
Note: This is an early-stage working draft summary. The final document will be published in early December.  
Many changes are expected in the final document; e.g., there will be significant changes to the language and 
layout to make it more user-friendly and understandable to a range of audiences ─ many who will not be as 
familiar with credentialing issues as the group invited to the Summit. 
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BACKGROUND CONTEXT 

Nearly 200 people, representing 170 organizations and 90 co-sponsors, convened at the National Press 
Club in Washington, DC to continue the national dialogue on how to transform the nation’s highly 
diverse and fragmented credentialing system into one that is student-centered and learning-based. 

The morning plenary session was viewed by 526 individuals in the US and abroad via live webcast. 
(Video of that session can be found at www.connectingcredentials.org.) 

The purpose and agenda for the day was grounded in the following objectives:   

• Frame and prioritize options for larger-scale engagement; 

• Discuss implications for changes in stakeholder policy and practice; and 

• Create opportunities for people working on the same issues to discuss actionable change. 

Prior to the Summit, more than 200 individuals from credentialing, education, policy, research, and 
industry organizations and institutions representing diverse perspectives participated in 12 e-
conversations and more than a dozen in-person meetings. These sessions focused on the following six 
themes which were the focus of the first of two rounds of breakout sessions during the Summit: 

 Building Trust in the Assessment and Validation of Competencies Represented by Different  
Kinds of Credentials; 

 Improving Portability of Credentials within Education, within Labor Markets and across Both; 

 Informing Learner Decision-Making about Credentials; 

 Assuring the Labor Market Relevance of Credentials; 

 Creating Pathways to Quality Credentials for Low-income, Low-skill Learners; and 

 Informing Employer Decision-Making about Credentials. 

Each of the breakout groups were asked to identify three priorities for change in credentialing policy and 
practice within their area of focus. A second round of breakout sessions delved deeper into some of the 
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priorities for change that resulted from the first session discussions. Each second round breakout group 
identified promising actions based on feasibility, impact, and scalability.   

This paper combines the thoughtful and creative input provided by Summit participants throughout the 
day. Where useful, it synthesizes similar ideas discussed in multiple subgroups. The Summit was an 
intense set of conversations among diverse stakeholders that reinforced the importance of improving 
how we connect credentials and a shared sense of key elements of what is both needed and possible in 
achieving that goal.  

 

CONNECTING CREDENTIALS MATTERS 

We employ a diverse and rapidly increasing array of credentials in the U.S. – degrees, certificates, 
industry certifications, licenses, apprenticeships, badges, and more. Making credentials more 
understandable and usable is important both to learners and to employers:  

Lumina goal:  We cannot achieve Lumina’s big goal that 60% of Americans will have a high-quality 
credential by 2025 unless we break down silos and create a more connected system.   

Equity: We are all hurt by credentials that aren’t connected but those who are hurt the most are those 
who have the least. We must connect systems to create flexible pathways to quality credentials with 
labor market value for all. 

Transparency: We must reduce confusion among learners, employers, educators, and government 
agencies about the meaning and value of all credentials. We need to re-establish trust and assure 
quality.  

Economic Vitality:  Postesecondary knowledge and skills are needed for individual and economic 
prosperity. Increasing the connected use of varied credentials will help more people gain needed 
competencies and help employers reduce recruiting time, employee turnover, and retraining costs. 

 

ELEMENTS OF THE EMERGING VISION OF A DYNAMIC, LEARNER-CENTERED AND ADAPTABLE 
CREDENTIALING SYSTEM 
 
The credentialing landscape is complex and in continual flux. To produce value for learners and 
employers in this dynamic environment, the new system must be: 

 Dynamic. Credentials need to remain relevant in rapidly changing labor markets, and be able to 
respond to emerging employer needs, including doing so by increasing the use of real time LMI 
tools. 

 Learner-Centered. We need a credentialing system that gives agency to learners to make 
informed choices without having to navigate complex institutional silos to do so and without 
seeing only dead-ends. Credentialing needs to function as clearly as GPS-based navigation does 
today – what are my choices for how I best get from where I am to where I want to go?  

 Scalable. Islands of innovation aren’t going to be sufficient. Our strategies need to result in 
widespread use of diverse and well-connected credentials.  
 

Credentialing needs to characterized by nimble and flexible processes that adhere to the following 
principles: 

 All learning matters wherever it is obtained; 

 All credentials are based on learning outcomes/competencies; 
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 Credentials are portable, transferrable, transparent, useful and easily understood by students, 
workers, and employers; 

 Learners and employers –the consumers of credentials – can make informed choices about  the 
value of different credentials for their needs and their investment in pursuing these credentials; 

 Credentials are supported by a new generation of “transcripts”, comprehensive learner records 
that are dynamic, span learning across providers, and add depth to expressing a person’s 
knowledge and skills; 

 Technology and common language enable diverse approaches; and  

 Incentives in the credentialing marketplace are aligned with goals to promote quality and 
continuous improvement.  

 
 
CREATING A MORE CONNECTED SYSTEM REQUIRES COLLECTIVE ACTION 
  
The diversity of Summit co-sponsors and participants reflects that rethinking and connecting credentials 
is crucial from many vantage points. As evidenced by the Landscape Review prepared for the Summit, a 
lot of relevant work already is underway. There’s not one solution to this problem; rather there are 
multiple solutions that need to work together for collective impact.  We need to move beyond our 
isolated environments and  build on what is already being created and learned. 

Achieving transformational change at scale requires collective action on multiple fronts. The Summit 
discussions identified five major categories of needed work. 

 
1. Develop common language to serve as the basis for a connected credentialing system.  

Being able to describe and compare credentials using shared language is key to connecting credentials. 
Today confusion reigns: 

 It’s confusing to learners trying to figure out which credentials to pursue; 

 It’s confusing to employers trying to figure out which candidates to hire;   

 It’s confusing to educators and their accreditors how to develop new and improve existing 
certificate and degree programs and translate/transfer credentials that they don’t issue; and  

 It’s confusing to governmental agencies that both regulate and provide finanical assistance for 
individuals to gain credentials. 

We need a common language about competencies and shared technical meta data language/standards  
that education providers, employers, learners, accreditors, and assessors/test providers can use to gain 
a common understanding of  the problems we seek to address, collect evidence on emerging solutions 
and create a dynamic transparent credentialing marketplace.  

Developing common language to describe multiple credentials can make complex variations easier to 
understand, crosswalk and compare. Shared language can underpin the diversity we have in U.S. 
credentialing, and make it easier to connect the dots among multiple credentials.  

Our need is not to standardize all credentials to a rigid format but rather to develop a universal 
translator among diverse credentials.  

At a technical level, shared meta data language and a digital universal credential format need to be 
created. One starting point is the Open Badges format, which is machine readable. 

Possible Options for Action: 
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 Use the several competency frameworks/taxonomies that have been created to develop 
stakeholder agreement about common language. Test the beta Connecting Credentials 
Framework developed with Lumina Foundation support as a start towards a cross-silo universal 
translator.  

 Adopt W3C international credentialing standard.   

 Create a clearinghouse of standards and taxonomies across industries. 

 Use the existing Open Badge Standard for meta-data and evolve it to 2.0 Open Credential 
Framework. 

 Conduct focus groups to understand what learners and employers really need. 

 
2. Use real-time data & technology to empower credential users and create continuous feedback 

mechanisms.   
 
Credential users – learners, employers, advisors – today face major barriers to making informed 
decisions.  It is difficult for a user to access current, comprehensive, understandable information about 
credential options, pathways to them, and their value in the labor market. As a result, decisions are 
being made by learners and employers with limited (and often outdated) information. The resulting 
costs are high to all involved.  

The reasons for this are many, grounded in the reality that the multiple subsystems of credentials have 
developed and operated in silos, with differing data standards, systems and users. The need to integrate 
data about all credentials has become clearer and more broadly supported in recent years, and efforts 
to solve this issue are relatively new.  

However, it is easy to imagine a wealth of high quality information being at the fingertips of credential 
users, resulting in more informed decisions. Consider the enormous amount of information that a 
consumer can now readily access on a smart phone, spanning navigation, customer feedback, 
ordering/purchasing, and much more.   

Just as digital applications have made the use of hard copy maps rare, data and technology tools have 
the capability of making it possible for learners and employers to use diverse credentials powerfully and 
easily. We can use real-time data to inform stakeholders; improve infrastructure, informations and 
feedback mechanisms; and increase transparency, speed and flexibility through improved tools. 

Multiple credential repositories are needed that are connected online/virtually; this is not a singular 
function. As noted above, a universal credential meta-data format that’s machine-readable is needed.   

Some of the work ahead involves thinking through what data is needed to support informed decisions, 
and what of that is now collected and what isn’t collected by anyone currently. One gap that exists is the 
uneven availability of information about employment and earning of program graduates/credential 
attainers. Other information gaps exist that need to be solved as well.  

 
Possible Options for Action:  

 Develop comprehensive open source repositories of non-degree credentials that include:  
common meta-data format, interoperability, outcomes data including demographics, “Yelp-like” 
reviews, best case use scenarios, geographic information, transferable data across states, and 
links to credentialing bodies.   
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 Develop a universal credential format that is digital.  The Open Badge framework is meta-data 
that is machine-readable.  This could be evolved to the Open Credential Framework.   

 
 
3. Create nimble end-to-end quality assurance processes to support portability and trust of 

credentials. 
 
For diverse credentials to be broadly adopted, learners, educators and employers need to be able to 
trust their validity. Achieving that will require quality assurance processes at all stages of credential 
development and use – from conceptualization and development to delivery and use.  

A central component of quality assurance is determining how to authentically assess student 
accomplishment. This issue has many substrands to be worked through, including: 

 What balance to strike between external validation and assessment by instructors working 
closely with the learner; 

 Who owns the verification of authenticity; 

 Recognizing that validation is often localized, and contextual to a given region and/or industry; 
and 

 Capturing competencies gained through informal learning, potentially using e-portfolios and 
transcripts. 

Other quality assurance issues include the need for a nimble process for validation both of assessment 
and of credentials and determining how to validate labor market relevance of credentials.  

Beyond formal systems, a question to be considered is whether marketplace feedback and rating system 
models have a role to play in credential quality assurance.  

 
Possible Options for Action: 

 Fund innovative pilot efforts focused on outcomes versus inputs, and extended transcripts. 

 Assess state of practice of assessment, across industry and higher education, then develop pilots 
to create the ability to assess in real time. 

 Develop a Yelp-like rapid feedback and rating system as a shared platform on what works from 
both the employer and student persectives, testing value being defined by users through a 
social media model.  

 Compile evidence on what works in stacking credentials. 

 
4. Create scalable employer engagement approaches to improve demand signals and increase 

relevancy and currency of credentials. 

Ensuring credentials are relevant in labor markets depends on sustained employer involvement in the 
creation and active use of those degrees, certifications, badges, and other credentials.  

This is a crucial but extremely hard issue to resolve. Many groups have done and are continuing to do 
creative, quality work on employer engagement in credentialing. But thus far, the strategies haven’t 
generally resulted in scalable credential use.  
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It seems clear that one-on-one efforts with companies will never result in scale, and that collaborative 
models are essential.  These can be looked at several ways: within industries, across industries, within 
regions, and national.  

Consider a new employer collaborative model of employers coming together about Talent Supply Chain 
management, just as employers focus on other aspects of supply chain management.  The U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce Foundation is leading an initiative developing this model.   

Increasing employer engagement requires focusing on relationship management.  Networks matter.  We 
need to focus on how to grow and sustain relationship between and among employers, education, and 
economic development.   

It is important to encourage employers to be visible and engaged at multiple stages of the talent 
pipeline development, and to use credentials and competencies as part of an overall talent strategy – 
including but not limited to hiring. That includes considering ways to simplify job task analysis to reduce 
complexity and cost, as well as improving how to translate skill needs into job descriptions.  

We need to build employer feedback loops. Where are the credentials offered and who is hiring using 
these credentials?  

We also need to look at how companies could rethink tuition aid policies, often now limited to degree-
based programs and not supporting learning that results in industry certifications or other valid 
credentials.  

 
Possible Options for Action: 

 Develop employer-centered collaboration model that is local/regional, and then scale it.   

 Create regional talent hub where employers feed information on demand to providers 
collectively. This is faster than doing it provider by provider. 

 Use a social media platform where decisions are made based on impact and value defined by 
users.   

 Use a trade association model where principles are shared to adopt national standards that then 
are applied to local/regional collaboration.  Outcome:  end-to-end talent management pipeline 
where decisions are made across industry and the credential is a tactic inside the system, and 
ROI is measured. 

 Develop a new regionally-based platform of buyers and sellers where data on skill requirements 
is rolled up and continuously updated. 

 
5. Create Flexible Credentialing Pathways Leading to Family-Sustaining Jobs to Increase Equity.  

Post-secondary credential attainment and resulting economic success is substantially lower among black 
and Hispanic Americans. And even among those who attain post-secondary credentials, blacks and 
Hispanics obtain a disproportionately large share of “dead end” certificates that carry little labor market 
value or opportunity for progression.  

A crucial reason for rethinking credentialing policy and practice is to change those current realities.  The 
vision outlined above aims at a system in which all learners can see opportunities and choices about the 
value of various credentials and options for career pathways.  
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Improving equity through credentialing ties directly to career pathways, while recognizing that no 
individual follows a linear career path and that the art is to make it possible for people to see a wide 
range of options for next steps from where they are at a given point in time.  

We need to build pathway models that engender trust and have on and off ramps that weave together 
traditional (college) and nontraditional credentials, credit for prior learning, apprenticeships and other 
work-based experiences that clearly show options, opportunities and consequences.  Those pathway 
models, many of which are being built across the country, need to embed credential information within 
their navigation systems.  

From a policy vantage point, we need to ensure pathways lead to family-sustaining jobs. 

Increasing equity also includes improving career navigation; we need to reimgine guidance and career 
counseling processes.  And we need to reduce stigmas about education, educatonal pathways, and 
training, eliminating the divide between vocational and academic learning.  

 

Possible Options for Action: 

 Embed credentials into existing career pathways and related education and training programs 
and bring to scale. 

 Support a pilot in a few regional economies that take bold steps to transition to a system based 
on learning outcomes (not seat time), expands the learning portfolio (beyond degrees) and is 
measured by new currency (jobs). 

 Run a public service campaign targeting learners/students about career pathways. 

 Develop digital, interactive career maps (an app) working with employers and align with 
competencies, skills, and education.  Start with workplace demands and work backwards to 
edcuation.  Learners and guidance/career counselors could use tool with students. 

 Create social capital mechanisms/work-based learning for low-income learners.   

 
NEXT STEPS 

 The dialogue continues. Lumina Foundation and its co-sponsors are committed to continuing 
the national dialogue. During the coming months, Lumina and the CSW/CLASP team will be 
supporting the dialogue in several ways: 

o Continuing to refresh and expand the content found at the dialogue website 
(www.connectingcredentials.org)  

o Conducting more e-conversations and in-person discussions with stakeholder groups, 
focusing in particular on expanding the dialogue at the state and regional levels and to 
bring more people into the dialogue overall 

o Continuing to update the inventory of relevant credentialing initiatives and create a 
searchable space within the website to learn about all of them 

o Expanding our communication with as many interested parties as possible to hear their 
voices, help them connect with others, and identify opportunities for action 

 Going deeper on key issues. The Summit identified some important issues and ideas for action, 
but without sufficient time to explore them in depth and develop ideas more fully.  To do that, a 
series of working groups will be formed to do that exploration during the next few months.  

http://www.connectingcredentials.org/
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 Continuing to engage and expand the co-sponsors. The current set of co-sponsors are those 
who self-identified their interest prior to the Summit. Our hope and intent is to continue to add 
additional co-sponsors as the national dialogue continues. We plan to consistently communicate 
with and engage co-sponsors in a variety of ways, including additional dialogue events, leading 
and participating in working groups on issues, contributing to the web site, and doing thoughtful 
writing that helps improve our collective understanding and shared vision.  

 Iterating ideas to action. We know a long list of relevant initiatives are underway that should be 
acknowledged and built upon. As further ideas rise to actionable status by sets of key 
stakeholders, our intent is to find ways to work with those stakeholders to move from ideas into 
action.  

 
Social Media:   
www.connectingcredentials.org  
#ConnectCreds, @ConnectCreds 
 
Questions, more information, to get involved: 
Katie Hall  khall@skilledwork.org 
 
 

http://www.connectingcredentials.org/
mailto:khall@skilledwork.org

