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AcrosstheU.S.,manystatesareembracingthechallengetoplanfor65%ofallAmericansattaininga
collegedegree,certificate,industrycertificationorothercredentialby2030.Policymakersandeduca-
torsareincreasinglyinterestedandarebeginningtoinvestincredentialsbeyondthestandardcollege
degree.PriortoCOVID-19,itwaspredictedthat65%ofalljobswouldrequireatleastsomeformof
postsecondarytraining,butnotalwaysadegree.Then,COVID-19changedtheworldwithone-thirdof
thosethatlosttheirjobsnowrequiringmoreeducationtohireintonewpositions(Strada,2021).

Tosaytheworldhaschangedquicklyisavastunderstatement.Thepandemichasheightenedurgency
togettheunemployedbacktowork,fillemploymentgapsthatrequiremoreskillsthanthecurrentwork-
forcehasavailableandattempttokeepupwiththechangingneedsofthefutureworkforce.Priortothe
pandemic,theworkforcestillhadsignificantissuesfindingtalent,butnow,thedemandsforspecificjobs
havechangedwithjobsrelatedtocaringforpeopleandshippinggoodspredictedtothriveinthecoming
years(DeloitteInsights,2021).Thisisasignificantshiftfrompredictionspriortothepandemicwitha
longrangefocusonareassuchasartificialintelligence,cybersecurity,manufacturingandthehightech
sectoroverall.Thegoodnewsistherewillbeavailablejobs,manyunderemployedwillgobacktowork
innewrolesandrequireadditionaleducationandtrainingtobesuccessful.Inservice-orientedfields
andthelowerwageworkforce,predictionsdonotlookaspromisingforrecovery.

Inaddition tounemployment, theskillsgaphasbeen increasing,evenprior to thepandemic. In
2019,83%ofrecruiterswerealreadyhavingdifficultyfindingamatchbetweenjobcandidatesandskills
(SHRM,2019).Withtheexpansionintechnologyfields,thegapbetweencareerreadygraduateswith
skillsandcredentialstofilljobsisevenmoreclearlyevident(BBC,February2020).Asanexample,
cybersecurityhasaspecificgapwithapredicted3.5millionjobsavailable,withunfilledjobsandthe
skillsgapisgettinglargerin2021.Manypostedjobsrequireexperience,specificknowledgeofnetworks
orprogramminglanguagesandkeyindustrycertifications.Mostcollegegraduateshavethedegree,but
notthecredentialorexperiencetobecareerready.AccordingtoDeloitte(2021),theskillsshortage
hasgottenworseinthepasttwoyearswiththepandemicbeinglargelytoblame,alongwithnewhigh
wage,highdemandjobsthatwillemergepost-pandemic.And,further,Weise(2021)suggeststhatmore
matureworkersareremainingintheworkforcelongerwith48%planningtoworkbeyondtheageof65,
ascomparedto16%ofmatureworkersin1991workinglongerthanage65.
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THE CHALLENGES

Tocreateafuturewherehighereducationandemployersareworkingtogethertomeettheskillsgap,
therearethreemajorareasofchallenge:

Highereducationisfallingfartherbehindinpreparingcareerreadygraduates.
Skills-basedhiringisalreadyhappening.
Highereducationandindustrymustpartnertoaccelerateshortcredential-basedlearning.

Higher Education Falling Further Behind

Inthemeanwhile,highereducationcontinuestobeunderfireforstudentsgraduatingwithsignificant
debtandunderemployment.Althoughmanycollegesanduniversitiesareleaningintotheideaofaligning
degreestotheneedsoftheworkforce,forthemostpart,institutionshavenotcommittedtoshortlearning
credentialsinmainstreamacademe.Thestakesaresignificantforhighereducationwithcurrentbudget
shortfallscomingprimarilyfromenrollmentdeclinesof4%infall2020,withthenumberoffirst-year
studentsdroppingbyover13%(Selingo,Noone,Cole&Wittmayer,2021).Thepandemichascostcol-
legesover$183billionintheU.S.alone(Whitford,2021).And,toaddtotheissuespost-pandemic,the
demographiccliffwiththenumberofhighschoolgraduatesdecliningisprojectedtoarrivein2026with
fewergraduatesinvirtuallyeverygraduatingclassbetween2026and2037(Bransberger,Falkenstern
&Lane,December2020).Asthevalueofauniversitydegreeplummets(Selingo,2017),thepopularity
ofthedigitalmicrocredentialcontinuestorise.Post-pandemic,thisremainstrue.

Inarecentsurveyofcollegegraduates,onlyaboutone-thirdexpecttheiruniversitylearningexperi-
encewillpreparethemforsuccessintheworkplace.Further,thisstudyrevealsthemisalignmentof
designatedroles/jobsandworkplacecompetencies(BCG,2020).Withallthatishappening,thevalue
ofacollegedegreeischangingandthoseexternaltohighereducationaremovingaggressivelytofill
thegaps.NewinitiativesincludingedXMicroBachelorshaveemergedstrongthroughoutthepandemic
year.edXMicroBachelorsprogramsdeliverimmediatelytransferableskillstomeetthereal-worldneeds
ofemployers,whileprovidingapathwaytoafullbachelor’sdegree.Over35millionstudentsareturn-
ingtotheedXshortcourseoptionstoachievestackablecredentialsthatmayleadtoacademiccredit,
but,moreimportantly,providesacredentialthatstudentscanaddtotheirresumesandexpandtheir
knowledgeforthefutureofwork.AccordingtoAgarwalinareportfromJohnsonHess(2021),eleven
percentofthoseselectingedXwereunemployedorfurloughedduringthepandemicandweretryingto
learnnewskillsthatwillmakethemcompetitivefornewjobs.

Followingasimilargrowthtrajectory,Courseragrewby387percentduringthepandemic,with8
millionusersin2019toover31millionusersofMOOCcoursesin2020.Forallshortcourseanddegree
typeprograms,Courseraservesover76millionusers(Dhawal,2020).

Atthesametime,theGeorgetownUniversityCenteronEducationandtheWorkforcereportsthat
oneintenundergraduatesareworkingonlytowardacertificateandthenumbersareincreasingforthose
pursuingcertificatesorassociate’sdegreesanddecreasingnumbersareseenforthoseworkingtowarda
bachelor’sdegree.Thistrendisworthnotingandlikelywillbeanotherfactorinreducedcollegeenroll-
mentsforthefuture.
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Skills-Based Hiring

Thereisundeniablycompetitionoutsideofthehighereducationlandscape.Thenumberofemployers
hiringbasedonskillsratherthaneducationaldegreeshasgrownoutofnecessity.Manybelievethis
supportstheexpansionofoverallpoolsofdiversecandidates.CompaniesincludingGoogle,HiltonHo-
tels,Ernst&YoungandIBMhavemadethischangeandreportincreasesinnewhireswithoutcollege
degrees.Googlenowoffers“careercertificates”thatcanbecompletedthroughCourseraforalowcost.
Thisformofmicrocredentialingfromhightechcompaniesoffersthemostneededknowledgeandskills
toperformatGoogle.Itisanexceptionalexampleofhowacollegedegreemaybedisruptedthrough
microcredentialing.Thisexampleclearlyprovidesthefocusonskillsattainmentratherthanacademic
degrees.Thefocusonskill-basedhiringcontinuestogainsupportastheskillsgapgrows.And,itisfaster
andlessexpensivethatacollegedegree.Asaresultofthisemergingdisruption,partnershipsbetween
highereducationinstitutionsandcompaniesseekingtoremedytheskillsgapbyprovidingindustry-
specific,skill-,andcompetency-basedmicrocredentialsareexpanding(Salin,2019).

Withmicrocredentialsontheupswingandmanyhigh-profilecompaniesnolongerrequiringappli-
cantstohaveacollegedegree(Glassdoor,2020),thecollegediplomaisbeginningtoloseits‘currency’
astheticketintotheprofessionalworkforce.Thepopularityofthemicrocredentialisbeingfueledin
largepartbymajorcompaniessuchasIBM,Google,andAmazonwhoaretryingtogrowtheirtalent
pipelineandincreasetheskilllevelofcurrentemployees(deLaski,2019).

Higher Education and Industry Collaboration

Clearly,whatgotusherewon’tgetusthereasitappearsthatmosteveryoneismissingthemark.Both
employersandhighereducationarehavingadifficulttimepreparingforafuturethatisalreadyhere.
Thereisstillalackofcommonlanguagearoundskills,fundinghasbeenreducedeverywhereandwork-
ersarestayingintheworkforcemuchlonger(Weise,2021).Aswehavemovedthroughthepandemic,
innovationisacceleratingandmicrocredentialsappeartobeasolutionsupportingconnectingcareer
ready,skills-basededucationwiththefutureofwork.

Asworkforceneedscontinuetodevelop,resultingintheneedtoupskillandre-skill,microcredentials
willplayakeyrole.Priortotheeconomicdownturnofthepandemic,morethan$2.5trillionwasspent
onpostsecondaryeducationandworkforcetraining.Anestimated$10billionwasspentonmicrocre-
dentialingprograms.Significantgrowthishappeningnowwithmicrocredentialsanditispredictedthat
themarketwithdoubleinthenext3-5years(HolonIQ,2021).

Thissignificantgrowthofmicrocredentialsisgaininginterestinhighereducationinstitutionswhile
contemplatingtherelationshipsbetweencreditandnoncreditprogramsandrethinkingif,andhow,to
modifythecurriculummodel.Highereducationinstitutionsandemployersarealsostudyinghowto
promotelifelonglearningwhileconsideringmultipleentryandexitpointsforlearningandretraining.
Muchworkisbeingdonetobuildconsistencyinstackingcredentialstoincludecertificates,badges,in-
dustrycertificationsanddegreesthroughoutanentirecareer(Heckstall,n.d.).Withemployeespredicted
tochangejobsatleasttwelvetimesthroughoutacareer,thisopenloopprocesswillbecomealifeline
forstudentsuccess.Theopenloopprocessmayalsoprovidepathwaysforstudentswhodonotpursue
traditionaltwoandfouryeardegreesbutinsteadfocusonskillbuilding(Weise,2021).

Highereducationinstitutionswhoarewillingtopartnerwithindustrytobuildrelevanttrainingin
softskills,industry-specificneedsandadvancedIT/technicalskillscanmakeadifference.Institutions
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developingshortcoursestyingspecificallytoskillsgapswillbeinhighdemand.Continuingeducation
unitshavebeenofferingindustrytrainingforyears,butnotalwayswiththefullweightofthecampus
communityorpotentialacademiccredit.Microcredentials,relevantcertificates,bootcampsandindustry
certificationsthatcanbearticulatedtoacademiccreditinkeydegreeprogramscreateacompetitivead-
vantageforinstitutionswhileprovidingsupportfortheskillsgap.Whetherit’seducatinganewgraduate
withskillsrequiredintheworkplacetomakethecandidateavaluedfit,orreskillingtheworkforcefor
thefuture,citizenswhocanverifytargetedskillsthroughbadgingwillmeetcriticalworkforceshortages
andprovideclearvaluetobothemployeeandemployer.

Severalhighereducationinstitutionsaremakingprogresstowardofferingskill-basedcredentialsat
scalewhileothersarejustbeginning.Innovativeapproachesbeingusedwithinhighereducationinclude
competency-based education, microcredentials with stacking and badging, partnerships at the “Mi-
croBachelors”level,certificatefirstand“credegrees”thatpartneratraditionaldegreewithrecognized
industrycertifications.Regardlessoftheapproach,targeted,skillsbased,verifiablecredentialscanmake
graduatesmoremarketable.Theseinnovativeapproachesinclude:

SouthernNewHampshireUniversity,intheCollegeforAmericaprogram,offersprogramswithjob-
related,“competencies”(skills)sidebysidewithemployersanddemonstratecompetence100%
throughprojects.

LouisianaStateUniversity’s“MicroCred”ContinuingEducationprogramisdesignedforindividuals
whowanttogainanewsetofskillstoimmediatelyapplyintheworkplace.Eachcourseisfully
onlineandsomecanbecompletedasquicklyasfourweeks.LSUoffersdigitalbadgesforsuccess-
fulcompletionandacademiccreditisavailable.Oneofthemostrecentcareer-focusedprogramsis
theIntroductiontoConstructionManagementdesignedasfullystackablewithapathwayallowing
studentstotakeeverythingfromshortcoursesthroughgraduatedegrees.

TheSUNYsystemoffersmicrocredentialscompletewithguidingprinciples,definitionsandoverall
directiontoprovidegraduateswithmorethanacollegedegree,withverifiableskillsandcompe-
tenciesspecifictohiringneeds.

WesternGovernorsUniversity’sITMicroBachelor’sdegreeinpartnershipwithedXlaunchedin2020
withenrollmentthathasmorethandoubledsincethestartofthepandemic,from4,410inMarch
2020to10,711inMay2020representingatargeteddemandforIT.

BYU-PathwayWorldwideandBYU-Idahooffersredesigneddegreeprogramswherecertificatesare
sub-componentsofadegree. Itsupportsacritical roleforstudents tobothboostearningsand
completeadegree.

KaplanUniversityislaunching“Credegrees”tosupportstudentsgraduatingwithatraditionaldegree
andanindustry-recognizedskillorcredentialdeliveredonline,thatsupportjobqualifications.

Thetimeforhighereducationinstitutionstoinnovativeandmoveisnow.AccordingtoJohnFarrar,
directorofeducationatGoogle,“COVID-19haspropelledinstitutionstoremoveinertia,accelerating
theirabilitytoinnovateandexperiment.Credentialstackingwillbethecurrencyofthefutureforlife-
longlearners.Thisisafirstmoveradvantage,andyouhaveallthetoolsinyourtoolboxtocapitalize
onit.”(BCG,2020).
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SEARCHING FOR A SOLUTION

Microcredentials Supporting Career Ready Education

Althoughtherearestillslightlydifferentinterpretationsanddefinitionsofwhatmicrocredentialsare,
theconcepthasemergedprimarilyinresponsetotheskillsgapscausedbyrapidlychangingworkdy-
namics,skillrequirementsandnewtechnologies.Microcredentialsaregenerallyofferedinshorterand
moreflexibletimespansasbyte-sized‘chunks’ofnarrowlyfocusedskillsandcompetencies.Thereare
severaloptionsofwhatmightbeconsideredasthespectrumofpossiblestrategiestodeliverthesenar-
rowlyfocusedskillsandcompetenciestoinclude:shortcoursesandbadges,bootcamps,professional
certificatesand licenses,non-university issuednon-degreecertificates,university-issuednon-degree
certificatesandcertifications(HolonIQ,2021).

Whenmicrocredentialsareaggregated,groupedorstacked,learnershavemoreflexibilityandcan
buildindividualselectionsofmicrocredentialsintolargerandmorerecognizablecredentials.Forex-
ample,machinelearningandnaturallanguageprocessingmicrocredentialscouldbestackedintoalarger
credentialonartificialintelligence.Withmoreverifiableskills-basedknowledge,individualscreatea
moredirectpathwaytobetterjobsthatareclearlyalignedtoskillsemployersareseeking.Thisstrategy
alsosupportsemployeesadvancingwithinexistingjobs.Whenworkingwithhighereducationinstitu-
tionsthateitherdevelopmicrocredentialsoracceptthemintodegreeprograms,thisstackableapproach
providesverifiableskillsandmovesstudentsclosertoadegree.

Microcredentialsaredifferent than traditionaldegreeprograms,yetneed tooperateon thesame
recognitionwiththeintentofcreatingverifiableskillstomeettheskillsgap.Outsideofhighereduca-
tion,microcredentialsmaybeverified through digital badges and corporate recognition.Thevalue
auniversitycanleverageistheawardofcredit.Thiscanbeaccomplishedinasimilarmannerthata
certificatedevelopedwithinauniversitymayawardacademiccredit.Coursecreditcanbeappliedtoa
degreeprogram,yetmanystudentswillonlyinitiallyseekthecredential,notthedegree,especiallyfor
adultswhoareuncomfortablepursuingafullcollegedegree.And,atthatmoment,adultstypicallyare
interestedexclusivelyintheshort,targetedcredential.Althoughmicrocredentialsarealreadyinuseto
broadenskillsets,inthefuture,studentsmaybeabletostackaseriesofcredentialstogetherinsteadof
attainingauniversitydegree.WithjobannouncementsinGoogle,Amazonandotherlargecompanies
alreadypostingthatcollegedegreesarenolongerneeded,verifiedskills,notdegreesinsomefieldswill
becomeastandardforemployment.

Theadvantageoftargetedskillsattainment,compressedtimetocomplete,flexibilityandrelevance
tothecareer,makemicrocredentialsapreferredstrategyforhumanresourceofficerswhoaremanag-
ingcompanywideorganizationalstrategiesforupskillingexistingemployees.Withafullportfolioof
microcredentials,thismodelcanserveasacontinuouslearningstrategytoboostskillsandemployee
retention.Thispromiseofafasterreturnoninvestmentfortrainingisalsovalued(D’Orio,2019;Linke-
dInLearning,2018)

Evenwiththisrapidexpansionofskills-basedmicrocredentialsbothwithinandoutsideofhigher
education,universitydegreesremainhighlysignificantforemploymentandarevaluedacrossindustries.
AccordingtoGallagher(2018),asurveyof750humanresourceleadersinU.S.companiesfoundthat
moreorganizationsaremovingtowardskills-basedhiringwithmanyapplicantsholdingcollegedegrees
andmicrocredentialstoverifyandsupplementthedegree.Inamajorityofcases,itappearsthatitis
moreofapost-baccalaureatemove,closertoa‘mini-masters.’
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Overall,wearemovingintoadizzyingfuturewithaneedtohaveeconomicrecoverythatnotonly
resetstheeconomytopre-pandemiclevels,butalsofocusonwhatjobsandskillswilldrivetherecov-
ery.Itislikelythattraditionalandfundamentalpatternsofworkwillneverbethesameandwillrequire
ustothinkforward,notbackward(BurningGlass,2021).Itisimperativeinthepost-pandemiclabor
marketthatwebuildfundamentalnewwaystoachieveskillstoreducethetalentshortageandmove
theeconomyforward.Itwilltakeindustry,academia,policymakersandlearnersworkingtogetherto
managethefutureofworkandthefutureoflearning.

Highereducationhasbeenviewedasthegoldenticketforgettingagoodjobandsucceedingfora
lifetimeofwork.Morerecently,eventraditionallyagedstudentswhoattendcollegeareleavingwith
extraordinarydebtandmanyarenotmovingintoanticipatedjobs.Whileatthesametime,adultlearners
arecontinuingtoincreaseasthedominantcollegestudentintheU.S.Aswepause,atthisveryhistoric
moment,whilepushingthroughtoapost-pandemicworkforce,itistimetoconsidertargetedecosystems
oflearning,withlearningexperiencesthatareclearlyalignedwiththeneedsoftheworkforce,providing
technicalandprofessionalskillstocreatecareerreadygraduates.Considerationsfortargetedmeasures
ofsuccessincludenewpathwaystoincludeMicroCredentials,experientiallearning,priorlearningas-
sessments,alignedrecognizedindustrycertificationsandcompetency-basededucation.Recognizing
thatanadultmaychangejobs12timesthroughoutacareer,theseshort,targetedcredentialsbecome
moreaccessiblethroughoutalearner’scareer.Thisbookwillfocusoncreatingcareerreadyeducation
throughfutureoflearningwhiletargetingthefutureofwork.

ORGANIZATION OF THIS BOOK

Thisbookisorganizedinto16chaptersfocusingonmicrocredentials,experientiallearning,priorlearn-
ingassessmentandcompetency-basededucation.Abriefdescriptionofeachchapterfollows:

Chapter1focusesonadditionalwaystoequipOklahomacollegestudents,particularlythosestudents
withsomecollegeandnodegree,withthenecessaryprofessionalcapitaltocompeteforthesejobs.

Chapter2discusseshowmicro-credentialshavethepotentialtoreadylearnersforthefutureofwork
whileprovidingadeeplyrelevant,learner-centeredexperience.

Chapter3focusesonre-engagingadultlearnersinLouisianaandcreateequitableacademicpathways
toobtainingacollegedegree.

Chapter4focusesonestablishingprotocolsaroundmorecomplexinitiativessuchasportfolio-based
assessmentsanddisciplinaryorsubjectrelatedchallengeexamsforthesuccessfulimplementationof
aPLAProgram.

Chapter5discusses thechallengesandopportunitiesofgraduate levelprofessionaldevelopment
experiencesinremoteandhybridcontextsforexperientialprograms.

Chapter6providescontextforthedesignofanexperiential,service-learning-basedcapstonecourse
thatprovidesstudentswithmeaningfulservice-basedlearningexperiences.

Chapter7providesnewperspectivesonexpandedmodelsofcompetency-basededucationforaca-
demicandworkplacecredentialsasafrontierecosystemineducation.

Chapter8explores thenatureofPLAand itsevolution into themainstreamofhighereducation
policyandpractice.

Chapter9exploreshowastatewidedegreecompletioninitiativeadvancespriorlearningassessment
asawayforstudentstodemonstratecompetenceusingalternativestrategiestoearncredit
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Chapter10describehowtoapplyacontinuousimprovementprocessovertimetomodifyanonline,
competency-basedalternativeteachercertificationprogramtobettermeetstudentneeds.

Chapter11focusesonhowtotransitionatraditionalEngineeringTechnologyAssociateinScience
degreeprogramtoahybridcompetency-based(CBE),modular,non-term,self-paced,learner-centered,
faculty-mentoredformat.

Chapter12highlights full-scale implementationandmajor lessons learned incollaborationwith
Competency-BasedEducationNetwork(C-BEN)forfutureCBEimplementationsfocusingoninstitution-
widescaleups.

Chapter13discussesguidanceofferedthroughstandards,guidelines,andbestpractices,competency-
basedcoursesandprogramsthatcanmeettheneedsofstudentstodemonstratecompetenceincourse
andprogramcontent.

Chapter14encouragestheexpansionofresearchinpostsecondarycompetency-basededucation(CBE)
byprovidingspecificdirectionsforfurtherstudyandoutliningpathsforotherresearchers,practitioners,
andpolicymakersaliketoinformusefulresearch.

Chapter15describesthesubstantialamountofexperimentationthatwasconductedatalargeinstitu-
tiontouncoverinsightsrelatingtotechnology,facultyroles,curriculum,policy,andmostimportantly,
thestudentexperienceinCBE.

Chapter16exploresthewaysthatthecredithourandcompetencymightbere-imaginedtorespond
toneedsofstakeholders(e.g.,nontraditionalstudents,employers,policymakers,etc.)andtheworkplace
asopportunities to includebothcreditandcompetency indescribing individualpotential forcareer
progression.

Pamela Northrup
Bigger Picture Strategy, USA

Karen Rasmussen
University of West Florida, USA

Robin Colson
Tallahassee Community College, USA
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