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Who Am I?

• Teaching at the university | college level since 1973

• Psychologist by training but have taught in both statistics 
programs and in business schools as well as K-12

• Now working on strategic foresight as a teacher at the 
University of Toronto (OISE) and University of Alberta and 
Athabasca University (MBA) + Chief Innovation Officer, 
Contact North | Contact Nord

• Created the world’s first fully online MBA in 1993-4 and 
have been building and working with technology enabled 
learning experiences ever since

• Worked for 15 years at the Open University (UK) and for 14 
years at Athabasca University

• Consultant, writer and imagineer and general nuisance!



This 
Presentation

What are microcredentials supposed to be?

What in fact are they?

What is the challenge for colleges, universities, employers 
and students of the market “as is”? Five issues.

What needs to change?

What could a new approach to micro-credentials look 
like?

What impact (if any) will micro-credentials have on long-
form credentials.



It is a 
Complicated 

Space



CICan Framework Suggests 
that…….

1. Microcredentials can be a complement to traditional credentials 
(certificate, diploma, degree or post-graduate certificate) or stand alone.

2. Microcredentials are subject to a robust and rigorous quality assurance 
process.

3. Microcredentials should represent competencies identified by 
employers/industry sectors to meet employer needs.

4. Microcredentials may provide clear and seamless pathways across 
different credentials (both non-credit and credit) and may be stackable.

5. Microcredentials are based on assessed proficiency of a competency, not 
on time spent learning.

6. Microcredentials are secure, trackable, portable and competency is 
documented in students’ academic records.

7. Microcredentials are to follow institutional approval processes.



A review of a 
sample of 1,000 
microcredentials 
from across 
Canada

Less than 10% available on demand.

Many were semester long in length, not short – months 
rather than days or hours.

Few showed any connection to employers' competency 
frameworks or models in any direct / indirect way.

Not clear how competencies would be assessed – indeed, 
assessment process descriptions often not available. 

Some are “unbundled” 3 credit courses that are then 
transferable back into credit (modular + stackable).



MOOC 
Providers / 
Employers

Provider Number of 
Microcredentials 

(Dec 2021)
Coursera 910
edX 480
FutureLearn 180
Employers Direct (IT 
companies)

1,817+

Linked-In 3,000+



5 Big Issues

1. Assessment is not competency-based
• Often assessment mirrors how we assess students in tradition long-form programs.
• Mastery based assessment based on demonstrated evidence (video, project work, audio, 

etc.) rare.
• Multiple choice and other similar assessment forms used for demonstrable skills.

2. Not on available demand
• Offered on the college timetable not the employer or learner timetable.
• Governed by contracts of employment rather than outcome-based contracts

3. Not linked to national or international NVQ standards
• Raising issues of portability, value and longevity



- and -

4. Disconnected from other qualifications and industry requirements
• Pathways to credentials increasingly confusing, especially in relation to IT
• Often not specific enough for employers – e.g., Amazon Web Services seeking 

900+ people with specific skills in Calgary NOW or ship / boat building skills in 
Vancouver – which is why Amazon, Google, IBM etc. offer their own.

5. Quality assurance problematic, especially when stackable and transferable 
into diplomas and degrees.
• Emerging concerns about the QA process for stackable and transferable 

degrees.



Comments, Questions, 
Observations?

Use “Chat” to share and we’ll explore…



Why the Market Is 
Growing

Global Market Analysis from HOLON IQ









Designing a Micro-Credential Eco-
System

7 Steps For Skills Development



Focus on Skills in Demand
• 75% of Canadian employers cannot find the employees they need with the 

skills they require – reskilling, upskilling and skills development are mission 
critical. (Source: Manpower 2021 Talent Shortage Survey.) 
• Key skill domains in demand:

• call centre representatives
• senior software developers
• accountants
• bookkeepers
• digital marketers
• social media managers
• data analysts
• project managers
• administrative assistants
• IT support workers



Step 1: Find 
an Industry 
Partner or 
Significant 
Employer 
Organization

Canada does not have NVQ’s for all occupations, but there 
are some vocational qualification standards / tasks.

There are National Occupational Analysis (NOA) and Red Seal 
Occupational Standards (RSOS)

Several occupations have their own competency-frameworks 
– e.g., Project Management Institute or Institute of 
Inspection Cleaning & Restoration (IICRC) international 
standards.

Partner with an employer organization or major employer to 
define behavioural and performance competencies and 
demonstrable outcomes. 



Step 2: Use 
Backward 
Design 
focused on 
Assessable 
Skills and 
Mastery

• Start with assessable competencies, skills 
and demonstrable behaviours: what must 
the learner be able to show and tell in terms 
of skill.
• Develop the competency statements and 

rubrics for assessment.
• Think assessment on demand by 

competence not courses or time.
• Focus on demonstrating mastery through 

legally defensible assessment – video, audio, 
text or combinations.



Step 3: For each 
competency, 
identify what 

micro-learning 
can accompany 

that competency

• Think micro, on demand learning, not courses or time.

• Think OER, video teaching, mentor support, AI enabled 
tutoring..

• Then think about bundling groups of competencies into 
bootcamp or short course activities.

• Use the Khan Academy model – short video learning 
supported by asynchronous activities and AI enabled 
chatbots.



Step 4: 
Quality 
Assure

• Use a pilot to test and assess
• Ask employers to verify competency 

assessments from the pilot – they are 
looking just at the assessment, not at the 
“content” or process for learning.
• Train assessors to assess competencies 

and skills.



Step 5: Develop 
Guidance and 

Pathway 
Supports

In the US there are over 1 million credentialing pathways for 
secondary and post-secondary learners.

In Canada there are app. 10,000 microcredentials – 3,450 in 
Ontario alone.

Individuals seeking to upgrade their skills, reskill for a new 
career or explore new opportunities for learning need 
independent guidance and support for pathways for 
success. 

While AI can help, navigation of the PSE landscape is a 
complex business requiring a personal touch.



Step 6: Offer 
Assessment 
on Demand

Assessment should be independent of 
“courses” or learning activities.

Assessment should also be available on 
demand – when the individual feels that 
they have mastered the skills and 
competencies required.

Assessment should be submitted in such a 
way that they relate to a very specific 
competence so that mastery can be 
examined by an assessor and verified.



Step 7: 
Support Gap 
Based 
Learning

• To complete a credential – e.g. certification for 
a specific career related skill-set – the 
individual needs to know what skills they have 
mastered and what skills they need to work 
on.

• Rather than take a course which covers all the 
skills they already have, they need learning 
focused on the gaps between what they can 
do and what they need to do.

• Providers then support learning through 
bootcamps, short courses and online learning 
and encourage assessment activities related to 
these skill gaps.





Comments and 
Questions?

Use “chat” and we’ll respond



What Canada 
Needs..
5 Action Steps



Five Key 
Actions

1. National Vocational Qualifications Frameworks for all 
industry sectors and jobs – essential for transferable 
skills.

2. A national register of microcredentials linked to the 
NVQ’s and ”signed off” by industry partners.

3. A strengthened system of support for life-long learning 
through tax credits – already there but needs to be 
stronger.

4. Real and deep collaboration between colleges, 
universities and industry to better align 
microcredentials with need.

5. Strong provincial career and pathway advising services 
that are not about recruiting to a particular institution, 
but about providing excellent advice and support –
Contact North | Contact Nord, Contact Nord BC 
provide excellent models for how this can be done.



Will Micro-
Credentials Disrupt 
Long-Form 
Credentials?

• Diplomas and degrees evolve slowly over 
time.

• MOOCs already accepted as part of some 
graduate degrees at conventional 
universities and many universities are 
offering diplomas and degrees on MOOC 
platforms.

• Micro-credentials are being used by some 
institutions as “teasers” for long-form 
programs: modular, stackable and 
transferable.

• Colleges are more likely to see some 
disruption of their business models over 
the medium term as more students seek 
flexible, modular forms of learning.



Government of Canada
• Just issued several calls for significant funds 

(app. $250 million - $500 million) for skills-
based developments:
• 10,000 people to engage in skills 

assessment and gap-based learning 
based on the model outlined here, 
including enhancement to literacy and 
numeracy.

• Strong focus on
• Clean Technology and Skills
• Agriculture and Agri Food
• Construction
• Natural Resources and 

Environment
• Transport
• ICT and Cybersecurity
• Manufacturing
• Tourism and Hospitality
• Health and Care

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/services/funding/sectoral-workforce-solutions-economic-recovery.html


Thank You! smurgatr@ualberta.ca


