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Colorado State University (CSU) defines Undergraduate Certificates as small-scale credit-
bearing credentials that help prepare students for the workforce and/or further academic study by 
building students’ capacity in specific skills, competencies, and/or knowledge areas. 
Undergraduate Certificates are optional and may be offered by any academic unit. An 
Undergraduate Certificate consists of a minimum of 9 specified credits. A student must earn a 
cumulative GPA of 2.000 or better in the courses required in the Undergraduate Certificate to 
receive the certificate. 
 
An Undergraduate Certificate may include courses from one or more academic units. For 
certificates involving courses from two or more academic units, the coordinating academic unit 
is indicated in Programs A-Z. 
 
Students must apply for admission into the Undergraduate Certificate program and for the 
conferral of the certificate. Students must be enrolled at CSU to complete the certificate 
requirements and receive the certificate. Undergraduate Certificates by title are noted on the 
student's academic record (transcript); they are not noted on the diploma. 
 
 
RATIONALE: 
 
CSU’s existing Undergraduate Certificate definition restricts all Undergraduate Certificates to 
degree-seeking students and prevents Undergraduate Certificate programs from independently 
qualifying for federal financial aid. The revised definition aims to align CSU’s definition and 
application of certificates with student needs, national trends, and best practices in higher 
education. This definition update is based on the following developments and considerations: 
 
 

• A charge from the CSU System 
• Support and recommendations from the Colorado Division of Higher Education;  
• Extensive discussions with and recommendations by CSU leaders, faculty, and 

stakeholders; 
• Best practices at peer institutions and across the higher education landscape;  
• National data on student learning and employment trends.  

Recent studies have shown high demand among students, adult learners, and employers for 
certificates and other credit-bearing, non-degree micro-credential programs.1 For example, a 

 
1 Hanover, “Best Practices: Micro-credentials” (Hanover, 2023); AACSB, “Fulfilling Organizational Talent Needs 
Through Microcredentials,” url: https://www.aacsb.edu/insights/reports/microcredentials (AACSB, 2021); Coursera, 
Advancing Higher Education with Industry Micro-Credentials (Coursera, 2023).  

https://catalog.colostate.edu/general-catalog/academic-standards/degree-requirements/
https://www.aacsb.edu/insights/reports/microcredentials


recent study by Coursera found that 90% of students and 88% of employers believe that a 
professional certificate helps candidates stand out.2 The Colorado Division of Higher Education 
has recognized this demand by encouraging four-year institutions, including CSU, to implement 
certificate programs for non-degree-seeking students. Certificate programs and other micro-
credentials are most effective when they are credit bearing, transcriptable, standalone (accessible 
to degree-seeking as well as non-degree-seeking learners), affordable, right sized, stackable 
toward a degree, and focused on applicable skills. CSU’s revised Certificate Policy will support 
these criteria through four substantive changes, explained in detail below. In general, these 
proposed changes bring CSU’s Undergraduate Certificate definition into alignment with CSU’s 
Graduate Certificate Policy (General Catalog / Graduate Bulletin / Graduate Study / Graduate 
Certificates) by paving the way for CSU to offer enrollment to degree-seeking as well as non-
degree-seeking students.  
 
1. Degree Status: The current Undergraduate Certificate Policy requires that students be enrolled 
in a degree program in order to pursue an Undergraduate Certificate. The proposed policy 
changes provide the potential for CSU to develop standalone Undergraduate Certificates: credit-
bearing micro-credentials open to non-degree-seeking students as well as degree-seeking 
students. This proposed change supports national best practices and trends in higher education as 
well as CSU’s land-grant mission of access. Standalone Undergraduate Certificates will provide 
a wide range of learners with valuable applicable skills. In addition, they will offer a bridge to 
undergraduate enrollment for learners not initially prepared to commit to a bachelor’s degree. In 
addition to this definition update, the initiative to offer standalone Undergraduate Certificates 
will involve the establishment of a systematic review process. 
 
2. Credit Range: The proposed Undergraduate Certificate Policy removes the upper credit limit 
for undergraduate certificates. This decision was made by CSU leaders and stakeholders based 
on the following criteria: 

• Affordability: A student must be enrolled in an academic program of at least 16 credits in 
order to be eligible for federal financial aid.3 Thus, CSU’s current policy would exclude 
non-degree-seeking students pursuing an Undergraduate Certificate from eligibility for 
federal aid. Removing the upper credit limit will allow Undergraduate Certificates to 
qualify independently for federal aid. 

• Right Sizing: The definition, application, and number of credits associated with 
Undergraduate Certificates varies widely among higher education institutions. While 9-
18 credits is a common range, some valuable certificate programs are necessarily 
significantly larger.4 The removal of the upper credit limit allows for right sizing 
individual Undergraduate Certificates according to the skills and competencies they aim 
to develop. Right sizing will be a particularly important consideration for non-degree-
seeking certificate students with limited time and resources to complete the curriculum. 

 
2 Coursera 2023, pp. 6-9. 
3 Office of Federal Student Aid, “Basic Eligibility Criteria,” url: https://studentaid.gov/understand-
aid/eligibility/requirements; Office of Federal Student Aid, “Basic Types of Eligible Programs,” 2023-2024 Federal 
Student Aid Handbook, url: https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2023-2024.  
4 For example, similar ranges exist in Undergraduate Certificate Programs at the University of Colorado Denver: 
https://www.ucdenver.edu/programs/category/programlevel/Certificate/1; the University of Colorado Boulder: 
https://www.colorado.edu/business/current-students/current-students/certificate-programs; and at Oregon State 
University: https://ecampus.oregonstate.edu/online-degrees/microcredentials/.  

https://catalog.colostate.edu/general-catalog/graduate-bulletin/graduate-study/graduate-certificates/
https://catalog.colostate.edu/general-catalog/graduate-bulletin/graduate-study/graduate-certificates/
https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/eligibility/requirements
https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/eligibility/requirements
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2023-2024
https://www.ucdenver.edu/programs/category/programlevel/Certificate/1
https://ecampus.oregonstate.edu/online-degrees/microcredentials/


Thus, the evaluation of certificate proposal credit numbers will be a central component of 
CSU’s systematic certificate review process. In general, certificates should include only 
coursework necessary to build associated skills and competencies, be distinct from other 
micro-credentials in terms of credit range, and be smaller than a degree. 
 

3. Credit Level: The proposed Undergraduate Certificate Policy seeks to remove the upper-
division course requirement because it restricts the innovative, interdisciplinary potential of 
Undergraduate Certificates and will be a barrier to non-degree-seeking students. The revised 
policy allows for the establishment of both vertically aligned certificates within a discipline and 
interdisciplinary Undergraduate Certificates that build competency in interdisciplinary, 
applicable skill areas through coursework across multiple disciplines at the 100-200 level. It also 
encourages stackability by providing the potential to build certificates at multiple levels 
(introductory, intermediate, advanced, etc.) that can be stacked toward a degree. In addition, 
removing the upper-division requirement supports CSU’s long-term goal of expanding access to 
non-degree-seeking students. These students may lack the prerequisites and academic experience 
to enroll in upper-division courses, and they may be excluded from programs with sequential 
courses due to financial aid restrictions requiring them to complete an Undergraduate Certificate 
program within a single semester. 
 
4. Who May Offer Undergraduate Certificates: The current Undergraduate Certificate Policy 
states that only departments may offer certificates, but this restriction does not align with the 
Graduate Certificate Policy, national best practices, or current practice at CSU, where 
interdisciplinary Undergraduate Certificates already exist. The revised Undergraduate Certificate 
Policy addresses these issues and conforms to the current Graduate Certificate Policy by stating 
that Undergraduate Certificates may be offered by any academic unit or combination of 
academic units. 
 
 


