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Executive Summary

In a rapidly changing economy, micro-credentialing has emerged as a time-saving and cost-effective method
to help learners get recognition for their skills.

Micro-credentials are digital certifications that verify an individual's competence with a skill or set of skills.
They can be earned asynchronously and stacked together to demonstrate readiness for in-demand jobs.

Today, postsecondary providers are working to revitalize regions that have been deeply affected by recession,
geographic isolation, limited industry, and systemic biases. The pandemic has intensified the need to leverage
digital tools, such as micro-credentials, to promote local economic growth.

This report explores the impact of earning micro-credentials on the social mobility of rural learners, prioritizing
those impacted by poverty, particularly Black, Latina/Latino, and Indigenous populations, as well as women.

We selected four innovative postsecondary institutions that are using micro-credentials to create real-time
career pathways for rural learners. These include: Kentucky Valley Education Cooperative, Savannah

Technical College/Technical College System of Georgia, Tennessee State University's Center of Excellence for

Learning Sciences and the University of Maine System. Preliminary research indicates that micro-credentials

can—and in some cases, do—lead to job promotions, higher wages, and an increase in self-confidence for
rural learners.

Key Findings

We identified five key themes across all four rural micro-credentialing initiatives.

Partnerships

All initiatives emphasize a need for developing regional, sustainable partnerships across sectors and increasing
efforts to engage communities of color. Successful initiatives included universities, adult education, including
prison education and reentry programs, and employers. In Tennessee, several organizations and networks

are working to promote online learning and micro-credentialing for early childhood education professionals
across the state.

Employer Recognition

Program administrators and learners want to ensure that prospective employers recognize and value skills
demonstrated through micro-credentials. For instance, after completing an 8-week program in Georgia,
micro-credential earners were hired at 19 years of age given the confidence in the quality content of the
programming.

Program Sustainability

As the three university-based pilots are in the process of scaling up into more robust statewide programs,
efforts to maintain programming were thought to depend on a number of factors, including a desire for
more robust data collection methods and data interoperability across multiple institutions. Administrators
recognized the need to improve messaging to potential learners, employers, and funders about the value of
micro-credentials.
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Program Appeal

Across all initiatives, program appeal was influenced by affiliations with the respective educational
institutions. Affordability and program flexibility were also imperative to learners. Perceived use and value
of micro-credentials were the most important reasons for motivation for program developers and earners.
In Kentucky, some teachers earning micro-credentials were able to increase their rank and wages.

Potential for Learning/Higher Education Attainment

An ability to earn new skills, obtain credit for prior knowledge, and access to varied content were
significant factors of the perceived value of micro-credentials among rural learners. Earners perceive
micro-credentials to be beneficial to include on resumes given that they may set them apart from other
candidates. In Maine, earners sought to ensure that micro-credentials were readily transferable to college
credit, including women in state correctional facilities.

Conclusions

Most postsecondary programs offering micro- “I think that micro-credentials are a great way to
credentials are still in pilot phases. In order to allow people to have the opportunity to achieve
determine whether micro-credentials can promote things that maybe otherwise they couldn't. | go
social mobility for rural learners, particularly back to the whole concept of making it micro,
poverty-impacted Black, Indigenous, and People making it smaller, condensing the information
of Color (BIPOC) learners, institutions need to so that you experience success quicker versus

having a string of courses and months before
you can see any gratification that comes from
Quantitative Data Collection being able to successfully complete it. | think
that part of it is great and new. | know for me

plan for long-term impact and evaluation.

Initiatives recognized the need to collect and

and traditional classroom settings, when you
talk about a semester, that'’s a long time. But if
I can meet small goals and feel accomplished,
then that might give me what | need to go on
and not quit, and see that it’s attainable.”

monitor data related to student demographics,
educational attainment outcomes, and wages.
Collecting effective data can help to ensure
that data systems across organizations are
interoperable and that there is funding provided

— Yolando Ingram (Learner)
to support personnel that can be responsible ClearPath ECE, Tennessee State University Genesis

for collecting and analyzing information. Family Child Care, Owner/Operator

Increasing Communications

Program administrators recognized a need to

improve messaging and increase communications about their work, the value of micro-credentials, and
ways for prospective earners and employers to get involved. Specifically, earners expressed a desire for
certainty regarding the transferability of micro-credentials toward degree earning programs.

Further research is needed to better understand the long-term impact on social mobility for micro-
credential earners, particularly for BIPOC. Such efforts may be observed by focusing on efforts across
the rural south, specifically looking at the efforts of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs),
Hispanic Service Institutions (HSIs), as well as Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs).

Funding for this project is generously provided by Ascendium Education Group. Reach out to the Digital

Promise Adult Learning Team to learn more at adulted@digitalpromise.org.
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Introduction

Efforts to significantly expand rural talent pipelines have intensified amid the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic,
leading to partnerships across sectors toward inclusive economic recovery?. Prior to the pandemic, research

identified several factors contributing to low educational attainment and social mobility for rural residents,
including systemic barriers, economic recession, geographic isolation, and limited career prospects?. However,
pervasive narratives about rural America frequently leave out the experiences of Black, Indigenous, and People of

color (BIPOC) despite economic disadvantages remaining more acute in their rural communities than their white
and urban counterparts. The pandemic has exposed and widened existing inequities in rural America. It has also
made clear the need for policymakers and practitioners to acknowledge the diverse nature of rural communities
and design solutions that lead to successful outcomes for poverty-impacted BIPOC in rural communities®.

In the past decade, micro-credentialing has emerged as a time-saving and cost-effective method to prepare
workers in an ever-changing job market. The potential value of micro-credentials beckons the exploration of
their development as a new learning and assessment approach, as well as how they may factor into economic
recovery. Could micro-credentials be part of the design solution that leads to greater economic outcomes for
poverty-impacted rural communities, particularly BIPOC?

In 2021, Digital Promise conducted a landscape study to explore the impact of earning micro-credentials on the
social mobility of learners, defined as an individual's ability to change their position within a social system*. In
line with our focus, we connected with key stakeholders in the rural postsecondary and education community
across North America, including administrators, educators, policymakers, and most importantly, adult learners,
to understand the extent to which micro-credentials may lead to credential attainment, workforce entry and/
or promotions, and/or economic improvements such as salary increase, prioritizing outcomes for poverty-
impacted BIPOC.

From expanding access to digital jobs in software development in the Mississippi Delta region to micro-courses
for educators in Indiana, there proved to be several promising programs across rural areas in the United States.
Taking into consideration criteria such as geographic, demographic, and industry diversity in a region, we
ultimately partnered with four of today’s most innovative postsecondary institutions who are working to integrate
micro-credentials in various capacities in their efforts to create real-time pathways to social mobility for adult
learners in rural communities. These communities include: Kentucky Valley Education Cooperative, Savannah

Technical College/Technical College System of Georgia, Tennessee State University’'s Center of Excellence for

Learning Sciences, and the University of Maine System.

This report outlines key findings and features of rural micro-credentialing initiatives that are designed to promote
social mobility for learners who are impacted by poverty. All of the programs emphasize the need for strong
regional partnerships across educational sectors and deeper efforts to engage communities of color to lead to
greater impact. Across the programs, there was particularly strong participation from women in the community.
At the outset of this study, we aimed to explore the impact of earning micro-credentials for rural learners’ social
mobility. We learned that this question cannot be fully answered at this stage in programming given the various
stages of micro-credential design, implementation, and use, coupled with the undeniable impact of the ongoing
pandemic on the field of education, training providers, institutions, employers, and adult learners. Still, we
learned a great deal about how micro-credentials are being used to create accessible, affordable, and innovative
training opportunities in rural postsecondary communities. The question remains on whether rural communities,
particularly poverty-impacted BIPOC learners, will recognize and experience their value in the long term.
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Micro-credentials, Stackable Credentials, and Skills

According to recent studies, there are approximately 967,734 unique credentials in the U.S. in 16 detailed

credential categories across four types of credential providers®. The majority of these are non-degree
credentials, which include certificates, industry certifications, occupational licenses, as well as badges

and micro-credentials (see Table 1). Alternative credentials offer earners the opportunity to develop and
document skills while traversing the shifting landscape of social, economic, and technological ecosystems.
Varied credentials may make it challenging for both higher educational institutions, employers, and earners
to compare and determine the validity and quality of different programs, given that there are no universal
standards or systems to help workers, employers, policymakers, and educational institutions to define or
measure quality®. As alternative, non-degree awarding programs continue to become prevalent in the U.S.,
with an estimated 27% of the population having earned at least one non-degree credential in 2016, the
ability for employers and earners to discern those of value from others has become increasingly difficult.

Table 1. Types of Credentials

Credential Description

Degree Awarded by a postsecondary education institution to recognize the successful
completion of a program of study.

Certificate Awarded by a postsecondary education institution indicating satisfactory completion
of a non-degree program of study.

Course Completion Awarded by a Massive Online Open Course (MOOC) provider, bootcamp or other
Certificate program provider, indicating that the holder has completed a specific course or series
of courses.

Occupational License | Awarded by the state licensing board to persons practicing specific vocations and
professions.

Occupational Awarded by an industry or professional association to an individual demonstrating

Certification designated knowledge, skills, and abilities in a particular occupation.

Digital Badges Awarded by an organization in accordance with the Open Badge specification

(Micro-credentials) ensuring verifiability, embedded metadata about skills and achievements, and
portability.

Adapted from Credential Engine’s “Counting U.S. Postsecondary and Secondary Credentials,” 2021.°

Micro-credentials, digital certifications that verify competence of a skill or set of skills, attempt to stand out

among the growing number of educational certifications by providing learners with recognition for the skills
they have developed across their education and work experiences. In addition, employers and institutions
can verify the credibility of micro-credentials issued as digital badges. They can be “stacked” together

to provide certifications or endorsements that signal workforce readiness for in-demand job pathways.
Additionally, they have been shown to reduce hiring bias by providing “portable, verified, and secure
representation of acquired knowledge, skills, and earned achievement” regardless of background’. Research
suggests micro-credentials have a positive impact on skills training and economic outcomes.
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Micro-credentials for Social Mobility. Meyer et al.® investigated whether “stacking” (i.e., combining micro-
credentials that build on top of one another) influenced wage increases. They found that this practice
increases employment by four percent and quarterly wages by seven percent. However, they noticed larger
increases for people obtaining short-term certificates as their first credential.

Micro-credentials for Skill Development. Perna® argues that micro-credentials can solve the current skills
gap, given that they are specific in range and take less time to acquire than traditional credentials, providing
a scalable and cost-effective solution for businesses, as well as individualized, on-demand training for
workers. Partnering with universities, businesses can ensure quality content while providing workers with
credentials from reputable institutions.

Micro-credential Use in the Education Sector. In the education sector, school districts are making use

of micro-credentials as part of educator professional development. Luke and Young'® explored how five
school districts integrated micro-credentials into professional development in computational thinking. Their
results demonstrate promise for increasing learner confidence, skill set, salary, and professional network.
School districts saw the value of embedding micro-credentials into existing professional learning pathways
to promote educator agency and expand competency-based learning practices with students.

School districts, cooperatives, and teachers are using micro-credentials as professional development across
the U.S., with regions as diverse as Appalachia to Puerto Rico. In eastern Kentucky, Scarborough Carrollt
found that students taught by teachers who engaged in micro-credentialing as compared to teachers who
engaged in other forms of professional learning had significantly higher levels of academic achievement.

In Puerto Rico, Lopez and Younge?®? investigated teacher perceptions of earning micro-credentials as
professional development. Teachers in Puerto Rico face unique challenges, such as access to technology
and financial support for professional development. Lopez and Younge found that teachers generally found
value in using micro-credentials for professional development, citing possibilities of salary increases as a
large motivator.

A primary objective of this project is to identify existing and emerging instances of micro-credentials in
rural industry, education, and training initiatives in order to inform the field about the value and use of
micro-credentials as a tool for equitable economic recovery. More precisely, we aim to understand how
micro-credentials are being leveraged to reduce systemic biases, signal worker readiness to employers, and
promote social mobility in rural communities.
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Methodology

Qualitative and quantitative data were requested from four education and training institutions that are using
micro-credentials to create in-demand career pathways in rural communities. Prior to data collection, the
community selection process began with outreach to partners in existing networks across Digital Promise
adult learning and micro-credential initiatives. In addition, we sent a call for community participation
through various blogs, listservs, and newsletters, including the Digital Promise Adult Learning Spotlight. We
reached out to potential providers serving rural communities to understand whether and to what extent
their community, or any communities they know of, are using micro-credentials with poverty-impacted
rural learners and generated a comprehensive list of communities for deeper investigation. Next, we
employed purposeful selection®, a strategy in which communities are selected deliberately in order to
provide information that can not be collected by random sampling methods. This strategy was used to
ensure that participants represented diverse experiences and perspectives related to micro-credential use in
rural communities and to prioritize the inclusion of poverty-impacted people of color in rural communities.
For the purpose of this study, dimensions included: demographic and background data, industry,
geographic area, stakeholder needs, resource availability, relationship to Digital Promise, and knowledge
related to micro-credential design, use, and implementation. One of the communities was selected
through convenience sampling*, given Digital Promise’s existing network of partnerships in the field, to
address poverty in rural areas. It is important to note that we started our research with five communities, but
one of the select institutions was not able to complete the study understandably due to staff capacity and
pandemic-related challenges.

Focus groups were conducted with key stakeholders in the micro-credentialing initiative which included
micro-credential developers, earners, assessors, issuers, and recognizers” at each of the participating
institutions and lasted approximately 45—-65 minutes each (see Appendix, Table 5). Additionally, individual
interviews with multiple key stakeholders as well as participating learners were conducted. All interviews
were approximately 30—-45 minutes via Zoom. During individual interviews, we explored the extent to
which learners were able to a) increase their income, including job promotion and attain higher degrees
of learning, and b) the extent to which employers shift their perceptions and biases on the skillsets of rural
learners. This included asking rural learners about how skills attainment and verification through micro-
credentials impacts their perception and confidence about their abilities and opportunities. Learners were
compensated for their time.

All interviews were recorded and transcribed. Each transcript was coded by two researchers to ensure
reliability. After coding was completed, thematic analysis of the qualitative data was performed to search
for convergent themes, narratives, and contextual relationships. Analytical approaches drew on Maxwell's*
qualitative analysis methods, including: 1) researcher memos, 2) categorizing strategies using thematic
analysis, and 3) connecting strategies through narrative analysis. This methodology enables reliable, yet
flexible interpretation of the data which will allow researchers to more openly learn from the insights of
those interviewed. We also sought to integrate quantitative data from the regions, such as micro-credential
program enrollment, retention, credential attainment, and/or salary outcomes.

* For the purpose of this study, we referred to the terms used by The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and Digital Promise, who led a task force to highlight
design, assessment, and implementation principles for educator micro-credentials: https://ccsso.ora/sites/default/files/2020-01/Micro-credentials%20-%20Design%20
Principles_FINAL_1.pdf
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Sample

Table 2. Number of Focus Group Participants

participants
(administrators)

Kentucky Valley Technical College Tennessee State University of

Education System of Georgia University - Maine System'’s All

Cooperative ClearPath ECE Learning Counts
Focus group 7 3 4 6

Table 3. Number of Individual Interviewees

Kentucky Valley
Education
Cooperative

Technical College
System of Georgia

Tennessee State
University -
ClearPath ECE

University of
Maine System’s All
Learning Counts

Interviews

Administrator 3 3 4 6
Individual Interviews
Learner individual 3 1 3 5

Due to the low amount of quantitative participant data available, a comprehensive quantitative analysis

of learner outcomes was not possible to complete for the purposes of this study. Several institutions
acknowledged a need to improve upon data collection, particularly in terms of data interoperability across
institutions (higher education, adult education, training providers, and employers) given the extensiveness
of their programming. While there was ample demographic information, the data obtained from sites
were not in line with the research question assessing shifts in socioeconomic mobility. Additionally, the
number of participants earning micro-credentials was not robust enough to conduct thorough analyses.
In the appendix of this report, a template is included to provide a method by which initiatives can collect
information that will yield robust data that can be analyzed to assess program outcomes.

Digital Promise
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Key Findings

At the outset of this study, we aimed to understand the value and use of micro-credentials as a tool for social
mobility, and determine how they may be leveraged to reduce systemic biases for BIPOC learners, signal
worker readiness to employers, and result in higher education and/or earnings for poverty-impacted learners.
We learned that micro-credentialing programs are being designed to create more accessible, affordable, and
innovative training opportunities in rural postsecondary communities. However, most of the programs are
still in the development, pilot, and expansion stages. Initiatives developed pilot micro-credentialing programs
in varied fields, including Educator Professional Development, Information Technology, and Manufacturing.
Given the early stages of the initiatives and the impact of the pandemic on rural learners, education and
training institutions, as well as employers, many participants have not yet completed a substantive number of
micro-credentials.

Notwithstanding that most programs are still in pilot phases, the majority of learner participants in this
study reported that micro-credentials yielded increased opportunity for skill development, job promotion,
salary increase, credential attainment and/or enrollment in additional educational programming. Learners
in both Maine and Georgia earning micro-credentials in computer support and manufacturing respectively
expressed clearer pathways and a notable return on their invested time. Program participants, earning
educator micro-credentials in Kentucky and Tennessee, working on continuing credits in K-12 and ECE,
emphasized the flexibility of micro-credentials in their pursuit of increased teacher ranking and positioning
within their respective fields that they recognized as having limited space for position changes with their
organizational structures.

In both Kentucky and Georgia, there was notable realized value in the form of wage increases. In Kentucky,
that was achieved in the form of increased teacher rank. Several micro-credential earners indicated that
they were able to move from Rank Il to Rank |, resulting in higher salaries. In Georgia, that came in the form
of obtaining new employment in a different field. Two recent high school graduates were able to obtain
employment in the manufacturing industry as a result of a two month accelerated program offered by TCSG.

Most participants indicated that micro-credentials are an effective way to demonstrate evidence of existing
or newly obtained skills or competencies. Employers and instructors in Maine, Kentucky, and Georgia
echoed this sentiment, stating that skills were evident upon completion of multiple badges. For all of

the educational intuitions, there are shared perspectives that offering micro-credentialing lends to more
comprehensive models for offering educational pathways, considering the ever-changing landscape of
credentialing options to reinforce skills, reskill, and provide new skills.

As a result of this study, we identified five key themes across all the rural micro-credentialing initiatives,
including: 1) partnerships, 2) employer recognition, 3) program sustainability, 4) program appeal and 5)
potential for learning/higher education attainment.
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Partnerships
“We are working with a coalition around the
state that have organized ourselves to think
about how we might develop an ecosystem for
micro-credentials around the state. We have 11
different partners involved. We have the Maine
community college system, the University of

The most prevalent theme that emerged was
the importance of fostering and maintaining
key partnerships in order to develop and sustain
programming. With three of the initiatives
housed within colleges and university settings,

these affiliations were perceived to be the most Maine System, the Adult Education through the
important to those earning micro-credentials. Department of Education, the Department of
These programs build relationships between their Corrections, Department of Labor — the State
colleges/universities, community colleges’, adult Workforce Board piece, Educate Maine, and a

education, skills training programs, and prison few others. The Maine State Library is also part
education programs. In addition, programs relied of that.”

on nonprofits and multiple levels of government — Dr. Claire Sullivan (Issuer), Assistant Vice Chancellor
for Innovation in Digital Badges and Micro-

for thought partnership and to fund programming. o A v N S

Often, prospective learners relayed to program

administrators that facilitating relationships with
organizations that served as prospective employers
was an important aspect of program appeal and initial engagement. Partnerships also impacted program
enrollment, as potential earners learned about each initiative’s micro-credentialing programing via
affiliations with various organizations. Methods of outgoing communication to potential earners vary by
initiative and remain a point of concern, which they plan to continually address by both increasing volume
and uniforming messaging across partners.

Employer Recognition

“Our principal knows a lot about micro- A significant amount of appeal to engage in
credentials. She's worked with KVEC very closely

and she sees the value in it. So, she will suggest,
“Hey, maybe there’s a micro-credential that you
could complete in your professional growth plan.
You're saying that you're wanting to work on

programming relied on the recognition of the
educational institutions’ names, thereby lending
credibility. Training programs, prison education
programs, and government entities provided
partnerships that generated integration across

engaging students as your personal goal. Go see
if you can find a micro-credential that’s going to
help you to meet that.” She pushes for that. And
| think that you're viewed as someone that has prospective learners to programs. Several earners in
initiative and that can complete tasks.” the All Learning Counts - Maine program indicated

— Wrendi McDavid (Learner), Teacher, Kentucky that they were compelled to participate, in part,
due to their affiliation with the University of Maine

sectors of communities. Additionally, knowledge of
affiliation with specific employers also compelled

System. Similarly, earners in Georgia participated
due to the program affiliation with the Technical
College System of Georgia, as well as the communicated proximity to employers, which participants visited
during their training. Consequently, the importance of employer recognition is among the most prominent
themes, as program administrators and participants want to ensure that prospective employers understood
that there was a recognized benefit of hiring and retaining earners of micro-credentials.

* See findings from Education Design Lab’s BRIDGES Rural initiative to learn more about the capacity of rural community colleges to serve as critical economic growth
engines for their learners and communities. Note, Eastern Maine Community College participated in both BRIDGES and Digital Promise research on micro-credentials.
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Program Sustainability

“We did have students who are really keyed in on the
fact that this is worth college credits to them and how it
could translate in the future. That, | think, is another big
message and an important one. Rather than having 70
Adult Ed. programs, have articulation agreements with
college campuses to be able to say, ‘If | earn this micro-
credential, | know it’s going to be worth three credits
wherever | go,’ | think is a really powerful thing.”

As the three university-based pilots are
in the process of scaling up into more
robust statewide programs, efforts to
maintain programming were thought to
depend on a number of factors, most
notably a desire for data interoperability
across multiple institutions. Importantly,
in order to ensure program sustainability, _ Amy Poland (Developer)

Professional Development Coordinator, Maine Department
of Education, Office of Adult Education

administrators recognized the need to
increase messaging to potential earners,
employers, and funders about the value of

the initiatives.

Program Appeal/Feasibility

Pervasive throughout the findings is that micro-credentials are most appealing to earners as a function of
the flexibility and the financial savings that are afforded by engaging in such programming. An ability to
complete online modules independently and/or engage in abbreviated programming was appealing to all
participants. Several program participants noted that the ability to complete some modules in less than 10
minutes was a welcomed aspect of the program.

Perceived use and value of micro-credentials were
the most important reasons for motivation for

“A lot of the students that | work with had very
difficult experiences in education... To be able
to [offer micro-credentials] was a very safe way,
I think, to try it differently without investing

money in college. It kind of opened up a door to
keep going with education.”

— Abbie Embry-Turner (Instructor)
Teacher, Southern Maine Women's Reentry Center

Potential for Learning and Higher Education

Attainment

For administrators and participants, the potential to learn additional
information and new skills were fundamental. Additionally, an ability
to obtain credentialing for previously obtained knowledge and
continued exposure to varied content was a significant factor of
the perceived value of micro-credentials. Specifically, participants
maintain perceptions that credentials are beneficial to include on
resumes as it may set them apart from other candidates when
applying to other educational programs and/or job opportunities.

offering programming and for earners to engage

in the programming. In southeastern Kentucky,
school administrators perceived a benefit of micro-
credentials to teachers and students, which led to
their acceptance as professional development and
increase in both teacher rank and salary. In Georgia,
earning micro-credentials, which accompanied a

2 month training, led to the hiring of recent high
school graduates.

“When | got here, | found out there
is no schooling unless you needed
a GED. So, | was pretty upset with
that. But thankfully, Abby got us
to start college. So | am a full-

time student with UMA for liberal
religious studies.”

— Student (Learner), Southern Maine
Women'’s Reentry Center

Digital Promise
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Education administrators and several participants
perceived that there is an ability to transfer micro-
credentials to affiliated educational institutions in
order to obtain traditional degrees that would be
more readily recognized across industries.

All initiatives remain engaged with learners and
employers to ensure that credentials earned result
in tangible outcomes such as degree attainment,
higher incomes, and expanded job placement

in growing sectors of their respective regions.
However, continued research is needed to measure
the long-term impact of earning micro-credentials
among rural learners, particularly poverty-impacted
BIPOC learners. More specifically, these research
efforts highlighted the importance of collecting
substantive quantitative data that support the

realized benefits of earning micro-credentials across

sample populations.

“Verifying skills is very important. One of the
problems | have is that | don't think people
understand my skills... my education. So, if you
give a name to something that somebody is
looking for, then they've got that verification,

“Oh, yeah. Okay, you've got that skillset that
I’'m looking for.” Whereas, | may have some of

those skills right now, but because | don’t have
a name for them, that verification isn't there. |
do use the things I learn [via micro-credentials]
at work all the time. I'm looking at other
positions in the company.”

— Lynn O’Kane (Learner), Maine
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Case Studies

The following case studies provide

an in-depth look at four innovative
postsecondary institutions using micro-
credentials to create real-time career
pathways for rural learners. Learn about
their efforts to establish educator-

industry partnerships to collectively
meet regional needs.




Kentucky Valley Educational

Cooperative (KVEC)

Introduction

As one of Kentucky's nine educational
cooperatives, the Kentucky Valley Education
Cooperative (KVEC) serves the predominantly
White, southeastern Appalachian region of the
state, which includes one of the school districts
with the lowest average incomes per capita in
the nation.

In the heart of rural Appalachia, teachers may
be required to travel 3—6 hours to reach in-

person professional development opportunities.

Given that most districts are over 25 miles
away from an urbanized zone, geographical
barriers often create financial impediments.
Extensive travel times require school districts
to coordinate substitute teachers, necessitating
unavoidable costs and logistics. According to
administrators of the initiative, there are no
state funds directly allocated for the required
professional learning of teachers. The scarcity
of economic resources and widespread
financial burden experienced by school
districts in their efforts to navigate professional

“It's important to note that geography has
an impact on this professional learning.
Most of our districts are rural remote,
which means they’re more than 25 miles
away from an urbanized zone. Ours are
more than 25 miles away. So, when we
have professional learning opportunities
that are being offered at the state level
in Frankfurt... some school districts have
three or four hours of travel to get there.

That requires substitutes, plans, travel,
meals. I've lost track of the number of
budgets that our state has not provided
professional learning funds for teachers.
There have been no state funds allocated
for professional learning for teachers.”

— Jennifer Carroll (Developer, Issuer, Assessor)
Learning Acceleration Specialist, Kentucky
Valley Educational Cooperative

development opportunities persists as a point of concern.

KVEC has facilitated a niche service, providing free, competency-based flexible professional

learning opportunities for rural K-12 educators through micro-credentials. Accordingly, teachers

are able to leverage micro-credentials to personalize continuing education credits and increase

their rank, thereby, directly increasing their salaries. KVEC's work builds on the specific needs of

teachers and students, such as developing micro-credentials in Understanding Types of Poverty.

KVEC's micro-credentials are hosted on the Digital Promise Micro-credential Platform and are

free and available to the public.
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Initiative Description
“Our district has done a really good job
with micro-credentials. Recently, teachers
have joined a cohort to work together
on completing micro-credentials for a
rank change; to get a rank one. In the last

Through a grant, KVEC partnered with Digital
Promise to develop micro-credentials for
educators. A collaboration of the State
Department of Education, special education
providers, and practitioner experts resulted

couple of years, we've really been given
in the creation of a stack of over 18 micro- opportunities within the school system to
credentials focused primarily on the needs advance in our learning.”

of students experiencing poverty, as well as — Courtney Kingsmore (Learner), Assistant
special education populations, including those Principal, Louisa East Elementary School

who have experienced hearing and visual

impairment. In several instances, the experience
and expertise of students and staff have been
leveraged to guide and generate the creation of these micro-credentials.

Some schools have adopted micro-credentials as a whole, whereby all faculty work on a single or
similar micro-credentials based on data pointing to the needs of the schools, as outlined in their
strategic plans. Other schools relied on team leads to identify micro-credentials that educators
could simultaneously complete based on the demographics of the students served. Such unified
efforts to complete modules independently helped with educator buy-in, allowing teachers to
gather information as a team and discuss their findings together.

As part of this initiative, the state has also allowed rank changes, resulting in an increase of yearly
salaries. Micro-credentials have proven to be an economically feasible option for competency-
based professional development, allowing educators to complete modules remotely in their
classrooms or the comfort of their homes. Teachers and administrators are able to visualize
performance-based learning, which translates to practice; thereby encouraging them to provide
students the opportunity to demonstrate their learning in multiple ways and depart from the idea
of limiting themselves to traditional textbook approaches.

Collaborating Organizations

Given the positioning of the organization, KVEC has put forth considerable efforts to collaborate
with multiple institutions to achieve their goals. They have hosted five national summits focused
on micro-credentials, bringing together a range of other educational organizations from across
the nation.

KVEC's administrative networks have been developed as a result of regular meetings with regional
superintendents, which serve as the cooperative’s board of directors. Monthly meetings between
district instructional supervisors and professional learning coordinators facilitate knowledge
sharing, serving as the main conduit for disseminating information to the region. In addition, the
established new teacher network is used to introduce information to encourage early adoption.
Districts use this space to dialogue about how they're using micro-credentials, growth they've
seen, what challenges they may have experienced, and how they overcame said challenges.
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The partnership with the State Board of Education facilitated the regulation change in Kentucky

which saw the acceptance of micro-credentials as a means for educator rank advancement.

Partnerships with state universities have formed in an effort to discuss how they might create
independent study courses to be more of a competency-based experience that utilize
micro-credentials.

Understanding the Value of Micro-credentials in the Kentucky Valley

“In the past, what they've done — even when | was teaching — is the school district would have
somebody come in and do professional development for teachers, and it may not benefit us
a bit. But, they would still bring us all together, K-12, and you'd have this one day of PD. So,
you're sitting there knowing that you're not going to take anything back to your classroom
and be able to use it that day. In order to expedite the process, that's what districts did. So, |
think that with the micro-credentials, they saw that as a way of getting something that would
benefit them. It's a job-embedded approach to professionalized learning, personalized
professional learning, that's going to help them learn skills while they're right in the classroom
with kids. So, for teachers, it becomes meaningful rather than just going to those trainings,
sitting there, maybe taking some notes, what we always called a ‘sit and get".”

— Dr. Dessie Bowling (Developer, Issuer, Assessor)
Associate Director, Kentucky Valley Educational Cooperative

For many educators, the universal potential value for micro-credentials is evident across eastern
Kentucky. In a region where economic hardships impact the lives of teachers, educators have
increased their salaries. This is much needed, as teachers expressed that they and their peers are
financially burdened and unable to miss a paycheck, causing them to seek additional ways to
supplement their household incomes.

Still more, micro-credentials are compelling for a number of other reasons. Each micro-credential
focuses on a discrete skill or competency; therefore, they are manageable to busy teachers. Micro-
credentials also reduce school spending for professional development, in part, by limited teacher

travel. Consequently, they provide stability for students, allowing teachers to remain in classrooms.

From the perspective of teachers and educators, students benefit from increased perspectives:
teaching methods and having educators in a school building that better understand who they are
and how to teach them. Both administrators and teachers expressed being able to understand the
challenges of students that endure the conditions of rural poverty and the impact it has on learning,
behavior, and ability to focus in the classroom. While one administrator commented on the reality
of the limit of a dollar in the hands of a student in remote eastern Kentucky, unable to exchange it
for any portion of a meal, as can be done in metropolitan areas. Moreover, a teacher expressed the
benefit of newfound understanding of the possible impact of opioid use across the region and the
dynamics of living with grandparents in the absence of a generation of parents.
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What's Next?

‘In my new role as director of personnel, we are turning over rocks to find teachers right now. |
think I'm processing fifteen. Several of them are going through the University of Cumberland,
through alternative certification programs. | still have several jobs posted that we're not able
to find people to fill. I'm hopeful that when we do find applicants, and if they are alternative
certifications, that we can utilize these micro-credentials to expedite their learning because
many of them just hold bachelor’s degrees, some in university studies. Some might be a
bachelors degree in science or different things. But, not a traditional education program. So,
they're going to need something like micro-credentials to expedite their knowledge of what's
happening in education.”

— Anna Prince (Recognizer), Director of Personnel and Pupil Personnel, Lawrence County Schools

In order to increase the impact of micro-credentials, KVEC continues to utilize its resources
to promote messaging about the range of competency-based opportunities that it provides to
educators in the region.

Given the number of teachers in the region with alternative credentials, districts hope to use
micro-credentials to accelerate teacher learning. According to Theresa Wallace, Associate Dean
of the University of the Cumberlands, it is hopeful that the institution begins to accept micro-
credentials as course credit, granted they meet the learner outcomes of the courses taught at the
university. If there are no existing micro-credentials, the university may explore the possibility of
developing micro-credentials that have comparable learner outcomes..

While some districts remain undecided about the value of micro-credentials, KVEC is committed
based on the observed benefits to teachers and administrators. Uncertainty persists due to
Kentucky requiring four days of “seat time” for professional development. Therefore, it's difficult to
determine how to equate micro-credentials, given that they are focused on demonstrating content
knowledge and not the amount of time spent sitting. However, presently, what is considered “four
days” is a decision made by local administrators.
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Technical College System
of Georgia (Savannah
Technical College)

Introduction

Located in the historic southeastern region

of Georgia, Savannah Technical College (STC)
serves thousands of residents. As a part of

the Technical College System of Georgia
(TCSQ), the system reaches residents statewide,
including those enrolled in Adult Education
programs, which are enveloped into the college
system.

The population continues to grow, both as a
function of local residents and influxes from
around the country, and there is a growing
demand for skilled workers that can take up
positions across multiple industries throughout
the state. Still, in some rural communities,
residents are unfamiliar with the opportunities
that may exist outside of their immediate areas.
The lack of perceived proximity to opportunity

“l had a student, a conscientious
gentleman. He was a dishwasher at one
of the hotels about four years ago. Never
got a raise. Made minimum wage. He
took the course, and we were able to get
him a job with an organization in Georgia.
He came back one day, gave me a big

hug. He goes, “Professor Bill, it was like |

won the lottery. I'm making 515 an hour!
| cannot believe this!” So, it made me feel
so good.”

— Bill Stankiewicz (Issuer)
Forklift Instructor, Savannah Technical
College, Chief Executive Officer, Savannah
Supply Chain

has sustained a gap in skill development. However, there is a need to develop a workforce that

has the knowledge and skills necessary to contribute to the growth of industries — such as IT,

healthcare, and manufacturing — throughout the state that can provide solid career pathways.

In 2020, Savannah Technical College, a unit of the Technical College System of Georgia, was

awarded a 4-year U.S. Department of Labor Strengthening Community College Grant of $4.85

million to address labor market demands for a technically skilled workforce. In collaboration with

workforce development and employer partners, the goal is to support adult learners statewide,

across TCSG, in gaining micro-credentials to demonstrate their skills and transition quickly from

unemployment to employment, and to progress in their careers.
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Micro-credentialing Initiative

“Right now, companies and communities can't afford for any part of their talent pipeline into

the workforce system to be ineffective or inefficient. Unfortunately, right now, many of them

are. Returning citizens aren’t coming out with the skills they need to obtain great employment

and to reintegrate fully. English as a second language learners aren’t being educated at the

level in which to move into that pipeline. There are kids who aren't college-bound in the

traditional sense. There's a lot of underemployed and under-skilled adults. The list could go

on. We need to be more efficient at moving everyone into the better career opportunities that

exist. | think micro-credentials are a part of improving the efficiency and effectiveness of that

system.”

— Dr. Brent Stubbs (Recognizer), Vice President for Economic Development, Savannah Technical

College

The initial cohort of the summer 2021 pilot program were six Black/African-American and one

White recent high school graduates, who were uncertain of what they wanted to do; reflective

of a significant portion of the population the program believes may most benefit. This cohort

matriculated through the fast-track manufacturing program. It included virtual reality (VR) training

in manufacturing skills and utilized a virtual reality forklift simulator to alleviate the potential burden

of possibly causing physical damage while teaching forklift driving skills. Upon completion of the

program, learners obtained their forklift safety micro-credential and Six Sigma White belt micro-

credential, OSHA 10 and first aid/CPR certification. The program also featured soft skills and direct

experiences with manufacturing through plant tours and direct employer engagement.

“They had the certification and skills they
needed, and the micro-certs proved
that they could actually hit the ground
running and be an asset from day one to

employers.”

— Keith Fletcher (Issuer)
Executive Director, Strengthening Community
Colleges Grant, Savannah Technical College

Participants had mock interviews with
employers to prepare for actual interviews. In
the last week of the course, a large number
of manufacturing companies came in and
interviewed all of them. Two participants were
offered jobs in manufacturing companies.
Although those companies had the practice
of not hiring anyone under the age of 21,
according to Executive Director, Keith Fletcher,
they made an exception to this practice due
to the observed skills and certifications. Four
of the participants signed up for additional
STC courses in manufacturing or additional
postsecondary courses.
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Collaborating Organization

The initiative is a partnership of multiple colleges across the state, including:

Savannah Technical College

Technical College System of Georgia (11 additional consortium colleges)

* U.S. Department of Labor

Savannah City Government

* WorkSource Coastal: Georgia

Understanding the Value of Micro-Credentials in Georgia

Administrators envision employers will begin to recognize that earners have experienced rigorous
training and application in a real-world setting by looking at a manufacturing micro-credential.
New entrants, re-entrants, and career changers are believed to benefit greatly due to micro-
credentials decreasing time commitment.

It is the hope of both administrators and
“I didn't know too much about it, but |

saw that it was manufacturing. They said
it could help us reach better possibilities
and | wanted to be a part of it. It was a

participants that organizations will be more
likely to hire and promote individuals based on
micro-credentials.

two-month program.”

The populations anticipated to benefit most

significantly are those belonging to historically = Briana Herrington (Learner)
- ) Forklift Operator, Material Handler
underserved communities. The program is

reaching out to every demographic across the
state of Georgia. While urban areas are the
most culturally diverse, rural Georgia is increasing in diversity, having growing numbers of Latina/
Latino and Asian residents. There is also consideration to specifically reach individuals who have
decided to begin their families at younger ages. Fletcher expects that micro-credentials will lend
themselves to younger parents being able to enter career tracks easier, leading to an ability to
better support their families faster and at significantly lower costs.

Briana Herrington, a recent high school graduate and participant of the pilot program, expressed
her appreciation and support of the program. Now earning significantly more than typical entry-
level positions in her area, she stated that motivation for entering the program was to embark upon
better opportunities than otherwise available. Having earned micro-credentials in forklift operating,
manufacturing safety, and CPR, she believes that micro-credentials could help any learner because
they provide different perspectives, access to new industries, and potential advantages if there

is competition for positions. Presently a forklift operator, a role she never would have thought

to pursue, she believes that micro-credentialing allows people to explore various industries with
minimal loss of time or finances in the event that they determine an industry is ill-suited.
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“You can be a jack-of-all-trades. Let’s say
you want to do something but you're not
sure if you actually want to do it. Then you
can just put your foot in the water and

see if you like it or not. But, if you actually
Jjump into something and you spend a lot
of time on it and then decide you don't

want to do it any more, then you'll know a
lot about a subject that you might not be
interested in anymore after [a significant
amount of] time.”

— Briana Herrington (Learner)
Forklift Operator, Material Handler

Economic costs and the time commitment

of traditional educational pursuits is a point
echoed by the administrators of the program
in Georgia. Brent Stubbs, Vice President for
Economic Development at Savannah Technical
College, recognizes that there will be a need
for a paradigm shift for many. He believes

that younger people will readily understand
the value of being able to explore a career in
three weeks as opposed to four years, high
costs, and the potential “associated guilt” of
walking away from education that took years
to complete. Highlighting how changes in
educational paths can impact resumes, Stubbs
believes that micro-credentials allow learners
to pivot, which does not always work out

with longer, traditional programs. He underscores the notion that one should not have to sink

exorbitant amounts of money into education before realizing an industry is not a good fit.

What's Next?

“The SCC grant is a systems-change grant. We are working to incorporate micro-credentialing

across all aspects of TCSG which includes development of educational pathways that feature

micro-credentials, traditional courses, and fast track programs. We are developing programs

and courses that deliver micro-credentials in a more engaging, more accessible manner. We're
using the latest technology to do that, VR, AR, interactive IT systems. Everything from Lectora
to new pieces from Adobe and Articulate 360. We have brought quite a few of the latest

educational tools as well as two exceptional instructional designers into the process to deliver

courses that will accommodate everyone, including Adult Ed, our GED and ESL entry students.”

— Keith Fletcher (Issuer)

Executive Director, Strengthening Community Colleges Grant, Savannah Technical College

TCSG & STC will scale their micro-credentialing across the state. The goal is to develop credentials

that are more engaging and accessible via innovations such as virtual reality, augmented reality, and

interactive IT systems.

Having successfully matriculated a cohort in manufacturing; IT, and healthcare credentialing

programs are being established. In addition, a digital badging system is being implemented

statewide, according to Stubbs. Over the next four years, grant funding will be used to develop a
digital badging and pathway system that will be able to interface with the K-12 digital badging and

pathways system.

The initiative has also received a sig