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Abstract: Learners in adult and continuing education programs 

can benefit from high-impact credentialing and strategic leveraging of existing 

skills. Despite recognition of multilingualism in education (Okal, 2014) and the 

rise of micro-credentialing and competency-based learning in postsecondary 

education (Ashan, 2023), the benefits of micro-credentialing of multilingual skills 

remain largely unexamined. Credentialing is often a precursor to specific 

educational or employment opportunities, yet certification of language ability and 

related employment implications remain largely overlooked. At Upper Bucks 

County Technical School, a language credentialing initiative influenced student 

engagement, satisfaction, and employment-related outcomes, including pay scale 

and job placement indicators. This practice-oriented paper conceptualizes how the 

Upper Bucks model can be extended to adult and continuing education contexts to 

benefit both institutions and learners. The paper argues that industry-recognized, 

portable language credentials represent a high-impact and equity-oriented 

opportunity for adult learners, particularly those with existing multilingual 

competencies.      
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Background 

 

Micro-credentials in higher education are becoming increasingly commonplace, whether 

competency-based learning opportunities include digital badging or simple credit allocation. A 

recent literature review reveals the commonality and broad acceptance of micro-credentialing in 

higher education (Ashan et al, 2023). The authors emphasize the increasing trend in using micro-

credentialing and suggest this points toward an actual shift toward competency-based 

programming in higher education, as well as new attention to the value micro-credentials bring 

to the job market. “MCs enable individuals to upskill or reskill knowledge and capabilities that 

are in high demand in the labour market, and to prove and share those accomplishments with 

employers and other parties” (Ashan et al, 2023, p. 13508; Shapiro, 2020).  

 

A recent Georgetown CEW publication points out that adults pursue education with clear goals, 

such as better wages, stability, and advancement. It further underscores that adults who earn 

credentials often see 20–40% wage gains (Carnevale et al, 2024). These findings reinforce that 

education outcomes are not solely about skill acquisition, but also about livelihoods. For any 

type of learner, including immigrants, career changers, or those reskilling, having a return on 

educational investment is important.  

 

However, Education Week, Edutopia, and other common education resources point to the weak 

university-industry links, especially when it comes to world languages or multilingualism. In 



fact, few higher education programs have successfully connected language learning with 

credentialing or improved economic opportunities. Morgan and Thompson (2023) point to the 

value of providing more explicit guidance on the ways in which language courses align with 

professional goals. Further, Census data suggests around 22% of Americans aged 5 and older 

speak a language other than English in the home. This indicates a substantial, underutilized skill 

base among adult learners.    

 

This practice-based paper focuses on multilingualism as a skill that often goes overlooked when 

it comes to credentialing in higher education and can directly impact economic opportunities.  

  

Approach to Practice 

 

The approach to practice was to first understand opportunities in education and employment tied 

to multilingualism. We evaluated both the K-12 learning space and the adult learning space. 

Because Michael is an administrator of a Technical School which uses nationally certified Career 

and Technical Education (CTE) programming, using his experience with introducing language 

credentialing at his school was a springboard to exploring this concept in adult and continuing 

education.   

 

Additionally, Jennifer is employed by Language Testing International® (LTI), the exclusive 

licensee of ACTFL® (formerly known as the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 

Languages), which administers nationally-certified ACTFL language assessments. Formerly, 

Jennifer was a product manager in a continuing education program in Utah and was familiar with 

the opportunities for micro-credentialing in adult and continuing education programs due to her 

professional experiences.  

 

Leveraging Experience to Conceptualize Expanding Opportunities  

 

We had previously worked together developing the language credentialing framework that 

Michael’s school, Upper Bucks County Technical School, implemented. The initiative was 

founded on the importance of credentials, why language matters, and how language credentialing 

might have favorable outcomes for learners and the institution alike.   

 

Language credentialing consists of taking an official ACTFL test in a given language. The result 

is an ACTFL certificate, which can also be linked to a Credly digital badge, making the 

certification fully portable. Upper Bucks implemented language testing for any students in their 

program who identified as having a language background in addition to English. Guidance staff 

invited students identified by their responses on the home language survey or by their enrollment 

in English Learning programming. However, the students who participated in the first year of 

testing ended up largely hearing about the testing opportunity from their friends.  

 

Upper Bucks also couples Myers-Briggs SuperStrong testing to validate learners’ interests, and 

coupled with ACTFL tests to validate language skills. This helps students see right away where 

their interests and skills might lead them in terms of professional opportunities. Upper Bucks 

chose to use ACTFL tests for language credentialing because ACTFL has global recognition 

across industries, is the national certifying body for language ability, and provides legally 



defensible language tests. Further, ACTFL assessments are available for grades three through 

adult, making it possible for Upper Bucks to coordinate with primary, secondary, and 

postsecondary programs to increase collaboration, building awareness of testing opportunities 

and language credentialing.  

 

From Michael’s Upper Bucks case study, we worked to conceptualize a framework for language 

credentialing among adult learners. We worked to consider high-impact credentialing that would 

pull together interests and skills using multiple validation tools and creating maximum potential 

impact. Given that ACTFL language tests have an official ACTFL certificate that can also be 

coupled with a Credly digital badge, making the credential fully portable, we felt this is a viable 

example of a micro-credentialing opportunity for adult learners. Further, the certification does 

not depend upon having language learning programs at an institution; anyone with language 

abilities can take an ACTFL test and receive an ACTFL certificate of their language proficiency 

level.  

 

Best Practices and Major Themes 

 

This paper does not focus on the impact and results of implementing a language credentialing 

initiative in adult learning programs but rather conceptualizes the opportunity, based on our 

experience with CTE programs and information from the job market. This effort underscores 

several major themes and best practices tied to the value of multilingualism, the importance of an 

efficient credentialing framework and employer network, and the value of having reliable, 

industry-recognized credentials.  

 

Multilingualism Is Valuable  

 

Multilingualism is a major asset in the U.S. and global workforce. ACTFL’s report Making 

Languages Our Business (2019) indicates that nine in 10 employers need workers with language 

skills. The industries with the highest demand include healthcare, the trades, education, and 

technical services. Additionally, the report cites that one in three U.S. employers report lost 

business due to a lack of multilingual staff. Adult learners with multilingual skills can help close 

this skills gap.  

 

Research and employer practices suggest that workers with strong language skills often receive 

higher compensation or formal incentive pay, particularly in sectors such as healthcare, public 

safety, business, and public service (Herrera, 2025). The World Economic Forum cites 

multilingualism as one of the top 20 skills needed in the global job force in the next five years 

(Zahidi, 2020). These statistics point to the economic value of multilingualism. Further, LTI 

hosts video testimonials which highlight cases where multilingualism had a positive impact on 

economic opportunities. For instance, JetBlue employee Renault Fenster shares his story as an 

adult learner with bilingual skills; the City of Roanoke, VA, shares how they offer bilingual 

incentive pay, and the Metro Transit Authority in New York City conducts bilingual testing as 

part of their hiring process to ensure safety and compliance. As an example of an education-to-

workforce bridge, the Shapiro Administration in Pennsylvania launched a program designed to 

recruit and retain bilingual workers, offering employees in covered positions who have Spanish-

speaking and writing proficiency. “The bilingual pay incentive is available to UC Intake 



Interviewers, UC Claims Supervisors, UC Claims Examiners, PA CareerLink® Program 

Supervisors, Disabled Veterans Outreach Program Specialists, and Local Veterans Employment 

Representatives” (www.pa.gov/agencies/dli/newsroom).  

 

Employer Partnerships and a Solid Language Credentialing Framework Are Critical   

 

An efficient credentialing framework starts with good planning. We recognize that implementing 

language credentialing involves a few fundamental steps, including having dedicated personnel 

to order and administer language tests, having a dedicated time and space for testing (this is 

acutely important in institutions that may not have dedicated testing centers), and identifying 

how the test scores will be shared and recorded. For instance, will the institution use the Credly 

badging system to deliver digital badges with the language scores to their students or print hard-

copy ACTFL certificates with their language scores? Will the institution award college credit in 

addition to the language certification? Will professional internships and employment 

opportunities be tied directly to having language credentials?  

 

When language credentialing is set up effectively, institutions can benefit from socializing the 

value of the program to local employers. If ACTFL’s statistics on employers needing 

multilinguals bear true, local employers will greatly benefit from applicants who have a language 

credential in hand. An effective language credentialing framework, coupled with strong 

employer partnerships, can help overcome some common challenges in adult learning programs. 

Adults will have a greater understanding and confidence in how credentials translate to job 

opportunities. Employers will have a credential that tells them exactly what their employees can 

do with language at that level, thus dispelling potential concerns around job and language skill 

metrics. Lacking awareness of credentialing opportunities and the value of adult education can 

also be addressed through an effective language credentialing framework, coupled with strong 

employer partnerships. The more employers ask for language credentials, the more adult learners 

will seek the opportunity to get credentialed. The more effective and efficient the process is for 

learners to earn language credentials, the lower the barriers to opportunity become.  

 

The Value of Industry-Recognized Credentials 

 

We assert that an ACTFL language certificate is particularly powerful because it is a reliable, 

industry-recognized credential (IRC). It creates visible, portable skills validation. Offering an 

IRC that doesn’t require additional coursework may be particularly valuable to adult learners and 

may increase their persistence and completion, both important metrics in adult learning 

programs. Not only can it benefit learners, but it can position adult education as an equity leader, 

extending credentialing opportunities to populations who are often marginalized or have limited 

access to credentialing opportunities, such as English Language Learners, veterans, minorities, 

those with economic hardships, and those with disabilities as defined by the Americans with 

Disabilities Act. Regardless of their background, and regardless of how, when, or where they 

learned their language, anyone with language ability can take a language test and receive an 

ACTFL language certificate.  

 

When it comes to the workforce, an ACTFL language IRC gives employers confidence in the 

quality of their credentialed talent. This includes knowing that the language credentials of their 



employees are legally defensible, which can be especially important in industries that must 

consider adherence to federal compliance and safety regulations. As adult programs offer legally 

defensible language certification, they build trust with local employers and business partners. In 

addition, ACTFL’s Oral Proficiency in the Workplace is a valuable resource that can help 

employers interpret the ACTFL score of employees and what their proficiency level correlates to 

in terms of common job roles and functions (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1  

Oral Proficiency Levels in the Workplace  

 

 
(© 2023 ACTFL. www.actfl.org/uploads/files/general/OralProficiencyWorkplacePoster_2022-

10-13-062609_ocga.pdf)  

 

Discussion 

 

There are many opportunities for micro-credentialing in adult and continuing education 

programs, including the opportunity to credential language ability. Without having to implement 

language learning programs, adult programs can offer language testing that results in a portable, 

legally defensible, and globally recognized language certificate. While we have experience with 

the positive impact language credentialing has on job and education opportunities among high 

school CTE learners, we conceptualize that extending this credentialing framework to adult 

education is feasible and potentially very valuable.  

 

Implementing a stable framework for language credentialing, partnering with employers, and 

expanding awareness of language credentialing are fundamental to a successful foray into this 



type of micro-credentialing. Language skills can be positioned as an economic asset and a hiring 

advantage for employers; the ACTFL credential becomes invaluable evidence of skill. What can 

adult and continuing education programs do to increase the impact of their credentialing 

opportunities? Build employer and workforce board partnerships. Incorporate ACTFL into adult, 

ESL, CTE, Competency-based, and ConEd programs. Use credentials to enable placement, 

persistence, and completion within educational programs. Promote stories that highlight a return 

on investment to attract learners and funders.  

 

There is a growing demand for language skills in every industry, both domestically and globally. 

Adult learners can be seen as the untapped talent pipeline, with ACTFL credentialing as a 

scalable solution. The call to action for this untapped opportunity of high-impact credentialing 

starts with recognizing adult learners’ multilingual skills. By integrating ACTFL testing into 

adult programs and partnering with employers and workforce boards, adult learners can access 

employment and education advantages, and institutions can lead in equity and innovation 

through credentialing.  
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