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Exploring benefits of a
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alternative credentials approach
to re-skilling

Christopher J. M. Smith*, Constantinos Choromides,
Alicia Clyde and Fiona Stewart-Knight

Institute for University to Business Education, Glasgow Caledonian University, Glasgow, United
Kingdom

Introduction: Alternative credentialed forms of learning provide important
learning pathways for professionals to up-and re-skill. In Scotland, credit-rating
of learning is one option to create these credentialed courses, based on national
principles from the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF)
Partnership. However, there is currently almost no evidence on the benefits of
such an approach for those involved, so this study focuses on examining the
benefits of having a flexible national qualification system (SCQF) that allows
‘credit-rating’ of organizational learning.

Methods: An exploratory research methodology using a single case study
design (based on one Scottish university) was used. Nine semi-structured
interviews (with both learning providers and university employees) were
inductively analyzed using a two-cycle thematic analysis approach to
determine themes.

Results: The SCQF guidance and the business-orientated nature of Scottish
universities in credit-rating of learning were highlighted as an important enabler
for this alternative form of credentialed learning to being possible. Value to
learners focused on having a professionally relevant qualification that had
validity, both through possible credit transfer to other programs and providing
recognition of competence. Such credit transfer and entry into university
programs is a benefit for the university and aligns to Scottish Government
priorities of widening access as well as supporting up-and re-skilling. Credit-
rating of learning also enhances the credibility of the learning provider's offering
and enhances their own quality assurance processes.

Discussion: Clear value to a range of stakeholders is created, with the
university able to determine its own business model to provide credit-rating
of learning, and this flexibility is important to align to institutional strategy,
as well as to provide an effective, efficient service. It is recognized that
credit-rating of learning co-creates value for the participants, and future
research and opportunity lies around exploring this further. Credit-rating
of learning has great potential to support national priorities, but this service
needs to be better understood by companies and employers for it to reach
its potential.
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1 Introduction

The landscape of education and workforce development has
undergone significant transformations in recent decades, driven
by globalization, technological advancements, and evolving labor
market demands. The World Economic Forum estimates that, by
2025, 50% of all employees will need re-skilling due to adopting
new technology (Li, 2022). Similarly, a McKinsey report indicates
that by 2030, 1 in 16 workers will have to change occupation to
meet the changing needs of the labor market (McKinsey, 2021). In
addition, the workforce is more fluid as workers are motivated by
(Work  Institute, 2020, 2024), particularly
millennials who highly value career development, with associated

varied factors

training and development. This group also changes employers
more frequently, often intending to spend no more than 3 years
with an employer (Tenakwah, 2021). Consequently, up-and
re-skilling are important considerations for both individuals and
organizations alike.

Responding to these career development needs, there are more
options for individuals and organizations to support their employees
to develop and grow, and this can support talent retention (McKinsey,
2023; LinkedIn Learning, 2024). These options cover both credential
and non-credential options (Brown et al., 2021). The range of providers
extends beyond formal education institutions, such as universities, and
includes professional bodies (e.g., Chartered Management Institute,
Institute of Engineering and Technology, and Institute for Electrical
and Electronic Engineering), for-profit training providers, EdTech
learning providers, learning platforms supporting Massive Open
Online Courses (MOOCs) and online education, employers, and
third-sector (charity) organizations. Consequently, a competitive
marketplace for training and development has emerged, and this is
highly beneficial to learners and organizations alike to find a suitable
solution to address short-term and long-term development needs.

While some of this learning is training, as it is focusing on skills
development, not contextualized within formal education institutions
and their systems and awards, there is an increasing development of
more formalized learning, whether this is in the form of alternative
credentials, micro-credentials, micro-and nano-certificates, and
qualifications, typically in conjunction with formal learning providers
(OECD, 2020a; West and Cheng, 2023). Gallagher (2022) and Diaz et al.
(2022) conceptualize the university credentials landscape from degrees
(long and broad offered by Education Institutions) to digital badges
(short, targeted learning offered often by non-educational institutional
providers), with alternative credentials occupying an intermediate space.
Moreover, there are different practical and institutional implementations
(business models) that range from content-push (such as universities
offering short courses and micro-credentials based on areas of
expertise), market-pull (courses with clear market requirement and
companies partnering with universities) to partnership and co-creation
(collaborative working to match expertise to meet clear need) (Carton
et al, 2018; Rybnicek and Konigsgruber, 2019). Furthermore,
implementations allow varying loci of control and coverage, depending
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on technology platforms, partnership agreements, and national
infrastructure and policy. Currently, there is an evolving credentials
ecosystems and landscape that varies across country and institution.

This marketplace of credentials, reflecting the complexity outlined
above, can make it more challenging for employers to understand
what credentials mean and their associated quality. So, there are new
forms of organizational and professional learning that seek credibility
of that learning through working with formal education institutions.
In essence, learning providers (outside of formal education
institutions) are increasingly looking to make their learning provision
more portable through quality-assured recognition within and
benchmarking to National Qualifications Frameworks.

Within the Scottish education system, the Scottish Credit and
Qualifications Framework (SCQF) is Scotland’s national framework for
lifelong learning and is one of the oldest formal frameworks in the
world. The SCQF is an inclusive framework for all forms of
qualifications and learning (formal, non-formal, academic, and
vocational) reflecting that there are diverse pathways of learning
(Dunn, 2022; SCQF Partnership, 2024d). The SCQF provides a
framework for learning throughout life (from pre-school to doctoral
level) and seeks to “show learners and others potential routes to
progression and credit transfer” (Dunn, 2022, 47). Reflecting this
inclusive approach, currently 8% of qualifications registered in the
SCQF Partnership database (SCQF Partnership, 2024a) are offered
outside of formal education institutions and national award bodies.
Most of these qualifications would be considered alternative credentials,
or micro-credentials based on the definition of QAA Scotland (2022).
These qualifications reflect that the SCQF allows non-educational
organizations to have their training evaluated against the five
characteristics of the SCQF criteria. This process, called “credit-rating,”
evaluates the learning (and the assessment of that learning) to indicate
the SCQF level of the training, as well as a recognition of the learning
hours; one credit is based on 10 notional learning hours in Scotland
(Dunn, 2022; SCQF Partnership, 2022). This evaluation is conducted
by approved Bodies - all Scottish universities and colleges can, along
with approved ‘SCQF Credit-Rating Bodies” - organizations that have
been approved by the SCQF Partnership, such as Scottish Qualifications
Agency, and other Professional Organizations, e.g., Scottish Fire and
Rescue Service and Scottish Police College (SCQF Partnership, 2024e).
Figure 1 below outlines the top-level process of credit-rating of
learning, and Table 1 summarizes key terms used in this study.

Currently, there is a lack of contemporary evidence around how
“credit-rating” of learning courses are supporting skills development
in Scotland and globally; only one Scottish Government report
describing how the SCQF can be used for community learning and
development was found (Scottish Government, 2008). Therefore, the
objective of this study examines the quality assurance mechanisms and
benefits of such a collaborative system of formal learning assessment
within Scotland, using one Scottish university (as an approved learning
assessor/SCQF Credit-Rating Body) and learning providers in the
digital services sector. Its contribution is to provide an exploratory and
contemporary evaluation of credit-rating of learning at one Scottish
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select other organizations).

Top-level outline of credit-rating process between learning provider and CRB (Credit-rating body that include Scottish universities and colleges and

University, thereby establishing benefits to the university and learning
providers and how credit-rating supports national priorities.

The research question was “what are the benefits of having a
flexible national qualification system (SCQF) that allows ‘credit rating’
of organizational learning?” This question was answered by examining
the drivers and practices at one Scottish University—Glasgow
Caledonian University (GCU).

This study first reviews drivers for alternative forms of credentialed
learning, before outlining the qualitative, exploratory methodology
adopted for this research. The findings from a thematic analysis of the
semi-structured interviews are presented, before discussing the
implications of these findings for GCU, the Scottish tertiary education
more broadly, as well as wider societal considerations.
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2 Review of drivers, benefits, and
arrangements for credit-rating of
organizational learning

Considering the exploratory research question that seeks to
understand the value and benefits of credit-rating of learning, then this
review of existing literature and practices considered (1) the drivers for
lifelong learning in a contemporary, professional, and international
landscape, (2) a synthesis of literature to analyze the advantages of
adopting a flexible approach to national qualifications and credit-
rating of organizational learning in the Scottish context, and (3)
outlining the arrangements in place for third-party credit-rating of
learning as outlined by the SCQF Partnership and as embedded at GCU.
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TABLE 1 Summary of key terms around credit-rating of learning in Scottish context.

Term Key terms

Alternative credentials

can be one form of alternative credentials.

Learning programs (with assessment) in tertiary education that are different to tradition qualifications, such as undergraduate and
postgraduate degrees. These include micro-credentials and certificates that lie between traditional degrees and informal skills

recognition. They provide focused learning that addresses specific skills and competencies. Within Scotland, credit-rated learning

Credit

In the Scottish (and UK context) 1 credit equates to10 notional learning hours with appropriate assessment of learning

Credit-rating (of Learning)

and rigor of their learning programs.

A process by which a non-educational institution (Learning provider) submits its structured learning program (including
assessment) to be assessed against the SCQF criteria by a SCQF credit-rating body, and, on successful assessment, to be given a

designated number of credits and level of those credits against the SCQEF. This allows learners and employers to validate the quality

(SCQF) Credit-rating body (CRBs)
against the SCQF.

A body approved by the SCQF Partnership to assess learning programs from providers and determine number of credits and level

All universities and colleges are CRBs, along with some other national bodies.

Learning providers

Non-educational institutions that offer learning.

SCQF

Scotland and internationally.

Scottish credit and qualifications framework — Scotland’s national lifelong learning framework that integrates various learning
pathways (academic, vocational, formal, and informal) into one structure. This is crucial for “credit-rating,” as it allows learning
outside traditional educational institutions to gain recognition within formal education systems. SCQF offers learners the

opportunity to accumulate credits through various programs, making the learning portable, valid, and transferable both within

SCQF partnership

Non-governmental organization responsible to maintain framework, register of qualifications, and promote its use and adoption

across education, employers and society more broadly

2.1 Drivers for credit-rating of
organizational learning

There are different drivers across the macro-, meso-, and micro-levels
that create a need and market for diverse forms of up-and re-skilling
learning (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2018; Valenti, 2021; World Economic
Forum, 2020, 2023, 2024; OECD, 2024; European Commission, 2024b)
that Figure 2 summarizes. Some key aspects of these drivers are explored
below that provide relevant contextual background as to the increasing
need for flexible, high-quality alternative credentials.

Technology has been both a driver and an enabler of up-and
re-skilling approaches over the last 30 years (Mamaghani, 2006; Nizami
et al.,, 2022; Morandini et al., 2023; Balch, 2024), with an acceleration
seen in response to COVID-19 (McKinsey, 2021; Li, 2022; White and
Rittie, 2022). In recent years, the widespread, public availability of
generative Al has brought new opportunities (such as enhanced
productivity, up-and re-skilling for new roles and new skills) as well as
disruption to the marketplace. These emergent technologies also offer
the potential to provide mass personalization along with the required,
adaptive quality assurance systems. However, it is bringing challenges,
such as traditionally lower-skilled roles being at greatest risk of being
replaced by Al or automation (Gallagher, 2022). So, the need for fair
transition, as traditional roles are displaced by technology, is recognized.
A similar opportunity for green transition exists, with equivalent role
displacement challenges (Kyriazi and Mir6, 2023; Arabadjieva and
Barrio, 2024). If done correctly, then new approaches for up-and
re-skilling have the potential to enable social mobility and support
workforce development and redeployment (Campo et al., 2024). Post-
COVID responses from different governments and pan-national
institutions provided appropriate stimulus to help those in lifeboat
careers, showing the potential of a coordinated approach with financial
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stimulus and innovative responses (Pisu et al, 2021; ILO, 2024),
including short courses, micro-credentials, and alternative credential
offerings. Since COVID-19 there is increased focus on lifelong learning
with associated funding and schemes (CEDEFOP, 2021; Lands and
Pasha, 2021; Scottish Funding Council, 2022; European Commission,
2024a), although some post-COVID stimulus packages have been
discontinued (Ross, 2024) potentially weakening the national lifelong
learning ecosystem. So, the factors outlined in Figure 2 are dynamic.

Companies and enterprises recognize the skills gap in their
organizations and the lack of supply is encouraging examining
alternative approaches, such as looking more at skills in recruitment
and professional development (Baird et al., 2021; McKinsey, 2022).
This change in ‘demand’ encourages innovative approaches and
business models, such as micro-credentials and alternative credentials
internationally (Baird et al., 2021; Brown et al., 2021; Selvaratnam and
Sankey, 2021; Australian Government, 2022; Braxton, 2023; Tamoliune
et al., 2023; Bauer et al., 2024; Iatrellis et al., 2024). However, this
commodification of education can lead to inequality in access and
barriers to transform learners’ social and economic potential.
Moreover, commodification risks devaluing credits through oversupply
(Tomlinson and Watermeyer, 2022); this oversupply and lack of
explicit and implicit quality mirrors the emergence of professional IT
certificates in the 1990s (Gallagher, 2022). Consequently, for recruiting
managers, organizational development professionals, and employees,
credentials that have recognized standing add value; this recognition
can be through brand-sharing (e.g., from educational institution),
formal benchmarking, and alignment to national frameworks.

While different forms of alternative credentials exist, micro-
credentials have received a lot of attention in recent years (Brown
etal., 2021; Ahsan et al., 2023; Varadarajan et al., 2023). Brown et al.
(2021) highlight that, while there are international definitions of
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Drivers across macro-, meso- (institutional), and micro-levels for credit-rating of organizational learning.

micro-credentials (European Union, 2022; UNESCO, 2022), the lack
of shared understanding creates barriers to wider adoption. Brown
et al. (2021) also highlights different national approaches—across
Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia, Canada, USA, Netherlands, Italy,
and European MOOC Consortium. At the heart of these approaches
is often a stable National Qualifications Framework, with associated
quality assurance standards and systems that enable the emergence
of micro-credentials. Of note, some definitions imply micro-
credentials are from a trusted body, so may maintain the status-quo
of only being provided by existing education institutions and not
facilitate more innovative business models.
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2.2 Review of benefits of a flexible
approach to credit-rating of organizational
learning in Scotland

The above section outlined international considerations and
examples that set important background context for credit-rating of
organizational learning. Focusing now specifically on the Scottish
context, an exploratory scoping of literature was conducted to examine
the advantages of adopting a flexible approach to national
qualifications, focusing on the SCQF as a case, and specifically
considering credit-rating of organizational learning in the Scottish
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context. Four key themes emerged from this review: (1) Enhancing
Workforce Development and Employability, (2) Facilitating Lifelong
Learning and Continuing Professional Development (CPD), (3)
Promoting Inclusivity and Widening Participation, and (4) Supporting
Innovation and Adaptability in Education and Industry. Each theme
is explored through critical insights, analysis, and discussions drawn
from the literature, providing a comprehensive understanding of the
benefits of flexible qualification systems like the SCQFE.

2.2.1 Enhancing workforce development and
employability

Scotland, with its devolved government, sets out national
priorities (Scottish Government, 2024a), and together with other
organizations (such as local government, employer groups, and labor
unions) set out regional development plans to grow local economies
and societies (SHRED, 2024). These plans highlight particular skills
required and actions to address these (Skills Development Scotland,
2024). The need for targeted learning in recent years by the Scottish
Government saw a national upskilling fund (Scottish Funding
Council, 2022), with a range of credentialed and non-credentialed
responses adopted from more lifelong learning courses offered by
some institutions, and others offering credentialed courses aligned
to skills gaps; of note, similar approaches were seen in different
countries (BCG, 2024). Unfortunately, these ring-fenced monies
were removed from the 2024/25 Scottish Government budget,
(Scottish Funding Council, 2024) removing a financial enabler for
universities and colleges to offer micro-credentials and alternative
credentials. In addition, the UK-wide Apprenticeship Levy has
encouraged education programs more aligned to the workforce (UK
Department for Education, 2023). In Scotland, thirteen Graduate
Apprenticeships Frameworks have been approved aligned to key
needs of economy (Apprenticeships Scotland, 2024).

The increased offerings require a clear benchmark to support
employers in making sense of the level and amount of learning. In
this context, flexible national qualification systems like the SCQF
play a crucial role in enhancing workforce development and
employability. By providing a framework for recognizing and
accrediting both formal and informal learning experiences, these
systems enable individuals to demonstrate their skills and
competencies to employers effectively (SCQF Partnership, 2024d).
This recognition of prior learning (RPL) is particularly valuable for
individuals transitioning between sectors or seeking to re-enter the
workforce after a period of absence, such as in veterans and refugees
(Scottish Government, 2024b; SCQF Partnership, 2024c); RPL in
this context can also be called credit transfer.

Specific to this research, the flexibility offered by systems like credit-
rating allows individuals to pursue personalized learning pathways
tailored to their career goals and aspirations. This personalized approach
to education and training not only enhances motivation and engagement,
ensuring that individuals acquire the specific skills and knowledge
demanded by employers in various industries (Shemshack and Spector,
2020), but also enables students to choose their learning’s content, pace,
location, and method flexibly. This flexibility addresses vocational
challenges in education (Brennan, 2021), and it can lead to constant
innovation and optimization of curriculum structure, and teaching and
learning strategy thus improving the quality, efficiency, and effectiveness
of education services by catering to individual learning capacities and
achievements (Martin and Furiv, 2022).
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However, while flexible qualification systems can enhance
workforce development and employability, challenges exist in ensuring
the quality and consistency of learning outcomes. As discussed above,
the proliferation of micro-credentials and short courses, often offered
by non-traditional providers, raises questions about the comparability
and rigor of qualifications (Brown et al., 2021). In addition, employers
may still prioritize traditional qualifications over alternative
credentials, leading to issues of recognition and acceptance in the
labor market (McGreal and Olcott, 2022).

2.2.2 Facilitating lifelong learning and continuing
professional development

One of the key advantages of flexible national qualification systems
like the SCQF is their ability to facilitate lifelong learning and Continuing
Professional Development (CPD) (Behringer and Coles, 2003). Lifelong
learning is increasingly recognized as essential for maintaining relevance
and competitiveness in today’s rapidly changing world (Jackson, 2011).
Recent Scottish Government commissioned reports (Scottish
Government, 2023a, 2023b) highlighted the need for a lifelong and skills-
focused approach, including a lifelong national education identifier.
These reports highlighted the critical, enabling role of the SCQF in
recognizing all forms of learning (informal, non-formal, and formal).
Specifically, by providing mechanisms for the recognition and
accumulation of credits across various learning experiences, the SCQF
encourages individuals to engage in continuous learning throughout
their careers (SCQF Partnership, 2015). However, there are challenges to
achieve this within the Scottish context, including a lack of unique
lifelong identifier to which all forms of learning could be (digitally)
attached; this is not a uniquely Scottish challenge.

Furthermore, the credit-rating of organizational learning allows
employers to support the professional development of their employees
more effectively as learning involves the recognition and accreditation
of learning outcomes attained within organizational contexts (Eraut
and Hirsh, 2010). By accrediting in-house training programs,
workshops, and other learning activities, organizations can
demonstrate their commitment to employee growth, skill, and talent
development (CIPD, 2023). This, in turn, contributes to higher levels
of employee satisfaction, retention, and productivity, while fostering
a culture of continuous improvement (Sypniewska et al., 2023).

However, challenges may arise concerning the accessibility and
affordability of lifelong learning opportunities, particularly for
individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds or underrepresented
groups (Pennacchia et al., 2018). Moreover, the rapid pace of
technological change necessitates frequent updates to qualifications
and learning pathways, posing challenges for both learners and
educational institutions in keeping pace with evolving skills
demands (Jagannathan, 2021). A flexible national qualification
system allowing credit-rating of organizational learning can bridge
the qualification gap between labor market supply and demand,
promoting vocational training, facilitating lifelong learning
developments (European Training Foundation, 2016), and thus
optimizing organizational human capital investment and
professional development.

2.2.3 Promoting inclusivity and widening
participation

Flexible qualification systems, like the SCQE, have the potential to
promote inclusivity and widen participation in education and training
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by promoting lifelong learning through assisting ‘people of all ages
and circumstances to access appropriate education and training over
their lifetime to fulfill their personal, social, and economic potential’
(SCQF Partnership, 2015). By recognizing a broader range of learning
experiences, including work-based learning, and formal and informal
learning, these systems validate diverse forms of knowledge and
expertise and enhance employability (Morley, 2018). This can
be particularly beneficial for individuals who may have non-traditional
educational backgrounds or limited access to formal
learning opportunities.

Moreover, the SCQF’s emphasis on credit accumulation and
transfer facilitates smoother transitions between different levels of
education and training and between employment sectors, thus
reducing barriers to progression and promoting social mobility and
inclusion (SCQF Partnership, 2015). This is especially important for
individuals seeking to upskill or re-skill to adapt to changing labor
market demands or pursue new career pathways. Furthermore, credit-
rating organizational learning enhances the transferability of skills
across sectors and promotes collaboration between education and
industry stakeholders (European Commission: Directorate-General
for Employment, 2011). The potential to individuals of having
credentialed learning, referenced to the SCQF, brings international
portability of the learning and credentials (through alignment to other
National Qualifications Frameworks), promoting geographic mobility,
in addition to potential economic and social mobility.

However, despite the potential for inclusivity, challenges persist in
ensuring equitable access to flexible qualification systems.
Socioeconomic inequalities in access to educational resources and
support services may perpetuate existing disparities in educational
attainment and employment outcomes (Ainscow, 2020). In addition,
issues of recognition and portability of qualifications may
disproportionately affect individuals from marginalized or
underrepresented groups, further exacerbating inequalities in the

labor market (Office of National Statistics, 2017).

2.2.4 Supporting innovation and adaptability in
education and industry

Flexible national qualification systems like the SCQF also play a
vital role in supporting innovation and adaptability in both education
and industry. By allowing for the recognition of emerging skills and
competencies, these systems enable educational institutions and
employers to respond more effectively to changing economic and
technological trends (Scottish Government, 2022; SCQF Partnership,
2022). This flexibility is particularly important in dynamic sectors
such as technology, where traditional qualifications may quickly
become outdated. Furthermore, flexible national qualification systems
can enhance benchmarking and standards for education on a country
level, promoting acceptance by various stakeholders and improving
educational outcomes. In addition, they can be used as reference
points for comparison such as relevant occupational or professional
standards (SCQF Partnership, 2017, 2019).

Moreover, organizational learning encourages a culture of
innovation within organizations as employees are incentivized to
engage in continuous learning and knowledge sharing. This
contributes to increased organizational agility and competitiveness as
companies can more readily adapt to new market conditions and
opportunities by enabling the rapid deployment of new skills and
knowledge, emphasizing enhancing professional competence to meet
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industry demands (Achdiat et al., 2023). In addition, a national system
(credit-rating of learning) to benchmark learning against the SCQF
can nurture alternative learning providers and provide a richer,
quality-assured ecosystem of learning with the required diversity to
meet individual, business, industry, and societal needs.

However, challenges exist in ensuring that flexible qualification
systems remain responsive to emerging skills needs and industry
trends. The process of updating and revising qualifications can
be time-consuming and resource-intensive, leading to potential delays
in aligning curricula with evolving demands (OECD, 2020b). In
addition, concerns have been raised about the role of industry
stakeholders in shaping qualification frameworks, with some critics
arguing that corporate interests may prioritize short-term skills needs
over broader educational
Foundation, 2012).

objectives  (European  Training

2.2.5 Implications

The Scottish Credit and Qualification Framework exemplifies the
benefits of adopting a flexible approach to national qualifications and
the credit-rating of organizational learning. This exploratory review
of literature has illustrated the multifaceted benefits of flexible national
qualification systems that incorporate credit-rating of organizational
learning. They play a pivotal role in addressing the evolving needs of
both individuals and organizations, promoting lifelong learning,
enhancing vocational training, up-and re-skilling for sustained
employability, and optimizing educational outcomes through
innovations and adaptations to contemporary challenges. Challenges
do exist, around inclusivity (price and overcoming any hidden
barriers), keeping pace with technology and keeping courses up to
date to meet market and learner needs, as well as navigating the
plethora of possible courses, their different purposes, and how clearly
these are understood by learners and employers alike.

Importantly, the above literature review highlights that an
adaptive, innovative, and collaborative system of learning provision
can meet the needs of a range of stakeholders, namely, national policy,
and practice, together with educational institutions and organizations
co-creating value for learners with high-quality, internationally
recognized, and transferable learning.

2.3 Policies and practices of credit-rating
of organizational learning in Scotland

The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework Partnership
(SCQFP) guidelines establish key principles for credit-rating, ensuring
consistency, standardization, transparency, and quality across
educational institutions (SCQF Partnership, 2015). All universities
and colleges in Scotland, including GCU, are empowered to assign
credit-ratings to qualifications in alignment with these standards,
although not all choose to do so; these institutions are called ‘SCQF
Third-Party Credit-Rating Bodies’ (CRB for short). The business
model by which each CRB does this is determined by each institution,
aligned to their strategy and quality assurance policy and procedures.
Of note within the Scottish Higher Education sector, then a
collaborative, enhancement-led approach has been used for many
years (QAA Scotland, 2024a). The most recent national approach—
Tertiary Qualifications Enhancement Framework—and its associated
review process will enhance the role of the SCQF Partnership in
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determining best practices and knowledge sharing across Third-Party
Credit-Rating of Learning (QAA Scotland, 2024b). GCU adopts an
enhancement mindset to credit-rating, so looking to support the
learning providers through a value-add, long-term approach.

To ensure compliance with academic standards and support
students in achieving recognized qualifications, GCU rigorously follows
SCQFP principles, embedding them into our quality assurance processes
(Glasgow Caledonian University, 2022). GCU’s credit-rating guidance,
available through the university’s academic resources, adheres to these
principles, providing a clear framework for evaluating and awarding
credits in accordance with SCQF levels. Further details can be accessed
through the SCQFP and GCUs official guidance documents.

3 Methodology

The lack of extant literature evaluating credit-rating in Scotland,
as outlined in the introduction, necessitated an exploratory
methodology (Thomas and Lawal, 2020). To gain insights into the
value, benefits, and operational aspects of credit-rating, a qualitative
methodology was adopted to allow rich insights from a range of
stakeholders to be gained. A single case study method was adopted
(Bao et al., 2017; Gustafsson, 2017; Yin, 2018), which focused on the
credit-rating activities of GCU. A case study method was adopted, as
within this exploratory design and reflecting the standard principles
that all institutions credit-rating of learning must follow, then the
review of one formal tertiary level education institute in Scotland can
highlight relevant practices in the Scottish university sector.

Credit-rating at GCU 1is organized through the Institute for
University to Business Education (GCU, 2022) that has delegated
responsibility to manage the commercial as well as the academic
quality assurance processes; oversight is provided by the university’s
central Quality Assurance and Enhancement (QAE) department.
GCU is a modern Scottish University with a successful history of
widening access and offering innovative education to lifelong learners
and workplaces.

Semi-structured interviews focused on four areas: (a) what
interviewee took credit-rating of learning to be; (b) what were the
benefit and value of credit-rating of learning (to learners, business,
organizations, and GCU), (c) how did the organizations start
working together, and (d) views on the quality assurance processes.
The focus on these four areas reflected the desire in this exploratory
research to understand (a) how credit-rating is conceptualized
among stakeholders, (b) what drivers and value are there to credit-
rating (key aspect of the research question), (c) the ease of access to
this service and reflecting collaborative aspect, and (d) how the
service provides the required quality-assured standards. Interviews
were conducted with nine (9) stakeholders—five internal to the
university covering business, academic, and quality assurance roles
and four external to the university (so four different learning
providers). A purposive sampling strategy (based on 21 clients) was
adopted to give a coverage of different perspectives, such as business,
academic, and quality assurance (within the university), and
learning providers that are stand-alone businesses providing
learning to specific markets, as well as providers working within a
wider organization. All participants have had recent experience
within GCU credit-rating activities and, for external organizations,
are currently credit-rated by GCU and have been for at least
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18 months. Some learning providers were excluded as either being
new clients, or the scale of their current offering having
fewer learners.

MS Teams-based interviews lasted between 38 and 57 min, with
an average of 48 min. The transcript of the recorded interviews was
verified for accuracy, before being inductively coded by one of the
researchers with reference to the research question. Subsequently, the
second cycle analysis—thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2021)—
was conducted by one of the researchers, with final analysis and
interpretation being discussed by all authors.

Ethical approval was granted for this research by GCU ADSL/
IU2B Ethics Committee (23 February 2024), and the ethics protocols
were followed in conducting this research.

The authors acknowledge the methodological limitations of this
research, namely, one institution and the use of a purposive sampling.
In this exploratory research, the intent was to determine a diverse set
of benefits of credit-rating of learning, and the findings from the nine
interviewees did provide a wide-range of benefits, as well as
highlighting areas of consensus and disagreement. In addition,
considering the lack of existing research around credit-rating of
learning, the findings of this research provide new insights into this
important part of the Scottish Education system.

4 Findings

The analysis of the interviews resulted in five key themes, around
(1) the importance of the national qualifications frameworks, (2) value
to the learners, (3) value to the learning providers, (4) value to
university and how its business model influences this, and (5) areas
for future enhancement.

4.1 Importance of national qualifications
framework and guidelines

The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF),
Scotland’s National Qualifications Framework (NQF), together with a
well-defined national system for credit-rating of organizational
learning provided by the SCQF Partnership was highlighted as being
an important enabler:

it's notjust ... the SCQEF, obviously there's a framework, but there's
obviously the specific SCQF guidelines that Credit Rating Bodies
have to follow ... 25 plus principles (P7)

This national system means that universities and colleges (termed
as ‘Credit-Rating Body’ in this context) are allowed to credit-rate
learning for organizations bringing their expertise in quality-
assured learning:

So, they come to a university or another institution like ours,
who's a credit rating body, and they get that benchmark and that
quality assurance from us. (P3)

They [SCQFP] published the guidelines, they expect institutions
to adhere to these guidelines when they go through these
processes, so it's up to us to ensure that we meet the rigor of their
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guidelines and anything that we do so that we don't fall short of
what the expectations are. (P7)

The presence of a national system in itself is not sufficient, but it
was highlighted that Scottish universities being perceived as business-
orientated, “Scottish universities are by far the most business orientated
so ... there’s less red tape” (P5), while offering a robust quality-
assured process.

For some of the learner providers then credit-rating of their
learning is essential as it provides mapping to the European
Qualifications Framework, which provides portability across
nationally defined qualifications frameworks:

People walk into the shop on the website, and we have to say
things that make credible sense to the people who are looking
for whatever we have to sell. ... And then we also have a
couple of logos that say these are, you know, GCU is
supporting us, and we're mapped to the European
Qualifications Framework. (P5)

This international portability is not relevant for all providers, but
the credibility of externally quality-assured learning is, “I think the
[credit rating] brings credibility to this [learning offering] ... I mean the
benefits [of credit rating] are huge” (P1). Of note, not all countries have
a NQF and have different naming conventions, which means that the
name of the credit-learning is geographically sensitive:

We found out that you can't call it a diploma in the US, they don't
go for the diplomas. ... diploma means something completely
different. You have to call it a certificate in the US. (P5)

Together, the SQQF and credit-rating guidelines appear to play a
key enabling role, along with the business and community alignment
of Scottish universities.

4.2 Value to learners

There is a significant recognized value of credit-rated learning
programs, as these programs are aligned to professional development
needs, ‘so it enables us to design professional learning that is absolutely
rooted in ... practice” (P1), and this is often because “many high profile
clients that we have, they have a well-developed advisory boards” (P4).
This awareness of industry needs and trends ensures learning offered
is contemporary:

So, we're constantly having to update our curriculum based on
changes within the industry and that needs to be the case ... we're
constantly innovating, as new modules, as you're adding new
certs, and we can all do that by being connected with industry and
connected with students (P6).

Moreover, the learning providers provide flexible access to
learning at a Higher Education level to support their professional
development, “its a structured approach for re-skilling and
up-skilling. In such a way that is 100% manageable ... by the students
in terms of time, resource commitment, work life balance” (P4). This
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recognizes that for some students, that “they are probably not at the
point where there may be ready to invest in a Masters or they do not
need to at this stage, but ... if I invest in this experience with
[company], that I can potentially down the line, put that against
another qualification” (P6).

This access to other Higher Education courses and programs that
credit-rating brings was acknowledged by other interviewees:

These [credit-rated learning] modules ... can be used as part of an
RPL [Recognition of Prior Learning] process. ... because the
student studies only say anything from 10 to 30, 40 credits,
you cannot expect to RPL the entire year, but there will be some
form of recognition (P4).

We would get a lot of questions around how can they transfer
credits ... can I build up credits (P6).

Some of our clients ... use the credit rated program as a bridging
course for students to come to GCU and study one of our Masters

programs (P4).

However, not all participants indicated that they felt that this was
useful, “I think of the thousands of students that have graduated well,
I only know a handful that have actually asked about ... how could
I apply these credits to something else?” (P9).

The external quality-assured nature of the credits is important to
learners as they decide which learning course to choose, “some of the
emails we get through the credit rating inbox, which will say I'm thinking
about doing this course with this organization. They say that
you accredit it, (for a kind of layman’s term) ... Is that true?” (P3). In
addition, the ongoing quality assurance of the learning is important
to learners:

[It’s] really important to them to know that we have that quality
assurance in place on top of, OK we've got the credit rating, but
we're also getting regularly quality assured to make sure that our,
particularly that our assessments, are of a certain standard

This nationally (and internationally recognized) credit is often
important to learners but not always the key motivation, “it’s [mapping
to EQF] a mix of do we sell that as a value proposition or does the customer
see it as a value proposition? And I think it’s probably a mix of both” (P5).
However, the ability to share their achievements professionally is of
value to successful learners, “It’s all about social proof ... they take the
qualifications they get from us, and they put it on to their LinkedIn. So
now that they are saying this is important to me, and by virtue of the fact
they say this is important to me, its important to, for them, to tell
others” (P5).

In addition, completing the credit-rated learning course supports
career transitions as well as building confidence in learners who
already were working in their field:

A lot of people coming from kind of adjacent industries, ...
that they think there is a better future and higher earnings
potential and more security by switching into and by taking
those skills adding [FieldA] onto it ... and then the people
from all sorts of backgrounds nurses, security guards,
policemen, teachers. (P9)
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There could be people whod be working in [FieldA] for years
because ... they're not qualified they kind of feel like, 'm not sure
if anybody's listening to me, but somehow magically they have this
qualification and they feel like ... people are listening to you more
in the meetings (P9)

4.3 Value to learning providers being
credit-rated

As already mentioned above, the benefits for the learning
providers include recognition of their learning on SCQF and the
international equivalency and portability that this brings. Moreover,
credit-rating of learning offers pathways into university programs. In
addition, credit-rating brings further credibility to the offering of the
learning provider:

idea, concept, package, program, whatever you want to call it that
they could have potentially delivered on their own however they
want you to garner a bit more brand, a bit more, kudos, credibility
and therefore they wanted to partner with us to, get themselves,
get it credit rated, but also to have that GCU stamp of
approval (P2).

It’s really about customer focus and the customer looks at us and
says ‘are these guys reputable?” and the University accreditation
helps us with that reputation (P5).

For some learning providers, credit-rating is essential due to the
nature of training that they provide.

Our students are educators themselves ... so they understand the
credit system, the European credits and how they transfer ... It's
a cornerstone of what we do. It adds huge value ... I think it's
probably important to say that it [credit-rating] ... is a
fundamental part of our business. ... we wouldn't have a business

without credit-rating, that's the reality of it (P6).

Whereas for others, the credit-rating aligns to supporting staff
within their own organization in their professional development and
the impact that this learning has, including them becoming change
agents within their own organization:

The [manager] told me that [it] is the confidence and knowledge
those [practitioners] bring back with them and how to change

practice to make it work better for [their users] (P1)

One [practitioner] that I spoke to was now doing stuff across the

[wider organization] (P1)

The ability for internal organizational development professionals
to support their colleagues to access credit-bearing learning is
another key driver as this meets professional requirements, “there’s
no free Masters level provision for [profession], anywhere in Scotland
that I can find right now” (P1).

Another noted value to learning providers of credit-rating their
learning is that it enhances their own offering and quality assurance
of that learning:
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We go through the rigor because we know that's important to
you guys [GCU], but it's also important to us. So, we just embed
that in and that's part of the business relationship (P5).

the annual audit ... we find that really constructive as well ...
I guess what we find to a certain extent is preparing for the audit
... it helps us with our own timetable for the year ... a conversation
around where we are, what the gaps might be, getting access to
some of our students as well. So, it's a very it's a very positive

experience, but it's rigorous (P6)

Finally, the model of credit-rating of learning means that the
learning provider retains ownership of their learning materials, which
is important as “dual ownership ... where the university would and the
[OrgX] might have joint ownership over the curriculum, and it just does
not work ... it does not give you the flexibility in the agility and the
ownership piece” (P6).

4.4 Value to university and importance of
business model

Credit-rating is a strategic choice for any university to engage in,
and in the case of GCU aligns to its vision and strategy, as “credit
ratings we do would very much fit the Civic University” (P2) and its
“complementary [to our traditional programs] because it supports that
kind of lifelong learning partnership approach” (P3). Moreover, GCU
as the leading Scottish university for widening access to Higher
Education, then this is an alternative form of widening access, as “it
gives opportunity to people to get some form of qualification. So,
you might say we are widening access” (P4) that offer pathways into
GCU programs or other Higher Education programs, as
mentioned above.

It was clear also that participation in credit-rating offers benefits
to the university that range from sharing expertise, gaining new
insights in your discipline, and bringing examples (with permission)
back into GCU teaching:

I do think GCU do learn a lot from some of the practices that
we would have around that. So equally we learn a lot from
standards around the assessment (P6).

As a university, we can learn quite a lot from that as a specialist in
an area. So, if you're already a subject matter expert in an academic
school, you might not be getting exposure to that, and
you wouldn't see the back-end workings (P3).

So, we had a wonderful opportunity on the day we credit rate
[providerA] to learn some latest developments in the field, some
new theories and requirements in the area ... I used some of the
discussions, some of the examples shared with us during the day

as examples in my teaching for [modules A and B] (P4).

It was acknowledged that this engagement with learning providers
allows GCU to meet Scottish Government priorities:

I think it's important to give recognition to external
organizations ... to say that what learning you're doing is of
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high value and is of importance. So, I think that it's meeting
the demand that Scotland's looking for in terms of the
workforce ... I suppose it's giving a gateway to these external
meet the Scottish Government

organizations  to

aspirations (P7).

Furthermore, the business model adopted by the university in
credit-rating of learning is seen as contributing to the success,
whether this is (a) how the process of credit-rating is
communicated to interested learning providers, (b) how decisions
are made around whether credit-rating is of mutual benefit at the
time of enquiry, (c) the ongoing relationships management, and
(d) how to provide credit-rating in a robust and effective manner.
One learning provider indicates that the business model for
mutual benefit is important and that GCU is viewed as a
current benchmark:

How would you actually deliver lifelong learning? Like, what does
it actually look like from a CPD perspective? And I think
you know also that universities are going to be at the cornerstone
of it. But I think for universities to do it properly ... they need to
look at their partnership model ... How do we make sure that
we're meeting is in a really flexible manner and that's why I just
think that this particular model, that GCU have is, is really a really
strong benchmark and a good use case study of how it should
be done (P6).

There is some flexibility required in the business model, and when
it works, credit-rating is viewed as mutually beneficial, “So the ability
to have programs credit rated, it feels more like a partnership” (P1).
However, it is critical that the mutual value is recognized and that this
is explicitly recognized within any ongoing commercial relationship.

4.5 Future opportunities

The interviews identified that credit-rating does bring value to the
different stakeholders. However, there were areas that were identified
to enhance credit-rating. First, it was acknowledged that the term
‘credit-rating’ may be confusing and hinder wider adoption of
credit-rating:

So, I think the terminology around it [credit rating] ... it's still
very academic and a little bit old and we could do with finding a
different way to communicate that ... more customer centric and
that means more to the outside world ... I think it [term credit-
rating] creates potential barriers (P3)

I do believe we need to come up with a more catchy term. In the
near future, especially if we're going to grow the business (P4)

In addition, one of the interviewees (P8) highlighted there is a
potential for confusion around learner’s understanding of the
professional standing of non-credentialed courses and credentialed
courses; credentialed courses included credit-rated learning courses.

This lack of awareness and appreciation needs to be addressed,
due to the changing nature of lifelong learning in Scotland (as in
other countries)
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[in development of] micro credential framework for Scotland ...
a key part of the discussion is around you won't just necessarily
register to do a full-time masters in one year, you might actually
want to just come and do a bit of something, and then come
back (P7).

Credit-rating is one option to respond to this opportunity, as “it’s
a model for rolling out these [micro-credentials], for getting credit rating
to industry in a flexible manner without probably pulling in a huge
amount of resources within the university itself” (P6). In addition, it is
important that in this more flexible, lifelong learning system that
pathways are more clearly signposted to GCU programs, or more
flexible learning programs, “I think more could be done on creating
visibility on pathways, ... either across universities or within universities
are from providers into universities” (P6). This deeper connection and
opportunities for synergies are a further area for development,

We [GCU] are creating leaders of the future who are then going
to be looking to organizations like this [learning provider H],
potentially for some of their organizational training and
development needs, ... it can develop the pool of demand if
we introduce it to them as a student ... I think it would add to the

benefits of why we do this and what it brings to the institution (P2)

so how could we go from a situation where GCU is credit-rating
and auditing our courses to, to the extent that we could start
working more ... in a partnership model, maybe in terms of

curriculum just, ... students maybe being transferred to courses

on GCU that they might be interested in? (P6)

This deepening relationship touches on another area for
enhancement, which relates to how GCU more systematically diffuses
insights gained from credit-rating into the wider organization.

5 Discussion

The findings from the interviewees highlighted that there is a
positive and clear value to a range of groups: (1) to individual learners
who are looking to up-and re-skill and transition into new careers
through high-quality learning, completing a course that is registered
on the SCQF which then has alignment to other international National
Qualifications Frameworks (such as the EQF), (2) to universities
(Credit-Rating Bodies) and their civic responsibility, as credit-rating
of learning widens access to high-quality professionally aligned
learning (which in turn matches to the priorities of the Scottish
Government and employers within Scotland), and (3) to the learning
providers in further enhancing the credibility of their offerings,
improving their courses through refined development and quality
processes, as well as bringing international recognition (through
alignment to the SCQF) and portability to progress onto further
formal education.

Therefore, credit-rating of learning aligns to the purpose of the
SCQF’s purpose as outlined in Section 1, namely, “to show learners
and others potential routes to progression and credit-transfer” (Dunn,
2022, p. 47) and to facilitate lifelong learning (Behringer and Coles,
2003). Moreover, it provides a flexible route for learners to up-and
re-skill at a pace and time that is appropriate to them (Brennan,
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2021) and has benefits to sponsoring organizations in terms of
workforce development. In addition, learning providers (such as
EdTech companies) can respond more rapidly to these individual
and organizational demands and that the credit-rating route
provides a flexible, responsive route to get their courses registered
on an internationally recognized National Qualifications
Framework, such as the SCQF through the SCQFP (SCQF
Partnership, 2024b). Also, the independence of the SCQFP that
manages the SCQF appears to be an important enabler, as this
independence allows them to recognize that meaningful learning
takes place across different organizations, and not just in formal
education institutions. Together with the clear principles and
guidelines on credit-rating of learning support, CRBs (universities
and colleges) provide a structure for alternative forms of credentialed
learning to emerge.

The research identified also that there is confusion around the
term credit-rating and an improved understanding of this term across
a range of stakeholders (education, employers, lifelong learners, and
citizens) would be beneficial to see a wider adoption and engagement
with credit-rating of learning. While some believed that a more
learner/business-friendly term would be beneficial, other participants
argued that credit-rating gave gravitas to the process and its outcome,
so further consultation around this would be required. What is
acknowledged is that wider understanding of credit-rating of learning
would be beneficial to lifelong learners, employees, employers, and
society more generally to meet workforce needs.

Importantly, the research highlighted that the business model
adopted by the Credit-Rating Body (GCU in this instance) is a key
consideration. A stream-lined process of initial engagement and then
credit-rating with clear criteria and guidance allows an efficient, but
robust process. The autonomy of GCU in defining this process,
aligned to SCQFP principles for credit-rating of learning (SCQF
Partnership, 2015), recognizes the flexibility that the arrangements
around the SCQF allow, and the benefit of such an approach. Each
CRB needs to ensure that its business model recognizes the value
proposition of credit-rating generally but equally recognizes the value
co-creation that is created through credit-rating of a learning
provider’s learning. Furthermore, the alignment of the CRB’s
institutional strategy to the purpose and value of credit-rating is
another important enabler. The operationalization of this strategy
needs to allow mutual recognition of value through the credit-rating
process—that the university is benefiting from offering this service, as
is the learning provider and that together value is being co-created. In
fact, the findings highlight that there is potential for further shared
value, such as clearer pathways beyond the credit-rated learning
course that would align to national priorities (such as widening access,
supporting fair job transition due to macro-environment and
industry-specific changes).

6 Conclusion and future work

This exploratory research had the research question, “what are the
benefits of having a flexible national qualification system (SCQF) that
allows ‘credit rating’ of organizational learning?” The research
identified a number of benefits and value to individual lifelong
learners, to the university (GCU in this case), and to the learning
provider whose learning courses are being credit-rated.
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o For Lifelong Learners: The SCQF’s flexible framework offers
learners a wider variety of accredited courses, allowing them to
pursue personalized learning pathways that align with career goals.

« For Universities (e.g., GCU): The ability to credit-rate external
learning enhances the university’s role in the broader educational
ecosystem, improving its attractiveness to both learners and
potential partners.

o For Learning Providers: The process of credit-rating helps
external providers enhance their credibility by having their
courses recognized within a structured national framework, thus
attracting more learners.

These benefits emanate from a flexible national qualifications
framework (SCQF) that enables and recognizes high-quality learning
can come from a range of providers and that a diversity of choice for
learners strengthens the overall provision of education available. The
SCQFP guidance around credit-rating allows Credit-Rating Bodies
(CRBs), such as universities, to credit-rate a learning provider’s learning
in a robust manner, resulting in that course being registered on the
SCQFP database at a particular SCQF level and with a number of credits
(equating to a number of intended learning hours). The de-centralized
approach allows each CRB to develop their own business model so long
as it fulfills the guidance of the SCQFP, and the findings indicate that
developing and sustaining an appropriate business model enables mutual
benefits for the CRB and for the learning provider.

This exploratory research used a purposive sampling of
participants to determine initial themes around benefits, so the
number of participants represents a limitation of this research, as well
as using one CRB (university). In addition, this research did not
engage with learners or sponsoring organizations, a critical gap for
understanding the full value of credit-rating from a learner’s
perspective. Further research is required to address these limitations
and the emergent findings:

1 Expand Sample Size and Context:

Broaden the scope of the study to include more CRBs, including
private and non-university providers.

Include participants from diverse educational sectors to validate
whether the benefits identified in this study are applicable in
other contexts.

2 Engage Learners and Sponsoring Organizations:

Conduct follow-up or longitudinal research that directly involves
learners who have taken credit-rated courses and sponsoring
organizations (e.g., employers) to understand their perspectives
on the value of credit-rating.

3 Revisit the Terminology:

Investigate whether the term “credit-rating of learning” is the most
effective term. A comparative analysis of alternative terms, such as
“learning accreditation” or “skills certification,” could help
determine whether a clearer term exists that conveys the process’s
value to all stakeholders (learners, providers, employers,
and society).

4 Examine Value Co-Creation in Credit-Rating:

Explore how value co-creation between CRBs, learning providers,
and learners occurs in the credit-rating process. Identify the key
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factors that contribute to sustainable, successful partnerships,
and develop a model to support these relationships
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