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Whose learning counts? State actions to value skills
from outside the classroom

By Annelies Goger and Felix Laniyan

In August 2022, President Joe Biden announced his administration would be cancelling up to
$20,000 in student loan debt, alongside several other actions to aid student borrowers. Even
so, the underlying problems that make quality higher education in the U.S. so costly and
difficult to access persist.!

Although critics have claimed that student debt cancellation primarily benefits the “elite,” 39%
of U.S. borrowers do not complete a degree or certificate within six years of starting college.’ i
Furthermore, the racial wealth gap places additional burdens on Black, Native American, and
Latino or Hispanic students when it comes to both completing higher education and repaying
student debt.V For example, 58% of Black students have not completed a degree within six
years of starting college.” The COVID-19 pandemic worsened this crisis, as marginalized
students with less access to broadband and internet devices were disproportionately
vulnerable to learning loss.v

With student debt topping $1.762 trillion and unemployment at a very low 3.5%, college
enrollments are down and more Americans are questioning whether all that debt is worth it.Vi Vil
x Meanwhile, employers (especially small businesses) report they are in a dire situation when
it comes to hiring and retaining qualified workers.* Many employers require a college degree in
their candidate screening process even if existing employees in that role do not have a
degree—Ilargely because it is perceived as a low-risk and cost-effective way to screen people
quickly.X But especially in a tight labor market, this practice makes it challenging to find
qualified talent and excludes potentially valuable candidates.” For example, veterans typically
learn many job-relevant skills during their service, but because that knowledge and experience
don’t count toward a formal degree, many struggle to compete in the labor market with those
who have a degree.

What are states’ roles in reducing these labor market frictions and providing more accessible
opportunities for quality jobs and higher education, especially to those who are priced out of
formal degree programs? This report provides an overview of the policy mechanisms that U.S.
states can leverage to build systems that support learners without degrees. It addresses two
challenges. First, how can states help learners without degrees communicate their skills and
gualifications to employers more effectively? And second, how can states enable learners to
receive credit for skills and knowledge attained outside of a formal accredited program, so they
can complete a degree without having to repeat content they already mastered?



The key audiences for this report are leaders in higher education, workforce development,
state governors’ offices, state legislatures, businesses, and employer-serving organizations.

The COVID-19 recovery represents an important moment to reflect on educational
transformation in a digital age. Specifically, how can we move beyond a “degree-centric
postsecondary system” so that broader types of learning can be accessed, verified, and
credentialed?¥ With expanding access to free courseware and many more flexible and
affordable learning options, it is critical to revisit questions about how quality is assessed as
well as whose knowledge and what forms of knowledge are valued and counted as
“learning.”™V xv

Using education reform strategies and education technologies in
combination

It is not necessary to start from scratch. In recent decades, education reformers have focused
on three key areas to improve learning recognition: qualifications frameworks, competency-
based education, and prior learning assessment. Wong (2014) clarifies the role of each below
(emphasis in the original text):

A competence is what an individual knows (knowledge) or can do (skills), but this may
not be documented, especially when the competence is achieved outside a formal
education or training system. A qualification is a document awarded by an accredited
institution or professional body (representing a ministry of education or training) that
describes what the holder knows and can do in a specific field of action, and is usually
considered a prerequisite to obtaining employment or access to further education and
training. The [Recognition for Prior Learning] process is intended to make visible
competence achieved through non-formal and informal learning and to align that to
qualifications.*"!

In other words, competency-based education verifies what someone knows; qualifications
frameworks lay out where that learner’s learning level is situated vis-a-vis equivalent levels of
learning and their career progression in the system; and prior learning assessment is how
someone gets awarded credit, or the process for articulating into the system or transferring
from one learning setting to another.

In the digital era, many states and education providers have also started focusing on the data
infrastructure underlying how learning is documented, verified, and credentialed as another
strategy to render multiple forms of learning more visible (and machine-readable). For
example, states and higher education institutions are building digital wallets that allow an
individual to store all of their achievements in an application on their phone; these
achievements can include formal degrees and licenses, but also other verifiable credentials or
skills such as a digital badge from a professional development course or a competency
mastered during an apprenticeship. If these digital wallets are set up properly, they can give
individuals more control to manage their education and skills data throughout a lifetime, and
offer users suggestions to navigate their progress toward a degree, a better job, or a career
change. All of the policy tools and technologies described in this report can be implemented
separately, but their impacts may be amplified when they are used in combination.
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Barriers to learning and learning recognition in the digital age

Higher education institutions were designed to train a small, elite managerial class for an
industrial-era economy. Compared to most other industrialized countries, however, the U.S.
higher education system focuses narrowly on broad academic skills and knowledge rather than
also offering practical and applied career paths into high-quality jobs. Over the years, the U.S.
has migrated to what is effectively a “college-for-all” approach, positioning higher education
institutions as the primary gatekeepers to opportunity XV

However, despite the growing need for lifelong learning in an economy with rapidly changing
technologies, higher education is still largely designed around the needs of a student who
“goes away to college” to be a full-time student. A holdover from the industrial era, this model
is also centered on a “one-and-done” sequence of learning and working, in which a person
progresses sequentially from high school to college to a career.

FIGURE 1
Switching from a one-and-done model of education to blended
work and learning
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Although going to college after high school has become a cultural norm in the U.S., two-thirds
of Americans still do not have a college degree.*" Some of the most common barriers to
degree completion are:

e Cost. College costs are increasing faster than family incomes, making it harder for low-
income students to afford it."*

e Duration. Only about 35% of first-time, full-time college students who intend to obtain a
bachelor’s degree reach their goal within four years; 56% get it within six years.®™

e Academic preparedness. Many students from low-income communities attend schools
that do not have the resources to prepare their students for college.*

e Other obligations. Barriers such as bills, child care, and transportation make degree
completion hard for many college students, especially nontraditional students at
community colleges.

e Transferring credits. On average, transfer students lose over 40% of their credits when
switching schools. i The more credits a student loses, the less likely they are to be
able to finish their degree .V

e Lack of credit for prior learning. A 72-institution study found that the seven-year
completion rate for adult students without credit for prior learning was 27%, while the
completion rate for those with credit for prior learning ranged from 49% to 73%.**V

FIGURE 2
Student persistence in the U.S.: 9th grade to a college degree,
2018
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Despite these challenges, demand for learning options remains high. This has generated the
proliferation of “non-credit” training options, which typically do not give the learner academic
credit toward a degree or certificate. As we noted in a previous report about learning and
working in the digital age, these innovations are expanding along two key dimensions: learning
that is applied (or career-specific), and shorter-term programs such as digital badges,
certificates, or micro-credentials. V!

The wide range and rapid expansion of shorter-term, non-credit options is confusing for both
learners and employers because it can be hard for them to distinguish quality and learning
level (i.e., how advanced someone’s learning is). Moreover, the lack of recognition for quality
learning and skill development that takes place outside an accredited academic program
contributes to the undervaluation of talent in the labor market and unequal access to
opportunity.

FIGURE 3
Demand is expanding for low-intensity, job-specific credentials
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These problems with information asymmetries, lack of transparency, and unrecognized
gualifications leave degrees as the default proxy for demonstrating merit, pedigree, and
capability in the hiring process. Vi For their part, many within higher education institutions
accept that equity and quality are both within a university’s mission, but there is a prevalent
belief that opening up access to learning to achieve equity goals will come at the expense of
qua"ty.xxvm

The lack of a coherent system for assuring quality outside of traditional higher education
accreditation processes reinforces pervasive stigmas of non-credit learning and other forms of
informal and nonformal learning, and privileges formal academic degrees in hiring processes.
In addition, while there is high demand for more flexible learning options, the lack of a quality
assurance system leaves many learners vulnerable to exploitation by unscrupulous training
providers—especially the learners who have the lowest access to information and career
guidance. Developing mechanisms to recognize and value informal and non-credit learning at
different levels is a critical step toward addressing the devaluation of knowledge and skills that
can hold people back from accessing further education and quality jobs.

The decentralized and fragmented structure of higher education in the U.S. also makes
education reform challenging. There is wide variation across states in how education and
training systems are designed, set up, and operated. In addition, the U.S. has 43 separate
funding streams for education and training across nine federal agencies, which lack a
coherent, systems-level framework for clarifying roles, qualifications, and authority
structures.** Because of this fragmented landscape, state-level reform is a logical place to first
focus reform efforts.

This brief will review three common approaches to learning recognition: qualifications
frameworks, competency-based education, and prior learning assessment. In addition, the
brief will explore the potential of new technologies such as digital wallets and learning and
employment records (LERS) to support the goals of recognizing, credentialing, and signaling
learning.

Qualifications frameworks

A qualifications framework is a policy tool used in at least 150 countries (though not in the
U.S.) to recognize and classify a range of skills, knowledge, and competencies (i.e.,
“qualifications”) at each level of learning, from basic to advanced. > *xii Qualifications
frameworks can be thought of as the basic scaffolding of an education and training system—
establishing what the learning levels are and what types of qualifications fit within each level.

The goals of qualifications frameworks vary. Some countries use them to define the learning
levels and descriptions of formal qualifications to improve transparency and navigability,
whereas others use them to advance specific policy goals, such as improving one or more of
the following:

e The ease of progressing to a more advanced learning level
e The ease of switching between education and vocational training pathways or from
unaccredited (informal) to accredited learning without having to start from scratch
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e The alignment between formal education or training qualifications and labor market
demand

e International or interstate transparency, credit transfer, and labor market mobility (e.g.,
recognizing foreign-earned degrees for immigrants and refugees).

e The recognition of informal or nonformal qualifications in the labor market

e The rigor of quality standards for qualifications

Quialifications frameworks also vary with regard to what types of qualifications are included,;
most have a pathway for formal general and higher education (academic programs) and/or
formal vocational education and training (VET) programs.**ii Some also include informal
qualifications, professional education and training (e.g., professional licenses), equivalency
information or recognition procedures for continuing and nonformal education (e.g., the Danish
Qualification Framework for Higher Education), and micro-credentials.

Quialifications frameworks can be used to bring previously separate education and training
systems into a single, unified system and clarify equivalencies across different forms of
learning. " In turn, the establishment of equivalencies and a quality assurance process can
potentially help overcome the stigmatization or devaluation of certain forms of knowledge, such
as unaccredited coursework or vocational education. In essence, it helps transform a dead end
into a career on-ramp, which over time can improve the social status and perceptions of the
quality of those learning options.

Measuring the success of qualifications frameworks across countries is difficult because there
is so much variation in how they are implemented, countries often have shifting priorities over
time, and many countries are still in the early stages of implementing them.**¥ Among the
more successful implementations of qualifications frameworks are the Scottish Credit and
Qualifications Framework (SCQF), which was associated with positive developments in
access, progression, and transfer, and the French National Register for Professional
Certificates, for its alignment with the labor market. V! In countries with longer experience in
national qualifications frameworks, a common challenge is the lack of adoption and awareness
by learners and employers, which suggests a need to prioritize outreach and
communication Vi

Implementing a qualifications framework is a long-term effort, and there is still limited research
that qualifications frameworks on their own have a clear and direct impact on education reform
goals. Vil Although it can be hard to demonstrate a straightforward impact in isolation,
policymakers still widely consider qualifications frameworks to be valuable in supporting a
broader set of education system reforms, increasing the transparency of information about
career paths, and helping employers recognize the level of rigor of someone’s applied and
practical skills. Currently, employers struggle to differentiate between the applied programs
that provide deep, high-quality training and those that are merely surface level. More research
into the problems that countries tend to encounter during implementation might ensure that
qualifications frameworks meet or exceed expectations for advancing education reforms
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The U.S. does not have a qualification framework, and compared to other countries, relies
more exclusively on academic pathways with very few resources and students entering
vocational education and training pathways such as apprenticeships, despite comparatively
higher starting pay and high employer demand for those who complete apprenticeships.*

Alabama’s credentialing framework

In 2019, Alabama started building a skills-based, demand-driven qualifications
framework for two key reasons:
1) To give learners credit for short-term “non-credit” training programs,
allowing them to be more stackable into degree programs; and
2) To improve alignment across the credit and non-credit postsecondary
education system, the military, and public workforce programs.

State leaders felt that recognizing the value of learning in short-term programs could
advance students in their postsecondary education faster without having to retake
classes. They also observed that the lack of coordination across learning pathways
was making career switching unnecessarily difficult and time-consuming.

The Alabama Committee on Credentialing and Career Pathways (ACCCP) was created
during the 2019 legislative session as a public-private entity composed of employers
in 16 industry sectors and subject-matter experts from education and workforce
agencies. The ACCCP’s mission was to determine Alabama’s regional and statewide
in-demand occupations and identify competency models, career pathways, and
credentials of value linked to those occupations using labor market information. The
ACCCP developed a taxonomy for classifying competencies and another for
classifying credentials. Taken together, the Alabama credential and competency
taxonomies form the Alabama Occupational Ontology.

The Governor’s Office of Education and Workforce Transformation partnered with
the Corporation for a Skilled Workforce to calibrate Alabama’s occupational
qualifications frameworks for each of the occupations on the ACCCP’s list of regional
and statewide occupations using the Occupational Ontology. This work will conclude
in September 2022 and will provide the common language to connect the Alabama
Credential Registry, the Skills-Based Job Description Generator, and the Alabama
College and Career Exploration Tool to form the Alabama Talent Triad, a full-scale
talent marketplace.

If implemented to do so, qualifications frameworks could clarify how short-term trainings and
micro-credentials can be combined to signal a person’s level of qualification for a job or
learning level for further education. States could also set them up to make the process of
transferring credits more systematic or even automatic, so they would be less reliant on the
idiosyncratic policies of programs and institutions and less burdensome on the learner when
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navigating a cumbersome administrative process. In addition, a learner could use the
framework to guide their choices to pursue additional micro-credentials or courses they might
need to eventually obtain a credential or degree. X On the other hand, attempting to catalog,
organize, and make transparent the credentials, competencies, and frameworks that populate
the American postsecondary education and training ecosystem is a gargantuan task and would
take many years to implement X'

U.S. states may want to consider qualifications frameworks. They have many potential uses,
but their most valuable role in the U.S. context is likely in situating different types of learning
within a broader system to address the extreme fragmentation across education and training
funding streams and the lack of effective quality assurance processes for unaccredited
learning and short-term trainings. For example, a state could use a qualifications framework to
redesign and improve quality assurance and transparency in their Eligible Training Provider
List, which is a list of training programs that qualify for Workforce Innovation and Opportunity
Act funds. Situating these shorter trainings in a larger framework could help learners and
employers make better sense of the value of short-term trainings or certificates. States may
also use qualifications frameworks to facilitate easier transitions for students in non-credit
programs into credit-bearing programs, using the framework to streamline articulation and
credit transfer processes.

However, in considering qualifications frameworks, evidence from other countries suggests
that states should be realistic about the time to implementation; take steps to articulate clear
goals, a strong legal basis, and a feasible scope for the effort; and prioritize outreach and
awareness among learners and employers throughout implementation.Xl Using a qualifications
framework in isolation to reform an education and training system is unlikely to have a clear
impact, so it is important to connect it with broader efforts and use it to identify programmatic
gaps in learning progression.

Competency-based education

Within an overarching qualifications framework, states can use another method to recognize
learning in multiple forms: competency-based education. Competency-based education differs
from hours-based education (the dominant method of awarding credit for learning in the U.S.)
because it evaluates a student’s progress based on outcomes (the mastery of a skill or
competency) rather than a set amount of instruction time and standardized assessments.V

Competency-based education uses modularized and personalized instruction with ongoing
evaluation and feedback, so it can vary in duration.XV This flexibility allows the learner to work
on advancing at their own pace, even if it takes longer, which makes ongoing learning more
accessible for learners who struggle to succeed in a standardized, hours-based program
because they are juggling multiple jobs, family care responsibilities, or other barriers to
completion. Competency-based education is structured similarly to how most employers
assess performance of their employees as well, so it can be easier to align with work-based
learning activities such as apprenticeships or on-the-job training.
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There have been several waves of interest in competency-based instruction, starting in the
1960s and 1970s."" Some of the earliest institutions to use federal funding to develop
competency-based programs focused on adult learners included Empire State College,
Regents College (now Excelsior University), Thomas Edison State University, Alverno College,
and DePaul University’s School for New Learning (now the School for Continuing and
Professional Studies), among others. Vi

Recently, interest has surged again due to supply-side and demand-side factors. Most notably,
the rise of online learning platforms that allow for asynchronous learning has made easier for
education and training providers to offer a more diverse array of instructional delivery in a cost-
effective manner at scale through hybrid (in person and online) and fully online learning. Many
higher education leaders are expanding these options to reach a wider pool of learners as they
struggle with low enrollment among traditional students.*V For example, the State University
of New York system has adopted a systemwide focus on micro-credentials to provide ways for
students to keep their skills fresh, align with demand, and articulate what was “non-credit,”
skills-focused learning into a degree and stackable career pathway.

A systematic review completed by Henri, Johnson, and Nepal analyzed the strengths and
weaknesses of competency-based learning. ** They found that competency-based learning is
effective due to its student-centered approach, which allows students to be more autonomous,
perform better, and be more motivated due to a stronger sense of perceived control over their
own education. Competency-based learning also ensures that students master prerequisite
materials before advancing to more complex content, which improves learning outcomes and
experiences. In addition, competency-based learning is easy to adapt to remote, mobile, and
online learning platforms, which offers more flexibility for students who work, lack
transportation, or manage other responsibilities. They also found that competency-based
learning is effective for students who have low performance in traditional instruction and can
make students more enthusiastic about learning than their counterparts in traditional courses.

If increasing degree completion and better serving adult learners are a state’s goals, then
another major advantage of competency-based instruction is that it is easy to assess students’
prior learning in each subject area.' That allows students who already have proficiency in some
of the required competencies to progress faster and avoid repeating material. This reduces the
cost and time to degree completion and can motivate students to finish their degree.
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https://www.suny.edu/microcredentials/

Colorado’s competency-based approach to career alignment in K-12 education

In 2007, the Colorado legislature passed House Bill 07-1118 to align education
outcomes with evolving changes in the skills needed in the workplace. The bill states,
“Dramatic changes have occurred in our national, state, and local economies that were
unforeseeable in the mid-1990s when the academic content standards were
developed. As a result, students need to be prepared for a variety of possible futures as
businesses adjust to competitive national and international pressures. Simultaneously,
technology and innovation have changed expectations in the workplace and
introduced a level of sophistication that was not present even ten years ago in
traditional office jobs, jobs in technical fields, such as manufacturing, construction, and
auto mechanics, and jobs in agriculture and health care.”

The bill resulted in the creation of Colorado’s Graduation Guidelines, a menu of options
for school districts to use in determining a student’s postsecondary and workforce
readiness, including competency-based options such as “district capstones” or
“collaboratively developed, standards-based performance assessments” rather than
seat-time measures.

School districts have the opportunity to meet or beat the Colorado Academic Standards
starting with the graduating class of 2021 using collaboratively developed standards
by grade and subject. Guides are available to help students, families, and educators
understand what competencies are expected and ways in which those competencies
can be displayed.

There are also some disadvantages and trade-offs to competency-based education. The
Henri, et al. study found mixed evidence of effectiveness for teaching students professional
skills such as communication, prioritization, working under pressure, and teamwork." Also, due
to its more applied nature, competency-based education tends to provide a limited conceptual
foundation to learners and can make it harder for students to see the “big picture.”
Transitioning from hours-based to competency-based instruction can be difficult for instructors
and students to adjust to, and in the 1960s and 1970s, there was resistance to implementing it
from higher education institutions." Higher education institutions in most states also have
financial disincentives to invest in competency-based education, because it is often not easy
for students (especially part-time students) to receive Title IV financial aid. The state of Indiana
has a state financial aid program that allows students to use award dollars at WGU Indiana, an
online university that offers competency-based education pathways.

Another study by the Aurora Institute found that the shift to delivering instruction through
personalized learning pathways (as opposed to age-based cohorts) has been a challenge in
many countries that are trying to implement competency-based learning."" Another common
challenge is the need to keep competencies up to date with the world’s changing demands.
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Credit for prior learning

While competency-based education delivers and documents learning outcomes across a
lifetime and qualifications frameworks assign learning levels and quality standards to different
forms of learning, the recognition of learning beyond formal academic pathways also requires
the “how”—a process that allows the learner to receive credits or transfer credits from one
domain of learning to another. Although this process has different terms globally, in the U.S. it
is typically called Prior Learning Assessment (PLA).

PLA is a catchall term for several methods that colleges, universities, and other
education/training providers use to assess and formally recognize learning that has taken
place outside of the traditional academic environment. It is used to award college credit,
certification, or advanced standing toward further education or training, with the recognition
that many adult learners have accrued substantial learning through military experience, work
experience, self-study, volunteering, unaccredited coursework, or elsewhere."” PLA has been
available since the 1970s, but it has not been widely adopted, despite the fact that most
students switch institutions at least once before completion.”' When it is used, PLA is
associated with better student outcomes, including higher credential completion, cost savings,
and time savings. Vi

Not many students apply for and receive credit through PLA processes. In a study of 69
colleges and universities conducted by the Western Interstate Commission for Higher
Education and the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning, only 11% of adult students
across all institutions earned PLA credit.Mi One reason for this is students' unfamiliarity with
PLA, even in colleges with well-developed PLA policies."™ In addition, applying for PLA can be
time-consuming, costly, and confusing, and some faculty are hesitant to grant credits for out-
of-classroom learning. Many colleges also charge a fee for PLA that can be as high as the
tuition required to retake the course, presenting a financial barrier to utilization.* PLA has the
potential to close equity gaps in postsecondary achievement, but to do this, it has to be easier
to navigate and more accessible to students who could benefit most from it.

The reasons behind the resistance toward PLA from higher education institutions and faculty
are challenging to disentangle. Although there may be legitimate concerns about a lack of
quality or watered-down learning standards, the way that accreditation processes in higher
education assess quality often ignores or undervalues forms of knowledge that are based on
different ontological systems, such as Indigenous knowledge and values. Likewise, as higher
education institutions have solidified their role as gatekeepers in awarding credit for learning,
many higher education leaders may be concerned that granting credit for learning outside a
formal classroom could empower other institutions to compete for slots, threatening a decline
in revenue, especially as enrollment slows. However, this argument assumes that those same
students would have otherwise enrolled in a traditional program, which may not be the case.
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Ohio’s statewide credit for prior learning

The state of Ohio has become a national leader in establishing consistent, statewide credit
for prior learning processes. The Ohio Revised Code Chapter 3333 includes rules for
universal course equivalencies and a shared course classification system, as well as
standardized and required processes for transferring credit. For example, students can rely
on guarantees that learning from the military, apprenticeships, work, volunteering, or
career and technical education experience will transfer to out-of-college learning credits.

Even transferring credits from one accredited program to another is quite difficult for learners in
many states. In states that lack statewide transfer and articulation agreements, it is common to
have one-by-one arrangements between programs to articulate credit. Moreover, few states
actually track what number of credits do transfer, whether they apply to core courses or just
electives, and whether or not they improve student outcomes.

Florida’s framework recognizing diverse learning experiences

The state of Florida has taken several steps to streamline how credits are transferred and
articulated within a statewide framework. In 2013, the state legislature amended the Career
and Professional Education (CAPE) Act to create an incentive that awards funding to schools
that enroll students in career and technical education programs that lead to an industry-
recognized credential, and the State Board of Education provided guidance for how schools
should award credit for industry-recognized credentials statewide.

Additionally, in 2021, the state legislature passed the Reimagining Education and Career
Help (REACH) Act—a multipronged bill establishing a more coherent statewide system for
recognizing learning across formal education, career and technical education, workforce
pathways, and funding streams. This included the creation of a Credential Review
Committee responsible for creating and maintaining a list of Credentials of Value—a way to
identify quality, in-demand credential programs that are stackable and lead to positive
employment outcomes.

States that are considering ways to implement or improve their PLA processes may want to
focus their efforts on: messaging and outreach; reducing administrative burdens and costs for
learners by establishing statewide articulation and automated credit transfer processes (e.g.,
through a qualification framework and supporting policies); and setting up competency-based
data infrastructure such as learning and employment records, which make it easier to assess
learning outcomes, digital credentials, and micro-credentials for prior learning credit.
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Colorado’s academic credit for work experience

In 20020, Colorado’s state legislature passed House Bill 20-1002, which requires the
creation and implementation of a plan for awarding academic credit based on work-
related experience. Beginning in the 2022-23 academic year, higher education
institutions will accept and transfer academic credit awarded for work-related
experience as courses with guaranteed-transfer designation or part of a statewide
degree transfer agreement. Currently, the state is giving credit for approved industry
certifications rather than work experience itself. Even though very few high school
students currently are engaged in work-related experiences, the bill incentivizes
students to do so as a strategy for reducing time to degree completion.

Rethinking the underlying data infrastructure

As states and postsecondary institutions continue to grapple with the proliferation of
credentials and labor market information challenges, new technologies have expanded the
realm of possibilities for accessing, verifying, and credentialing learning. For example, the
information that used to be communicated in a resume and transcript may, in the near future,
be stored in a learning and employment record and shared through a digital wallet.

Similarly, technology platforms allow states, educational institutions, and employers to store
more detailed information on the level of someone’s qualifications and competencies and the
skills sought in a job description. Making this fine-grained, competency-based information
available can improve the precision of the matching process between candidates and jobs.
Whereas previously, search technologies tended to rely on higher-level information such as a
job title, degrees, key terms, or discipline of study, competency-based learning and
employment records (LERs) and job descriptions enable searches based on skills and other
gualifications. (Additionally, they make the data machine readable for artificial intelligence.)
This type of search is likely to reveal a lot more candidates who do not have a college degree,
but who may be a good fit for the job.

There is a wide range of use cases that states may want to consider when thinking about the
data infrastructure that can recognize learning and make transitions from learning to work
more transparent and easy. For example, many states or countries are already focusing on:

e Improving the frequency, quality, process, and standardization of employment data
collected from employers through wage record enhancement.i

o Offering a digital wallet or set of wallets that adhere to interoperability and portability
standards.

¢ Redesigning the Eligible Training Provider List process to situate it within a
gualifications framework, integrate it with employment records to track student
outcomes, and streamline federal reporting requirements.*V
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¢ Redesigning labor exchange platforms to match candidates and positions based on
skills and credentials rather than less detailed search criteria.™

¢ Developing a statewide learning portal to make courses, pathways, and credentials
more transparent and accessible to a wider population of learners rather than just one
institution. V!

Although new technologies may expand opportunities for learning recognition and signaling in
the labor market, they can also bring new risks and be challenging for states to implement. As
we examined in a 2021 report, state education and labor data systems are under-resourced
and commonly 30 or 40 years old, while data governance is fragmented.* Staff capacity is
also a major challenge, as expertise in areas such as cloud services, data science, and
artificial intelligence is scarce. In addition, a larger federal blueprint for data infrastructure
across agencies and programs—including standard data definitions and clarification about
data privacy rules in different domains—has yet to be developed. State procurement
processes are also challenging, especially for developing technology in a more iterative
fashion with continuous user input.

The growing use of new education technologies and platforms also presents new risks such as
exacerbating the digital divide, the lack of data ownership and privacy rights for end users, and
missing governance frameworks for monitoring and addressing bias in artificial intelligence.Vii
This context can make it quite challenging for states to deploy new educational technologies,
digital credentials, and learning and employment records in a way that aligns with existing
systems, meets reporting requirements, and ultimately enhances equity and well-being.

Conclusion

The literature on qualifications frameworks, competency-based education, and credit for prior
learning has established one certain fact about transforming education systems: It is a long-
term effort. That being said, the ability for the U.S. to invest more equally in its talent, generate
inclusive economic growth, and overcome persistent shortages in qualified labor will determine
the country’s future success. Recognizing learning for all and supporting more degree
completion for those who learn in the military, on the job, in an apprenticeship, or elsewhere is
a critical step toward closing the opportunity gap. As Americans live and work in an
increasingly digital age, addressing rising inequality in access to quality education and jobs is
critical for ensuring that we do not leave marginalized communities even more excluded.

There are several things that the federal government could do to make it easier for states to
build more holistic education and training systems in which different forms of learning can be
documented, verified, and valued. These include:

¢ Create an incentive structure for postsecondary education providers to put adult
learners (e.g., working learners, learners who have care responsibilities) at the center of
the funding model for higher education, give free credit for prior learning, and allow
students easy access to PLA and credit transfer.
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e Create an incentive program or competitive grant program for states to develop
interoperable learning and employment records and for employers to adopt skills-based
hiring practices.

e Pass data governance legislation, with a cross-agency data governance structure to
implement it using policies that establish data standards, require interoperability and
portability of learning and employment records, protect data privacy and ownership
rights, and minimize bias in artificial intelligence.

e Develop a national qualifications framework and quality assurance process that states
can build on in a harmonized manner to improve cross-state learning recognition and
labor mobility, similar to regional qualifications frameworks in other parts of the world
that help to harmonize learning levels and competency-based definitions across
countries.

e Allow learners to access financial aid for short-term trainings as long as they are
approved under a state or federal quality assurance framework, and establish a process
for recognizing this short-term training for academic credit.

e Transform the workforce development system to align learning options and employer
engagement activities with sector-based career pathways, so that funding streams are
no longer operated in a standalone fashion but rather each program fits into a learner-
centered pathway into a quality job—some of which are more hands-on and others
more academic.

¢ Reimagine the accountability framework and supporting data infrastructure for the public
workforce system to focus fewer resources on eligibility determination and more on
universal access to one-on-one career services, including prior learning assessment,
credit transfer, and supportive services.

e Expand Title IV financial aid eligibility for students who are less than half-time students
and those enrolled in competency-based education, publicly funded incumbent worker
training programs, or registered apprenticeships.

This report has reviewed a host of tools that states and higher education institutions can use to
improve learning recognition and an ongoing interaction between work and learning throughout
someone’s lifetime. Although none of the tools in isolation will solve the challenges discussed,
building up capacity with qualifications frameworks, competency-based education, prior
learning assessment, and data infrastructure is important for staying relevant and accessible in
the digital era. In getting started with education reform efforts, we recommend the following
based on the existing evidence:

e Create a vision that incorporates different aspects of a holistic education and training
system, such as enhancing PLA and competency-based education in combination,
rather than focusing only on one.

e Within each area of work, develop a clear scope of work, establish metrics or outcomes
to track progress, and clarify roles for implementation.

e Build on existing assets and institutions, and identify ways to track progress, reduce
duplication of effort, and scale what is working well.

e Establish a statewide qualifications framework and statewide transfer and articulation
processes to create equivalencies between academic and non-academic/non-university
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programs, ideally using technology to automate or semi-automate the transfer,
verification, and documentation of credit.

e Establish statewide common course numbering and aligned learning outcomes.

e Create financial incentives to reward institutions for giving credit for prior learning and
competency-based education.

e Create legislation and policies to standardize the process of awarding prior learning
credits for work-based learning, non-credit credentials, apprenticeships, career and
technical education, the military, self-study, and other forms of informal and non-formal
learning.

e Provide training, guidance, and technical assistance support to postsecondary
institutions in their capacity to award credit for prior learning, transfer and articulate
credit, and conduct outreach about these options.

Ultimately, being able to better signal qualifications, competencies, and experience between
workers, learners, and employers will not only create new opportunities for talent, but also help
the economy function better overall and ensure we are engaging the talent we already have in
the future we are trying to build.

This report was prepared with input from state delegations in Colorado, Indiana, and Alabama
as part of the Scaling Earn-and-Learn Opportunities project at the Brookings Institution. The
authors are also grateful for feedback and suggestions from Dr. Katherine Caves, Wilson
Finch, Jeannine LaPrad, and Amanda Bergson-Shilcock.
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