
around micro - credentials, as itcan only really workwith a low level of friction in recognition

and communication between each of the social systems. Indeed, it is unlikely that this

scenario can be achieved solely through a combination of standards and t echnical

matching ,togetherwith  Al- powered solutions . Recognitionis also a social process ,and is
highly dependent on the existence of trust -giving systems. It would require the kind of
change inthe culture of rec ognition of skills and competencies that is encapsulatedby the

term @pen recognition &i i.e. the recognition of all learning outcomes and ac hieverrents
throughout life and in all fields

Scenario3is thescenario bestpositionedtoadvancethe development of lifelong learning ,
but it has a disadvantage of being the hardest to implement across all systems  within a
timeframe that  can respon d tocurrentneeds.

2.2 Four learning pathways in higher education

The relative likelihood  of the scenarios described above depend s on the ways in which
higher educationis organised , aswellas the waysinwhichitis currently providedand how
it will be provided in the future. Two major European studies focusing on this topic  were
released within the past year (Ehlers, 2020; Orr et al., 20 20). The study from Ehlers
focus es onskills requirements for the future and theirimpact on thewayin which  higher
education is likely to be organised, leading to four future scenarios based on different
profiles for higher education provision. The studyfrom Orr et al . (2020) coversthe sane
topics and reaches similar conclusions , but takes a different approach to exploring the
future landscape of highereducation. This landscape is determined by the learning pathway

ofthe learner throughouttheirlife. Inthis, Orre tal.referto  the conceptsof boththe 100 -
year lifespa n and the 60 -year curriculum (a term coined by Gary Matkin). These tenrs
highlight the fact  thathigher education institutions are encouragedtothink beyond degree -
based programming and to considerh ow value can be provided to learners across their
entire life time . Thesechanges are necessary , becausepeople 6 s wor k and paw@
no longer linear , but complex, multi -stage and non -linear. Higher education institutions

needto servelearners  overthe course of their lifetime to ensure employability in light of
the changing nature ofwork , aswellas theneedfor personaldevelopment . Thishasdiect
ramifications forthe question of recognition and the role micro - credentials can play ineach
of these models. T he fourresulting models are presentedin Figure 7 below and explained

furtherin the text.
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Figure 7. Four learning pathway mode

Model 1 - Tamagotchi (Status quo plus)

Is for higher education

Individual's lifespan

]

Model 2 - Jenga

0

Model 3 - Lego set

]

Model 4 - Transformers

Model 1: Tamagotchi

In the first model, the
on to higher education.

]
T

learner has typically finished secondary schooling and progresses

They enrolin one institution and stud y relatively intensively fora

periodof threetofive years,lead ing to the completion of the highereducation programme
in which they enrolled. Most learning following this first block is informal and non - formal ,

and is not directly linked to the first study programme.
This model follows the traditional con

cept of higher education, which assumes that the

knowledge and skills learnt in higher education give the learnera competency profile that

is future - proof , and whichwill allow themto adapt flexib

Model 2: Jenga

In the second model,

on to highereducation.
at asingle highereducation institution. The focus is on helping
knowledge and skills. Throughout theirli

ly tofuture demands.

the learner has typically finished secondary schooling and progresses

They stud y relativelyintensively fora period of
them to acquire foundation al
ves,these learners will dop up éthis knowledge via

three yearsorless

short programmes (  studied either online or on -campus) , possibly leading to micro -
credentials . Together , these activitiess make up a complete programme of study that
balances foundational and transversal knowledge and skills with upskiling and sideways -
skiling , as necessary forthe i n di v i cuueatbc@igpation. Formalrecognition of thefirst
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learning blockis certain. Recognition of the other learning units depends on the way in
which recognitionis organised within the higher education landscape.

Model 3: Lego set

In the third model, the learner is highly self - motivatedandself -reliantand wishestopiece
together their own full study programme , taking adva ntage of offer ings available and
earning credentials  fromvarious education providers (online and on - campus). The chain
of learning units completed by the learner describes theirown personalstudyprogramme.
Recognition of the learning units depends on the way in which recognition is organised
within the higher education landscape. The learner might also choose to earn additional

credentials inorder tochange careers orupskil in his/her existing careerpath.

Model 4: Transformer

Last ly, inthe fourthmo  del, thereis a long break between the | e a r nperiodat school
and in initial training (which may have included higher education) and a new learning
period. Theyare returning to higher education eitherto gain new foundational knowledge

and skills , ortoimprove the levelof theirformal education. This may be motivated by the
needto change careers orupskill in their careerpath. Theystudy relatively intensively for

a period of threetofive years, andthencomplete theirhighereducationprogram me with
the expectation of return ing to or re -enter ing the labour market. This type of higher
education provision satisfies the demand from individual learners for the chance to
transformtheirknowledge and skills profile, in orderto upskill significantl y,tochangether
careerpathway , ortore -enterthelabourmarket. It could also be driven by the demands
of an employer requesting that an employee adjusts their knowledge and competency

profile. In this case, it makes sense to recognise some of the lea r n e iprévipus learning
and competenciesin the design of the ir learning programme.

2.3 Conclusions relat ing to the analytical framework

A European approach to micro -credentials, if developed, would need to explicitly
acknowledge which  drivers are the most im portant and what related outcomes are
expectedinorderto decidewhich ofthe scenarios for theuse of micro -credentialsit wants
to enable , and which learning pathways to support. Based on the three possible
scenarios, policy makers willneedtoagreewh etherto governthe use of micro - credentials
only with in the systemof education, in both education and the labour market, or in all

social systems (enabling true lifelong learning). Based on the four possible learning
pathways , policy makers will need to decide whether to support the use of micro -
credentials for formal, informal and/ or non-formal learning after a person finishes
traditional higher education (model 1) ; toformally finish traditional higher education or
upgrade the skills and competences received by taking courses that provid e recognised
micro - credentials (model 2) ; to enable fully stackable higher education experiences in
which alist of recognisedmicr  o-credentials leads toa full degree (model 3) ; orto formally
recognise priorlearning (model 4). The analytical framework presented in this c hapter also
enables policy makers  to arriv e at additional, more creative solutions. Whichever decision
policy mak ers reach , there will be different implications for the design and recognition of

micro - credentials.

3. Designing short learning courses and recognising
micro -credentials
This section discusses the  dechnical 6and pedagogical aspect ofmicro -credentials

i.e. those issuesrelat ing to the designand delivery of learning activities that leadtomicro -
credential sand to ways of validat ing andrecognis ing whathasbeenlearned. The firstsub -
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section below discusses  the development and provision of learning activities leading to
micro - credentials. The second sub  -section analyses the digital solutions available to
facilitate the provision of learning activities and to digitally recognise and store the resulting
credentials/learning outcomes. Thet hird sub - section reviews the existing approaches to
conduct ing quality assurance on coursesleadingtomicro - credentials. Thefourth andfinal
sub - section sectionlooks at how the potential of micro - credentials canbe fully realised
through their alignment with qualification frameworks and other standardisation and
classification systems.

Each sub - section looks in particular at the potential obstacles and challenges that
stakeholders may face in each of these areas when facilitat ing the uptak e of micro -
cred entials. Each ofthe topic s addressed by the sub -sections could also possibly fallunder

the European approach to micro -credentials ; therefore, whe reverrelevant, ourdiscussion
aims to suggest how each of these aspects could be consider ed when developing a
Europeanapproach to micro -credentials

3.1 Design and delivery of courses leading to micro - credentials
Key findings

A Digital learning is gaining momentum and most of the currently available courses that lead
to micro -credentials are offered online and based on MOOCs. Micro -credentials can also
be gainedvia offline learning, especially via a blended approach.

A Courses leading to micro -credentials vary in terms of their design and delivery (e.g.
varia tions in their length and level of workload, difficulty and work effort, the quality of
the descriptions of their learning outcomes, assessment practices).

A Micro -credentials must include a concise summary of critical information (e.g. title,
learning outcomes, description of content, type of assessment, quality assurance) to
ensure that information about micro -credentials is transparent and informative, and that
learners and employers are well informed about exactly what micro -credentials

communicate about thei  r holders .

Table 4 provides an overview of the number s ofindividual courses,micro - credentials and
online degrees 2 provided by the top MOOC providers 27 at theend of2019.  The uptake of
these courses suggests that Model 2 (Jenga) is already an active pathway for many

learmners. Thetable also show s the number of learners using each platform. Class Central
reported that over2 ,500 individual courses, 170 micro - credentials and 11 online degree
course s were launched in 2019 alone. The online learning sector is cleary
accelerating.

% Alarge number of currently existing mi cro - credentials are MOOC  -based.
7 MOOCswere developed as a learning instrument thatprovides certificates to learners. MOOCs have ad apted
to offering newtypes ofalternative credentials, suchas micro - credentials, butcan alsoleadto traditional degrees.
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Table 4. Top MOOC providers in terms of users and offerings

MOOC provider Learners Courses Micro - credentials D egrees

Coursera 45 million 3,800 420 16

edX 24 million 2,640 292 10

Udacity 11.5 million 200 40 1

FutureLearn 10 million 880 49 23

Swayam 10 million 1,000 0 0
Source: Class Central, 2020.
According to Class Central, the total number of MOOC - based micro -credentials roseto 800
in 2019 . In 2019, more than 170 new micro - credentials of 10 different types were
launched , compared with 120in 2018. Class Central also provides data onthisincrease
broken down by type and providerof micro - credentials . Thisinformation s providedin the
table below.
Table 5. Number of micro -credentials by type and provider

Type Provider Year 2018 Year 2019

Specialisations Coursera 310 400

Professional Certificate Coursera 0 13

MasterTrack Coursera 3 6

Professional Certificate edX 89 123

MicroMasters edX 51 56

XSeries edX 29 40

Professional Education edX 62 73

Nanodegrees Udacity 35 40

Programmes FutureLearn 23 32

Academic Certificate s FutureLearn 14 17

Programmes Kadenze 19 20

Source: Class Central, 2020.

An extensive study  of current courses leading to  micro - credentials awarded by MOOC

platforms (Pickard,2018) shows majorvariations between micro -credentialcourses .
Pickard (2018) indicat ed tthealdck di stdndasdi sationposdsal i t y an
problemfor both learners and employers, as it makes it diffic ult to compare various micro -

credentials. While all employers understand thata Mast er s de gsadhigherdeveg ni f i e

of preparation than a Bachelords degree, it i s i mpossible to

Nanodegree prepares a person better than (orequallyas) anedX ProfessionalCertificate
or a Coursera Specialization. 0

Themain coursesleadingto micro - credentials include (Reseiet al., 2019):

A Variabilityin length andworkload

A Role of coursesleadingto micro - credential s: either standalone or partof a degree.
A Difficulty andwork  effort.

A Qualityofd escriptions of the learning outcomes (often mis sing or insufficient ).
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A Assessmentpractices.

Coursesleadingtom icro - credentials can be delivered both digitally and non -digitally. Whie
mostof th os e currently on offer are online and based on MOOCs (given thatMOOC
platforms have actively promot ed the use of micro -credentials ), micro -credential courses
can also be deliveredon -site.Thelatter approach maybe beneficial 1 or sometimes even
unavoidable 1 for subjects thatrequire physicalspace and activities (e.g. design thinking

and prototyping). Resei et al. (2019) also highlight the potential for a blended approach
mix ing online and on- site learning . For example, MOOCs can be used to provide a basic
understanding of atopic  ,inorder to prepareforface -to-face groupworkactivity and the
application of the prior learning. Conversely, the kick - off could be held face -to-face,
providing a basic understandingand  enabling participants to getto know each other and
build trust at an early stage. After this , the group work activities and collaboration coul d
continue online.

Anumber ofs tudies (Limet al., 2018; Malaysian Qualification Agency  , 2019 ; Ehlers, 2018;
Bucking ham, 2014 ,Reseietal.,2019 )ha ve identified alist of principles that a high - qualty
courseleadin g to micro - credential s shouldapplyin order toensure maxim um value forall
relevant stakeholder s (learners, higher education institutions, employers, officials, and

quality assurance bodies). First, micro - credentials should be outcome -based , andthese
outcomes (i.e. knowledge, skills, attitudes, or competences) should be articulated cleary
and in a measurable manner. Second, micro - credentialsneedtobe  personalised as far
as possible, meaning that learners can select units/courses/modules t hat caterto their
needs and interests. Themode of delivery, the pace of learning and assessment methods

should be personalised  appropriately foroptimal learning. T hird, micro - credentials shoud
be designed and delivered in response to the demands oflea rnersoremployers. Inkeeping
withScenario2 , engagementwith employersis crucial toensure value and relevance
in the labour market . Fourth , micro - credentials should be transparent and provide
complete information (e.g. the course objectives, outcomes, mode of delivery,  notional
hours of learning, assessment, credits, etc.) in a readable and easily accessible form. Fifth
micro - credentials should be  appropriately named based on the ir purpose, delively,
content, assessment and scope. Lastly, at present the stackability of micro - credentials
remains limted : most micro - credentials do notyet provide the ability tocombine and stack
themup to afull degree . Incases where this is possible , allmicro - credentials concemed
usually havetobe awardedby the same higher educationinstitution in whichthe learner
is enrolled . Micro - credentials acquired at one institution are frequently not recognised by
another. Allocation of credits, a stronger connection to the traditional higher education
systemand sup port for stackability across different platforms could potentially enable
learnersto mix and matchmicro - credentials fromdifferent institutions ,adding uptoa full
degree. Interestingly, it could be argued that a system already exists that works for
Scenario 1 , in the case of postgraduate certificates, which are a widely recognised and
stackable credential leading to a Master &, are considered to be micro - credentials. In the
case of digital micro - credentials, the se should be based on technologies that ar e
secure , which authenticate theidentityofaleamer , and which protecta certificationfrom
misuse or alteration. They should also be easy to share on and via different platfonrs
(e.g.socialmedia,e - malil, blog s,etc.).

In short,i nordertobe better integratedinto highereducation system S, micro - credentials
must bewell designed and understandable by allinterested parties. Oliver (2019) andLim
et al. (2018) suggestthat micro -credentialls  mustinclude a concise summary of
critical information ,indic ating the certified learning and the conditions under which it

was achieved. Itisindeed most crucialthatthe information provided along withthemicro -
credential is transparent and understandable by employers, quality assurance agencies,
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education provi ders, society at large, and every other imaginable stakeholder. The
informationthat must beincludedinsuch asummary of criticalinformation  is:

A Title of the micro -credential, which precisely signals the learning outcomes.
A Provider ofthe course.
A Date when the micro -credentialwas awarded .

Description  of the course content and its purpose.

A Learning outcomes : what the successful learner knows , understands and can do based
on this assessed learning.

A How learner has participate d: online,on -site or both online and on -site.

A Credits : number of credits provided, if credit -bearing.

A Time period  whenthe learning took place.

A Any prerequisites thatwere required to begin the course.

A Learning resources relevantfor the credential.

A Type of assessment : testing, application of a skill, portfolio, etc.

A Supervision and identity verification . unsupervised with no identity verification,
supervised with no identity verification, supervised online or on -site  with identity
verification.

A Quality assurance : the body ensuri ng the quality of the course
Outcome for a successful learner : admission to a degree programme, credittowards a
degree programme, certification or digital badge earned, number of credits.

A Integration / stackability options . standalone, independent course / integrated,
stackable towards another credential.

Such information packs ensure that learners and employers are well informed about
exactly what micro - credentials communicate abouttheirholders . This information canbe
included into the (digital) micro - credential itself.  Ensuring that information about micro -
credentials is transparent and informative will build trust among  learners and employers

and faciltatethe uptake of mcro - credentials.

3.2 Digital solutions that enable the use of micro -credentials in higher
education

Key findings

A Prospective students are more supportive of digital learning than current students . This is
partly driven by changing expectations among learnersa s to when and where they learn.
The growing demand for digital learning has been particularly pronounced in light of the
COVID -19 pandemic, with MOOC providers seeing an immense increase in course
enrolments.

>w

Well -functioning digital credential system srequire processesandprocedures to beinplace
for developing, issuing, managing and storing digital credentials.

>\

Digital credentials provide significant capabilities for recognising and recording learning
(e.g. they include consistent metadata, and are easyto share,display and distribute )-

>\

Despite growing popularity and support for digital learning, there is still some mistrust of
online education, particularly with respectto learner verification and authentication.
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The d igitalisation of higher education is a transformative process that
substantially influencesall activities of higher education institutions. It permeates
all processes, places, formats and objectives for teaching, learning, researching and

working in higher education (Rampeltet al.,2018) . This digitaltransformation includes the
development of new infrastructures and the increasing use of digital media and
technologies for teaching and learning, research, support services, administration and
communication, but also the need for learners and staffto develop new (digital) skills for
theircurrent and future workplac es (Rampelt, OrrandKnoth, 2019,p.9 ).

Digital solutions are extremely important in the context of micro - credentials (perhaps even
more thanforothertypes of currently recogn ised credentials):

A Toensure the quality of digital or blended provision of short learning courses.

A To provide enhanced digital means to recognise the skills, competences and
gualificationsacquired during these courses.

The growth of online learning that leads to higher education credentials is driven by
changing expectation samonglearnersasto  whenandwhere theylearn. Matthew, Garratt
and Macdonald (2018) present quantitative variation s between current and prospective
students in relation to their exp ectations (see Table 6), which show that  prospectve
students are more favourable towards online learning than current students, and
that theyanticipate that leamningp roviders will rethink and diversify theircourse delivery
practices.

Table 6. Expectations of current and prospective students

Expectations Current students Prospective students

Prefer most of their degree to be 22% 42%
delivered online

Availability of online studyplays an 43% 58%
importantrole in course selection

Believe that online learning is as 37% 49%
effective as traditional learning

Source: Matthew, Garratt and Macdonald (2018).

The International Student Survey 2020 (QS, 2020) has also highlighted that openness
towards online learning options had beenincreasing over recentyears , and that
the online market has matured (see Figure 8).
Figure 8. Percentage ofstudents who are very interested or somewhat interested in various delivery
options
43 42
31 28 21 31 30 g ® 2020
s HEm -
2018
Blended study Distance/online study MOOCs

Source: QS (2020).

The same survey also found that the majority of prospective international students
expressed some interest in studying their degree online inlightof COVID -19 (see
Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Inter estof prospectiveinternational students in study ing their degree online due to COVID -
19

10%
= Extremely interested

10%
' = \ery interested

= Somewhat interested

40%

20% = Slightly interested

= Not at all interested

20%

Source: QS (2020).

Moreover, a large portion of prospective international students would be interested in
starting their studies online if it meant that theycould begintheir studies in the upcoming
academic year (QS, 2020) (see Figure 10). This shareis likely to have increased during
the Covid - 19 pandemic.

Figure 10. Percentage ofprospective international students who would be interested  in starting their
course online if it meant they could begin  stud ying in the upcoming academic year

Unsure
27%
Yes
‘ 47%
No
26%
Source: QS (2020).
However, while a significant proportion were interested in (or at least unsure about )
whether they would like to start their degree online, the majority (77%) of prospective
international students said that they would expect a discountin such an event . Many
students argue thatthe value ofthe on - campus experience is crucialtothe higher
education offering and should be considered when determining tuition fees (QS,
2020).
According to Diaz, Finkelstein and Manning (2015), the digital nature of some micro -
credentials provides significant affordances , and can offer greater ongoing value
than more traditional formats for recogni sing or recording learning (e.g. a degree, an
academic course -leveltranscript,apaper - based certificate of completion) , becausedig ital
badges:

A include a consistent set of metadata or information about criteria or assessnent
that ledtothe outcomes represented (e.g. skills, competences) ;

A incorporate authentic evidence of the learning outcome being certified (especially if
linked to o rintegrated withane - portfolio system, which over time shows critical
reflectionon a learning trajectory) ;

A canbe shared and displayed across different platforms in both human and mac hine -
readable formats ;
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A can be distributed in a simple and consistent f ormat that can lead to relationship
building, marketing or networking ( particularly in relationto careeropportunities) ;

A are searchable and discoverable in various settings.

The demand for online learning has grown inthe light of COVID -19 andlarge -scale

lockdowns around the world. At the end of March 2020, t he worl ddéds [ argest MOC
Coursera , announced that it would be making some courses completely free for anyone ,

so that people everywhere could continuelearning. Eventhough ma ny courseson Coursera

were already available for free without a certificate, the newly announced selection of

coursesalso include dthose thatoffercertificates. This offer was only valid untilthe end of

July 2020.Oncea leamnerchecksout , they havel 80daystoearnacertificate. Courserabs
courses come from both well  -known universities (e.g. John Hopkins University, the
University of Pennsylvania, Imperial College London and the California Institute of
Technology) and companies (e.g. Google and Amazo n).

The ongoing situation has also driven other MOOC providers to launch simiar initiatives
(Class Central, 2020)

A Udacity offers one-month free nanodegrees in artificial intelligence, programming
and autonomous systems, which usually cost $400 per month each, to European
and Northern American learners.

A FutureLearn offers f ree certificate courses frominstitut
London , the University of Edinburgh and some Australian universities. In the light

of the pandemic, the Australian Trade and Investment Commission (Austrade) has

partnered with social learning platform FutureLearn.com to provide free online

courses and help students stay ahead of the learning curve. T his partnership allows

access to free online courses from leading Australi an education al institutions to

everyone while international travelis restricted.

A Datacamp offers one week 6 free accesstoits full platform, whichincludes over 300

certificate courses.
A Udemy offers more than650 free online courses intech, leadership andlanguage.
A edX made much of its course catalogue and certificate programmes available for

free toits partners.

AccordingtoClass Central (2020), MOOC providers have seenanimmense increase

in course enrolments when compared with the same period las t year. Coursera, for

example, has seen over 10 million course enrolments since it partnered with higher

education institutions, enabling themto offer free
(Boorstin, 2020). The number of sessionson MOOC platforms al soincreased in March2020
whencomparedto February 2020 (see Table 7).

Table 7. Sessions (in millions) on the most popular MOOC platforms

MOOC provider Sessions (in millions) =
Coursera 45 (up by 67%)

edX 19.2 (up by 52%)
FutureLearn 6.15 (upby 116%)

Source: Class Central, 2020.

% Number of sessions in March and percent change from February.
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For a digital credential systemto work, aprocess needstobe inplace fordeveloping,
issuing, managing and storing digital credentials (Finkelstein, Knight, Manning,
2013). First, it is important to decide who (e.g. an individual teacher or specific
department) is responsible forthe developmentand design of the coursethatleadsto the
digital credential. Second, technologicaltools and infrastructure must be developedforthe
use of institutions, teachers and learners. Third, it is important to determine who has the

authority to issue a digital credential. Lastl y, managing digital credential s entails storing
them in some typeof digitalrepository , allow s recipientsto controlwho isableto seether
digital credentials , andwhichcredentialsthey  wish todisplay to specific  users .

The International Council for Openand Distance Education(  ICDE, 2019) highlights that in

order to successfully implement a digital credential system, providers need to

make governance decision s, choose iconography, determine metadata
configurations and decide on a specific implementat ion pathway (i.e. selecta
platform ). As a first step, institutions must establish internal governance of the

credentia lling system . This will determine  which entities administer the issuing of
credentials, provide guidance on theissuingof credentials, and which entities overseethe
quality of credentials. This is crucial to ensur ing the reputation of the institution and the
quality of the credentials offered. = The main principles guiding the development of
iconography include the readability ofacredent ial(e.g.iconsarenot laden with distracting,
unnecessary and uninterpretable design features) ; the clearindicationof the competences
and skills achieved (e.g. icons do not contain abstract symbols that require further
interpretation) ; an indicat ion of the issuing institution (e.g. the name of the institution
ratherthanits logo).ICDE also emphasise s that meetingthese simple criteria may not be
an easy task , given the technical parameters imposed and the uncertainty of future
directions for the use o f digital credentials. However, setting a clear design framework

early on could help to avoid further confusion. One of the most important aspectsof a
digital credential system toimplement  successfully is the ability to provide information
about the skills and competences it represents (in line with the  summary of critical
information discussed inthe previous sub - section) .

Anotherearly and importantimplementation decisionis the choiceofa digitalcredential
platform . Previously,the natural choic ewasfortheinstitution to create a software variant

of its own existing transcript systemthat would handle digital credentials. However, today 0s
technical requirements and the complexity of such systems (including the ir continuous
updat ing and maintena nce) make in - house software development too complex , and thus
less attractive (ICDE, 2019). Many institutions canbenefit instead fromselecting a third -
party vendorthat can offer high - quality services and continuously introduce novelties and
improvements  into its platform (see Box 7). Some important  aspects to be considered
include interoperability, integration, longevity and data migration. Alternatively , higher
education institution s can create networks and collaborate in creating a shared platform

For an example ofsuchplatform ,see Box 8.

Box 7. Digitary CORE platform

Digitary is a leading online platform for certifying, sharing and verifying credentials. It was

launched in Ireland in 2005 and is currently used by many respected higher education providers

in 135 countries to eliminate credential fraud, im prove service levels and increase efficiencies. It

is a learner -centric plattorm  that enables learnersto access their verified achievements 24/7 and

to share them with others securely, quickly and easily. Digitary enables the instant verification of
recor ds with full learner consent, maintaining regulatory compliance and eliminating the hassle of

manual verification.

Digitary Certified Online Record Exchange (CORE)is a secure cloud platform that helps learners
around the world access and share their digit ally signed academic documents online with
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employers, education providers, governments and other third parties. The following are some
benefits of Digitary CORE:

A Education providers can reduce credential fraud through the use of secure digital
technologies .

A Education providers can reduce costs and streamline processes by enabling self -service
for learners and employers

A Learners can access their digitally certified academic records online
A Learners can securely share their records with third parties, quickl y and easily
A Employers and others can quickly and easily ver

In2007, the | ri sh I nstitutes of Technology (1l oTs) chose
its digital European Diploma Supplement (EDS) across all 14 10Ts. In 2016, Digitary was again
chosen to implement a cloud -based digital credentia Il i ng system, this time
platform, which extends to a wide variety of documents including transcripts, EDS and grade

mailers.

In 2020, Digitary and Dublin City University (DCU) announced a strategic partnership to launch a
new micro -credential ling initiative to recognise the learning of students. As part ofthis partnership ,
DCU wi | | i ssue badges using Digitaryods Badgaamunedmant f

is that many of D-Crédérgialscanwe stackedrtogether, to realise greater and more
focusedlearning within a particular competence or skill area. Learners will now have a single digital

wallet that will  contain all official certi ficates, documents and badges earned throughout their DCU
learning journey. In a ddition, learners will be able to share these credentials easily with third
parties such as employers , helping them to meet their employmentgoals.

Box 8. The Digital Credentials Initiative

The Digital Credentials Initiative started in Apr |
distributed, and sharedinfrastructure that will become the standard forissuing, storing, displaying,
and verifyingacademi ¢ credentials, digitallyo.

It is coordinated by MIT (USA) and involves Delft University of Technology (Netherlands), the
Hasso Plattner Institute at the University of Potsdam (Germany)as well as the Technical University
of Munich (Germany) from Europe. Ot her partners include Tecnolégico de Monterrey (Mexico),
Harvard University Division of Continuing Education (USA), University of California, Berkeley

(USA), University of California, Irvine (USA) , and the University of Toronto (Canada).

The initiative aims to create a central platform for stor ing st ud e achisvémentrecords that will
continue even after a student has graduated, and which is based on the latest advances in public
key infrastructures, public ledgers and blockchains.

The background document on the Europass Digital Credentials Framework indic ates that

the At echnical approach to be designed for the

credentials should allow for identifying, issuing, storing, sharing and verifying digit ally
signedcredentialsinacross -bor der ¢ ol heCemnission is currently workingon the
Europass Digital Credentials Infrastructure (see Box 9) i a technicalinf rastructure that
organisations can use to issue digital credentials across the EU. However, it is important
that higher education institutions should have student management systemsthat allow
their credential platforms to integrate withthe Europasssyste m. Thiscouldposea potential
problem for institutions that use outside vendors , asit may require investments  fromthe
vendors to upgrade theirsystems. The Commission is exploring a set of components and
services (building blocks) to facilitate the integration of digital credentials into existing
institutional infrastructures.
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Box 9. Europass Digital Credential Infrastructure
The Europass Digital Credential Infrastructure (EDCI) is a set of standards, services and software
that allow institutions to issue digital, tamper -proof qualifications and other learning credentials
within the European Education Area. The use of the Europass Digital Credential Infrastructure will
provide learners, employers, education and training providers a nd other authorised bodies with a
simple and trustworthy way of verifying the valid ity and authenticity of digital credentials.

The European Commission will provide organisations with detailed documentation, services code
samples and open -source code , as well as the following resources:

A A developerportal that providesa detailed data model, business guidelines, standards and
application programming interface (API) documentation.

A A Github allowing users to re -use (contribute to) code for issuing, storing, sharing and
verifying digital credentials.

A A help desk to assist with queries on development.

The Commis sionwill further provide APIs  thatwill allow the sharing of information between student
data or human resource s management systems , and the EDCI infra structure. This  will allow any

developer to build an EDCI  -compliantcredential issuer.

Europass Digital Credentials are legally equivalentto paper -basedcertificates across the European
Union, and all components of the infrastructure are open and free. Neither credential issuers nor

credential holders will have to pay for any of the services , or to use the cloud -basedservices (EC-

hosted) of Europass.

A suite of free software, tools and services is offered to help individuals or organisations to:
A issue and create credentials and send them to their owners ;
A store credentials securely in a single online and offline wallet ;

A verify and check if credentials a re authentic, valid and issued by an accredited
organisation ;

A share the information in the credential with any other person or organisation.

Europass Digital Credential Infrastructure is currently being piloted by 18 Member States.
Successful implementatio n of Europassdigitally  signed credentials could bring multiple benefits:

Improve d portability of qualifications and skills between countries.
Reduce d administrative burden for citizens, learning providers and businesses.
Reduced credential fraud.

Empower ing citizens to own and control their own credentials.

> > D> D> >

Contribut ing to the digitisation of governmentprocesses.

The use of blockchaintechnology isanotherexample  ofanemerging technologyinthis
context of certification , increasingly used by several MOOC platforms (see Box 10) to
increase trustand ensure the validity of certifications . According to Camilleri (2018 a),
blockchain is fideal as a new infrastructure to secure, share, and verify learning
achievements. In the case of certifications, a blockchain can keep a list of issuer s and
receiver s of each certificate, together with the document signature (hash) in a public

database (th e blockchain) which is identically stored on thousands of computers around

t h e wo The dsé of blockchain solutions can be applicable to Scenario s land?2 , whie
also showing potential  for applicationin  Scenario 3. The main advantages (Camilleri,
2018a , p.9) of digital certificates stored on a blockchain , compared with other digital

certificates are:
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A They cannotbe forged i it is possible to verify with certainty that the certificate
was originally issued by and received by the same persons indicated i n the
certificate.

A Verification of the certificate can be performed by anyone who has access to the
blockchain, using easily available open - sourcesoftware 1 thereis no needforany
intermediary  parties.

A Because no intermediary parties are required to val idate the certificate, the
certificate can still be validated even if the organisation that issued it no longer
exists or no longer has accesstothe issued record.
A The record of issued and received certificates on a bloc kchain can only be destroyed
if eve ry copy onevery computerinthe world that host s the softwareis destroyed.
A The hash is merely a way of creating a 6li

by the user. This means that the above mechanism allows the signature of a
document to be  published without needing to publish the document itself, thus
preserving the privacy of the documents.

Box 10. A global decentralised blockchain -based platform 1 EduCTX

The EAuCTX Platform is basedon a globally distributed peer -to-peer ( P2P) network . It processes,
manages and monitors ECTX tokens and transactions, which represent trusted and transparent

evidenceof i ndi v i dcgurddskdls and knowledge in the form of digital micro -credentials. Like
the EuropeanCredit Transferand Accumulation System (ECTS), ECTXtokens represent the credits

acquired by an individual in the form of digital micro certificates for completed learning units

(courses, diplomas, certificates, etc.) . Each individual has their own EduCTX address, at which

they collecttokens assigned to them by an institution in return for completed learning units. All
EduCTX users have accessto a decentrali sedweb application that provides anoverview of tokens

the user has received.

All EAuC TX stakeholders (institutions ) also have their own unique address and the ability to use

the pl at f odecerdrali sed application to manage (transfer) tokensin a simple and secure way.

Once a learning unit has been completed , the institution transfers the appropriate number of
tokens to the address of the individual 6s swoes$da@t on
the sender (aninstitution with an official name and address)and an anonymousindividual receiver

(a public, but anonymous address). Due to the dynamic nature of the certificates, the transaction
structure has been extended to include an externallink, which stores more detailed information

about the learning unit and/or certificate. Each institution has the option of adding certificate

inf ormation, while at the same time assum ing responsibility for maintaining and enabling access
to this information on its servers. In this way, the ecosystem remains a platform for the secure,
trusted and efficient distribution of digital micro -certificates, while ensuring objectivity in a

distributed system  that comprises different organi sations, each with their own requirements and
specifications for  particular learning unit s.

An individual can demonstrate the skills and knowledge  they have acquired in the form of digital
micro credentials using an anonymous address and private key associated with this address

without administrative or language barriers. In a ddition, the platform prevents an individual from
transferring the ECTX tokens they have acquired to other addresses. This can only be done by
authori sed institutions and organi sations that have the right to award tokens. To demonstrat e the
skills they have acquired , anindividual can use their private key , which correspondsto their public
address where their assigned ECTX tokens are stored. Since an i ndivi dupaviate kegis r
known only to them , they alone are able to prove the ownership of a specific public address. In
this way, an individual can provide their public EQuUCTX ad dressto a potential employer in order
to verify their knowledge and skills. The employer can then easily obtain additional information
relat ing to this address ( suchas the ECTXtokens acquired ). Toverify thatthe individual match es
the address,the y must sign their message with the ir personal private key. If  this matches, the
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employer can be sure that the ECTX tokens at a given anonymous address belong to the person
concerned .

The verification process itself will be semi -automated via user -friendly web interfaces. The first
prototype of the EduC TX platform was implemented using the ARK blockchain platform. A newer
prototype is based on the Ethereum blockchain platform , and uses smart contracts

Even though the digitalisation of higher education contributes to the use of micro -
credentials, some mistrust stillexists over certification  , particularly in the areas of
learner verification or authentication and the prevention of cheating (Resei et al., 2019).

Theseri sksare stillperceived asbeing easier to avoid offline , despite recenttechnological
developments like online proctoring (Ramplet, Orr and Knoth, 2019). There is still some
biastowards campus -based education asthe Gold Standard of learning. However, campus -
based and online qualification are increasingly issued and verifi ed via the same systens
and platforms.  Verified credentials are atthe core of a higher educats on ins
reputation , and most institutions carefully maintain a secure record of  the individuals to
whomthey have awarded credentials.

3.3 Quality assurance of micro - credentials

Key findings

A The role of quality assurance is of great importance when it comes to the establishment
and recognition of new education formats. However, quality as surance procedures are (in
some cases) not yetadapted to facilitat ing and monitor ing micro -credentials.

A The standards and key elements that existfor formal recognition and quality assurance in
higher education can and should also be applicable to micro -credentials. Itis important to
ensure that the quality of course s leading to micro -credentials is assured in accord ance
with the ESG.

One of the main successes ofthe Bologna Processis the establishment of quality assurance
as a key element of higher edu cation. There is a consensus that quality assurance is

necessary to ensure accountability and support enhancement. Quality assurance gives
confidence to learners and other use rs of the credential , such as employers and
universities, that courses or modules adhere to state -of-the -art principles with regard to
the ir development, design, delivery, assessment, overallmanagement and enhancerment.

The current approach to quality assurance best serves Sce nario 1 and Scenario 2 , while
being very challenging to achieve in the contextof implement ing Scenario 3.

Ideally, quality assurance of  recognition procedures in the provision  higher education
should be carried out both internally and externally , to ensur e that internal quality
assurance is in line with European standards (Nuffic, 2019). However, in some cases
quality assurance procedures and regulatory frameworks have not yet been
adaptedto facilitate and monitor the digital provisiono f emerging courses that
leadto micro -credentials . Quality assurance isstill largely programme - based , although
this is moving towards  a more institution -centred model . Inthe case of programme - based
external quality assurance, it is necessary to extend national quality assurance
processes and regulations to micro -credential  s. In the case of Scenario 1, q uality
assurance agencies can  verifythese when reviewing micro - credentials . Thisis the option
thatis most in line with  current quality assurance processes ,andcan be built on existing
practices . In the case of institution -centred external quality assurance, micro - credentials
(like all otherprogrammes and courses) are subjectto internalquality assurance , andit is
the responsibility of individual higher educationins titution stoadapttheirinternal process
and regulations accordingly . Institution -based external quality assurance allows
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institutions greater freedomto introduce and regulate micro -credentials  ontheir
own behalf  (especially given that micro -credentials are stilluncommon in most national
contextsacross the EU Member States).

The role of quality assurance is of great importance when it comes to the establishrment

and recognition of new education formats, particularly in the context of online education.
Reseietal. (2019, p. 17) argue that increased standardisation, awareness and familiarity

will help users (including learners, employers and human resources departments) to
establish trust and recogni  se the value of micro -credentials in demonstrating the
competencesofnew employees andimproving the performance of the existing workforce.

The reputation of the higher education institution is important . Higher education
institutions usually have theirown quality assurance proceduresand guidelines which they
follow in creating new contentand credentials. In the area of higher education, quality is

additionally secured by legal accreditation bodies. These enable universities to take parts
of their accredited study program mes and offer them as micro - crede ntials. However,
MOOCs and other forms of learning often fall outside the scope of existing internal and

external quality assurance in higher education, making it difficult to establish the quaity

of e -leamning (Nuffic, 2019, p. 8) . In some cases, thisis a result of legal restrictions,
particularly in the case of quality assurance that takes place at the level of study
programmes rather than the institutionallevel , and when an online course is offered as
standalone learning  unit . To ensure better quality e-learning , itis important to:

A Make the quality assurance of credit - bearing and stackable courses a part
of internal quality assurance procedures at higher education institutions.

A Ensurethatnationalquality assurance agenciesinclude credit -bearingand
stackable courses intheirexternal review procedures for highereducation
institutions (Nuffic, 2019).

To provide an alternative to existing quality assurance measures , the European Association
for Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU) launched the Open upEd quality label in 2014
(see Box 11). However, as of May 2019 , only a handful of higher education institutions

have adopted this label due to its limted internationa |status . Anotherlabel, Quality
Matters (see Box 12),is currently the most widely usedandrecognisedlabel internationaly
for the design and delivery of online and b lended modules and programmes. T his label
concentrates mainly onthe quality processes adoptedby highereducationinstitutions , but
is not recognised by  quality assurance agencies. Quality Matters nevertheless give s
learners some confidence that higher education institutions have quality assurance
processesinplace

Box 11. The OpenupEd quality label

OpenupEd has developed quality standards based on a completely new understanding of quality

in a digital world , which focuse s on the aspect of openness. OpenupEd aims to be a distinct ive
quality brand that embrac es a wide diversity of (institutional) approaches to open education via
the use of MOOCs. Consequently ,OpenupEd partners agreedto developa quality label for MOOCs
tailored to both e  -learning and open education. This label was published in January 2014.

The institutional benchmarking associated with this label is primarily intended to be applied as an
improvement tool, enabling an instituti on6 sperformance to be compared against current best
practices, leading where necessary to measures to raise the quality of the i nst iMOOGsiaodn
their operation. Th e process is designed to complement an institution 0 scourse approval process,

as well asthe ongoing evaluation and monitoring of courses in presentation.

64



* K Kk

European
Commission

* %%
#*

Box 12. The Quality Matters  label

Quality Matters is a US-based and US -oriented non-profit organisation working on quality
assurance in online and innovative digital teaching and learning environments. Its main goal is to
promote and improve the quality of online education and student learning nationally and
internationally through:

A The d evelopment of current, research -supported, and practice -based quality sta ndards
and appropriate evaluation tools and procedures.

A Recognition of expertise in the quality assurance and evaluation of online education.

A Fostering a culture of continuous improvement by integrating standards and processes

into organi sational plans , to improve the quality of online education.

A Providing professional development in the use of rubrics, tools and practices to improve
the quality of online education.

A Peerreviewand certification of quality in online education.

Quality Matter s provide s services based onthe quality assurance goals of institutions in the areas
of:

Improving course design (episodic or custom application of criteria).

Creating professional development opportunities.

Demonstrating quality assurance processes.

Continuously i mproving quality assurance processes (going beyond quality thresholds).

Benchmarking (comparing and connecting across institutions).

> > > > > >

Driving institutional change (sustaining high quality).

Quality Matters  has created various r ubrics and standards. The Gene ral Standards and Specific
Review Standards in each  rubric are intended to guide higher education institutions through the
development, evaluation and improvement of their online and blended courses. Achieving a level
of 85% orabovein relationto these q uality expectationsis key to certifying the quality of acourse.

The Higher Ed Course Design Rubric is a set of eight General Standards (e.g. learning objectives,
assessment and measurement, learning activities, accessibility and usability) and 42 Specifi [
Review Standards used to evaluate the design of online and blended courses. The rubric includes
a scoring system that is used by the review team to determine whether a course meets the
standards. Essential Standards (3 -point Specific Review Standards) mu st be met during the
review , and an overall score of 85% of the maximum possible  points is required for a course to
attain QM certification.

Camilleri and Rampelt (2018) indic ate that while degrees fromaccredited highereducation
institutions rarelyra iseconcerns intermsof recognitionand portability, the quality of new
forms of credentialsis more questionable due tothe lackof commonly agreed standards,
technologiesand comprehensive criteria applied to theirassessment. Offering an option to

recogni se credits , orprovid ing them directly withthe micro -credential , can also signal a
level of rigo ur and quality and increase the credibility of credit -bearing micro - credentials.

When considering Scenario 1 and Scenario 2 , the standards and key eleme nts that
exist for formal recognition and quality assurance in higher education can and

should also be applicable to all new forms of learning, certification and
credentiali sation (Reseiet al., 2019; Camilleri and Rampelt, 2018; Rampelt, Orr and

Knoth, 20 19). If Scenario 3 is preferred , this would have considerable implications for
guality assuranceagencies  because Scenario 3 allows learners to follow flexible pathways

and move betweenlabour market activities, family and civic duties and learning ac quire
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at different providers . This would require the kind of change in the culture of recognition
of skills and competencies  thatis encapsulated by the term @pen recognition §i.e. the

recognition of alllearning outcomes and ac hievements throughout life and in all fields.
Learning outcomes must be included as one of the main elements of any quality
assurance system . Learning outcomes facilitate the transparency, comparability and

stackability of micro -credentials. In addition to clearly defined learning outcomes, a
credentialalsoneedsto  provide transparentinformationon the quality of the programme

or the learning opportunity  that lead s tothe credential, the level of learning (ideally with
referenceto a qualifications fra mework) , andtheworkload required togain the credential.
The se learning outcomes should also be backed up by a robust assessment mechanism ,
described in the credential , which should also verif y the identity of the learner a nd the
issuing organisation.  Trustinthe credentialcan also be supportedby thereputation of the
issuing organisation , and the system used to issue the credential. An organisati ont
reputation alone does not necessarily guarantee the quality of its micro - credentials |,
however . Micro -credentials issued by reputable andtrusted organisations must also adhere
tothe main princip  les of quality assurance.

According to Rampelt, Orr and Knoth (2019), Afon t he
provision are to be welcomed as they enable more flex ible and more personal learning

support. However, onthe other hand, there are concerns about degree mills (i.e. providers

with low quality learning , provision and assessment)and fraud (i.e. the verification thata

personcomplete d acourseorprogramme , when theyha d not) oOForthisreason , existing

criteriaand measuresforquality assurance mustbe supplemented accordingy  to

take appropriate account of digitalisation inteaching and learning , and to ensure security

and transparency forall learmner groups.

The needto strengthenthe ESGagainst fraud wasconsidered in the PeerLearning Actiity
onacademicintegrity of t he European Commi ssionds Education an
Group on Higher Education . The participantsagreedthat academic integrity is essential for

trust in quality of higher education. The group presented and discussed national and
institutional strategies, tools and policies for solving the digital challengesrelat ing tothe
academic i ntegrity. The se include holistic and preventive approaches across all levels of
education and research; elaborating national framework s for guidance, monitoring and
reporting on academic integrity; intensifying the focus of quality assurance on acadenic
integrity; increasing communication and training on academic integrity for teaching and
non - teaching staff inhighereducation ;aswellas collecting comparable informationon the
approachestointegritytaken by the Member States , via the Eurydicenetwork  (Ministry of
Science and Education of the Republic of Croatia, 2020)

Quality assurance procedures should coverdigitallearningin two environments: 1) where
it is offered within a hi gher educat i oowncoursetprogrammtei(egidse as
blended learning) ; and 2) where itis used by learners to supplement their own learning
pathway s. Both cases require a more student -centred approachto quality assurance
(Rampelt, Orr and Knoth, 2019). Institutions must ensurethatthe ir courses are designed
anddeliveredin  such awaythatstudents  are encourage d totake anactiverole increating

the learning process , andthatthe assessment of students reflects this approach. The Irish
quality assurance agency QQI has already published guidelines for blended learning that
address the specific responsibilities of providers with regard to the quality assurance of
blended learning programmes and related services .Itis crucialthat  the qualityassurance
of online leamning activitiesis extended to cover the virtual learning environment, the
pedagogical quality of online provision and the availability of online student support, which

are often criticised as lacking in online learning . Tosumup, all courses leadingto  micro -
credentialsmust  besubjectto astandard ised andaccepted quality assurance process.
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3.4 Recognition of micro - credentials
Key findings
A Ther ecogni tion of micro -credentials for the purpose of further studies and employment
present s challenges (e.g. a lack of common understanding , and diverse recognition
practices) , particularly in relation to informal and non -formal learning.

A Micro -credentials obtained from accredited higher education institutions through quality -
assured short learning courses present fewer challenges to being recognised , both for
further learning and  for employability

In general, the standards and key elements that exist for formal recognition in higher

education canand should also be applicable to all new forms of learning, certification and
credentiali sation (Reseietal., 2019; Camilleriand Rampelt, 2018; Rampelt, Orr and Knoth,

2019). However, MicroHE (20 19)foundthat therecognitionof micro - credentials , both for
purpos es of further studies ( acade mic recognition ) and for employment , presents sone
challenges .Theseinclude

A Recognitionpracticesvary  between institutions and countries.

>

No common understanding  existsasto whatmicro -credentials are.

Learners often do not actively attempt to have mic ro - credentials recognised.

> >

Recognitionis fairly sporadic and consideredon  a case-by-case basis.

>

Recognition of informal and non -formal leaming % is a complex process and
th erefore lessscalable .

MicroHE (2019) conducted an interview programme for its analysis, which showed that
only a very small number of the students had any experience with micro -
credentials , an even smallernumber had triedto have themrecognised by their higher

educationinstitutions i and none had succeededintheir attempt . The p rimary reason for
this was therigid  requirements (both actual and perceived) for rec ognition. Even though
this lackof recognitionto some extent limits the uptake of micro - credentials among some

learner groups, learners  still appreciate accesstomicro  -credentialsforthe ir advancement
in the workplaceor  the developmentof personalinterests.

Micro - credentials can be used to recognise important non - formal and informal
learning activities that currently do not enjoy a high status with in formal learning
activit ies leading to recognised credentials. While there is potential for non - formal and

informal experiencesto  gaingreater recogni tion informal qualifications,the development
of thiscategoryof non - creditbearingmicro - credential s isone means of raising the value

of this type of learning  , alongside formal qualifications. Despite this, it is known that not
all higher educationinstitutions are moving in this direction .Oneofthemain reason s for
this is that recognition of informa | and non -formal learning is a  complex and lengthy

process (MicroH E, 2019) . Having said that,some countries have advanced their practices
for the recognition and validation of learning ac quired through prior study or experience.
The relevance of the recog nition of prior learning stems fromthe needto reduce the cost

%At the policy level, this is reffoernrad d atnod d s f @ v A20lHGotewda m i ofg 6n o n
Recommendation cal led for Member States to establish arrangements for the validation of non -fomal and

informallearning that enable s individuals to (1) have knowle dge, skills and competences that have been acquired

throughnon -formalandinformallearning validated; and (2 ) obtain a full qualification, or, where applicable, part

of a qualification, on the basis of validated non -formal and informal learning experiences. The Recommendation

gives explicitimportance to periods of mobility as e xperiences for non -formallyandin formally acquired learning.
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of educating and reskilling the working adult population (Oliver, 2019). While there

is still no single international model for the recognition of prior learning, most countries
anduniversiti esdoso onthe basis of the identification oflearning outcomes andon a
case -by -case basis . Higher education institution s in the United Kingdom, for example,
recognise and validate certain type s of learning on a case -by-case basis. These types of
learning are usually:

A Qualifications delivered by recognised educational providers (both completed and

unfinished).

A Professional development and employment - based awards.

A Prior experientialleamning (e.g. knowledge and skills gained through employment
or voluntary work).

The Swedish government has also prepared a National VValidation Strategy, whic h aims to
guarantee that significantly more individuals have their prior learning validated. Validation

of prior learning should be a vailable across the country, at all levels of the educational
systemand for a broader range of qualifications in working life. The strategy emphasises

that such validation , as a pathway to a qualification , should have the same high level of
legitimacyas formaleducationandtraining (Oliver, 2019). Itis also crucialthatthe labour
market can recognise whatthe learnerhas achieved andrelate thistothe needs of
the organisationor company . As illustrated in Scenario 2, a typical problem for  higher
educ ation and the labour market systems has been that each uses a different way to
describ e achievements .

The Diploma Supplement  has been developedto  describe the content  and some of the

main features of a study programme. When it comes to the recognition of micro - credentials
by employers, the awareness about the value of this new type of credentialis fairly low
(Oliver, 2019). T he recognition of micro -credentialsismore  common with incompanies and

industr ies that have more experience ofthem (e.g. through employees who have acquied
micro - credentials ; compan ies that provid e professional development using micro -
credentials ; organisations whose  human resources personnel are familiar with mcro -
credentials). Legal professionals in Ireland are an example of acaseinwhich the yeary
renewal of registration requires a number of continuous professional development hours.

The Law Society of Ireland, which is the educational, representative and regulatory body

for the solicitors'professionin Ireland, embarked ona micro - credential linginitiative forits
programme design.  The proliferation of micro -credentials also challenges their rec ognition.

In additionto these other obstacles, t he widevariety ofmicro  -credentials available creates
confusion , and employers often require assistance in understand ing, judg ing and
compar ing the plethora of micro - credentials presented to them by potential employees
(Oliver, 2019).

The recognition of micro -credentials  obtained from accredited higher education
institutions through quality assured and credit - bearing short learning courses
presents fewer challenges to recogni tion . This is because credits enhance the
comprehension of the learning outcomes, workload and assessment  of such programmes

In a ddition, the role of the platform used to deliver the course should not be
underestimated , as the se often possess their own quality assurance processes and
reputations (e.g. FutureLearn) . Thereasonforthis isthatsuchmicro -credentials are issued
according to similar values, us ing similar procedures and document ing information that
describ es theskills and knowledge acquired by learners. Qualityassuredand credit  -bearing
micro - credentials signal  transparency and trustworthiness to o ther higher education
institutions, employers and learners.
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3.5 Realising the potential of micro - credentials through alignment with
gualification frameworks and other standardisation and classification
systems

Key findings

A Micro -credentials can be both credit -bearing and non -credit bearing, which provides
learners with the flexibility to choose learning pathways accordingto their preferencesand
situation.  This distinction should be at the core of any definition that may be adopted.

A Credit -bearing micro -credentials are expected to mirror the level of complexity and
autonomy required in a typical unit of a formal qualification , if integrated into higher
education frameworks or other qualification systems.

A Micro -credentials th at are offered by higher education institutions and are credit -bearing
often still falloutside of the scope of standardised frameworks.

Micro - credentials can be both:

A Credit -bearing , when they earn admission to , or credit s towards , formal
gualification s.
A Non - creditbearing , when they do not earn admission to , or credit s towards , a
formal qualification.
This sectionreturnsto the question of definitions firstraisedat the beginning of this report
Two common approaches are used to deploy micro -credential s in education: (1)
compl ementing existing credentia ling systems, which involves adding skill s- based
modules that require learners to put in some optional effortsin order to earn non - credi -
bearing micro - credential s; and (2)the totalintegrationof cred it-bearing micro - credentials

as part of formal credentials that learners have to earn on top of traditional credentials
(Abramovich, 2016; Gibson et al., 2015)

Resei et al. (2019) explain that both directions should ideally be enabled by the  micro -
credential creator or issuing institution . This gives learners the flexibility to choose
according to their preferences and situation. If they have the possibility of turning their
achieved micro - credentials into something bigger, | eamers may also be motivated to
pursue afull degree ata later date. Preferably,t he relevant micro - credential should also
work in astandalone format and asanimportant employment -focused learning experience,
that demonstrat es competency and skill in a specific topic or discipline. Newly created
credit -bearing micro - credentials are increasingly being embedded within degree
program me s, serving as an entry pointfora fulldegree without the learner having to make
the full commitment upfront. Forexample, MOOC platforms ar e constantly innovating and
experimenting in theirsearch fora sustainable business model and in respon se totrends
and learnerfeedback.

Foramore detailed comparison of credit -bearingandnon -creditbearing micro - credentials |,
please see Table 8.

Table 8. Comparisonofcredit -bearing and non -credit -bearing micro -credentials

Credit -bearing micro - credentials Non -credit -bearing micro  -credentials
A Credit -bearing micro -credentials include A Non -credit -bearing micro - credentals
assessment aligned to a formal qualificaton include assessment that may or may not
level. be aligned with a formal qualification
< . . level.
A Achievement of the learning outcomes leads to
an offerof admissionto  , orcredit s towards , at
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least one formal qualification, regardless of A Achievement of the learning outcomes
whetherthe offeris  taken up by the learner. doesnotleadto an offer of admission or

< . ) . . . credittowards a formal qualification.
A Credit -bearing micro -credentials mirror and 9

contribute to the academic standards re quired in A Non -credit -bearing micro - credentals
the target qualification(s). may or may not conform to the academic
standards, including duration and effort,

A The durationand effort required by the leamer required for a formal qualification.

are in keepingwith amount of credit earned in
the targetqu alification(s). A Non-credit -bearing micro - credentals
often reflect a wider societal or labour
market focus on the development of
important skills and knowedge for
lifelong learning , aswellas for the labour
market . However, i n some cases, a
micro -credential geared towards a
personal interest (e.g. in family,
genealogy). might have little or no
relevance to employability

A Credit -bearing micro -credentials are, by their
nature , likelyto be more strongly linked to an
i ndi vi dmpayjality.

Source: Oliver, 2019, p. 20.

In order to integrate micro - credentials into  the higher education framework in line with
Scenario 1 , credit -bearing micro - credentials must be aligned to qualification frameworks.
Such alignment is highly desirable if credit -bearing micro - credentials areto  gain a wider
status among employers and students. Micro - credentials are expe cted to mirror the
level of complexity and autonomy required in a typical unit of a formal
gualification (Oliver, 2019)

The Bologna Process and the introduction of the three -cycle systemin the EHEA led to
agreement on the common standards for the level, learning outcomes and workload of
study programmes within formal higher education. The European Qualifications Framework

has established eight European reference levels expressing proficiency. Atnationallevel ,
most European countries have established National Qualification Frameworks (NQF )
reflecting these levels . T he European Credit Transfer and Accumulation S ystem (ECTS)
helps to determine  workload . Diploma Supplements (DS) are widely used to describe
learning outcomes (Nuffic, 2019, p. 6). This sta ndardisation supports the recognition

of prior learning and that of foreign qualifications . However, evenwhen  they are
offered by higher education institutions, micro - credentials  often fall outside of the
scope ofstandardised frameworks . Becauseofthis ,theuptake ofcredit -bearingmicro -
credentials across European highereducation institutions is still relatively low.

Tako, Galan - Muros and Weko (2020, p. 34) summarised alternative credential criteria and

quality standards within different qualificatio n frameworks and classification systens,
which are presentedin Table 9. This table could provide inspiration to European policy
makers and experts  in deciding how micr o- credentials could be integrated in to national
qualificationsframeworks that are referencedto the European Qualifications Framework.

Table 9. Alternative credential criteria and quality standards

Formal action Formal and informal recommendations
New  Zealand European German Expert ~ Panel US Council for
Qualifications MOOC Forum for for the Review Higher
Authority Consortium Higher of the | Education
Education Australian Accreditation
in the Qualifications
Digital Age Framework
Intended learning X X X X X
outcomes
Qualifications X X X X X
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Verification/assessment X X X
W orkload X (upto40 X (100 -150 X (100 -150
credits) hours) hoursf3 -5
ECTS)
Verification of leamer X X X X
identity
Accreditationand X X X
recognition
Listenstoe mpl oyer s o X X X
demand
Level X (EQF level X (EQF level X
6-7) 6-7)
Providersoé6 capabi X X
Externaland intemal X X X
review
Listenstol ear ner so d| X X X
Mission/purpose X X X
Absence of significant X
weaknesses
Accessibility and
affordability
Labour market outcomes
Non -duplication X
Orientation X
Stackability
Transparency

The European MOOC Consortium 6 S r e ¢ e nt toidevelopa ComniovMicro - credentials
Framework (CMF) is an important step (see Box 13). The CMF is an agreement among
Europeds bleapmpgepovidere astothe specifications towhicha micro - credential
should adhere (Nuffic, 2019).

Box 13. The Common Micro -credential Framework (CMF)

European MOOC platforms  have launcheda micro -credentialframework that fits into the European
Qualification Fr amework for Lifelong Learning, which encompasses learning outcomes in both
higher education and professional training. The Common Micro -Credential Framework (CMF)
indicatesthe scale ofa MOOC program me in terms of workload (the standard equatesto 4-6 ECTS
credits /100 to 150 hours of study time) and level (level s 6 and 7 inthe EFQ, i.e.B achelor 6 and
Master 6 devel s).

Based on discussions during the Bologna Digital workshops and existing approaches to

quality, Rampelt, Orr and Knoth (2019, p. 34) proposed a European frameworkfor micro -
credentials, which would establish a cycle complementary to the existing short cycle,
Bachelor 6 sMaster 6 and doctorate cycles. Accordingto the authors (Rampelt, Orr and
Knoth, 2019), the development of an additional cycle could help to widen learning on an
unprecedented scale and serve both socialand economic innovation. Thea uthors propose
to base the framework on the following sevenelements , which align most closely  with
Scenario sland2 :
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1. Average durationof 3 -5ECTS credits (equivalenttoa workload of about 100 -150
hours forthe learner).

2. Well- defined learning outcomes at Bachelor 6 sr Master 6 fevel( firstor second cycle
of the Qualification Frameworkforthe EHEA i Level6or7ofthe EQF).

Reliable assessment of learning outcomes.

4. Accreditationby EQAR - registered agencies as part of theirregularreview of higher
educati on i nildrdfferingt 5 andistéinal QA (anextension of the existing
review system).

5. Accreditationis also  possible in separate series for other providers (e.g. labour
agencies,in - company training, training by professional associations, private higher
educationinst itut ions ,NGOs).

6. Quality assurance processesare complemented by trusted crowd assessment, e.g.
by otherinstitutions  that allow credit recognition, positive feedback on c ourses from
learners, employers or professional associations.

7. It has been developed fromthe outset as part of the concept of @igitally signed
credentials § which that meansthati tcan be uploaded to t he
in line with  General Data Protection Regulation ( GDPR) and the principles of the
Groningen Declaration Network.

4. Possible i mpact s of the growing use of micro -
credentials

This section reviews the literature on the possible and emerging impact s of the growing
use of micro -credentials. The sectioncomprises three dedicatedsub - sections. Thefirst  of
these discussesthe impactofmicro - credentials on employability. The second discusses the
ways inwhich  micro - crede ntials contribute to lifelong learning % The thirdand final sub-
sectionreview s the literature on  the waysin which  micro - credentials can contribute to
inclusiveness, flexibility and widening learning opportunities in higher education.

To summarise, our | iterature review shows that t he mainimpacts onlearners relat ing
to the increasing use of micro - credentials are in the areas of upskilling, reskilling and
employability; student -centred learning (flexible curriculum and flexible learning
pathways ); inclus iveness inhigher education ; and lifelonglearning opportunities
Ourreviewofthel iterature (Tako,Galan - MurosandWeko,2020;Limetal., 2018; Shields

and Chugh, 2016; Gibson et al., 2015; Flintoff, Grant and Knight, 2013) reveal s various
benefits and motivations for  learner s to increasingly seek  out alternative learning
opportunities such as micro  -credentials , as opposed to traditional higher education
courses :

A Acquisition and verification of skills and/or knowledge.

A Different typesof outcome (ex trinsic, intrinsic, practical).

A Lower participation cost, shorter duration of learning , and greater flexibility
A

Ability to differentiate the different skill sets earned by students from their peers
with inthe same degree programme.

% Lifelong learning encompasses all learning activities undertaken throughout life with the aim of improving
knowedge, skills and competence s within personal, civic, social or employment -related perspectives.
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A Continuous engagement  with leaming (including online materials and activities).

The PIAAC Survey of Adult Skills ( 2019)uncovered an additional setof reasons for leaners
participating in non -formal education and training in OECD countries . From the most
popular toleast popul ar,theseare

A Todothe ir job betterand/orimprove careerprospects.
Toincreasethe ir knowledge orskills on a subject of interest.
Tofollow an obligation  toattend alearningcourse

A
A
A Toincreasethe iropportunities for gettingajob , orchanging their job orprofession.
A Toobtainacertificate.

A

Tostart abusiness.
A Tobeless likely tolose  their job.

These changing learner needs play animportant role in the growth of newlearning formats
suchasmicro - credentials, which provide learners withlifelong learning opportunities. This

is particularly important in the light of fast -changing technological developments and
changing job roles and requirements, which drive the need to upskill, reskill or gain new

skills and knowledge in order to ensure betterem ployment opportunities. Despite an
increasing number of  employers beginning to  support additional learning on the part of
theiremployees ,including during work inghours ,many leamers prefertolearn attheir
own convenience  (self -driven learning, no time during the workingweek) (Reseiet al,
2019) . As a result, learners who preferto learn in their free time might favour
shorter learning opportunities togainnew , or build on existing , knowledge, skills and

competencessAc cording to Finkelstein, Knight and Manni

lifelong personal and professional development into smaller, more discrete moments and
milestones of observable achievement can provide victories early and often for busy adutts
who m ay engage in learning opportunities as time and resources permit. These learners
might get discouraged or lose momentum when there is only a single defined end point

way off onthe horizon versus valuable milestones of rec ognition along the way Q
Learner s 6needs are changing, and they increasingly demand flexible and
personalised education via flexible curricul a andlearningpathways (Reseietal., 2019)
Learners are also increasingly seeking knowledge on demand , which allows themto
access knowledge, skills and competenceswhen necessary (Reseietal., 2019)
4.1 | mpact of micro - credentials on employability
Key findings
A Micro -credentials provide an opportunity to mitigate some of the challenges Europe fac es
in the contextof skills (e.g. skills mismatch, skills gap) and ma k e p e o p | spoofiless
more visible.

A Micro -credentials offer an opportunity for higher education providers to achieve better
understanding and cooperation with employers (e.g. providing credit s for work experience,
cooperatingon cur ricul a, the verification and validation of credentials).

A Micro -credentials are equippedto respon  d to the changing needs of the labour marketand
learners. The use of micro  -credentials provides a learning environment inwhich new sKkills
and credentialscan  be acquiredina quick , convenient and affordable way.
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Gaining t he r ight skills help s individuals adjust to constant technological
developments, aswell as  global and demographic changes , inorder to ensure
theirown  well -being . Policiesandpractices that supportthiswill contribute significantly
to betterlives and economic growth. In the light of these constant developments and
changes, people need t o be equipped with basic digital, vocational, technical,
entrepren eurial, transversaland foreign language skills.

The newly adopted European Skills Agenda for Sustainable Competitiveness, Social
Fairness and Resilience states

fiNow, more than ever, the EU needs a paradigm -shifton skills. One that
deliversabold skills  agendaforjobsto drive the twintransitions and
ensure recoveryfromthe socio -economic impactofthe COVID  -19
pandemic and in order to strengthen sustainable c ompetitiveness,
ensure socialfairnessand build on resilience 0 (European Commission,
2020).

Europe faces  several challenges in this area (European Commission, 2019) These
include :

A 61 milion Europeans struggle with reading , writing and digital skills.

A 40% of employers  say they cannotfind people with the right skills to fill the ir
vacancies.

It is important to note that underthe current COVID -19 situation ,the skills context
in Europe ischanging . TheCOVID - 19lockdown measuresintroduced acrossthe EU have
triggered a sharp increase in the number of people claiming unemployment benefits. At
the same time, a significant portion ofthosewhoregistered  with unemployment agencies
were no longer actively looking for a job (e.g. because such employment is limited by the
lockdown measures) or were no longer available for work (e.g. they hadtotake care of
their children during the lockdown). The dowcasting émodel * of the International Labour
Organisation (ILO) showsthat the COVID- 19crisisis causing an unprecedented reduction

in economic activity and working time (see Table 10).

Table 10. Decline in working hours and employment (FTE)

Decline in working Full -time equivalent Full -time equivalent &
hours (%) (40 hours, million) (48 hours, m illion)
Europe 7.8 iS5 12

Source: International Labour Organisation, 2020.

Datafrom Cedef op6s Bkils ang daos Survey (ESJS)showthat  skills mismatch
is a particularly pressing issue .Some degree of skills mismatchin the labour market is

' T h e ovcasting dmodel is basedonreal -time economic and labour marketdata to predict the loss in working
hours in the second quarter of 2020 on the basis of data available on 1 April.

%2 Shows the numberoffull  -time jobs lost (in millions) if the full -time equivalentis  based ona 40 -hourworking
week.
% Shows the numberof full  -time jobs lost (in millions) if the full -tme equivalentis  basedona 48-hourworking
week.
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usually expected . However,an excessive msmatch can lead to adverse economic and
social consequences such as unemployment, recruitment difficulties, skills becoming
outdated and people not using their full potential at work . Thereis a high incidence of
under -skiling or skil s gap s at hiring , which arise s when employee s 8kills are lower
than those required for the job at the time of recruitment. The ESJS reveals that one in

five Europeansareunder -skiledat thetime of hiring (Cedefop, 2018).

However, the Cedefopanalysisshow sthatover a third of workers in the EU find their skill
level to be higher than that required by their job. The use of micro - credentials would

not only allow for the re -skiling and up - skilling of individuals , but could also
prov ide bettermethods for mak ing pe op !l e 6 s prsfiks noke visible , enabling
bothindividuals and society to fully harness theirskills and competences (Orr, 2018).

According to Fong,Janzow and Peck (2016, p . 7) , Aiin todayds hi
market, both employers and potentialemployees are looking for any advantage they can

find to give them an edge on their competition. As a result, micro - credentialing

program me s have seena dramatic increase in popularity over the last few years, atrend

that is projected to continueo.

Resei et al. (2019) also suggest that, if successful, micro - credentials can help education

and training to align more closely with the requirements of the fast -changing labour

market, aswellasbeing personalisedandtailoredtothe needs andinterestsof  individual s

and provid ing a new, valuable education and training format in the context of lifelong

learning. Micro - credentialscanaddress ,in particular, the increasing need for re -

skiling (to maintan oneds | evel of employability or adapt t
especially for people whose skillsare no longer marketable) andup -skiling (tocreateor

improve careeropportunities by upgrading and extending 0 n e gkils).

Micro - credentials  offer an opportunity for higher education providers to achieve

better understandingand cooperation with the employers.  Oliver (2019) presents
the results from surveys carried out in Australia and the US, which report that both
employees and employers value work - integrated learning and curricul a. The survey
involving US employers suggest ed that higher education providers should give greater
consider ationto thefollowing priorities:

A Real-world projects and engagement with e mployers.

A Providing academic credit s forexperienceandon - the -job learning.

A Increased validation of curricula by industry and employer — s.

A Betterassistance in verifying and validating the authenticity of ~ credentials.
A Morerigorous form s of quality assurance and accreditation (Oliver, 2019).

Thesurvey showsthat employersandemployeesexpecthighereducationproviders

to be more responsiveto the changing needs of the labour market and job seekers ,
by creating a learning environment in which new skills and credentials can be acquiredin
a quick , convenient and affordable way (Limet al., 2018 ; ICDE, 2019 ). Micro -credentials
serve this purpose because they help to recognise the specific skills of learners. They
provide learners with ~ an opportunity to demonstrate their skills and knowledge , Which is
earned through assessment  -based activities , and to align them according to the specific
andtimely needs of the labourmarket. The micro - credentials earned by learners can then
help them to stan doutincomparison  with theirpeers (Lim etal., 2018).

As Raish and Rimand (2016) highlight, recent changes in the work ing environment
emphasi sethe use ofdigital resources, the ability to create and share artefacts using digital
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resources, and the exp ectation that employees can work collaboratively in teams.
Moreover, the authors indicate that although studentsin higher education may possess

these critical skills, competences, and literacies, there is a lack of transparency and proof
in by whichnew g raduatescan demonstrate to employers that they possessthem. One

potential way to alleviate the issues assaciated with traditional forms of instruction , and
the desire to certify  the granular skills of graduates , is to use credit -bearing micro -
credentials . Unlike current and traditional credentia lling conventions, whichare usually
summari sed by a certificate or transcript that does not provide explicit evidence of the

learner 6s c¢ omp e t-azedent@sare lilkedc rdmectly todigitalartefactsthate xplain
the nature and criteria of the credential , as well as evidence contributed by the learner

(Ehlers, 2018).

The main factors constrain ing the uptake of credit -bearing micro - credentials that are in
line with Scenario 1 and Scenario 2 are that:

A Various stakeholders are stillunfamiliar withthese new credentials.
A Many micro -credentials stilllacks  tandardised validation procedures.

A Thequality of thesecredentials , andtrustin them, are not always guaranteed

4.2 Impactofm icro -credentials  on lifelong lear ning

Key findings

A Micro-credentials enable learners to build or validate their professional skills and pursue
lifelong learning opportunities by providing them with short, easyto accessand reasonably
priced learning option s.

Continuous learning is vital as people change theircareers more often during a longer
working life in the context of an ever -changing labour market that is impacted by
increasingautomation and digitalisation (Matthews etal., 2018). The McKinsey Global
Institute (2017) found that t hat around 60% of all occupations contain atleast 30 % of
activities that are technically capable ofbeing automat ed,based on currently demonstrated
technologies. This means that most oc cupations will change, and more people will have to
work with technology. These finding s are based on a study focusing on 46 countres
representing around 80% of the global workforce and examin ing more than 2,000 work
activities. Until  recently, people acquired a vocational or higher education degree that
wouldlead them into careersthatlasteda lifetime. This was largely aresult of the  slower
development of  information. Nowadays, knowledge is growing exponentially , andin many
fieldsthe life span of knowledge canbe measure  dinmonths or years (Siemens, 2005). The
half - life of knowledge T thatis , theti me taken forhalfof theknowledge ina particular
area tobecome obsolete 1 is shrinking (Johnson and Kaslow, 2014) . To deal with the
shrinking half - life of knowledge , education providers are require d to adopt new methods
of instruction. To summarise, there are several significant trends in learning (Siemens,
2005; Flintoff, Grant and Knight, 2013; Matthews et al., 2018; McKinsey Global Institute,
2017) :

A Manyleamersa re moving into a variety of different and sometimes unrelated fields
overthe course of theirlifetime.

A Informalleamning i s an i mportant part of an indand/idual 6:
formal learning comprises ony a fraction of peopénee tealnimar ni ng
now occurs in a variety of ways through communities of practice, personal
networks, experiences, the completion of work -related tasks and  various short
courses (onlineandon - site).

76



F European
Commission

A Leamingis a continuous process that lastsfora lifetime . This means thatlearning
and work - related activities are no longerseparate ,and are oftenthe same.

A Know - how andknow -what are being supplemented with know -where , whichmeans
that individuals need to understand where to find the knowledge theyneed.

The PIAAC Survey of Adult Skills showsthat in2016, 44.4% of people inthe EU aged

25 to 64 took part in educationand training during the 12 months preceding the ir
interview . The majority of  respondents participat ed in non - formal education and training
(Euro stat, 2020).  Across the EU as a whole, participation rates in education and training

during the 12 months preceding the interview were almost the same among men and
women. In 2016, in Cyprus, Czechia, Hungary and ltaly, men were considerably more

likely th anwomento have participated in education and training, whereas the reverse was

true in Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Sweden and Lithuania. The data also show that the
participation of younger persons (aged 25 1 34) in the EU was more than 20 percentage
points higherthanthatof older pers ons(aged55 1 64)in2016 (Eurostat, 2020). Moreover,
thelevelof an i ndi vi du aédbcationaadchievenent isfluencedparticipation rates.
Adults withtertiary  -leveleducation reported the highest participation rates ( 65.4%), whie
those who had completed lower secondary educationwere leastlikely to have participated
(23.6%).

Evidence fromthe PIAAC Survey shows that, on average, voluntary engagement with
non - formaleducation is fairly low in selected OECDcountries (mostly from2012) 34,
Participationrates fromthe survey are summarised below:

A Lessthan5% participated informal education only.

A Around 42% participated in non - formaleducation only.
A 9% participated in both formal and non - formal education .
A 45% participated in neither (9% wantedto participate , but had not).
A Of those who did participate : around 21% wanted to participate more, and 34%
had not wanted to participate (Oliver, 2019, p. 2).
The most common reasons for not participating innon - formalle arning are:
A Lackoffreetime.
A Work responsibilities.

>\

Family and childcare responsibilities.

A Financialreasons (courses are too expensive)

A Inconvenienttime and/orplace of courses.

These data show that potential learners are looking for additional learning

opportunities that are reasonably priced, short and convenient to access .
According to Oliver (2019, p. 2) if such micro - credentials are aligned with formal
qualification levels and robustly assessed, they could represent a mechanism by which
work ing learners can continue to build or validate their professional skills , as well as

encourag ing all learners to pursue lifelong learning opportunities.

% Data are drawn f rom the Survey of Adult Skills, a product of the OECD Program me for the International
Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) available at https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?queryid=79308
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Resei et al. (2019) indicate that different learner groups for micro - credentials are

emerging . These ar e traditional learners (e.g. students) or the so -called dal

| e ar n* instlie context of lifelong leaming, leamer needs are changing, and some
learner groups (e.g. adult learners) increasingly demand personalised, flexible and on -
demand learning p  ossibilities.

Higher education providers have arole to play in providing flexible ways oflearning and
continuous learning opportunities through the provision of more short -tem
courses andensuring the easierrecognition and certification of this new and expanded
type of learning. The use of micro - credentials by higher education providers has the
potential to foster continuous learning, fill the knowledge and skill S gap, increase the
efficiency of the highereducationsystem, encourage innovation of pr ovision , andreacha
diverse group of learners (BFUG, 2020).

Higher education institutions have a key role toplay in providing these new and flexible
ways of learning and  lifelong learning opportunities 1 for example , through more short -
term courses, del ivered digitally and/or on site . Theycanalsohelpto ensure the easier
recognition and certification of this new ly expanded type of learning. Th ese new types of
learning are  not meant to replace full degrees, but to complement themwith new shorter

forma ts that are better adaptedto the needs of people in the labo ur market (BFUG
meeting, 2020).  Even though various stakeholders have addressed the enhancement of
lifelong learning, the aspect s of the quality and recognition of micro - credentials remain
largel y vague , despite their possible impacts on lifelonglearning opportunities.

4.3 | mpact of micro - credentials oni nclusiveness, flexibility and widening
learning opportunities in higher education
Key findings

A Micro -credentials have the potential to provide accessto education to a greater diversity
of learners. The main aspects of micro  -credentials that contribute to inclusiveness are:

a) Flexible designand delivery of courses leading to micro -credentials.

b) Flexible delivery mode of courses leading to micro -credentials (e.g. online, face -
to -face, or blended).

c) Length of courses leading to micro -credentials (shorter than a traditional degree).
d) Affordab ility (less expensivetha n atraditional degree).

A Micro -credentials need to be verified and r ecognised to ensure the availability of quality
education to learner groups that cannot enrol in traditional degrees.

A Regardless of the potential that micro -credentials offer for greater inclusivenessin higher
education, they do not yet serve as an altern ative educational opportunity for
underrepresented groups.

Ensuring that highereducationis open toall is a key goal of the
withinthe Bologna Process.In a 21st - century society, the ability to accessand succeed in

higher education is central to social mobility and economic sustainability in European
countries (Rampelt, Orr and Knoth, 2019). Currently, the admission s processes of higher
education institutions  larg ely concentrateon  those who have the potential to succeed in

% A lifelong learneris a person who keeps acquiring newskills and capabilities well after theirformaleducation
years. Personaldevelopment continues alongside professional development , and the lifelong learmerlooks for
opportunities to expand their know edge and understanding (Keating, 2020).
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higher education, which canlimit accessto higher education among certainsocialgroups
(e.g. adult learners, learners with lower ac hievements) .Inorderto increase accessibilty
for such grou ps, there is a need for well - guided and well - designed transition
programmes . These canalso take theformof programmes that leadto micro - credentials.
Rampelt, Orr and Knoth (2019) explain that transition programmes can begin and end
before enrolment  in a programme of study (as access or bridging courses) , Or continue

alongside the main study programme duing a student és first year

introductory and supporting programmes). Access and bridging courses can have an
impact on inclusiveness in hig her education by:

A Sparking interest  inlearning opportunities.
A Equalising starting levels and takingintoaccount  priorlearning and experiences.

A Providing support forunderrepresentedand vulnerable groups.

According to Rampelt, Orr and Knoth (2019) , learners from underrepresented groups are
often insecure about their study decisions ; thus , digitally based bridging and support
programmes, which do not require physical presence for access, can help to alleviate
worries or present opportunities for study or ientation . They can also be used to smooth

out the transition processonadmission to higher education by recognising credits gained
in the short  online courses.

Micro - credentials canprovide  accessto educationto a greater diversity of learners
including those with fewer opportunities (e.g. people with lower socio -econonic
background s, refugees), those from different age  categories (e.g. reskiling, adult
learning), and those alreadyin employment. The main ways in which micro -credentials can
contribute toinclusivenessare:

A Flexible designanddelivery of courses leadingto micro - credentials.

A Online and digital delivery of courses leading to micro - credentials.

A Length ofcoursesleadingtomicro - credentials (shorterthan a traditional degree ).

A Affordab ility .
Accordingto Reseiet al. (2019 , p-20 ), micro - credentials provide the following benefits

a) In some cases, they are less expensive and thus more affordable for  certain
learners, particularly incountries withhightuitionfees  (e.g. the USA).

b) Micro - credentials p ermit flexibility , becausethey allow leamer s to choose when,

where and what specific contentto learn, and to advanceat their ownrhythm . They
canalsohelp toachieve  abetterwork - life -balance, astheycanbegained  without
having t o leave a job (for full time employed leamners, those with  family

commitments and other s).

c) They p rovide access to global content fromtop universities and global companies
that would otherwise often be impossible to study at .Inaddition , theycover topics
not offered , orinsufficientlycovered , by traditional university offers

d) Micro - credentials offer  personalis ed, customis ed and modularis ed learning, because
they enable learners to  combine different micro - credentials according to their
personal interest s and needs, as well as supporting different learning paths,

creat ing dynamic and diverse profiles, and of fering t hrbund b iandi t vy

rebund le deducation program mes.
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e) They p rovide new ways and possibilities for learning by making use of new digital
tech nologyforteaching and learning (such as gamification elements).

Thereisan increasing need for affordable credentials thatcanbe earmned much more
quicky thanaformal higher education qualification , toallow more people to access higher
education (Lim etal., 2018). This is a particularly important consider ation with regard to
mature learners who work full -time and may have a family orother responsibilties , and
are thereforenot ableorwilingto return tohigher educationforatraditionallong degree
programme . Eventhough an increasing number of employers support additional learning,
employees often prefer to study during their free time (e.g. for their personal learning
needs and aspiration s, or due to alackof timeduring the workweek). Theshorterduration

of micro - credentials provides a clear and achievable goalthatincreasesthe ir motivation
to finish and eventually go onto somethingbigger (Reseiet al., 2019).

The current price of formal and non - formal learning is too high for many learners who
already have financial commitments, including a debt from a first degree or mortgage

(Oliver, 2019) .Thecostofmicro - credentials can be animportant determining factor for a
learner. However,i tis still crucialthatsuch credentials are verified and recognised

by well - established higher education institutions to ensure the availability of

quality education to th 0s e groups that cannot enrol themselves in traditional

degrees

Online courses thatleadto micro - credentials are also the preferred study model for non -
traditional learners (e.g. mature learners). Th ese learners usually work, have children,
maintain arelationshipand  /orareoverthe age of 24 (Bautista -Godinezeta I.,2018). Even
thoughmany suchlearners wouldliketo havea face-to -faceexperienceoncampus, online
learning often provides greater flexibility . To ensure the usefulness of online courses

leading to micro - credentials, providers need to ensure as much flexibility as possible in
the ir provision. For example, higher education institutions can provide the ability to start
a course at a time that suits t he learner, engage  with them online when needed , and

conductassessmentwhenlearners are ready (within a time range) (Oliver, 2019).

Despite the ir potential for promoting inclusiveness in higher education, micro -

credentials do not yet serve as an alternat ive for individuals who are
underrepresented in traditional higher education . The PIAAC data show *® that
organised learning in adulthood is most often undertaken by those who hold a higher

education degreeand possess higherlevels of literacy skills . Among 25-65 year olds,adults
with higher education degree are 31 percentage points more likely to participate in non -
formal educationand training than those whodonotholda higher education degree (67%
versus 36%) (Tako ,Galan - MurosandWeko, 2020). Anothersurvey of 262 individuals who
completed two types of MOOC -based micro -credentials (MicroMasters [edX] and
Specialisation [Coursera ]) reported that 85%of th ose who complete dthecourses heldan
undergraduate or graduate degree; the average age of t he respondentswas 36  (Tako,
Galan - Muros and Weko, 2020). However, positive examples of credentials that have
succe eded in attracting non  -traditional learners  do exist outside of higher education . For
example, overhalf of  all learners pursuing a Google IT Support Professional Certificate do
nothavea Bachelorsdegree. The Google IT Support Professional Certificate is a certificate
programme that takesapproximately eightto 12 months to complete , and costs $49 per

% The d atarefer to OECD countries and economies that participated in PIAAC, namely Australia, Austria, Belgium

(Flanders), Canada, Chile, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hung ary,
Ireland,lsrael,ltaly, Japan, Korea,Lithuania, Mexico, the Netherlands,NewZealand, Norway, Poland, the Slovak
Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Turkey, the United Kingdom (England and Northern Ireland) and the United

States. Each country or econo my participated in one (or two) of the three rounds of PIAAC in 2012,2015 or 2018.
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month . Google also funds 10 ,000 scholarships throughnon - profit organisationsthat serve

veterans, refugees and students from low - income backgrounds . Google IT Professional

Certificate holders are allowed to share information about their credential with a

consortium of over 20 employ ers, including Google and Walmart (Tako, Galan - Muros,

Weko, 2020).

5. Case studies on notable practices relat ing to micro -
credentials

This section presents three case studies that provide an in - depth analysis of recent

practices withregardto micro - credentia Is. The report also maps other current practices

related to micro - credentials, which are presented as a catalogue of best practices ,inthe

Annex.

5.1 Casestudy 1: Edubadgesproject

SURF is a Dutch collaborative organisation for ICT in education and research. More than
100 educationand research institutions in the Netherlands work togetherin the SURF
cooperative. SURF is a driver of technological innovation in close cooperation with higher

education institutions.

One of the ways in which this collaborationt akes place in practice is through the
e dubadges project . Through this project , SURF has been working on a national
infrastructure that enables all Dutch higher education institutions to issue open

badges to their students . The b adges are visual, digitalce  rtificates that serve as proof
of certain skills or knowledge that astudent has mastered. Each edubadgestatesits own
value, which is what the holder had to do (the criteria) inorder toearnit. To request an
edubadge, learners  must first createan edulD.

The main advantage of edubadges is that they allow learners to boost their profile in
relationto potentialemployers , oras part of theadmission procedure for a new educational
institution. A s a digital certificate , an edubadge is also always avai lable. The | earner 6s
edulD provides a single means of identification via which learners can collect  edubadges

from different institutions.

Participantsinthe pilot project havegainedexperience of issuingbadges ,while SURF has
further developedthe infr astructure . Thepilot projectcovereda broad range of use cases

in various fields and with various target groups. Because Dutch higher education is
developing towards a more modular, flexible system, edubadges could become an
important instrument in makin g this flexible systema new reality.

16 institutions took partin the pilot phase ,using the experimental edubadges
infrastructure developedby  SURF . Participation in the pilot was reservedforinstitutions
that are affiliated with SURF. The participating institutions were Rotterdam University of
Applied Sciences, Hanze University of Applied Sciences, the University of Twente,  Vrie
Universiteit Amsterdam, Tilburg University, Maastricht University, Deltion College,
Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences, Windesheim University of Applied Sciences,
Utrecht University, NHL Stenden University of Applied Sciences, Avans University of Applied

Sciences, Wageningen University and Research, Erasmus University Rotterdam/Rotterdam
Schoolof Management , EindhovenUni versityof Technology , and Albeda.

The main premise  for the pilot is t 0 provide institutions with an infrastructure to issue
digital certificatesand  to helpinstitutonsto  become familiar with using this infrastructure
in their educational context, eitherto facilitate micro - credentia llingin a formal contextor

81



faet European

Commission
toissue certificates forextra - curricular activities ornon -formallearning.  Some of the topics
withwhich  SURF dealt include : GDPR solutions, storage, badges, learning management

systems , andtheming possibilities.

The pilot wasconductedin  twomain phasesin 2017  -2018and 2018 -2020 , withdifferent
tasks in each phase. The main developments during the period2017 -2018include:

A OpenBadge Infrastructure  , based onOpenSource Badgr ¥

A Collabor ationwith Concentric Sky on joint development.

A Developmento f Badgron Git hub ( https://github.com/edubadges ):
-  SSOSURFconext i openlDConnect.

- LTlintegration component.

- Roles and permissions model.

- Fronted themingoptions.

A Experiment to research theuse of blockchaintechnology forendorsements.

A Code audit.
The main actionsforthe period of 2018 -2020 were :

A Freshinstall of the edubadgesinfrastructure.

GDPR- compliant setup.

> >

Increasing policy support for enabling micro - credentialing within Dutch higher
education.

A Alignment with European exchange and description frameworks.
A Preparing a business model forservice delivery by SURF to Dutch higher education.
A Investigating interestand possibilities fora pan - European badge infrastructure.

SURF made the edub adges pilot infrastructure available to participating institutions to

enable them to issue badges . All institutions were also obliged to provide sufficient
resources for the development of their edubadge systems . SURF provides support where

it servesthe generic purpose s ofthepilotand the shared infrastructure. Each participating
institutionis  exploring edubadgesfrom its own specificusecase(see Box 14), andissu es
badges within one or more badge classes

Box 14. Edubadges at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

The University Library offers workshops such as d'he Smart way to find literature 6and d&ndNote &
Recently, edubadges were introduced as a reward for completing these workshops. This digital
certificate enables learners to demonstrate their knowledge and skills to educational institutions

as well as potential employers. They can share their edubadges on websites and social media
platforms suc h as LinkedIn.

Learners earn edubadges  when:

A They participate  actively in the exercises and discussions during the &ndNote éworkshop.

% Badgris open -source software based on open standards ,Which continues the foundational work carried outby
MozillaonOpen Badges . Inlate 2018, Mozilla announced that it would retire the Mozilla Backpack and migrate
allusersto the freeandopen Badgr platform, which is run by Concentric Sky . Badgrallows users to issue and
manage a standardised type of digital badges called O pen Badges.
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A  &he Smart way to find literature 6 workshop concludes with a digital test. Learners who
successfully pass the test earn an edubadge.

Most participating institutions sought to experiment with rewarding participants for

informal and non -formal education. However, several of the participating institutions
viewed the pilot  as a prelude to issuing badges for units of accredited education
(i.,e.micro - credentials) inthe longerterm (SURF, 2018).

SURF also organise d a half - daymeeting roughly every three months ,at whichknowledge
and experiences were shared among the participants. At the same time, SURF collect ed
the ex periences of institutions participating in the pilot, formulat  ed lessons learmned, ke pt
trackof the list of desired functionalities, andimprov ed theinfrastructureas  far aspossible.

Participants provide d input for the lessonslearned document and track ed progress using
the project wiki.

In its recent publication (2020) based onthe practical experiences gained during the pilot
project, SURF describes lessonslearnedinseventhematicareas . These are presented
below.

1. Badge strateqy

The decisiontoissue badgesis closely linked to the primary process es involvedin
providing education ; namely, teaching activities and the provision of exams. It is
therefore essentialto develop inadvance acoherentstrategyforthe use of badges

in education. An instituti  on experimenting with badges for the first time often
choose salimted, well -definedcontext. However, it is also important to think about
the directionin whichthe i nst it uttimategod sin issuing badges may lie. The
main aspects to beconsidered are:

A Clearadded value inthe eyes ofthe target group . The main finding is
that badges issued in non -formal contexts are often perceived as
meaningful , as they are usually awarded for activities for which previously
no certificates were issued.

A Clearinfo rmation . The targetgroup needs to understand clearly what a
badgeis, what itsbenefits are,what they candowithit , andhow theycan

apply toreceive the badge.

A Good visibility of badges . Thetarget group appreciates a badge t hatcan
be openly displayed(e.g. on Linked In).

A Exploring multiple contexts . ltis easier to determine and adopt a badge
strategy afterit is piloted with different target groups and in different
contexts.

A Choosing a student - centred orteacher -centre d application process
It is crucialto decide whether a learner applies for a badge on his/her own
initiative , or if ateacherawards a badge unsolicited. Different strategies can
be usedtofit different contexts.

A Granularity of the badge . Institutions have to decide on how digb or
&mall 6 a badge is in terms of study time or the amount of learming it
represents .

Some examples of  the strategies of participating institutions are provided in the
table below.
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Table 11. Examples of badge strategies

Usin g badges for

specific target group

a

NHL Stenden University of Applied Sciences awarded edubadges to
international Erasmus students. In this way, the students could present an
informative certificate athome thatexplains what theyachieved during their

e.g. incoming Erasmus time in the Netherlands. The foreign students really appreciated this.
students
Using badges f-0o Hanze University of Applied Sciences isconsidering the use of digital badges
programme?® forvariouslevels of Honours programmes from the Hanze Honours College.
e.g. excellence NHL Stenden University of Applied Sciences is issuing excellence badges to
programmes in education students on teacher training programmes w
in the assessment forthe ICT & Didactics component.
Using badges to indicate NHL Stenden University of Applied Sciences has set up a badge strategy in
a learning pathway which the badges correspond to phases within a minor programme in order to
within a regular display their logical sequence.
programme
e.g. by defining basic and
advanced badges that
follow each other
sequentially
Using badges with in a | Wageningen Universi ty & Research and the Vrije Universiteit have
specific subjectarea developed edubadges forthe subjectarea of information literacy skills. They
th biect ¢ have definedlevelsoflearning basedoninternational standardssuch as SCONUL
efg € SL:. jec arlf'lili 0 and the ACRL Framework. Badges are linked to these d ifferent levels of
information literacy skills inform ation literacy skills.
Using badges for a Atthe University of Twente , the Student Union (an umbrella student body of
specific extracurricular 130 affiliated student organisations) issues badges in recognition ofa full -tme
activity committee year(so -called dctivism recognition §. Students feel that the badge
is a good addition to the existing paper certificate , Which issigned by the  rector

e.g. membership of the
student council

magnificus and the Student Union. Both the badge and the paper certificate
underline the learning experience and the commitmentof the student.

At pathways.tue.nl,  Eindhoven University of Technology has created an
overviewofextracurricularlearning pathsthatstudentscan follow. Studentscan

use the se pathwaysto gainadditional skills that will help them to function well

in employment. Examples include presentation skills, negotiation skills and
creativity.

Utrecht University issues edubadges to students who participate in an
educational innovation think tank. The badges recognise their contribution of
ideasto the field of educationalinnovation within Utre cht University. Students
indicate that this motivates them to participate in the think tank.

Using badges to achieve
a certain entry level

The CityLabof RotterdamUniversity of Applied Sciences has issuedvairious
badges to students that demonstrate the h o | d eskild sn operat ing certain
equipment. Examples include: City lab / 3D printing basic, City lab / Laser

cutting basic, City lab/ 3D mode lling basic.

Wageningen University & Research has experimented with awarding
edubadges forthe safety instructions that students and staf fmust understand
before they are alloned to carry out lab work or field practice. Following the
instruction modulesis  mandatory , but doesnotearn thelearner creditpoints.

Using badges in a cross -
institutional framework

e.g. 21st Century Skills

If ba dges are based on a joint framework, it becomes possible to stack and
combine badges across institutions. In this respect, it is essential to have a
national taxonomy of the subject area.

Albeda hassetupbadgeclassesforthe 1 0216t -century skills 6fo rwhich a joint
framework has been agreed (KOMPAS21, developed by students, education and
business).The 12 institutonsthat have committedto thisframework canalluse
the badge classes that Albeda has created. This makes mutual compatison
possible.

84




F European

Commission
Using badges for staff Deltion College has used badges to indicate whic
members with | CTé professional development progr g

e.g. in professional
development

already successfully completed .Deltion createda landing page for particpants
(here: teachers) atwhich badgerecipients can find out information about the
badge.

Within the pilot, Utrecht University issued edubadges for training and
workshops within the Educate -itprogramme. This is a UU -wide progamme
supporting lecturers in strengthening and innovating their education through
blended learning. After the pilot phase, UU would also like to issue edubadges

within othe rteacher professional development programmes at the university.

Source: SURF, 2020.

2. Visuals and graphic design

One feature of badges 1 in contrast with othertypes of digital certificates T is that
the badge has the appearance of animage , butincludesu nderlying metadata. The
following aspectsshould be considered:

A Badgedesign. Institutions needtodecidewhatimages bestalign with therr
strategy and corporate identity.

A Practicalrequirements for the visual. There are a number of practical
design requirements within the edubadgesenvironment (e.g.issuedin .png
file, larger than 90 by 90 pixels ). Institutions also need to decide what they
want to display in the visual (e.qg. name ofthe issuer, title oftheba  dge).

A Recognisable visuallink between badges. If badges are tobe usedin
different contexts ,itis beneficialto  issue differenttypes of badgesthat share
a coordinated look.

A Minimising changes. Once the visual is developed and used, it will be
difficult to change it.

A Cooperation with the communication department. Badges might need
to comply with corporate identity requirements  (e.g. colour scheneg,
symbols).

3. Badge contents

Clear and consistent information is necessary about the competences, skil Is and
experience gained toensure trust in and relevance of the badges. The following
aspects must be considered:

A Formulat

ing guidelines forbadge - awarding criteria . Institutions need

to considerwhetherthey are going to formulate criteriainterms of le arning
outcomes, or also in terms of efforts invested (such as attendance or
submission of a piece of work). The guidelines can also describe how the
criteria should be formulated (e.g. Dublin descriptors, ora Tuning method
for describing learning outcome s).

A Linking to frameworks . Institutions should consider whether there are

general frameworks with which thei r badges can be linked (e.g. the
European Qualifications Framework, Europass, the ESCO or other
frameworks ).

A Distinction between formal and non - formal badges . Institutions can
issue badges in both formal (credit -bearing)andnon -formaleducation (non -
credit -bearing). The content and metadata will differ according to  the
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context. In a formal (credit -bearing) context , more information is require d
(e.g. betteralignment to qualifications frameworks).

A Changes vs. persistence . Badges usually last a lifetime , with some
exceptions inwhich anexpirationdate mayapply (e.g. a firstaid certificate).
It is difficult toinclude URLs with in a badge as th ere are no persistent URLs
in use by education institutions (information is constantly changed and
updated). Forthis reason, allnecessary information must be included in the
metadatafields of the badge itself.

4. Governance (roles and privileges)

The proce ssofi ssuing badges froman education institution involves various people
with different tasks and privileges . SURFO6s edubadges inftastructt
availability of a single administrator at institutional level , who can then assign

privileges to col leagues with in their own organisation. T he following aspects  must
be considered:

A Structure of r  oles and privileges . In theory, it is possible to build in a
profound tree structure of roles and privileges from an institutional account.
Based on the experiences gained during the proof - of-concept phase, SURF
has added an extra layer i daculty (issuer group) 61 to the roles and
privileges structure, at the request of the participating institutions. This
extra (non - mandatory) layerallows institutionsto group issuers by fac ulty,
study programme or another organisational unit, and to manage roles and
privileges at that leveltoo. The pilot institutions expressed the need to see
the ir organisationalreality mirrored in the roles and privileges structure.

A Designating responsibility . Institutions need to decide who is assigned
responsibility for issuing badges (e.g. lecturers, dedicated administrative
staff, the examinationboard).

A Maintaining an overview . During a pilot phase, only a relatively small
number of badges might be issued. Eventually, institutions are likely to want
toissue larger numbers of badges. It then become s important to ensure that
things remain manageable

A Link ing to as tudent information system or learning m anagement
system . Good integration with the learning environment will allow the
institution to  issue larger numbers of b adges while reducing the burden
involved in issuing badges on personnel.

5. Implementation and upscaling

Going from the initial pilot stageto  a broad scaling up within an institution can be
challenging. Institutions that participated in the pilot identified two different
strategies : one fast , and one thorough

A The 6just get st a.rSeverd idstitsitions decidedty o quickly
start experimenting in a limited contextwith a small group of stakeholders ,
and to see whereit took them. The y did not seekbroad support within the
organisationa t first , but began to do so in the second phase, based on
successful pilots.

A The 6patience pays oOthednstgutionsanthe mlof decidedto
set out a widely supported strategy before issuing badges. Many different
areas of expertise can potentially be involved: legal advisers, examination
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boards, quality assurance, educat ional advisers, ICT, functional
administrators, and the administrative layer. The advantage of broad
internal acceptanceis that it allows an institution to position the agenda

within the institution , right fromthe outset.

6. Feedbackfrom students

As part of the pilot, SURF met with the student organisations ISO and LSVb and
hosted a special student feedback session. Some points raised during these
discussions were:

A Fear of stress. Dutch students said that they were afraid that earning
badgesasan extra would beaddedto the longlist of tasks thatthey already
feelthey have todeliver, whichwould cause added stress. Particularly when
it comes to profiling forthe labour market, students are afraid that fithis wil
be anotherthing to do, becausei f my neighbour has done the same, and
webdre both going to apply for the same |job,
Incidentally, this argument appears tobe aspecifically Dutch phenomenon
it was not reported in any case by SURF research partner Rick We st from
Brigham Y oung University, whointerviewed groups of studentsin the United
States and Slovenia.

A Extracurricular badges are of particular interest. A signal that seens
to contradict the previous point is that students indicated that they find
extrac urricular badges particularly interesting. These badges recognise
achievements forwhic h there was previously no recognition or c ertification.

A User -friendlinessis essential. Teacherswantto be able toissue badges
easily, and students need to be able to claim them easily. Students think
that they should be able to obtain a badge at the push of a button. The
process of issuing and claiming edubadges must avoid complex systems

A Guidance is required . Badgesin higher education are a relatively
new concept. Studentswho received a badge for the first time during the
pilot sometimes wondered abouttheuseof these badges. It may be useful
to set up a |l anding page on an institutionds
are , and how students may be able to use them.

A Different target groups, different experience s. A regular Dutch
Bachelor 6 sr Master 6 studentview s badgesdifferently from aninternational
student or professional who receive s a badge as part of  a lifelong learning
programme. Institutionsneedto be res ponsive tothesedifferences.

7. Position of employers

SURF found that students say badges are particularly interesting if they have a

value in the labour market. At the same time , employers say that badges are
interesting if they are widely used with in the e ducation systemand if their value
canbe quickly and clearly understood by the labour market. The main ways to get
employers involved in working with badges are:

A Approach ingbadges bysubject or competences/skills area . Badges
can be constructed in accord ance with an existing common framework in
order to be recognisable  with in a particular field. Badges could potentialy
be linked to the credit systemused by some professions for professional
development or permanent education.
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A Match ing skills with employers in the region . Employers could be given
an activevoice inthe competences that are embedded in badges.

The technological capabilities and infrastructure developed under this project are
intertwined with strategic national questions. The move towards a national modular
education system , in whichmicro - credentials are transferrable between institutions, wil

require specific metadata (e.g. ECTS credits ) to be collected and displayed in the badge.
Itmay also bedesirabletoincludeac  ertaindesignelement to distinguish micro - credentials
that are derive d from accredited educational paths , from badges that certify extra -
curricular activities  and therefore do not fall under the regular national quality assurance
scheme.

Following the suc cessful pilot phase, SURF is developing edubadgesinto a fully - fledged

service, whichis expected to be launched at the end of 2020. Educational institutions
throughout the Netherlands will then be able to issue digital certificates to their students,
usin g the edubadgesinfrastructure  providedby SURF.

There are severalarguments for a nationalapproachto openbadges in higher education ,
which also serveto explain why SURF is running the edubadges project

1. Mak ing knowledge and skills transparent. Edubadgesare a usefultoolto make
visible and portable  the competences, knowledge and skills gathered at different
institutions. It is importantto ensure thatlearners canshare information about their
achievements without having to worry about their pr ivacy or the sustained
availability of the information.

2. Flexible transfer to different educational institution s. Leamners are
increasingly obtaining education fromdifferent higher education institutions. Using
edubadges , theycan prove what knowledge and skills they have gained and where.
Because theinfrastructure willbecome available to all higher education instit utions
in the Netherlands, comparability of badges between institutions is assured. This
could help to simplify admission s procedure sfor stud ents whotransfer .Edubadges
canalso helpin the transition fromeducationto the labour market. Foremployers
badgesmake it easiertoselectcandidates for their specific knowledge orskills.

3. Lesswork, some freedom of choice for the educationalinstit ution. Badges
can be used for various purposes in higher education , and institutions are free to
choose the purpose forwhich theywanttoissue edubadges i whether aspart of

formal education , or i n a different cont ext . SURF 6 s

purposes. The educational context in which a badge was issued is visible in the
metadata of the badge.

4. Preventing proliferation and ensuring badgesare meaningful.  The securty
and reliability  of badges is paramount. Therefore, SURF chooses to offer an
infrastructure that provides storage and management for badges. This allows
institutionsto issue badges effectively and efficiently, whil e helping to prevent their
proliferation. SURF coordinate s the identification of educational
requirements for edubadges and organises the provision of a n appropriate
technological infrastructure. This infrastructure  will offereducationalinstitutionsthe
freedomto make their own choices withina standardised systemof badges.

5. Authentication, verification and privacy. To make edubadges a success,
authentication and verification need to be properly regulated. The a uthentication
and verification of badges determine whether ornot theyadd valuefori nstitutions
and employers. Badge owners and users want to be sure that badgesare genuine
and they need to be able to verify the issuing party. This requires coordination
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between all educational institutions I something that SURF ensures through its
infrastructure; every badge issued can be verified for authenticity with a single

mouse - click. In order to last a lifetime, badges should ideally be linked to an
authentication systemthat remains available after graduation. To ensure this, SURF

is experim enting with linking edubadges to a new Oidentityd

institutions 1 edulD. Privacy is also important: badges must be GDPR compliant,
and the owner should always be in control of their data. The systemrequires the
ownerto grant permission to usetheir personaldata  inorder toissue abadge.

6. Alignment to international standards. SURF will provide the edubadges
infrastructure to Dutch educational institutions. However, it goes without saying
that studentsand institutionsare activein an inter nationaleducational context . It
is therefore important that Dutch edubadges are compatible with badges issued
elsewhere. Thanks to the use of the Open Badges standard, students will be able
to collect multiple badges anddisplay themin a presentationenv ironment. Intenrs
of content, SURF ensuresthat edubadges contain the key information that has been
agreedonin the European Bachelor 6 dViaster 6 system. T his includesthe number of
ECTS credits , and a description of the learning outcomes achieved. SURF i salsoin
close contact with the Eur opean Co mraurspass prajegts withwhich it is
piloting interoperability with the Europass Digital Credentials Infrastructure

7. Easiercollaboration through opensource.  SURF always strivestoapply open -
source technologyandto promote its use to make cooperation easierand to avoi
supplier dependency.For  edubadges, SURF has optedfor the technology of Badgr
T the only technology partnerworking on open source whenthe edubadges project
started. Theadv antage of this is that the development work carried out by SURF
also becomes available to others,and vice versa.

5.2 Case study 2: Micro -credenti al system as part
regulated education and training system

The New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) hasintroduced a micro - credential system

into New Zealand Qualifications Framework (NZQF) ,as part of New Zeal andds

education and training system. The New Zealand Qualifications Framework (NZQF) ,
establishedinJuly 2010 , replace dboththe National Qualifications Framework (established
in 1992) and the New Zealand Register of Quality Assured Qualifications (established in

2001). The NZQF is a single, unified framework for all of New Zeal andéassuagiual ity

gualifications, froms  eniorsecondary schoolto doctoraldegrees. New Zealand universities
sit outside this framework.

A key function of the NZQA is to establish overarching statutory rules for the quality
assurance of qualifications and the tertiary education organisations tha t provide them
Tertiary education in New Zealand covers vocational education and training , as well as
higher education. To implement quality assurance rules, New Zealand has two quality
assuranceagencies with responsibilities for separate partsof thete rtiary education sector.

1

Ne

A The NZQA maintains and qualty -assures New Zealandés qualifica

the non - universitytertiary education sector.

A Universities New Zealand fulfils this function for the university sector. Universities
New Zealand has de legated authority  to approve university programme s, provide
accreditation, list university qualifications inthe NZQF, approve training scheme s,
aswellas ancillary powers.
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Accordingto the NZQA, amicro -credential certifies the achievement of a coherent set of
skills and knowledge; andis specified by a statement of purpose, learning outcomes, and
strongevidenceofneedby industry, employers, iwi 38 and/orthe community. They
are smaller than a qualification , andfocusonskill s development opportunities thatare not
currently catered for with in the regulated tertiary education system. Micro - credentials
usually have a very practical focus and largely concern the vocational education and
training sector.

At a mnimum, micro - credent ials will be subject to the same requirements as training

schemes orassessment standards .Inaddition, they must
A be5i40creditsinsize (equal  tobetween 2.5 and 20 ECTS credits *).
A show strongevidence of needfromemployers, the industry and/or the community.

A notduplicate other currentquality -assuredlearning approved by the NZQA.

A bereviewed annually to confirm that theycontinue tomeet theirintended purpose.
Micro - credentials can be provided by tertiary education organisations (T EOs), universities ,
employers and professional bodies, either directly or in partnership with tertiary education
providers. TEOs include qualification developers, transitional industry training
organisations (transitional ITOs), and providers (the New Zealand Institute of S kills and
Technology [NZIST]and NZI ST subsi di4,privaetraining éstalaishroeats
and government training establishments) with accreditationto deliver a programme that

lead s to a New Zealand qualification.

TEOs must applyto  the NZQA forthe approval of micro - credentials through the Training
Scheme Rules for Consent to Assess Rules. The Training Scheme Rules are intended to

approve micro - credentials delivered mainly through blended, online, and classroom  -based
settings, while the  Consent to Assess Rules are intended to approve micro - credentials
delivered mainly  via industry andworkplace -based settings.
Once the NZQA has approve d a micro - credential, it is published on a micro - credential
register (see Table 12 for an example of how this looks in practice). The register is
searchable by keyword , or by developer name or education organisation number. The
information available in the registerinclude S:

A Title

A Levelin the qualification & framework

A Number of credits

A Institution/developer

A Approvaldate

A Review date
®Mbori society.
% New Zealand credits were equatedto ECTS onthe basis of information provided in @escription of the New

Zealand Tertiary Education System 2015 4@ Available at: https:/Mww.nzqa  .govt.nz/assets/About - us/Our -
role/TEQS -2015.pdf

4 Whbnangaarerecognisedastertiaryinstituionsundersection162ofthe EducationAct 1989 .As such,w bBbnanga
are regarded as the peers of universities, polytechnics, and colleges of education. Underthe A ct: Awbnangais

characterised by teaching and research that maintains, advances and disseminates knowledge and develops

intellectual independence, and assists the application of knowle dge regarding ahuatanga Maori (Maori tradition)

according to tikangaM  Bori (M Bori custom ).
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Table 12. An example of how micro -credentials are published in the register
Title Level Credits Institution/Developer
Introduction to Inshore 2 40 Primary  Industry  Training 08/2019 30/08/2020
Commercial Fishing Organisation
Aim
To provide the commercial fishing industry with entry -level personnel who have the knowledge and skills

needed towork o naninshore commercial fishing ve ssel.
Outcome

Atthe end of thislearning package, learners will be able to:

A Describethecharacteristics ofcontaminated seafood productand use hygienic practiceswhe nworking
with seafood to avoid contamination on an inshore commercial fishing vessel.

>

Describe and apply safe work practices and participate as a crewmember on aninshore commerdal
fishing vessel.

>\

Describe the responsibilities ofa seafood industry workeron an inshore commercialfishing vessel,
underth e Fisheries Act 1996.

Identify and describe the key principles of the NewZealand Quota Management System.

> >

Explain commercial catch handling procedures and catch chilling and storage te chniques used on an
inshore commercial fishing vessel.

Source: New Zea land Qualification Authority. Available at
https:/Mww.nzga.govt.nz/nzqf/search/microcredentials.do

When a learner gains amicro - credential, TEOs can report that achievement to the NZQA

so that itis displayedon their New Zealand Record of Achievement (N ZRoA). Thereisno

l egal requirement for TEOs t o report-cedeiti@dtartreer 6s ac
NZQA. However, the NZQA recommends that TEOs report the completion of  micro -

credential s so that learners benefit from having their achievement appe ar promptly on

theirNZRoA. Toreport  an achievement, TEOsneed:

A TheleamersNSN (National StudentN  umber )
A The date of the achievement
A Thename ofthemicro - credential or qualification achieved

Acharge of $5.10is made for report ing the achievementofa  micro -credential . This charge
supports the administration of the system.

Micro - credentials offered by universities must be approved by the uni v er sacadgnmod s

board, and must meet the requirements of the Committee on University Acadenmnic

Programmes (CUAP ). The CUAP Handbook, which sets out the approvaland accreditation

procedures for the quality assurance of academic pl
universities , state sthatmicro - credentialsshould:

A reflect the commitments and objectives set out by the university in its strategic
plan, with respect to community access to education and the provision of
professional development

A satisfy the universityodos quality assurance requi
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A reflect the standing of the university as a provider of adv anced learning and its
priorities for adult and community education and the provision of professional
development.

The offeringof a m icro - credential is approved for a period of two years, afterwhichre -
approval is required . An evaluation plan must also b e in place to ensure that a micro -

credentialundergoesan evaluationthat uses student feedback at least annually. However,

the uptake of mcro -credentials in New Ze afaglyn b as theyarever si ti e

regarded as inferior to traditional qualific ations.

5.3 Case study 3: Micro -credentia  lling solutions implemented under the
European Universities Initiative . the European Consortium of
Innovative Universities (ECIU) and the Young Universities for the
Future of Europe (YUFE).

European Universities, theEu  ropean Consortiumof Innovative Universities (ECIU) and the

Y oung Universities forthe Future of Europe (Y UFE) aim to develop micro - credentials on a

larger scale in order to offer increased innovation in higher education, flexible learning

pathways and tec hnology enhanced learning, as well as more inclusive curricula and
pedagog ies. Thesealliancescanactas testbeds , paving the wayforotherhighereducation
institutionstofollow. They are currently undergoing a consultation process among member
institu tions to develop common approaches to micro - credentials and micro -learning

experiences .

European Consortium of Innovative Universities (ECIU)

The ECIU consists of 12 universities and one associate parther fromMexico . The ECI Ubés
goalis toenable universit  ies, learners, researchers, enterprises, localbodies and citizens

to co -create original educational pathways and relevantinnovative solutions for challenges

to the advancement of society. Building on the longstanding experiences of its partner
universiti es, ECIU aims to act as a role model for mainstreaming open, innovative and

flexible learning as well as ensuring its recognition. The ECIU will allow students to work

in interdisciplinary teams and to have the possibility of personalising c urriculato the ir own
needs by selecting different micro - credentials depending on their specific interests and
societal challenges.

The ECIU acknowledges a growing demand among learners and employers for smaller,

dust in time 6 and qust enough @ stackable units of learn  ing. It seeks to fill this gap by
offer ing a wide range of micro - learning opportunities. ECIU micro - credential courses wil
include online courses, study packages, summer schools and courses fromindustry.

The ECIU is currently working to identify units a cross all its member institutions that
already make use of challenge -based learning. These units will then be provided to
students either through standalone micro - modules, recognised micro  -credentials , or as a
part ofthe ir study progression

The ECIU strongly support s the movement supporting  micro -credentials , as wel
as efforts to define and align them with existing national and European

gualification frameworks . It is currently developing an internal approach to micro -
credentials and micro -learning. The ECIU also recently released a statement o f guiding
principles to better define and develop a common European terminology for micro -
credentials. The key principles proposed are:

1. i Mi ccredentials requirea  common definition supporting both credit and n on-
credit recognitionpathways. The ECIU University uses the termmicro - credentialto
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2. fEuropean quality assurance guidelinesformicro  -credentials are needed to define
standards and supportinstitutional best practices. Micro - credentials needto adhere
toanagreed ECT S creditvalue when intended to be credit -bearing. Theyshould be
aligned with , and fully embedded within , the European Qualification Framework
Authentication and recognition challengesneedto be addressed. 0

3. fSociety engagement is needed to identify, understand and help shape
perceptions of the value, ¢ redibility, recognition and currency of micro - credentials.
Developing micro - credentials is an open process where universities and society
work together. Questions regarding ownership and financing needto be addressed.

Universities are academic  ally indepen dentand in control of the quality assurance. 0
4. fSuitable open technical platforms and systems are needed for sustainabilty

and to help manage new credit and recognition models. Micro - credentials need to

be brought togetherin a Learner's Wallet (as develo ped by the ECIU University) . 0

5. AiCommitment  frompolicy makers, institutionsand initiative leaders are neededto
support major system - leveleducational innovations. 0

Micro - credentials at Dublin City University

Oneof the ECIU6 sember institutions, Dublin City University (DCU) , has already launched
its first stackable and credit -bearing micro - credential , and others are being develop ed.
Before it launch ed this micro -credential, DCU had to introduce the concept of micro -
credential sintoitsacademic regulationsand quality assurance processes. Irish universities

undergo external institutional quality assurance, which means they are responsible forthe

quality assurance of their own programmes and services

DCU Business Schoolintro  duced a short online course called the FinTech i Financil
Innovation Micro -credential. Itis a 12  -week online programme worth5 ECTS credits at
postgraduate level from Dublin City University . The course explores the interaction

between finance andtechnol ogyanditsimpactonthe financialservices industry.

To qualify for direct entry into this course, learmners need to fulfii one or more of the
following criteria:

A Have severalyears of experience in financial services orarelated sector.
A Havecompletedr elevant,accreditedC ontinuing Professional Development leaming.

A Hold a Level 8 (undergraduate) Honours Degree (2:1) or higher in business,
finance, orarelated discipline underthe Irish national framework

DCU made a strategic move to begin with (and p otentially concentrate on ) micro -
credentials at postgraduatelevel .Postgraduate -levelcourseslead ing tomicro -credentials
have the potentialto reach learners who are unable to study full -time in class due to
personalreasons (e.g. career or family).

Afterthe launchof  the Common Micro - credential Framework (CMF) ,Dublin City University
entered into a global strategic partnership with FutureLearn to provide its first micro -
credential. FutureLearnis a digital education platform founded in December 2012 and
jointly owned by The Open University and SEEK Ltd. It is a massive open online course
(MOOC) learing platform. All of its online micro - credentials are designed to upskil
learmers forworkin rapidly growing industries, without the time and cost comm itment of
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a full degree. Eachmicro - credential includes a formal online assessment and meets the
standards setbythe =~ CMF. By using FutureLearn , highereducation institutions gain greater
flexibility , because coursescanstartat any pointin time and can attract aglobal student
body.

In 2018, DCU startedusing Digitary, aleading platformfor certifying, sharing and verifying
academic credentials.  The university uses an online document sharing service called
Digitary Core , through which students and alumn i can access their Diploma Supplement

and share academic records with employers and othereducationproviders . Digitary Core
guarantees security and is password -protected. The Digitary platform also serve sasa
useful tool for certifying and issuing micro - credentials, replac ing paper documents with
digitally signed electronic documents and replac ing manual processes with automated
ones . Theplatformenables  recordstobe verifi ed instantly withfull learner consent, thus
maintaining regulatory complia nce and eliminating the hassle of manual verification , and
making certificates  both secure andless costly.

In 2020, the Irish Universities Association (IUA) , of whichDCUis a member, was awarded
a nationalgrant of EUR 12.3 million from Pillar 3 of the H uman Capital Initiative (HCI) , to
establish a Multi - Campus Micro - Credentials (MC2) system across the seven universities
overthe next five years. Throughthe MC2 project, the IUA universities intendto establsh
a coherent national framework for ECTS - beari ng micro - credentials, a systemof certified
qualificationsin short courses delivered in flexible formats. This first - of-its - kind project
was designed to increase  the capacity of Irish universit ies to extract and adapt high -
demand modules from existing pro grammes, and to developtailoredcourses that suitthe
needs of enterprise and learners (Irish Universities Association, 2020).

Young Universities for the Future of Europe (YUFE)

YUFEconsists of eight younguniversitiesand  six associatepartners  fromhig her education,
aswellasthe non - governmentaland private sector s. Itaimstobring about radical change
by becoming the leading model of a young, student -centred, non -elitist, openand inclusive
European university based on cooperation between higher education institutions, the pubic
and private sector s, and citizens. Y UFE seeks to provide personalised academic curricula

that will form the backbone of an equitable, diverse and effective education systemth at
recognises and optimally fosters individual talents. In this context, YUFE will provide

students with unique opportunities tobe trained in an inclusive research - andwork -based
learning ecosystem , leading tointerdisciplinary and intersectoral knowledg eand skills.

In line with its goals, YUFE aims to develop an approach to micro -credentials . The
main objective ofintroducing micro - credentials is to promote inclusiveness and expand the
benefits of higher education beyond the dusual suspects 6 YUFEis cu rrently carrying out

a consultation process among its member organisations. The main goal of this is to
gatherdata on institutional practicesand national contexts. Th is data gatheringis crucial
tobetterunderstand ing the different processes and practic es of usage and recognition of
micro - credentials acrossorganisations and countries.

After the consultation process is complete, Y UFE will build a catalogue detaili ng what
member organisations are already doing . This cataloguewillhelptog ain a senseof
thevarious contexts ,togathergoodpractices , and to understand the existing frameworks.

This knowledge willallow  YUFEto consider the se existing frameworks for its own practice.

Preliminary feedback from Y UFE member organisations show s that there is no common
understanding of what micro - credentials are, what actions should be taken to fully
integrate them into the educational process es of institutions , and to ensure the
compatibility of micro - credentials acrossthe  alliance.
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YUFE has no t yet developed a definition for micro - credentials , but considersthe following
tobe keyelementsthat are crucialin developing it ;

>\

Content

>w

Learning outcomes
ECTS

> >

Standalone and stackable

>

Flexible mode of delivery

Some potentialchallenges  to theprovisi onofmicro -credentials by YUFEmembers include
combining existing practices and frameworks , and guaranteeing the same quality
standards. YUFE has established a Quality TaskForce to mitigate theserisks and develop

a common approach.
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6. Conclusionsandp olicy considerations .Whatrole could
policy at European level play in facilitat ing the use of
micro - credentials?

What does success look like?

To ensure that the European approach to micro - credentials is beneficial and create S
European added value, we suggest asking the following question now -how willwe know if
the European approach  to micro - credentials has succeeded ? If we canimagine  what the
key success factors will looklike, it will be easierto assess whether ornot we haveachieved
them.

Our analysis hasbeen primarily guided by the following question:  would European higher
education institutions and individuals  benefit from an EU-level approach to micro -
credentials ? Furthermore, we asked: if EU policy makers decided to create a European
approachto governand harmonise the use of micro - credentials , whataspectsshouldfall
under this approach and why?

Toensure genuine European added value, the European approach needsto be achieved
through collaboration and discussion among stakeholdersinthe field of higher education.
Actions by the European Commission should work in synergy with national policies and the

work done by higher education institutions.

A European approachto micro - credentials will be applied in the contex t of fundamental
and fast changesineducation and the labourmarket. Flexibility and inclusion are the main
words mentioned by experts and stakeholders when they are asked about how higher
education willdevelop  over the next decade. More and more, graduates and workers wil
need to update their skills to meet the changing nature of work . Higher education
institutionsneedto  become better preparedto offer continuouslearning possibilities, and
especially short learning courses.

The successof a European approach to micro - credentials will largely mean the following
key changes :

A Increased trust in micro - credentials across all social systems: education and
training , the labour market, and society.
A Enhanced transparency of learning outcomes achieved as a result of short
learning courses.
A Strengthened e ducational innovation asaresultof a common approach.
A Enhanced flexibility for all learners in choosing the most suitable learning
pathways.
Increased trust in alternative credentials would mean more job advertsfrom  employers
that emphasise skills and competencies that can be evidenced and documented using
micro - credential s, aswellas more adults engagingin lifelong learning.
Ourrep ort hasrevealedthatthere is stilllack of trustin micro -credent ials. Some employers
are unsure about  what micro -credentials are , and which ones totrust . Micro - credentials
vary in terms of characteristics such as their delivery modes, content, providers, the
possibility of receiv ing credits, the period of study , objec tives, usefulness, prerequistes,
validation process, integration/stackability optionsand type s of certificates received . Sone

learners are also unsure of the benefits offeredby micro - credentials. The Adult Education
Survey ( AES) from 2016 showsthat a substantial number of adults, 44.4% of people in
the EUaged 25t0 64, participate in education andtraining. Some of thiscomes inthe form
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of non -formal learning  in the workplace, such as annual health and safety lessons or
internaltraining,  which are often challengingto gain recogni tionfor outside the workplace.

Enhanced transparency would meanthat allmicro - credentials in Europe should present
certain key information about thelearning processand the learning outcomes achieved as
aresult ofshort  learning activities.

The gap in trustin relationto micro -credentials stems largely frominsufficient transparency
about the learning outcomes achieved as a result of short learning courses .Italsostens
from the way inwhich theleaming is provided, and how its outcomes are assessed. This
lack of transparency is one of the main barriers to the seamless external quality assurance
andrecognitionofmicro  -credentials. Itis diffic ult for quality assurance agencies todo their

work if the exi sting micro -credentials all provide very different information about the
learning process, and formany it is not even possibletofind the information that isusualy
assessed as part of quality assurance procedures. Here , & European approach to micro -
credentials could play a crucial role in harmonising the information presented in micro -
credentials. Then , quality assurance agencies, higher education institutions, employers and

learners would know exactly whatthey should see whenlook ing at any micro - credential.

This report emphasise s the challenges to current education provision and the demands
from the labour market for new forms of learning. A European approach could foster

educationalinnovation , hotleast by enhancing trustin alternative cre dentials and the
transparency of information provided therein.

Among the key risks associated with  creating any new policy framework is that of
unintentional ly limiting certain activities that fall outside the scope of the framework .
Therefore, in developing a European framework, we suggest asking cautiously if the
framework will  be a barrier or inhibitor to educational innovation s which might othemise
existinitsabsence. Forexample, not setting a fixed level of volume for learning that leads
to micro - credentials (e.g. in terms of ECTS points) would allow innovation and
experimentation involving  micro - credentials  of different sizes that meet  various
institutionaland national needs . Reinforcing trust and transparency is likely to encourage
higher education institutions to offer more micro - credentials, as demand fromemployers

and useby learner s will grow. Inthecontextof a Europeanapproach | itis also likely that
the European Commission will be able to provide further funding for innovative so lutions
relat ing tomicro - credentials.

Ultimately, with increasedtrust, transparencyand a framework that support seducational
innovations , a new ecosystem will emerge that fosters increased flexibility for all
learners in choosing  learning pathways that are in line with their goals and needs in the
labour market and society . Enabling f lexible learning pathways will contribute to the
achievement of EU policy objectives to ensure that higher education is of high quality,

inclusive and lifelong ~ forall . In doing so , it will also contribute significantly to achieving
SDGgoal4.3 ,namely : fA by , @BuBe@qualaccessforallwomenand men to affordable

guality technical, vocational and tertiary educati ol

Policy considerations

Below , we suggest a list of policy considerations that will help the European Commission

to designa n approach to micro -credentials that will create substantialEuropeanadded

value .Inline withthe  findings of the study, eachtext segment explains what problem s
are being tackl ed, andsuggestswaysforward.

1. A European approach to micro -credentials should define critical
information items that any micro - credential must provide.
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As previously discussed, trustin, and transparency of, micro - credentials are hindered by
the factthatdifferent micro - credentials currently provide very differentinformation about
the ir learning outcomes, learning process es and assessment. This creates a problem for
quality assurance agencies, employers, higher education institutions and, most
importantly, learners, in understanding the value offeredby  theselearningcourses and in

comparing them  with other similar courses. We therefore suggest that a European
appro ach to micro - credentials could formulate a list of critical information items that

providers of micro - credentials must summarise in order to comply with the European
approach. Itisstilla matterof discussion how direct such a recommendation should be. | t
could range from an invitation for action in
included in the Bologna ministerial communiqu €, to the European Commission
mainstreaming such  a request through Erasmus+actions and attaching funding decisions

toit. Such a recommendation should be made with the goalinmind of support ing, and not

tolimit ing, educationalinnovations

Based on ourstudy ,we suggestconsideringthe following list of criticalinformation items
to be provided by all micro - credentials oper ating with in the framework of a European
approach:

A Title of the micro -credential, which precisely signals the learning outcomes.
A Provider ofthe course.

A Date when the micro -credential was issued.

b

Description  of the course content and its purpose.

pN

Learning outcomes : what the successful learner knows, understands and can do based
on this assessed learning.

How learner participates : online, on -site or both online and on -site.

> >

Credits : number of credits provided, if credit -bearing.
Time period  whenthe learning  took place.
Any prerequisites thatwere required to begin the course.

Learning resources relevantfor the credential.

> > > >

Type of assessment : testing, application of a skill, portfolio, etc.

b

Supervision and identity verification . unsupervised with no identity verification,
supervised with no identity verification, supervised online or on -site  with identity
verification.

Quality assurance : the body ensuring the quality of the course

Outcome for a successful learner : admission to a degree programme, credittowa rds a
degree programme, certification or digital badge earned, number of credits.

A Integration / stackability options . standalone, independent course / integrated,
stackable towards another credential.

It is not necessary that this list of critical items should be provided in a micro - credential
(i.e. the certification) itself. A European approach should simply ask that these items of
critical information must be described in an easily accessible and intuitive place, so that

employers, quality assurance age ncies, higher education institutions, learners and other
interested stakeholders can access themin the simplest possible way (e.g. by usinga QR
code onthe certificateitself)
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2. In order to allow educational innovation and flexibility, a European
approach  should not prescribe/standardise the critical information items
too narrowly.

It may be tempting to define the terms of the criticalinformationitems insuchaway that
only certain types of micro - credentials will be considered in line with the European
approach. At first glance ,it might seem reasonable to say thatthe learning activiies
leading to micro - credentials should, for example, encompass no fewer than thre e and no
more than 10 ECTS credits , and that they must be quality assured. However, our report

reveal s that any such limits may hinder educational innovation and flexibility, and that it
isdifficultto  findgrounds for establish ing suchspecific requireme nts. We therefore suggest
establishing alist of criticalitems , Without specifying  the particular values of theseitens .
This more liberal approach  would ensure trust and transparency with regard to  micro -
credentials , without hindering educational innovat ion and flexibility. Such  an approach
would alsoenable Member Statestodeveloptheirownlocalapproacheswithinthis broad
umbrella , which align with its definitions and terminology.

3. Work towards a European digital solution to store micro - credentials.

The lackof digital solutions for the validation, recognition and storage of micro - credentials
remains one of the obstacles to their wider uptake. While digital solutions to providing

online learning have already gained momentum and reliable ways exist for organis ing its
provision, digital solutions for storing micro - credentials  (such as transcripts, bloc kchain,
learner verification and potential skills matching in recruitment ) are promising, but  still
nascent.

Creating a European digital solution for storing micro - credentials would be a strong step
towards the practical implementation of a European approach to micro - credentials. A
secure and flexible European digital solution for storing micro - credentials would c ontribute
strongly to their transparency and increase trust.  Current EU initiatives such as the
European Student Card Initiative 41 Europass * and ESCO classification “* could be brought
together to build suchadigital solution, which could become a standard across Europe . It
is also important to ensure that European digital solutions for storing micro - credentials
are:

A basedontechnologiesthatare secure, which authenticate the identity of alearner,
and protect the certification frommisuse or alterations.

A easytoshare via different platforms (e.g.s ocialmedia, e -malil, blog s,etc.).

A developedin such a way that European higher education institutions can easily
integrate theminto their owninstitutional infrastructures.

4. Existing criteria and measures for quality assurance mustbe renewed and
supplemented to be fit for micro - credentials.

One of the main successes ofthe Bologna Processis the establishment of quality assurance
as a key element of higher education. There is a consensus that quality assurance is

“ The European Student Card Initiative will develop an online one -stop shop through the Erasmus+ Mobile App
for students to manage all administrative steps relat ing to their mobility period - before, during and after their
stay. For more information, please see: https:/ec.europa.eu/education/education -in-the - eu/eur opean -student -
card -initiative_en

42 Europass provides a set of online tools and information to manage learning and career. For more information,

please see: https://europa.eu/europass/en
“ The ESCO classificat ion identifies and categorises skills, competences, qualifications and occupations relevant
for the EU Ilabour market and education and training. For more information, please see:
https://ec.europa.eules co/portal/home
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necessary to ensure accountability and support enhancement. In general, the standards
and key elements that exist for formal recognition and quality assurance in higher
education can and should be applicable to any new forms of learning, certificationand
credentiali sation.

Ideally, qualit y assurance in the provision of  higher education should be carried both
internally and externally , toensure thatinternal quality assuranceis in line with European
standards (Nuffic, 2019). However, in some cases quality assurance procedures and
regulato ryframeworks have not yetbeen adaptedtofacilitate and monitorcourses leading
tomicro -credentials, particularly the digital provision of emerging micro - credentials. The
existing criteria and measures for quality assurance must accordingly be renewed a nd
supplemented, to take appropriate account of digitalisation in teaching and learning and

to ensure security and transparency for all learner groups. To sum up, all credit - bearing
and stackable micro - credentials must be subjectto astandardised and acce pted qualty
assuranceprocess.

Quality assurance proceduresin some countries must be expanded to cover digital learning

in two environments: 1) in case where it is offered within a higher ec
own course programme (e.g. also as blended learning) ; and 2)in case swhere itis used

by learners to supplement their own learning pathway , and is credit -bearing. Both cases

require a more student  -centredapproachto qualityassurance.

In other countries , quality assurance procedures already cove r digital learning. For
example, the lIrish quality assurance agency QQI has published guidelines for blended

learning and standard quality assurance processes to fully recognise both online and
blended delivery  of education . It is crucial that quality assu rance of online learning
activities that are credit -bearingis extendedto coverthevirtuallearning environment, the
pedagogical quality of online provision , and the availability of online student support, which

are oftencriticisedas lacking in relationto online learning. In summary:  all credit -bearing
and stackable micro - credentials must  be aligned with standards and accepted quality
assuranceprocess es.

It would be helpful if these quality assurance procedures would also recognise non - credit
bearing micro -credentials, i.e. those mainly gained to prove that certain skills and
competenceshave beenachieved. Inthis case, quality assurance measures should ensure

that the certificate lists the critical information from the framework and perhaps ev en
enable s the educational provider to be recognised for issuing such certificates. This
expanded approachwould beastep towards achievingScenario 3, dRecognitionacross al
socialsystems 0O(see above)for the implement ationof micro - credentials.

5. Seek opportunities to bring higher education institutions together with
employers in order to find the best ways to design and deliver micro -

credentials.
We found that there are more characteristicsin whic h currently provided micro - credentials
differ , than in which they are similar. The two main characteristics that almost all micro -
credentialshave incommon arethattheyare usedfor fairly short coursesoflearning ,and
that they are relevant to the labour market. The latter characteristic indicates that
engagement between higher education institutions and employers is crucial to ensur ing
that micro - credentials are valuable in the labour market.
Currently, employers seemto be somewhat left out of discussion srelat ing to the design of
a European appr oach to micro -credentials. The European Commission, national
governments and other key stakeholders should look for ways to bring in employer s 0

perspective si for instance , by organisingdiscussion swi t h t he key employersod a
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such as EUROCHAMBRES , SMEunited and Business Europe , asking the opinion of the
European Economic and Social Committee, and potentially supporting Erasmus+ projects
that bringingtogether highereducation institutionsand employers.
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Annex: List of notable practices relat ing tomicro -credentials

Micro -credentials at IBM

Micro -credentials at Google

Micro -credentials at E rnst &

Y oung

A global decentralised

blockchain
EduCTX

- based platform

IBM offers arange of open badges to the public (and a fewrestricted to employees only) in knowedge, skilland proficiency ,
and promotes its program me asa way for professionals to display and share theiraccomplishments. IBM has a partnership

with Northeastern University where by certain IBM badges can contribute towards professional Ma s t ededree progam mes.

I n addition, | BM relies on 6new collaroé skills development at cnalm
training programs for about 15 per cent of its 6énew hireso.

Google providesan online certificate in IT support jobs intended for jobseekers atentry -leveland middle - skill jobs, available

through Coursera. It can be completed in eight months, but students can move at theirown speed. As of June 2018, 40,000
learners had enrolledan d 1,200 had completed. Traditional providers such as Duke University are pre paring to offer credit for
the course. Google hasbroughttogethera consortium of more than20 employers (including Bank of America, W almart, Sprint,

GE Digital and PNC Bank) who are interested in hiring those who have complete d its certificate.

EY has anin -house training program designed to provide on -demand education at a lower cost. The EY Badge system enables
staff to earn badges in areas su ch as data visualisation, design thinking and cyber security.

The EAuCTX platform is basedon a globally distributed P2P network . It processes, manages and monitors ECTX tokens and
transactions represent ing trusted and transparent evidence of i ndi vi acguaedskdls and knowedge in the form of digital
micro -credentials. Likethe European Credit Transferand Accumulation System (ECTS), ECTXtokens representthe credits

acquired by theindivi  dual inthe form of digital micro cetificates for completed learning units (courses, diplomas, ce tificates,

etc.) . Each individual has their own EAuCTX address, atwhichthey collecttokensassigned tothem byaninstitution inretum
forcompletedlearn ingunits. AllEduCTXusers haveaccesstoa decentrali sedweb application that providesan overviewof
tokensthe user has received. All EQUCTX stakeholders (institutions) also have their own unique addre ss and the ability to use

t he pl atdéceniraih &ed applicationto manage (transfer) tokens in a simple and secure way. Once alearning unit  has been
completed ,thei nsti tution transfers an appropriate number of tokens to
on the EQAuCTX blockchai nnetwork and includes data about a known sender (an institution with an officialname and address)

and an anonymous individual receiver (a public, but anonymous address). Due to the dynamic nature of the certificates, the
transactionstructure  hasbeen ex tendedto enable anexternallink to be included, which stores more detailed information
about the learning unit and/or certificate. Each institution has the option of adding certificate information, while at the s ame
time itassumes re sponsibility for maintainingand enablingaccessto thisinformation onits servers.In thisway, the e cosystem

remains a platform for the secure, trusted and efficient distribution of digital micro certificates, while e nsuring obje ctivity in a

distributed system comprisin g different organi sations, each wth their own requirements and specifications for particular
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learning unit s. An individual can demonstrate skills and knowledge they have acquired in the form of digital micro - credentials
using their anonymousaddressand the private key associated with this address , wWithout administrative or language barriers.

In a ddition, the platform prevents an individual from transferring the ECTXtokens they have acquired to other addresses. This
can only be done by authori sed institut ions and organi sations that have the right to award tokens. To demonstrat e the ir
acquired skills, an individual can use their private key , which correspondsto the publicaddress atwhichthe assigned ECTX
tokensarestored.Since an i ndi vi dpra hte keysissknodvsonly to them , they alone canprove ownership of a spedfic
public address. In this way, an individual can provide their publicEAuCTX addressto  a potentialemployer in orderto verify
their knowledge and skills. The employer can easily ob tain additional information relat ing to this address (the ECT Xtokens
acquired ). Toverify thattheindividual —match es the address, the ymustsigntheir message using their personal private key. If

it matches, the employer can be sure thatthe ECTX tokens at a given anonymous address belong to the person concemed .
The verification process itselfwillbe semiautomated via user -friendlyweb interfaces. Thefirstprototype ofthe EduCTX platiorm

was implemented using the ARK blockchain platform. A newer proto type is based on the Ethereum blockchain platform , and
uses smart contracts

The Digital Credentials Initiative started in April 2019 with a mission to create a trusted, distributed and shared infrastrucure
that would become the standard forissuing, storing, displaying, and verifying academic credentals, digitally.

It is coordinated by MIT (USA) and involves Delft University of Technology (Netherlands), Hasso Plattner Institute at the
University of Potsdam (Germany)as wellas the Technical Universityof Munich (Germany)from Europe.Otherpartners indude
Tecnologico de Monterrey (Mexico), Harvard University Division of Continuing Education (USA), University of Califomia,

Berkeley (USA), University of California, Irvin e (USA), Tecnol6gico de Monterreyin Mexico, and the University of Tormonto
(Canada).

The intiative aims to create a central platform for the storageof st u d e achievément records, which will continue even after
a studenthas graduated, based on the latest advances in public key infrastructures, public ledgers and blockchains.

Forlearners , th e technology will allowthem to:
A Maintain a compelling and verifiable re cord of their lifelong learning achievements to share with employers.
A Receivetheircrede ntials digitally and safely.
A Own all of their cre dentials fore ver , without having to ask/paytheir institution for a transcript ever again.

A Compile and curate the credentials they re ceive from multiple institutions.

Forinstitutions, digital verifiable credentials enable them to:

A Keep anddistribute learner records in away thatis easy, safe and inexpensive.

A Remove the risk ofidentity fraud.
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A Issue multiple credentials to a single learner easily, using the same streamlined process.
Application of DigComp at Anglia Ruskin University (UK) has applied the E U 6DsgComp framework  toits staff developmentand to embed digital literaces
Anglia Ruskin University within the curriculum. Its Digital Literacy Barometer includes competency statements about a spectrum of digital capabiliies
aligned to DigComp. Using a quiz format, individuals re ceive a score for their overall self -reported competency , aswell as for
each of the five literacies with in the framework. Staff are able to use the results to identify their e xisting strengths and areas
for further development. The university alsoprovides a range of staff development activities aligned with the framework,
including bite -sized training , following completion of which participants re ceive digital badges.
The embedding of digital competencies in to the curriculum was also piloted in one faculty. Digital badges were developed for
each digital literacy domain and proficiency level. As part of a review process, course curricula were examined and
subsequently mapped to identify opportunities to deliverthe elements of the ARU digitalliteracy framework. A variety of
stakeholders representing academics, professional services and students were eng aged in the development of the framework

(Rampelt, Orrand Knoth, 2019).

Texas Wesleyan Universityods Center for Excell ence in Teaching ¢
development program mesto recogni se softand technicalskill development. A system of badges was developed to better
acknowedge, challenge and reward faculty and staff who engage in professional development activities. Most of these badges

have three distinct le vels ,andprogression from one | evel to another is an exampl
earned by attending any professional development activities. These activities can be CETL workshops, individual consultatons

with CETL staff, or even opportunit ies from other sources  such as a professional conference orwebinar. Progression to Level 2

is achieved by completi ng a challenge. Participants choose the challenge they wish to complete (e.g. using personali sed
learning, learner -centredteaching, competency -based education strategies)attheirown pace. The completion of the self -
assigned challenges become evidence of the participant 6s theleamerhas nc
gained with the professional community. Parti cipants wishing to achieve this level (there by becoming "trailblazer" for the topic)

are encouraged to share their experiences of learning abouta topic (or tool) and the results of applying that knowledge in t heir
professionallives/teaching viathe CETL blog, a workshop, or any other formal/informal re search and publication avenues.

Awarding badges at Texas
Wesleyan University

European MOOC platforms launched a m icro - credential framework that fits into the European Qualification Framewok for
Lifelong Learning, and which combines learning outcomes in higher education and in professional training. The Common Micro -
credential Framework indicates the scale of aMOOC program me interms of workload (the Standard entails 4 -6 ECTS credits /
100 - 150 hours of study time) and level ( Levels 6 and7 inthe EFQ represent Bachelor 6 and Master 6 fevel s).

Common Micro - credential
Framework (CMF)

The New Zealand Qualifications Authority has in troduceda micro -credenti al system as part o f

New Zealand Qualification education and training system. The service, provided by the New Zealand Q ualifications Authority, allows for short courses to

Framework receive between five and 40 cr e dalficatignofiamensk, @sit looks te prepare educatigndasd q
training for the future ofwork. As part of the platform, a service will be available to those outside the education space to have
their skills and training programmes re ceive e quivalence statem ents. Thiswillenable  both in-house professional development
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at large corporations and MOOCs to carry NZQA recognition. NZQA will issue equivalence statements showing credit value and
will setup a service to evaluate micro -credentials from international and non -tertiary NewZealand institutions.

Deakin University offers Professional Practice Credentials as a standalone credentials that are aligned with the Australian
Qualifications Framework (AQF) and professional or industry accreditation frameworks, andthus warrant the achievement of
keyemployability outcomes. To attain thesecredentials, experiencedprofessionals can bypasstaughtc oursesinareas inwhich
they already have expertise, and present concise qualitative evidence 1 including video testimony i for personalised
assessment viaDeakin Universityos digital platform. These cr ede nforibesdole h
assessment and re cognition of critical work place capabilities, and many of these credentials are awarded on a standalone basis

to warrant workplace outcomes. All of the Professional Practice Credentials bear the insignia of the Deakin Universi ty, are
assessed by academic and industry leaders, and must be based on evidence of achievement, rather than participation. The
management of all Deakin Professional Practice Credentials is thi
While most of its credential candidates currently come from corporate cohorts, the university plans to increase engagement

with individual candidates, particularly their own students. For example, the university e nvisages that some students may be

interested inearning a standalone credential in, say, Innovation, Communication or Teamwork in addition to completing their

traditional Bachel oMast er 0s ,da gay todifferentiate themselves and stand out to employers.

MicroMasters covering awide range of topics such as supply chain managementor artificial intelligence can either be taken on

theirown , orcounttowards afull Master & at universities such as MIT. A MicroMasters program me credentialis a professional
and academic credential for online learners based anywhere inthe world. This credentialis valuable in and of itself. In a ddition,
credential -holders canthenapply foranaccelerated, on -campus Ma st er 6 s degr meath ITorgther umiversities. Al

holders of MicroMasters program me credential s are also considered affiliates of the MIT Alumni Association. MicroMasters
program me courses offerthe same learning and challenge as MIT courses.

Cinecais a non -profit consortium made up of 70 Italian universities, eight Italian re search institutes and the Italian Ministry

of Education. The project 6 snanagers collaborate with universities across Italy to develop badges as proof of competence for
academicachievement. The universitiesusethemtostre ngthen the commitmentof theirstudents, e specially forthose courses

thatare not compulsory, suchas those onsocial and communication skills develo pment and Sustainable De velopment Goals.
Badges can nowbe stored on a blockchain.

The MicroHE projectaimsto provide the most comprehensive policy analysis yet conducted ofthe impact of modularisation,

unbundlingand micro  -credentia llingin European Higher Education. Micro HE project 6 activities are:
A Gathering the state of the art in micro -credentia lling in European Higher Education today by organi sing the first
European survey on micro  -credentials in HE, surveying atleast 70 institutions across the continent, with the aim of
understanding the current level of provision, the types of micro - credentials offered , and future trends in provision of

micro -credentals.
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A Forecasting the im pacts on HE institutions of the continued modula risationof higher educationby using forward
scanning techniques, specifically through the use of the DELPHI methodology.
A Examining the adequacy of European re cognition instruments for micro - credentials, in particular ECTS, the Diploma
Supplementand qual ification frameworks.
A Pro posing a 6cr e diprovideudemiecim@amatiod abow micro -credentials inaway thatis compatble
with ECTS, the diploma supplement and qualification s frameworks.
A Proposinga meta -datastandardand developingan onli neclearing houseto facilitate the recognition, transfer and
portability of micro - credentials in Europe.
W hile maintaining the European tradition of high - quality educationandhigh levelsof student -protection, provided through
systems ofaccreditation and quality assurance, the proje ct aims to:
A Promote incre ased choice for students and lifelong learners by increasing the range of education o pportunities offered
to them.
A Equip univer sities to adequately adapt to the changes brought about by the modularisation of education.
A Im prove the recognition and transfer of learning betwe e n different e ducational organi satonsaswellas in theword
of work, including transnationally.
The projec tDIGI -HE The DIGI -HE project aimsto create a self  -reflection tool that will support European higher e ducation institutions in developing
and enhancing their strategic approaches to digitalisation. Such a tool exists already for schools (SELFIE), but not for higher

education, at least not at European level. The project targets different types of institutions (universities and colleges) at
differentlevels of maturity in their digital developments.

DIGI -HEis led by EUA and a diverse consortium that consists of European higher education institutions and organisations
actively involved in the development of digital learning across Europe.

DIGI -HEb sactivities are:

A

A

>\

Gathering data on the strategic development of digitalisation in higher education institu tions through a survey of
higher education institutions

Developing a self -assessmenttool and supporting institutions in the development of strategic approaches to
digitalisation

Building a community of practice by fostering inter -institutional exchange  of good practices.
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Micro -credentia lling In 2014, Wayne State University (WSU) Graduate School undertook a project to understand the career pathways and
programmes at Wayne State trajectoriesofits 15  -yeardoctoralalumni . Theproject involved approximately3 000 alumnifromabout75program me S acoss
University all disciplines. From these data it learned that, mirroring national trends, W SU doctoral alumni were pursuing careers in
academia aswellas infor -profitorgani sations (suchas in biotechnology), government, andnot -for-profitorgani sations. From
surveys and conversations with its alumni, their employers, and faculty, WSU understood the need to provide enhanced career
development programming that would help its alumni succeed in their vari ous careers.As afirststep, WSU identified a set of
five competencies that are essential for doctoral and postdoctoral training. These competencies are based on those defined by
the National P ostdoctoral Association (NP A) and the Council of Graduate Schools ,andal igned with WSU&s mi
competencies include Communication, Leadership and Professionalism, Teamwork and Collaboration, Research and
Professional Ethics, and Career Development. With input from alumni, e mployers, faculty and current student s, WSU created
a series of interactive seminars to address each competency. A number of skillsets and learning outcomes were defined within
each competency. Each interactive seminaris one to two hoursin length andis led by faculty e xperts in the domain. In line
with best assessment practices, each seminar includes three to five learning outcomes that students can expect to achieve by
attending the seminar. Presenters are coached to provide opportunities for active learning during the seminar, including t hink -
pair - share exercises, reflective writing, and other high -impact pedagogical practices. In addition, presenters are provided with
guidelines for the assessment of the learning outcomes to ensure that evidence of skills mastery is adequately assessed. U pon
completion of a seminar, students complete an exercise to demonstrate their mastery of the subject. The work is then
evaluated by faculty or industry e xperts. Students who meet the learning obje ctives are awarded the micro - credental in that
domain. Th ismicro -credential can thenbe shared on social media platforms such as LinkedIn , or on personalor professional
websites. Wayne State is the official issuer of the badge, which adds credibility and validity to the micro - credential. Since the
badgesare a wardedfor the f ul fi | ment of specific | earning objectives, employ
that particular skillset. These credentials do not appear on official Wayne State transcripts. However, an author sed
credentia lling system licensed by Credly.com is in place to certify mastery of each skill that a student chooses to acquire. It
also enables staffand faculty to track student participation by com petency , to determine which skills are viewed as most
important for students prepa ringto enterthe workforce.

OpenupEd aims to be a distinct ive quality brand embracing a wide diversity of (insfitutional) approaches to open ing up
education viathe use of MOOCs. As a consequence, O penup Ed partners agreed to develop a quality label for MOOC:s tailored

to both e -learning and open education. This label was published in January 2014. The institutional be nchmarking assodated
with th e labelis primarily intended to be applied asanimprovementt ool, enabling institutional performance to be compared
against current best practice and leading where necessary to measures to raise the quality of t he i nst iMOQGsandthed s
operation.Th e processis designed to complement an institution 0 sourse approval process, as wellasthe ongoing evaluation
and monitoring of courses in presentation.

OpenupEd Quality Label

The overall quality process for O penupEd MOOCs is as follows:

A OpenupEd partners will be higher education institutionsthat meet national requirements for quality assurance and
accreditation.
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Higher education institutions should have aninternal Q Asystem in place to approve a MOOC.

> >

Higher education institutions obtain the OpenupEd MOOC label at entry through aself -assessment and review process
thatconsid ers benchmarks both at institutional and course level (for two courses initially).

>\

Highereducation institutions shouldendorse the O penupEd eight features forMOOCs (below). AllMOOCsmustcomply
with the features 6openness toeslsdarnersodé and o6digital openn

>\

The OpenupEd MOOC label must be renewed periodically. Between institutional reviews, additional MO OCs will be
reviewed at course level only.

The institution e valuates and monitors its MOOCs in pre sentation.

The overall quality process is intended to encourage the enhancement of quality through self -assessmentand review

> > >

The OpenupEd MOOC benchmarks are themselves provisional and open to revision.

To ensure that OpenupEd courses meet this mission, courses should showeight common

features:
A Opennessto learners (e.g. open entry, freedom to study at the time, place andpaceof t h e | e adhaice, flegitde
pathways, suitability for a wide variety of lifelong learners).
A Digital openness (courses should be available online for free , but should in addition apply open licensing so that

materialand data can be reused, remixed, reworked and redistributed).

A Learner -centred approach (courses should help students to construct their own learning).

A Independent learning (courses should provide high -qual ity materials to enable an independent learner to progress
throughself -study).

A Media- supported interaction (course materials should make the bestuse of online affordances to engage students

with theirlearning).

A Recognition options  (successful curse com pletion should be recognised as indic ating worthwhile educational
achievement).

A Quality focus (there should be consistentfocus on quality in the production and presentation of courses).

A Spectrum of diversity (courses should be inclusive and accessible to awide variety of citizens).
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Credential Transparency The Credential Transparency Description Language (CTDL) isa schema (atype of  mini -language thatpeople and systems can
Description Language use to understand each other even if their data comes from different source s) that anyone can use to share information about
(CTDL) credentia lling data. It provides a common, unified, consistent and transparent vocabulary for describi ng credentials (induding
diplomas, badges, certificates, certifications, licen ces and degrees of all types and levels). The CTDL notonly provides a
common and unified way of describing information in the Credential Registry ; italso is an open language t hat can be used on

the web. This powerful feature makes it dramatically easier for students, businesses, researchers, and automated systems to
discover, understand and compare information about credentials from a variety of sources.

Like adictionary, the CTDL consists ofnouns (classes) and verbs (properties) that allows it to make simple statements, which,

in aggregate,enable  the rich description of credential -related resources including credentia lling organi sations and spedfic
subclasses of credentials  such as degrees, cettificates, certifications and digitalbadges. Credentials are related (linked) to
otherentitiesin the credential linge cosystemsuchas assessments,learningopportunities, re quirements, costsand conceptual
frameworks (e.g. competenc ies, classifications of occupations and instructional programs). It will also support labour market

outcomes, education and career pathways, and employer preferences.

The CTDLis managedby CredentialEnginethrough policies to e nsure its long -termpersist ence. Itis e xpandedandm aintained
through the guidance and consensus of five voluntary advisory committees (Technical, Quality Assurance, Higher Education,
Certification and Lice nsure, and Business), each consisting of experts and practitioners in their fields.

The CTDLis openly available  for anyone to use through a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Licen ce. Credential
Engine reflects the 2013 Open Data Policy to provide data in open, machine -readable formats.

OpenClassrooms isanonlineplatform offering top -qualityeducation -to-employmentprogram me sandcareercoachingservices
OpenClassrooms to students worldwide.  Unlike other online learning platforms, OpenClassrooms Career Paths include weekly, one -on-one

mentorship sessions with a ded icated professional in each field, supporting learners through their studies. The curriculum is

specifically based around the competencies that learners need to thrive on the job. OpenClassrooms programmes are project -

driven. There are no tests or studying for exams. Instead, experiential learning is used as the fastest way to become

operational. All courses are self -paced to fit intoslearnerso6 schedul e

Digital Promise Digital Promise, also known as the National Center for Research in Advanced Information and Digital Technologies, is a non -
profitorgani sation originated by the U.S. Congress as part of the 2008 re -authori sation of the Higher Education O pportunity
Act. Its mission is to spur innovation in education to imp rove the opportunity to learn for all Americans. It offers mico -
credentials ofits own, butitalso provides a platform for other e ntities to offer theirown sets of micro -credentials. Over 35
otherorgani sations offermicro  -credentials through Digital Pr omise.
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European Short Learning

Programmes (E
project

OpenCreds

-SLP)

E-SLP is an Erasmus+ projectfocusingon shortlearning program me s (SLP s) orshort degree programmes for continuous
professional development and lifelong learning at a Europeanlevel. Itsr esults shouldinclude reports on the status quo and
positioning within the European higher education system, quality and recognition, guidelines, an online portal with SLP
offerings, as well as policy recommendations. The consortium defined SLP accordingt o the following characteristics:

A European Qualification Framework (EQF) Level s 4 to 8 (foundation to doctoral level).

A Studytime between5 to 60 ECTS.

A Relation to and recognition as part of formal degre es required (building blocks).

A Onlineandblended format.

A Targetgroupsof non -traditionallearners and adult learers (work and study).

A Society - and market -driven.
OpenLearninghasintroduced OpenCreds, a lifelong learningframework designedto meetthe needsofthe Australian education
sector, industry, andmostim portantly its lifelongleamers. OpenCreds is anextensionof O penLearning,anAustralian company
and lifelong learning platform that exists to increase access to higher - quality education.
In keeping with the agreed definitions from the A ustralian Qualifications Framework (AQF) Review, an OpenCred is a
certification ofassessedlearning thatis additional,alternative, complementaryto ora componentpartofa formal qualification.
Each OpenCred centre s around:

A Hours of learning : acommon measure used by education providers (and regulatory bodies) to establish the average

amount of time re quired for a newlearner with little or no experience to develop the require d competency or expeced

learning outcomes.

A Evidence of learning: a consistentset of expectations to show that the learning produces the development of
knowedge, skills and competency in a particular area.

OpenCreds mustinclude:

A Learmingoutcomes tailored tothe targetaudience, hours of learning, and AQF level if the yare designed to align with
itorbe credit -bearing.

A Produce atleast one artefact of learning that is unique to the learner and which demonstrates the application of the
skills and knowedge acquired during the learning.

A Asummative assessment if the OpenCred is classified as  credit - bearing.
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Depending onthe course design process, itis acknowledged that the artefact of learning and summative assessment may be

the same .
OpenCreds may be standalone credentials or they may interact with a formal qualification. An OpenCred that interacts wth a
formalqualification may be:
a) An AQF-aligned OpenCred: aligned to a formal qualification level to provide learners and employers with a clear
understanding oftheir level of achievement.
b) An admission OpenCred: successful completion leads to an offer of admission to a formal qualification.
c) A credit -bearing OpenCred: successful completion earns a credit forlearning which is a pathway intoa quali  fication,
or component part of the bodyof a course that leads to a qualification.
d) An industry -recognised OpenCred: recognised by an industry association or accrediting body as meeting the needs of
contributingto  maintenance of continuing professional development requirements.
OpenCreds have been developed with the awareness that whil e they sitoutside the AQF, thatitwould do the leamerand
education providers themselves a disservice not to factorin levels,types, policies and regulatory frameworks. By taking this

approach, OpenCreds empower accredited education providers with:
A Gre ater flexibility to meetle arner/industry needs whil e still meeting their regulatory re quirements
A The ability to diversi fytheirrevenue streams and reach newmarkets
A An assessable framework that produces verifiable evidence oflearning.
The OpenCreds framework was formulated to e nable alignment with a range of education spheres
A Vocational educationand trainin g.
A Higher education.
A Providers of ¢ ontinuing professional development.

A Professional leaming providers.

A Industry.
Digitary CORE Platf Digitary are expertsin digital credentials , and a leading online platform for certifying, sharing and verifying cre dentials. The
ety Eheli] platform was launched inlIrelandin 2005 and is currently used by many re spected higher education providers in 135 counties
to eliminate credential fraud,im prove servic e levelsand increase efficiencies. Digitary isalearner -centricplatform that enables
learners to access theirverifiedachievements 24/7 and to sharethemwith otherssecurely,quickly and e asily.Digitary enab les
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the instant verification of records with full learner consent, maintaining re gulatory compliance and eliminating the hassle of
manual verification.
In2007, the I ri sh I nstitutes of Technology (loTs) chose Digitaryoés Cl a
Supplement (EDS ) acrossall 14 10Ts. In 2016, Digitary was again chosento implement a cloud -based digital credentia  lling
system, this time using Digitaryés CORE platform, which extends t
grade mailers.
Digitary Certified Online Record Exchange (CORE) is a secure cloud platform that helps learners around the world access and
share theirdigitally signed academic documents online with employers, education providers, governments and other thid
parties. With Digita  ry CORE:

A Education providers can reduce credential fraud by using secure digital technologies.

A Education providers can reduce costs and streamline processes by enabling self - service for learners and employers.

A Learners can access their digitally certified academic records online.

A Learners can securely share their re cords with third parties, quickly and easily.

A Empl oyers and others can quickly and easily verify | earners?d

Quality Matters Label Quality Mattersis a global non -profit organisation working on quality assurance in online and innovative digital te aching and

learning environments.  The main goal of ~ Quality Matters is to promote and improve the quality of online education and student
lea ming nationally and internationally , through:

A Thed evelopmentof current, research -supported and practice - based quality standards and appropriate evaluation

tools and procedures.
A Recognition of expertise in online education quality assurance and evaluatio n.
A Fostering a culture of continuous improvement by integrating QM Standards and processes into organi sational plans
to improve the quality of online e ducation.
A Providing professional developmentinthe use ofrubrics, tools and practices toim prove the quality ofonline e ducation.
A Peerreviewand certification of quality in online education.

Quality Matter s provide s services based on the quality assurance goals ofthe institutions in the areas of:

A Improving course design (e pisodic or custom application of criteria).

A Creati ng professional development op portunities.
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A Demonstrati ng quality assurance processes.

A co ntinuously improving quality assurance processes (going beyond quality thresholds).

A Benchmark ing (comparing and connecting across institutions).

A Dri ving institutional change (sustaining high quality).
Quality Matters has created anumberof different rubricsand standards. The General Standards and Specific Review Standards
in each rubricare intended to guide higher education institutions through the development, evaluation and im provement of
theironline and blended courses. Achieving a level of 85% or more in relation to these quality e xpectations is key to certifying

the quality of the courses.

The HigherEd CourseDesign rubricisasetof eight General Standards (e .g.learing objectives, assessmentand measurement,
learning activities, accessibility and usability) and 42 Specific Review Standards used to evaluate the design of online and

blended courses. The rubrichasa scoringsystemusedbyth ereview teamto determinewhethera course meets thes tandards.
Essential Standards (3  -point Specific Review Standards) mustbe metduring the review , and an overallscore of 85% of the
maximum possible  points is required fora course to attain QM certification.
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