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INTRODUCTORY NOTE 
 

This paper provides desktop research towards SAQA’s Discussion Document on the 
Recognition and Registration of Small Units of Credit and Non-Credit Bearing Learning 

Programmes and Other Achievements and Attributes in the context of the South African 
National Qualifications Framework (NQF). 
 
It sketches:  

(1) the relevant background regarding the South African NQF,  
(2) key contextual features,  
(3) the nature of the small units of learning in question,  
(4) lessons from related national and international developments,  
(5) proposed takeaways for the NQF,  
(6) some questions to be addressed, and  
(7) some initial recommendations for the way forward.  

 
This paper is intended to inform a shorter SAQA discussion document on the: 

• form, criteria, quality assurance, issuing, storing, ownership and sharing of 
small units of credit and non-credit bearing learning on the NQF, 

• roles of the NQF partners, 

• roles of digital platforms in a lifelong learning context, and 

• related definitions and terms appropriate for the South African content. 
 

BACKGROUND: THE SOUTH AFRICAN NQF   
 
The South African NQF was established as a democratic instrument with a strong 
transformational agenda, in 1998 in line with the South African Qualifications Authority 
(SAQA) Act No. 58 of 1995 (Republic of South Africa [RSA], 1995) and continues 
under the NQF Act No. 67 of 2008, as Amended (RSA, 2008; 2019). It is a 
comprehensive and transparent system approved by the Minister of Higher Education, 
Science and Innovation for the classification, registration, publication, and articulation 
of quality-assured qualifications.  
 
In the context of the NQF, a registered qualification ‘consists of a planned 
combination of learning outcomes with a defined purpose or purposes and rationale. 
Such qualifications are intended to provide qualifying learners with knowledge, skills, 
applied competence – they are a basis for further learning, assessed in terms of exit 
level outcomes, registered on the NQF, and certified and awarded by a recognised 
body’ (SAQA, 2018:52). In addition, the NQF accommodates the registration of part-
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qualifications, which are assessed units of learning, each with a clearly defined 
purpose that is, or will be, registered as part of a qualification on the NQF (SAQA, 
2022). 
 
By design, the NQF recognises only quality assured, credit bearing learning that is 
aligned to the NQF Level Descriptors (SAQA, 2012) to create the parity of esteem that 
enables judgements of equivalence between qualifications. This way of recognising 
learning was of critical importance at the point of the NQF’s establishment but the 
labour market of today (and probably that of the future) have additional needs 
regarding flexibility, brevity, and relevance, to which the NQF also needs to respond. 
 

KEY CURRENT CONTEXTUAL FEATURES  
 
Since its adoption over 20 years ago, the South African NQF has served as the 
national framework for education and training in the country. It is the principal 
instrument through which national education and training qualifications are 
recognized, quality-assured and subjected to vigorous scrutiny and critiques. SAQA, 
since its establishment as the mandated government structure that serves as the 
custodian of the NQF, has consistently championed the recognition of all forms of 
learning, be it formal, non-formal and informal or self-directed.   

The NQF Act, in replacing the SAQA Act, led to the re-design of the NQF from eight 
to ten levels, with three differentiated NQF Sub-Frameworks: 

• Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework (HEQSF) overseen by the 
Council on Higher Education (CHE), 

• Occupational Qualifications Sub-Framework (OQSF) overseen by the Quality 
Council for Trads and Occupations (QCTO), and 

• General and Further Education and Training Qualifications Sub-Framework 
(GFETQSF) overseen by Umalusi, Council for Quality Assurance in General 
and Further Education and Training.  

  
The objectives of the NQF are being implemented in a world changing rapidly in terms 
of technological and digital advancements. These rapid advances have placed 
education and training systems under extreme pressure, as they try to adapt and 
respond to the need for lifelong learning and lifelong learner attributes that prioritise 
relevant qualifications, knowledge, skills and other attributes linked to enhanced 
creativity, effectiveness and adaptability. Sustainable livelihoods in this world demand 
appropriate national education and training systems that provide quality learning which 
is responsive to the ever-changing influences of the external environment and lifelong 
learning. The South African NQF therefore cannot remain static – it must be 
interrogated for relevance and currency on an ongoing basis.   
 
One of the areas under increasing scrutiny is the provision of the NQF Act regarding 
the registration of part-qualifications on the NQF. Section 13 (1)(h)(1) of the Act (RSA, 
2019) mandates SAQA to “develop and implement policy and criteria, after 
consultation with the QCs, for the development, registration and publications of 
qualifications and part-qualification”. SAQA first published this policy in 2013, and 
amended versions in 2021 and 2022).  
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In this Policy (SAQA, 2022: Definitions), a part-qualification is defined as “an assessed 
unit of learning that is registered as part of a qualification” that must be linked to a full 
qualification registered on the NQF. The Policy (SAQA, 2022: Clause 16) states that: 
“SAQA will register a qualification or part-qualification on the NQF on the 
recommendation of a Quality Council if it meets the requirements of this policy and 
criteria … [and the] as well as the respective Sub-Framework criteria as specified in 
the published Sub-Framework Policy of each Quality Council”.  
 
Prior to the adoption of the term part-qualifications, SAQA recognised and recorded 
the achievement of small credit-bearing units of learning termed unit standards on the 
NQF Management Information System (MIS) that it manages. Currently, there are 116 
067 553-unit standard achievements in the NQFMIS. These short learning skills 
programmes have 1 (one) to 100 (one hundred) credits and are not necessarily linked 
to NQF-registered qualifications. Under the SAQA Act, Sector Education and Training 
Authorities (SETAs) also submitted skills programmes, comprising clusters of unit 
standards, for registration on the NQF and loaded achievements against these.  

 

While the offering of these credit-bearing short learning programmes was embraced 
in the skills development and employment sectors, the higher education sector was 
united and steadfast in its rejection of offering unit standards, skills programmes, and 
any ‘breaking up’’ of whole qualifications” into smaller qualification types. Higher 
education institutions (HEIs) do however offer, through their ‘business schools’ and 
enterprise/ income-generating units, short learning programmes that do not lead to 
credits, but may include formal assessment, and certification, and that target working 
and non-student professionals.  
 
The practice in the schooling sector is to certify learning after the writing of ‘national 
exit exams’ after 12 or more years of schooling at ‘Grade 12’ level. The Department of 
Basic Education (DBE) ‘Three Stream Model’ currently being introduced might in 
future lead to additional certification at NQF Level 1/ school Grade 9. 
 
The introduction of the term micro-credentials in the global education and training 
community by many countries in Europe and North America, to recognise short units 
of learning in the higher and vocational education contexts compels the South African 
NQF community to reopen its previously engaged debate regarding the recognition 
and registration of short learning programmes. It is important to note that the term 
micro-credential is derived from the term credential which a general Google search 
reveals to be a qualification, achievement, quality, or aspect of a person's 
background, especially when used to indicate their suitability for something. 
This definition is an expansive one, unlike some of the conceptualisations used in 
Europe and North America, that confine credential to a formal qualification awarded 
by an HEI.   
 
In South Africa, many hold the view that qualification and/or credits reference only 
some of the aspects of a more expansive basket of non- and informal credentials and 
micro-credentials. This makes the descriptor ‘qualifications and other kinds of 
credential’ appealing. Learning in units smaller than ‘whole qualifications’ have long 
existed in the South African system – in the form of unit standards under the SAQA 
Act and part-qualifications under the NQF Act.    
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Currently, nationally and internationally, there is no common definition of ‘micro-
credential’. A UNESCO expert group has proposed adopting the idea of ‘micro-
credential’ as ‘the recognition of accredited and credit-bearing learning 
achievements’. This concept has gained some traction in the education and training 
systems of the Global North. A concern raised in South Africa and other countries in 
the Global South, is that this trajectory may continue to marginalise the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning achievements key in people’s achievement profiles 
over time.   

Another issue for consideration is the urgent imperative for the NQF and its structures 
to support the national post-pandemic efforts encapsulated within the South African 
Economic Reconstruction and Recovery Plan (ERRP) and its Skills Strategy (ERPSS) 
to provide critical skills, through short credit and non-credit bearing programmes and 
to record these learning achievements (Department of Higher Education and Training 
[DHET], 2021). 

The ERRP Skills Strategy emphasizes the reskilling and retraining of workers as well 
as the role of SAQA, the Quality Councils, the SETAs and workplaces in this initiative. 
The ERRPSS aligns with international moves towards recognizing different types of 
small units of learning – such as micro-credentials, digital badges, short courses, nano 
degrees and other forms of non-formal learning – that have emerged in the context of 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) and post-pandemic recovery, with the need for 
rapid upskilling and reskilling.  
 
The view sketched of the ERRPSS is not unique; many argue that the formal 
qualification system is too formalised and structured and is unlikely to cope in this 
trend and that formal systems need to evolve to include ‘short form credentials’ 
(Antonaci, Henderikx and Ubachs, 2021; Boud and St Jorre, 2021; Brown, Mhichil, 
Beirne, Lochlainn, 2021; Kato, Galán-Muros and Weko, 2020; Oliver, 2019;  Pfeffer 
and Skrivanek, 2018; United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation 
[UNESCO], 2018).  
 
Pfeffer and Skrivanek (2018) claim that the new ‘currency of learning’ will not be 
determined through formal qualifications but rather through demonstrated skills and 
competencies achieved through blended learning and skills programmes, indicating 
the need to record a range of types of learning achievements.  Formal qualifications 
will still have an integral role to play in such a system, but micro-credentials and other 
small units of learning will play an increasingly important role in meeting the needs of 
diverse learners and the labour market. 

These imperatives are examined against the requirement that SAQA and the Quality 
Councils continue to enhance the NQF in response to the changing demands of 
education and the world of work. Consideration is given to approaches that are 
enabling, flexible, inclusive and maintain the standards needed.  

UNDERSTANDINGS OF SMALL UNITS OF LEARNING) 
 

There has been much written on ‘micro-credentials’ and the general lack of 
agreement around a common definition is clear (Brown, Mhichil, Beirne, Lochlainn, 
2021).  
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Micro-credentials from various perspectives 

European Commission initiative 

The European Commission established an ad-hoc group of higher education experts 
from various European countries, in 2020, to propose a common definition and 
recommendations from a European perspective (Futures, Andersen and Larsen, 
2020). The group comprised representatives from national qualifications authorities, 
quality assurance agencies, higher education institutions (HEIs) and other 
stakeholders. In the report on this work (Ibid.), a micro-credential is described as the 
following. 

 

 
Futures, Andersen, and Larsen (2020) summarise micro-credentials as follows: 

• proof of learning outcomes that a learner has acquired following a short 
learning experience, 

• these learning outcomes have been assessed against transparent 
standards, 

• the proof is contained in a certified document that lists the name of the 
micro-credential holder, the achieved learning outcomes, the assessment 
methods used, the awarding body and, where applicable, the qualifications 
framework level and credits gained, 

• micro-credentials are owned by the learner,  

• micro-credentials can be shared, are portable and may be combined 
(stacked) into larger credentials or qualifications, and 

• micro-credentials are underpinned by quality assurance following agreed 
standards. 

 

 

It is worth noting that the European definition immediately above refers to stacking 
within the context of ‘larger credentials or qualifications’ (Futures, Andersen and 
Larsen, 2020). The term ‘credentials’ is therefore being used interchangeably with 
‘qualification’ to denote the achievement of a programme of learning. Thus, the term 
‘micro-credential’ could be understood in the South African context as micro-
qualification, or part-qualification. 
 
Canadian conceptualisation 

The Higher Education Quality Council Ontario (HEQCO) also has a useful definition 
that identifies the narrow scope and short duration of micro-credentials as essential 
features.  

 
A micro-credential is a representation of learning, awarded for the completion 
of a short programme that is focused on a discrete set of competencies (i.e., 
skills, knowledge, attributes), and is sometimes related to other credentials 
(Pichette et al 2021:1). 
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‘MICROBOL Project’  

Antonaci et al (2021) refer to the MICROBOL Project, that defines ‘micro-credential’ 
very specifically as a certified short learning experience, offered by a higher education 
institution (HEI) or Massive Online Open Course (MOOC) platform, designed to 
provide the learner with specific knowledge/ skills/ competences that respond to 
societal, personal, cultural and/ or employability needs. Micro-credentials are 
subjected to a quality assurance-related assessment in line with the Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) 
(European Standards and Guidelines [ESG], 2015). Consequently, each micro-
credential has an explicit reference to: 

(1) EQF-EHEA/ NQF (European or National Quality Framework) levels,                                          
(2) the learning outcomes that will be achieved,                                                                                                               
(3) a workload expressed in European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System 
(ECTS) credits,                                                                                                                             
(4) the assessment methods and criteria adopted, and                                                         
(5) each micro-credential can be acknowledged by HEI as, and via, the recognition 
of prior learning (RPL). 

‘Micro-credential’ in the higher education context 

Duklas (2020) cites Buban (2017) for a concise definition of micro-credential for the 
higher education context. In this context, micro-credentials: 

• verify, validate, and attest to the achievement of specific skills and/or 
competencies,   

• are endorsed by the certifying institution,  

• have been developed through established faculty governance 
processes; and  

• are designed to be meaningful and of quality. 

 
In the higher education context … 

A micro-credential is a certification of assessed learning that is additional, 
alternate, complementary to or a formal component of a formal 
qualification.… This report proposes that: credit-bearing micro-credentials 
include assessment aligned to a formal qualification level. Achievement of 
the learning outcomes leads to an offer of admission to or credit towards at 
least one formal qualification, regardless of whether [the] offer is taken up by 
the learner. Credit-bearing micro-credentials mirror and contribute to the 
academic standards required in the target qualification(s). The duration and 
effort required by the learner are in keeping with amount of credit earned in 
the target qualification(s) (Buban, 2017, in Duklas, 2020). 

 
  

Here it is important to point out that the South African NQF already enables the 
registration and achievement of credits (previously as unit standards and currently as 
part-qualifications) towards registered qualifications. 
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Digital badges 
 

Ghasia, Machumu and De Smet (2019) describe micro-credentials as credentialing 
systems that follow competency-based professional learning, making use of digital 
badges to recognise learners’ skills, achievements, and certification in visual form. 
Digital badges are ‘feature rich’. Unlike conventional transcripts, digital badges are 
embedded with metadata that provide detailed information including the title of the 
badge, criteria for earning it, the issuer of the badge as well as evidence needed to 
prove the accomplishment concerned, making micro-credentials and digital badges 
more transparent than their traditional counterparts. Further, digital badges, especially 
open badges, are inter-operable in such a way that they can be shared across different 
platforms as well as social media sites. These features make it possible for learners 
to share and display their collections of badges. Thus, employers and admission 
officers of institutions of learning institutions and others have access to detailed 
versions of the applicants’ resumes as well as the evidence and criteria used to 
evaluate their achievements. 
 
Rimland and Raish (2019) similarly describe micro-credentials and digital badges as 
the ‘new currency’ for capturing skills-related information. These authors note that 
although ‘digital badges’ are a sub-type of ‘micro-credential’, they use the terms 
interchangeably – which is problematic as ‘micro-credential’ refers to a short learning 
programme, while a ‘digital badge’ is a recognition tool. The authors describe micro-
credentials as a virtual, portable way of ‘cashing in on acquired learning’, especially 
granular skills – in ways useful for obtaining jobs and gaining promotion once in 
workplaces, amongst others. They point to the relevance of micro-credentials at all 
levels of the system for education, training, and development – including schooling, 
higher education, and vocational training. Employers also use digital credentials for 
their employees’ continuing education (Ibid.).  
 

BENEFITS OF SMALL UNITS OF LEARNING 

The benefits of small units of learning/ micro-credentials in systems of education, 
training, and development, are well-documented.  

 
Opportunities, efficiency, inclusivity, sustainability, innovation  
 
Futures, Andersen, and Larsen (2020) for example state that micro-credentials can: 

• offer HEIs (and other entities) opportunities aligned to their societal missions,  

• increase the efficiency of education and training systems, 

• spur innovations in lifelong learning, also benefiting disadvantaged groups 
including migrants and refugees,  

• contribute to a sustainable post-pandemic recovery, 

• widen learning opportunities on an unprecedented scale, and 

• if implemented on a large scale, could enable social, economic, and 
pedagogical innovations. 

 

Stackability 
 
Hanafy (2020) expands on ‘stackability’, or the ability to use smaller units of learning 
to build larger qualifications and to demonstrate and document the pathways towards 
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learning achievements. Stackability can enhance the flexibility and use of time and 
resources in learning. Learners can create their own learning pathways within a range 
of possibilities. People can pay for the learning offerings they want and need rather 
than paying for full pre-determined learning offerings (Willis et al 2016 in Hanafy, 2020; 
Hall-Ellis, 2016 in Hanafy, 2020).  

Platforms exist that enable learners to group small units of learning into categories, 
where learners decide these categories. In turn, HEIs can create:  

(1) templates and categories for small units of learning, and 
(2) ‘Application Programming Interfaces’ (API) integration or integration 

management software that enables uploading the information needed. 
 

CRITIQUES OF APPROACHES THAT RECOGNISE SMALL UNITS 
OF LEARNING/ ‘MICRO-CREDENTIALS’ 
 
There are several critiques of approaches that recognise small units of learning/ micro-
credentials. 
 

Labour market rather than disciplinary emphasis 
 
Wheelahan and Moodie (2021) for example, argue that micro-credentials build on the 
discourse of employability skills and 21st century skills within human capital theory, 
and that they increase the potential of human capital theory to shape and align higher 
education more closely with labour market requirements. The authors argue (Ibid.) that 
micro-credentials enable this alignment by weakening the boundaries between 
disciplinary knowledge and the more applied or ‘instrumental’ types of knowledge in 
workplaces.  

 
Employability ‘distracts’ from deep social and developmental roles  
 
Buchanan et al (2020) suggest that preoccupation with aspirational curriculum reforms 
believed to be linked to employment, such as ‘21st century skills’ and ‘micro-
credentials’ initiatives, can be a distraction from the deeper purposes of education, 
namely, its constructive social and developmental roles. These authors argue that 
credentials perform social as well as educational functions, signalling social status as 
well as the mastery of a body of knowledge/ skills, and that such mastery enables 
movement in the job market and society.  

The authors (Buchanan et al 2020) go on to say that supplying more education to more 
people can increase the role that education plays developmentally, by providing more 
people with opportunities to learn – and that this trend has led to a crisis in the context 
of economies that are increasingly structured for ‘winners to take all’, with decreasing 
numbers of jobs for ‘the educated/ skilled’ to access. In such contexts, increasing the 
supply of education cannot increase the positional gains previously associated with 
achieving educational levels. The authors argue that competition for this positional 
gain leads to qualification inflation, whereby potential workers are obliged to strive for 
higher and higher levels of qualifications to improve their places in the job queues. 
Further, that this reality leads to impatience with credentials, and accordingly, 
impatience with education provision.  
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According to Buchanan et al (2020), this impatience can also be seen in the growing 
interest in ‘micro-credentials’ and a general focus on qualification reform towards 
‘specifying the end-products’ without understanding (or respecting) the social 
processes and interactions at the core of education. The authors argue that the more 
governments emphasize qualifications as instruments for controlling the quality and 
relevance of knowledge and skills, the more educational providers (and teachers and 
students) will treat qualifications as ends in themselves rather than as elements of 
learning-and-work pathways. ‘Credentialism’ and ‘credential inflation’ are promoted. 

Buchanan et al (2020) emphasize that qualifications are always only ‘proxies’ for what 
someone knows and can do, hence the crucial role of trust between entities. In the 
vocational and professional domains, the advantage of the ‘older order’ was that trust 
in the qualifications was built over time between employers, trade unions, students, 
assessors, and educational providers within sectors. The main limitation of that system 
was it addressed only the needs of a small section of the workforce. Changes in the 
structure and demands of labour markets mean that the typical bases of trust—the 
stability of occupational communities—are eroded. New forms of trust need to be 
established. Vocational and professional educators need to engage with labour market 
stakeholders and support the creation of new job clusters, new occupational streams, 
and new forms of occupational communities to ensure the legitimacy and relevance of 
vocational qualifications.  

NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENTS 
 

Lessons from other NQFs 
 
Recent research into NQFs globally (SAQA, 2021) showed that of the 201 United 
Nations listed countries, 160 (80%) had, or utilised, qualifications frameworks. In many 
of the countries, the national regulatory framework allows for the provision of micro-
credentials, in some cases these credentials are explicitly regulated. Many countries 
reported that their regulatory frameworks at national level needed to be adapted to 
address the phenomenon of small units of learning and expressed confidence that 
micro-credentials could be integrated into their national legislation. 

Four NQF Sub-Frameworks 

The research conducted by SAQA (2021) showed that a small number of NQFs have 
four sub-frameworks – while most have three, for general, higher, and vocational 
education respectively. In the four instances found, the fourth sub-framework links to 
qualifications that do not fit into the three sub-frameworks for general, vocational, and 
higher education. Where it exists, the fourth sub-framework has been termed a sub-
framework for ‘lifelong learning qualifications’, ‘occupational qualifications’ or 
‘qualifications developed in the labour market’. Thus: 

• the Estonian NQF has general, vocational, higher, and ‘occupational’ 
qualifications, 

• Netherlands and Sweden have general, vocational, higher, and ‘labour 
market’ qualifications, and 

• Slovakia has general, vocational, higher, and ‘lifelong learning’ qualifications. 
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There are usually separate or dedicated quality assurance entities for the four NQF 
Sub-Frameworks, and distinct criteria for registration. Having such a structure is one 
of the aspects that could be discussed in the South African context.  

Three NQF Sub-Frameworks plus a ‘Register of Micro-credentials’ 

Other countries such as New Zealand have integrated small units of learning into their 
NQFs in the form of registers. (Duklas, 2020) notes that a broadly recognized and 
trusted registry of micro-credentials can reinforce quality assurance processes – citing 
the approved registry offered on the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA), the 
European Beta version of a Credential Clearinghouse, and the Credential Engine 
in the US as examples of system approaches that cut through nomenclature issues 
and support quality assurance. 

Endorsing micro-credentials and a culture of micro-credentials  
 

Malaysia is putting efforts towards modularising and unbundling the curriculum. 
Discussions on micro-credentials started within the context of short courses that were 
already being offered by industry/private providers and which were aimed at skilling 
and reskilling. These short courses are now being looked at in terms of their potential 
to constitute micro-credentials that are transparent, have a culture of assessment, are 
owned by the learner and are stackable. Currently, around 15 000 micro-credentials 
are being offered by higher education institutions to non-traditional learners. These 
micro-credentials provide a new source of income to higher education institutions but 
also serve a social purpose in providing more inclusive and democratic access to 
learning (SAQA Event Report on the DAAD Global Dialogue, 2022). 
 
In the Asia/Pacific region, micro-credentials are viewed as a tool to transform 
education (access, equity, inclusivity) to remain on track with Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). It was reported that 20 Ministers in this region have 
endorsed micro-credentials and flexible learning pathways (e.g., the Bangkok 
Statement) within the context of lifelong learning (SAQA Event Report on the DAAD 
Global Dialogue, 2022). 
 

Industry-alignment in Australia 

Australia has also recently published its Micro-credential Framework (Australian 
Government, 2022), in support of the government initiated Micro-credentials 
Marketplace built to help students identify educational opportunities. This framework 
defines Micro-credentials as ‘a certification of assessed learning or competency, with 
a minimum volume of learning of one hour and less than an AQF award qualification, 
that is additional, alternate, complementary to or a component of a AQF award 
qualification’. The framework requires that micro-credentials are outcomes based, 
industry aligned, transparent and supportive of lifelong learning. Micro-credentials are 
unregulated and may be credit or non-credit bearing, but they must include 
assessment and a statement of quality assurance processes.  

Lessons from the literature 
 
There are other lessons for South Africa, from countries that have developed and 
implemented micro-credentials and other forms of small units of learning.  
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Orr, Pupinis and Kirdulite (2020) for example, point to: 
(1) the ‘Edubadges’ project led by the organisation ‘SURF’ in the Netherlands, 
(2)  the micro-credentialling solutions implemented under the Erasmus+ European 

Universities Initiative, 
(3) the European Consortium of Innovative Universities (ECIU), and 
(4) the Young Universities for the Future of Europe (YUFE).  

 
Rimland and Raish (2019) also provide examples from which to learn. They describe 
in detail, a ‘workforce readiness digital badge initiative’ developed at Aurora Public 
Schools in Colorado. This programme was designed to help students to access 
internships and on-the-job work experience during high school and included badges 
for information literacy. The authors (Rimland and Raish, 2019) also refer to a 
programme at Penn State University, in which digital badges are used in 
undergraduate courses to reflect instruction around information literacy skills. At this 
university, in a Health Policy Administration major, digital badges are used to track 
learning outcomes tied to the programme’s accreditation. In a further example, at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and Northeastern University, badges are 
used in massive open online courses (MOOCs) to track learners’ progress. There is a 
potential risk in these initiatives, of the commodification of learning. 
 
Kato, Galán-Muros and Weko (2020) note that most large companies offer in-house 
training programmes. Some of these lead to alternative credentials (mostly 
professional certificates): for example, employees of McDonald’s may undergo 
training that focuses on operational skills, leadership skills and business skills at 
Hamburger University campuses across the world and receive certificates that show 
their completion of the courses (Kato, Galán-Muros and Weko, 2020). 
 
Duklas (2020) notes the importance of establishing industry partnerships for the 
delivery of micro-credentials – where credits transfers are awarded by some 
institutions for industry-organized micro-credentials. IBM’s partnership with 
Northeastern University in the US, where badges are being awarded towards Masters’ 
Degree credentials is presented as an example. 

Lantero et al (2021) present the ‘state of play’ of micro-credentials in the European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA) relative to six dimensions: (1) development, (2) 
legislation, (3) digitisation, (4) the applicability of existing qualifications frameworks 
(QFs) and the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS), (5) 
recognition and (6) quality assurance. The report shares part of the ‘MICROBOL 
Project’ study that focuses on micro-credentials linked to the Bologna Key 
Commitments’ project, co-funded by the Erasmus+ programme of the European 
Union. At the end of 2020, a survey was launched to the members of the Bologna 
Follow Up Group (BFUG) as well as the nominated representatives in the MICROBOL 
working groups. The report presents the results of the survey, enriched by the inputs 
of the three MICROBOL working group meetings held in January 2021. The results 
show the following. 

• Most EU countries are already offering and/or developing micro-credentials, 
although understanding of what constitutes a micro-credential varies greatly 
across the countries surveyed. Most of the countries offer micro-credentials in 
the form of course units within degree programmes, massive open online 
courses (MOOCs), and special purpose awards.  
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• Regarding the regulation of micro-credentials – in most of the countries, the 
national regulatory framework allows for the provision of micro-credentials, only 
in a few cases are these credentials explicitly regulated. Many countries 
reported that the regulatory frameworks at national level needed to be adapted 
and expressed confidence that micro-credentials could be integrated into 
national legislation.  
 

• A key element for the portability of micro-credentials is digitisation. Most 
countries did not have policies on the digitisation of credentials in general. A 
small number of countries had digitisation policies and in some, micro-
credentials were included in these initiatives.  
 

• Most of the surveyed countries did not include micro-credentials in their 
national qualification frameworks due to the newness of the 
phenomenon. Most of the countries however included micro-credentials 
in the ECTS, the number of these units of learning varying from one micro-
credential, to over 100, per country. Among the issues raised in this regard was 
the fact that the term ‘micro-credential’ refers both to the learning experience 
and to the qualification awarded.  

Brown et al (2021) note the National Institute for Digital Learning (NIDL) at Dublin City 
University (DCU), that maintains a Micro-Credential Observatory to track related 
developments nationally and internationally, with weekly update reports1. In March 
2021, the NIDL team launched a MOOC through the FutureLearn platform that 
explores the growth of micro-credentials in partnership with the ECIU University 
Consortium (Ibid.). 

Discussions at the June 2022 German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) Global 
Dialogue on Micro-credentials highlighted examples of how micro-credentials are 
being implemented in Africa. In this regard a DHET and University of the Western 
Cape (UWC) Project named COOL (Cases on Open Learning) points to cases where 
micro-credentials are being used; North-West University for example has various 
micro-credential-related pilots underway. It was pointed out that micro-credentials can 
enable access to higher education and a learner-focused approach, both of which 
resonate with a social justice perspective. Furthermore, linking micro-credentials to 
qualification frameworks gives them currency and relevance. There is a need, it was 
argued, for a new generation qualifications framework that integrates micro-
credentials.  
 
Another innovative African initiative involves the Finnish founder of Skills Safari (an 
e-learning platform) and teacher education – in which a Digital Competence 
Framework was used to validate existing Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) skills and provide online learning to address any gaps. Digital 
badges were used to validate ICT skills. It was pointed out that it would be important 
to understand how to measure competence in a scalable way and acknowledge the 
different ways in which knowledge is constructed in local contexts (SAQA Event 
Report on the DAAD Global Dialogue, 2022). 
 

 
1 More information can be accessed at: (https://www.dcu.ie/nidl/micro-credential-observatory) 

https://www.dcu.ie/nidl/micro-credential-observatory
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KEY TAKEAWAYS  
 

The term ‘micro-credential’ is the (digitised and interoperable) nomenclature most 
often used to describe small units of learning in the West, East, and Australasia – while 
in South Africa, thus far, the terms ‘part qualifications’ or ‘unit standards’ have been 
used. The use of ‘credential’ instead of ‘qualifications’ establishes a link between 
the terms. 
 
In the Global North, micro-credentials are generally seen as being short, focussed, 
quality assured (and assessed), linked to learning outcomes, NQF levels and 
(usually) credits. They are accommodated in ‘fourth sub-frameworks’ in at least 
four countries, but more often are listed in registers within the existing structure. 
Although used interchangeably, digital badges are a sub-set of, and not the same as, 
micro-credentials. South Africa may choose to align with some countries in the Global 
South in recognising non-formal and informal small units of learning, and a wider 
range of credentials, that are not necessarily part of ‘full qualifications’.   
 

QUESTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 

From the micro-credential-related literature and debates nationally and internationally, 
eight key questions emerge around which South Africa could engage. 

Q1:  Given the narrative in this paper regarding the registration of part-qualifications 

on the NQF, should it be the role of SAQA to:  

a) continue to register small units of credit-bearing learning on the OQSF, or, 

b) register small units of credit-bearing learning on all three sub frameworks 

c) register small units of credit and non-credit bearing learning on all three sub 

frameworks, or 

d) should SAQA focus on policy for, and the registration of, full qualifications only, 

while leaving the ‘rules’ and ‘systems’ for naming and registering small units of 

credit-bearing learning to the Quality Councils?  

Q2: Should the South African NQF family focus on expanding recognition, and 
discussing how to recognize a wider variety of types of learning achievements, 
including credit and non-credit bearing small units of learning obtained formally, non-
formally or informally – including those that address immediate work needs or future 
career pathways, or social justice? If so, how would we avoid ‘gatekeeping’ or 
‘commodifying’ learning that is currently freely available?  

Q3: South Africa already has six NQF partners – DHET, DBE, SAQA, and the three 
Quality Councils coordinating three sub frameworks. Is a fourth NQF Sub-
Framework – for small credit and non-credit bearing credentials, some of which are 
not necessarily assessed or linked to certification– a viable option?  

Q4: Where should the ownership of small units of learning lie – with individuals or 
with the system? Will ownership include the power to decide when and how to use the 
learning achievements?  



14 
 

Q5: There is no universal agreement around the value of micro-credentials – what 
does the South African NQF community think is the value of small units of learning? 
Adult learners need to ‘dip in to learn, and dip out and in again’ (Walters, 2015a; 
2015b) – do small units of learning enable learning pathways and skills development, 
or can they be ‘dead ends’? 

Q6: What is the South African definition of micro-credentials, and how does this 
definition align with similar efforts in the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) Qualifications Framework, African Continental Qualifications Framework 
(ACQF), and Global South contexts? Should it align? Will the definition(s) be inclusive 
or exclusive? What would be relevant in the three NQF Sub-Framework contexts? In 
line with the Australian approach, South Africa could, for example, refer to the 
certification of assessed learning/ competencies/ attributes, that is additional, 
alternate, and complementary to, or a component of, an NQF-registered qualification. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE WAY FORWARD 
 
South Africa is moving from an NQF that recognises quality assured qualifications and 
part-qualifications that are part of ‘full qualifications’, to a framework that attempts to 
recognise a wider variety of types of learning. This shift needs to take account of 
the necessary differences within and across the three NQF Sub-Frameworks, and how 
to create an enabling environment that accommodates these nuances. There should 
also be consideration of the conditions and criteria under which ‘non-credit’ bearing 
as well as credit bearing achievements might be recognised. 

SAQA is moving into a process of consultation with all NQF entities and interested 
stakeholders to agree around a formal position on the: 

1. Naming of small units if learning in the South African context, 
2. (a) Form, (b) status, (c) quality assurance, (d) standards, (e) issuing, (f) 

recording, (g) ownership, and (h) sharing of small (credit and non-credit 
bearing) units of learning on the NQF, and 

3. Related roles of NQF entities and digital platform solutions in the lifelong 
learning context (e.g., NQF MIS or national register of small units of learning). 
 

Once positions are agreed, then enabling policies and guidelines should be 
developed by SAQA and the Quality Councils, for the regulation of small units of credit 
and non-credit bearing learning on the NQF.  

South Africa needs to learn from international examples, including the approved 
registry of the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA), the Australian micro-
credential framework, the European Beta version of a Credential Clearinghouse, and 
the Credential Engine in the United States. 
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