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Competency is the New Currency 

 
 

CONTEXT 

For more than a century, credentials and the depth of learning behind them were equated to the time 

engaged in learning—whether this was seat time in a classroom or on the job. Now we know from 

studying how individuals learn that the endeavor is much more complicated than simply measuring time 

spent in a lecture or on a specific task—time is the variable; mastery the key.1 

In addition, traditional means of representing and validating learning to both employers and learners in 

this system was opaque. This lack of transparency leaves little understanding of what competencies 

were attained or what a credential represents. 

Today, the dynamism of the job market, shifting skill composition of jobs, and rapid rate of knowledge 

generation requires continuous learning, both formal and informal. Individuals are asked to map their 

learning and describe “verified” competencies—what they know and can do. 2 

The rules of evidence about the value of credentials are changing too. Employers are not just asking, 

“does the person have the credential or not,” but “does the credential represent a person’s competency 

as well as ability to continuously learn.” 3 

In response, big data and technology are enabling ways to track and use competencies across the 

credentialing ecosystem. Employers are using predictive analytics and algorithms to better identify 

competencies needed for different jobs, improve job descriptions, and identify talented individuals for 

jobs. Education providers are using new technology tools to monitor learning progress to a credential 

(not seat time). The result is the development of more customized learning experiences based on a 

variety of factors including matching individuals to environments in which they learn best, the amount 

of time to learn specific content, and even the time of day when an individual best absorbs information.4 

These developments are also transforming the way learning is documented in records. Digital ledgers of 

learning transactions are being developed as an alternative to traditional school transcripts. As digital 

learning records begin to scale, this will allow learners, not institutions, to own and manage their own 

learning histories and learning assets, including validated competencies acquired over a lifetime.  

                                                           
1
 Jeffrey Selingo. “The Future of the Degree: How Colleges Can Survive the New Credential Economy.” The 

Chronicle of Higher Education (2017): 31. Accessed at https://goo.gl/b7nUUE.  

2
 Ibid., 35. 

3
 Ibid., 35. 
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 “Academic Analytics: Business Intelligence for Higher Education.” Database Trends and Applications. February 5, 

2015. Accessed December 3, 2017. http://www.dbta.com/DBTA-Downloads/WhitePapers/Academic-Analytics-
Business-Intelligence-for-Higher-Education-5081.aspx. 
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The range of activities focused on competencies demonstrates that discrete measures of what someone 

knows and can do are beginning to function as the bits and bytes of a learner- and worker-centered 

credentialing ecosystem in which competencies become the common currency that enables transactions 

in and across all systems. 

 

See how policy, equity, and technology are driving this trend on ConnectingCredentials.org. 

ACTIVITY 

Competencies are being used: 

1. To develop benchmarks and inform standards for technology-driven products. 

a. Credential Engine, a new nonprofit organization launched with support from Lumina 

Foundation, JP Morgan Chase Foundation, and Microsoft, has created an open platform, web-

based Credentials Registry that enables employers, students and workers, educators, state 

policymakers, and other stakeholders to access real-time information about credentials—from 

the competencies and educational linkages to the value a credential has in the marketplace. 

Using a common language based on competencies behind all credentials (Credential 

Transparency Description Language), the first app (Credential Finder) went live in December 

2017. 

b. Blackboard Inc. has launched the Digital Readiness Tool that enables institutions to define their 

competency-based education program for viability and scalability; align their policies, practices, 

and authority to deliver CBE; establish a curricular framework for faculty; create a powerful 

learning environment; and provide high quality touchpoints for faculty.  

c. Key stakeholders working collaboratively with IMS Global have developed technical standards 

that when adopted will enable interoperability of supply and demand side data systems. 

d. The Credentialing Ecosystem Mapping Team is a group of leading technical standards 

organizations (spanning K-12, higher education, medical education, military training, and 

workforce development) who are aligning their standards to facilitate the transfer of 

competency data across the continuum of learning and employment. 

2. As a component of learning practice and as an essential part of capturing, communicating, and 

measuring learning.  

a. The Competency-Based Education Network (C-BEN), comprising 80 colleges and universities, 

drafted Quality Principles and Standards for Competency-Based Programs, developed processes 

http://connectingcredentials.org/
https://www.credentialengine.org/
http://www.blackboard.com/sites/cbe-readiness-tool/cbe/
https://www.imsglobal.org/
http://www.cbenetwork.org/
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and tools to apply the standards, and created a platform where adopters share learning and 

best practices. 

b. The National Network of Business and Industry Associations developed a framework of Common 

Employability Skills which are a core set of fundamental skills employers need in the workplace. 

The Network is working now to identify and compare the adequacy of the various tools 

employers have available to assess common employability skills.  

3. To promote transparency by using measures of learning in describing the purpose, quality, 

outcomes, and impact of a credential no matter who awarded it.  

a. The Quality Assurance Commons is designing and piloting a certification process for essential 

employability qualities in degree and nondegree credential programs. The goal is to focus on the 

demonstrated capacities in areas employer most often find missing. The QA Commons has 

developed a set of Essential Employability Qualities that educational programs can map to, the 

criteria for reviewing transparency and accuracy of information, and the role of institutional 

support for completion of career pathways. 

b. The American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admission Officers (AACRAO) and 

National Association of Student Professional Administrators (NASPA), with support from Lumina 

Foundation, have been working with colleges and universities to develop Comprehensive 

Learner Records. Institutions are linking data from multiple sources to capture learning and skills 

developed inside and outside of classrooms and presenting this data in different formats. For 

example, the University of Central Oklahoma Student Transformative Learning Record captures 

students' growth and transformative learning through both academic and non-academic 

experiences.  

4. As the conceptual underpinning of new products and tools, including:  

a. Learning outcomes frameworks that define and describe competencies are being used to 

transform instructional design. These include Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP), 

the Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP), National Network of Business and Industry Associations’ 

Common Employability Skills, the Readiness Project, Recovery 2020, Urban Institute’s National 

Occupational Frameworks (NQFs), and the beta Connecting Credentials Framework.  

b. Competencies are the foundation for the development of learning methodologies that are now 

being integrated in instructional design and delivery. These include scenario-based learning and 

simulated learning. In nursing programs, simulation labs give students hands-on experience 

while still in college. Simulators can be found in manufacturing (welders, mechatronics trainers, 

process management), architecture and design programs (3-D modeling), and career tech 

programs like logistics (CDL trainers). Game-based and mobile technologies are used to deliver 

learning modules. Learning management systems have been widely adopted and are 

foundational digital tools to help support student learning and services. Focus EduSolutions has 

identified the top five digital tools used as part of experiential learning environments and to 

boost workforce readiness: online learning, scenario-based learning, simulations, virtual 

learning, workforce readiness. 

http://www.nationalnetwork.org/
https://theqacommons.org/
http://www.aacrao.org/
https://www.naspa.org/
about:blank
http://www.aacrao.org/resources/record
http://www.aacrao.org/resources/record
https://www.aacu.org/leap
http://degreeprofile.org/
http://nationalnetwork.org/resources/common-employability-skills-3/
http://sparkaction.org/readiness
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/recovery-job-growth-and-education-requirements-through-2020/
https://innovativeapprenticeship.org/national-occupational-frameworks-2/
https://innovativeapprenticeship.org/national-occupational-frameworks-2/
http://connectingcredentials.org/framework/
http://www.focusedusolutions.com/blog/top-five-digital-tools-boost-workforce-readiness/).
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5. As reference points to inform education/training program design and development helping to 

align programs to labor market needs. 

a. American Association of Community Colleges’ The Right Signals Initiative has engaged 20 

community colleges in using the beta Connecting Credentials Framework to identify 

competencies in credit and noncredit programs; align industry certifications, degrees, and 

national and state licensure; and align program competencies to jobs and job descriptions; 

translate learning from the military and work to credit; and align general education 

classes/programs to occupational programs.  

b. Montgomery Community College developed career pathways and stackable credentials in four 

program areas using the beta Connecting Credentials Framework as a foundational tool to build 

the system. 

c. IBM, through its Skills Gateway program, produced digital credentials to authenticate the 

knowledge and skills necessary to remain relevant in the changing information technology 

environment. Badges are issued for completion of essential learning activities and mastery of 

skills and knowledge at all levels of learning within IT domains. IBM provides thousands of 

courses through classroom, e-learning or blended learning formats.  

d. College for America, an initiative of Southern New Hampshire University, is a competency-based 

education model for working adults. It offers a flexibly-scheduled project-based curriculum 

leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees through a cost-controlled “all-you-can-learn” 

tuition model.  

e. The Urban Institute is mapping apprenticeships with the beta Credentials Framework to identify 

job functions and core competencies aligned to employer needs.  

6. To describe and assess what people know and are able to do as they learn.  

a. The National Governors Association’s Work-Based Learning Policy Academy includes 12 states 

engaged in promoting and adopting work-based learning as a practice for opportunity youth. 

Exploration of competencies as the foundation for translating work-based learning to 

credentials is a component of system design in several states. 

b. ACT’s Reconceptualizing Learning shifts the thinking from traditional learning models where 

students continuously attend school and complete a degree to one where informal learning at 

work, in service, and/or through life experiences is valued, assessed, and rewarded through 

translation to formal certification or through career advancement models. 

c. NILOA Assignment Library houses an online library of college-level resources including 

employer-recommended assignments that faculty can use to link their disciplines to 

proficiencies within the Degree Qualifications Profile.  

d. The VALUE Institute is a partnership between the American Association of Colleges and 

Universities (AAC&U) with Indiana University’s Center for Postsecondary Research. The Institute 

serves as a resource for higher education institutions to document, report, and use learning 

outcomes to improve student success.  

https://www.aacc.nche.edu/programs/workforce-economic-development/right-signals-initiative-2/
http://www.mc3.edu/component/content/article/87-about-us/news/8513-new-workshop-aims-to-help-adults-transition-into-college
https://www-03.ibm.com/services/learning/ites.wss/zz-en?pageType=page&c=a0011023
https://collegeforamerica.org/
https://innovativeapprenticeship.org/national-occupational-frameworks-2/
https://www.nga.org/cms/center/issues/eo/work-based-learning-apprenticeship
https://equityinlearning.act.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Informal-Learning-Lit-Review-Final-April-2016-1.pdf
https://www.assignmentlibrary.org/
https://www.aacu.org/VALUEInstitute
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7. Competency-based hiring is being adopted by some employers as part of their comprehensive 

talent-acquisition strategies.  

a. LinkedIn is using competency descriptors as the foundation for member profiles.  

b. Companies like Indeed are using predictive analytics to help sort and qualify potential 

employees. This would be difficult without competency-based data definitions.  

c. The National Network of Business and Industry Association’s cross-sector work (22 industry 

sectors participate), the National Retail Federation’s Rise Up, and Innovate+Educate, among 

others, are creating new employment paths based on competencies. 

d. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation’s Job Registry and Talent Pipeline Initiative are 

engaging employers and their partners across the country in developing a new demand-driven 

competency-based approach (using talent pipeline management) to close the skills gap.  

8. To translate learning from one credential to another, helping to produce stacked credentials and 

credential alignment with program learning outcomes to specific competencies found in job 

descriptions and to national and state licensure requirements. 

a. Using the beta Connecting Credentials Framework, ACT aligned WorkKeys (National Career 

Readiness Certificate) with the Manufacturing Skill Standards Council (MSSC) certification’s 

quality and safety modules, showing how the interface of both enhances the acquisition of 

employability skills in concert with manufacturing skills. This model is being used to build out 

similar analyses of other industry-driven credentials in order to create a scalable model of 

alignment that can be accessed through the Credential Engine and other platforms that are 

designed to leverage framework profiles. 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/behavioral-descriptors-options-job-competency-models-edward-cripe
https://businessroundtable.org/sites/default/files/Common%20Employability_asingle_fm.pdf
https://nrf.com/career-center/riseup
http://innovate-educate.org/
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/reports/clearer-signals-building-employer-led-job-registry-talent-pipeline-management
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/NCRC-Crosswalk-Research-2017-09.pdf

