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Issuing Institutions Innovators Using Digital Credentials and 

Badges for Academic and Co-Curricular Credentials

All right, and we are back. Our next session is Issuing Institutions: Innovators Using Digital Credentials and Badges for Academic and Co-curricular Credentials. And joining us for that session is Sasha Thackaberry, assistant VP Course Production and Academic Technology at Southern New Hampshire University; Lee Johnston, who is associate vice chancellor of Competency Based Technology at Brandman University; and Kathleen Radionoff, who is the dean of the Professional and Continuing Education at the Madison area Technical College. Sasha, Lee, and Kathleen, we're delighted to have you with us. Please begin. 
All right, making sure everyone can hear me okay. So, I am hailing here from Southern New Hampshire University, and we have begun some work in terms of interoperability, really, and focusing on the large picture in terms of digital badging efforts and what that is going to mean here are Southern New Hampshire. We're at the beginning of this effort and so some of the folks you're going to hear from a little later on in this session have more advanced applications of this. 
In terms of our institution, we are a rather large institution. We have multiple divisions and programs. We have our University College; our College of Online and Continuing Education; that's where I hail from; College of America, our workforce partnerships area; and we also have our CETA, which is our College of Engineering, Technology, and Aeronautics. 
And when we're thinking about badging, there are a bunch of different ways to kind of think of it conceptually and foundationally. And we're attempting to build on the learning in the field, so learning more, as probably most folks are in this presentation, about what's going on there and trying to build on those lessons and figure out what that means for our institution in terms of using the badge as a micro-credential, as a representation of our KSAs, our knowledge, skills, and abilities. 
So, as we think about it, we really want to make sure that we are consistent internally, and I know that that's a challenge internally to institutions, but also between institutions, but what is kind of the size of that digital badge, what competency does it represent, and ensuring that we're internally consistent across our divisions so that we really have a very -- an environment where a learning can go from one modality to another very seamlessly, where the learner has a great deal of autonomy and being able to really match the learner with the modality or the learning model that works best for them, and ensuring, of course, that the digital badge that would come from this issue has real value, value in the marketplace, is clearly representative of the knowledge, skills, and abilities that a learner would possess. 
There are many different very smart people and groups across the institution working on this, across those divisions. We have a great cross-functional team that's working in a matrix way to really try to noodle all of the various parts of this so that as we move to implementation we can think about that alignment, again, internally and externally, and how that works with our internal competency and interoperability. 
So, one of the things that really hasn't been mentioned much yet is that, in addition to demonstrating competencies, they can also be -- digital badges can also be membership-based, award-based, participation-based. There are a lot of different activities that can be represented in badges, a lot of different types of leadership skills outside of even micro-credentials even formal components. So, what does this mean for prior learning assessments? How do we ensure, as some of the folks mentioned earlier, that those workforce connections are thought of on the front end? The interoperability of the technology, how do we demonstrate that, how do we work with these other organizations to make sure these things are discoverable on the back end. The examples that we've seen of this working the best are coming from some of those IT fields and professional certifications, so we want to also consider how those whatever we create would really align with them. 
The other pieces are where this fits in the learner journey. So, are we using these kind of on the front end? Is that something that we're thinking people would be coming in for? Is this a value add as they're going towards a degree program? Where does this fit in motivationally? Where does this fit in terms of learner choice? So, for example, if you have a stop-out point for students and they are going through a degree program, is there a natural pause in the progression, whereby if you can get students one more course in, that could encompass a badge that has meaning and cohesion, because we don't want to go so micro with it that we're losing curricular cohesion and the meaning of what that digital badge represents. 
So, in terms of looking at the learner journey, we have a little bit of a conceptual map as to how that learner interacts with the institution, and what are those motivational and meaningful cues I along the way and how are we ensuring that the universe that we create is very stackable and consistent and portable for the learner? 
So, as we look at the beginning of this, and this is, again, just kind of one thought cloud from within the larger efforts of the institution, but creating that journey for the student, whereby digital badges are one piece that fits into a whole variety of learning experiences that are structured in a way wherein they have coherence for the learner but it enables a certain amount of learner-directed goal setting, it's relevant to the workforce, it enables students to accelerate where that's appropriate and where they're interested in it. It supports multiple types of learning modalities.

So, beyond competence-based education, are we looking at hybrid models or high-flex models? What could incorporate both traditional courses and prior learning assessments and direct assessments and accelerated learning options? What different types of faculty support models are really needed to support credentialing at a different level, and how are we thinking about those in terms of sustainability. 
So, the learner's journey is a bit like lather, rinse, repeat now, so it's something that we need to almost bring our learners into and make them excited about digital badging. I don't think that that is completely widely known amongst learners, and, to some of the points that have been made earlier, we want to make sure that this is inclusive. Our mission at SNHU, we are an open-access institution, and it's really important for our mission that we are able to bring education to those who might otherwise not have access. So, making sure that these things are portable, they are relevant to workforce, they are motivational in term of the student progress, and that they do enable the learner to have some control and autonomy and direction over what they're doing. And, again, internal interoperability is really important, so it has to have meaning across our divisions, but then also external interoperability and external meaning. 
One of the theories of decisions we're making now is what are some of the systems that we need to put into place, how do we need to build our technology ecosystem in order to support digital badging. And, again, we're more on the frontend of this conversation internally, so we don't currently issue consistent badges across the institution, though that is most definitely the direction that we are heading in. 
So, how do we make sure that students have a place to put those digital badges on the frontend that's meaningful, that can connect with every profile that can connect with their personal e-Portfolio, what tools are they going to use for that? So, how are we building in the selection of our technology products to ensure that the most flexible and consistent and plug-and-play environment so that it's very easy for our learners to move digital badges around and to implement them in their own lives in way that makes sense and that enables them to advance towards certificates or towards degrees, where that's really appropriate? 
And as we look kind of across internally, and as we have the set up for what this is going to mean, the different sizes of things, again, vary widely across institutions. But we need to be able to clearly communicate what our size is, both internally but also to an external audience. So, how granular is that digital badge? What is does it represent? How do those stack internally towards degrees or credits or competencies? And then how are we able to also represent that on a transcript? 
So, what you're seeing now is one of the many things and the many visuals that we're wrestling with internally to see how are we going to envision and implement a truly interoperable universe of credentials and competencies, and what size is appropriate for those things and what size is of the most value to the learner? So, we're really trying to collectively imagine this to build it out at the frontend very thoughtfully, with the right technology infrastructure for it, focusing on both the meaning of the badge, which, in our case, that discussion is really focused on competencies now, as opposed to some extracurricular or membership or other ways of thinking about and using digital badges. 
We're really focusing on the meaning of it from a competency, a KSA perspective, and also what the value of that is going to be so when the learner goes out into the marketplace what does that get our learners and what does that say about our educational journey to employers that we can back that up, our students can actually do that? These learners have come here and have been able to demonstrate through work product, a direct assessment program but also, you know, a couple of courses on campus, how are we able to adequately communicate that and make sure that we're educating the learners along with way as to the best way to communicate that. So, we're definitely in foundational discussions on this, really trying to architect it internally in a way wherein it's going to have coherence and cohesion throughout our many divisions, and also external to our institution. 
I know I had just about ten minutes, so I hope I wrapped up on time. Happy to take questions as well. And I know I'm going to be handing it off to our next presenter here. 
Thank you, Sasha. Appreciate it. Yeah, so I'll pick it up where we left off with Sasha. And she was talking about the context of where the technology kind of meets the road with regards to how bad badges are delivered technically. 
Just a little bit, first, about Brandman University. We're an offshoot of Chapman University, and a little bit about Brandman University, it's a member of the Chapman system, so we come from a long legacy of rigorous curriculum, and we're the Adult Education branch of that university. So, Bradman started its journey focused on a couple things; firstly, adult education, I think as most people are aware; and secondly, innovation. And as part of that, I want to talk about a few points today where we're actually the application of this innovation. 
I'm going to talk a little bit about the program -- we're a competency-base program -- look at the program design and the innovation that would be applied there, and then we're going to talk about the technical aspects of competency-based education, along with the automated award badging. 
Now, one thing to keep in mind, there's different flavors of the competency-based education. There's a non-standard term. There's term-based programs out there. I think we're the fourth of six institutions nationwide that were approved by the Department of Education for non-term direct assessment, and this is the purest form of CB, because it truly doesn't have any roadmaps or roadblocks as far as pacing goes. Students are truly self-paced. They can move as slow or as fast as they'd like, depending on their situation. But it comes with a host of regulatory requirements, and the last bullet, non-term systems, our non-term is clearly incompatible with existing systems on the back end. So, there are tremendous challenges to integrate non-term direct assessment into enterprise resource planning systems and around the standard credit hour, that provides a tremendous amount of technical challenges that we've worked through at this point. 
So, where Brandman's at with our Non-Term Direct Assessment Competency-Based Program is we've completed all the development. We're now about 200 students, and all the systems, all the actions, backend systems have been integrated and this has been a multi-year, I think it's taken us about three years to work through all the different challenges. 
Just a brief bit about the competency-base education program, how it was designed, and this feeds into the points around the technical infrastructure that we built later on, so it will tie in a little bit. So, we started out with, really, our employer partners. Several hundred partners were consulted. We learned a lot about what their requirements were. 
We also did a lot of research into relevant workforce, burning glass, and other resources that are out there. Then we took some time to get feedback from our partners, such as Microsoft and General Assembly, and others that would give us direct knowledge of whether or not the skills, knowledge, and abilities and outcomes that we were focused on were really germane to what they were looking for in an employee. And I think that's the key. I think I've heard that from several of the presentations today; that if there's a common thread between all of these, it would certainly be that the skills, knowledge, and abilities the students that are obtaining from these programs are certainly tying back into the employer's perception of their readiness to perform the actual job itself. 
Along with that, we obviously needed to build a system to convert the non-standard -- I'm sorry, the non-term-processes that were in our learning management systems back into our backend systems; our student information and our financial aid systems. And this map here is really an overview of that process, and you can see at the center of the diagram there is a competency-base education middleware ecosystem. It's the actual middleware itself that does the translation. So, if you want to understand this diagram a little more, think of the competency-based middleware system as a translator. And it translates the, obviously, non-term into a standard academic term that the student information systems and all the backend systems can understand, including financial aid. 
This was a tremendous effort to make this work. You will see on the next slide, it really touched literally every single facet, from admissions all the way through marketing, everything that you would associate with our enterprise resource systems or our backend systems, including the front-pacing student components were affected, just to give you one example. In a non-term direct assessment stance, you certainly don't have the standard bill that you would have at term-based program, because the terms are elastic. 
In other words, the term can last anywhere from 24 weeks to as long as it takes the student to complete the number of units that are subscribed, and, in our case, that's 12 units. So, an academic year is 48 weeks and 24 units, and a student can take over that period of time to complete that, or complete that sooner if they like. So, again, going back to non-term direct assessment, there really are no speed limits, so we need a middleware system to provide that translation between the non-term and the standard term environments. 
This is the technical overview. If you're not a techy, don't worry about it. This might be something that your IT Department would be interested in. Essentially, this is what you would typically expect to have an LMS, in our case that's Sagence off to the right. It was formerly known as Flat World Knowledge, and all the ERP systems and the package systems on their enterprise site sitting off to the left. The middle is an Amazon Web Services, virtual private cloud, that encompasses the middleware. 
One thing to note about this is I've isolated just Credly badging, but there are multiple partners, and you will see on the next slide where we connect to at least a dozen softwares of services through our middleware and orchestrate what the students' activities are in the learning system with those each individual end points. 
So how has it all happened? This is just a quick overview of how we process and automate the badge awarding system. So, as students complete a badge, they obviously have requirements to complete those badges, they earn those as they check off each of those boxes, and there where polls the ERP system every night, takes a look to see if the student qualified. If they do, then it reaches out to our partner, Credly, and issues a web service call, and that actually goes ahead and issues the badge to the student. The student is notified of that new award, and they come and accept it. And then they have opportunity there at Credly to socialize that. So that's it in a nutshell. 
We have another partner that we just have been working with about a year-and-a-half now, and that Tenlegs, and that's the comprehensive student record project that Lumina was sponsoring. And the upshot there is, I think Tenlegs has done a fantastic job. They've worked very close with our Registrar and our Student Services to integrate the badges in every other aspect to the students, so co-curricular and curriculum record into one single web service. That's something you might want to take a look at. If you haven't seen their latest offering, it's very, very impressive. It's also super easy to integrate with. We did the integration in under a week. 
And that concludes. If there's any questions, I'd be glad to take those in the chat. But I want to move on to give Kate the full opportunity to give her presentation. 
Thank you, Lee. Hello. I'm Kate Radionoff from Madison College, and let's look at the survey results. Over half of you are conducting research on badges, which is great. A little less than 3% have implemented badges for credit programs, but over 10% have implemented badges for non-credit programs, and that's where I'm going to focus my presentation on, is non-credit badging. 
To give you a brief history of badges, in 2006/07, Connie Yowell of the MacArthur Foundation and others began to conceptualize a digital badge and what it might look like in the 21st century. A couple years were taken to do additional conceptual research. The big movement forward came in 2010, when MacArthur Foundation partnered with Mozilla in pushing forward badges, the open badge standard, the Mozilla badge backpack. 
Once that happened and badges were formally launched at the 2010 Moz Fest, I started seeing discussions of badges appearing in the higher-end space over the next year/year-and-a-half. After doing some research, I really liked the idea of how badges could be applied to informal non-credit learning. So, in 2012, we started awarding badges for non-credit students. 
There's a consideration enrollment, at least in the United States, in non-credit programs. As a matter of fact, almost as many students are enrolled in non-credit programming as they are in credit programming. To touch upon what earlier speakers noted is that adults tend to engage in non-linear informal learning, and the problem with that is that there was a lack of evaluation system to credit/non-credit work were or also how do employers recognize non-credit training? There was really no easy way, so adult students were taking course work but not able to apply it to employment situations. 
Another trend I noted is that there's a growing percentage of freelance workers in the global economy, and by the very nature of get work or freelance work, those workers do not have access to employer training and need to seek out their own training opportunities. 
So, we've been doing this for five years now, so I wanted to walk you through the steps on how we create a digital badge for our non-credit programs. I think the first and most important step is to define your purpose for digital badging. Is it granular? Are you looking to certify soft skills? Are you looking to certify technical skills? And in the comments section I've been reviewing, a lot of people are grappling with this idea of what is the purpose of badges and how they could be implemented at their institutions. 
We took a very granular approach, because our non-credit training is very skills-based, and, in many cases, it's aligned with national accreditation standards or national test standards. So, we wanted to articulate what the marketable skills were, how we could align those skills to employer standards, how we could demonstrate proof of learning -- that's the rigor piece that I've also seen a lot of comments on -- and develop and launch a badge that an employer would recognize and, as a matter of fact, value. 
So here's how we translate curriculum into a badge. This is an overview, and there are some differences between articulating credit curriculum into a badge versus non-credit. But the main lessons are what skills are the students learning, how do you define those, and how do you translate those specific skills into what the badge knows. And, again, you really want to align it to some sort of national or employer standards, or industry standards. From there, you can trance late your learning objectives into the description that you'll see on the badge. 
How are you go toing be assessing skill mastery? It's going to vary depending on what occupation you're dealing with; for example, a graphic design mastery would be probably the submission of a design portfolio versus a technical skills mastery might be doing lab work with the without the instructor watching, or it could be sitting through a test. It's going to vary based on the curriculum. 
And then it's very important, in our minds, to link the badges to those specific standards, and in a few slides you'll see how we actually pull in those national standards to one of our badges. The first program that we badged was our dietary manager certificate. It previously had been a credit program at my college, but due to low enrollments, it was moved over to the non-credit side. And we became concerned about issues of too many badges because it would overwhelm an employer and the badges would lose their value, so what we did is we developed a badge for skill mastery in each of the five courses, so you can see going green in food service, food service management, medical nutrition, advanced food service management, and then general nutrition. 
So, we developed a badge hierarchy, in that the students had to individually earn each of the badges in their class, and not all students did earn those badges. We set the bar at between 80 and 90% proficiency. If a student went on to earn all five badges, then they were awarding what we call a master badge, which is a Dietary Manager Certification. 
This is what our badge looks like. If you were an employer and you were to click on a badge that an applicant presented to you, you would see that it was issued by Madison College Continuing Education Program. It was created and issued in 2014, and then you'll see here that there's very specific skill sets that the badge is reflecting, such as menu planning and food storage. Below that you'll see specifically what it takes to earn this badge, and then below that, we're aligning the badge rigor to the actual accreditation standards for the association for nutrition and food service. 
We also issue badges. We do contract training for area employers, and we work with them to issue badges that are specific to their company training. So, the first step is to sit down with the employer and determine what they're doing and where we can potentially integrate badges in. We also give them the option to add the corporate logo so they can get social media credit when the student shares the badge. 
These are examples of three industry badges that we've created for local employers. For the hospitality industry there's leadership, service champions, and we are very specific in tweaking our general curriculum to the specific employer or industry. We also differentiate with the badges if there's formal assessments versus if it's an informal assessment, meaning usually class attendance, because we think that's important to communicate whether the learning was actually assessed or not. Since we started issuing badges, it started slow at first, but you can see last year we issued over 1,400 badges, and, at this point in time, we've issued over 3,000 badges over the course of five years. 
Some of the lessons we've learned, it's not always the same students. It's not generally your students, but sometimes the badges will provide a motivation to students who you wouldn't expect to really pick it up and earn the badge. We also see that badges can define interests within a broader degree program and the non-credit badges layer nicely into credit for prior learning portfolios, and employers can use the badges to, I think, identify candidates who have leadership potential or show that they're very actively engaged in upscaling their skill sets. So, with that, I want to leave time for questions for the group, so thank you very much. I welcome your questions, and feel free to contact me at my institution. Thank you. 
Great. Thank you to Sasha, Lee, and Kathleen for your presentations. I do have a few questions that stacked up, and I'm going to start with the ones for Kathleen, since you finished last, Kathleen. Can you tell us if you provide student work as evidence in any of the badges that you mentioned? 
Yes, we do, with student portfolios. Again, it's going to depend on the curriculum and the instructor preference, but, yes, there is a way of building in student portfolios into the badges. 
Okay, great. And then someone expressed a concern about who is responsible to do the assessment and verification of skills of all the credentials and badges that you all have been talking about, and just the general issue of how you ensure high quality when you're designing those badges? How do you protect from fraud or scams from taking over the sector? Any thoughts on that in general. 
Well, the assessment is all determined by the instructor or by the department instructors, because it really is going to be very specific to their industry, you know, health care has very specific criteria and there's usually accrediting body. In terms of fraud, the badges are locked behind, in our case we Pearson Acclaim. So, in other words, if it's a legitimate badge, the employer would click on it and see the visual that I previously showed you that this is truly a genuine badge. You can certainly copy and paste the badge image, but there would be nothing to click on. 
Okay. Great. Any other thoughts on that from the other presenters? 
So, I think that, yes, it covers it. 
Okay. And then, Kate, one other question about what platform Madison College uses to share the imagines with employers. 
We use Pearson Acclaim. We were one of their beta sites back in 2013, to test the badging platform, and we have been working with Pearson Acclaim since then. 
Okay. Yeah, sorry, I heard you mention that just now. And then a question maybe back to Lee. Someone asked about how financial aid works for CBE, and do you have to equate credits to the badge attainment? Lee, are you still on the line? 
Yeah, I'm still here. I was on mute. I apologize. Yeah, so the way -- yeah, just to make sure I understand the question, so you have to achieve mastery and competency, so each of the competencies that map to a particular badge is equivalent to, on the credit hour side, a class, so that would go back into our financial aid system. But I don't think there's any relationship on the badge to the competency model as far as the financial aid system goes, if I'm understanding the question correctly. 
Okay. Yeah. 
If the question is related to competency-based education, long-term direct assessment back into the financial aid, that would be a conversation, especially on the non-term side that I know Southern New Hampshire, and others on the call, would probably have the take offline, because it's a lengthy conversation. 
Okay. Okay. Sure. And then while we've got you chatting, I'm just wondering if you could share a little bit about the student or faculty reaction to your programs and, you know, anything that you've heard or suggestions for improvement, or any criticisms or anything like that I think would be interesting. Lee, that was for you. 
From the Brandman side of the house, none. None of those yet. I think we're still early enough. And we've been award badges now for under six months, so I think it will be some time before we get any meaningful feedback as far as statistically meaningful. 
Okay. Great. Well, I think -- I'm just scanning the chat to see if any other more recent questions have come in. There was a comment earlier about connecting the metadata and people's badges with some of the job databases that were shown and thinking that that would be a great matchmaking system. Do any of you have thoughts about that evolving in the future? 
Actually, I think we're working -- Brandman's working with Lumina and the Credential Engine. I think Jason from the Chamber mentioned that earlier. So, the Credential Engine is now a non-profit organization, and if you haven't checked it out, you can do a search for Credential Engine and it should come to the site, and it's one repository. I know IMS Global is also working on standards, which are equally as critical, so, you know, interoperability was mentioned several times. So, there are quite a bit of effort being put into putting the data required for the curriculum and to match that up with the badges and doing reverse searches so you can find the badge you're looking to get from the student perspective or from an employer perspective or from an institutional perspective. So, there's a lot of work being done in that area right now. I'm not sure if the other presenters have anything on it. 
This is Sasha again. I think that where we're really going to see critical mass is when it becomes much more consumer friendly to be able to look for badges, display your badges, see the meaning behind badges, have employers search for you by badges, and as was on the chat a little bit earlier, verification and making sure that those badges are provided by more legitimate organizations and ensuring kind of all the data pieces behind it, make it easy for the user. I think that's where the sweet spot is going to be in terms of adoption. 
This is Kate. I agree completely with Lee and Sasha's assessment. We're also a pilot site for the Credential Engine, because they're accepting both non-credit training credentials, as well as degree credit programs and certificates, so some really exciting opportunity to be part of this. And I agree, it is going to provide that critical mass that we need. 
All right, well we're just about out of time for this session, so Sasha, Lee, and Kathleen, thank you again very much for your examples and your talk today. We're now going to head into our break, and we're going to be on break for about 15 minutes. We're going to go ahead and disconnect the audio, but we'll be reconnecting again when we join, and so we'll see you at about 15 minutes past the hour. Thanks everybody. 
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