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MAPPING EUROPEAN ECO-SYSTEM OF MICRO-CREDENTIALS IN
HIGHER EDUCATION

Halas A.S.
Assistant Professor,
Ivan Franko National University of Lviv

Short forms of learning opportunities, which can be accessed
through both public and private providers, are rapidly expanding across
Europein response to the increased demand for learner-centred
educational models. They can be developed and offered by a wide range of
institutions in various formal, non-formal and informal learning contexts.
While micro-credentials have existed for decades across vocational and
technical education, in higher education, the burgeoning field of micro-
credentials is currently gaining momentum. Micro-credentials, which
represent an alternative approach to career and professional development,
attest to the learning outcomes of short-term courses which provide
tailored and adaptive learning opportunities for personal and professional
development.  However,  ambiguous terminology, insufficient
standardization, and the lack of transferability are obstacles that need to be
addressed in order to make micro-credentials credible and more widely
accepted. In light of Ukraine’s aspirations to integrate into the European
Union, it is imperative to harmonize the eco-system of micro-credentials in
higher education institutions (HEIs) with best European practices.

In November 2017, the EU institutions officially adopted the
European Pillar of Social Rights [3]. Its principal tenet is that “Everyone has
the right to quality and inclusive education, training and life-long learning
in order to maintain and acquire skills that enable them to participate fully
in society and manage successfully transitions in the labour market”.
Following this, concerted efforts to develop an integrated European
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approach to micro-credentials was made in a number of documents, i.e. the
Council Resolution on a Strategic Framework for European Cooperation in
Education and Training Towards the European Education Area and Beyond
(2021-2030); the European Skills Agenda; the Digital Education Action
Plan (2021-2027), etc. On December 10, 2021, the European Commission
submitted a proposal on a European Approach to Micro-credentials [2]. Its
aim is 1) to empower individuals to acquire the knowledge, skills and
competences they need to succeed in an increasingly competitive,
globalized labour market; 2) foster the capacity of micro-credential
providers to improve the flexibility and accessibility of their learning
services to empower individuals to build individualized professional paths;
3) promote inclusiveness and equal opportunities ultimately leading to
enhanced resilience, social justice and prosperity.

On the one hand, gaining new competences within a micro-
credential framework is fundamental to becoming a contributing member
of society, ensuring professional and personal growth, and boosting
employability and economic innovation. On the other hand, without
consistent standards which ensure quality, transparency, comparability
across different countries, recognition and transferability, micro-
credentials will not reach their full potential. The lack of transparency is
one of the major barriers for recognition of micro-credentials. To build
trust, it is vital to ensure of the quality of the credential itself, the learning
experience (the content) and the trust in the provider. For achieving these
ambitious goals, the above-mentioned Proposal has devised a common
European pathway through a number of recommendations: 1) to apply a
common definition, standard and major principles in designing micro-
credentials; 2) to develop the eco-system for micro-credentials; 3) to
enhance the potential of micro-credentials to support lifelong learning
(LLL).

The paper provided a clear definition so that the learning outcomes
of micro-credentials could be easily recognized and interpreted by
employers, learners and other educational institutions. Thus, a micro-
credential is interpreted as “the record of the learning outcomes that a
learner has acquired following a small volume of learning. These learning
outcomes have been assessed against transparent and clearly defined
standards.” In addition, the mandatory elements of a European micro-
credential include the identification of the learner; title of the micro-
credential; country/region of the issuer; awarding body; date of issuing;

39



learning outcomes; workload needed to achieve the learning outcomes (in
ECTS credits); level of the learning experience; type of assessment; form of
participation; type of quality assurance used to underpin the micro-
credential.

In this constituent document, the European Commission also
defined ten guiding principles that outline the nature of micro-credentials
and have to be followed while designing an educational program leading to
micro-credentials:

1) Quality: macro-credentials undergo internal and external quality
assurance in the production process. Quality assurance procedures should
be relevant, thoroughly documented, and tailored to the requirements of
learners and stakeholders.

2) Transparency: micro-credentials are verifiable, comprehensible,
and evidentiary with transparent descriptions of learning outcomes, time
commitment, curriculum, course requirements, and available learning
opportunities.

3) Relevance: micro-credentials are to be developed as specific and
measurable learning achievements, as well as learning paths leading to
them, and revised if required.

4) Valid assessment: micro-credentials are evaluated based on
transparent criteria.

5) Learning pathways: micro-credentials are intended to facilitate
multiple learning pathways, enabling learners to accumulate, authenticate,
and recognize micro-credentials across a range of systems.

6) Recognition: recognition demonstrates a high value of learning
outcomes and expands the range of small learning experiences across
Europe.

7) Portability: micro-credentials belong to the credential-holder and
are easily storable and shared, including through digital services.

8) Learner-centered: micro-credentials serve the interests of certain
groups of learners. Internal and external quality assurance is conducted in
consultation with learners, and their feedback is considered in the process
of the ongoing development of the micro-credential.

9) Authentic: micro-credentials provide information necessary to
verify the identity of the credential-holder, the legal status of the service
provider, and the date and place of micro-credential issuance.
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10) Information and guidance: advisory services on micro-
credentials should be integrated into lifelong learning guidance and made
available to the widest range of learners.

Guided by these principles, the majority of European universities
are looking more closely at the area of micro-credentials by reconsidering
the traditional credentials continuum. In the process of course design, they
follow the procedures and assessment criteria put forward by the Lisbon
Recognition Convention (the Convention on the Recognition of
Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European Region)
drafted by the Council or Europe in co-operation with UNESCO in 1997.
This convention is the leading legal tool that regulates the recognition of
qualifications in Europe, which has been ratified by more than 50 states. In
particular, it is expected that micro-credentials provided by HEIs should
rely on ECTS as a recognized mechanism to make the learning outcomes
and the estimated workload of a course transparent. For instance, the
University of Glasgow (UK) offers a range of micro-credential courses
which aim to equip students with in-demand professional skills and
insights. Depending on the duration, the course is worth 5 to 10 credits, so
they meet the standards set by the Common Micro-credential Framework
(CMF) [1]. Similarly, Trinity College Dublin (Ireland) provides short,
accredited learning experiences for continuing/professional development
with a credit range from 5 - 10 ECTS. These courses are intended to assist
those learners seeking to stay abreast of the evolving needs of the
marketplace and society. Having adapted to the challenges of the COVID-19
pandemic, the College provides ‘bite-sized’ pieces of learning, lasting
between 5 and 12 weeks, in several modes: face-to-face, blended and
online.

In some European countries, universities have already developed
national network-based platforms which nurture LLL culture and offer
courses in the field of lifelong development. A good example of the is the
platform of Universities of the Netherlands [4], which unites 14 public
universities which and presents a wide-ranging selection of training of
courses in various domains. For some of them, prior education is essential,
while others do not have any admission requirements. The platform is
highly flexible and responsive to social and economic changes, so new
modules are constantly being developed to meet the evolving demands of
the labour market.
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It is beyond doubt that micro-credentials should not replace full
degrees, but be complementary to them. However, mainstreaming micro-
credentials is essential not only from an economic perspective, but also
from a social standpoint. The demand for short-term learning options, as
well as their recognition and validation, is expected to grow in response to
the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the resulting crisis of migration and
internal displacement. Wider introduction of micro-credentials to HEI eco-
system can work in conjunction with more traditional ways of learning and
assist HEIs in Ukraine in fulfilling their public responsibilities.
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