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Credentials on the Rise: The
Role of Quality Assurance

The Higher Learning Commission (HLC) is
the nation’s largest institutional accreditor, a
role dedicated to quality assurance in post-
secondary education. With more than 950
member institutions, HL.C is committed to
reflecting the dynamic needs of colleges and
universities and informs members regularly of
the emerging trends in higher education. With
a mission focused on students, HLC recognizes
the needs of all learners, some who can benefit
by the changing landscape of short-term
credentials, those that fall within an institution
of higher education and others offered by
external providers. Or both.

Today’s workforce demands skills-based
training and employees that constantly upskill
to adapt to the changing needs of the economy
and the communities served. The marketplace
of these credentials is exploding, but how does
the consumer know which providers offer the
best outcomes and quality? Is it possible that an
accrediting organization can help respond to
that question? The answer is yes.

HLC began a deep dive into ways to
transform both accreditation and higher
education as far back as 2016, with a national
group of higher education leaders, frankly,
known as “disruptors.” They were called the
Partners for Transformation. The resultant
ideas included insights for state relations,
student success, and innovation, including

a recommendation to study the changing
landscape of credentials. Subsequent
research and convenings with additional
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experts identified the exponential growth of
credentials providing many options, a shift
that would permanently impact how learners
access options for advancing their careers and
realizing their own intents for areas of study.

These shifts reflect the growing concerns
expressed about some of the limitations of the
more traditional pathways to higher learning.
Do all students need a degree? How long will
it take? What is the affordability? Are there
alternate paths? How can a learner know
which is the best option, identified through
some form of quality assurance?

How did an accreditor with more
than 130 years of experience respond?
HLC formed the Credential Lab.

See: hlcommission.org/ credential-lab

To respond to the workforce and credential
gaps, HLC set up three groups of visionary
stakeholders, those with extensive knowledge
of short-term credentials and the many
initiatives underway within and outside of
higher education. These groups represent
colleges, universities, national organizations,
states, and evolving leaders in the field.
Their efforts are supported through strategic
funding from HLC, Lumina Foundation, and
the ECMC Foundation.

“As the need for short-term credentials
grows, HLC will advance the agenda aligned
with quality assurance for learners.”
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Each group met a few times in the fall of 2023 and in 2024,
advising HL.C on pathways to review external providers and
train higher education personnel on the best ways to integrate
short-term credentials into institutional offerings, those that lead
to promotions, new jobs, support local businesses and, overall,
enhance the quality of lives of learners of all ages. The work is
coming to fruition in 2025.

HLC’s Credential Lab will help higher education and other
organizations in navigating the complex and growing ecosystem
of postsecondary microcredentials and the dynamic learn and
work ecosystem. The Credential Lab’s work is focused on 1)
Designing an “Endorsement” for third-party education and
training providers, and 2) Supporting institutions and other
educational providers in navigating the dynamic learn and work
ecosystem through the Credential Lab Innovation Center.

HLC’s Credential Lab is an innovation hub that supports
institutions, learners, employers, and educational provider
organizations in navigating the complex ecosystem of post-
secondary microcredentials.

Right now, HLC is piloting an endorsement framework for
microcredential educational providers. In effect, the review

can result in identifying trusted providers to help both learners,
businesses, and higher education institutions make the most
informed decisions about the organizations. These providers
are growing, covering a wide range of offerings. States and local
communities are encouraging an increased focus on workforce
preparation, and HLC is well positioned to assure quality.

HLC’s outreach for this endeavor has been to convene with
educational providers and state agencies in initial conversations
about how an HLC Endorsement might support their needs for
approving education and training providers.

In developing the Innovation Center, HLC convened experts
to design a pilot program while finalizing the model for
participation. One resource that has already been developed
and published is the Microcredential Partnerships with Purpose
Planning Tool. The tool helps institutions identify and assess
various employer and community-based partnership types

and opportunities and align them with institutional goals

for microcredentialing,

HLC continues to engage in strategic outreach activities within
the higher ed and workforce communities: including with
WICHE, National Council for Workforce Education,

WCLET conference, West Virginia Microcredential Summit, and
the Minnesota State Accreditation and Assessment conference.

HLC continues to learn and refine the Credential Lab initiative
as we engage in ongoing research, gleaning insights from the
dynamic provider marketplace. It will become part of the larger
efforts taking place across the U.S., partnering with national and
state economic development and higher education organizations.
As the need for short-term credentials grows, HLC will advance
the agenda aligned with quality assurance for learners.

The Higher Learning Commission is always open to
conversations about credentials. Contact the author of this
article at president@hlcommission.org or visit hlcommission.org
for more information. V
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