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This document, the EMERGE Micro-credential Policy and Guidelines, provides a common alliance-level reference for designing, approving, documenting, delivering and improving micro-credentials across the EMERGE Alliance. The guidelines are aligned with the European approach to micro-credentials and further informed by the OECD’s work on micro-credentials for lifelong learning and employability, the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the EMERGE mission of empowering marginalised regions and communities through inclusive, flexible and lifelong learning.

The guidelines are intended to support the development of WP5 pilot courses and the wider EMERGE lifelong learning portfolio. They are designed to create coherence across the Alliance while allowing each partner institution to follow its own national legislation, institutional procedures, quality assurance systems and accreditation requirements.

The guidelines should be used as a practical tool in WP5.3 pilot development and implementation. They will be refined based on pilot experience, evaluation results and partner feedback. Over time, the experiences gained through EMERGE micro-credentials should also inform the development of more modular, flexible and accessible approaches within ordinary education provision across the Alliance.

The guidelines support partners in developing EMERGE micro-credentials that:

· are based on a shared definition aligned with the EU approach 
· respond to identified learner, regional, societal, cultural and labour-market needs 
· are designed as targeted, relevant and assessed learning achievements 
· involve learners, employers and/or relevant regional stakeholders in the design process 
· support inclusion, accessibility, guidance and learner progression 
· clearly define learning outcomes, workload, level and assessment 
· follow institutional approval and quality assurance procedures 
· use a common EMERGE documentation template 
· include a recognisable EMERGE identifier or “stamp” 
· support documentation of participation, completion and enrolments across the EMERGE lifelong learning portfolio 
· clarify ECTS, recognition, portability and stackability status 
· support digital documentation, authenticity and learner ownership where possible 
· are evaluated and improved after piloting 
· build institutional capacity and anchoring for sustainable implementation 
· contribute to the EMERGE mission of empowering marginalised regions and communities

This first version of the guidelines should be understood as a practical guide for pilot development and implementation. It provides a shared reference point for EMERGE partners while allowing adaptation to different national and institutional contexts. During WP5.3, the pilots will be used to test what works in practice, identify challenges and gather feedback from learners, educators and stakeholders. The final framework will build on these experiences and support scaling, institutional integration and more flexible pathways into higher education.
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The EMERGE partners are developing micro-credentials from different national, institutional and organisational starting points. Across the Alliance, there is a shared understanding of the overall purpose of micro-credentials as short, flexible and outcome-based learning opportunities linked to lifelong learning, upskilling and reskilling, labour-market relevance and wider societal needs. There is also broad alignment with European principles, particularly the EU Council Recommendation on micro-credentials, which provides a common definition, standard elements and guiding principles for quality, transparency, relevance, assessment, learning pathways, recognition and portability. At the same time, partners differ in how the concept is interpreted and operationalised, particularly in relation to credits, non-formal provision, digital badges, short courses and continuing education.

At the same time, the institutional mapping shows substantial differences in maturity, regulatory integration, accreditation pathways, organisational capacity and technical infrastructure. Some partners operate within relatively mature or nationally supported systems, where micro-credentials are already embedded in institutional portfolios or national qualifications frameworks. Others are working within intermediate frameworks that can support micro-credentials, while several partners are still in early, exploratory or pilot-oriented phases, developing definitions, procedures and internal coordination structures. 

The mapping confirms that EMERGE partners are not starting from the same point. Some institutions already have established micro-credential systems, while others are working from existing lifelong learning structures, certified short courses, open badge initiatives or pilot-based development. Table 1 summarises the current stage of development across partner institutions and illustrates why the EMERGE guidelines must create coherence without imposing a uniform model.

	Institution
	Stage of micro-credential development
	Current practice and enabling structures
	Main development needs

	University of Limerick (UL - IE)
	Established practice
	Micro-credentials are defined, widely implemented and integrated into institutional provision, supported by the Irish National Framework of Qualifications and established QA structures.
	Further development of stackable pathways and continued awareness-building.

	University of A Coruña (UDC – ES)
	Defined and operational
	Micro-credentials are defined in national legislation and institutional regulation, with QA supported by national/regional QA structures and alignment with the EU framework.
	Recognition and integration into formal degree pathways are still evolving.

	Democritus University of Thrace
(DUTH GR)
	Early/exploratory
	Certified short programmes exist through KEDIVIM, with approval and QA procedures aligned with EU principles.
	Micro-credentials are not yet formally defined, and recognition/stacking mechanisms remain limited.

	University of Inland Norway (INN – NO)
	Early/exploratory, pilot-based
	Work on micro-credentials builds on strong flexible lifelong learning provision, with both credit-bearing and non-credit-bearing formats.
	No national or institutional micro-credential framework; development is driven by institutional initiatives and EU projects.

	Neapolis University Pafos (NUP – CY)
	Early/exploratory
	Development is guided by CYQAA, EU principles and an emerging institutional lifelong learning strategy.
	Implementation, QA and recognition processes are still under development.

	Université Rennes 2 (Rennes 2 – FR)
	Emerging practice
	Developing an internal digital-badge framework to sustain badge use and support future EMERGE micro-credentials.
	Moving from project-based pilots towards a more structured and sustainable institutional approach.

	Université Bretagne Sud (UBS – FR)
	Early/exploratory, pilot-based
	Short courses and pilot micro-credential initiatives exist, with QA structures available.
	Micro-credentials are not yet integrated; ECTS-based provision creates administrative complexity.

	Europa-Universität Flensburg (EUF – DE)
	Early/exploratory, pilot-based
	Isolated pilots and conceptual work are underway.
	No institutional framework or systematic integration yet.

	Matej Bel University (MBU – SK)
	Formalised framework, pre-implementation
	National QA standards and institutional regulation are in place and aligned with the EU framework.
	Programmes are under preparation but not yet implemented.


Table 1. Current status of micro-credential development across EMERGE partner institutions

Key barriers and challenges identified:
· unclear definitions and positioning of micro-credentials 
· lack of national frameworks, definitions and strategies in several contexts 
· unclear pathways for recognition, credit transfer, stackability and employer recognition 
· risk that pilots remain project-based and difficult to scale 
· institutional structures not always designed for short and flexible formats 
· administrative complexity related to approval, certification and documentation 
· difficulties integrating micro-credentials into existing programmes and systems 

Key enablers and opportunities identified
· strong existing lifelong learning foundations across many partners 
· short courses, continuing education and flexible provision that can be built upon 
· growing alignment with European frameworks 
· institutional flexibility and autonomy enabling experimentation 
· strong links to regional, labour-market and societal needs 
· micro-credentials as a way to address skills gaps and reach new learner groups 
· EMERGE as a shared framework for moving from pilots towards more coherent systems


The national and institutional contexts also differ considerably. In some systems, micro-credentials are closely linked to formal qualifications, ECTS credits and established recognition procedures. In others, development depends more on institutional autonomy, non-formal learning frameworks, digital badges, project-based pilots or local recognition procedures. These differences affect how micro-credentials can be approved, documented, quality assured, recognised, transferred and potentially stacked. 

The development of these guidelines also responds to a broader European and international context. The EU framework provides the main reference point for a shared approach across the Alliance, while the OECD micro-credentials report highlights their role in more flexible, modular and skills-oriented lifelong learning systems. The UN Sustainable Development Goals provide a wider framework for inclusive and equitable quality education, decent work and reduced inequalities. Together, these perspectives underline that micro-credentials should not be treated as isolated short courses, but as part of broader learning ecosystems connecting education, work, social inclusion and lifelong learning.

From an EMERGE perspective, micro-credentials are not only a technical or administrative format. They are part of the Alliance’s mission to empower marginalised regions and communities by developing inclusive, flexible and accessible lifelong learning opportunities. EMERGE specifically commits to developing a portfolio of micro-credentials and flexible lifelong learning formats to empower adult learners, including minorities, through reskilling and upskilling, with the aim of strengthening employability, wellbeing, labour-market participation and learning outcomes. 

For this reason, the EMERGE guidelines should not aim to create one uniform model for all partners. Instead, they should respect national legislation, institutional autonomy and different stages of development, while establishing a shared alliance-level reference point. The common interest across EMERGE is to ensure that micro-credentials are transparent, quality-assured, learner-centred, inclusive, relevant to regional and labour-market needs, and documented in ways that support recognition, trust and future collaboration.

The guidelines therefore focus on what the partners can meaningfully share: common principles, minimum documentation standards, quality expectations, learner-centred design, stakeholder involvement, and a recognisable EMERGE identity for micro-credentials developed within the Alliance. This creates coherence without forcing uniformity and allows EMERGE to build a common lifelong learning portfolio while respecting institutional diversity.

This shared approach is also intended to support the wider development of lifelong learning across the Alliance. The experience gained through EMERGE micro-credential pilots will not only inform the improvement of individual courses, but also contribute to the longer-term ambition of developing more modular, flexible and accessible education provision within partner institutions. In this way, the guidelines provide both a practical tool for the WP5 pilots and a foundation for future institutional learning and collaboration across EMERGE.


[bookmark: _Toc230649168]Guidelines

[bookmark: _Toc230649169]1. Use a shared EMERGE definition aligned with the EU approach
Guideline: An EMERGE micro-credential should be understood as a documented and quality-assured record of assessed learning outcomes from a small volume of learning. It should provide specific knowledge, skills and competences responding to learner, societal, cultural, regional or labour-market needs.

This definition should be broad enough to include both credit-bearing and non-credit-bearing formats, while clearly distinguishing micro-credentials from participation certificates.

[bookmark: _Toc230649170]2. Design micro-credentials as targeted, relevant learning achievements
Guideline: Each EMERGE micro-credential should be designed as a distinct, targeted learning achievement responding to clearly identified needs.

Needs may include learner needs, regional competence needs, labour-market needs, societal and community needs, cultural and linguistic needs, and needs identified through stakeholder dialogue. Where relevant, micro-credentials should address authentic regional or societal challenges and support active engagement with communities and workplaces.

[bookmark: _Toc230649171]3. Ensure inclusive and learner-centred design
Guideline: All EMERGE micro-credentials should be designed to meet the needs of the intended learner group, with particular attention to adults, disadvantaged learners, minorities and learners facing barriers to participation.

This includes attention to:

· access and admission
· language and communication
· digital access and support
· cultural and linguistic diversity
· flexible participation
· learner confidence and motivation
· guidance and support
· universal design and accessibility
· opportunities for early mastery and progression
· multilingualism and language support, where relevant

[bookmark: _Toc230649172]4. Involve learners, employers and regional stakeholders
Guideline: Micro-credentials should be developed in dialogue with relevant stakeholders, including learners, employers, public services, civil society actors, professional bodies and community organisations.

For each pilot, partners should document:

· who has been involved 
· what needs have been identified 
· how stakeholder input has influenced the design 
· how the micro-credential connects to regional, societal or professional challenges 
· how it may contribute to regional development, community engagement or professional practice, where relevant

[bookmark: _Toc230649173]5. Define learning outcomes, workload, level and assessment clearly
Guideline: All EMERGE micro-credentials should include clear and transparent information about learning outcomes, workload, level where applicable, learning format and assessment.

Each micro-credential should clearly specify:

· what the learner will know, understand or be able to do
· estimated workload
· level, where relevant
· ECTS or equivalent workload, where relevant
· assessment method
· learning format: online, blended, face-to-face, workplace-based or hybrid
· whether the offer is credit-bearing or non-credit-bearing

[bookmark: _Toc230649174]6. Require valid assessment of learning outcomes
Guideline: An EMERGE micro-credential should normally require assessment of learning outcomes, not only attendance or participation.

Assessment should be transparent and proportionate to the scope and level of the learning experience. It may include reflection assignments, portfolios, case-based tasks, workplace-based assignments, practical demonstrations, oral presentations, digital assignments or final examinations.

[bookmark: _Toc230649175]7. Use existing quality assurance systems and document the QA process
Guideline: Each partner should quality assure micro-credentials through its existing institutional and national quality assurance systems, while documenting how quality has been ensured.

This should include:

· academic approval before delivery
· quality assurance of learning outcomes and assessment
· learner feedback
· educator feedback
· stakeholder or peer feedback where relevant
· improvement after delivery

[bookmark: _Toc230649176]8. Provide a common EMERGE documentation template and identifier
Guideline: All EMERGE micro-credentials should use a common documentation template aligned with the EU standard elements and include a recognisable EMERGE identifier or “stamp” showing that the credential has been developed within the EMERGE Alliance.

The EMERGE identifier is important for visibility, trust, documentation and portfolio-building across the Alliance. It should also support the monitoring and reporting of EMERGE lifelong learning activity, including the documentation of enrolments towards the Alliance target of 2,000 enrolments.

The final format of the EMERGE stamp is still to be defined. It may be a visual mark, metadata field, certificate wording, badge element, registration in the EMERGE lifelong learning web portal, or a combination of these.

The common documentation template should include:

· learner identification
· title of the micro-credential
· country/region of issuer
· awarding body
· date of issue
· learning outcomes
· workload, preferably in ECTS where possible
· level, where applicable
· type of assessment
· form of participation
· type of quality assurance
· target group
· regional or societal need addressed
· stakeholder involvement
· language of instruction
· accessibility and learner support measures
· labour-market or community relevance
· recognition or progression options
· link to EMERGE mission and WP5 objectives, where relevant
· EMERGE identifier/stamp, for example: “Part of the EMERGE Lifelong Learning Portfolio”
· Enrolment and completion data needed for EMERGE reporting, in line with applicable data protection rules

[bookmark: _Toc230649177]9. Allow both credit-bearing and non-credit-bearing formats, but be transparent
Guideline: EMERGE should allow both credit-bearing and non-credit-bearing micro-credentials, provided that both follow transparent learning outcomes, assessment, quality assurance and documentation.

Each micro-credential should clearly state whether it:
· awards ECTS credits
· does not award ECTS but documents assessed learning
· can be used for recognition of prior learning
· may contribute to a larger credential
· is standalone only

[bookmark: _Toc230649178]10. Clarify recognition, portability and stackability honestly
Guideline: Each EMERGE micro-credential should clearly state its recognition, portability and stackability status.

Suggested categories include: 

· formally stackable into a larger qualification
· potentially recognised through institutional procedures
· may support recognition of prior learning
· portable as a digital credential or certificate
· standalone only
· not yet determined

The guideline should require transparent communication of what is and is not possible. This is particularly important because the mapping shows that stackability, transferability and recognition are still unevenly developed across institutions and national systems.

[bookmark: _Toc230649179]11. Support portability, authenticity and digital documentation
Guideline: Where possible, EMERGE micro-credentials should be issued in formats that are portable, verifiable and owned by the learner.

This may include digital credentials, open badges, certificates with metadata, Europass-compatible formats or institutional certificate systems. Documentation should contain sufficient information to check the identity of the learner, the legal identity of the issuer, and the date and location of issue.

[bookmark: _Toc230649180]12. Provide information and guidance for learners
Guideline: Information about EMERGE micro-credentials should be clear, accessible and included in guidance for learners.

Learners should receive clear information about:

· who the course is for
· what learners will learn
· workload and duration
· participation format
· language requirements
· assessment
· support available
· costs, if any
· what certificate or credential learners will receive
· whether it gives ECTS
· whether it can be recognised or stacked

[bookmark: _Toc230649181]13. Build institutional capacity and anchoring for sustainable implementation
Guideline: Before scaling micro-credentials, each partner should assess whether the necessary institutional capacity is in place.

This includes:

· academic ownership
· administrative routines
· quality assurance procedures
· learner registration
· certification or digital credential systems
· financial model
· staff capacity
· educator support
· technical infrastructure
· marketing and recruitment
· data protection and storage
· links to institutional strategy


[bookmark: _Toc230649182]14. Use pilot experience to support scaling, integration and more modular education
Guideline:The experience gained through EMERGE micro-credential pilots should be used not only to improve individual courses, but also to inform the development of more modular, flexible and accessible education across the Alliance.

This means that pilot outcomes should be used to reflect on:

· how ordinary education can become more modular 
· how shorter learning units can support progression into larger qualifications 
· how flexible formats can improve access for adult and non-traditional learners 
· how recognition of smaller learning achievements can support lifelong learning 
· how institutional systems need to adapt to support modular education 
· how micro-credentials can complement, rather than replace, traditional qualifications 
This is aligned with the EMERGE mission, which states that the Alliance will use the lessons of micro-credentials to begin delivering a more modular and accessible education programme over time.

[bookmark: _Toc230649183]Foundation for the guidelines
These guidelines are based on evidence and insights from several strands of work in EMERGE WP5:

· the EU Council Recommendation and standard elements for micro-credentials 
· OECD and UNESCO perspectives on micro-credentials, lifelong learning and employability 
· the EMERGE Mission Statement and Strategic Objective 2: Educating the Margins 
· WP5.1 mapping of target groups, competence needs, barriers and flexible learning provision, summarised in the following reports:
· T5.1.1a: Identification and selection of target groups (118 pages) 
· T5.1.1b: Mapping of skills and competencies of the selected target groups (323 pages) 
· T5.1.1c: Prioritisation of needs in skills and competencies (10 pages) ​
· T5.1.2a/b: Mapping of experience and resources in flexible education for adults (135 pages)
· T5.1.2c: Identification of expertise beyond the Alliance (18 pages) 
· T5.1.2d: Cross-matching and identification of LLL courses and micro-credentials to be developed. (86 pages)
· WP5.1.2.c Beyond the Alliance, which synthesises European and international developments in micro-credentials, research on inclusion, and examples from national initiatives and university alliances 
· WP5.2.3 partner mapping of national legislation, institutional maturity, organisational arrangements, frameworks in use, recognition and accreditation, barriers and enabling conditions 

Together, these sources show that micro-credentials have strong potential to support inclusive lifelong learning, but only when they are embedded in coherent systems that combine quality, transparency, learner support, stakeholder involvement, institutional capacity and recognition. The guidelines therefore aim to establish a shared EMERGE approach that respects institutional diversity while building common direction and trust across the Alliance.
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