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Promise and Possibilities with Digital Badges

Academics and Associate Professor of Education, and author at Concordia University, Wisconsin. Bernard, we're delighted to have you with us. Welcome, and please begin.
Thank you, Veronica. And thanks everyone for coming. I'm excited to have a chance to be able to be an opening presenter for this great afternoon that we -- that seems to be put together. My presentation is going to be a little bit more conceptual and broader. And as you see through the agenda, you'll see things get more and more detailed and you'll see more sort of contextual presentations, which I'm excited to hear as we move forward. 
So, in this presentation, opening up, what I'd like to do is -- I sort of have three parts, and we have only 30 minutes together. So, I have about ten minutes dedicated to some big picture sort of ideas about innovation and higher education. Some of you who have heard me present may see a couple of metaphors that are familiar; I sort of reuse them. A second will be a bit of my journey in badges and higher education, and some lessons learned. And then the third piece will be sort of a challenge for all of us collectively. Badges are an emerging technology. They've not been around very long. And the future of badges is not predetermined. We have a role in deciding how they work and what affordances are amplified in higher education through them, and I'm going to talk about that a little bit more. 
So, let's go ahead and get started. Before -- I'm sorry, I have to go back. You'll see my contact information here. Twitter is the best way to connect with me, but you can always contact me through my blog and my podcast, The MoonshotEDU Show. Both of those have ways to contact me.

And so as I get into this first part, I often use this idea of technology as a tool, right, but technologies have affordances and limitations. People oftentimes have these ethical debates about which technologies are good or bad or whatever, and I always look at them quite differently. I always argue that technologies have affordances or they have limitations. And a badge is a technology, so is a credential as we use them, or a diploma, or a transcript. These are all different technologies that human or scientific knowledge.

The question is each technology, it's designed in such a way that often leads towards certain things being possible or certain ideas being amplified, and certain being muzzled. And so I have this image; right? A hammer leads us to perhaps look for nails, but it would be problematic if we started using a hammer to try to get this screw in the piece of wood. And I'm going to argue that that's an important kind of consideration for us as we think about badges. We actually can create how badges are used, but they have, inherent in them, some affordances and limitations that we're going to dive into.

So, again, technologies can amplify certain things and muzzle other things, and you'll see what I mean by that as we move forward. But I'd like to argue that this is really -- as we think about the future of credentials in the workplace and in higher education, that there are some really amazing access and opportunity and equity issues for us to begin to grapple with. And the question is as we use our badges and as you hear the different presentations today, I encourage you -- and as you think about your own uses of badges, I encourage you to be thinking about who will be the winners and losers with each of these approaches to badges, and how can we create as many winners as possible in our use of badges.

You know, Howard Zinn, you may know him, sometimes controversial in some people's minds, a historian who wrote that "Most wars, after all, present themselves as humanitarian endeavors to help people." And the point, you know, what does that have to do with technology or badges, but I would argue that the same thing happens with every new technology that we embrace in education. We may have a really positive concept that we have in mind and we're hoping to achieve with the technology, but that does not necessarily or automatically mean that that will happen; right?

So, I give this example. I love to use this image. For those of you who've heard me present before, you've probably seen it because it's one of my favorites, but this is actually a picture from the Tour de France. And I don't know if you can tell in the picture what's actually happening. Go ahead and type in the text box if you can describe what's happening in this scene. This is not a recent picture of the Tour de France, I should say.

And, yes, a couple of people got it right away, that, believe it or not, they're in the middle of the Tour de France and the one guy has his hand on the back of the other. The man on the far right is lighting a cigarette for the other man. And the question is why in the world would a person in the middle of the Tour de France be smoking a cigarette? And the answer is, if you look into it, historically that some people actually believed that nicotine was a performance-enhancing drug, and actually there is some piece to that, but it was even in the medical journals as such. And so some people saw it as a way to improve their performance and enhance their performance in some kind of athletic competition like this.

Of course, our knowledge has expanded a bit since that level of research, but at that point they thought -- it was well meaning and they thought that they had this great technology that they were going to use in order to accomplish optimal performance. And I offer that simply, as we dive into the conversation of badges, there are so many wonderful and exciting opportunities for us to think about using badges to increase access and opportunity, and build stronger connections between the workplace and higher ed, and many other options as well. But this is always a caution. I actually have a poster of this picture that I keep up as a reminder.

The other thing that I'll offer that I think is quite exciting about badges is oftentimes in education and other places we're trying to make decisions, and our decisions are should we go right or should we go left, like we have predefined roads or pathways and we have to choose among them, at least we think that. And badges, I believe, one thing that's so exciting about them is they actually challenge us to consider a way that has not yet been created, that there are -- what about the road straight ahead or the road further to the left or to the right. These are not the paths less trodden, these are the paths that don't yet exist.
And those of you who are engaging in badges right now, this is new. We're talking about a technology that's four or five years old, at its most. And so you are all at the cutting edge here, in a way, even though the adoption rate is growing and we have some great usage cases and scenarios in different places, we are collectively helping to co-create what's going to happen.
And the other image that I use relentlessly in my presentations when I talk about this idea is that, in education especially, we get tied into a lot of policies and practices and procedures that we've used in the past, and those policies sort of direct us to think a certain way. And I would argue that the use of credentials in higher education has been that, the way that we use credits and courses and we put them on a transcript, and certain credits lead up to a diploma, competency-based education is one of many technologies or methods or models or innovations that is challenging us to reconsider that and rethink it. I would argue that badges are not only tied -- they don't necessarily have to be tied to competency-based education. That's one promising application, and you'll hear of some examples of that today, but there are other possibilities as well.
So, I use the example of a bird house because I'll show a picture like this and I'll ask people to share what does it take to build a birdhouse, and they will say things like wood and a drill, and a hammer and nails, because this is the kind of birdhouse that comes to mind for them, because it's sort of the stereotypical birdhouse, but then I go to this slide and I ask what does it take to build a birdhouse. And now it changes your answer completely; right? Each of these can accomplish a similar or the same purpose, but the materials used to create them are far broader than many of us think at first.

And I believe that as you hear presentations today, you'll probably have your horizon expanded on what's possible when it comes to acknowledging learning, celebrating learning, recognizing learning, credentialing, representing learning in visuals and ways that are sharable, and that's going to be something that you'll get a chance to explore. So, again, the best way to predict the future is to create it. So, let's venture a little bit further and see what it means to be co-creators.
Now, I don't want to get too heavy here, but Paulo Freire wrote an incredible book, one of the most formative books for me as I think about education today, called "Pedagogy of the Oppressed." And I know that I'm breaking every PowerPoint rule in the book to have this much text, but I won't read the entire thing. The point of it, though, and you can all read it as well, is it's a very -- looked at the education system and argued that the education system, as he saw it, was largely a system that was driving people to conformity and to compliance. And yet he was arguing for an education system that engages in what he calls the "practice of freedom," the means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality, and they discover how to participate in the transformation of the world.

Now, not to be too self-indulgent, but I'll quote another author, one of my most recent books, "Adventures in Self-Directed Learning, where I simply pose this question -- and it might seem extreme or broad at first -- how long can a democracy survive if people only learn to comply and they do not learn to speak up about and act upon what matters to them, to take ownership for what they accomplish and what happens to them. I believe that badges can be an incredibly powerful tool for democratizing education and our higher education system, a way to give some of the power back to the students in some incredible ways. And I think you'll even see glimpses of that in the presentations later today. 
So, for me, one of my driving questions as I think about the use of badges is how can we -- how might this emerging credential and technology allow us to nurture a growing sense of competence and confidence in learners so that they can step up to the challenges of their time, stand up for their deepest convictions in the modern world, whether that happens in their communities, in the workplace, as citizens, as learners, and in other contexts?

Now, another -- a great text about heutagogy, which is sort of the art and science of self-determined learning, there's a great quote I just pulled out where these two authors argue that we are in an age of knowledge and skill emancipation. And, again, you will see that more and more as you look at the possibilities of credentials. Historically, universities, we sort of have a corner on the market on credentials. And there are others who are exploring alternative credentials to what we do in higher education, and some of them are gaining traction in the workplace. Badges are a way for universities to respond to that in, I think, a pretty significant and powerful way, where we can show the relevance of what we're doing and show that we are willing to be part of that larger social conversation about new and emerging credentials and ways of acknowledging learning.

I believe that this is actually probably where we are going, the futurist in me. I didn't share a little bit of that background because I study broadly about different innovations and where we seem to be going. This visual I realize is quite small, I apologize for that, but I believe that the sort of future of education with badges will allow us to credential and acknowledge learning in a variety of pathways. And so I've created these three, Continuing Education Court, Self-Directed Street, and Degree Drive.

The one on the bottom represents the kinds of courses that you take. And each course is something that goes on a traditional transcript that leads up perhaps that final destination is considered a diploma or something like that, or it might just be a learning goal, or an open door to an opportunity. Self-Directed Learning Street would be all those different kinds of things that people use now to learn on their own, whether it's reading independently or joining a book club or participating in various MOOCs and other experiences online. And then Continuing Education Court would be a lot of those non-credit kinds of offerings that are offered by education companies and organizations, higher ed institutions, and even individuals.

But you'll notice individual, there are these little dots that are connecting the roads, which is what's beginning to happen. And we're seeing that people -- and we're at the very early stages of this, but we're seeing people who are beginning to realize that their learning journey does not have to be a pre-prepared meal by an institution in every situation. Sometimes that's desirable and the best pathway for them, but in other cases they may mix and match their learning experiences across contexts.

In fact, what you see here is representative of what true lifelong learning is for many people today in the -- once they've step into the workplace. They may pursue formal education in terms of courses and additional degrees, but they're also on these other pathways. And the open badge movement is a way for us to begin to recognize and document and celebrate that learning that's happening across these different contexts. That is one of the most exciting things that I see in where we're going.
Now, let me just pause for a moment. I have three sections, as I mentioned, and I just finished sort of my introductory -- this was my little primer, motivator I guess. So, let me pause for a moment for any comments or questions about this graphic or my comments in the previous slide before we jump into part two. I see a few people typing so I'll just wait patiently. Paige asked permission to use the graphic. Absolutely, and if you contact me, I can send you a higher quality version of it. 
That's a great question, Xavier. The university, the representative there, someone's argued how are badges equivalent across paths, or should they be, and that's a wonderful question that I believe some of the more specific presentations later might help you kind of grapple with that question. One of the things that's powerful about a badge is it has metadata attached to it. And so the metadata can articulate what one had to do in order to earn that badge. So, in a similar way -- in a more narrative way, you can actually click on a badge and see what had to be done and see that there is a wide variety of, you know, what's involved in earning one badge versus another.

But there are broader conversations in the badge world about maybe coming up with some kinds of standards for visual representations of badges that go into greater or lesser depth on a topic, but, again, we are co-creators of this. And IMS Global is an incredible partner in helping. This is a chance -- that kind of question, this is the perfect time to be asking it. It's just that we don't -- we get to decide that together.

And another question -- I'm not going to get all of them. Veronica, if you want to pull some out for later. Oh, I see you actually have pulled some out. Do I see a role for badging in faculty development? There are some tremendous opportunities there. And I think you'll hear some about that later, but I will actually get to that one briefly, at least in the second part of my presentation. So, let me go ahead and just jump in.

Okay. So, my little personal history, and this is my personal journey about learning to use badges, and three experiments and what I learned from them in higher education. So, I've written about 60 articles, mostly blog posts and -- you know, one article in The Chronicle of Higher Ed and some other kinds of places as well, but I counted up to about 90,000 words, from 2013 to the present, to tell my own story about badges. And each article represents a question and part of my journey, really from the beginning. From when badges first started, I've begun to kind of grapple with their affordances and their limitations and their possible applications and looking at different applications, and seeing what seems to be working and what doesn't.

And as I did that, I also got curious and wanted to do some experiments of my own, and so I did. And the first time that I decided to try to use badges was in a Massive Open Online Course that I led through Concordia University, Wisconsin that was called -- it was actually popularly known as "Cheat MOOC." It was -- I remember I was at an event and I was talking to someone and they asked me about this MOOC I was designing. And I said, "Yes, I have a MOOC that's going to teach people how to cheat online." Of course, I wasn't really teaching people how to cheat, but what I was doing is I wanted to create an in-depth opportunity for people in higher education to gather around and to explore some of the important factors related to identity and academic integrity in the online space, especially with online finding its way in blended learning and in fully online courses and programs in higher education.

So, I created a MOOC, and this is based on some of the study -- a study that I conducted where I wanted to find out successful cheaters. I wanted to find the stories of people who cheated without getting caught. And so I basically created an online cheating confessional, and people were able to share their -- anonymously share some of their cheating stories. It had some serious kind of validity issues, so I never published it officially, but I learned a great deal from it.

And then I created a MOOC, and each week in the MOOC explored academic integrity from a different perspective. And so we assigned a digital badge to each of the weeks in the MOOC. So, for example, you'll see one badge here, "Psychologist." You became a cheating psychologist. We actually studied the psychology of cheating and under what conditions are people more or less likely to cheat. The "Cheating Philosopher" where we looked at sort of philosophical underpinnings, what is cheating and, you know, we looked at it from perspectives culturally and how different cultures might have different definitions of cheating; the teacher's perspective on cheating.

In fact, we even had another badge I don't have here, which was called the "Cheater badge," where one week we had set up a variety of fictional assignments and students were challenged to cheat as successfully as they could without getting caught, try to get the highest grade possible with the least effort and the lowest chance of getting caught. And then at the end of the week they all shared their cheating stories to see who won. We created an incredibly massive collection of cases and examples of cheating and how to mitigate against it.

But in order to sort of celebrate people's contribution to each week, we created badges. And the badges were not competency-based, these were contribution-based badges. So, you earned a badge by contributing a certain number of things. We had a point system, and there were, like, five to ten different ways someone could participate each week. And each contribution had a point value. And if you reached a certain number of points of contribution, then you would earn the badge.

Now, something interesting happened, though, as we did this. It was intended to be a celebration of contribution, and it was really just sort of a playful gamifying approach. We didn't have a lot of deep sort of academic goals in it beyond engagement and sort of playing with it from that way, but we found a few things happened, and I'll share just two. Excuse me.

The first is we found that designing our learning experiences around badges actually caused us to think about the instructional design process differently. We started thinking of badges as curricular building blocks. So, we weren't thinking about the entire course. We were thinking more granularly. And we could recognize student contribution around more granular elements, which opened my mind right away to the possibility that badges could indeed to that for us in higher education. They could also create an opportunity where we could have these in a course.
And imagine a course that's a prerequisite, and someone comes in and they have half of the knowledge for that course, but not the other half. As it stands, many of us require the student to take the entire course over, or the entire course as a prerequisite because they lack half of the knowledge, but a badge-based curriculum plan could actually have six badges in that course, and we could actually measure the student's prerequisites to the badge level. So, they might only have to complete a third of that class in order to complete the prerequisites. So, some really interesting possibilities there. 
The third thing that emerged for me as well was this idea that people actually wanted to use these badges as evidence of professional development, which goes to the question earlier. I had no intention of using them this way, but people actually jumped in and they wanted to -- and people were saying, "How do I use these badges in order to prove to my employer that I've, you know, engaged in professional development?" So, they were using them as CEUs, which really intrigued me and it led me to a different use of badges.

So, the second time I used badges, I created a Massive Open Online Course on emerging models of assessment called "Learning beyond Letter Grades." Both of these MOOCs were what I call "mini MOOCs." We had a thousand students in each one, so not massive like some of the others. In this one, we went a competency-based route. So, each badge represents the actual competency around assessment. And we created the series. These are some of the badges, portfolio assessment, self-assessment, narrative assessment.

And in order to earn each badge, the student had to submit an actual assignment or a lesson that they would teach in higher ed, and then they had to redesign an assessment that used the model that I'm describing, so narrative assessment. And then they would submit it. And I had a whole team, and we gave actual written narrative feedback to every person who submitted a badge in this class -- in this MOOC. And we would give them narrative feedback. And they had to meet 100 percent of the criteria. If they did not, we'd send it back and they could resubmit as many times as they wanted. And if they finally met all of the criteria, we would issue the badge.

Now, that led us then to -- so, there were a lot of great lessons here. One, we learned about self-directed learning pathways. Many people, we found, did not want to take the whole course. They would take some badges and not others. So, we turned a pre-created meal approach to a course into a buffet-style course where people could kind of pick and choose from it, and it seemed to work well.
Evidence of competence emerged in our discovery here, evidence of professional development, the unbundling of the learning experiences into these discrete pieces, the curricular building blocks, as I mentioned. We also had some great lessons around team teaching where we could actually have different instructors for each badge. So, it's the same course, but you'd have different experts who would review and give feedback on different badges, and the sources of content.

And then, finally, we discovered badges had an interesting role of what I call a dating service, not literally a dating service but we would find that when someone earned a badge we had a system set up so that they could see who else earned that badge. So, within the MOOC, students would find that they had kindred spirits who were interested in narrative assessment, for example. And they started to build different networks with one another on the side. That was quite exciting to me.

So, ultimately, what this led to was to us to take an entire master's degree program, and while we have many lessons and we're still trying to figure out how to make it work, and we actually rebuilt an entire master's degree program with the concept that I just shared. It's the first master's degree program -- it was the first master's degree program in the nation entirely built around competency-based badges, project-based learning, and mastery learning. And I can certainly talk to people in greater detail about that.

So, what we actually found is that the badges were, for many of our students, were secondary to the projects that they had to create in order to earn the badge, but we're still sort of at that phase of exploring ways in order to help students discover the value of the badges. We do have a couple of exciting stories where students have used their badges to apply for jobs because they were able to give more -- represent more discrete skills that were in demand and in the job description, but that's really at its beginning stages.

So, one thing that's intriguing to me -- and I'll have to finish up here, I might not get to all of the third part of my presentation -- is that I see, as we talk about badges here, an incredible power of story. That one of the things that we're doing here is not just sort of recognizing learning, but we're also issuing -- we're recognizing learning in a way that helps learners have a deeper and more nuanced understanding of what they're learning. And the next step is to help find ways for those learners to communicate and tell the story of their learning with the badges to various people, prospective employers, people with whom they want to network. That is one of the most exciting possibilities that I see. 

So, very quickly, in the last couple minutes, and I'm going to take you through just a whirlwind of some slides here, I believe that we have some important decisions that we have to make in the badge world. We have to make some decisions about higher education right now. Higher education sometimes serves as a gateway. We sort of -- you have to kind of pay to play, and there's a certain way you go through, and it's our pre-prescribed way. Badges give us an opportunity to reimagine and say can we maybe turn higher education institutions into a place of multiple learning pathways instead of gateways.

The other is in the -- you know, in the 19th Century, we had the Luddites who were a group of people who were displaced from their work whenever the factory machines, the textile machines started to replace the work of what textile workers did. And so they revolted and they rebelled, and when you call someone a Luddite today, it sometimes, you know, means someone who's anti-technology or concerned about what it's doing. But what's interesting right now is the -- it was the people who revolted, but today, in higher education, some of the people who are concerned about badges are actually the institutions themselves, because they're worried about losing control. I would argue that this a chance for us to embrace the chaos a little bit and to explore new possibilities. I'm going to skip this one.
Another one is competency as static versus competency as dynamic, that's another interesting opportunity that we have to explore as we think about badges. So, you know, when you earn a -- when you earn a diploma, you have that diploma and you can forget everything along the way, you know, over five or ten years, but you still have the diploma, and it's supposed to be a recognition of maybe what you know, or at least what you knew at one point. Badges actually give us a way to kind of reimagine what that looks like, not that I have all the answers figured out, but I just share it.

Another one is summative credentialing versus formative credentialing. You'll notice in many of the examples that I gave, you were able to sort of resubmit and you could earn your badge once you met all the criteria. And, in some ways, we left it up to the students when they wanted the final summative assessment to be. A summative assessment was when the student stopped submitting, when they stopped trying. And so this kind of mastery learning approach is something that can work really well with badges. 
Another one is "credentialism" versus matchmaking. Credentialism is one of my greatest concerns about current credentials in the workplace and in higher ed. There are many jobs that are posted that say, "If you don't have a bachelor's degree or -- minimum bachelor's degree, you can't even apply." The badge world can help us to maybe explore something differently. What if there's someone who doesn't have a bachelor's degree, but they have many -- all of the skills required to do that job, and they're able to represent it with alternative credentials? Maybe this could help us match people with the right jobs, what they're seeking and what they want, and people who want to network with one another. That could be powerful as well.

Now, I'm going to jump to my last slide here, just because I had a few extras in case I had time. I'll go back to my closing thought -- or my opening thought as a closing thought. What I'm sharing with you are ideas and possibilities. Nothing's set in stone when it comes to badges. The world of traditional transcripts and credentials have not really progressed a great deal in the past, but now we have this opportunity to revisit it with badges. And I think you're going to discover a lot of great promising possibilities in the forthcoming presentation. I'm just here to whet your appetite and get the conversation started. Thank you. I think I'm at the end of my time. I don't know if, Veronica, you want to allow for a minute of questions or if we just need to move on.

You know, I think we're just about after time here, so, Bernard, I want to thank you again for sharing all these thought-provoking ideas and examples, and models of transformation. So, thank you for that. We are going to reset the stage now --
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