Alternative Digital Credentials: Don’t reinvent the wheel, fix it if it’s broken! 

Interest in digital and micro credentialing has been on the rise for some time. The key drivers of this interest is the growth in learning opportunities from unconventional sources and the non-formal sector. Other reasons for this interest have to do with a demand from employers for more and different kinds of information about learning achievement that is provided on the usual qualifications certification and transcripts. They also include the affordances of digital technologies for capturing such information and disseminating them reliably across platforms and domains.

Proponents of alternative digital credentials (ADCs) suggest that digital and micro-credentials are the way of the future. ADCs may take the form of a digital passport, an eportfolio or a 3D CV. Any of these is intended to contain a lot more information on a person’s competencies than what is often available in a graduation diploma or a transcript. This kind of information will include such things as products of one’s activities, critical reflections on their learning experiences, and testimonials from others.

Some of the claims and misconceptions
However, claims such as “the conventional academic transcript is dead”; “ADCs will transform the relationship between higher education institutions, learners and society” and “Universities and colleges that do not adopt ADCs will begin to experience a slow decline in their market position and support” are not only alarmist but somewhat misguided.

The academic certificate and its associated transcript are the result of hundreds of years of practice. Their worth and value are underpinned by a great deal of regulation, and quality assurance, all of which is open to examination and scrutiny if anyone chose to scrutinize the syllabus and outlines of courses on an academic transcript to find out more about their scope and coverage.

Equally concerning are suggestions that “micro-credentials and digital badges can be used to influence motivation and learning, and contribute to student retention in higher education”, because all of these outcomes can be captured, and achieved by the current academic transcript and our approaches to certification. Therefore, I would suggest that the conventional academic certification and transcript is not dead, nor dying.

I accept that current academic certificate and transcript may not be perfect, and that there is a need to capture more than what is on a typical academic transcript. It can, and should be redesigned to capture a lot more than what it currently does. So let’s redesign it to get it to do what we want it to do. Let’s not reinvent the wheel, or throw away the baby with the bathwater!

The idea of ADCs and micro-credentials is not new.  We have known of this idea as portfolios, always sitting alongside one’s formal academic certificate and transcript. What is new about ADCs, as we know them now is their digital nature and what is possible to capture in this format, and allow it to be shared widely. ADCs also enable credentialing of smaller chunks of work unlike a certificate or transcript which is awarded only after completion of a larger program of study. 

In an age when learning is possible in a much larger arena that extends far beyond the conventional houses of learning, ADCs provide a useful way of capturing these learning opportunities for submission to formal learning arrangements and recognition of  prior learning.

Herein lies the greatest benefit of ADCs, micro-credentials and badges for open learning systems. Open education institutions are premised on the principles of open access to learning opportunities regardless of one’s prior knowledge and qualifications, ability to pay, their time, pace and place of study. As such open educational institutions serve a crucial socio-economic and political function. For without them, aspirations such as “education for all” is a pipe dream. Because, there isn’t enough capacity in the formal education sector to meet the demand, let alone the aspirational targets of organizations such as the United Nations and its SDGs. But then the formal education sector is not the only place for education and training. Learning is taking place everywhere and all the time. 

For open educational institutions, ADCs and micro credentials offer possibilities for recognizing and rewarding learning from a wider variety of sources, and in so doing helping them achieve the goals and aspirations of the education for all agenda. The challenge is how to capture this kind of learning so that a valid record of it can be created, reliably shared and honored among stakeholders.

The Blockchain technology offers some promise. Think of blockchain as an electronic spreadsheet, a ledger or database of sorts which allows for the permanent and immutable record of anything of value such as your academic qualification or profile, sitting on multiple computers on the internet. It is like an Internet of Things, except that these are things of universal value that can be shared by all. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]That’s how the technology works, but that’s not the whole story. Whatever is stored and shared on this giant distributed electronic ledger needs verifiable criteria and standards. In relation to ADCs and micro-credentials, these will include a definition of the form and function of this record; types of information it will carry; how these records or badges are compared if they happened to vary and carry different kinds of information; and how will we guarantee their security in a digital environment. And oh, they have to be digital. But bear in mind that more than half the population of planet earth does not (and will not for a long time yet) have access to digital and networked technologies. They couldn’t be part of this network if this record were to be digital only.

These are not easy questions to answer. They take a great deal of time and effort. Academic Qualifications Authorities and Frameworks have struggled with these issues in various jurisdictions. A sensible pathway for the moment, is to accept that “while ADCs will not replace transcripts, they can be used in close combination with them and with non-degree learning projects”. But then, we have always done that in the form of portfolios (both printed and digital) to support our competencies and candidacy in all kinds of situations and for all kinds of purposes. There is not much new about that idea? Is there?
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