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Abstract

This study explored undergraduate students’ and community partners’ perceptions of the value  Keywords
of micro-credentials within community-engaged Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) in technical

micro-
education programs in South-East Nigeria. Guided by Experiential Learning Theory, Human credentials
Capital Theory, and Signaling Theory, the study adopted a mixed-methods exploratory design to work- ’
examine how micro-credentials were perceived in relation to employability-related .

. . . . o integrated
competencies, professional confidence, and career readiness. Quantitative data were collected | )
through a structured questionnaire administered to 412 undergraduate students enrolled in earning,

community-

technical education programs incorporating community-engaged WIL, while qualitative data
were generated through semi-structured interviews with 20 students and 12 community €ngaged
partners involved in WIL supervision and collaboration. Findings revealed generally positive l€arning,
student perceptions regarding the usefulness of micro-credentials for recognising competencies employability,
developed through experiential learning, strengthening confidence in communicating skills, and  career
supporting preparedness for future employment. Qualitative findings further suggested that readiness,
students viewed micro-credentials as useful for documenting technical and transferable technical
competencies, encouraging reflective learning, and articulating skills gained through education,
community-engaged experiences. Community partners similarly perceived micro-credentials as

experiential
potentially valuable indicators of students’ preparedness and engagement within collaborative learning, higher
projects. However, participants identified institutional and contextual constraints, including educatioln

limited awareness, inconsistent implementation, inadequate guidance, and weak digital
infrastructure. The study suggests that micro-credentials may serve as useful mechanisms for
recognising and communicating learning developed through community-engaged WIL while
highlighting the need for stronger institutional support and clearer implementation strategies.

Introduction

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) has become an increasingly important feature of higher education,
particularly in programs designed to prepare students for professional practice. Broadly understood
as structured learning experiences that integrate academic study with workplace or community-based
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settings, WIL seeks to bridge the longstanding gap between classroom knowledge and its practical
application (O’Donovan, 2018; Okolie et al., 2020). Through activities such as internships, industrial
attachments, service-learning, cooperative education, and community-based projects, students are
provided opportunities to apply disciplinary knowledge in authentic contexts while developing
professional and transferable capabilities. Existing research suggests that participation in WIL is often
associated with students’ perceptions of improved communication, problem-solving, adaptability, and
preparedness for future work (Chukwuedo & Ementa, 2022; Dwyer et al., 2025; Ojo et al., 2025).

Contemporary understandings of WIL extend beyond the development of individual skills to
emphasise its relational and collaborative nature. Rather than functioning solely as workplace
exposure, WIL is increasingly recognised as a partnership-based pedagogical approach involving
reciprocal engagement among universities, students, and external stakeholders, including industries,
employers, and local communities (Jacoby et al., 2024; Okolie, Elom et al., 2021). Within this triadic
arrangement, universities act not merely as providers of placement opportunities but also as
pedagogical and relational actors responsible for designing learning experiences, supporting reflective
practice, and facilitating meaningful connections between disciplinary learning and professional or
community contexts. Community and industry partners, in turn, contribute situated expertise and
authentic learning environments, while students actively engage in applying and negotiating
knowledge through practice.

This relational dimension is particularly important within community-engaged WIL, where learning
extends beyond employability preparation to include forms of reciprocal value creation, civic
engagement, and context-responsive problem-solving. Community-engaged WIL refers to forms of
experiential learning that intentionally connect students, universities, and community or workplace
partners in mutually beneficial ways through shared projects, practical engagement, and applied
knowledge exchange (Jacoby et al., 2024; Okolie, 2022). In such settings, learning is often
collaborative, socially situated, and shaped by local realities. Consequently, student learning
outcomes emerge not only from technical task completion but also through interactions with
institutional structures, workplace practices, and community expectations.

These dynamics are especially relevant in technical education programs, where practical competence
and workplace readiness form central curriculum objectives. In the context of this study, technical
education programs refer to university-based fields oriented toward applied technological, vocational,
engineering-related, and industrial skill development, including programs designed to prepare
students for technical occupations, innovation, and workforce participation (Okolie, Nwali et al., 2021;
Tennant et al., 2018). Such programs were selected because they commonly embed WIL as a core
pedagogical component and place strong emphasis on applied problem-solving, practical competence,
and industry or community engagement. Graduates are expected to demonstrate not only disciplinary
knowledge but also the capacity to adapt, collaborate, and apply technical expertise in complex
professional settings (Buck, 2024; Jackson & Edgar, 2019).

At the same time, concerns remain regarding how competencies developed through WIL are
recognised and communicated. Many capabilities acquired through experiential and community-
engaged learning, including teamwork, initiative, problem-solving, and professional confidence, often
remain implicit or insufficiently documented within conventional degree structures (Biggs, 1999;
Harris-Reeves et al.,, 2023). As labour markets increasingly value evidence of applied capability
alongside academic qualifications, higher education institutions face growing pressure to better
recognise and communicate students’ learning gained through authentic practice settings (Rajabalee,
2023; Waddill, 2023; Wahab et al., 2025).

Micro-credentials have emerged as one response to this challenge. Commonly described as short,
targeted, and quality-assured certifications, micro-credentials are intended to make specific
competencies more visible, verifiable, and portable beyond traditional transcripts (Tamoliune et al.,
2023; Vasilev, 2024). Within WIL settings, they may provide a mechanism for recognising discrete
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technical and transferable competencies developed through practical experience. Research
increasingly suggests that students, educators, and employers often perceive micro-credentials as
useful for communicating skill attainment and supporting transitions into employment, although
guestions remain regarding consistency, standardisation, employer recognition, and contextual
relevance across higher education systems (Rami et al., 2024; Wadhawan & Wadhawan, 2024).

Despite increasing attention to both micro-credentials and WIL, limited empirical research has
examined how micro-credentialing is perceived within community-engaged WIL environments,
particularly in technical education contexts and within developing higher education systems. Existing
studies frequently emphasise employability discourse, digital credentialing systems, or institutional
innovation, while giving less attention to how students and external partners experience the value of
micro-credentials in documenting workplace and community-based learning (Damasevicius, 2024;
Pandya & Wang, 2024). Furthermore, the role of universities in shaping these learning relationships
and supporting meaningful recognition practices remains underexplored.

This gap is particularly evident in South-East Nigeria, where universities offering technical education
increasingly incorporate industrial training, community-based placements, and service-oriented WIL
experiences as part of efforts to improve workforce preparation and respond to local development
needs (Ugwuozor & Egenti, 2024; Uwakwe et al., 2022; Oguejiofor et al.,, 2022). Through these
experiences, students may acquire a range of technical, professional, and interpersonal competencies.
However, questions remain regarding how such learning is recognised, communicated, and perceived
to contribute to career preparedness within contexts where formal systems for documenting
experiential learning are still emerging.

Against this background, the present study explores students’ and community partners’ perceptions
of the value of micro-credentials within community-engaged WIL among undergraduate students
enrolled in technical education programs in South-East Nigeria. Specifically, the study examines
perceptions regarding how micro-credentials may support the communication of employability-
related competencies, professional confidence, and career readiness developed through WIL
experiences. It also explores how community partners perceive the relevance of micro-credentialed
learning and identifies contextual and institutional factors shaping the implementation of micro-
credentialing within technical education programs.

Literature Review

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL), Community Engagement, and Higher Education
Partnerships

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is widely understood as an approach that links academic learning with
workplace and community-based practice. Through internships, industrial training, practicum,
cooperative education, and service-learning, students apply disciplinary knowledge in authentic
settings while engaging with professional practice (O’'Donovan, 2018; Okolie, 2022; Tennant et al.,
2018). WIL is commonly associated with the development of transferable competencies, including
communication, teamwork, problem-solving, adaptability, and technical skills linked to graduate
preparedness for work (Dwyer et al., 2025; Okolie et al., 2020; Uwakwe et al., 2022).

Recent scholarship increasingly conceptualises WIL as a partnership-based process rather than
workplace exposure alone. Community-engaged WIL particularly emphasises reciprocal relationships
among universities, students, industries, and community organisations (Jacoby et al., 2024; Okolie,
Nwali et al., 2021). Universities shape learning through curriculum design, supervision, assessment,
and reflection, while community partners provide authentic contexts for practice and students
construct understanding through participation in real-world activities.

Community engagement broadens WIL beyond workforce preparation by promoting civic
participation, reciprocal learning, and problem-solving responsive to local needs (Chukwuedo &
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Ementa, 2022; Otermans et al.,, 2023). However, concerns remain regarding how competencies
developed through community-engaged WIL are recognised and communicated, particularly where
institutional systems for documenting experiential learning are weak (Jacoby et al., 2024; Waddill,
2023).

Employability and Career Readiness Employability and Career Readiness in WIL Contexts

Employability extends beyond job attainment to include graduates’ ability to adapt to changing labour
market demands, sustain professional growth, and respond to workplace expectations (Alvarez et al.,
2017; Chen et al., 2023; Wahab et al., 2025). It encompasses technical competence, transferable skills,
professional confidence, and workplace awareness (Damasevicius, 2024; Greenwood, 2025; Ojo et al.,
2022). Closely related, career readiness reflects students’ perceived preparedness to communicate
competencies and navigate professional transitions.

Research suggests that students value WIL for opportunities to apply knowledge, engage with
professionals, and develop workplace capabilities (Okolie, Elom et al., 2021; Uwakwe et al., 2022).
Community-engaged WIL may strengthen these experiences through collaborative and socially
situated learning. However, reliance on self-reported data limits conclusions regarding actual
employability outcomes, creating a need for studies exploring how students and external stakeholders
perceive the contribution of experiential learning to confidence and career readiness.

A continuing challenge concerns documenting competencies gained through WIL. Interpersonal,
collaborative, and context-specific skills are often insufficiently represented within conventional
credentialing systems, limiting students’ ability to communicate these competencies to employers
(Chaurasia & Veeriah, 2023; Harris-Reeves et al., 2023).

Micro-Credentials as Recognition Mechanisms in Community-Engaged WIL

Micro-credentials have gained attention as mechanisms for recognising competencies acquired
through formal, informal, and experiential learning. Typically awarded for demonstrated achievement
in targeted skill areas, they complement traditional qualifications by making learning more visible,
portable, and verifiable (Tamoliune et al., 2023; Vasilev, 2024). Within higher education, they are
increasingly explored as tools for recognising technical skills, transferable competencies, and
workplace learning not fully captured in conventional transcripts (Gamage & Dehideniya, 2025;
Nguyen et al., 2025).

Their relevance is particularly evident in community-engaged WIL, where learning develops through
interactions among students, universities, and external partners. Micro-credentials may provide
structured recognition of competencies emerging from authentic practice, including teamwork,
initiative, problem-solving, and professional engagement. Although students and employers often
view micro-credentials as useful indicators of competence, concerns remain regarding
standardisation, consistency, and employer recognition (Rami et al., 2024; Wadhawan & Wadhawan,
2024).

Despite growing interest, limited research has examined how micro-credentials are experienced
within community-engaged WIL, particularly from multiple stakeholder perspectives. Existing studies
largely focus on institutional reform and labour market alignment while giving less attention to how
students, universities, and community partners interpret the value of credentialed experiential
learning (Jacoby et al., 2024; Chukwu et al., 2024; O’Connor, 2024).
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Technical Education Programs and the South-East Nigerian Context

Technical education programs prepare students for occupations requiring applied technical
competence and workplace responsiveness. In this study, technical education refers to university-
based disciplines emphasising technological, vocational, industrial, and engineering-related learning,
where theoretical instruction is integrated with practical skill development (Chukwu et al., 2024;
Tennant et al., 2018). These programs are relevant because WIL is commonly embedded through
industrial training, fieldwork, service-learning, and community-based placements.

In South-East Nigeria, universities increasingly rely on WIL to strengthen graduate preparedness and
address workforce and community development priorities (Ugwuozor & Egenti, 2024; Uwakwe et al.,
2022; Oguejiofor et al., 2022). However, limited infrastructure, inadequate supervision, and weak
systems for documenting experiential learning may constrain recognition of competencies developed
through WIL (Okolie, 2022). These conditions make the context appropriate for examining perceptions
of micro-credentials within community-engaged WIL.

Synthesis and Research Gap

Existing scholarship highlights the value of WIL, community-engaged learning, and micro-credentials
in higher education. However, these areas are rarely examined together, particularly in technical
education and developing-country contexts. Research often considers employability, WIL, or micro-
credentials separately while giving limited attention to the interconnected roles of universities and
community partners in shaping experiential learning.

Evidence also remains limited regarding how students and community stakeholders perceive micro-
credentials as tools for recognising competencies developed through community-engaged WIL.
Addressing this gap, the present study examines perceptions of the value of micro-credentials in
supporting employability-related competencies, professional confidence, and career readiness among
undergraduate students engaged in community-based WIL in South-East Nigeria.

Theoretical Framework

This study draws on Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), Human Capital Theory (HCT), and Signaling
Theory to examine how students, universities, and community partners perceive the role of micro-
credentials within community-engaged Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) in technical education
programs in South-East Nigeria. Rather than assuming direct employability outcomes, these theories
provide an interpretive lens for understanding how competencies developed through community-
based learning are experienced, recognised, and communicated. Together, they frame community-
engaged WIL as a relational process involving students, universities, and external partners whose
interactions shape learning and perceptions of career readiness.

Experiential Learning Theory

Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), developed by Kolb (1984), explains learning as a cyclical process
involving experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and application. Learning becomes meaningful
when individuals engage in authentic activities, reflect on experiences, and apply new understanding
in subsequent contexts (Okolie et al., 2020).

ELT provides a useful lens for understanding learning within community-engaged WIL in technical
education, where industrial training, service-learning, field practice, and community placements are
central pedagogical components. Competencies linked to career readiness emerge through authentic
participation supported by supervision, feedback, and reflection. Universities contribute through
curriculum design, assessment, and reflective support, while community partners provide contexts
where learning is negotiated and applied.
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Within this study, ELT helps explain how participants perceive the contribution of community-engaged
WIL to skill development, professional confidence, and preparedness for work. However, the theory
offers limited explanation of how competencies become formally recognised or communicated
beyond learning settings, thereby informing the inclusion of Human Capital Theory.

Human Capital Theory

Human Capital Theory (HCT), associated with Becker (1964), conceptualises education and training as
investments that develop knowledge, skills, and capabilities linked to productivity and professional
opportunity. In higher education, the theory explains how educational experiences are perceived as
valuable for career preparation.

In this study, HCT helps explain how students and universities may perceive micro-credentials as
mechanisms for recognising competencies developed through community-engaged WIL. Rather than
assuming experiential learning directly produces employability outcomes, the theory supports
examination of how participants interpret the value of documenting practical and transferable skills
gained through university-community engagement.

Within technical education, where applied competence is emphasised, micro-credentials may
strengthen the visibility and communication of experiential learning. Universities play a central role
through assessment, credentialing systems, and recognition of learning outcomes. However, while
HCT explains educational value, it offers less insight into how credentialed competencies are
interpreted by external stakeholders, justifying the use of Signaling Theory.

Signaling Theory

Signaling Theory, proposed by Spence (1973), explains how individuals communicate qualities such as
competence, motivation, and preparedness through credible signals. Educational credentials
frequently reduce uncertainty regarding an individual’s capabilities.

In this study, micro-credentials are viewed as potential signals through which competencies developed
during community-engaged WIL are communicated to external stakeholders. In technical education,
where applied performance is valued, students may perceive micro-credentials as useful for
demonstrating technical and transferable competencies acquired through experiential learning.

The theory also applies to community-engaged settings where credibility and preparedness shape
interactions among universities, students, and partner organisations. Community partners may
interpret micro-credentials as indicators of competence and engagement, while universities
strengthen signal credibility through assessment and quality assurance.

Rather than assuming micro-credentials directly improve employability, Signaling Theory helps explain
how participants perceive the communicative and symbolic value of credentialed learning.

Integrating the Theories with Study Constructs

ELT, HCT, and Signaling Theory collectively provide a complementary framework for examining
perceptions of micro-credentials within community-engaged WIL. ELT explains how learning develops
through experience and reflection; HCT highlights how such learning may be perceived as
professionally valuable; and Signaling Theory explains how recognised competencies are
communicated and interpreted across educational and community contexts.

Together, these perspectives position community-engaged WIL as a collaborative process involving
students, universities, and community partners. The framework aligns with the exploratory design of
the study by focusing on how participants interpret the role of micro-credentials in supporting
perceived career readiness, professional confidence, and competency recognition in technical
education settings.
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Methodology

Research Design

The study employed a convergent mixed-methods design, combining quantitative and qualitative
approaches to examine students’ and community partners’ perceptions of the value of micro-
credentials embedded within community-engaged Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) in technical
education programs in South-East Nigeria. The design was appropriate because the study focused on
participants’ experiences and interpretations of employability-related competencies, professional
confidence, and career readiness rather than measuring objective employability outcomes or causal
relationships. Quantitative data provided descriptive evidence of students’ perceptions, while
qualitative data offered contextual insight into how micro-credentialed WIL experiences were
understood and experienced by students and community partners. Both strands were collected
concurrently and integrated during interpretation to strengthen triangulation and contextual
understanding.

Area of the Study

The study was conducted in South-East Nigeria, where public universities offer technical education
programs with established WIL components linked to industries, schools, technical organisations, and
community projects. In this study, technical education programs refer to university-based disciplines
focused on vocational, industrial, engineering-related, and technology-oriented training that combine
theoretical instruction with practical skill development. These programs were selected because
community-engaged WIL forms a core pedagogical component through industrial training, service-
learning, technical projects, and community placements aimed at preparing students for professional
practice.

South-East Nigeria provided an appropriate setting because universities in the region increasingly rely
on WIL to strengthen graduate preparedness and address local workforce and community needs,
although systems for formally recognising competencies gained through experiential learning remain
limited. While the findings are context-specific and not statistically generalisable, they may offer
analytical insights transferable to similar higher education settings where technical education,
experiential learning, and university-community partnerships intersect.

Population of the Study

The study population comprised undergraduate students enrolled in technical education programs in
public universities in South-East Nigeria implementing community-engaged WIL, alongside community
partners involved in student supervision and collaborative WIL activities. Institutional records
indicated an estimated population of 480 eligible undergraduate students who had completed at least
one community-engaged WIL placement. The study also involved an estimated 60 community
partners, including supervisors, project coordinators, and organisational representatives supporting
student placements.

Sample and Sampling Techniques

For the quantitative strand, the study adopted a census sampling approach to include all eligible
students meeting the inclusion criteria. Census sampling was considered suitable because the target
population was accessible and manageable, allowing broader representation and reduced sampling
error (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A total of 480 questionnaires were distributed, with 412 valid
responses returned, yielding an 85.8% response rate.

For the qualitative strand, purposive sampling was used to select participants with direct and
information-rich experience of community-engaged WIL and micro-credential use. Twenty students
were selected based on prior involvement in micro-credentialed WIL activities and willingness to
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reflect on their experiences. Additionally, twelve community partners were recruited because of their
supervisory and collaborative roles in WIL projects involving technical education students. This
approach enhanced the relevance and depth of qualitative evidence.

Research Instruments

Data were collected using two complementary instruments: a structured questionnaire for students
and semi-structured interview guides for students and community partners. Both instruments were
developed in line with the study objectives and contextualised to reflect community-engaged WIL
practices in technical education programs.

The questionnaire contained two parts. Part | captured demographic and academic information,
including programme area, year of study, participation in community-engaged WIL, and exposure to
micro-credentials.

Part Il comprised four sections. Section A examined students’ perceptions of employability-related
competencies developed through community-engaged WIL and recognised through micro-
credentials. Items were adapted from employability literature and contextualised to technical
education settings. Example items included: ‘My community-engaged WIL experience helped me
develop workplace-relevant skills’ and ‘The micro-credentials | earned reflect practical competencies
valued in professional settings.’

Section B explored perceptions of professional confidence and preparedness associated with micro-
credentialed WIL experiences. Drawing from career self-efficacy measures, items included: ‘I feel
confident explaining the skills | developed through WIL experiences’ and ‘Micro-credentials help me
communicate my competencies more clearly.’

Section C focused on students’ perceptions of feedback received from community partners during WIL
experiences, particularly in relation to teamwork, initiative, problem-solving, and practical skill
application. Consistent with the exploratory nature of the study, emphasis was placed on reported
experiences rather than objective performance measures.

Section D assessed perceptions of institutional support for micro-credential implementation, including
university guidance, supervision, policy support, and integration of micro-credentials into WIL
practices. This section also examined the university’s pedagogical and coordinating role in facilitating
WIL activities and partnerships with external stakeholders.

All questionnaire items were measured using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

For the qualitative strand, semi-structured interview guides were developed for students and
community partners. Student interviews explored experiences of community-engaged WIL, perceived
value of micro-credentials, confidence in articulating competencies, and interactions with university
and community stakeholders. Community partner interviews examined perceptions of students’
preparedness, professionalism, skill application, and the usefulness of micro-credentials in recognising
competencies developed through WIL participation.

Validity and Reliability of Research Instruments

Content and construct validity were established through adaptation of items from recognised
employability and career development literature and expert review by five specialists in vocational
and technical education, WIL, and educational measurement. The experts assessed item clarity,
contextual relevance, and alignment with the study objectives. Their feedback informed revisions to
wording, sequencing, and contextual suitability.

Reliability was determined through a pilot study involving 30 undergraduate students from
comparable institutions outside the study area. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients demonstrated strong
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internal consistency across the instrument dimensions: Employability-Related Competencies (a =
0.88), Professional Confidence and Career Readiness (a = 0.85), Community-Partner Feedback and
Engagement (o = 0.90), and Institutional Support Structures (a = 0.82). The overall reliability
coefficient (a = 0.87) indicated satisfactory reliability for the main study.

For the qualitative component, trustworthiness was strengthened through member checking, peer
debriefing, and iterative coding review. Participants verified transcript accuracy, while an independent
qualitative researcher reviewed coding consistency to enhance analytical credibility.

Data Collection Procedure

Data collection occurred over a ten-week period following ethical approval and institutional
permissions from participating universities and relevant community organisations. Universities played
an important coordinating role by facilitating access to eligible students, supervising WIL
arrangements, and supporting communication with community partners.

Questionnaires were administered physically and electronically depending on institutional
accessibility and participant preference. Semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face or
online, audio-recorded with permission, and transcribed verbatim. Participation remained voluntary
throughout, and confidentiality was assured.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 26). Given the exploratory and
perception-based nature of the study, analysis focused on descriptive statistics, including means and
standard deviations, to summarise students’ perceptions regarding competencies, confidence,
institutional support, and the perceived role of micro-credentials in WIL experiences. Inferential claims
regarding causal relationships or measurable employability outcomes were intentionally avoided.

Qualitative data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis procedure. Coding
was conducted inductively, allowing themes to emerge from participants’ descriptions of WIL
experiences, university support, community engagement, skill articulation, and perceived value of
micro-credentials. Quantitative and qualitative findings were integrated during interpretation to
provide a richer understanding of how micro-credentials were experienced across university-
community learning contexts.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Faculty of Vocational and Technical Education
Research  Ethics Committee, University of Nigeria, Nsukka (Ethics Approval No.
UNN/FVTE/REC/2025/054). The study was conducted in accordance with the University's ethical
guidelines for research involving human participants. Written informed consent was obtained from all
participants before data collection, and participation was entirely voluntary. Participants were
informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any stage without penalty. Anonymity and
confidentiality were maintained throughout the research process, and all data were securely stored
and used exclusively for academic and research purposes in accordance with the conditions of the
ethics approval.

Results

This section presents findings from the quantitative and qualitative data. Five key findings emerged.
First, students generally perceived micro-credentials as useful for recognising and communicating
competencies gained through community-engaged WIL. Second, students reported positive
perceptions of professional confidence and career readiness linked to micro-credentialed WIL
experiences. Third, community partners viewed micro-credentials as useful indicators of students’
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preparedness and engagement in projects. Fourth, participants identified institutional support,
guidance, and infrastructure as important to implementation. Finally, qualitative findings highlighted
the collaborative role of universities, students, and community partners in shaping WIL experiences.

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of student respondents (n = 412)

Demographic Variable Category Frequency (f)  Percentage (%)
Year of Study Penultimate Year 198 48.1

Final Year 214 51.9
Gender Male 242 58.7

Female 170 41.3
Participation in Community-Engaged WIL Yes 412 100.0

No 0 0.0
Exposure to Micro-Credentials Yes 376 91.3

No 36 8.7

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the 412 student respondents. Participants were
drawn from public universities offering technical education programs with community-engaged WIL,
with near-equal representation across institutions. All respondents were enrolled in technical
education programs and had participated in at least one community-engaged WIL experience. Final-
year students accounted for 51.9% of respondents, while 48.1% were penultimate-year students.
Male students represented 58.7% of the sample and females 41.3%. Most respondents (91.3%)
reported prior exposure to micro-credentials related to WIL activities.

Table 2: Characteristics of WIL supervisory and community partnership participants (n = 12)

Demographic Variable Category Frequency (f)  Percentage (%)
Participant Role University WIL Supervisors 7 58.3
Community Project Coordinators 5 41.7
Years o.f _Expenenc:_e in WIL I p—— 3 250
Supervision/Coordination
4-6 years 5 41.7
7 years and above 4 333
Gender Male 8 66.7
Female 4 333

Table 2 presents the characteristics of the 12 participants involved in community-engaged WIL
supervision and coordination. The group comprised university WIL supervisors (58.3%) and
community project coordinators (41.7%), reflecting both university and community perspectives.
Most participants had four to six years of WIL-related experience (41.7%), while 33.3% had more than
seven years and 25.0% had one to three years of experience. Male participants accounted for 66.7%
of the sample and females 33.3%.

Table 3: Students’ perceptions of employability skills development through micro-credentialed WIL
(n=412)

S/N Item Statement Mean Std. Dev

1 My participation in WIL helped me develop skills relevant to the 435 0.62
workplace

2 Micro-credentials reflect practical competencies valued by employers 4.22 0.71

3 | can clearly demonstrate my skills to potential employers 4.18 0.69

4 WIL experiences enhanced my problem-solving abilities 4.25 0.65

5 WIL improved my communication and teamwork skills 4.30 0.63

6 I haye gained technical competencies applicable in professional 4.98 0.66
settings

7 Micro-credentials provide evidence of my work readiness 4.20 0.72

8 | feel confident presenting my WIL experience in job applications 4.15 0.70
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9 WIL helped me develop adaptability in diverse work contexts 4.23 0.64
10 My skills gained through WIL are recognised by external stakeholders 4.12 0.68

11 | am able to link theory learned in class to practical tasks 4.27 0.61
12 Micro-credentials validate my ability to perform specific tasks 4.19 0.67
Cluster Mean 4.23 0.66

Table 3 presents students’ perceptions of the role of micro-credentials in enhancing employability
skills. Overall, there was strong agreement, with a cluster mean of X = 4.23. The highest-rated item,
‘My participation in WIL helped me develop skills relevant to the workplace,” received X = 4.35,
highlighting the importance of authentic, community-engaged learning in practical skill development.
Other items, such as ‘I can link theory learned in class to practical tasks’ (X = 4.27) and ‘WIL improved
my communication and teamwork skills’ (X = 4.30), indicate that students perceive WIL as fostering
both technical and soft skills, which are formally recognised through micro-credentials. The lowest-
rated item, ‘My skills gained through WIL are recognized by external stakeholders’ (X = 4.12), suggests
that while students feel confident in their skills, broader external validation could be strengthened.

Qualitative findings corroborated these results. Students reported that micro-credentials provided
tangible evidence of skills, making it easier to articulate competencies to potential employers. One
student explained, ‘Before micro-credentials, | could only tell employers about my experience. Now, |
can show documented proof of my skills.” Community partners noted that micro-credentials allowed
them to quickly identify students’ competencies, with one stating, ‘When students show their micro-
credentials, we know immediately what skills they bring to the project.” These insights indicate that
micro-credentials effectively translate experiential learning into demonstrable employability
outcomes.

Table 4: Professional confidence and career readiness (n = 412)

S/N Item Statement Mean Std. Dev
1 | am confident explaining the skills gained through WIL 4.05 0.68
) Micro-credentials make me feel more prepared for graduate 412 0.66
employment
3 | can effectively showcase my competencies in interviews 4.08 0.69
4 Micro-credentials increase my professional self-esteem 4.15 0.64
5 | feel ready to perform in real-world work contexts 4.09 0.67
6 | am confident in articulating transferable skills 4.06 0.70
7 Micro-credentials help me present a credible professional profile 4.10 0.65
8 | am motivated to pursue further career development 4.11 0.63
Cluster Mean 4.09 0.66

Table 4 summarises students’ responses regarding professional confidence and career readiness. The
cluster mean of X = 4.09 shows that micro-credentials positively influence students’ confidence and
readiness to demonstrate their competencies. The highest-rated item, ‘Micro-credentials increase my
professional self-esteem,’ scored X = 4.15, suggesting that formal recognition directly strengthens self-
assurance. Items such as ‘I feel ready to perform in real-world work contexts’ (X = 4.09) and ‘I am
confident explaining the skills gained through WIL’ (X = 4.05) further highlight that micro-credentials
empower students to articulate and present skills effectively.

Qualitative data reinforced these perceptions. Students emphasised that micro-credentials allowed
them to communicate abilities more clearly and confidently. One student remarked, ‘I can now talk
about my skills without hesitation because my micro-credentials back them up,” while another added,
‘Micro-credentials gave me the courage to attend job interviews and discuss what | can do.” These
findings show that micro-credentials enhance both self-efficacy and professional preparedness.
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Table 5: Community partner perceptions (n = 12)

S/N Item Statement Mean Std. Dev
1 Students with micro-credentials apply skills effectively 4.42 0.52
5 Mic'ro—credentials improve students’ problem-solving in community 4.38 0.57
projects
3 Micro-credentialed students demonstrate better teamwork 4.33 0.61
4 Micro-credentials make students more reliable contributors 4.30 0.63
5 Students can link classroom theory to community tasks 4.35 0.59
6 Micro-credentials help in evaluating student competence 4.28 0.60
7 Micro-credentialed students exhibit higher initiative 4.27 0.58
8 Students with micro-credentials communicate skills clearly 4.31 0.55
Cluster Mean 433 0.58

Table 5 presents community partners’ views on students’ effectiveness during WIL. The cluster mean
of X = 4.33 indicates strong agreement that micro-credentialed students perform effectively in
practical tasks. The highest-rated item, ‘Students with micro-credentials apply skills effectively,’
received X = 4.42, highlighting the signalling value of micro-credentials. Other items, such as ‘Students
can link classroom theory to community tasks’ (X = 4.35) and ‘Students with micro-credentials
communicate skills clearly’ (X = 4.31), suggest that micro-credentials enhance observable
performance, initiative, and communication.

Qualitative evidence aligned with these perceptions. Community partners noted that students with
micro-credentials were more self-directed and reliable. One partner explained, ‘Students with micro-
credentials understand what is expected and can deliver without constant guidance,” while another
commented, ‘Their documentation makes it easier to assign tasks according to demonstrated
competencies.” These insights indicate that micro-credentials certify skills while improving practical
application in community projects.

Table 6: Institutional and contextual support for micro-credentials (n = 412)

S/N Item Statement Mean Std. Dev

1 My university provides guidance on integrating micro-credentials into 385 0.75
WIL

2 There is adequate institutional support for micro-credentials 3.78 0.78

3 Staff are trained to support micro-credentialed students 3.70 0.82

4 Resources are available to facilitate micro-credentials 3.73 0.79

5 Awareness of micro-credentials among students is sufficient 3.80 0.74

6 Institutional recognition of micro-credentials is clear 3.77 0.76
Cluster Mean 3.77 0.77

Table 6 summarises students’ perceptions of institutional and contextual support. The cluster mean
of X = 3.77 indicates moderate support and highlights areas for improvement. The highest-rated item,
‘My university provides guidance on integrating micro-credentials into WIL,” scored X = 3.85, showing
that some guidance exists. However, items such as ‘Staff are trained to support micro-credentialed
students’ (X = 3.70) and ‘Resources are available to facilitate micro-credentials’ (X = 3.73) indicate gaps
in training, resources, and consistent implementation.

Qualitative findings provided additional insight. Students noted that guidance is inconsistent: ‘Micro-
credentials are new to many staff, so guidance is sometimes inconsistent.” Community partners
highlighted the need for clear policies: ‘We need clear policies to ensure these credentials are valued
both in the university and externally.” These results suggest that while micro-credentials positively
affect employability and confidence, institutional and contextual factors must be strengthened to
ensure consistent implementation and recognition.
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Discussion

The findings of this study provide insight into how undergraduate students in technical education
programs and community partners perceive the role of micro-credentials within community-engaged
Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) in South-East Nigeria. Rather than demonstrating direct employability
outcomes, the study highlights how participants experienced and interpreted the value of micro-
credentials in recognising competencies developed through WIL activities embedded within
university-community partnerships. Across both quantitative and qualitative findings, micro-
credentials were generally perceived as useful mechanisms for articulating competencies,
strengthening confidence in communicating skills, and supporting the visibility of learning gained
through community-engaged experiences.

One important finding concerns students’ perceptions of employability-related skill articulation
developed through community-engaged WIL. Students reported that micro-credentials helped them
explain and present competencies developed through participation in community-based projects,
industrial attachments, and service-oriented learning experiences. Interview data further suggested
that students viewed micro-credentials as structured evidence that helped translate experiential
learning into language that could be communicated more confidently to prospective employers and
professional networks.

These findings can be interpreted through the lens of Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984), which
conceptualises learning as a cyclical process involving experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and
application. Within the context of community-engaged WIL, micro-credentials appeared to support
reflective meaning-making by encouraging students to identify and communicate skills developed
through authentic engagement with workplace and community challenges. Rather than functioning
solely as digital badges or certifications, participants described micro-credentials as tools that helped
make tacit learning more visible and understandable.

This interpretation aligns with Okolie (2022) and Runcieman (2022), who argue that experiential
learning frameworks become more meaningful when structured opportunities for reflection and
recognition are embedded within placement experiences. Similarly, Jackson and Edgar (2019)
observed that students who document workplace learning more systematically often demonstrate
stronger capacity to articulate professional capabilities. However, consistent with the study design,
these findings should be interpreted as students’ perceptions of value rather than objective evidence
that micro-credentials improve employability or workplace performance.

Importantly, the findings also reinforce the relational and collaborative nature of community-engaged
WIL. Student learning did not occur independently but emerged within interactions among
universities, community organisations, and students. Community partners provided experiential
contexts through which students engaged with practical problems, while universities acted as
pedagogical coordinators responsible for designing placements, facilitating supervision, and
recognising learning outcomes. This finding strengthens arguments in the WIL literature that
employability-oriented learning is co-produced through partnerships rather than generated solely
through individual student participation (Jacoby et al., 2024; Oguejiofor et al., 2022; Okolie et al.,
2021). In this sense, micro-credentials may be understood not only as indicators of student
achievement but also as relational artefacts emerging from university-community collaboration.

The study further found that students generally perceived micro-credentials as contributing positively
to their confidence in presenting themselves professionally and discussing competencies gained
during WIL participation. Participants frequently described feeling more prepared to explain their
experiences and competencies to employers because their learning had been formally recognised.
Qualitative findings suggested that recognition itself carried motivational significance, with students
describing a stronger sense of preparedness and legitimacy when discussing their practical
experiences.
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From a Human Capital Theory perspective (Becker, 1964), this finding suggests that students may
perceive micro-credentials as visible representations of competencies accumulated through
educational participation. However, it is important to emphasise that the study does not establish
whether micro-credentials actually improve career readiness or labour market outcomes. Rather, the
findings indicate that participants experienced micro-credentials as psychologically and professionally
valuable forms of recognition.

The present findings resonate with Alvarez et al. (2017), who found that formal acknowledgement of
competencies may strengthen learners’ confidence and professional self-perception. Similarly, Okolie
et al. (2022) reported that structured WIL experiences supported by feedback mechanisms
contributed to stronger perceptions of work preparedness among students. Within this study, formal
recognition appeared to shape how students interpreted and communicated their experiences,
reinforcing perceptions of professional identity formation.

Community partner perspectives also contributed important insight into how micro-credentials were
interpreted within community-engaged WIL environments. Partners described students who
possessed micro-credentials as appearing more intentional, organised, and aligned with project
expectations. However, rather than interpreting this as evidence of objectively superior performance,
the findings suggest that micro-credentials may function as communicative signals that shape
stakeholder perceptions of preparedness and accountability.

This interpretation aligns with Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973), which explains how credentials
communicate otherwise difficult-to-observe attributes such as competence and readiness. Within
community-engaged WIL, micro-credentials appeared to help external stakeholders interpret
students’ learning experiences more clearly, particularly where competencies had been developed
through complex, socially situated activities. Community partners frequently indicated that clearly
documented learning outcomes strengthened trust and facilitated expectations regarding student
participation in collaborative projects.

These findings also foreground the importance of the university as a pedagogical and relational actor
within community-engaged WIL. The university’s role extended beyond placement coordination to
include curriculum alignment, reflective supervision, competency recognition, and mediation
between student learning and community expectations. Where institutional guidance appeared weak
or inconsistent, participants reported uncertainty regarding the purpose and practical relevance of
micro-credentials. This finding suggests that successful implementation of micro-credentialing within
WIL depends not only on student participation or community engagement but also on institutional
capacity to support meaningful integration.

Institutional and contextual constraints emerged as another important theme. Students and
community partners reported challenges related to limited awareness, inconsistent implementation,
weak digital infrastructure, and uncertainty about the formal value of micro-credentials within degree
structures. These findings are consistent with Rami et al., (2024) who stated that institutional
readiness and policy coherence are central to effective micro-credential adoption. Similarly, Alenezi
et al. (2024); Ojo et al., 2024 and Tamoliune et al. (2023) highlight how fragmented implementation
may weaken the credibility and sustainability of micro-credential systems.

Taken together, the findings suggest that the perceived value of micro-credentials in community-
engaged WIL is shaped by the interaction of multiple actors and contextual conditions. Students’
perceptions of skill visibility and confidence, community partners’ interpretations of preparedness,
and institutional practices relating to recognition and support collectively shaped how micro-
credentials were experienced. This reinforces the importance of viewing community-engaged WIL as
a triadic relationship involving students, universities, and community partners rather than as an
individual student experience alone.
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Emergent Conceptualisation of Micro-Credentialed Community-Engaged WIL

Findings from this study suggest that community-engaged WIL is experienced as a collaborative
process involving students, universities, and community partners. Universities supported learning
through supervision, curriculum alignment, and competency recognition, while community partners
provided authentic contexts for skill application. Participants generally perceived micro-credentials as
useful for documenting and communicating competencies developed through experiential learning.
Students and community partners described them as supporting skill visibility, confidence in
articulation, and perceptions of preparedness. However, institutional support, guidance, and
implementation conditions shaped these experiences.

Figure 1 presents an emergent conceptualisation of how university-community partnerships,
experiential learning, and micro-credentials interact to support competency recognition and
perceived career readiness within community-engaged WIL.

Figure 1: Emergent conceptualisation of micro-credentialed community-engaged WIL and
perceived career readiness
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Implications of the Findings

The findings suggest several implications for higher education institutions implementing community-
engaged WIL within technical education programs. First, universities may benefit from strengthening
institutional structures that support clearer integration of micro-credentials into WIL activities,
including supervision, reflection, and competency documentation. Second, stronger collaboration
between universities and community partners may improve alignment between learning objectives,
community expectations, and recognised competencies. Third, because participants perceived micro-
credentials as useful tools for communicating experiential learning, institutions may consider how
digital recognition systems can complement traditional qualifications without replacing them.

Contributions to Knowledge

This study contributes to scholarship on WIL, employability, and micro-credentials in several ways.
First, it extends understanding of how micro-credentials are perceived within community-engaged
WIL in a developing-country context, particularly within undergraduate technical education programs
in South-East Nigeria. Second, the study advances discussion beyond student-only perspectives by
incorporating community partner experiences and highlighting the triadic relationship among
students, universities, and community stakeholders. Third, it contributes theoretically by
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demonstrating how Experiential Learning Theory, Human Capital Theory, and Signaling Theory
collectively illuminate perceptions surrounding experiential recognition and professional identity
formation. Finally, the study contributes contextually to emerging scholarship on digital credentialing
in African higher education systems.

Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, the study relied
substantially on self-reported perceptions collected through a cross-sectional design, meaning
conclusions should be interpreted as participants’ experiences and understandings rather than
evidence of measurable employability improvement or career outcomes. Second, the study focused
specifically on undergraduate students enrolled in technical education programs in public universities
in South-East Nigeria, which may limit transferability to other disciplinary or institutional contexts.
Third, although community partner perspectives were included, university actors such as WIL
coordinators and faculty supervisors were not directly examined, representing an important area for
future inquiry.

Directions for Future Research

Future research may benefit from longitudinal designs examining how perceptions of micro-
credentials evolve over time and whether recognised competencies influence early-career transitions.
Comparative studies involving different disciplines, institutional types, and regional settings could also
clarify the conditions under which findings may be transferable. Further research incorporating
university administrators, faculty supervisors, and employers would strengthen understanding of the
triadic and institutional dynamics of community-engaged WIL. Finally, mixed-method and
experimental studies may provide stronger evidence regarding the relationship between micro-
credentialing, professional confidence, and longer-term employability outcomes.
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