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The current Policy Paper formulates recommendations for the development of higher education
in the European Higher Education Area through the integrated application of micro-credentials, validation
of prior learning outcomes and systematic strengthening of the social dimension, in line with the priorities
of the European Higher Education Area and the commitments made in the framework of the Bologna
Process. There are serious structural challenges related to the demographic decline, the changing profile
of students, the need for a closer, more effective and adequate connection with the labour market, as
well as the need for a real application of the principles of lifelong learning. In this context, micro-
credentials and validation should be seen as strategic tools for the modernisation and social sustainability

of the system, including with regard to international cooperation in its various forms.

In line with the Rome Communiqué (2020), which places the social dimension as a structural pillar
of the European Higher Education Area, it is recommended to adopt a holistic approach aimed at ensuring
that access, participation and successful completion of higher education is a strategic element of the
development and modernisation of the system. This requires micro-credentials and the validation of prior
learning outcomes to be purposefully used to address educational and social inequalities, including with
regard to students from vulnerable groups, workers, people with disabilities, migrants, refugees and other

non-traditional learners.

A key recommendation is the creation of a clear and predictable regulatory framework in the
National Higher Education Acts and by-laws that regulates micro-credentials, microcredits and the
validation of prior learning outcomes as legitimate academic practices. With the full compliance of the
National Qualifications Framework with the Qualifications Framework in the European Higher Education
Area and the European Qualifications Framework for levels 6-8, the lack of an explicit legal framework for
micro-credentials and the recognition of prior learning outcomes limits the opportunities of higher
education institutions to develop flexible and modular forms of education. It is also recommended that
regulatory amendments allow validation results to be recognised in the form of ECTS credits, micro-
credentials or parts of educational programmes, subject to clearly defined requirements for quality,

transparency and comparability.

WP2_D2.13_D18 | Policy paper (recommendations) | (MoES, 2025)



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

In the spirit of the European principles of academic autonomy and institutional diversity, it is not
recommended to introduce a single mandatory validation model and micro-qualification courses for all
higher education institutions. Instead, a national conceptual framework should be developed that sets
out common principles, minimum standards and a link to quality assurance mechanisms, while providing
higher education institutions with the possibility to adapt micro-credentials and validation procedures to
their profile, capacity and regional needs. In this process, the role of national institutions — ministries and
quality assurance agencies — is key both in terms of strategic guidance and in integrating the social
dimension and flexible learning paths into internal and external quality assurance systems, in line with the

European Quality Assurance (ESG) standards and guidelines.

It is recommended that the social dimension be systematically integrated into the policies and
practices of higher education institutions, covering the entire student life cycle — from information and
admission, through participation and retention, to graduation and transition to the labor market. The
availability of strategic documents is not enough if they are not supported by real institutional
mechanisms, including the collection and analysis of data on students from vulnerable groups, the
development of academic and career counselling, psychological support and targeted support measures

for students at higher risk of dropping out.

Particular importance should be paid to students with disabilities and international students as
groups where administrative, infrastructural and pedagogical barriers remain significant. In this context,
micro-credentials, distance and hybrid forms of learning and validation of prior learning can be used as
tools for more flexible learning and successful completion, provided that they are supported by an

adequate institutional environment and trained academic and administrative staff.

It is recommended that micro-credentials should also be developed as a tool for lifelong learning
and for a closer link between higher education and the labour market, in line with European microcredit
policies. Through partnerships with employers and industry organizations, higher education institutions
can more adequately respond to the needs for digital, green and soft skills, while providing opportunities

for accumulating and upgrading microcredits to educational and qualification degrees.

The studies carried out within the framework of the START project argue for targeted regulatory
changes to ensure that micro-credentials, validation and flexible learning pathways are clearly defined

and recognized as legitimate academic practices. It is proposed to introduce a legal framework to allow
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validation results to be recognised in the form of ECTS credits, micro-credentials or parts of educational

programmes, while ensuring transparency, fairness and comparability of procedures.

The proposed approach is based on a combination of national regulation and institutional
autonomy. There is no need for a uniform model for all higher education institutions, but a conceptual
framework that provides common principles, linkages to the National Qualifications Framework, ECTS and

quality assurance mechanisms, while allowing for flexible institutional implementation.

Through the introduction of micro-qualifications and validation of prior learning outcomes, higher
education in Bulgaria can increase its flexibility, adaptability and social role. The expected effect is better
employability, facilitated access and mobility of learners, enhanced lifelong learning, more meaningful
cooperation within the European Higher Education Area, including in activities under the European

Universities initiative.

In conclusion, it is recommended that micro-credentials, validation of prior learning outcomes
and the social dimension be clearly defined as interrelated and complementary elements of a single policy
for the development of higher education. Through coherent regulatory changes, methodological support
and consistent application of the basic principles underpinning the Bologna Process, these instruments
can contribute to a fairer, more flexible and socially relevant national higher education system in each

country of the European Higher Education Area.
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