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This paper explores industry-university partnerships in the creation of short courses and micro-
credentials. It is a position paper that precedes a pilot study. We scan the higher education environment
for current practices and begin to explore the notion of a more consistent and strategic approach.
Partnerships refer to both industry as partners in course development, and industry as partners in
developing meaningful learning experiences in the context of professional and career development. The
pilot study that this paper is connected to aligns with national and international frameworks and
explores university-industry partnerships, to ensure such partnerships can be leveraged to offer better
value to learners with regards to workplace and lifelong learning.
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Introduction

The global lockdown, caused by the pandemic, created an unprecedented rise in enrolments in online short
courses and MOOCs with private providers (Impey, 2020). Short courses offer people a timely and flexible way
to explore subjects of interest and they appeal to a variety of participants. They are also growing exponentially
(AQF, 2019, Candlefox, 2020), as a wide range of participants seek to upskill or gain new knowledge. While
some of this growth can be attributed to low cost, easy access through online providers, and possibly the
opportunities afforded during pandemic lockdowns, it is unlikely that such courses will disappear from the
landscape of skills-based education. In higher education, we are familiar with short online courses and MOOCs,
which have been around for some time. There is, however, growing interest in making them part of the higher
education ecosystem, as micro-credentials. Global discussion focuses on finding ways to transfer credit for such
micro-credentials (AQF 2021, Nic Giolla Mhichil et al., 2021) and the research implies that the future of such
credentials requires more coherence across policy and application (Kift, 2020).

While there is much research on micro-credentials at present, it is mainly focused on the role of the university
and the opportunities it presents for students; however, scholarly discourse about the role of industry partners
appears to be lacking. This applies both to industry partners in the design and delivery of micro-credentials, and
to industry partners who seek out micro-credentials as part of professional development for their staff. This
paper evaluates the literature and considers the opportunities that micro-credentials offer, for universities and
industry in partnership, in a post-COVID landscape. We evaluate to what extent micro-credentials in the higher
education ecosystem afford a 'back to the future' scenario and consider what has emerged in the wake of the
pandemic. We discuss the potential risks of a reactive approach to skills development, when what we should be
seeking is an opportunity to develop a more strategic and coherent approach to upskilling the nation, in the face
of unprecedented changes to work practices in the future (Mykelbust & Smidt, 2021). The key to this will be
working closely with industry partners to establish how they believe micro-credentials will work for them as
part of a long-term strategic approach.

Contextualising micro-credentials

Micro-credentials and short courses tend to be focused, short and vocational. Unlike a higher education degree
program, micro-credentials are normally self-contained units. FutureLearn, a global short course provider,
describes micro-credentials as professional credentials designed to build in-demand career skills (FutureLearn,
2021). Acree (2016) suggests that micro-credentials are a means to engage in skills-based professional learning
that is rigorous, yet self-paced. Candlefox (2020) similarly describes micro-credentials as short courses that
enable learners to access specific knowledge and skills quickly and promotes micro-credentials as a means to
upskill or enter a new industry in a time and cost-efficient way. This focus on career skills is common across
providers, and short course providers’ ability to create highly focused curriculum enables them to offer instant
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access that works for organisational learning and development operations (D’Orio, 2019). Micro-credentials
present an innovative and flexible format that focuses on specific areas or skills and opens opportunities for
flexible modularity, as well as fitting with trends of stackable credentials and the unbundling of education
(Huijser & Fitzgerald, 2020; Huijser, Fitzgerald & Salmon, 2020). The Australian Government has identified
short courses as a way to help people re-train out of industries disrupted by the pandemic (IHE, 2021), yet there
has been limited research about micro-credentials in the field of career development (Boud & Jorre de St Jorre,
2021; Healey, 2021; Gauthier, 2020). In short, micro-credentials are defined in a range of different ways,
reflecting the general lack of consistency in their conceptualisation. Oliver’s (2019) ‘everyday use’ definition is
helpful in this respect: “A micro-credential is a certification of assessed learning that is less than a formal
qualification” (p. 19). Keeping this definition in mind, both micro-credentials and short courses fall within the
scope of this paper, which contributes to an exploratory pilot study.

Despite limited research into their impact on career development, micro-credentials are being touted as a means
to enable students to develop a transcript of ‘skills’ that would have appeal to employers who see the value of
agile and flexible learning that short courses can offer. Ralston (2020) suggests that micro-credentialing has
become the preferred option for industry when it comes to workforce development, while others suggest that
more work is needed around sensemaking with industry (Nic Giolla Mhichil et al, 2021; Oliver, 2019). There is
a suggestion that the advantage of short courses is their ability to focus on what is needed in the workplace in an
agile manner, for example in technology areas like FinTech and Al (De Novellis, 2021). Micro-credentials also
offer opportunities for lifelong learning and Carey (2015) suggests that adult learners may prefer the short,
targeted micro-credential to a long-term degree program. However, this presents potential challenges, as
participants often miss some of the richer elements to higher education such as critical thinking and teamwork,
which are usually developed over time in a carefully designed and scaffolded manner (Carey, 2015).

Opportunities for micro-credentials in a post-COVID university landscape

The challenges related to micro-credentials present simultaneous opportunities, and a key opportunity (as well
as a challenge) for universities is to develop a coherent approach to micro-credentials, without losing the
attraction of flexibility for learners. Private, worldwide providers, including not-for-profit groups such as EdX
and FutureLearn and for-profit developers like Coursera, Google, Udemy and LinkedIn Learning offer a vast
range of short courses, open to all and accessible online. There are many more private providers in the market
ready to fill any ‘knowledge/skill’ gaps, so it makes sense to work with, rather than compete against them.
Developing strategies and road maps to work long-term with partners, rather than compete with private
providers, affords opportunities to develop learning communities of multiple groups of micro-credential
participants and to focus on the richer elements of learning as part of developing genuine lifelong learning skills.
Ideally, such learning communities would be characterised by ongoing self-directed engagement that extends
beyond the short time-span of the official micro-credential or short course. Taking a strategic approach to
developing stackable credentials instead of offering all topics to all participants will make the opportunities
clearer to both participants and industry partners seeking to re-skill and upskill their workforce.

Building short skills-based courses into stackable credentials also appeals to private providers. Coursera see the
value of credentials as an opportunity to offer students a flexible approach to credit-bearing study that can be
counted towards a future qualification (Richter, 2018). Seeing private providers as potential collaborators rather
than competitors creates important opportunities. Oliver (2019) suggests that micro-credentials offer a space for
a partnership model between universities and third-party providers, including industry partners. Indeed, some
universities take this viewpoint and see micro-credentials as an opportunity to stay competitive, particularly
against the more affordable options available on Coursera and EdX. This has seen universities like Harvard,
MIT and many others, partner with private providers to offer short-form credentials, such as verified MOOCs
and MicroMasters, which can be used for credit in more traditional degree programs. Micro-credentials are also
useful as a recruitment tool for providers, as they can enable global brand awareness and provide a showcase
opportunity with incentives to continue learning, which makes them attractive to university partners (De
Novellis, 2021; Resei et al., 2019).

Private providers have already demonstrated their willingness to partner with universities to maximise on
university experience and status (EdX, 2021), and universities have demonstrated a need for more agility in
moving to online education (Huijser & Fitzgerald, 2020). Yet, Ralston (2020) suggests that micro-credentials
have become popular because there is increasingly less value attached to a university degree. He speculates that
micro-credentials are a fad similar to the introduction of blockchain technology as an education platform and
suggests that micro-credentials are pushing university curriculum towards vocational training. In response, we
are not suggesting to replace traditional degrees but instead to broaden offerings by considering what
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opportunities exist to work with industry to develop strategically needed short courses that can be built into
stackable credentials, as well as leveraging on and embracing the digital capability that may result from such a
partnership. We further posit that collaborating with accredited universities guarantees a quality approach to
skills development that will be more attractive to employers particularly as quality control is one of the biggest
concerns for short courses (D’Orio, 2019). Additionally, universities can play a key role in bringing a holistic
approach to skills development in a purposeful framework of career development (Healey, 2021).

Risks of unstructured micro-credentials

Having access to multiple courses of study is an exciting opportunity for many learners; however, there are risks
with engaging in an ‘all you can learn’ smorgasbord. Online micro-credentials often feature digital certification
and badges, which suit online recruitment. Social recruitment tools like LinkedIn allow users to share their
achievements and skill certificates in ways that are not possible with traditional degrees (Carey, 2015; Gauthier,
2020). Healey (2021) notes that those who undertake micro-credentials may not appreciate how to express the
value of the skills they accumulate in a context that supports a career strategy. This makes it critically important
for those seeking careers to consider a framework approach to taking on micro-credentials (Hall-Ellis, 2016,
Healey, 2021). Industry recruiters will not value a haphazard approach to skills development and are likely to be
confused by unstructured approaches to learning (Gauthier, 2020). University faculties and career centres are
equipped to take a more strategic view of how credits can be used to develop careers as part of a “lifelong
learning ecosystem” (Kift, 2020); however, there are currently limited strategies to enable this. Seeing it as part
of a lifelong learning ecosystem also draws attention to the need to clearly define what the (changing?) role of
universities is into the future. As Barnett (2013) has argued, “we require, therefore, in the first place, a
proliferation of ideas of the university, if only to begin to demonstrate that things could be other than they are”
(p- 5). In the context of our discussion here, this presents an opportunity to partner with industry to develop
collective understanding of the value of micro-credentials and to collaborate on a strategic map in ways that
makes sense for future skills development for all, which taps into both career development and the development
of skills and attributes that universities are traditionally good at developing. The key here is that traditional
degrees still hold a lot of value, but universities need to diversify at the same time in order to address the
increasing variety of learner needs and profiles in the context of Kift’s (2020) “lifelong learning ecosystem”.
Partnerships not only contribute to a ‘proliferation’ of ideas but also have the potential to better align learners’
needs with what university/industry partnerships are able to offer.

Back to the future: Online micro-credential learning in a post-COVID landscape

While we experienced major change during the pandemic, it is important to remember that much of this
discussion predates the pandemic. Online short courses (micro-credentials) were already available, and there
was already a government and industry expectation that universities deliver and assure graduate skills. However,
the pandemic has reminded us of the uncertainty that we face with regard to work skills and of the importance of
online education in areas of professional and skill development. The pandemic has further served to accelerate
the need to look for agile strategies to support learners, to acknowledge the broad and capable competition that
universities face and to look to the future and not lose momentum in engaging with industry and future learners
to enable the use of micro-credentials to upskill and reskill the workforce of the future, particularly in a fast-
changing job market. It is evident that people who have completed micro-credentials are keen to do more, but
we must remember that one size does not fit all (Acee, 2016) and simply replicating popular micro-credentials
in universities seems senseless. We suggest that universities do not need to reinvent the wheel but should instead
consider how best to incorporate what private partners already provide, i.e., a model of work-based and lifelong
approaches to skills-based education in partnership.

We suggest that universities should accept credentials as part of an overall framework for lifelong learning, and
to co-lead on a strategic map in the upskilling or reskilling of the workforce during uncertain times. We posit
that partnering with industry partners to map a strategic framework for engaging with micro-credentials affords
opportunities to develop required skills for the future and also open agile opportunities for workplace learners in
the form of lifelong stackable credentials. Developing a true partnership that involves co-designing and co-
developing micro-credentials makes for a good approach to deliver what industry (or rather, industries) need(s)
in an uncertain future (Nic Giolla Mhichil et al., 2021), and it would also allow for a strategic approach to
aligning them with and ‘plugging them into’ existing degree programs in meaningful ways that take account of
the diversity in learners for whom micro-credentials are suitable.
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Additionally, developing partnerships with private providers opens the door to developing quality materials at
less cost to the university, while opening opportunities on a global scale through the online platforms that are
available. Micro-credentials lend themselves very well to online learning, and as we have identified, recent
disruption in the higher education sector has accelerated the popularity of virtual programs, particularly in the
context of professional, lifelong and corporate learning (Candlefox, 2020). The digital infrastructure, including
capacity and capability of university staff to deliver and facilitate micro-credentials in an online environment,
may become more agile if we partner with private providers in more strategic ways. Skills-based micro-
credentials do not guarantee career success or employment, but as Healy (2021) reminds us, university careers
services could offer support to help learners develop a narrative around the value of their micro-credentials, and
universities are in a good place to help develop the learner in a much more holistic way. It is this understanding
of developing balance of strengths that will allow learners to make the most of their chosen paths of education.

Conclusion

This paper has put forward a position that universities need to develop strong and meaningful partnerships with
industry to develop a strategic and coherent approach to creating a mature use of micro-credentials as a means
of upskilling the workforce for the future. Online micro-credentials look set to continue to grow in popularity
and universities have a place in offering quality and cohesion to guide learners on how micro-credentials add
value to their lifelong learning trajectory. This paper is a precursor to a study that explores university-industry
partnerships and that aligns with national and international frameworks to ensure that such partnerships can be
leveraged to offer better value to learners. In the first instance we will map how brokers of higher education
understand the concept of short courses and microcredentials with industry partners. From this we aim to
produce a map of current practice for discussion.
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