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What’s been happening with micro-credentials Down Under and what can we learn from their use?

Following the release of earmarked funds in 2020, 54 Australian education providers developed more than 345 
short courses to respond to the need for upskilling, reskilling and life-long learning. Australia’s federal government is 
investing in the development of a marketplace for these credentials, seeing them as an opportunity to build 
international interest.

This webinar explores what happens when a country invests in micro-credentials. In particular, we consider:
• What’s driving the development of micro-credentials in Australia
• The essential policy drivers and constraints
• The kind of micro-credentials that have emerged and what they focus on
• The lessons learned so far
• Advice to anyone thinking of developing micro-credentials in the post-pandemic world.

Key takeaways
• Five key lessons about the successes and failures of micro-credentials in Australia
• The challenge of matching competencies to employers’ needs
• Three “must-dos” to make micro-credentials a key component of the college and university strategy to “build back 

better” after the pandemic
• The likely next developments in micro-credentials in Australia
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http://edubrief.com.au/resources
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The credential ecosystem

Learning:
Lifespan learners

K-12 HE 
VET Early career Mid career Late career Post career

Formal

Non-formal

Macro-credentials

Micro-credentials
Certification of learning achievement 
demonstrated and assessed 

A certificate or badge

Sometimes interact with macros

Credentials
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1. Also known as short courses, alternative credentials, MOOCs, certifications, bootcamps, intensives, 
MicroMasters, masterclasses, nano degrees, Specializations…and more

COMMON LANGUAGE: umbrella definitions across borders, sectors

Micro-credentials: five inter-related “hot button issues” globally

Interoperability, portability, security4.

From “learning ~ employability” to “learning for earning”
The promise of employability

3.

2. How/if micro-credentials interact with macro-credentials - standards
Credit, recognition frameworks

VALUE to learners and employers5.
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A micro-credential cannot transform a novice into a computer scientist, 
engineer, educator, nurse … but micro-credentials might provide 

• encouragement to engage in learning

• entry level work for novices

• advancement or security for professionals.

Learners will opt for provider brands they trust to deliver the benefits they seek 
that is, 

• Surviving (working well) or 

• Thriving (living well). 


Are traditional education providers the trusted brands in the micro-credential 
space?


It depends….
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Improving the micro-credential value proposition for learners

1. Understand the learner’s circumstances

2. Deliver the promised learner benefits, and then some…quality, career outcome, recognisability

3. Control the learner investments …fees, payment methods, time, flexible time, 
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For employment-related credentials, providers must deliver VALUE to learners and employers.

Win learner trust by
•  Delivering career benefits promised, backed by evidence (employment, satisfaction)
•  Accessibility to well-priced credentials

Win employer trust by assessing properly (authentic and authenticated) so graduates can do what you certify.

Learner VALUE = Promised career benefit — Cost (fees + time)

Employer VALUE = Easy access to qualified talent (people who can do “what do what it says on the tin”)

If you wish to have a successful and financially viable micro-credential offer, you will need to 
•manage your investment in assessment and feedback and support 
•provide sufficient evidence to convince the learner to undertake your credential.
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Macro-credentials Micro-credentials

Surviving

Thriving

A formal qualification for personal 
interest or to gain a base discipline

A short course or certification for 
personal interest or for personal 
health benefits

Money: as affordable as possible with 
recognition of prior learning pathways

Time: as brief and on demand as feasible

A formal qualification to start, 
switch or advance in a career

A short course or certification to 
start, switch or advance in a career

Money: free or low fee - for credit?

Time: brief and on demand

Money: as affordable as possible with 
recognition of prior learning pathways

Time: as brief and on demand as feasible

Money: free or low fee - for credit?

Time: brief and on demand

Whether you are a traditional education provider or new to education

•Robust evidence that promised benefits are delivered 

•Really authentic, identity-verified assessment 
•Contemporary curriculum, engaging active learning

•Feedback as constructive advice on how to improve performance

•Proactive support

Living well

Working well
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About micro-credentials in Australia
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What is a micro-credential?

Australian education policy directions: 
qualifications, short courses, micro-credentials

May stack, may earn credit 
towards a formal 

qualification

A short experience, certifying 
skills through assessment, 

less than a formal 
qualification

Thriving 
(Living well)

Surviving 
(Working well)

Not a formal qualification…
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Bachelor Master

Australian education policy directions 
Qualifications: where we were in 2019…

Year 1*

Year 2

Year 3

*Typically, a full-time learner completes 8 units (modules) per academic year.
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Bachelor Master

Australian education policy directions: 
Qualifications: where we are from 2020…

Year 1*

Year 2

Year 3

*Typically, a full-time learner completes 8 units (modules) per academic year. Because of prior study and experience, a masters is typically 1.5 years for many learners.

Undergraduate 
certificate  
New qualification (added 
to the AQF), promoted as 
a very affordable short 
course**

** The Undergraduate Certificate is a higher education qualification of six months duration covered by an existing higher education qualification at AQF levels 5, 6, or 
7. Course content will be drawn from the existing higher education qualification, to ensure students have the option to transition to the AQF level 5, 6 or 7 qualification 
on completion of the Undergraduate Certificate (from AQF FAQs)
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Bachelor Master

Australian education policy directions: 
Qualifications: where we are from 2020…

Year 1*

Year 2

Year 3

*Typically, a full-time learner completes 8 units (modules) per academic year. Because of prior study and experience, a masters is typically 1.5 years for many learners.

Undergraduate 
certificate  
New qualification (added 
to the AQF), promoted as 
a very affordable short 
course**

** The Undergraduate Certificate is a higher education qualification of six months duration covered by an existing higher education qualification at AQF levels 5, 6, or 
7. Course content will be drawn from the existing higher education qualification, to ensure students have the option to transition to the AQF level 5, 6 or 7 qualification 
on completion of the Undergraduate Certificate (from AQF FAQs)

Graduate certificate  
Existing (shorter) 
qualification (has long 
been part of AQF), many 
more now subsidised by 
government).
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Slippage of language
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*Headcount = people, regardless of full-time or part-time) 
PG other is postgraduate coursework; UG other is sub-Bachelor courses

Internationals:  

32.5% of 
TOTAL

47.6% 12.5% 

Higher education

Australian 
postgraduate 

learners
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Domestic Masters by coursework headcount and load by FOE 2015-19
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Juris Doctor Annual est. fee* Est. overall debt**

Bond $59,649 $89,473.5

Uni Melbourne $41,088 $61,632

RMIT $38,400 $57,600

ANU $36,288 $54,432

Deakin $32,600 $48,900

Uni Canberra $27,900 $41,850

Newcastle $24,830 $37,245

MBA or similar Annual est. fee* Est. overall debt**

RMIT $38,400 $57,600

Newcastle $38,195 $57,292.5

Deakin $34,400 $51,600

CSU $29,056 $43,584

CDU $26,760 $40,140

Federation Uni $26,300 $39,450

ECU $24,550 $36,825

Postgraduate fees and funding
• These examples show the per annum tuition fee (2020)- most Masters are 1.5 years in total. If the student 
enrols in one unit each semester, the Masters could take up to twelve years to complete. It’s a long haul 
experience.

• Government loans available but repayment threshold is low
• Online learning prevalent - mature students have high expectations re quality

*This is an estimate of the annual tuition fee - other charges include text books, student amenities fee, travel and so on.
** Estimated overall debt is annual tuition by 1.5 (most Masters are 1.5 years) not including indexation
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Currently 57 adver/sed (or adver/sed as planned) 

Key features: The vast majority are  
• Online 
• Stack with similar U Melbourne micro certs 
• Are either parts of suites (not eligible for credit) or series 
(eligible for credit: 4 micro-creden/als = 1 PG unit) 
• Time investment: average 42 hours (including study and 
assessment) 
• Price: Range from AU$990 to AU$1490
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Deakin University Professional Practice Credentials

Certifying prior achievement of key employability skills at Masters level

Earn credit towards Masters unit

https://credentials.deakin.edu.au

https://credentials.deakin.edu.au
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Governments are alive to the growing use of non-accredited training. 

• During the pandemic, Industry, Science and Technology Minister Karen Andrews asked the tech sector to … 
provide Australians … with easy access to digital skills. The result was Adobe’s Skill Finder platform, which offers 
free non-accredited, tech courses from global and Australian tech companies.

• Within the VET sector the new Digital Skills Organisation is funding TAFE Queensland and two non-accredited 
training providers (Goanna Education and General Assembly) to innovate in the delivery of skills and employment 
outcomes for data analysts.

• In December the South Australian government launched a micro-credentials pilot which aims to ‘‘strengthen 
connections between nationally accredited subjects and modules and non-accredited training’’, after the 
government noted that almost half of South Australian businesses used non-accredited training for their staff in 
2019.

Australia’s Productivity Commission recommends governments trial a lifelong learning loan scheme for 
mature age Australians… for short courses and micro-credentials at VET, higher education and selected 
non-accredited training providers.
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Endorsement of a micro-credential by 
the Commission is determined based on the 
course’s alignment with the following five 
principles:

1. Industry recognised skills gap unable to be met through 
the current nationally accredited training systems

2. Certification of a person’s learning outcomes, including 
skills and competencies that reflect elements of 
licensing and other regulatory requirements (local, 
national and international) or contemporary industry 
practices

3. Assessment of learning outcomes include core 
transferable skills and core job-specific skills required 
for job roles as identified by industry

4. Supports people to adapt to changing job roles 
and workplaces, and/or to transition to a new industry

5. Supports pathways between the school, vocational 
education and higher education sectors and can 
provide a pathway to accredited courses
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Post 2020, we must 
assume that learners 
often work and learn 
globally across 
timezones - and from 
home, ongoing.
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Key findings 
• 23 certificates 

• 21 certificates by companies 


• who seek talent for identified vacancies 
• whose core business is not education 
• who can afford to charge less 

• named for jobs not fields of education 

• data on enrolments, investment, 

satisfaction, career benefits

http://edubrief.com.au/resources
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The pivot from MOOCs from universities and 
“learning for its own sake” to employers and “learning 
for earning” 

Its inexpensive short courses are focussed on leading 
learners directly to more and better paid work, on a 
subscription model, keeping the learner connected to 
the platform. 

Career learning pathways - where do you want to go, 
and this learning series will help you get there.

Coursera
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Coursera Professional Certificates as at 29 Sept 2020

See report “Coursera Professional Certificates”: edubrief.com.au/resources

http://edubrief.com.au/resources
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Micro-credentials at FutureLearn, October 2020
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Australian micro-credentials policy in summary 

Challenges:

•Lacking a system for learning for earning

•Universities compete and go their own way, now 
short of resources and in survival mode

•Pricing of university micro-credentials an issue

•AQF review - WIP

•Political considerations

•Funding

• Issues re credit - policy but providers reluctant and 
autonomous

•We have no idea how many are learning with 
unregistered providers onshore, and particularly 
offshore - or quality or outcomes

Positives: 

•Government is proactive


•AQF review - a definition, credit framework


•A new micro-credentials marketplace


•New interest in PG Certificates


•New UG Certificate - now a formal qual


•Lots of innovative practice in some universities: 
Deakin, RMIT, USQ, Melbourne, UWA; others very 
interested and making plans


•A key part of VET reform


•Non-accredited providers on and offshore
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Winding up: Five key takeaways
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1. Five challenges of micro-credentials in Australia:

1. Coherence and co-
ordination

2. Cross sectoral integration 
(HE and VET)

3. Pricing; systemic 
frameworks (the AQF)

4. Data - evidence of need, 
enrolment, completion, 
outcomes, value

5. Building systemic 
integration
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Skills
Credit

Credentials
Money

Work

Learners 
across the lifespan

Employers 
large, medium, small 

salary, casual, volunteering

Providers 
public, private 

traditional, non-traditional

Policymakers

A learning for earning ecosystem

2. Matching competencies to 
employers’ needs
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https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/a-european-approach-to-micro-credentials_en
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Three “must-dos” to make micro-
credentials a key component of the 
college and university strategy to “build 
back better” after the pandemic

1. Know the learner and their 
motivations: get serious about 
employability


2. Deliver the promised learner 
benefits, and more


3. Moderate learner investments 
especially price and credit

https://www.edubrief.com.au/resources.html
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*
*
*

*
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1. Micro-credentials will replace some macro-credentials

2. Micro-credentials will live alongside some macro-credentials

Yes, if similar benefits can be delivered through a micro-credential

No, if similar benefits cannot be delivered through a micro-credential
MBA and many masters degrees

Professional accreditation eg B. Nursing
Unlikely to replace first post-school macro-credential rite of passage

If they maintain standards and deliver the benefits promised.
Many micro-credentials will stand alone.

The likely next developments in micro-credentials in Australia everywhere
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3. Micro-credential providers who deliver value to both learners and employers 
will prevail.
• Non-traditional providers (employers) will continue to grow. Quality will be an issue.

• Companies may seek university validation to heighten their brand power.

• Degrees will be less sought after. Universities will contract. 

• More international students will study online - macro and micro.

• Online learning will be the norm for postgraduate; blended for parts of undergraduate and VET.

• Learners will become less interested in credit or recognition towards postgraduate degrees.

The likely next developments in micro-credentials in Australia everywhere

4. Credential provision will continue to become big business with extensive public 
private partnerships. Aspects of learning and assessment and support that can be 
automated will be.
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