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Foreword
The Future is Micro 
Good things come in small packages, as the saying goes. And the more 
we hear about micro-credentials, the more we realize that small things 
can indeed have a big impact.

This report, The Future is Micro: Digital Learning and Micro-credentials 
for Education, Retraining and Lifelong Learning, aims to foster a better 
understanding of micro-credentials and how they can support and advance 
people’s career goals and in turn bolster the national workforce.

After the pandemic hit, employers and post-secondary institutions 
recognized an immediate need for rapid retraining and re-skilling and sought 
flexible, agile, and responsive systems of learning and training that could 
connect learners and employers. 

Micro-credentials offer an exciting option to meet these collective needs 
and are currently being explored and assessed to strengthen Canada’s 
skills development ecosystem. The goal of these shorter, more flexible, 
and tailored credentials is to equip people with new skills, competencies, 
knowledge, and attributes to navigate the labour market of the future.

This report strives to enhance awareness and understanding of micro-
credentials and their impact on jobs, economic sectors, and the livelihood 
of Canadians. These efforts will inform future work so that this innovative 
method of demonstrating skills proficiency can be honed as a transformative 
tool to help rebuild the economy and create a resilient system of lifelong 
learning that is accessible, flexible, and relevant.

At the Future Skills Centre, we are committed to delivering easy-to-access, 
practical labour market information. We would like to thank our partners at the 
Diversity Institute, eCampusOntario, and Magnet for convening this research 
and for joining us in our commitment to producing practical labour market 
and skills information such as that found in this report. We are also grateful to 
the Government of Canada for supporting a national future skills strategy that 
builds on evidence and practical delivery of skills training and development. 

Pedro Barata 
Executive Director, Future Skills Centre
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Executive Summary

Micro-credentials are an innovative way 
to demonstrate proficiency in skills and 
competencies and offer a potentially 
transformative tool to address skills  
gaps in Canada’s labour market and  
future skills needs. 

Yet they are also a relatively new innovation, 
and stakeholders need to overcome a number 
of challenges and nurture growth in the micro-
credential ecosystem in order to underpin their 
widespread use and adoption. 

First, the micro-credential landscape, from 
both a global and Canadian perspective, has 
previously been characterized by competing 
definitions and approaches to micro-
credentialing. Today, however, there is tentative 
emergence of a high-level consensus. This is 
mirrored in the increased enthusiasm for the use 
of micro-credentials in much of Canada  
and elsewhere. 

eCampusOntario has developed, in collaboration 
with its partners, the Micro-credential Principles 
and Framework as a foundation for building 
micro-credential projects in Ontario. This work 
has played an important part in efforts to build 
a consensus of definition in Canada and to 
address current needs in the emerging Canadian 
micro-credentials ecosystem. The Principles 
and Framework is designed to bridge gaps in 
stakeholder understanding and create a unified 
micro-credential ecosystem in Ontario.

As a way of advancing the adoption of micro-
credentials, and to further test and refine its 

Micro-credential Principles and Framework, 
eCampusOntario partnered with a number of 
Ontario post-secondary education institutions 
to launch 36 micro-credential pilot projects. The 
utility of the framework for these pilots was then 
assessed through five focus groups with pilot 
leads and community and employer partners, as 
well as an online survey of project partners from 
participating post-secondary institutions. Data 
on six themes was collected and analyzed, and 
the following findings emerged:

1.	The utility of the eCampusOntario 
Principles and Framework: Participants 
of the research study found the framework 
to be useful when developing micro-
credentials. 

2.	Relevant skills and competencies: Micro-
credentials have significant value for 
supporting the development of workplace-
related skills and competencies.

3.	Being responsive, agile, and flexible:  
Much of the value offered by micro-
credentials derives from their ability to 
respond to the needs of learners and the 
changing labour market with agility and 
flexibility. Current governance structures in 
the post-secondary programming context, 
which limit this agility and flexibility, 
represent important challenges to unlocking 
the full value of micro-credentials.

4.	Authentic assessment: Assessments of 
micro-credentials need to be meaningful 
and relevant to learners and employers.
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5.	Meeting learner needs: Micro-credentials 
have the potential to re-skill and up-skill 
learners of all ages and learners at different 
stages of their lives. 

6.	Collaborative development: Micro-
credentials benefit from collaborative 
development by numerous stakeholders 
in the ecosystem, including but not limited 
to post-secondary institutions, community 
partners, and employers. 

Learning from this research, the report highlights 
a handful of key lessons for how to support the 
further development of the micro-credential 
ecosystem in Ontario:

1.	Balancing a common definition and 
flexibility: The eCampusOntario Principles 
and Framework was designed to foster 
unity in an ecosystem where the definition 
and understanding of micro-credentials 
was still emerging. While consensus is 
important, research participants have 
also expressed appreciation for the non-
prescriptive nature of the Principles and 
Framework and the flexibility that it allows 
for institutions to apply it in ways that fit 
their own contexts. 

2.	Filling the awareness gap: Micro-
credentials are still a new concept for 
employers, post-secondary institutions, 
and other potential stakeholders in the 
ecosystem. More communication about 
micro-credentials is necessary to raise 
awareness and drive adoption.

3.	 Improving assessment in the micro-
credential ecosystem: A clear approach to 
assessment is necessary to build a strong 
micro-credential ecosystem. 

4.	Meeting learner needs: Meeting learner 
needs should be at the centre of decisions 
relating to micro-credential program design 
and program delivery. Currently, there is 

not enough research to capture learner 
feedback on micro-credentials, something 
that is critical for further improving the 
design of micro-credential programs.

5.	Collaborating in the micro-credential 
ecosystem: Collaborative development by 
educators, employers, and learners in the 
micro-credential ecosystem is necessary. 
All stakeholders in the micro-credential 
ecosystem rely on each other.

Building on the data analysis and the 
key lessons, the report offers eight 
recommendations to further develop the micro-
credential ecosystem: 

1.	 Create robust employer and educator 
networks to facilitate collaboration and 
connection across sectors. 

2.	 Conduct further research into the assessment 
methods that work best in the context of 
micro-credentialing.

3.	 Conduct a comprehensive mapping of skills in 
demand in the present and future. 

4.	 Amend the eCampusOntario Principles 
and Framework to account for the insights 
gathered in this report. 

5.	 Support experimental and innovative micro-
credential development, delivery, and 
pedagogy. 

6.	 Drive awareness of micro-credential potential 
and opportunity across Canada among the 
stakeholder groups identified in this report: 
educators, employers, and learners. 

7.	 Conduct additional research on the potential 
of micro-credentials to support competency 
and skill development among equity-seeking 
groups. 

8.	 Invest in research to capture feedback from 
learners and/or employers. 
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With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
2020, there was an immediate need for rapid 
retraining and re-skilling as the workforce 
adapted to new health and safety protocols 
and shifted heavily toward remote working.

Employers and post-secondary institutions 
(PSIs) responded with renewed interest in 
flexible, agile, and responsive systems of 
learning and work-relevant training that could 
connect them with learners1 and employment 
partners in both program design and delivery.2 
Micro-credentials offer an exciting option 
for meeting these needs and are currently 
being explored in Ontario, across Canada, 
and around the world. Indeed, in just the last 
few months, a series of reports on initiatives 
have been published, helping to advance 
our evolving understanding of the function, 
governance, and context of micro-credentials 
in Canada.3,4 

While these high-level conversations about 
micro-credentials are unfolding, it is critical to 
consider the lived experiences of those who 
are already developing and delivering them. 
Over the last three years, eCampusOntario has 
worked with a variety of partners to develop 
micro-credential initiatives at Ontario PSIs 
through a series of pilot projects. While each 
of these pilot projects is unique, they were all 
designed using the collaboratively co-created 

eCampusOntario Micro-credential Principles 
and Framework, a blueprint for creating and 
scaling micro-credential programs in Ontario.

This report, which is part of a larger 
collaboration between eCampusOntario, the 
Diversity Institute, Magnet, and the Future 
Skills Centre, focuses on these pilot projects 
to illuminate what is working, what is missing, 
and where we might be going when it comes 
to micro-credentials in Canada. We collected 
these experiences using a mixed-methods 
approach: 1) a survey of eCampusOntario’s 
micro-credential pilot project leads, and 2) 
a series of focus groups that included pilot 
project leads and community and employer 
partners involved in one of the 36 pilot 
projects. This approach was designed to 
capture the on-the-ground experiences of 
those engaged with the pilot program, and to 
explore their perceptions and beliefs about the 
future of micro-credentials in Ontario.

Our method of data collection was 
designed to enable an initial appraisal of the 
eCampusOntario micro-credential pilot project 
initiative to date and to assess the usefulness 
and successes of the Principles and 
Framework. This appraisal is not, and is not 
designed to be, a scientific evaluation of the 
effectiveness of the Principles and Framework. 
The consultations we undertook as a part of 

Introduction

https://micro.ecampusontario.ca/
https://micro.ecampusontario.ca/
https://www.ecampusontario.ca/
https://www.ryerson.ca/diversity/
https://magnet.today/
https://fsc-ccf.ca/
https://fsc-ccf.ca/
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this research project were not wide enough for 
that purpose: they did not include engaging 
with learners to access their experiences, 
and there was only limited engagement with 
employers. Rather, the purpose of this report 
is to introduce the Principles and Framework, 
to build a wider audience and build a 
better understanding of micro-credentials 
by describing the initial experiences of 
those who have used the Principles and 
Framework to launch micro-credential pilot 
projects. It provides useful feedback to inform 
further improvements to the Principles and 
Framework, which is designed to be a living 
document. 

This report should also help lay a strong 
foundation for more rigorous evaluations in 
the future. Ultimately, we hope it will support 
the further deployment of a national system of 
micro-credentials that are well positioned to 
help rebuild the post-pandemic economy and 
create a resilient system of lifelong learning 
that is accessible, flexible, and relevant. 

The content of this report builds on the 
analysis laid out in Is the Future Micro? 
Unbundling Learning for Flexibility & Access.5 
Chapter 1 presents a short overview of 
the current micro-credential landscape in 
Canada and abroad, including discussions of 
nomenclature, important concepts, and key 
areas of alignment and emerging consensus. 
The focus shifts in Chapter 2 to a description 
of eCampusOntario’s work on micro-
credentials, specifically on the Principles and 
Framework and the 36 pilot projects. The main 
empirical findings from the survey and focus 
groups are also presented in this chapter. 
Chapter 3 presents an analysis of these results 
and reviews the key themes, findings, and 
lessons learned from the research project. 

The report concludes with a summary of 
recommendations that follow from our analysis 
and briefly identifies some opportunities for 
the further development of micro-credentials 
in Ontario. Three appendices provide details of 
survey and focus group questions.

https://www.ecampusontario.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Is_the_Future_Micro_Report-EN.pdf
https://www.ecampusontario.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Is_the_Future_Micro_Report-EN.pdf
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Chapter 1:  
The Micro-credential Landscape

Micro-credentials are a new and innovative 
way to recognize and demonstrate proficiency 
in skills and competencies and have great 
potential to play an important role in 
addressing skills gaps in the labour market. 
But what exactly is a micro-credential and 
how is it that it has this potential? 

This chapter explores the different 
understandings of the term micro-credential 
in global, national, and provincial contexts, 
and outlines a rough definitional consensus 
that is emerging both globally and in Canada. 
It also discusses how micro-credentials 
can help advance inclusion and meet future 
skills needs. Finally, it closes by examining 
how successful deployment and adoption of 
micro-credentials depend on the cultivation 
of a robust ecosystem defined by three key 
concepts, namely trust, value, and exchange. 
In so doing, this chapter provides an analytical 
foundation for the discussion of the primary 
research findings presented in Chapter 2. 

What Is a Micro- 
credential Anyway?
Conversations about micro-credentials often 
start with a deceptively simple question: What 
are they? 

This question may appear simple, but it is not, 
because the term micro-credential is just one 
of a number of similar terms used to describe 
a variety of related and overlapping concepts 
and tools that have emerged in recent 
decades. However, more recently there is an 
emerging consensus—somewhat still rough 
and evolving—on what the term means. 

Micro-credentials are just one of many forms 
of alternative credentials that have developed 
over the history of experimentation with 
nontraditional education.6 Over the past two 
decades, this has included the creation of more 
condensed styles of learning in the form of 
MOOCs (massive open online courses), badges 
(emblems of learned skills), micro-courses, and 
boot camps. Interest in micro-credentialing 
specifically has increased over the last 18 
months, coinciding with emergency shifts in 
life and work in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. This interest was heightened 
partially due to the urgent need of educators, 
employers, and learners to adapt to the 
extraordinary circumstances of the pandemic.7 
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There is currently no universally accepted definition of micro-credential. This has been 
acknowledged as a challenge by stakeholders because: 

	> It hinders further development and acceptance of micro-credentials.8 
	> It makes it difficult to identify the value of micro-credentials to employers and learners.
	> It is a challenge to differentiate them from other similar concepts.9

Table 1 provides an overview of different understandings of micro-credentials held by organizations 
in a variety of jurisdictions. Critically, however, it also describes the many areas of intersection and 
overlap between them along the following key dimensions: 
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Ontario Algonquin 
College

Micro-credentials are short, 
flexible, skills-based learning 
experiences that demonstrate 
mastery of certain skills or 
competencies. Some individual 
micro-credentials may be 
combined, or “stacked,” to 
earn full credentials such as a 
certificate or diploma.

Ontario Ontario 
Tech 
University

A micro-credential is a digitally 
recorded recognition of a small, 
specific skill. It is a portable 
communication tool that represents 
evidence of your skills for 
employers, educators, and peers. 
Micro-credentials are created with 
industry, so you can be assured 
that the skills you are learning are 
in demand and current.

	> Skill and competency focus
	> Assessment
	> Workplace and employer relevance

	> Connection to traditional programming
	> Course length 

TABLE 1
Defining Micro-credentials: A Summary 

https://www.algonquincollege.com/microcredentials/framework/
https://www.algonquincollege.com/microcredentials/framework/
https://ontariotechu.ca/microcredentials/what-are-microcredentials/index.php
https://ontariotechu.ca/microcredentials/what-are-microcredentials/index.php
https://ontariotechu.ca/microcredentials/what-are-microcredentials/index.php
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Ontario Sheridan 
College

Micro-credentials certify an 
individual’s achievements in 
specific skills and differ from 
traditional education credentials, 
such as degrees and diplomas, 
in that they are shorter, can 
be personalized and provide 
distinctive value and relevance in 
the changing world of work.

Ontario Seneca 
College

A micro-credential is a 
certification for a specific set 
of demonstrated skills and/
or competencies, as valued by 
industry and labour markets. 
Micro-credentials at Seneca 
are earned to add value to 
existing formal education 
accomplishments and/or other 
certifications.

Canada Colleges & 
Institutes 
Canada 
(CICan)

A micro-credential is a 
certification of assessed 
competencies that is additional, 
alternate, complementary to, 
or a component of a formal 
qualification.

Canada eCampus- 
Ontario

A micro-credential is a 
certification of assessed learning 
associated with a specific and 
relevant skill or competency. 
Micro-credentials enable rapid 
retraining and augment traditional 
education through pathways 
into regular post-secondary 
programming.

https://caps.sheridancollege.ca/micro-credentials?gclid=CjwKCAjw7fuJBhBdEiwA2lLMYQ8OuO8hhze9GW1jSxALOVTFZ2Ah6IeW8_vCyfu7H-0eAeRozDgiZxoC-b8QAvD_BwE
https://caps.sheridancollege.ca/micro-credentials?gclid=CjwKCAjw7fuJBhBdEiwA2lLMYQ8OuO8hhze9GW1jSxALOVTFZ2Ah6IeW8_vCyfu7H-0eAeRozDgiZxoC-b8QAvD_BwE
https://employees.senecacollege.ca/spaces/205/microcredentials/home
https://employees.senecacollege.ca/spaces/205/microcredentials/home
https://www.collegesinstitutes.ca/policyfocus/micro-credentials/
https://www.collegesinstitutes.ca/policyfocus/micro-credentials/
https://www.collegesinstitutes.ca/policyfocus/micro-credentials/
https://www.collegesinstitutes.ca/policyfocus/micro-credentials/
https://micro.ecampusontario.ca/
https://micro.ecampusontario.ca/
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Canada Higher 
Education-
Quality 
Council 
of Ontario 
(HEQCO)

A micro-credential is a 
representation of learning, 
awarded for completion of a 
short program that is focused on 
a discrete set of competencies 
(i.e., skills, knowledge, attributes), 
and is sometimes related to other 
credentials.

US Digital 
Promise

Micro-credentials provide 
educators with recognition for the 
skills they develop throughout 
their careers, regardless of where 
or how they learned them. Micro-
credentials are: 

•	Competency-based: Micro-
credentials articulate a discrete 
skill to support educator 
practice and the specific 
evidence educators must 
submit to demonstrate their 
competence in that skill.

•	Research-backed: Each micro-
credential is grounded in sound 
research that illustrates how 
that competency supports 
student learning. 

•	Personalized: Educators select 
micro-credentials from the 
catalogue aligned to personal 
goals, student needs, or school-
wide instructional priorities.

•	On-demand: Educators can 
start and continue their micro-
credential journeys on their own 
time and in their own ways.

https://heqco.ca/pub/making-sense-of-microcredentials/
https://heqco.ca/pub/making-sense-of-microcredentials/
https://heqco.ca/pub/making-sense-of-microcredentials/
https://heqco.ca/pub/making-sense-of-microcredentials/
https://heqco.ca/pub/making-sense-of-microcredentials/
https://heqco.ca/pub/making-sense-of-microcredentials/
https://digitalpromise.org/initiative/educator-micro-credentials/
https://digitalpromise.org/initiative/educator-micro-credentials/
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US National 
Education 
Association 
(NEA)

A micro-credential is a short, 
competency-based recognition 
that allows an educator to 
demonstrate mastery in a 
particular area. NEA micro-
credentials are grounded in 
research and best practice and 
designed to be:

•	Personalized: You can create 
your own learning journey, 
based on your interests and 
career goals; gaps in your 
skills; and the specific needs 
of your students, school, and 
district.

•	Flexible: You can study when 
it’s convenient for you, alone 
or with your peers.

•	Performance-based: Unlike 
“sit-and-get” certifications, 
NEA micro-credentials 
are awarded based on 
demonstrated mastery of the 
subject matter, not just for 
showing up.

US State 
University of 
New York

At the most basic level, micro-
credentials verify, validate, 
and attest that specific skills 
and/or competencies have 
been achieved. They differ 
from traditional degrees and 
certificates in that they are 
generally offered in shorter or 
more flexible timespans and tend 
to be more narrowly focused. 
Micro-credentials can be offered 
online, in the classroom, or via a 
hybrid of both.

https://www.nea.org/professional-excellence/professional-learning/micro-credentials
https://www.nea.org/professional-excellence/professional-learning/micro-credentials
https://www.nea.org/professional-excellence/professional-learning/micro-credentials
https://www.nea.org/professional-excellence/professional-learning/micro-credentials
https://system.suny.edu/academic-affairs/microcredentials/
https://system.suny.edu/academic-affairs/microcredentials/
https://system.suny.edu/academic-affairs/microcredentials/
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European 
Union

“Micro-
credentials 
linked to the 
Bologna Key 
Commitments 
(MICROBOL)”

A micro-credential is a small 
volume of learning certified by 
a credential. In the European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA) 
context, it can be offered by 
higher education institutions 
or recognized by them using 
recognition procedures in line 
with the Lisbon Recognition 
Convention or recognition 
of prior learning, where 
applicable.

Europe 
Union

European 
Commission

A micro-credential is a proof 
of the learning outcomes 
that a learner has acquired 
following a short learning 
experience. These learning 
outcomes have been 
assessed against transparent 
standards.

Australia Deakin 
University

A micro-credential is a 
certification of assessed 
learning that is additional, 
alternate, or complementary 
to or a component part of a 
formal qualification.

Malaysia Malaysian 
Qualifications 
Agency

A micro-credential is defined 
as digital certification of 
assessed knowledge, skills, 
and competencies in a 
specific area or field that 
can be a component of an 
accredited program or stand-
alone courses supporting 
the professional, technical, 
academic, and personal 
development of the learners.

https://microcredentials.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2021/07/MICROBOL-Recommendations-1.pdf
https://microcredentials.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2021/07/MICROBOL-Recommendations-1.pdf
https://microcredentials.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2021/07/MICROBOL-Recommendations-1.pdf
https://microcredentials.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2021/07/MICROBOL-Recommendations-1.pdf
https://microcredentials.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2021/07/MICROBOL-Recommendations-1.pdf
https://microcredentials.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2021/07/MICROBOL-Recommendations-1.pdf
https://microcredentials.eu/microcredentials/
https://microcredentials.eu/microcredentials/
https://dteach.deakin.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/103/2019/08/Making-micro-credentials-work-Oliver-Deakin-2019-full-report.pdf
https://dteach.deakin.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/103/2019/08/Making-micro-credentials-work-Oliver-Deakin-2019-full-report.pdf
https://www2.mqa.gov.my/qad/v2/2020/GGP%20Micro-credentials%20August%202020.pdf
https://www2.mqa.gov.my/qad/v2/2020/GGP%20Micro-credentials%20August%202020.pdf
https://www2.mqa.gov.my/qad/v2/2020/GGP%20Micro-credentials%20August%202020.pdf
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Location Source Definition
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New 
Zealand

New Zealand 
Qualifications 
Authority 
(NZQA)

A micro-credential certifies 
achievement of a coherent 
set of skills and knowledge, 
and is specified by a 
statement of purpose, 
learning outcomes, and 
strong evidence of need 
by industry, employers, 
kiwi and/or the community. 
Micro-credentials are smaller 
than a qualification and 
focus on skill development 
opportunities not currently 
catered for in the regulated 
tertiary education system. At 
a minimum, micro-credentials 
will be subject to the same 
requirements as training 
schemes or assessment 
standards and will also be 
required to:

•	Be 5 to 40 credits in size.

•	Have strong evidence of 
need from employers, 
industry, and/or community.

•	Not duplicate current 
quality assured learning 
approved by NZQA.

•	Be reviewed annually to 
confirm they continue 
to meet their intended 
purpose.

https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/providers-partners/approval-accreditation-and-registration/micro-credentials/
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/providers-partners/approval-accreditation-and-registration/micro-credentials/
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/providers-partners/approval-accreditation-and-registration/micro-credentials/
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/providers-partners/approval-accreditation-and-registration/micro-credentials/
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Table 1 shows there is currently no universally accepted definition of a micro-credential, but there  
are clear signs that a consensus on the outlines of such a definition is emerging. These outlines  
were explicitly identified in a recently released preliminary report from UNESCO which, after  
carefully surveying the existing micro-credential landscape, offered the following as a tentative 
consensus definition: 

Location Source Definition
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Global United Nations 
Educational, 
Cultural and 
Scientific 
Organization 
(UNESCO)

A micro-credential: 

•	 Is a record of focused 
learning achievement 
verifying what the learner 
knows, understands or  
can do. 

•	 Includes assessment based 
on clearly defined standards 
and is awarded by a trusted 
provider. 

•	Has stand-alone value 
and may also contribute 
to or complement other 
micro-credentials or macro-
credentials, including 
through recognition of prior 
learning. 

•	Meets the standards 
required by relevant quality 
assurance.

 

A micro-credential:  

1.	 is a record of focused learning achievement verifying what the learner knows, 
understands or can do; 

2.	 includes assessment based on clearly defined standards and is awarded by  
a trusted provider; 

3.	has stand-alone value and may also contribute to or complement other micro-
credentials or macro-credentials, including through recognition of prior learning; and 

4.	meets the standards required by relevant quality assurance.10

https://www.edubrief.com.au/uploads/4/5/0/5/45053363/draft_unesco_report_microcredentials_13_sept_21.pdf
https://www.edubrief.com.au/uploads/4/5/0/5/45053363/draft_unesco_report_microcredentials_13_sept_21.pdf
https://www.edubrief.com.au/uploads/4/5/0/5/45053363/draft_unesco_report_microcredentials_13_sept_21.pdf
https://www.edubrief.com.au/uploads/4/5/0/5/45053363/draft_unesco_report_microcredentials_13_sept_21.pdf
https://www.edubrief.com.au/uploads/4/5/0/5/45053363/draft_unesco_report_microcredentials_13_sept_21.pdf
https://www.edubrief.com.au/uploads/4/5/0/5/45053363/draft_unesco_report_microcredentials_13_sept_21.pdf
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This UNESCO report is careful to say that 
this is the “beginning of a conversation 
towards a universal definition rather than the 
last word”11 and that the definition has not 
been “officially endorsed by UNESCO.”12 But 
it does offer a starting point for a pathway 
toward a universally accepted definition, with 
the key next steps identified as additional 
conversations with stakeholders with 
“commercial interests” in micro-credentials as 
well as with “lay users such as learners across 
the lifespan, and employers.”13  

Toward a  
Canadian Consensus
A high-level consensus on the definition of 
a micro-credential in Canada appears to be 
even more advanced, as we demonstrate in 
the analysis summarized below and in the 
findings of our research project (Chapter 2). The 
following timeline highlights some important 
interventions that have contributed to this 
progress:

	> November 19, 2019: eCampusOntario 
releases a framework to guide micro-
credential development in Ontario.14 

	> March 1, 2021: eCampusOntario, the 
Diversity Institute, and Magnet partner 
to release an analysis of available 
research and current trends about lifelong 
learning, delivery of micro-credentials 
around the world, and barriers to access. 
This report also offers a framework for 
future micro-credential development.15 
Findings are shared in a presentation at 
eCampusOntario’s fourth annual Micro-
credential Forum. 

	> March 25, 2021: Colleges and Institutes 
Canada (CICan) releases a national 
framework to guide micro-credential activity 
in the college sector.16 

	> April 12, 2021: CICan releases an 
environmental scan which maps the micro-
credential landscape across Canada.17 
This report also provides a comprehensive 
overview of publications focused on  
micro-credentials. 

	> May 5, 2021: The Higher Education Quality 
Council of Ontario (HEQCO) releases Making 
Sense of Microcredentials, proposing a 
clear definition of micro-credentials and 
offering insight into their value for different 
stakeholder groups.18 This report presents 
research conducted in partnership with 
CICan and the Business + Higher Education 
Roundtable (BHER).

The recent work of HEQCO, CICan, BHER, 
and others has contributed significantly to the 
emergence of a tentative consensus on the 
definition of a micro-credential in a Canadian 
context. HEQCO defines it as “a representation 
of learning, awarded for completion of a 
short program that is focused on a discrete 
set of competencies (i.e., skills, knowledge, 
attributes), and is sometimes related to other 
credentials.”19 CICan’s working definition is “a 
certification of assessed competencies that 
is additional, alternate, complementary to, 
or a component of a formal qualification.”20 
Note the similarity: both use the language of 
a micro-credential being a representation of 
learning focused on a set of competencies that 
can be related to other credentials, formal or 
otherwise. 

These definitions roughly align with the 
proposed definition advanced in the UNESCO 
report, though it is important to note that 
UNESCO places more emphasis on quality 
assurance: one of the four characteristics 
identified in the report is meeting the standards 
“required by relevant quality assurance.”21 
(eCampusOntario’s own definition is discussed 
in Chapter 2 through an exploration of its 
Micro-credential Principles and Framework.)
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This movement toward consensus  
is mirrored in the increased confidence and 
enthusiasm of provincial leaders across the 
country as they expand their engagement with 
micro-credentials. British Columbia,22 Quebec,23 
and Ontario24 have all released statements in 
support of micro-credentials.25 Ontario was the 
first province in Canada to designate micro-
credential programming as eligible for student 
assistance, and, in so doing, defined a micro-
credential program in regulation as a program 
that lasts less than 12 weeks in duration. 

  
Key Points of  
Convergence
This emerging consensus of a definition is 
not surprising given the broader conceptual 
convergence in the Canadian micro-credential 
community that was uncovered by the literature 
review conducted for this research project. As 
Table 1 indicates, this is most noticeable in five 
key areas:

1.	Micro-credentials are related to a specific or 
discrete skill or competency. 

2.	Micro-credentials are awarded on the basis 
of an assessment. 

3.	Micro-credentials are employer- or 
employment-relevant. 

4.	Micro-credentials can be connected to other 
forms of accreditation or can stand alone. 

5.	Micro-credentials are courses of  
short duration. 

SKILL AND  
COMPETENCY FOCUS

A common characteristic of micro-credentials 
is that they focus on specific and discrete 
skills and competencies.26 This specific focus 
is critical because it supports one of the key 

value-adds offered by micro-credentials, 
namely that they enable more efficient and 
targeted skills development and training on 
the part of learners as well as more efficient 
recruitment and hiring processes for employers. 
By offering learners the ability to select a 
course and acquire only those specific skills or 
competencies they need, learners can avoid 
spending time and money on much longer 
training programs that include instruction 
related to other skills or competencies that 
are not relevant to them. Similarly, by offering 
employers the ability to recruit and hire workers 
who can demonstrate the specific skills 
needed, employers are able to hire on the basis 
of these skills and competencies with greater 
fidelity and confidence instead of using less 
granular proxies, such as traditional diplomas 
and degrees. 

Skills and competencies

Contrary to how these terms are often 
used, skills and competencies are 
not the same thing. They are distinct, 
but related. Employment and Social 
Development Canada (ESDC) provides 
a working definition of each: 

	> “Skills: Developed capacities that an 
individual must have to be effective 
in a job, role, function, task or duty.”

	> “Competency: The combined 
utilization of personal abilities and 
attributes, skills and knowledge to 
effectively and reliably perform a job, 
role, function, task or duty.”27

In other words, competencies are the 
combination of skills, abilities, and 
knowledge needed for workplace 
success, while skills refer to more 
specific capabilities. 
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ASSESSMENT

As is well documented in the recent report 
Making Sense of Microcredentials, recognition 
of the importance of assessment as a key 
feature of micro-credentials is growing in 
the Canadian micro-credential community.28 
Assessment is critical because it ensures that 
any learner who possesses a micro-credential 
has demonstrated their acquisition of the 
skills and competencies covered by it. When 
combined with the specific focus described in 
the preceding section, an assessment makes 
micro-credentials a useful tool for employers. 
The fact that learners are assessed also helps 
to distinguish micro-credentials from other 
similar accreditations, such as digital badges, 
the awarding of which may not depend on 
learners passing an assessment.29 

Micro-credentials are compatible with a variety 
of assessment methods.30 In general, however, 
Canadian stakeholders increasingly hold the 
view that assessment should be “authentic”; 
that is, focused on providing learners with an 
opportunity to demonstrate competencies in 
the context of job-related situations.31 

There is also strong support for ensuring that 
assessments for micro-credentials have at least 
the same level of rigour as those used for more 
traditional post-secondary courses.32 Indeed, 
one of the strengths of micro-credentials is 
that they enable flexibility in assessment, 
such as experimentation with a requirement 
for mastery (e.g., attainment of a 90% score 
on the assessment) instead of the traditional 
requirement of competence (e.g., 50% pass 
threshold).33 This flexibility aligns with micro-
credentials often being associated with 
learning that is largely online, thus allowing 
learners the opportunity to, for example, 
challenge assessments numerous times until 
they have mastered a concept, instead of 
traditional methods that typically provide only 
one opportunity to do so. It also aligns with 

the desire expressed by some stakeholders 
to enable more personalized approaches to 
assessment.34 Indeed, some stakeholders see 
this functionality as providing an important 
pedagogical opportunity to advance toward 
a more truly “competency-based” form of 
learning.35 

WORKPLACE AND  
EMPLOYER RELEVANCE

Micro-credentials offer the value of being 
able to be quickly designed to be relevant 
to employer and industry needs. Existing 
research indicates that this characteristic is 
appreciated by stakeholders. For example, 
one survey shows that “industry alignment” 
is seen as the fourth most attractive feature 
of micro-credentials by employers.36 A more 
general survey of Canadians found that being 
“employer recognized” is the second most 
important feature of micro-credentials for 
this group.37 Even more impressively, in a 
survey of representatives from colleges and 
universities, micro-credentials being industry 
aligned registered as their most important 
quality.38 Additionally, because of their focus on 
workplace relevance, micro-credentials have 
the potential to play an important role in helping 
to foster improved systems of lifelong learning 
and continuous workforce up-skilling—a topic 
discussed in greater depth below. 

FLEXIBLE INTEGRATION

Micro-credentials are not intended to replace 
traditional forms of higher education; rather, 
they are often designed to be connected to or 
integrated into an established post-secondary 
education system.39 This describes the 
characteristic of stackability. 

For example, a stackable micro-credential 
is one earned by learners as a part of 
completing a traditional degree. Some existing 
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research suggests that while PSI partners 
view stackability as being a favourable 
characteristic, employers and learners do not 
grant it the same importance.40 And in practice, 
while some micro-credentials are connected 
to more traditional accreditation, others simply 
stand alone on their own terms. 

The term latticing is also used to refer to the 
integration of micro-credentials in established 
PSI programs.41 Other terms used are 
transcriptability (the ability of micro-credentials 
to be integrated with traditional transcripts) and 
extensibility (micro-credential as a pathway 
to lifelong learning). Both are related to the 
concept of stackability and describe the ways 
in which micro-credentials are and can be 
related to traditional programming.

LENGTH 

Stakeholder opinions on the optimal length 
of time required to complete a course 
leading to a micro-credential vary. In one 
survey, representatives of PSIs rated the 
comparatively short duration of micro-
credentials as one of their most attractive 
characteristics.42 Conversely, when employers 
were asked about the relative importance 
of a number of features should they find 
themselves offering a micro-credential as a 
part of an internal staff training program, they 
rated a short duration as only of middling 
importance.43 Importantly, however, this 
contradicts findings from studies done in 
other contexts where the long duration of 
some training courses was identified by 
employers as a key obstacle.44 For learners, 
the short duration of the courses associated 
with micro-credentials helps make them more 
accessible than traditional full-time education, 
which tends to require more time and more 
expenses.45 Short duration courses also mean 
micro-credentials may be able to help build 
additional pathways for learners to higher 

education, thereby increasing its accessibility 
and inclusivity. 

There is less agreement on what “short duration” 
actually means. PSIs have different ranges for  
course duration, and even within the same PSI,  
course duration can range from 25 to 175 hours.46 

 

What Can  
Micro-credentials Do?
Another way to understand micro-credentials 
is to ask not what they are, but what they 
can do. Simply put, micro-credentials offer 
a potential solution to a key need in today’s 
labour market. Micro-credentials can help the 
labour market validate prior experiences and 
knowledge that learners already possess, and 
they can help Canadians re-skill and retrain 
to address future skills needs in the economy. 
Additionally, micro-credentials represent 
an innovation that could promote access in 
learning and economic inclusion. 

Currently, the labour market relies largely on 
certificates, diplomas, and degrees to represent 
the achievement of both depth and breadth 
of disciplinary knowledge. However, these 
credentials do not always clearly or explicitly 
recognize specific skills or competencies that 
are needed to be work-ready post-graduation, 
to be eligible for a promotion, or to change 
industries.47 As mentioned above, micro-
credentials can capture a specific skill or 
competency, making them powerful tools for 
empowering learners and demonstrating value 
to employers.48 

Micro-credentials also have the potential to 
address future skills needs for the benefit of 
the Canadian economy. Workers will need to 
be increasingly adaptable and become lifelong 
learners.49 The estimates for jobs at high risk 
from automation vary widely—from 6% to 59% 
over a timeline of 10 to 50 years.50 Regardless 
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of which, if any, of these estimates is accurate, 
it is clear that workers will need to be able to 
up-skill and re-skill continuously throughout 
their careers to adjust to technological 
disruption and to take advantage of new 
opportunities available in the labour market.51 

A micro-credential ecosystem can enable 
lifelong learning needed for this sort of 
constant adjustment by providing accessible 
and convenient “on-and-off” ramps into higher 
education or credentialed training pathways. 
Micro-credentials can also serve as flexible 
and low-barrier stand-alone offerings that 
enable learners to continue to build and 
acquire new skills throughout their lives as 
needed. In short, micro-credentials can be 
adapted to meet the varied needs of learners 
of all ages at various stages in their careers—
both adult learners with specific skill needs 
and early-stage workers who want exposure to 
multiple areas of potential interest. 

Finally, micro-credentials can reach 
learners more quickly to support access 
and innovation in work and learning. 
They are flexible and cater to the needs 
of learners who are unable to engage in 
longer, traditional programs due to financial, 
employment-related, or personal barriers. 

Micro-credentials promote greater inclusivity 
and challenge prevalent assumptions about 
who post-secondary learners are, how they 
are taught, what they are taught, how they 
are assessed, and what the ideal outcomes 
of their learning experiences are. They offer 
an important opportunity to promote further 
engagement with the traditional education 
ecosystem,52 especially by learners who have 
historically been blocked from doing so by 
various social and economic obstacles.

Why an Ecosystem?
One of the key insights on which 
eCampusOntario has built its approach to 
micro-credentials is that success depends on 
the existence of a robust ecosystem. To better 
understand how such an ecosystem can be 
cultivated, eCampusOntario analyzed the 
functioning of the micro-credential ecosystem 
based on three key concepts:

	> Trust: The willingness to accept the validity 
of the actions of another agent, organization, 
or system.53 Trust from learners and 
employers in particular has been a central 
concept in many publications on micro-
credentials to date.54 

	> Value: The thing an agent or organization is 
willing to exchange for something owned 
or held by another agent or organization.55 
Evidence of achieved learning or ability 
is frequently cited as a key component of 
value in a micro-credential.56

	> Exchange: The action of passing value 
from one organization or agent to another. 
In the world of micro-credentials, exchange 
is often underwritten by assessment and 
facilitated through a digital trail or record.

Today, a strong micro-credential ecosystem  
is emerging, but is not yet established.57 While 
micro-credentials offer significant promise for 
improvements to education and skills training 
and development, they are still in the process  
of fulfilling that promise. This state of affairs 
is the result of a number of challenges and 
obstacles hampering the greater adoption of 
micro-credentials. 

One key problem is that the micro-credential 
landscape is uneven. There is significant 
variation in perceived value, assessment 
methods, and design (a problem likely 
connected with the lack of a generally 
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accepted definition).58,59 For example, some 
courses accredited by micro-credentials have 
not provided learners or partners with positive 
experiences because the learners were 
insufficiently prepared and not sufficiently 
supported.60,61 This variation in quality and 
experiences, coupled with low awareness 
of micro-credentials, has slowed the growth 
of an ecosystem. It has also slowed the 
development of trust, particularly among 
employers who are more interested in “off-the-
shelf” solutions they can use right away than 
in experimentation.62 

Developing an effective micro-credential 
ecosystem depends on a number of 
interested and interconnected partners 
working together. Principal among these are 
learners, employers or community partners, 
and PSIs collaborating to develop micro-
credential programs. 

For example, by working together, these 
partners can create systems in which 
information about what learners can do and 
know is shared easily, transparently, and 
dependably.63 This sort of collaboration is 
essential for delivering skills training that is 
relevant to both learners and employers and  
for verifying the acquisition of skills, as 
represented in Figure 1.64 In other words, 
collaboration enables the creation of the trust, 
value, and exchange critical to the emergence 
of a robust ecosystem. 

FIGURE 1
The Micro-credential Ecosystem

Addressing the awareness gap is also key 
to fostering growth in the micro-credential 
ecosystem. One recent report highlights the 
extent of this gap, presenting survey results 
that found 59% of employers “were ‘not familiar 
at all’ with the term [micro-credentials],”65 
“only one-quarter of the Canadians surveyed 
had heard of microcredentials,”66 and only 
19% “could provide some kind of definition.”67 
More positively, the survey found that once 
respondents were provided with a definition, 
their interest in micro-credentials was high, with 
74% of working-age Canadians expressing 
interest in them for either professional or 
personal development, or both.68 

The features of a healthy and functioning  
micro-credential ecosystem are described in 
greater detail in the context of the examination 
of eCampusOntario’s Micro-credential 
Principles and Framework, which is presented 
in the next chapter. 

EMPLOYER

EDUCATOR

LEARNER
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Conclusion and Chapter 
Summary
Micro-credentials have the potential to fill 
skills gaps in both the current and future 
labour market. Although many stakeholders 
in the micro-credential ecosystem have 
different definitions and understandings of 
micro-credentials, significant progress has 
recently been made toward a consensus of 
definition and conceptual convergence, both 
globally and in Canada. Increasingly, Canadian 
stakeholders see micro-credentials as being 
(1) defined by a focus on specific skills and 
competencies; (2) awarded on the basis of 
assessment; (3) employer- or employment-
relevant; (4) flexible in terms of their 
connection to other forms of accreditation; 
and (5) accrediting courses of short duration. 
These common elements largely align with 
the results of the consultations undertaken 
as a part of this research project, with results 
discussed in the next chapter.

Micro-credentials have a lot of promise, which 
is why it is important to separate the genuine 
opportunities from the significant hype that 
has built up in recent years. Micro-credentials 
offer the possibility of making higher education 
more convenient, flexible, and accessible and, 
in so doing, more inclusive and diverse. These 
qualities also imbue micro-credentials with 
the ability to help bring the long-sought-after 
goal of enabling lifelong learning closer to full 
realization. 

Seizing these opportunities, however, requires 
significant progress in building a robust 
ecosystem for micro-credentials and closing 
the awareness gap that continues to exist. 
The three key qualities identified—trust, value, 
and exchange—are crucial for the cultivation 
of such an ecosystem. With this conceptual 
understanding in place, the following chapters 
focus on reporting on the existing efforts by 
eCampusOntario to build such an ecosystem.  
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Since 2017, eCampusOntario has been 
actively building a micro-credential 
ecosystem in Ontario. 

This has included co-creating the Micro-
credential Principles and Framework with 
education and employer partners, and running 
a program of 36 micro-credential pilot projects 
with partner PSIs in Ontario, which puts this 
framework into action. The pilots have focused 
on soft skills, technology, health and human 
services, manufacturing, natural resources, 
and research, with the aim of improving 
our understanding of the impact of micro-
credentialing.69  

This chapter presents the results of an 
evaluation of eCampusOntario’s Micro-
credential Principles and Framework. It begins 
this with an overview of the Principles and 
Framework, the process through which it was 
created, and its key features. The framework 
was designed to provide a foundation on 
which future micro-credential programming 
could be created and was used to launch the 
36 pilot projects mentioned above. The goals 
set for the pilots were to:

	> Introduce micro-credentials to large parts of 
Ontario’s post-secondary education system 
that had previously not used them.

	> Link PSIs to employers eager to improve 
their connections to the institutions training 
their future workers.

	> Help to test the effectiveness of and refine 
the framework itself. 

To assess how the framework has been used 
in the pilot projects and how useful it has 
been, eCampusOntario collected data using 
a mixed-methods approach that included 
surveys and focus groups. Online surveys 
were sent to the pilot project leads at the 
Ontario PSIs, and five focus groups were 
conducted with pilot projects leads and 
employer partners that had participated in the 
micro-credential pilot programs. Results from 
this data collection are presented below along 
with some initial analysis, which is organized 
by the following six themes:

1.	Utility of eCampusOntario Principles  
and Framework 

2.	Relevant skills and competencies

3.	Be responsive, agile, and flexible 

4.	Authentic assessment

5.	Meeting learner needs

6.	Collaborative development 

Chapter 2:  
Micro-credential Principles and 
Framework in Action
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The Micro-credential  
Principles and Framework
The Micro-credential Principles and 
Framework was the result of many years 
of work. Since 2016, eCampusOntario 
has been engaged in conversations about 
the alternative recognition of learning. 
In 2019, it held its second annual Open 
Badge Forum on the topic, where a Call to 
Action asked representatives from post-
secondary education and industry to develop 
a framework for micro-credentialing in 
Ontario. In close consultation with a working 
group composed of employers, educators, 
government representatives, and system-
level post-secondary organizations in 

Ontario, eCampusOntario developed the first 
iteration of its Micro-credential Principles and 
Framework during the summer of 2019. 

The Micro-credential Principles and Framework 
is a foundation on which future micro-
credentialing programming can be designed 
and, from the perspective of eCampusOntario 
and its partners, answers the question, What is  
a micro-credential? The framework consists 
of six elements, illustrated in Figure 2.70 
The framework was first publicly shared in 
November 2019 and provides a common 
standard on which to collaborate and create 
micro-credential programming that is both 
relevant and targeted to competencies  
and skills.

FIGURE 2
eCampusOntario’s Micro-credential Principles and Framework

Issuing Body 
Micro-credentials will be issued by an established agency, organization,  
institution, or employer.

Competency/skills targeted 
Micro-credentials will adhere to harmonized skills and competency language and will 
be aligned with a common competency framework such as ESCO.

Outcomes 
Micro-credentials will recognize performance competencies explicitly aligned to 
underlying knowledge, attitudes, and skills.

Summative assessment 
Micro-credentials will require evidence of achievement of outcomes. Evidence will be 
embedded and visible to employers.

Transcriptable 
Micro-credentials will be compatible with traditional transcripts, where posssible.

Partner endorsement 
Micro-credentials will be validated by industry partners/external bodies, where 
possible. This validation will confirm that 1) the competency is in demand by industry, 
and 2) the established assessment is reflective of job performance in that industry.

https://micro.ecampusontario.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Micro-credentials-en_v2.pdf
https://micro.ecampusontario.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Micro-credentials-en_v2.pdf
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Since being publicly shared, the framework 
has been tested in practice through 36 micro-
credential pilot initiatives across Ontario. Each 
involved a PSI partnering with employers 
to develop, deliver, and assess the micro-
credential, guided by the framework:

	> 14 PSIs engaged in 2019–20, and  
22 engaged in 2020–21

	> 23 employers engaged in 2019–20, and  
34 in 2020–21

Out of these micro-credential pilot projects, a 
large number of micro-credentials have been 
issued and anticipated: 

	> 191 issued in 2019–20
	> 772 (195 anticipated and 577 issued)  

in 2020-21 

The length of micro-credential programs 
ranged from 3 hours to 120 hours. Figure 3 
presents a summary of the pilots.

Engaged in 2019-20 & 2020-21
Engaged for 1 year

Engaged in 2019-20 & 2020-21
Engaged for 1 year

Post-secondary engagement Employer engagement

Number of pilot projects 
over 2 years

Micro-credentials issued and 
anticipated from pilot projects 

over 2 years

Types of PSIs engaged 
over 2 years

Number of PSIs engaged 
over 2 years

22

14
6

14

8 8

2019-20 2020-21

34

23

19

30

4 4
2019-20 2020-21

hours

Length of
Micro-credential

Programs

3-120

Anticipated
IssuedMICRO

CREDENTIAL

From 2019 to 2021, 36 micro-credential pilots were supported.

191

772

577

195

2019-20 2020-21 Universities

20
20

-2
1

Colleges

6

12
10

8

20
19

-2
0

20
20

-2
1

20
19

-2
0

22

14

2019-20 2020-21

Micro-credential pilots

FIGURE 3
Summary of eCampusOntario Micro-credential Pilots
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Most of the micro-credential pilots focused on developing competencies in three areas: health and 
community services (31%), soft skills (25%), and technology (25%). The pilots were targeted mostly 
toward mid-career employees (35%) and new hires or entry-level employees (31%). There were 
a variety of assessment strategies; the most common among them were the exam/quiz (18%), 
employer/industry assessment (18%), and simulation/case study (16%). Reflection (14%) and video 
assessments (14%) were also common modes of assessment. Most of the micro-credential pilots 
were not for credit (86%). 

FIGURE 4
Summary of Features of eCampusOntario Micro-credential Pilots

Health and community services

Soft skills

Technology

Manufacturing

Natural resources

Research

Assessment strategies Credit and non-credit

18%

18%

16%

14%

 14%

9%

7%

 2%

2%

31%

25%

25%

8%

 6%

6%

Exam/quiz
Employer/industry assessment

Simulation/case study/scenario
Reflection

Video
 Demonstration/presentation

Virtual lab/workshop
 Written assignment 

Portfolio

Non-credit Credit

86% 14%

Targeted career stage

New hires or entry-level 
employees

31% 8%

Currently enrolled 
learners

Recent graduates
or job seekers

25%

Mid-career 
employees

35%

Types of learner competencies
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The Micro-credential Principles and 
Framework is an openly licensed living 
document designed to be updated and 
adapted as more is learned about micro-
credentials in practice. Exercises like this 
research project have been key in shaping the 
framework’s many iterations and will continue 
to influence its evolution. More specifically, 
projects like this identify the potential and 
limitations of supports such as the framework, 
how they are put into practice, and how we 
can build on these experiences to further 
develop post-secondary education in Ontario. 

Method
This research project used a mixed-
methods approach to obtain feedback on 
eCampusOntario’s micro-credential pilot 
program, understand the lived experiences 
of those engaged with the pilot program, and 
explore perceptions and beliefs about the 
future of micro-credentials in Ontario. Data 
was collected using a survey and through five 
focus groups with institutional and employer 
partners (including employers at for-profit and 

community organizations). All participants 
were engaged in the development of one of 
the 36 micro-credential pilots (Table 2). 

Survey invitations were sent to approximately 
50 individuals employed by PSIs. Twenty-
four individuals completed it, representing a 
response rate of 46%. The survey gathered 
targeted feedback about the most and least 
important elements of the framework, as 
well as suggestions about how it might be 
adapted to reflect lessons learned from micro-
credential development. 

Focus groups were also organized for pilot 
project leads and employer partners. These 
focus groups explored how the framework 
was put into action, general attitudes toward 
micro-credentials, and what is needed as 
Ontario continues to build and grow a micro-
credential ecosystem. 

The qualitative components of this project 
capture the ideas, experiences, perceptions, 
and insights of the micro-credential pilot 
teams at a specific moment in time. 
Importantly, this study was not designed to 
be comprehensive or exhaustive, or to be 
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a scientific program evaluation of the pilot 
projects or the Principles and Framework. 
The consultations undertaken, which did not 
include engaging with learners to access their 
experiences and had only limited engagement 
with employers, were not wide enough. Rather, 

the purpose of the study was to offer a portrait 
of the lived experiences of participants as they 
engaged in the micro-credential pilot program 
and to draw learnings from this experience 
and from participants’ informed feedback.

Activity Participants Number of Participants

Online survey Micro-credential 
pilot teams

n = 24

Participants from Ontario colleges 

	> n = 11 

	> Represent 46% of survey participants 

	> Represent 8 of the 15 colleges that participated in the 
micro-credential pilots (53%) 

Participants from Ontario universities 

	> n = 13 

	> Represent 54% of survey participants 

	> Represent 11 out of the 13 universities that participated 
in the micro-credential pilots (84%) 

Focus groups—
institutional 

Micro-credential 
pilot leads

n = 17

Included representation from 17 of the 28 colleges and 
universities that participated in the micro-credential pilot 
programs (61%) 

Focus groups 
or individual 
interviews–
employer partners

Micro-credential 
employer 
partners

n = 7

Included representation from the following sectors: non-
profit, business associations, insurance, education, 
healthcare, social enterprise, and 7 of the 53 employer 
partners that participated in the micro-credential pilot 
programs (13%)

TABLE 2
Summary of Activity and Participants
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Theme Key Finding

1.	 The utility of 
eCampusOntario  
Principles and Framework

Participants found the Principles and Framework to be a useful 
blueprint that supported the development of micro-credentials. 

2.	 Relevant skills and 
competencies 

Participants valued the focus of micro-credentials on development of 
relevant and endorsed specific skills and competencies. 

3.	 Being responsive, agile,  
and flexible 

Participants emphasized the need for micro-credentials to have 
stand-alone value for learners looking for flexible and “on-demand” 
offerings. Participants indicated that while micro-credentials have 
the potential to be leveraged for flexible pathways and stacked into 
traditional post-secondary programming, this remains a challenge in 
current contexts and governance structures (e.g., quality assurance 
processes). 

4.	 Authentic assessment Participants saw the need for the assessment of skills and 
competencies to be authentic and relevant to real-life workplace 
scenarios.

5.	 Meeting learner needs Micro-credentials have the potential to meet the needs of learners at 
all ages and stages of career, including providing opportunities for 
re-skilling and up-skilling.

6.	 Collaborative development Participants valued collaborative contributions from institutions, 
community partners, employer partners, and other stakeholders. 

TABLE 3
Summary of Themes and Key Findings

The findings of this project were inductively categorized and synthesized into the six themes 
listed in Table 3. The themes correspond to key points of convergence that have significance 
in the context of the ideas that informed and decisions that impacted how the framework was 
constructed, or that are likely to influence how it evolves in the future. The remainder of this 
chapter explores these six themes.
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Theme 1:  
The Utility of eCampusOntario Principles and Framework
Key Finding: Study participants found the Principles and Framework to be a useful blueprint 
that supported the development of micro-credentials. 

A total of 75% of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the eCampusOntario 
Principles and Framework was a useful blueprint when they were developing their micro-credential 
(n = 18, Figure 5).

In the focus groups, participants reported that the Principles and Framework was helpful in 
the development of their micro-credential programs. It was described as “very helpful,” “highly 
applicable,” “extremely beneficial” and “provided valuable direction.” Some participants indicated 
the Principles and Framework was perhaps too open-ended and broad, but some acknowledged 
that it was necessary for the Principles and Framework to be designed in such a way. One pilot 
lead summarized by saying: 

When I first looked at [the Principles and Framework] and started working with it, I felt …
there should be more specifics, but when we started to build our own framework, we 
started to understand why it’s…more open because it needs to be flexible because you’re 
reaching so many different potential areas, right? That you can’t be too prescriptive, right. 
You have to leave it open…I understand why the eCampus framework is pretty open in 
terms of specifics because you can’t and make it useful for everyone.

FIGURE 5
Utility of eCampusOntario Principles and Framework

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

Please rate your agreement with the following statement: “The eCampusOntario Principles and 
Framework was a useful blueprint when I was developing my micro-credential.” (Question 3)

34% 50% 17% 4% 4%
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Theme 2:  
Relevant Skills and Competencies 
Key Finding: Study participants valued the framework’s focus on developing and endorsing 
relevant and specific skills and competencies.

Study participants responded that targeting a skill or competency is a core micro-credential 
characteristic. In fact, almost 85% of survey respondents selected “Competency/Skills Targeted” 
when asked to identify the three elements of the Principles and Framework they thought were the 
most important (n = 20, Figure 6). The majority also highlighted “Relevance” (54%, n = 13) and 
“Partner Endorsement” (50%, n = 12) as being most important. 

FIGURE 6
Most Important and Least Important Elements of the eCampusOntario  
Principles and Framework

Element was most important Element was least important

Based on your experience developing your micro-credential pilot, which three elements of the 
Principals and Framework were most important which were least important in your work? 
(Questios 4 & 5)
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The focus group participants suggested 
that designers should first ensure a micro-
credential is relevant to current social and 
economic contexts, and from there determine 
the duration of the micro-credential. An 
employer partner explained the importance of 
specificity, relevance and timing of a micro-
credential: 

It’s not the broad brush. It’s drilled down 
much more to a very targeted level. 
That’s why it’s micro because it’s not the 
full programming. You know, to make 
people sit through two years of generic 
classroom stuff, when all they need 
is a very specific skill set in this world 
where we’re having to pivot more and 
more, faster and faster. By the time you 
graduate from your program,  
it’s obsolete. 

As discussed earlier, the ideal specific length or 
duration of a micro-credential program is often 
contested. Interestingly, study participants 
pushed back against the idea that duration 
should be a defining element. In a response 
to an open-ended survey question, one 
respondent said, “[Employers] want to know 
that the learner actually demonstrated the skill 
not just spent hours in a seat.” One pilot lead 
concurred, stating, “There’s nothing magic 
about thirteen weeks, three hours a week.”

However, some study participants did 
emphasize the value of the “micro” in micro-
credentials and of ensuring their duration is 
relatively short. One focus group participant 
described micro-credentials as a “bite-size 
improvement to your skills.” Two others 
explored the idea of micro-credentials as 
a menu that learners could use to pick and 
choose offerings most useful to them (“I think 
having a menu of options is important”). 

Theme 3:  
Being Responsive, Agile,  
and Flexible 
Key Finding: Study participants found it 
challenging to fit micro-credentials into 
existing governance structures (e.g., 
quality assurance processes). However, 
participants acknowledged the future 
need for structure of micro-credentials to 
ensure “stackability” into traditional post-
secondary programming. 

In the survey, the majority of pilot leads 
identified “transcriptability” (i.e., being 
compatible with traditional transcripts where 
possible, 54%, n = 13) and “extensibility” (i.e., 
facilitating a continuous pathway for lifelong 
learning where possible, 54%, n = 13) as two 
of the least important components of the 
Principles and Framework (Figure 6). This 
suggests that those who have experience 
developing and delivering micro-credentials 
are more focused on their competencies 
and relevance than on how they fit into the 
existing systems and processes. Furthermore, 
developing “stackable” micro-credentials is 
not a priority for those engaged in the work of 
developing them. 

Focus group participants pointed out that the 
flexibility and relevance promised by micro-
credentials is at odds with existing governance 
and credentialing systems at Ontario PSIs. 
This conflict is a source of confusion for 
stakeholders and a barrier to transcriptability. 
One pilot lead stated that stakeholders are 
“trying to slap a label on [micro-credentials], 
to make [them] fit into our current system 
of degrees and programs and diplomas and 
credit hours when the whole point is to give 
people something different.” Another pilot lead 
said, “Transcriptability remains a challenge. 
Again, as micro-credentials are fairly new to 
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our college and Registrar’s Office, we’re still 
working through how to demonstrate micro-
credentials as a program and/or pathway on a 
transcript.”

Additionally, quality assurance processes 
present obstacles that affect the ability of 
micro-credentials to respond to urgent and 
relevant needs of learners in their work and 
life. Three pilot leads made the following 
comments:

	> “While QA [quality assurance] is very 
important, it’s going to be a hold up for 
development.”

	> “We have established a number of different 
steps from approval, from the academic 
area, approvals from academic quality to the 
[vice presidents]. It’s quite time consuming.”

	> “There is still a lot of operational work to 
be done to set up systems and academic 
policies and processes before we actually 
deliver the new program.”

Regardless of the complexity of governance, 
the ability of micro-credentials to provide 
credentials to learners was valued by 
employer partners, made clear by the 
feedback received from the pilots. As one 
employer partner said, “It’s credentialed, 
[and] I think with that comes a certain level, 
an expectation that it’s been validated and 
qualified and that you can trust it as an 
offering—a training offering.”

The “credential” in “micro-credential” was 
identified by employers as a key motivation 
for learners to participate and partly what they 
valued most as recognition of their learning. 

Another employer partner noted: 

The acknowledgement and 
accreditation that goes along with 
the micro-credentials…you have this 
credential, it adds to your talent stack, 
you put it on your resume, you put it on 
your LinkedIn profile. All those things, 
you know, say something about the 
individual’s value to the employer.

Finally, in the focus groups we heard that 
stackability, or the option to complete micro-
credentials as a part of the journey toward 
program or degree completion, was not a 
key characteristic for participants. Instead, 
some expressed concerns that conversations 
of stackability limited the impact of micro-
credentials for learners looking for flexible, 
on-demand offerings. We heard that while 
most learners were still unfamiliar with the 
term micro-credential, they valued how micro-
credentials had the ability to be personalized 
to needs and goals, but at an accessible price 
point and shorter duration. From a post-
secondary perspective, however, we heard 
that these needs are going to be “the hardest 
for us to actually implement.” 

Overall, we heard that for micro-credentials 
to reach more learners, they need to have 
stand-alone value outside of stackability 
toward a larger credential. While the option of 
stackability may provide learners with more 
choice—for example, to continue or return to 
a learning pathway started through a micro-
credential—the message was that it should 
not come at the expense of a micro-credential 
that has value on its own. 
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Theme 4:  
Authentic Assessment
Key Finding: Study participants saw the 
need for the assessment of skills and 
competencies to be authentic and relevant to 
real-life workplace scenarios. 

Approximately one-third of survey respondents 
indicated that outcomes (33%, n = 8) and 
summative assessment (29%, n = 7) were 
important elements in the development of 
micro-credentials (Figure 6). 

Having an assessment of learning is one part 
of what distinguishes an educational offering 
as a micro-credential. However, a one-size-
fits-all approach to assessment does not work. 
While identifying that assessment is a critical 
component of any micro-credential, pilot 
leads also emphasized the need for authentic 
assessment. As one focus group participant  
put it: 

If you’re truly going to assess a 
workplace competency, then the 
assessment has to reflect that. So 
it’s not an assessment of what a 
learner would do at the college or at 
the university. It truly needs to be an 
assessment of what they would do in 
the workplace.

Authentic assessment asks a learner to do or 
demonstrate a specific skill, competency, or 
attitude as it relates to a particular workplace 
or in their personal life. One pilot lead in the 
focus groups described authentic assessment 
as a “demonstration of the skill, not just taking 

a test.” Authentic assessments aim to assess 
a learner’s skills and knowledge while also 
providing opportunities to practise, access 
resources, and get feedback while completing 
a complex task.71  

When developing assessments, we heard that 
it is important to consider how the assessment 
aligns with the work and needs that the 
learner will navigate after achieving the micro-
credential. This is an active rather than passive 
process, one that requires a shift in orientation 
for both learners and instructors. As one 
focus group participant shared about learner 
perceptions of an online micro-credential:  
“I don’t think they [learners] understood it was 
going to require so much active participation 
on their part…It’s applied. It’s immersive…
the learners need to be prepared for what the 
learning experience itself will be like.”

It may be necessary to come to consensus 
with partners involved in developing a 
micro-credential to determine what kind of 
assessment fits best, as not everyone agrees 
on what “authentic assessment” requires. For 
example, one focus group participant stated:

[The learners] have to be there. They 
have to see it. They have to do it, touch 
it by their hand. Sending in a video 
to assess it online may not always 
be acceptable. Faculty and learners 
need to be there. It’s like a work lab….
so there was always a back and forth 
talking about these matters.
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Theme 5:  
Meeting Learner Needs	  
Key Finding: Micro-credentials have the potential to meet the needs of learners at all ages and 
stages of their careers, including providing opportunities for re-skilling and up-skilling.

In survey responses, micro-credentials were identified as most useful for people looking to improve 
skills and demonstrate competencies (average of the weighted ranking scores for this response = 
4.59) and people who are retraining and re-skilling (average of the weighted ranking scores for this 
response = 4.48, Figure 7).* These learners might include people preparing to work in a new sector or 
job, learning while also working full time, or demonstrating workplace-ready skills to complement an 
existing degree for professional development or to recognize prior learning.

* For this question, participants were asked to “Please rank the following options, with 1 being 
most useful.” For ease of interpretation, this figure displays the average of the weighted ranking 
scores derived from these responses. To weigh the scores, each level of ranking was assigned 
a corresponding rate (i.e., a ranking of 1 was given a weight of 6). For each item, the number 
of instances of each rank order was multiplied by the respective ranking weight, totalled, and 
averaged across number of responses, thus providing an average of the weighted ranking scores.  

FIGURE 7
Perceived Usefulness of Micro-credentials for Different Groups  

Who do you think a micro-credential is most useful for? (Question 8)*

People looking to improve skills and 
demonstrate competencies

People accessing learning opportunities 
while working full time

People trying to demonstrate workplace-ready 
skills that complement their degree or diploma

People preparing to work in a new sector or job

Other

Average Weighted Ranking Score

People who are re-training or re-skilling

0 1 2 3 4 5

4.59

4.48

3.83

3.65

3.57

1
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During the employer and community partner 
focus groups, an informal poll was used to 
explore participant motivations for using 
micro-credentials. All employer and community 
partners indicated that they were using micro-
credentials to up-skill existing employees or for 
professional development. Some participants 
indicated they were using micro-credentials 
to create programming for a new skill (e.g., 
training on a new technology or emerging 
trend). Others were using micro-credentials to 
address a skills gap in potential hires. 

During the focus groups, micro-credentials 
were also identified as a potential retention 
strategy for employers. By offering micro-
credential opportunities and training to 
employees as a form of professional 
development, it might help to retain skilled 
personnel in competitive markets where 
earning “$1 more an hour” is often enough of 
an incentive for an employee to leave. One 
industry partner stated:

We’re always looking for resources and 
support…to provide our employees 
to make sure they’re happy and…the 
economy is thriving locally. So I could 
definitely see just having a micro-
credential like this be added to our 
toolbox to support the top employers.

Both micro-credential pilot leads and employer 
partners described a diverse set of learners 
and associated needs that prioritized short-
duration, credentialed learning relevant to a 
particular work or social context. A micro-
credential was described by one employer 
partner as “small in terms of name, but big in 
terms of impact, especially for the individuals 
and students who may be taking and enrolling 
themselves in these.” 

Theme 6:  
Collaborative Development 
Key Finding: Study participants valued 
collaborative contributions from institutions, 
community partners, employer partners, and 
other stakeholders.

In the focus groups, employer and community 
partners reported that they valued micro-
credentials, indicating that learners were 
motivated by earning the credential and being 
able to list it on a resume or share it digitally 
on platforms like LinkedIn. The credential was 
particularly important for newcomers looking 
for work, individuals looking to re-skill or 
experiencing joblessness, and small business 
owners, many of whom do not have formal 
training. One employer partner said, “I was so 
delighted that some of the business owners 
who are…working crazy hours now because of 
COVID still wanted to do this program; they  
saw value.” 

However, some employer and community 
partners noted that they did not have as much 
time as they would have liked to contribute 
to the micro-credential development. 
Sometimes, the timeline was too short or 
aligned with particularly busy periods in their 
organization. One employer partner stated, 
“I personally would have liked to spend more 
time…reviewing the material, being able to 
provide as much constructive feedback in the 
development of the micro-credential as an 
employer that I don’t feel like I had that.”

Focus group participants discussed the value 
of collaborative partnerships, even though 
these can sometimes be tricky to establish 
and navigate. One pilot lead remarked, “When 
you do get that right partner and you work 
collaboratively, I can feel that energy and that 
it works really well.” A pilot lead summarized 
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the process of educational development as 
follows: 

We had a few different industry focus 
groups and they gave us so much 
wonderful information. I’m sure we 
could have put together a four-year 
degree program on the basis of that. 
So it was sort of trying to narrow and 
focus those expectations into a micro-
credential and then in and around 

some things around design need for 
competency-based designing authentic 
assessments and particularly for online 
and remote delivers.

The results from the survey of project leads 
confirmed that supports and resources 
related to educational development were the 
most helpful in the development of micro-
credentials (n = 17, 71%, Figure 8).

From employers, we heard there is room for 
PSI and community and employer partners to 
work together, to collaborate, and to create 
micro-credentials. One pilot lead said: 

There’s always a balancing act, 
generally we don’t promote or share 
something if it’s going to directly 
compete with what we’re offering. I 
mean, that’s just good business sense. 
But, recognizing there’s lots of room 
in the community and in the whole 
world in general for learning, and who 
is doing what, we’re always happy to 
share where there’s gaps and where 
they’re continuing. 

When asked whether they would value a 
micro-credential developed in partnership with 
another organization or umbrella organization, 
both pilot leads and employer partners 
indicated they viewed this as a favourable 
option. One employer partner stated, “I think it 
would be great to have umbrella organizations 
or employers invested and developing, helping 
to develop the programming.”

Many participants supported the idea that 
a micro-credential does not need to be 
developed by their own organization to 
have value. Instead, having an employer 
endorsement of a micro-credential could be 

FIGURE 8
Resources and Supports for Micro-credential Development  

What support/resources were most helpful to you in the development of your 
micro-credential? Select all that apply. (Question 7)

71%

50%

29%

13%

4%

Educational design support 
(i.e., instructional developer, etc.)

Support to identify an industry partner

Course release

Prefer not to answer % of respondents

Technology/IT support
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helpful if the right partners buy-in. As one pilot 
lead said: 

If a particular organization endorses a 
credential, will a similar organization 
accept the credential as having 
value? The same question applies 
for industry-based assessment. Are 
employers/organizations willing 
to publicly endorse the skills of 
a particular candidate and, if so, 
will other employers accept these 
endorsements? 

It is possible that working with an umbrella 
organization might mean that particular 
employers could benefit from the development 
of a micro-credential without having 
contributed to it. This might raise “free rider” 
concerns on the part of those doing the work, 
but overall, being able to access the benefits 
of a micro-credential without having to 
contribute to its development was viewed as 
a positive opportunity. One employer partner 
noted, “It’s for the greater good…we’re in 
this village together.” Overall, there appears 
to be an appetite for further collaboration on 
the development of micro-credentials across 
employer organizations, and perhaps across 
colleges and universities, something that 
could yield powerful results by creating a 
collective good for these sectors. 

Conclusion and  
Chapter Summary
The eCampusOntario Principles and 
Framework has the potential to create 
robust collaborations between stakeholders 
in the micro-credential ecosystem. Thirty-
six pilot projects were created using the 
Framework, and study participants shared 
their experiences with the Framework and 
Principles and the pilot projects through a 
survey and five focus groups attended by 
pilot leads and employer and community 
partners. They highlighted the need for 
micro-credentials to focus on relevant skills/
competencies, authentic assessment, and 
meeting learner needs. The participants 
emphasized that micro-credential 
development should be collaborative, 
responsive, agile, flexible, and that 
momentum can be lost when trying to fit 
micro-credentials into established systems of 
governance. 

Overall, study participants shared positive 
feedback on the Framework and Principles 
and their experiences in the pilot projects. It 
should be noted, however, that all employer 
and community partners who participated 
in the focus groups were identified for 
participation in the groups by pilot leads and 
thus should not necessarily be considered 
representative of all employer and community 
partners. Nonetheless, the rich feedback 
from this group provided additional nuance 
that should help refine future iterations of 
the Framework and Principles and make it a 
more useful tool. In particular, the finding that 
transcriptability and extensibility were seen 
as relatively unimportant by many employer 
and community partners, despite the 
heavy focus on these elements in the more 
theoretical literatures.  
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Chapter 3:  
Scaling the Micro-credential Ecosystem

The Principles and Framework is a living 
document, and revising it based on lessons 
learned from practice is a key part of 
eCampusOntario’s vision for how to support 
the evolution of micro-credentials. This 
chapter explores the five key findings from 
our investigation of eCampusOntario’s micro-
credential pilots under the following headings:  

1.	Balancing common definition and flexibility

2.	Filling the awareness gap

3.	 Improving assessments in the  
micro-credentials ecosystem

4.	Meeting learner needs by meeting  
employer needs

5.	Collaborating in the micro-credentials 
ecosystem

Balancing Common  
Definition and Flexibility
In a space where even the most basic 
definitions are contested, a key part of 
the value offered by the eCampusOntario 
Principles and Framework lies in the elements 
of standardization it provides. These common 
elements are intended to give clear meaning 
to micro-credential programs that are built 
on the Principles and Framework—one that 
stakeholders in the education and skills 
development ecosystem in Ontario agree on. 
Simultaneously, the Principles and Framework 
was designed to be flexible enough to support 
a wide range of PSIs—each with their own 
history, culture, and context—in launching 
their own micro-credential programs. Thus, 
the Principles and Framework is designed to 
be non-prescriptive and to give institutions 
the flexibility to both apply it to their individual 
contexts and to build on it in a way that makes 
sense to them. 

Certainly, the common elements were 
appreciated. In the focus groups, one of the 
pilot leads stated, “[I]n this very uncertain 
landscape, it is especially important to have 
[the Principles] as a grounding touchstone.” 
Six others spoke specifically to how the 
Principles and Framework provided a baseline 
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blueprint they used when designing their own 
institution’s strategy for micro-credentials. For 
example, one pilot lead said, “The Principles 
and Framework provide a guideline on what we 
will use as an institution going forward. Having 
the eCampusOntario Principles and Framework 
ensured that we were developing a focused 
micro-credential with longevity.” 

At the same time, eCampusOntario’s mixed 
approach of avoiding a rigid definition at the 
outset and allowing space for experimentation 
also empowered pilot teams to develop micro-
credentials that worked for them and their 
context. Out of that approach emerged one 
of the most interesting findings: while the 
PSIs greatly valued the flexibility provided by 
the Principles and Framework, they largely 
come to the same conclusions regarding 
micro-credentials—that they should be skills/
competency targeted, relevant to employers, 
and awarded on the basis of an assessment. 
Significantly, these conclusions largely align 
with the emerging global and Canadian views 
described in Chapter 1, suggesting that the 
micro-credential community in Ontario is on 
the right track to be aligned with transnational 
trends in micro-credential development. 

Filling the Awareness Gap
One of the biggest obstacles to the adoption 
of micro-credential is a lack of awareness, a 
point often made in the existing literature.72  
Lack of awareness was also apparent in the 
focus groups conducted for this project, where 
many employer partners stated they did not 
know what a micro-credential was before 
engaging with their pilot initiative. From PSI 
pilot leads, we heard more frequently that they 
were familiar with the term micro-credential but 
were confused about its definition and how the 
associated governance and delivery challenges 
could be overcome. This highlights the need for 
not only greater clarity of definition or concept, 

but also greater understanding of the day-to-
day practical logistics of micro-credentials. 

In the focus groups, we also heard that 
there needs to be more awareness and 
communication for micro-credentials targeted 
to both employers and learners. Those who are 
familiar with micro-credentials tend to buy into 
their promise. And those who learn about them 
want to learn more. But there is still a large 
number of people who are not being reached 
by current promotion and dissemination 
efforts. For adoption to increase, the number 
of people who fall into this last category needs 
to be reduced. Future research that examines 
micro-credential awareness among learners 
(which this study did not include), and the ways 
in which this awareness can be spread more 
effectively, could be particularly useful. 

Improving Assessments in the 
Micro-credential Ecosystem
One of the findings that emerged most clearly 
from the primary research conducted for 
this project was that reliable assessment is 
central to the effective deployment of micro-
credentials. One pilot lead captured this  
point well: 

Graduates of these micro-credentials 
have these competencies and 
employers want to be reassured, 
“Okay. If I hire this person…they’ll have 
the skill and be able to apply it in the 
workplace.” So I do think that authentic 
assessment is really key.

Ultimately, for a robust and healthy micro-
credential ecosystem to expand, there must be 
general acceptance that someone who holds a 
micro-credential can reliably be understood to 
possess the skill or competency claimed. The 
importance of this point is better understood 
when framed in terms of the three key concepts 
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used by eCampusOntario to understand the 
functioning of a micro-credential ecosystem: 
trust, value, and exchange. Without 
assessment, the value of a micro-credential 
is undermined by a lack of trust in the ability 
of any learner to demonstrate the skill or 
competency targeted by the micro-credential 
offering. As a result, the power of exchange in 
the market is depleted. 

Pilot leads spoke often of the importance of 
having clarity on the roles and responsibilities 
of each partner for enabling greater adoption 
of micro-credentials. As one pilot participant 
put it, “Employers know what they want, but 
they don’t necessarily know how to articulate 
it. We’ve got to have some sort of common 
ground to work from.” Another pilot lead 
said, “To employers, the idea of authentic 
assessment sounds really nice. But they don’t 
know what it means or what it is.”

Each category of stakeholder has something 
to contribute to the development of relevant 
assessment. For example, employers are often 
best placed to play the role of subject-matter 
experts and to bring the practical hands-on 
perspective needed to ensure that the skills 
and competencies being assessed are actually 
useful in the workplace. PSIs are likely best 
placed to develop and design the form of the 
assessment. Irrespective of who is designing 
and conducting the assessment, however, 
it is clear that additional work is needed to 
better understand learners’, educators’, and 
employers’ perspectives on assessment in 
the context of micro-credentials and how to 
execute it most effectively. 

Meeting Learner Needs by 
Meeting Employer Needs
In the focus groups, pilot leads talked about 
the challenges of working with partners 
and how sometimes there is pushback 

against employers playing a significant role 
in identifying the skills and competencies 
that academic institutions end up teaching. 
Interestingly, however, they also pointed out 
that when conversations are redirected to focus 
on learners and their needs, there is a shift in 
perspective. One pilot team put it this way:

We can [micro-credential] any skill, 
but does it help an employer? Is an 
employer looking for this skill? Because 
it doesn’t help anyone to give students 
another hoop to jump through unless 
it benefits them. So, we are focusing 
on finding an employer who will look at 
that skill, and say if I see that students 
have this, then I’m more likely to hire 
them from the stack of 50 resumes.

The implication of this is that to meet learner 
needs, micro-credentials also need to meet 
employer needs—not a surprising finding when 
considered in the context of an ecosystem. 
But it’s not necessarily obvious if considered 
outside this context. Thus, as discussed earlier, 
mechanisms that enable employers to validate 
the skill or competency as relevant are critical. 
As explained by a pilot lead:

The success of a micro-credential 
for any person is not measured by a 
transcript with an A. It is measured by 
demonstration and ongoing building 
on that original micro-credential. 
Frankly, how employable are they in the 
marketplace where they are seeking a 
job? I am saying that our responsibility 
to the student does not end at the 
transcript. As educators, we have to be 
part of promoting our learners and their 
micro-credentials, after they leave us, by 
endowing their micro-credentials with 
characteristics that continue to promote 
the earner long after they have earned it.

The question then becomes, How do you 
define a skill or a competency? Thinking about 
programming that is focused on skills and 
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competencies, as opposed to disciplinary 
knowledge, often requires a shift in thinking 
from the traditional approaches more familiar to 
many working in PSIs. 

It’s worth highlighting the importance of 
competency frameworks in the context of 
shifting to a focus on skills and competencies, 
especially because of the challenges 
associated with finding frameworks that are 
appropriate. One pilot lead stated during 
a focus group: “We were looking for, really 
searching very hard to find, some kind of 
common competency framework to use for 
everything. And we just couldn’t.” 

Competency frameworks are conceptual tools 
used to identify, categorize, and organize skills 
and competencies. They are especially valuable 
to employers as they can use them as tools 
to identify their skill needs and the candidates 
who could fill in these needs.73 For example, 
Employment and Social Development Canada 
has developed the The Skills for Success 
framework, which identifies essential skills 
“needed to participate and thrive in learning, 
work and life.” 74 There are nine essential skills: 
adaptability, collaboration, communication, 
creativity and innovation, digital, numeracy, 
problem solving, reading, and writing  
(see Table 4).75

TABLE 4
The Skills for Success Framework  

Reading Your ability to find, understand, and use information presented through words, 
symbols, and images. For example, at work we use this skill to read memos, 
emails, reports, instructions, and safety manuals; as well as to locate information 
on forms and drawings. 

Writing Your ability to share information using written words, symbols, and images. For 
example, at work we use this skill to fill out forms and write emails, instructions, 
and reports. 

Numeracy Your ability to find, understand, use, and report mathematical information 
presented through words, numbers, symbols, and graphics. For example, at work 
we use this skill to perfom calculations, order and sort numers, make estimations, 
and analyze and model data. 

Digital Your ability to use digital technology and tools to find, manage, apply, create 
and share information and content. For example, at work we use this skill to take 
measurements, create spreadsheets, safely use social media and make online 
purchases using digital devices such as smartphones, sensors, and computers.

Problem Solving Your ability to identify, analyze, propose solutions, and make desicions to address 
issues; monitor success; and learn from the experience. For example at work we 
use this skill to make hiring decisions, select courses of action and troubleshoot 
technical failures. 

Communication Your ability to receive, understand, consider, and share information and ideas 
through speaking, listening, and interacting with others. For example, at work 
we use this skill to discuss ideas, listen to instructions, and serve customers in a 
socially appropriate manner. 
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Coherent and validated competency 
frameworks are especially important for the 
development of micro-credentials because 
of how micro-credentials are designed to 
target and credential discrete skills and 
competencies. In addition to the findings from 
the survey and the focus groups, the literature 
review conducted for this project also found 
that micro-credential programs are often 
defined by a focus on competencies. While it is 
beyond the scope of this report to dive deeply 

into this topic, it may be the next big area of 
development for micro-credentials in Ontario, 
which is why eCampusOntario is involved in 
competency frameworks through the Open 
Competency Toolkit. This toolkit is designed 
to provide context, templates, and examples 
of open competency frameworks that can 
be used in establishing a common language 
and understanding of competencies across 
educational and employer contexts. 

Collaboration Your ability to contribute and support others to achieve a common goal. For 
example, at work we use this skill to provide meaningful support to team members 
while completing a project.

Adaptability Your ability to achieve or adjust goals and behaviours when expected or 
unexpected change occurs, by planning, staying focused, persisting, and 
overcoming setbacks. For example, at work we use this skill to change our work 
plans to meet new deadlines, to learn how to work with new tools, and to improve 
our skills through feedback.

Creativity & 
Innovation 

Your ability to imagine, develop, express, encourage, and apply ideas in ways that 
are novel, unexpected, or challenge existing methods and norms. For example, at 
work we use this skill to discover better ways to complete tasks, to develop new 
products, and to deliver services in a new way. 

Source: Government of Canada. (2021). Learn about the SKills.

https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/competencytoolkit/
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/competencytoolkit/
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/jobs/training/initiatives/skills-success/understanding-individuals.html
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Finally, there is not yet a substantial body of research that captures feedback from learners about  
micro-credential programs they have completed. This may be because there are still not many 
learners who have completed a micro-credential program, or have had enough time pass between 
obtaining a micro-credential and working in order to be able to answer questions related to retention, 
job seeking, and more. More research on learner perspectives is required.

Complete Tasks
· How to do the task
· Knowledge and skills required
· Quality of work is within expectations

Manage Tasks
· Combining tasks to 
  complete larger work 
  activities
· Multi-tasking
· Sequencing
· Time management

Handle Contingencies
· Unexpected circumstances
· Changes in scope
· What to do when things 
  go wrong

Job Role
· Working effectively
  with others
· Meeting personal and team 
  expectations and responsibilities

Work Environment
· Physical environment 
  and working conditions
· Adhering to policies 
  and procedures
· Company culture - 
  applying attitudes 
  and values

Competence

FIGURE 9
What do we mean by competency?

Source: Green, D., & Levy, C. (2021). eCampusOntario Open Competency Toolkit. eCampusOntario. 

https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/competencytoolkit/
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Collaborating in the  
Micro-credential Ecosystem
As discussed earlier in this report, 
eCampusOntario has built on the work of 
others to prioritize the concepts of trust, 
value, and exchange as critical components 
of a healthy micro-credential ecosystem. 
The goal of eCampusOntario’s pilot program 
was to connect employers and educators in 
collaborative development of micro-credentials 
to equip learners with relevant skills to take to 
the job market.

Each pilot project team worked with their 
employer partners from the early stages of the 
project to identify the skill or competency and 
ensure the relevance of the micro-credentials 
they were developing. While employers 
determined relevance in most cases, this was 
not always possible. One pilot participant 
raised an issue with capacity as a smaller 
institution: 

We don’t necessarily have industry 
knocking down our door in the 
same capacity as larger colleges or 
universities. So if that is the driving 
point, we would fall behind in this game 

pretty quickly. We have to see it from 
both ways. Industry comes to us with 
something, and of course we want to 
be responsive and do so very quickly, 
but we also want to be prepared to 
have offerings for industry that are 
supported by research and data. But 
for us, I’d say it’s a bit of a challenge for 
that reason. 

This is just one of the considerations when 
scaling micro-credentials. Pathways between 
employment and education need to be built, 
which takes time and effort on the part of both 
parties. But while smaller institutions have 
capacity needs, it is also important to note that 
some of the strongest partnerships develop at 
local and community levels precisely because 
these smaller institutions have incentives to 
pay closer attention to the needs of their local 
partners. Regardless, this study has identified 
the needs of smaller players in the ecosystem 
as an area that could benefit from a central 
connection point capable of gathering insights 
from those who are interested in developing 
micro-credentials and facilitating partnerships 
between employers and PSIs. 
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Recommendations  
and Opportunities

In the rush to define micro-credentials and add 
parameters to their development and delivery, 
we run the risk of recreating a system that 
was designed for traditional credentials. There 
is an overwhelming desire to define micro-
credentials within the model of traditional 
modes of higher education credentialing, but 
the fundamental point is that micro-credentials 
are designed to be different. It is critical to 
remember the promise of micro-credentials: 
short duration, highly focused, and workplace 
relevant learning that provides access to 
higher education with more flexibility and fewer 
barriers. An increased emphasis on research, 
experimentation, pilots, and conversation will 
not only provide more data to make informed 
decisions, but will support collective learning 
and growth as we move closer to consensus. 

Participants in this research project offered 
numerous valuable insights. By building on 
these insights and analysis, we present eight 
opportunities and recommendations to further 
improve stakeholder experience in the micro-
credential ecosystem. 

1.	Create robust employer and educator 
networks to facilitate collaboration and 
connection across sectors. Research 
participants acknowledged the value of 
collaboration between PSIs, employers, 

community partners, and others. Cross-
sector collaboration is necessary to realize 
trust, value, and exchange in the micro-
credential ecosystem. Building stronger 
networks to link employers and educators 
will help support and institutionalize the 
ongoing, deep, and reliable collaboration 
needed to build relevant micro-credential 
programs over the long term. 

2.	Conduct further research into the 
assessment methods that work best in 
the context of micro-credentialing. The 
importance of “authentic” assessment was 
highlighted at various points in this research. 
Given the novelty of micro-credentials, and 
their promise of credentialing a learner’s 
skills and competencies with much greater 
specificity, it is not obvious that traditional 
methods and instruments of assessment 
are optimal in this new, often primarily 
online, context. Additional research into 
the best approaches to assessment will be 
critical to ensuring that this key promise 
of micro-credentials, namely the ability to 
more reliably recognize the possession of a 
specific skill or competency, is fulfilled.    

3.	Conduct a comprehensive mapping of 
skills in demand in the present and future. 
Mapping skills could bridge the gap between 



42    

PSIs and employers, providing a foundation 
of what should be prioritized and targeted 
through micro-credential programming. 
Participants asserted that micro-credentials 
must be relevant and respond to social and 
economic contexts. Mapping in-demand 
skills will ensure that micro-credentials are 
relevant and respond to current ecosystem 
needs. Such a mapping exercise would 
also benefit from a more developed 
understanding of competency frameworks in 
the context of micro-credentials.

4.	Amend the eCampusOntario Principles 
and Framework to account for the 
insights gathered in this report. Research 
participants expressed several suggestions 
for improving the Principles and Framework. 
For example, some stakeholders expressed 
that transcriptability and extensibility are the 
least important elements of the Framework 
from their perspectives. eCampusOntario 
should consider modifying the Framework 
on the basis of this feedback as well as 
other findings reached through the analysis 
contained in this report and other research 
identified as needed. 

5.	Support experimental and innovative 
micro-credential development, delivery, 
and pedagogy. Micro-credentials are still 
a relatively new concept and can benefit 
from innovative ideas. Participants identified 
several areas of micro-credential delivery 
that could be improved; for example, 
the importance of accurate evaluation of 
learner skills and knowledge for authentic 
assessment. Participants also noted that 
quality assurance processes hold up micro-
credential development and represent 
barriers to addressing urgent learner needs. 
Micro-credential delivery could benefit from 
the development of innovative approaches 
to overcoming or addressing these obstacles 
and challenges that meet urgent learner 
needs while maintaining high quality.

6.	Drive awareness of micro-credential 
potential and opportunity across Canada 
among the stakeholder groups identified 
in this report: educators, employers, and 
learners. As has been discussed in this 
report, micro-credentials have enormous 
potential to benefit educators, employers, 
and workers, and meet current and 
future skills gaps. However, the further 
development and growth of the micro-
credential ecosystem requires greater 
awareness and buy-in from all stakeholder 
groups. 

7.	Conduct additional research on the 
potential of micro-credentials to better 
reach equity-seeking groups. There is 
a large body of research that shows that 
diverse groups face barriers to equity in the 
labour market.76 Because of the increased 
access to higher education that they offer 
through their greater flexibility, specific skills/
competency focus, and lower costs, micro-
credentials represent a potentially important 
tools for helping to reduce this existing 
inequity. This was not a topic that received 
significant attention in this research project, 
and thus new research focused on the 
opportunities offered by micro-credentials 
in this area could help illuminate any steps 
that might need to be taken to make these 
important opportunities more effective and 
accessible.

8.	 Invest in research to capture feedback 
from learners and/or employers. One of 
the limitations of this study was its limited 
engagement with employers and community 
partners and the lack of direct engagement 
with learners. Further research aimed at 
better capturing the experiences of these 
groups should help to improve outcomes 
in the micro-credential ecosystem for all 
stakeholders. 
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1.	What institution are you affiliated with?  

2.	What terminology do you use to refer to micro-credentialing activity in your institution?

	> Badge
	> Micro-course
	> Micro-certificate 

3.	Please rate your agreement with the following statement: “The eCampusOntario Principles and 
Framework was a useful blueprint when I was developing my micro-credential.”

	> Strongly disagree
	> Disagree
	> Neutral

    Please explain your answer: 

4.	Based on your experience developing your micro-credential pilot, which three elements of the 
Principles and Framework were most important in your work? 

	> Issuing Body
	> Summative Assessment
	> Competency/Skills Targeted
	> Transcriptable
	> Outcomes
	> Partner Endorsement

    Is there anything you’d like us to know about these elements of the Principles and Framework? 

5.	Based on your experience developing your micro-credential pilot, which three elements of the 
Principles and Framework were least important in your work? 

	> Issuing Body
	> Summative Assessment
	> Competency/Skills Targeted
	> Transcriptable
	> Outcomes
	> Partner Endorsement

    Is there anything you’d like us to know about these elements of the Principles and Framework?

Appendix A: Survey Questions

	> Micro-credential
	> Prefer not to answer
	> Other (please specify) 

	> Agree
	> Strongly agree 

	> Relevance
	> Verifiability
	> Ownership
	> Extensibility
	> Prefer not to answer

	> Relevance
	> Verifiability
	> Ownership
	> Extensibility
	> Prefer not to answer
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6.	Based on your experience developing a micro-credential using the Principles and Framework, 
would you add any principles or elements to the framework? 

	> Yes
	> No

    If yes, what would you add to the Principles and Framework?  

7.	What support/resources were most helpful to you in the development of your micro-credential? 
Select all that apply

	> Educational design support (e.g.,  instructional developer)
	> Technology/IT support 
	> Course release
	> Support to identify an industry partner
	> Prefer not to answer
	> Other (please specify)

8.	Who do you think a micro-credential is most useful for? Please rank the following options, with 1 
being most useful.

	> People preparing to work in a new sector or job
	> People looking to improve skills and demonstrate competencies
	> People accessing learning opportunities while working full time
	> People who are retraining or re-skilling  
	> People trying to demonstrate workplace-ready skills that complement their degree or diploma
	> Other

9.	 If relevant, describe the “Other” option you identified in the ranking question above: 

10. Please provide an e-mail contact for your industry partner who collaborated with you on your   
  micro-credential pilot. This information will be used to invite them to contribute to this project  
  through an industry focus group. 

11. Additional comments you would like to share with us:
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Appendix B: Focus Group Questions for 
Micro-credential Pilot Leads

Q1.	 What defines a “micro-credential”? What elements, characteristics, or outcomes might you 
expect from one? 

Q2.	 In the survey that you completed, we asked this question: “Do you agree with this statement: 
‘The eCampusOntario Principles and Framework was a useful blueprint when I was 
developing my micro-credential.’ Any initial thoughts on this question?” 
 
You might consider: Why do you think someone might strongly disagree with the statement? 
Why do you think someone might strongly agree with the statement? 

Q3.	 Which elements for the Principles and Framework are easier to implement and which are 
more difficult? For the ones that were more difficult, can you describe why? 

Q4.	 Would you change anything about the framework? If so, what would you change?

Q5.	 Is there anything else you would like us to know about your experience putting the framework 
into action?

Q6.	 Can you share any impressions you have of what learners thought about the micro-
credential?  
 
You might consider: Have you received feedback from learners? If so, what was it? How 
did you measure learner outcomes in your micro-credential, if you did measure or assess 
learners?
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Appendix C: Focus Group Questions for 
Employer Partners 
Q1.	 Tell us generally about your experience developing a micro-credential? How did it go? 

Anything to share?

Q2.	 What defines a “micro-credential” in your view? What elements, characteristics, or outcomes 
might you expect from developing one?

Q3. Why did you decide to design a micro-credential with a post-secondary institution   
       (PSI)? What did you hope to achieve? Why was that partnership important to you? 
 
     [Zoom poll with this question] Our primary motivation for exploring micro-credentials is  
     (select all that apply):

	> Recruiting new talent or retain existing talent
	> Up-skilling existing employees and/or professional development
	> Addressing a skills gap in potential hires
	> Creating programming for a new skill (e.g., training on a new technology or emerging trend)
	> Other (please tell us about it!) 

Q4.	 What do you need to do this work? 

Q5.	 Do you think micro-credentials are valuable from your perspective? Why or why not?

Q6.	 Do you see value in using micro-credentials in hiring decisions? Why or why not?

Q7.	 How do you feel about micro-credentials developed by other employers or an umbrella 
organization in your field?

Q8.	 Are you aware of any employee impressions or feedback about the micro-credential? If so, 
what was it? 

Q9.	 As the province scales micro-credential development, what is needed from your perspective?

	> What worked well for you in terms of partnership on micro-credential development?
	> What were the challenges along the way?
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1. Throughout this report we purposefully use the language of educator, employer, and learner, to describe 
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is intentionally chosen over student to indicate that micro-credential programs are for individuals at any 
stage of life, not just for current or recent graduates. 
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