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Across the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), micro-credentials continue 
becoming more prominent in discussions on lifelong learning, labour market 
transitions, digitalisation and the flexibility of learning pathways. Their growing 
presence is linked to broader policy ambitions to make learning more adaptable 
to changing economic and social realities, including upskilling and reskilling 
needs throughout life. 
 
The European Students’ Union (ESU) recognises that micro-credentials can offer 
opportunities for learners to widen access to learning for different groups, 
facilitate recognition of prior learning, and create additional possibilities for 
participation in education across different life stages. However, their development 
must not undermine the broader purposes of higher education or weaken full 
degree education. 
 
The rapid expansion of micro-credentials raises important concerns regarding 
the commodification of learning, the fragmentation of educational pathways, 
unequal access between learners, and the narrowing of education towards 
employer-driven competences at the expense of broader academic, civic and 
personal development. In this context, ESU underlines that micro-credentials must 
complement rather than replace comprehensive study programmes, must 
remain subject to public oversight and  quality assurance, and must be 
developed in ways that strengthen inclusion, student rights and the social 
dimension of higher education. This means that for ESU, student-centred learning 
(SCL) must be at the core of the design of micro-credentials. Such learning 
opportunities must not contribute to the fragmentation of qualifications into 
excessively narrow or market-driven units. 

Defining micro-credentials 
A major challenge in finding a common agreement on micro-credentials remains 
the lack of a sufficiently clear, shared and consistently applied understanding of 
what micro-credentials are and what they are not. While policy frameworks 
increasingly promote their use, the term is still applied to very different forms of 
learning, creating uncertainty for students, higher education institutions and 
recognition systems. 
 

 



 

ESU encourages the development of a clear and widely accepted definition of 
micro-credentials that ensures transparency, comparability and trust across 
countries, educational sectors and educational systems. Such a definition must 
clearly distinguish between short learning experiences, certified learning 
outcomes and broader educational pathways. Not every short course, digital 
badge, or digital learning activity should automatically qualify as a 
micro-credential unless it fulfills agreed quality assurance, assessment, and 
transparency standards. 
 
Clarity is also necessary regarding the contexts in which learning takes place. 
Micro-credentials may emerge from formal, non-formal or informal learning 
environments, but these contexts must not be treated as equivalent without clear 
standards for recognition and validation. 
 
ESU stresses that micro-credentials must complement, not replace, full degree 
education. Academic degrees remain the cornerstone of higher education 
because they provide coherent, cumulative and widely recognised educational 
pathways that cannot be reduced to fragmented units of learning. 
Micro-credentials should therefore serve as additional opportunities within 
lifelong learning and flexible education systems. 
 
ESU encourages the discussions on micro-credentials to also open space for 
recognising learning that takes place in non-formal or in-formal education. These 
could be additional activities, volunteering, and civic engagement. Student 
representation, democratic participation, volunteering and other forms of active 
citizenship often generate meaningful competences, which deserve greater 
recognition within higher education systems but are often difficult to translate into 
academic credits. This is where micro-credentials could come in and support 
recognition of informal and non-formal learning. 
 
A further essential question concerns who can issue micro-credentials. ESU 
underlines that trust in micro-credentials depends on the credibility of the issuing 
body. The growing presence of private digital platforms and commercial 
providers issuing micro-credentials, raises serious concerns, particularly where 
platformisation risks shifting educational provision towards market logic without 
sufficient academic oversight or an appropriate quality assurance framework. 

 



 

 
For ESU, micro-credentials can only contribute positively to higher education 
when their definition, scope and issuing responsibilities are clearly regulated in 
ways that protect academic standards, student trust and the public value of 
education. 
 
ESU calls for: 

●​ The development and adoption of a clear, shared and consistently applied 
definition of micro-credentials across the EHEA. 

●​ The use of micro-credentials as tools to support lifelong learning and 
flexible pathways, without contributing to the fragmentation of education 
or weakening full degree programmes. 

●​ A regulatory framework that clearly defines the scope, purpose and quality 
requirements of micro-credentials, in order to protect student trust and 
uphold education as a public good. 

●​ The development of supportive frameworks to facilitate the design and 
implementation of high-quality micro-credentials within the EHEA for 
higher education institutions seeking to implement them. 

Micro-credentials within the European Higher 
Education Area 
The European approach to micro-credentials has increasingly framed them as 
tools that may support lifelong learning, mobility, recognition and participation in 
education throughout different stages of life. While ESU acknowledges that 
common European principles can contribute to transparency and comparability, 
their implementation must remain anchored in the fundamental values of EHEA 
and all the missions of higher education. 
 
Within the EHEA, micro-credentials must be developed in coherence with existing 
Bologna tools and commitments. Their design, recognition and use should build 
on already established instruments such as the European Credit Transfer and 
Accumulation System (ECTS), qualification frameworks, learning outcomes and 
recognition principles. These tools exist precisely to ensure trust, portability and 
comparability across systems, and micro-credentials must strengthen rather 
than bypass them. Compatibility with ECTS is particularly important where micro- 

 



 

credentials are linked to formal higher education provision, as students must be 
able to understand the volume, level and potential recognition value of the 
learning they undertake. 
 
Recognition of micro-credentials is essential to ensure their value for learners. ESU 
stresses that micro-credentials must be designed to support meaningful 
progression and integration within education systems, rather than existing as 
isolated learning experiences. 
 
Micro-credentials should be stackable and contribute to coherent learning 
pathways, enabling learners to accumulate them towards larger qualifications 
where appropriate. Their design must support portability across borders and 
educational sectors, allowing learners to use them in different national and 
institutional contexts without unnecessary barriers. 
 
Clear and transparent documentation of micro-credentials, whether through 
inclusion in the diploma supplement or through separate, standardised 
certificates, is essential to ensure that learners can effectively present and use 
them across contexts. At the same time, their design must prioritise comparability 
and readability across the EHEA and beyond, including between higher education 
and vocational education and training systems, in order to enable smooth 
recognition and mobility for learners. 
 
ESU underlines that higher education, including the development of 
micro-credentials, must not be reduced to a narrow response to immediate 
labour market needs. While labour market transitions are one relevant dimension 
of lifelong learning policy, higher education serves broader purposes:, such as 
helping students advance in critical thinking, democratic participation, personal 
development and facilitating social cohesion and knowledge creation. 
Micro-credentials should therefore reflect the full mission of higher education 
rather than only short-term economic demands or employer-defined 
competences. 
 
The design and issuance of micro-credentials must follow transparent principles, 
including clear learning outcomes, reliable assessment methods, identifiable 
workload, quality assurance procedures and public information for learners. A 

 



 

student-centred approach is essential: not only must students understand what 
an educational unit provides, but how learning is designed, how continuous 
feedback is embedded, and how that feedback is meaningfully integrated into 
the learning process. This dimension must be further strengthened, as a stronger 
and more explicit focus on SCL is essential to ensure the quality, relevance and 
inclusiveness of micro-credentials. 
 
ESU calls for: 

●​ The implementation of the European approach to micro-credentials in full 
alignment with the fundamental values of the EHEA and the broader 
missions of higher education. 

●​ The adoption of transparent design and issuance principles, including 
clearly defined learning outcomes, appropriate workload, reliable 
assessment methods, robust quality assurance and accessible public 
information.The adoption of transparent design and issuance principles at 
the level of the EHEA, including clearly defined learning outcomes, 
appropriate workload, reliable assessment methods, robust quality 
assurance and accessible public information. 

●​ A strengthened and explicit commitment to student-centred learning in 
micro-credentials. 

Governance and stakeholder involvement 
The development and implementation of micro-credentials require inclusive, 
transparent and balanced governance structures that reflect the shared 
responsibility for higher education. 
 
Students must be involved at all stages of the design, implementation and 
evaluation of micro-credentials. Their participation cannot be limited to 
consultation or feedback mechanisms but must be embedded as a core 
component of decision-making processes. As primary stakeholders directly 
affected by micro-credentials, students bring essential perspectives on learning 
conditions, accessibility, recognition, workload and educational coherence. 
Participation mechanisms must also include learners who may not hold formal 
student status or be represented through traditional student governance 
structures, through flexible co-creation and representation mechanisms. 
 

 



 

The cross-sectoral nature of micro-credentials, particularly their links to lifelong 
learning and recognition across formal, non-formal and informal contexts, 
requires cooperation with a broader range of actors, including quality assurance 
bodies, public authorities, employers and civil society organisations. Governance 
frameworks must therefore reflect this shared responsibility and ensure 
coordination across different levels and sectors. 
 
ESU calls for: 

●​ The establishment of inclusive, transparent and balanced governance 
structures for micro-credentials that reflect the shared responsibility of 
higher education systems. 

●​ The systematic involvement of students at all stages of design, 
implementation and evaluation of micro-credentials, ensuring their role as 
equal partners in decision-making processes. 

Quality assurance 
Ensuring the quality, credibility, and trustworthiness of micro-credentials is 
essential for their meaningful integration into higher education systems. ESU 
emphasises that micro-credentials must be embedded within existing quality 
assurance frameworks, rather than being developed through parallel or less 
rigorous systems that risk undermining trust in higher education as well as the 
value of the micro-credentials. 
 
The European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European 
Higher Education Area (ESG) must apply fully to micro-credentials offered within 
higher education. Higher education institutions must establish robust internal 
quality assurance (IQA) processes specifically tailored to micro-credentials as a 
distinct form of educational provision. While they may be linked to existing study 
programmes, their flexible and modular nature requires dedicated procedures for 
design, approval, delivery and periodic review, including clear learning outcomes, 
appropriate workload, and rigorous, independently assured assessment 
practices. IQA systems must also ensure systematic student feedback, continuous 
monitoring of teaching and learning, and ongoing improvement, embedding 
micro-credentials within institutional quality cultures while upholding the same 
standards of transparency, credibility and student-centredness as other higher 
education provision. 

 



 

 
External quality assurance (EQA) approaches must avoid creating separate or 
simplified mechanisms that would either undermine quality standards or place 
disproportionate administrative and financial burdens on institutions. Rather than 
requiring individual evaluation of each micro-credential, EQA should be 
implemented in a proportionate and coherent way, for example through 
integration within existing institutional reviews, programme-level evaluations 
where relevant, or periodic assessments of micro-credential provision as a whole. 
Such approaches can ensure that micro-credentials are subject to rigorous 
external scrutiny while maintaining efficiency, supporting institutional capacity, 
and avoiding unnecessary duplication of processes. 
 
A clear allocation of responsibility for quality is equally important. Higher 
education institutions remain accountable for the academic standards of the 
micro-credentials they offer. Where micro-credentials are issued by providers 
outside of the higher education system, additional safeguards are required to 
ensure their credibility and comparability. 
 
Transparency is a key condition for ensuring the reliability of micro-credentials. 
Clear information on learning outcomes, level, workload, and assessment must be 
provided in a consistent and accessible manner, allowing learners and 
institutions to understand the nature and value of the credential. Strong, coherent, 
and transparent quality assurance systems are therefore indispensable to 
ensuring that micro-credentials contribute positively to higher education, rather 
than undermining its integrity. 
 
ESU calls for: 

●​ Full embedding of micro-credentials within existing higher education 
quality assurance systems. 

●​ Clear allocation of responsibility, with higher education institutions and, 
where applicable, other providers remaining accountable for the academic 
standards of micro-credentials they offer. 

●​ Strong, coherent, and transparent quality assurance systems that ensure 
micro-credentials strengthen rather than undermine higher education 
integrity. 

 



 

Learning and teaching 
The development of micro-credentials must be grounded in high-quality learning 
and teaching processes that reflect the core principles of higher education, in 
particular student-centred learning. ESU stresses that the educational value of 
micro-credentials ultimately depends on how learning is designed, delivered and 
assessed. Micro-credentials must not reduce education to the transmission of 
narrow competences, but should foster critical thinking, active engagement and 
meaningful learning experiences. 
 
Student-centred learning must be a guiding principle in the design and delivery 
of micro-credentials. This includes ensuring that learners have an active role in 
the learning process, that teaching methods are adapted to diverse learning 
needs and contexts, and that assessment methods support the achievement of 
clearly defined learning outcomes. Flexibility in format, including online or blended 
delivery, must not come at the expense of pedagogical quality, interaction or 
adequate support for learners. Micro-credentials should therefore include 
appropriate feedback mechanisms, opportunities for engagement and 
transparent expectations regarding workload and outcomes. 
 
The role of teachers is central to ensuring the quality of micro-credentials. Higher 
education institutions must guarantee that those involved in teaching possess 
not only subject-specific expertise but also the pedagogical competences 
required to deliver high-quality, student-centred education. While the 
involvement of professionals from the labour market or industry can enrich 
learning by bringing practical perspectives, it cannot replace the need for 
qualified educators. Where external actors contribute to teaching, institutions 
must ensure that they are adequately prepared, supported and integrated within 
academic frameworks and grounded in the EHEA fundamental values. 
 
ESU calls for: 

●​ Teaching methods in micro-credentials to be adapted to diverse learning 
needs, backgrounds and contexts. 

●​ Assessment methods to be aligned with clearly defined learning outcomes 
and support their meaningful achievement. 

 



 

Affordability and accessibility 
The development of micro-credentials must be firmly grounded in the social 
dimension of higher education. As flexible learning opportunities expand across 
Europe, it is essential that micro-credentials contribute to widening access and 
participation, rather than reinforcing existing inequalities within education 
systems. 
 
Affordability and the protection of free education remains a key issue in higher 
education, and so in micro-credentials as well. Public responsibility for higher 
education must therefore extend to ensuring that micro-credentials are 
accessible without prohibitive costs and supported through adequate public 
funding where appropriate. 
 
Furthermore, ESU stresses that accessibility must be ensured in a broader sense. 
Micro-credentials should be designed to accommodate diverse learner needs, 
including students with disabilities, part-time learners, working students and 
those with caring responsibilities. 
 
For ESU, micro-credentials must be developed as tools to widen participation and 
strengthen inclusion within higher education systems. They must not become 
parallel pathways that primarily serve those who already have access to 
resources, networks and educational opportunities. 
 
Affordability, including the principle that micro-credentials should be free at least 
for already enrolled students, and their increased accessibility compared to full 
degree programmes must not be misused to justify their role as cost-saving 
substitutes for full degree higher education. It remains the responsibility of public 
authorities to ensure that higher education systems are accessible, adequately 
funded and flexible, rather than relying on micro-credentials as a cheaper 
alternative to properly supporting degree education. 
 
ESU calls for: 

●​ Micro-credentials to contribute to widening access and participation in 
higher education, rather than reinforcing existing inequalities. 

 



 

●​ Micro-credentials not to become parallel pathways primarily serving 
learners who already have access to resources, networks, and educational 
opportunities. 

●​ Micro-credentials not to be used as a cost-saving substitute for properly 
funded and supported full degree education. 

Conclusion 
The development of micro-credentials must be guided by clear definitions, strong 
quality assurance, inclusive governance and a firm commitment to the social 
dimension. European and national policy developments should support 
coordination, transparency and recognition, while safeguarding student-centred 
principles and preventing the commodification and narrowing of education. 
Micro-credentials must ultimately serve learners and society as a whole by 
expanding access, supporting meaningful learning pathways and reinforcing 
higher education as a public good, not a market product. 
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