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Development and Testing Pilot Mechanisms for Integrating Micro-
credentials and Prior Learning into the Higher Education System

INTRODUCTION

Micro-credentials are rapidly gaining prominence in higher education as institutions respond to
evolving workforce demands. Recent data indicate that more than half of higher education leaders already
offer micro-credentials for academic credit, and 82% plan to adopt them within the next five years
(Coursera, 2024). At the same time, 90% of students believe that earning such credentials will help them
stand out to employers and improve their employment prospects after graduation. Institutions that
integrate micro-credentials into their programs can provide more engaging and personalized learning
experiences, which in turn strengthen student satisfaction and retention. In the context of a shifting labor
market, increasing numbers of workers seeking advancement or career changes are turning to short
courses and targeted certifications. Higher education institutions are therefore expanding their micro-
credential offerings to bridge the gap between traditional academic pathways and industry-aligned, skill-
based learning opportunities.

According to UNESCO (2024), a micro-credential is defined as a certification that focuses on a
specific set of learning outcomes in a narrow field of learning. It is completed over a shorter time period
than a traditional university program. A new report from education provider Coursera delivers insights into
how micro-credentials are preparing graduates for jobs and driving impact for institutions worldwide. The
Micro-Credentials Impact Report 2024 is based on a survey of more than 1,000 campus leaders from more
than 850 institutions across 89 countries. According to the report, global adoption of micro-credentials is
on the rise, more than 50 percent of higher education leaders integrating such offerings into their curricula.
Fifty-three percent of these leaders say their institutions currently offer micro-credentials for academic
credit, and 82 percent plan to do so within the next five years. These trends capture a fundamental shift
in higher education curricula toward more responsive and relevant academic offerings. By embedding
micro-credentials into degree programs, universities are incorporating in-demand skills training into their
academic offerings. This aligns with growing industry support for skills-based hiring practices: 97 percent

of employers are already using or are considering moving toward a skills-based hiring approach.

THE BENEFITS FOR STUDENTS AND INSTITUTIONS

Micro-credentials enable students to acquire specific, targeted skills in fields such as such as
project management, data analysis, and programming. Because these competencies closely match
industry needs, students become highly valuable in today’s competitive job market. In fact, 97 percent of

leaders who offer micro-credentials attest that these programs strengthen long-term career outcomes for


https://www.coursera.org/enterprise/resources/ebooks/micro-credentials-report-2024/get-report?utm_medium=sponsoredcontent&utm_source=sponsored-article&utm_campaign=c4c-microreport2024-AACSB&utm_content=AACSB&utm_term=get-report
https://www.coursera.org/campus/resources/ebooks/industry-micro-credentials?utm_medium=sponsoredcontent&utm_source=sponsored-article&utm_campaign=c4c-microreport2024-AACSB&utm_content=AACSB&utm_term=advancing-micro-report23

students. Students themselves consider that earning a credential will make them stand out to employers
and help them land jobs upon graduation.

A business school that embraces micro-credentials realizes multiple strategic benefits. For
instance, it improves its student satisfaction—and retention—rates because micro-credential programs
allow it to offer personalized and engaging learning experiences. The school demonstrates increased
innovation because micro-credential programs enable it to respond quickly to industry needs. As the school
becomes more innovative, it enhances its competitive edge, which in turn attracts more students.
Institutions such as Hult International Business School, lvey Business School at Western University, and The
University of Texas Permian Basin from USA are already realizing these benefits as they integrate micro-
credentials on online learning platforms (e.g., Coursera). Students and universities are not the only ones
embracing micro-credentials— accrediting bodies and employers are doing so as well. For instance,
organizations such as American Council on Education (2021) and the Foundation for International Business
Administration Accreditation (2025) recommend certain credit-bearing micro-credentials, underscoring
the quality and rigor of these educational options and many employers look for candidates who can prove
their proficiency in a specific skill. Accrediting bodies recommend certain credit-bearing micro-credentials,
underscoring the quality and rigor of these educational options. These certificates, which are designed
to meet industry standards, are offered by companies such as Google, Meta, and IBM. Because
students are learning relevant job skills, graduates are equipped to meet employer expectations from day
one.

As higher education institutions worldwide adapt their curricula to changing times, micro-
credentials will continue to play a crucial role in preparing students for successful careers and ensuring
education systems remain responsive to the needs of employers. For an institution looking to drive growth
andinnovation, now is the time to embrace micro-credentials. By integrating these targeted programs into
its academic offerings, a school can equip its students with the skills and credentials that will set them
apartinthe job market, while positioning itself as a leader in industry- aligned education. Micro-credentials
are not a universal solution for future institutional challenges. However, when strategically planned,
properly funded, and integrated with existing institutional strengths and programs, they can become a
valuable bridge to new collaborations with employers, industry partners, and external providers—

ultimately expanding opportunities for both institutions and their students (McGreal & Olcott, 2022).


https://www.coursera.org/enterprise/resources/casestudy/hult
https://www.coursera.org/campus/resources/case-studies-and-spotlights/ivey-business-school-career-tech-skills?utm_medium=sponsoredcontent&utm_source=sponsored-article&utm_campaign=c4c-microreport2024-AACSB&utm_content=AACSB&utm_term=ivey-case-study
https://www.coursera.org/campus/resources/case-studies-and-spotlights/ivey-business-school-career-tech-skills?utm_medium=sponsoredcontent&utm_source=sponsored-article&utm_campaign=c4c-microreport2024-AACSB&utm_content=AACSB&utm_term=ivey-case-study
https://www.coursera.org/enterprise/articles/how-permian-basin-is-bridging-the-workforce-gap-with-micro-credentials-cm?utm_medium=sponsoredcontent&utm_source=sponsored-article&utm_campaign=c4c-microreport2024-AACSB&utm_content=AACSB&utm_term=utpb-article
https://www.coursera.org/enterprise/articles/how-permian-basin-is-bridging-the-workforce-gap-with-micro-credentials-cm?utm_medium=sponsoredcontent&utm_source=sponsored-article&utm_campaign=c4c-microreport2024-AACSB&utm_content=AACSB&utm_term=utpb-article

The European perspective on micro-credentials is strategic and comprehensive, aiming to
promote lifelong learning and employability. On 16 June 2022, the Council of the European Union adopted
a Recommendation on a European approach to micro-credentials. This initiative focuses on:

e Definition and purpose: Micro-credentials certify learning outcomes from short-term learning
experiences, such as short courses or training programs. They provide a flexible and targeted way
for individuals to develop the knowledge, skills, and competences necessary for personal and
professional growth.

e Need for implementation: Micro-credentials are rapidly expanding across Europe and globally in
response to the demand for more flexible, learner-centered education and training. They have
the potential to offer learning opportunities to a broader audience, including disadvantaged and
vulnerable groups. However, without common standards to ensure quality, transparency, cross-
border comparability, recognition, and portability, micro-credentials cannot achieve their full
potential.

o Objectives of the EU Council Recommendation:

o Enable individuals to acquire, update, and enhance the knowledge, skills, and
competences needed to thrive in a changing labor market and society, benefiting from
socially fair recovery and just transitions to a green and digital economy.

o Support micro-credential providers in improving the quality, transparency, and flexibility
of their learning offerings.

o Encourage inclusion, access, and equal opportunities, contributing to resilience, social
equity, and prosperity for all.

The Recommendation provides foundational elements, including a definition, standard elements
for describing micro-credentials, and principles for their design and issuance. This ensures that micro-
credentials can be developed, utilized, and compared consistently across member states, stakeholders,
and different providers, building trust in their value throughout Europe.

The European approach to micro-credentials is a key component of the European Commission’s
vision for achieving a European Education Area by 2025. It is also reflected in the twelve flagship actions
announced in the European Skills Agenda (July 2020), the Action Plan of the European Pillar of Social Rights
(March 2021), and the Commission Communication on achieving the European Education Area by 2025
(September 2020). The Commission will support the implementation of the Recommendation by fostering
dialogue, promoting best practices, exploring how the Europass platform could support technical

implementation, and providing financial support through the Erasmus+ programme.



In conclusion, the European approach to micro-credentials provides a strategic framework to
enhance lifelong learning, employability, and social inclusion. By establishing common standards and
promoting quality, transparency, and comparability, micro-credentials can effectively bridge the gap
between education and labor market needs. Their integration into the European Education Area
underscores their role in fostering equitable, flexible, and future- oriented learning opportunities across

Europe.

A project testing the design and issuance of micro-credentials in the Australian context, running
from 2023 to 2026, is the Higher Education Micro-credentials Pilot Project. Its primary objective is to
evaluate the relevance, effectiveness, and efficiency of these courses, including the need for government
intervention, the achievement of policy intentions, and value for money.

The pilot project involves several key aspects:

It provides funding through grants to eligible higher education institutions offering micro-
credentials that meet specific criteria. These criteria include: eligibility for academic credit, active industry
participation in design and delivery, clearly defined learning outcomes with immediate value, contribution
to student employability, and alignment with national priority areas.

e Micro-credentials must have a learning duration of approximately 0.25 to 0.49 EFTSL (Equivalent
Full-Time Student Load). They are not recognized as formal AQF (Australian Qualifications
Framework) qualifications but can contribute credit toward at least one AQF qualification.

e Providers are required to issue digital badges upon successful completion of courses.

e The pilotis structured in three stages: Stage 1 focuses on designing new micro-credentials (which
must be licensable to other providers); Stage 2 involves delivering the micro- credentials designed
in Stage 1; and Stage 3 entails independent delivery of micro- credentials outside the pilot
framework.

e Students earning approved micro-credentials within this pilot are eligible for FEE-HELP support,
and all micro-credentials must be listed on the government’s MicroCred Seeker website
(https://www.microcredseeker.edu.au/). The pilot also evaluates the adoption of micro-
credentials across different student cohorts, from recent graduates to mid-career professionals.
The Australian Higher Education Micro-credentials Pilot Project aims to evaluate the design,

delivery, and impact of micro-credentials on student learning and employability. By providing funding,
setting clear quality criteria, and issuing digital badges, the pilot seeks to ensure relevance, industry
alignment, and accessibility. The phased approach allows assessment of adoption across diverse student

cohorts, supporting evidence-based insights for scaling micro- credentials in higher education.


http://www.microcredseeker.edu.au/)

A micro-credential is an official certification of specific learning outcomes achieved after
completing a small volume of study (1-15 ECTS credits). These outcomes are clearly defined, transparently
assessed, and designed to provide targeted knowledge, skills, and competences relevant to societal,
personal, cultural, or labour market needs. Micro-credentials are learner- owned, shareable, and portable.
They may stand alone or be stacked into larger qualifications and are supported by quality assurance
processes aligned with agreed sectoral standards. In accordance with the Council of the European Union
Recommendation (June 2022), European higher education institutions are encouraged to include micro-
credentials within their lifelong learning strategies. Each micro-credential defines its workload in hours
and links it to ECTS credits (1 ECTS = 25— 30 hours). Learning outcomes must be verified through
assessment, as credits are awarded only when the expected outcomes are achieved.

Micro-credentials serve diverse learners — from recent graduates entering the labour market to
experienced professionals seeking upskilling or reskilling. They may also target specific social groups, such
as migrants, refugees, or unemployed women. Depending on institutional and national regulations, micro-
credentials can be integrated into official degree programmes or offered as single learning activities.
Several micro-credentials may be combined to form a modular programme. Their design often involves
collaboration between academic staff and external experts, ensuring relevance to real-world demands.
Achieving a common recognition framework across European universities remains a challenge. It relies on
ECTS guidelines, transparent assessment, and mutual trust among institutions to ensure full or partial
credit recognition within students’ regular curricula.

In the New Building blocks of the Bologna Process: Fundamental Values (NEWFAV) Project a
structured framework—a "grid for programme design"—was provided that is specifically developed to
guide academics and educational leaders in designing and implementing flexible learning opportunities,
including micro-credentials, which supports their integration into higher education and addresses the
recognition of prior learning. The grid, as outlined below, encompasses three core components
that, based on the analysed experiences and practices, guide the design and implementation of
programmes leading to micro-credentials. These components include:

A. General information about the programme,

B. Design and format of the learning activities, and

C. Content and learning outcomes of the programme.

While the grid follows an overarching structure aligned with the programme design process, each
section differs in content and organisation to reflect the distinct nature of the learning activities.
Accordingly, the sections are adapted to the specific requirements of each type of activity, ensuring that the

unique characteristics of various teaching and learning contexts are effectively captured.



In addition to these elements, the grid assists academics and other relevant stakeholders in
aligning programme development with European-level frameworks and tools, such as the European
Learning Model (ELM), European Digital Credentials for Learning (EDC), Europass, and the European
Approach for Micro-credentials. It takes into account key dimensions relevant to such programmes —
including modularisation, stackability, recognition of prior and non-formal learning, interconnection of
certificates, and digital credentialing.

Ultimately, the grid ensures that each programme complies with the essential features and quality
standards of educational initiatives leading to micro-credentials, providing academics and practitioners
with a solid foundation for designing innovative and inclusive learning opportunities for diverse groups of
learners.

To develop a pilot mechanism for testing the validation of prior learning and the integration of
micro-credentials within a national higher education system, we can draw upon the following core ideas
and structured components presented in the framework (Design grid). The five steps (or core
ideas/structured components) define the mandatory characteristics and frameworks that must be in place
for the pilot to successfully test the validation of prior learning and the integration of micro-credentials
within a national higher education system.

Establish the foundational mechanism using the Grid for programme design.

This grid serves as a guiding tool for academics to design and implement programs leading to micro-
credentials. Using this template ensures the pilot is grounded in widely accepted must-have
characteristics for educational programs that involve micro-credentials, modularization, stackability, and
the recognition of prior learning. The grid structure, which covers general information, activity design, and
activity content, should form the mandatory documentation for any pilot micro-credential offered.

Focus on Integration through modularization and stackability

The pilot mechanism must test how micro-credentials, as "new building blocks," integrate into
traditional degree pathways.

* Implement modularization: modularization is a priority for the European Commission and serves as the
tool for adopting micro-credentials in the academic curricula. Your pilot should design micro-credentials
(small units of learning, 1-15 ECTS) that can be used to build larger blocks, potentially leading to full
degrees (multiple or joint degree programs).

* Ensure stackability: the micro-credentials designed for the pilot must adhere to the principle of
stackability. The pilot mechanism should test how different micro-credentials can be stacked to lead to a
larger module program (depending on national regulations).

* Define credit recognition (ECTS): the pilot must define, based on institutional and national regulations,

how the ECTS credits awarded for the micro-credential will be integrated into students’ study programs.

If full recognition is not possible, the pilot should explore recognizing the ECTS as extracurricular activities.



The credit recognition process itself relies on ECTS guidelines and the mutual trust among partners.
* Document integration options: use the designated field in the Activity content section to explicitly
describe whether the micro-credential is a stand-alone program or if it is integrated/stackable towards
another credential, such as a Master’s degree.

Incorporate validation of Prior Learning principles

The design of the micro-credential program inherently supports the principles necessary for testing
validation prior learning, as the grid is designed to align with indicators such as the recognition of prior
learning and non-formal learning experiences.
* Define target groups: the pilot must clearly identify target demographics beyond traditional tertiary
students. Micro-credentials are ideal for upskilling or reskilling processes, targeting recent graduates,
experienced workers needing to validate skills, and specific social groups (e.g., migrants, refugees,
unemployed women). Defining these non-traditional students in the Target group section is crucial for
testing validation of prior learning reach.
* Use competence-based design: since micro-credentials validate specific knowledge, skills, and
competences, they are well-suited to assess learning acquired outside formal systems. The pilot must
clearly state the required Core competences and Specific learning outcomes that the micro- credential
aims to certify.
* Establish prerequisites based on experience: When defining the Prerequisites for enroliment, the pilot
should allow for assessment of relevant prior experience, not just educational credentials, especially if the
micro-credentials aims to validate skills for the labor market.

Implement rigorous, competency-focused assessment

A key requirement for piloting is ensuring that assessment validates the acquired learning, which
is critical for Validation of Prior Learning and integration.
* Mandatory assessment: assessment is mandatory when awarding ECTS credit points. The pilot must
ensure the assessment methods are transparent and clearly defined.
* Focus on expertise acquisition: assessment is a key tool for the correct validation of micro-
credentials, as they are meant to ensure the learners’ real acquisition of expertise.
* Utilize varied methods: the pilot should utilize a wide range of assessment methods (e.g., written/oral
examination, portfolio, project, tests, essay) as alternative approaches allow for reaching multiple learning
outcomes and niched competences/skills.
* Address integrity: the pilot must define the required degree of supervision and identity verification
during assessment (e.g., supervised with identity verification) to maintain academic integrity, especially if
the micro-credentials is intended to stack into official degrees.

Follow the design and implementation steps

This step explicitly requires the pilot mechanism to adhere to the 12 -action checklist for the



design of a micro-credential program to guarantee a structured process. Unlike the first five steps, which
represent the core requirements and foundational mechanisms of the pilot itself, the 12 actions serve as

a detailed checklist for designing and implementing a specific micro-credential program.

TESTING THE PILOT MECHANISM FOR INTEGRATING MICROCREDENTIALS IN HIGHER EDUCATION.

"The design and implementation of a micro-credential programme should follow a systematic process,
consisting of a 12-action checklist. This checklist is intended to guide academics through the necessary
administrative and academic phases, starting from a developed concept to a fully operational and evaluated
programme.

1. Identifying the programme proposal: this action involves identifying the main topic(s) of the
programme and establishing its necessity within the university's existing offerings. The proposal must be
linked with the university's overall mission and its main strategic objectives regarding education and
training.

2. Fitting the programme: the programme coordinator(s) must acquire the initial approvals at the
university level. This also includes identifying the adequate internal body/bodies (such as the department)
that will support implementation. The programme must then be fitted into the university's educational
offer, either as part of existing curriculum or within the lifelong learning offer.

3. Setting internal team: a list of internal personnel and offices is drafted to support the
programme coordinator(s) in the design and implementation process. This list is based on the internal
regulations and practices of the coordinating university regarding micro-credential programmes.

4. Drafting the initial format of the programme proposal: the coordinator(s), often along with
relevant peers or partners, draft the initial version of the programme. Paradoxically, this process starts
with the grid’s “Activity Content” section. While working on the content, coordinators also begin
preparing the list of potential academics, lecturers, trainers, or instructors who will be part of the
extended team.

5. Revising the first draft of the programme proposal: the programme coordinator(s) internally
check the first draft (the “Activity Content” section) and collect relevant feedback from the respective
university bodies. At this stage, coordinators also seek feedback on the grid's second section, “Activity
Design”, especially concerning administrative checks necessary for successful implementation (such as
period, ECTS, qualification, format, and number of students).

6. Designing the next version of the programme proposal: based on the initial feedback, the
coordinators update the “Activity Content” section and begin work on the “Activity Design” section. At
this stage, it is recommended to include the extended team (academics/lecturers/trainers) in the

discussions, even if the team list is not yet finalized.



7. Working on the programme details: as the program moves closer to the first complete draft,
the team prepares the first section of the grid, “General Information”. They are supported by the internal
team on finalizing key details such as tuition and fees, quality assurance, student enrolment, certification,
ECTS recognition, and digital components and tools.

8. Fine-tuning the programme proposal: the complete first draft is submitted for feedback and
final checks to the internal team at the coordinating university, as well as to partners and the extended
academic team. A refined version is prepared based on the received feedback, making it ready for the
subsequent steps.

9. Quality assurance & accreditation: the micro-credential programme is officially submitted for
quality assurance processes that will underpin the programme. This process is based on regulations and
practices in place and can be either internal or external, depending on the coordinating university and the
issuing country. It requires specific timing and resources.

10. Marketing and promotion: once the programme is successfully approved by the internal or
external quality assurance and accreditation bodies, it is prepared for dissemination and promotion. A
timeline is set for the dissemination, applications, registrations, and selections processes needed to
prepare for the first student intake.

11. Launching the programme: the programme is successfully launched and begins its first student
intake. Activities and components are developed and delivered based on the descriptions contained
within the design and implementation grid.

Evaluating and updating the programme: after the first intake(s), the programme
coordinators, with internal support, assess the programme by gathering feedback from students,
academics, and other inputs. They identify necessary improvements and make the adjustments
accordingly. The grid itself can be used to document the new, updated version for the next edition of the
micro-credential programme.

To effectively pilot micro-credentials and test the validation of prior learning, the foundational
mechanism must utilize the Grid for programme design as mandatory documentation, guaranteeing the
integration of modularization, stackability, and recognition of prior learning. The pilot must treat micro-
credentials as "new building blocks," ensuring they are small units (1-15 ECTS) that are stackable into
larger modules or full degrees. To support validation of prior learning, the program design must be
competence-based, clearly defining target groups that extend beyond traditional students, such as
experienced workers, and establishing prerequisites that allow for the assessment of relevant prior
experience. Furthermore, when ECTS credits are awarded, rigorous assessment is mandatory, requiring
varied methods (like portfolios or projects) to validate the learners’ real acquisition of expertise while
maintaining academic integrity.

The successful implementation of any specific micro-credential program relies on strictly following



a systematic 12-action checklist. This process begins by identifying the program's necessity and securing
initial approvals at the university level. The drafting phase is iterative, paradoxically starting with the
“Activity content” section before moving on to the "Activity design" and "General information" sections
of the grid. Once the proposal is refined, it must successfully pass quality assurance and accreditation. The
sequence culminates in the launching of the programme with the first student intake, followed by
necessary evaluation and updating based on feedback from students and academics.

To effectively test in a real context the mechanism for integrating microcredential programs into
the Romanian university system, | created an ad hoc questionnaire. The tool was designed to capture, in
a synthetic manner, the perspective of UBB teaching staff regarding microcertification programs and the
recognition of prior learning experiences, with a focus on socially vulnerable students. | applied it to the
teaching personnel directly involved in the development and accreditation of university programs. Here,
we attach the items of the tool used.

Taking into account this strong connection of Microcredentials with Prior learning recognition we
present here a mechanism for validation of prior learning. The mechanism will be tested together with

the integration of microcredentials programs.

Validation of prior learning typically involves assessing and recognizing skills and knowledge acquired
outside formal educational settings. Here are some mechanisms for validating prior learning:

Portfolio Assessment.

Learners compile a portfolio demonstrating their skills and experiences, which is then reviewed and
evaluated by assessors.

Credit by Examination.

Institutions may offer exams that assess a learner's knowledge in a specific area, granting credit for
demonstrated proficiency.

Standardized Testing

Using standardized tests to measure knowledge and skills in a particular subject area can provide an
objective assessment.

Workplace Assessment

Employers or educational institutions assess skills and knowledge through practical tasks or job
performance evaluations.

Interviews and Oral Examinations

Structured interviews or presentations can help in assessing a learner's knowledge and experience.

Observation and Practical Demonstrations



Learners can demonstrate their skills in a real-world setting where assessors can evaluate their
competence.

Recognition of Past Learning Programs

Some employers and educational institutions may recognize specific training programs or
certifications completed in the past.

Third-Party Validation

Engaging external organizations that specialize in assessing prior learning can provide an unbiased evaluation.
These mechanisms can be combined to provide a comprehensive assessment of prior learning, ensuring

that diverse experiences and skills are recognized and validated effectively

1. Howrelevant/important doyou consider micro-certifications inthe current context of labor market
changes?
o Essential
o Veryrelevant
o Relevant
o Slightly relevant

o lrrelevant

2. Towhatextent do you feel professionally threatened by the introduction of an educational system
based on micro-certifications?
o Very threatened
o Threatened

o Slightly threatened

3. What types of skills do you think should be prioritized through micro-certification programs?
o Technical/Specialized
o Transversal
o Soft skills

o Others



4. Which delivery method for micro-certification training do you consider to be the most suitable?
o Face-to-face
o Online
o Hybrid
o Blended learning

o Others

5. What assessment method would you prefer for the final examination after completing a micro-
certification program?
o Knowledge test
o Portfolio
o Group project
o Essay

o Others

6. How relevant do you think it is for associated teaching staff (practitioners with expertise) to
participate in micro-certification programs?
o Veryrelevant
o Relevant
o Slightly relevant

o Not relevant at all

7. How important do you consider the recognition of prior learning acquired in academic programs
or professional contexts?
o Extremely important
o Veryimportant
o Important

o Slightly important



o Notimportant at all

8. Individuals from vulnerable groups (unemployed, migrants, people with disabilities, adults without
diplomas, etc.) often have informally acquired skills: Below we list some contexts in which they can
be gained. Which of these contexts do you consider most relevant?

o Ininformal workplaces
o Infamily settings

o Inthe community

o Through volunteering

o Through personal experiences

9. What do you consider to be the most informative method of assessing prior learning?
o Portfolio of evidence (diplomas, completed projects, etc.)
o Evaluation interview
o Written or oral tests
o Practical assessment/demonstration

o Workplace observation

10. For students with disabilities and immigrants, which strategy for validating prior learning
experiences (informally acquired skills) would you value more highly?

e Recognition and inclusion of these skills in the diploma supplement

e Equivalence of skills with specific university training modules

e Direct awarding of a qualification based on proven skills

11. For students from vulnerable groups (with disabilities, immigrants, low socio-economic status,
etc.), what benefit do you consider most relevant if their prior learning is recognized?

Increased self-esteem

Enhanced motivation for learning

Reduced marginalization

Elimination of educational barriers



12. For students with disabilities and immigrants, what solution would you incorporate first into a
micro-certification program?

e Accessibility of courses - resources adapted to the needs of each group

e Support and mentoring - assistance to develop skills and for better integration

e Partnerships - collaborations with local organizations that support students with disabilities and

immigrant students.

Micro-credentials are increasingly positioned as a pivotal element in the evolution of higher
education, driven by robust adoption trends and the changing demands of the workforce. Currently, over
half of higher education leaders offer micro-credentials for academic credit, with 82% planning to adopt
them within the next five years, recognizing their strategic value in embedding in-demand skills within
formal academic programs. This shift aligns with broader industry trends, as 97% of employers are already
using, or considering, skills-based hiring practices.

For higher education institutions, the integration of micro-credentials offers multiple strategic
advantages, including enhanced competitiveness, increased student recruitment, improved satisfaction
and retention, and responsiveness to evolving industry needs. Students perceive these credentials as
valuable tools for distinguishing themselves in the labor market and enhancing long-term career
prospects.

At the global level, frameworks are being established to ensure the quality, portability, and
recognition of micro-credentials. In Europe, the Council of the European Union adopted a
Recommendation in 2022, establishing a common approach aimed at promoting lifelong learning and
employability. This initiative seeks to define common standards for quality, transparency, cross-border
comparability, recognition, and portability, thereby fostering trust in micro- credentials and supporting
transitions to a green and digital economy.

The effective design and integration of micro-credentials into higher education systems require
structured methodologies. Pilot initiatives employ program design grids to ensure modularity (1-15 ECTS),
stackability toward larger qualifications, and explicit support for validation of Prior Learning through
competence-based design and rigorous assessment. The operational success of individual micro-
credential programs is guided by a systematic 12-action checklist, spanning initial university approval and

content development, quality assurance, official launch, and subsequent evaluation.
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SOCIAL INCLUSION IN THE HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM IN
BULGARIA WITH AN EMPHASIS ON MIGRANTS AND PEOPLE WITH

DISABILITIES

Pilot Testing Mechanism

Built on the example of a multi-criteria structure of social dimension indicators based on primary

criteria elaborated in the Desk research on a methodology of elaboration of quality assurance indicators

and indicators on social inclusion of students from vulnerable groups, with emphasis on the migrants and

disabled students in the table below is presented, by way of example, a possible mechanism for increasing

the social dimension of higher education.

Beneficiaries: Migrants

Stage

Direct (students) Indirect (staff)
-examples- -examples-

Outreach - promoting admission among the - increase awareness/sensitivity
migrant community (including social among the university community
media) about the specific problems of
- collaboration with schools/other applicants from migrant
educational institutions, open days backgrounds
(Open Doors Day), summer courses, - collecting and using data on the
collaboration with student organisations, | size of the migrant community,
collaboration with business/employers' their socio-demographic and
organisations or chamber of educational profile, the potential
commerce/similar institutions, for absorption into the higher
collaboration with education system
non-governmental organisations/youth - collection of data to identify
organisations, etc. under-representation, cases of

potential migrant students with
family responsibilities

Admission - ensuring non-discrimination of migrant | - increasing access to
students infrastructure (e.g., access
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- part-time/flexible study options

- financial support

- preparatory courses

- recognition of prior/alternative learning
- on-campus childcare for migrant
students with family responsibilities

- affirmative action, accommodation

support/facilities, admission quotas

to technology for
admission procedures
tailored to the needs of

migrant applicants)

Participation

- orientation/counselling/mentoring,
ensuring access to buildings/activities,
language courses, psychological support,
inclusive teaching/learning methods and
materials, part-time study
options/flexible courses, financial
support, affirmative action, childcare for
students on campus, remedial
courses/bridging courses,
accommodation support, etc.

- affirmative action/positive

discrimination

- training of teachers in the use of
inclusive teaching methods and
materials

- non-discriminatory codes of
conduct/policies, language
courses, measures for staff with
family responsibilities,
intercultural communication
training, personalised
support/coaching, positive action,
anti-bias training, positive
discrimination

- existence of initial and/or
in-service teacher training
programmes for the development
of equity, inclusion and diversity

skills

Graduation/
Post-

graduation

- prior non-formal and/or informal
learning counts towards graduation from
the higher education degree programme
- offering additional educational services
to facilitate the professional integration
of migrant graduates (e.g., post-graduate

courses, master programmes)

- monitoring the graduation rate
of migrant students

- identifying successful role
models and valorising them

- collecting and using data on the
post-graduation outcomes of

graduates from the migrant
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community; identifying barriers to
their engagement into the labour
market

- monitoring the career
progression of specific groups of

migrant graduates

Beneficiaries: Persons with disabilities

Stage

Outreach - promoting admission (media/social - increasing awareness/ sensitivity
media) among the university
- collaboration with schools/other community about the specific
educational institutions problems of candidates with
- open days (Open Doors Day) disabilities
- summer courses, collaboration with - collecting data to identify
student organisations under-representation, cases of
- collaboration with business/ employer potential students with disabilities
organisations or chamber of
commerce/similar institutions
-collaboration with non-governmental
organisations/youth organisations etc.

Admission - facilitating access to buildings - increasing access to

- ensuring non-discrimination

- part-time study options/flexible courses
- financial support

- positive action

- accommodation support/facilities

- admission quotas

infrastructure (e.g., access
to technology that caters for
disability-friendly admission

procedures)

Participation

- guidance/counselling/mentoring

- providing access to buildings/ activities
- psychological support

- inclusive teaching/learning methods
and materials (e.g., audio materials for

the blind)

- training of teachers in the use of
inclusive teaching methods and
materials

- non-discriminatory codes of

conduct/policies

21

WP2_D2.8_D13 | Pilot Mechanisms | (in English, 2025)




START — Social Inclusion, Tolerance, Acceptance and Realization for all Students

- part-time study options/flexible courses
- financial support

- remedial courses

- accommodation support

-positive action/positive discrimination

- anti-bias, positive discrimination
training

- existence of initial and/or in-
service teacher training
programmes to develop
competences on equity,

inclusion and diversity

Graduation/
Post-

Graduation

- providing additional educational
services to facilitate the professional
integration of graduates with disabilities
(e.g., post-graduate courses, master

programmes)

- monitoring the graduation rate
of students with disabilities

- identifying successful role
models and valorising them

- collecting and using data on the
post-graduation progress of
graduates with disabilities
identifying barriers to their
engagement into the labour

market
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Opportunities for transnational cooperation and participation within European university
alliances are essential for promoting quality education and innovative research. These alliances
facilitate the exchange of knowledge, experiences, and best practices among higher education
institutions from different countries, fostering the mobility of students and faculty.

Participation in these alliances can lead to the development of joint educational programs,
support for research and innovation, as well as the creation of international networks that enhance
the visibility and impact of universities. Through transnational collaboration, universities can address
common global challenges such as climate change, public health, and digitalization. In other words,
transnational cooperation within European university alliances not only enhances the educational
experience but also contributes to the development of a united academic community capable of
responding to the complex challenges of the present time.

Furthermore, cooperation and transnational participation in European university alliances

play a crucial role in promoting a diverse and inclusive academic environment. This collaboration
transcends national borders, allowing institutions to share their knowledge, resources, and best
practices, which improves the overall quality of education and research. One of the most important
frameworks facilitating this cooperation is the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), established
through initiatives such as the Bologna Process. This framework aims to create a more harmonized and
transparent higher education system across Europe, thereby facilitating student mobility between
institutions and countries. By promoting a system of mutual recognition of degrees and qualifications,
the EHEA encourages student mobility and enhances academic collaboration.
Additionally, various funding programs and opportunities, such as Erasmus+, support transnational
educational initiatives. These programs not only enable students to study abroad but also facilitate
partnerships between universities, encouraging collaborative research projects and curriculum
development that address common challenges faced by European societies.

Transnational cooperation also enriches the cultural experience of students and faculty,
promoting intercultural dialogue and understanding. Joint degree programs, exchange initiatives, and
collaborative research encourage interaction among diverse student populations, preparing
graduates for a globalized workforce.

To ensure opportunities for comprehensive transnational cooperation and participation in
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European universities, the following widely applicable recommendations should be considered:

Facilitate the establishment and strengthening of collaborative networks among universities in
Europe. This can include partnerships, joint research initiatives, and academic exchange programs.
Here’s how these can be realized:

e Strategic Partnerships: Universities can form strategic partnerships based on common
interests, complementary resources, and specific expertise. These partnerships can facilitate
access to funding and resources for joint projects.

e Joint Research Initiatives: Research collaborations allow universities to address complex
issues from diverse perspectives. Joint research projects can attract European funding, such as
that provided through programs like Horizon Europe.

e Academic Exchange Programs: Exchange programs, such as Erasmus+, facilitate the mobility
of students and faculty. These initiatives allow participation in courses and educational

activities in other countries, enriching academic and cultural experiences.

Encourage student and staff mobility through programs like Erasmus+, which support studies and
training in various European countries, promoting cultural exchange and collaboration.
These can have several benefits for the stakeholders involved.

e Benefits for Students:

a. Skill _Improvement: International experiences contribute to the development of

professional and personal skills, which are valued by employers;

b. International Network: Students can establish valuable international contacts, which can

facilitate career opportunities.
e Benefits for Staff:

. Professional Development: Faculty and administrative staff can access training and

workshops, improving their teaching and management methods;

d. International Collaboration: Participation in joint projects with educational institutions

from other countries can enhance the quality of education.
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The development of transnational joint or dual degree programs is a valuable initiative to enhance

academic collaboration between institutions from different countries. These programs allow students

to benefit from a diverse educational experience, giving them the opportunity to study in different

cultural environments and develop international competencies. They have a series of benefits that

need to be capitalized on. Here are a few of them:

Diversification of the educational experience: Students can explore different perspectives and
teaching methods, which improves their knowledge and skills.

Internationally recognized degrees: Graduates receive degrees from multiple institutions,
increasing their chances in the international job market.

Academic cooperation: Such programs build strong partnerships between universities,

promoting the exchange of resources and knowledge.

These refer to the ability to communicate, collaborate, and interact effectively with people from

different cultures. It involves understanding cultural diversity, accepting different perspectives, and

adapting behavior according to the cultural context. Students interact with peers from various

cultures, developing essential skills for their careers and personal lives. The development of

intercultural competencies is a crucial process in education and professional training, having a

significant impact on their careers and personal lives, manifested through:

Improved communication: Interaction with peers from diverse cultures helps develop
verbal and non-verbal communication skills, essential in multicultural environments.

Critical thinking and adaptability: Students learn to analyze and evaluate situations from
different perspectives, enhancing their critical thinking and ability to adapt to new contexts.
International networking: Building relationships with colleagues from around the world can

open doors to career opportunities and future collaborations.

Collaborationin research between universities in Europe represents a valuable opportunity for

advancing knowledge, innovation, and addressing global challenges. Establishing transnational

research projects involving multiple universities in Europe. Funding sources such as Horizon Europe

can support these initiatives to tackle common challenges. Here are some defining elements of these
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collaborations:

e Objectives: Such initiatives aim to develop innovative solutions to various problems, promote
researcher mobility, and encourage education and professional training in an international
context.

e Transnational research projects: These involve collaboration between higher education
institutions from multiple countries, facilitating the exchange of ideas, methods, and
resources. Projects can cover various fields, such as social sciences, engineering,
biotechnology, and health.

e Funding sources: Horizon Europe is the main EU program for research and innovation,
with a budget of approximately €95.5 billion for the 2021-2027 period. It provides grants for
collaborative research projects involving international partners. Other funding sources may
include regional or national funds, as well as reputable private organizations or foundations.

e Common challenges: Transnational collaboration allows universities to address global
challenges such as climate change, public health, migration, digitization, and sustainable
development.

e Benefits of collaboration: Collaborative projects can lead to increased international visibility,
improved research quality, enhanced the social and economic impact of research outcomes,
and the building of expert networks that can collaborate in the long term.

Support from institutions and public policies is essential to ensure the success of these
initiatives, with the aim of developing a culture of collaboration between universities and the

industrial sectors.

Harnessing technology and online platforms to facilitate collaboration, such as virtual exchange
programs, online collaborative research, and shared resources. The use of digital tools has
become essential in facilitating collaboration across various fields. Here are some details on how
technology and online platforms can support transnational collaboration:

e Virtual Exchange Programs: These allow participants from different locations to interact and
collaborate without needing to meet physically. Examples include online training sessions,
virtual conferences, and networking meetings that facilitate the exchange of ideas and
knowledge.

e Online Collaborative Research: Platforms like Google Scholar, ResearchGate, or HubSpot offer
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researchers the opportunity to collaborate, publish papers, and share data. These tools enable
the rapid sharing of resources and facilitate access to relevant research. Shared Resources:
Utilizing platforms such as Dropbox, Google Drive, or Microsoft OneDrive enhances the
efficiency and accessibility of documents and files. They allow teams to collaborate in real-
time, make simultaneous changes, and maintain historical versions of documents.

e Project Management Tools: Applications such as Trello, Asana, or Monday.com help organize
and manage team projects, ensuring transparency and clarity in work tasks.

e Instant Communication: Platforms like Slack, Microsoft Teams, or Zoom facilitate quick and
efficient communication among team members, allowing for real-time conversations and
collaboration on various projects. Implementing these digital tools not only improves
workflow but also promotes innovation by facilitating collaboration among a diversity of

talents and perspectives.

Active participation in political dialogue at both national and European levels to enhance
regulations  that  support transnational cooperation in  higher education. Policy
development in education, especially in higher education, is essential for supporting transnational
cooperation.

Here are some relevant details:

* Political Dialogue: Participation in political dialogue at the national and European levels

involves connections among educational institutions, governments, international

organizations, and other stakeholders. This dialogue aims to identify needs, challenges, and
opportunities in higher
education.

» Supporting Regulations: It is important for regulations to facilitate the mobility of students

and faculty, allow for the recognition of degrees and qualifications based on clear and

harmonized standards, and encourage partnerships between universities in different
countries.

* Transnational Cooperation: This can manifest through exchange programs, such as

Erasmus+, which supports students studying abroad. Additionally, collaboration in research

and innovation is crucial for sharing best practices and discoveries.
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* Political Priorities: Policies should address issues such as accessibility to education, equity,
quality assurance in higher education, and the integration of digital technologies in the
educational process.

* Funding and Resources: It is vital for governments and the European Union to invest
resources in education and training to support development initiatives and international
partnerships.

These elements are essential for creating a favorable framework for higher education,

supporting a common and collaborative vision at the European level.

Inclusive Practices refer to the implementation of strategies and measures aimed at ensuring
that all individuals, regardless of their background, have equitable access to resources and
opportunities. Here are some essential aspects for implementing these practices, especially in the
context of transnational programs:

e Scholarships for Underrepresented Groups:

Providing scholarships dedicated to vulnerable groups, such as women, ethnic minorities,
individuals with disabilities, or those from disadvantaged backgrounds. This requires establishing criteria
that reflect the specific needs of these groups, ensuring that funds are distributed equitably.

e Support Services that can Manifest as:

o Tutoring and Mentoring: Implementing mentoring programs to help students from

underrepresented groups integrate into the academic or professional environment.

o Psychological Counseling: Offering psychological support to help students cope with

the challenges they face.
e Transitioning to Inclusive Practices:

o Professional Training: Providing training courses for faculty and staff in institutions to

make them aware of the challenges faced by underrepresented groups.

o Monitoring and Evaluation: Establishing evaluation methods to track the progress of

inclusive initiatives and make necessary adjustments to strategies.
These inclusive practices can significantly contribute to creating a more equitable and
accessible educational and professional environment for all, promoting diversity and inclusion within

transnational communities.
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Involvement of stakeholders in transnational cooperation among universities is essential for the
development of relevant and effective educational and research initiatives. This multicultural
collaboration can be structured in several stages, involving different dimensions and actors:

e |dentifying Stakeholders:

Actors may include universities, government organizations, development agencies,
industries, NGOs, and local communities. Each of these entities brings unique perspectives and
resources to the initiatives.

e Establishing Common Objectives:

It is crucial that all involved actors have a common understanding of the goals and objectives
of the project. This ensures that initiatives are relevant to both the academic and economic and social
environments.

e Collaboration and Communication:

The diversity of stakeholders requires an open and effective communication channel to
facilitate collaboration. This may include regular meetings, the use of online collaboration
technologies, and scenario simulations.

e Developing Projects and Initiatives:

Through the active involvement of stakeholders, educational or research initiatives can be
tailored to meet the specific needs of local communities and industries, enhancing their impact and
applicability.

e Fvaluation and Feedback:

It is important for initiatives to be evaluable. Feedback from stakeholders helps to adjust

projects and maximize impact.
e Sustainability:

Continuous collaboration with stakeholders ensures that initiatives remain relevant in the long
term and can adapt to changes in economic and social environments.

This model of stakeholder engagement is essential for promoting innovation, improving the
quality of education, and supporting economic development in regions. Universities that succeed in
building and maintaining these transnational relationships can become catalysts for progress and positive
change in society.

Implementing these recommendations can effectively enhance cooperation and participation in
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European universities, leading to a more integrated and collaborative academic landscape. Based on
these premises and equally applicable recommendations, we will outline some specific strategies for

achieving complete transnational cooperation and university alliances.

Ensuring opportunities for comprehensive transnational cooperation involves various
strategies that promote collaboration beyond borders. Here are some effective approaches we
suggest for those who have recognized the usefulness of transnational cooperation:

Establish Clear Goals

Define common objectives that resonate with all involved partners. Clarity in goals helps
align interests and facilitates cooperation.

Strengthen Communication Channels

Use technology to maintain open lines of communication. Regular updates, meetings, and
collaborative platforms can enhance transparency and responsiveness.

Build Trust and Relationships

Invest time in creating relationships through face-to-face meetings or cultural exchanges. Trust
is crucial for effective cooperation.

Leverage Technology

Utilize digital tools and platforms for data sharing, joint project management, and virtual
collaboration to overcome geographical barriers.

Create Common Frameworks

Develop frameworks or agreements that outline roles, responsibilities, and resource sharing
among partners to streamline cooperation processes.

Encourage Inclusive Participation

Ensure that all stakeholders, including community members and local organizations, are
involved in the cooperation process to gather diverse perspectives and promote ownership.

Support Capacity Development

Provide training and resources to enhance the skills and capacities of involved partners to
ensure they can effectively contribute to joint efforts.

Promote Policy Alignment

Work towards aligning national and regional policies to facilitate smoother collaboration and
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reduce legal and regulatory barriers.

Leverage Funding Opportunities

Seek grants, sponsorships, or joint funding initiatives that support transnational projects, making
collaboration more feasible.

Evaluate and Adapt

Regularly assess the effectiveness of cooperation strategies and be adaptable to changes based on

feedback and evolving circumstances.

These strategies can help create a robust framework for transnational cooperation, promoting

sustainable partnerships and collaborative solutions.

Participating in a European University Alliance can significantly enhance collaboration, research,
and student mobility. Here are some recommendations, largely overlapping with those for any
transnational cooperation, for effective participation in university alliances:

Assess Strategic Fit

Ensure that your institution's goals align with the mission and objectives of the alliance. Be aware
of how participation will contribute to enhancing academic reputation and developing international
partnerships.

Engage Faculty and Staff

Encourage faculty and administrative staff to actively participate in alliance activities. Their
involvement can lead to collaborative research projects and student exchange programs.

Promote Student Involvement

Create opportunities for students to engage in alliance initiatives, such as study abroad programs,
joint courses, and collaborative research projects. This will enrich the educational experience.

Explore Research Opportunities.

Investigate joint research initiatives and funding opportunities available through the alliance.
Collaborating with other universities can enhance research capabilities and attract more resources.

Share Best Practices

Participate in workshops and meetings to share and learn best practices in teaching, research, and

administration. This collective learning can strengthen the alliance.
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Develop Joint Programs

Collaborate with partner universities to create double degree programs or exchangeinitiatives that
benefit both institutions and their students.

Promote Cultural Exchange

Foster cultural exchange programs that celebrate diversity and promote mutual understanding
among students and staff from different universities.

Regular Evaluation and Feedback

Establish a system for regular evaluation of alliance activities and outcomes to ensure continuous
improvement and relevance.

Stay Informed on EU Policies

Keep up to date with European Union initiatives and policies affecting higher education, as this

knowledge can help align your institution's strategies with broader goals.

In conclusion, | have noted a few key takeaways. These are succinct formulations of the
recommendations proposed above, aimed at improving transnational cooperation and
participation in European university alliances:

Implement strategies to forge stronger partnerships among universities in Europe, focusing
on common goals, mutual interests, and collaborative research initiatives.

Develop inclusive policies that encourage participation from all member institutions,
ensuring diverse representation and accessibility for smaller or resource-limited universities.

Promote mobility programs for students and faculty to enhance cultural exchange and
academic collaboration, facilitating navigation through bureaucratic and financial barriers.

Utilize digital platforms to facilitate communication and collaboration among alliance
partners, allowing for seamless sharing of resources, research, and best practices.

Encourage joint research initiatives that address global challenges, which could help align the
strengths of different universities and leverage funding opportunities.

Advocate for increased funding and support from the European Union to sustain and expand
collaborative efforts, particularly in areas of innovation, training, and infrastructure.

Encourage the development of joint curricula and diploma programs, enhancing educational

opportunities while ensuring uniform quality within the alliance.
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Establish structural feedback mechanisms to continuously assess the effectiveness of
collaboration initiatives, allowing for adjustments and improvements based on partners' experiences
and outcomes.

Focus on outreach efforts to engage a broader audience, including industry partners and non-
academic stakeholders, to enhance the relevance of academic initiatives in the real world.
Implement programs aimed at promoting cultural understanding and collaboration, thereby

enriching the educational experience for both students and faculty.
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