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About This Paper

This paper draws on a review of promising practices for implementing stackable credentials
conducted for the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission (HEPC), which is
implementing a statewide approach to stackable credentials. The projected growth of occupations
requiring education and training beyond high school and the emergence of new workplace
technologies that may require workers to reskill and upskill throughout their lifetimes has
stimulated interest in short-term, career-focused credentials and stackable credentials, in which
each short-term credential that a person earns builds into a higher-level credential. This paper
can help postsecondary education institutions and states begin designing and implementing
stackable credential programs. It should be of interest to state education policymakers,
community college administrators, workforce development agencies, employer associations, and
other organizations focused on postsecondary access and economic mobility.

RAND Rural America Partnership

This work was conducted within the RAND Rural America Partnership, a collaboration
between RAND and public institutions, universities, and philanthropic organizations to identify
priorities and deliver evidence-based solutions for rural, remote, and Indigenous communities
nationwide. The partnership is part of RAND Education, Employment, and Infrastructure, a
division of RAND that aims to improve educational opportunity, economic prosperity, and civic
life for all. For more information about the RAND Rural America Partnership,
visit www.rand.org/rural-america. To learn more about RAND Education, Employment, and
Infrastructure, visit www.rand.org/eei or email EEI@rand.org.
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Promising Practices for Building Stackable Credential
Infrastructure

This paper presents nine promising practices that educational institutions and states can use
to design and implement stackable credentials, with case study examples illustrating each
practice. Although existing research links stacking credentials to earnings gains, it provides little
quantitative evidence—and no causal evidence—Ilinking design features of stackable credential
programs to program outcomes, such as rates of stacking among participants.! Thus, we draw on
qualitative evidence from researchers and practitioners who have helped institutions and states
design and implement stackable credentials.

This evidence includes RAND studies across three states that have focused on expanding
access to short-term credentials and developing policies to help make credentials stackable, as
well as reports and guides from researchers and practitioners who have interviewed and coached
stakeholders at individual community colleges and collaboratives of community colleges
engaged in efforts to develop stackable credentials (Daugherty et al., 2020; Daugherty et al.,
2023; Zaber, Phillips, and Daugherty, 2025). This literature describes practices that stakeholders
perceive as contributing to successful design and implementation of stackable credentials.
Although these cannot be described as evidence-based practices, they represent promising
practices that institutions and states should consider.

We offer these promising practices to postsecondary education institutions and state
education and workforce agencies so they can use them to design and implement education and
training pathways that lead to valuable credentials and good jobs.

Background

Acquiring education or training beyond high school is increasingly important for obtaining a
good job. The proportion of U.S. jobs that require education or training beyond high school will
increase from 68 percent in 2021 to 72 percent in 2031 (Carnevale et al., 2023). Many of these
will be middle skill jobs requiring some postsecondary education or training but less than a four-

! Quantitative evidence on design features associated with stacking includes the following:

e A study of students in career education programs at California community colleges found that students
in programs with explicit stackable features were 15 percentage points more likely to stack credentials
than those in programs with no stackable features (Bohn and McConville, 2018).

e A study of community college students in Ohio found that, when community colleges offer more sub-
baccalaureate programs within existing technical pathways, students who earned an initial certificate in
the pathway are more likely to continue and earn other certificates and degrees (Anderson and
Daugherty, 2023).



year degree. In addition, workplace technologies, such as robotics and artificial intelligence, are
reshaping tasks and skills required in many jobs, and these technologies may increase the need
for individuals to reskill and upskill throughout their lives (Cormier et al., 2022).

To meet these evolving workforce needs, colleges and other postsecondary education
providers offer a wide variety of credentials, including college certificates, industry certifications
or licenses, apprenticeships, and associate degrees (see Table 1). Short-term credentials can help
individuals to get entry-level jobs in such fields as health, information technology (IT), and
manufacturing (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2023). Although short-term
credentials are very accessible, research suggests that long-term credentials lead to greater labor
market returns (Minaya and Scott-Clayton, 2022). Individuals can blend the benefits of both
short-term and long-term credentials to realize larger wage gains and expanded job opportunities
by earning multiple credentials, or stacking credentials (Bohn, McConville, and Gibson, 2016;
Bohn, Jackson, and McConville, 2019; Daugherty and Anderson, 2021; Meyer, Bird, and
Castleman, 2025).



Table 1. Frequently Used Terms in This Paper

Term

Definition

Apprenticeship

Articulation agreement

Certificate

Credential

Credit for prior learning
(CPL)

Certification

License

Long-term credential
Non-credit education or
training

Short-term credential

Stackable credential

This is paid, structured, on-the-job learning with related classroom-based instruction. It
includes registered apprenticeship programs that are approved and overseen by the
U.S. Department of Labor or a state apprenticeship agency.

This is a formal agreement between two or more educational institutions specifying how
credits earned at one institution will be accepted by another institution toward its
programs.

A certificate is awarded by an educational institution on completion of a program of
study, including coursework, tests, or other performance evaluations. A certificate
typically confers college credit.

This is any certificate, degree, certification, license, registered apprenticeship
certificate, or badge awarded by a third party that verifies an individual's qualifications
or competence.

This is a method for awarding college credit for skills and knowledge that students may
have acquired outside a college setting, such as formal non-college learning, military
training, work experience, informal learning, volunteer work, and life experiences.

A certification is awarded by a non-governmental certification body based on an
examination demonstrating the knowledge, skills, and abilities to perform specific job.

A license is awarded by a government agency and grants the legal authority to perform
a specific job based on education, exams, or work experience.

This is a credential that requires more than one year and less time than a degree (i.e.,
two years) to complete.

This is instructional activity that does not culminate in formal credit applicable to a
certificate or degree.

This is a credential that requires less than one year of full-time study to complete.

This is a credential within a sequence of non-duplicative credentials that helps an
individual progress in a career or educational pathway.

SOURCE: Features information from Apprenticeship USA, undated; Center for American Progress, 2011; National
Center for Education Statistics, undated; Association for Career and Technical Education, 2024; Soler et al., 2024;

Bahr et al., 2022.

Stacking credentials can take many forms. Some individuals first earn a short-term certificate

at a college and then go on to earn a long-term certificate, associate degree, or bachelor’s

degree.? Others earn a non-credit certificate, industry certification, or license, and then earn a

college credit-bearing certificate or degree.®> Students who go on to stack credentials to the

degree level see the highest earnings gains, although the evidence suggests wide variation in

gains across fields of study (Bohn, Jackson, and McConville, 2019; Daugherty and Anderson,

2 The research we reviewed for this paper generally uses the terms “short-term” and “long-term” to indicate the
amount of time needed to earn a credential, and we follow this convention. The term short-term generally means
credentials requiring less than a year of full-time study to complete, while long-term refers to certificates that require
a year of full-time study or longer (Bosworth, 2010).

3 For example, Michigan and West Virginia allow individuals to earn college credit for individuals who complete
registered apprenticeship programs (Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Opportunity, 2025b; West

Virginia Legislature, 2024).



2021; Meyer, Bird, and Castleman, 2025). Both the first Trump administration and the Biden
administration identified stackable credentials as a strategy to help individuals access good jobs
(Pallasch, 2020; White House, 2023), and the second Trump administration has reaffirmed short-
term credentials and stackable credentials as a pillar of its talent strategy (U.S. Department of
Labor, 2025).

Short-term credentials can create on-ramps into college for students who may not be
interested in traditional degree programs. When coursework is aligned across credentials and
counts toward multiple credentials, students have clear opportunities to continue or return to
college to gain additional skill sets and earn longer-term credentials. Students who need to work
during college can use a short-term credential to begin working in their fields while they
continue with longer-term credentials. Many students drop out of college before completing
degrees, and short-term credentials increase the likelihood that these students leave with some
type of credential with labor market value (Daugherty et al., 2020).

Despite these potential benefits, existing research suggests that the proportion of certificate-
earners who stack credentials is relatively small, although it may be larger in states that have
made deliberate investments in stackable credentials and related strategies. A 2017 study found
that 5 percent of Americans who earned a postsecondary certificate in the 2014-2015 academic
year went on to stack credentials (Bailey and Belfield, 2017). In California, 23 percent of
community college students who earned short-term certificates in the five largest career technical
or vocational fields between the 2000-2001 and 2013-2014 academic years earned another
credential within three years (Bohn and McConville, 2018). In Ohio, the proportion of students
who earned a certificate in one of three key fields—health care, information technology, and
manufacturing and engineering technology—in 2013 and went on to stack credentials ranged
from 33 percent in health care to 59 percent in IT (Daugherty et al., 2020). In Indiana, more than
70 percent of individuals who earned a for-credit certificate from 2010-2015 went on to earn a
second for-credit credential within six years, with the majority earning an associate or bachelor’s
degree (Zaber, Phillips, and Daugherty, 2025).

The implementation of stackable credentials programs depends on a variety of policy options
and tools that are relevant for all kinds of credentials (e.g., using labor market information, credit
for prior learning, advising, and statewide transfer agreements). Thus, the promising practices we
present are diverse and can be implemented separately or jointly (for institutional practices, see
Box 1; for state practices, see Box 9). Each practice requires resources, meaning that institutions
and states will need to prioritize practices most aligned with their goals. Existing evidence on the
costs and benefits of these practices is currently insufficient to aid such a prioritization, but this
is a critical area for future policy-focused research.



Promising Practices for Educational Institutions

Box 1. Promising Practices in This Section

Embed short-term credentials into longer-term programs.

Ensure each credential provides labor market value.

Facilitate credit for prior learning, including non-credit to credit transfer.
Provide high-quality information and advising.

Provide wraparound supports, including help with basic needs and basic skills.
Streamline approval processes for new programs.

Embed Short-Term Credentials into Longer-Term Programs

To create stackable credential programs, educational institutions can embed short-term
certificates or industry certifications into long-term certificate or degree programs (for an
example, see Box 2) (Ganzglass, 2014). To help students progress through these programs,
institutions should create clear, well-defined sequences of courses and shorter-term credentials
that stack to longer-term credentials and degrees. This effort means designing short-term
credentials so that students can upgrade them to longer-term credentials with additional
coursework or breaking long-term credentials into stackable components, all while explicitly
communicating this effort to students.

Box 2. Offering Short-Term Credentials That Stack: Lorain County Community College

Ohio’s Lorain County Community College’s Fast-Track programs serve as on-ramps to careers and long-term
credentials. These programs offer certificates that can be completed in 16 weeks, stack directly into a one-year
certificate or associate degree pathway, and prepare students for entry-level roles in industries with projected
growth in the region. For example, a Fast-Track certificate in computer networking prepares students for the
CompTIA A+ certification examination and can lead to a one-year certificate and an associate’s degree in applied
science in electronic engineering technology. Fast-Track programs begin in all semesters, and Lorain County
Community College leverages state-based grants and other financial supports to offer the programs at no cost to
students.

SOURCE: Lorain County Community College, undated; White, 2024.

Research suggests that students in programs with these features stack credentials at higher
rates than students in programs with no defined sequence of stackable credentials (Bohn and
McConville, 2018). When embedding industry credentials into long-term programs, institutions
should seek to align program content with industry certification or licensure standards and
provide support to help students complete the industry assessment and earn the certification or
license in addition to the college credential.

Some short-term credentials may not easily stack toward a long-term credential. For
example, a CompTIA A+ certification in computer networking and security may stack to a short-



or long-term certificate in IT or engineering, while a phlebotomy certification may not align with
entry-level requirements for other longer-term health care certification programs. Institutions
may need to offer non-stackable short-term credentials to meet workforce needs, but they should
prioritize other credentials when creating stackable credential programs.

Ensure Each Credential Provides Labor Market Value

Educational institutions should take action to help ensure that stackable credentials
embedded in applied fields provide labor market value (for an example, see Box 3). Federal
requirements for such programs as the Strengthening Career and Technical Education for the
21st Century Act (Perkins V) and the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act explicitly
require institutions focus on high-demand fields and regular employer engagement (Cushing et
al., 2019). Institutions can use regional and local labor market data, such as employment trends
from state agencies and job postings from proprietary sources (e.g., Lightcast), to identify
occupations with job growth and good earnings and design credentials that help students gain
access to these occupations (Fuller et al., 2025). When using labor market data, institutions
should consider the potential trade-off between designing programs closely tailored to the local
labor market and broader state or national demand (Munip and Klein-Collins, 2023; Van Noy,
Hughes, and Bjorn, 2023).

Box 3. Using Labor Market Data: Monroe Community College

New York State’s Monroe Community College (MCC) has a national reputation for using data to understand the
local economy and develop workforce credentials. MCC uses multiple types of data, including traditional labor
market data, job postings, and focus groups with local employers, to ensure that skills imparted by its programs
meet local labor market needs. For example, MCC used local labor market data to identify a gap between job
openings and precision tooling and machining graduates, create an accelerated version of an existing certificate
program to fill the gap, and inform students about wage growth that they can expect in a field. MCC also analyzes
state unemployment insurance data to understand employment outcomes for credit and non-credit students.

SOURCE: Davidson et al., 2019.

Institutions should also gather input from employers to help ensure credentials have labor
market value (for an example, see Box 4). This effort requires close and regular contact with
industry stakeholders (e.g., employers, industry associations, economic development
organizations) to obtain information about the skills and competencies that local employers need
to inform the design of programs (Munip and Klein-Collins, 2023). Employer involvement in
developing credentials spans a continuum: Some programs are designed by institutions with
some industry input, while others are designed entirely outside the institution using off-the-shelf,
industry-developed curricula or state-dictated content (Van Noy, Hughes, and Bjorn, 2023). If
employers are involved in the design and development of stackable credential programs, the use



of a strategy (e.g., the Business & Industry Leadership Team model or the Developing a
Curriculum method) can help build deep engagement (Jyotishi, 2022).

Box 4. Engaging Employers: Columbus State Community College

Ohio’s Columbus State Community College has deliberately engaged with regional employers to strengthen
programs that prepare students for the region’s key industries, including health care, advanced manufacturing,
biotechnology, and IT. In addition to convening a Workforce Advisory Council, which consists of chief talent
officers from the region’s largest employers, the college hired business executives in residence to monitor trends
in the key industries, maintain relationships with employers, assist with curriculum design, and provide strategic
guidance. The college also restructured its programs into strategic areas that reflect the key industries and
assigned a project manager to align credit and non-credit programs in each region.

SOURCE: Nzau and Palmer, 2024.

Another important focus of employer engagement should be ensuring ongoing feedback on
the quality of the program and alignment with employer expectations. Institutions should use
data from program completers (e.g., alumni survey, state data systems that combine education
records and earnings from state unemployment insurance records) and feedback from employer
partners to learn how well a given credential improves earnings for those who complete it and
prepares workers to meet employer needs.

Work-based learning opportunities, such as co-op programs, internships, clinical placements,
and apprenticeships, are another way to increase the labor market value of programs and the
alignment with emerging employer needs. These experiences can help students stay motivated
and persist through programs, gain workplace skills, adapt to rapidly evolving technology, and
transition from education and training to work (Cormier et al., 2022). Earn-and-learn models,
which combine paid work experience with instruction, can provide funding to help students
afford the cost of programs (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Career, Technical, and
Adult Education, 2021). Moreover, some forms of work-based learning—such as internships,
apprenticeships, and sectoral training programs that involve work-based learning—have been
linked to employment or earnings gains (Torpey-Saboe, Leigh, and Clayton, 2022; U.S.
Department of Labor, 2023).

Incorporating these experiences requires intensive collaboration with employers. To support
work-based learning, institutions should consider creating new roles to build relationships with
employers to scale up work-based learning and simulate work situations at the institution to build
workplace skills (Cormier et al., 2022).

Facilitate Credit for Prior Learning, Including Transfer from Non-Credit to Credit

Educational institutions should facilitate CPL for experiences that convey college-level
knowledge and competencies in stackable credential coursework. CPL allows individuals to
build on non-credit coursework and industry training to make faster progress toward college



credentials (Bahr et al., 2022). CPL may be awarded through exams, portfolio assessments,
credit for military experience, and reviews of external training, licenses, or certifications. For
example, an institution that serves a large veteran population could prioritize awarding credit for
the Joint Services Transcript, which documents military education and training (Palmer and
Nguyen, 2019). To facilitate CPL, institutions should build understanding of and buy-in for CPL
processes from leadership, faculty, and advisers. Institutions should consider prioritizing CPL for
experiences relevant to the institution’s student population.

Historically, many institutions separated their credit and non-credit divisions and treated non-
credit and credit students differently, creating barriers to non-credit-to-credit transfers (Education
Strategy Group, 2020). Research suggests that few non-credit students transition to for-credit
programs (Bahr et al., 2022). Institutions can use multiple strategies to facilitate non-credit to
credit transfer. They can create bridge tools that help students receive credit for industry-focused,
non-credit learning when transitioning to for-credit programs within the same institution
(Education Strategy Group, 2020).

Institutions can also take steps to align non-credit and credit learning to make non-credit
coursework more transferrable: They can align non-credit and for-credit program curricula;
engage full-time, for-credit faculty in creating curricula and competencies for non-credit
programs; and offer professional development to for-credit and non-credit instructors to build
shared expectations about the competencies to be taught in both types of programs (Price and
Sedlak, 2018). These actions can help create permeability between non-credit and credit
programs so all learners can acquire the education and training they need (for an example, see
Box 5).

Box 5. Facilitating Non-Credit-to-Credit Transfer: Prince George’s Community College

Maryland’s Prince George’s Community College created a new division to bring together credit programs, non-
credit programs, and student services. “Faculty from non-credit and credit programs began working together to
analyze labor market data, plan new offerings, launch them in non-credit programs, and expand them to credit
programs. Faculty and curriculum are shared across programs.” The college used credit by exam as its CPL
method and developed a matrix to show potential credit awards based on exams. The college also sought to
remove “credit” and “non-credit” labels on students and granted non-credit students access to such resources as
the college’s computer lab, library, and gym.

SOURCE: Education Strategy Group, 2020.

Provide High-Quality Information and Advising

Stackable credential options increase the complexity of potential students’ decisions. Thus,
educational institutions should provide information on the length, cost, financial assistance, and
career opportunities associated with stackable credentials (Education Strategy Group, 2023). One
way to present this information is visually in a career map or pathways map that depicts each
credential in a pathway (for examples, see Box 6 and Figure 1) and the longer-term credential to



which it leads (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education,
2021). Marketing materials should use terms that students understand and care about, such as
affordability, saving time, and employability. Institutions should obtain student feedback on
marketing materials and use it to improve information and advising in the future. Information
and marketing about CPL and stackable credentials should be integrated into recruitment and
initial advising sessions, and credit should be awarded automatically wherever possible (Palmer
and Nguyen, 2019).

Box 6. Providing Pathways Maps: Ohio Community Colleges

The Ohio Department of Higher Education developed a fillable pathways map template that community colleges
can customize. The template allows colleges to enter an industry credential that is eligible for college credit,
college courses for which credit is awarded, and college programs that include the courses. Colleges can also
upload their logos and other marketing information to the template. Thus, the template provides a customizable
visual representation of the path to a college credential or degree that begins with an industry credential.

SOURCE: Ohio Department of Higher Education, undated.

Figure 1. Pathways Map Template for Ohio Community Colleges

Get College Credit for your Industry Credential!

'l D t t of
k\ ?Zﬁf,o’ Hie;::r?::ca:ion

General Marketing Language, contact info Enter Program Name

College Courses Awarded
Your industry credential can save you
time and money!

Ay

Enter Credential Name

SOURCE: Reproduced from Ohio Department of Higher Education, undated.



CPL processes may be complex and many students are unaware of CPL at their institutions.
Therefore, institutions should train advisers on CPL processes and stackable credentials or hire
specialized advisers to ensure that students with prior learning have their learning evaluated and
connected to their program (for an example, see Box 7) (Palmer and Nguyen, 2019). To help
students equitably access stackable credential programs, institutions can partner with community
organizations to recruit students—especially those who did not have a good experience with
education in the past or who may be intimidated by college—and provide services that help meet
basic needs (Munip and Klein-Collins, 2023).

Box 7. Providing Credit for Prior Learning Advising: Northwest State Community College

Ohio’s Northwest State Community College strengthened CPL advising and automated awarding of some CPL in
its manufacturing program. The college informed students about CPL when they first met with their advisers. The
advisers referred CPL-eligible students to a coach responsible for helping students prove their college-equivalent
learning to faculty and obtain CPL credit. In addition, the college automatically awarded credit for an industrial
safety course to students who had worked on the manufacturing floor at local employers for a designated amount
of time.

SOURCE: Palmer, Nguyen, and Love, 2020.

Students may be unaware of all credentials within a stackable credential pathway, and
administrative processes for receiving credentials may impose an additional burden on students
who already face an array of challenges (Bonilla and Minaya, 2024). Where possible, institutions
should substitute automated processes for student-driven processes. For example, institutions can
use degree audit software to identify when students have completed coursework and
automatically award credentials (Credential as You Go, 2023). This kind of automation can help
ensure that students receive short-term credentials within stackable credential pathways and the
labor market value they provide.

Provide Wraparound Supports, including Help with Basic Needs and Basic Skills

Short-term credential programs and stackable pathways serve a broad variety of individuals,
including working adults (Smalley, 2023). Institutions can design programs to better support these
students. For example, institutions can schedule courses to accommodate working students and
group students into cohorts for class scheduling and advising. They can also collaborate with
employers or apprenticeship programs to offer classroom instruction at worksites or online, in the
evening or other non-work hours, or during employer-paid release time (Tesfai, 2019). Online
options for courses may be valuable in ensuring access, although institutions need to provide well-
structured courses and supports for online learners (Acosta, Palmer, and Romo-Gonzales, 2021).

Institutions should consider using benefits navigators to help students access federal, state,
and local public benefits, such as nutrition and housing assistance, that address their basic needs
(Geary, 2022). In addition, they should consider offering free or subsidized child care,
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transportation to worksites, and academic or career advising tailored to students’ needs.
Programs that offer financial support and enhanced student support, such as comprehensive
advising, tutoring, and a first-year seminar, to community college students have been shown to
increase degree receipt and transfer to four-year colleges (Murray, 2025).

Individuals who enroll in short-term and stackable programs may also need support with
basic reading, writing, and math skills to help them succeed in programs. As part of their efforts
to support students in stackable credential programs, educational institutions should provide
contextualized instruction in basic skills. Contextualized instruction means teaching basic skills,
such as reading, math, and spoken English, against the backdrop of subject matter to which the
skills need to be applied (for an example, see Box 8) (Wachen at al., 2012). It contrasts with the
traditional sequential model, where students must complete basic skills instruction before starting
occupational training. Institutions should consider using the Integrated Education and Training
model, which couples contextualized education with training in a specific occupation or industry
and support services to help participants achieve their educational and employment goals
(Bergson-Shilcock, 2016).

Box 8. Providing Contextualized Instruction in Basic Skills: Washington State’s I-BEST
Programs

Washington State’s Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) programs couple basic skills
instruction with for-credit career and technical education courses leading to a short-term certificate. The
certificates prepare students for jobs that meet wage thresholds established by the state and longer credentials
within a pathway. I-BEST uses the Integrated Education and Training model: I-BEST programs are taught jointly
by a career and technical education instructor and a basic skills instructor and include support courses or labs that
focus on study skills and orient students to college. I-BEST participants were more likely than students in a
comparison group to earn a certificate and earn college credits.

SOURCE: Bergson-Shilcock, 2016; Wachen et al., 2011; Zeidenberg, Cho, and Jenkins, 2010.

Stackable credentials have been conceptualized as a means of promoting economic mobility
for low-income, low-skilled adult workers. Nevertheless, some analysts have expressed concerns
that they could divert participants into short-term, low-paying credentials. For example, a study
of the Health Professions Pathways Consortium, which offered a stackable credentials pathway
to students at nine community colleges across five states, found that Black and Latino
participants earned longer-term credentials (i.e., long-term certificates and associate degrees) at
substantially lower rates than Asian and White participants (Giani and Fox, 2017). The study
highlights the need to provide high-quality information, advising, and wraparound supports to
ensure that students have sufficient resources to identify and complete their desired pathway.

11



Streamline Approval Processes for New Programs

New programs often require review by an institution, state, and accreditor, which can
frequently take six months to a year. While the latter two processes are out of the control of the
institution, institutions can shorten internal timelines for program approval. Within an institution,
several departments may need to review a new program. These factors create barriers to designing
and revising programs that meet labor market demand. To facilitate the creation of stackable
credential programs, institutions should review approval processes for new programs within the
institution and identify ways to streamline approval. For example, institutional representatives in
one study recommended creating a repository of preapproved templates to guide creation of new
programs and minimize administrative processing time (Daugherty et al., 2023).

Promising Practices for States

Box 9. Promising Practices in This Section

o Establish and use standards for credentials of value.
o Create statewide transfer and articulation agreements.
o Provide institutions with resources to design and implement stackable credential programs.

Establish and Use Standards for Credentials of Value

To help ensure that stackable credentials provide labor market value, states should establish
standards for credentials of value and use them to guide program reviews and funding decisions.
Various organizations have developed frameworks for measuring the quality of non-degree
credentials (for an example, see Box 10). Examples of criteria within these frameworks include
employment and earnings gains associated with a credential, the extent to which the credential
stacks to longer-term credentials, affordability and completion rates of the credential program,
and competencies gained through the credential (Van Noy, Scovill, and Boyd, 2024). States can
align financial assistance with demonstrated credential value or make it contingent on that value.

Box 10. Using Standards of Value to Assess and Fund Credentials: Indiana

Indiana’s Top Jobs system uses data on an occupation’s job openings, stability, employment growth, and earnings
to assign occupations one to five stars (see Figure 2). In addition, it provides supplementary information on an
occupation’s transferability across industries, potential for advancement, likelihood of offering full-time hours and
benefits, and exposure to technological advancements and changing skills. The system was designed to help
increase wages across the state by guiding individuals toward higher-wage occupations. State agencies and their
partners also use the system to make decisions about programs and provide information to customers, such as
students in kindergarten through grade 12, adult education participants, and workforce center users. For example,
occupations with a Top Jobs ranking of three or more stars are automatically eligible for the state’s Eligible
Training Provider List.

SOURCE: Indiana Department of Workforce Development, 2025.
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Figure 2. Screenshot from Indiana’s Top Jobs Webpage

* Select an Area: 1 am looking for a career in:
Indiana v S
Sort By: |Highest Demand v
Refine Results -

Top Jobs Average View
B Job Title Search Jobs Education 9 Find Training
DR OUtoOk: Ranking Salary Video
i Electricians ® Job Postings Postseondary cenfleate or some $67,891.00 u
) dkekkk college courses
2.8 4 -
*k Industrial Machinery Mechanics :;Té;:zz:f:g cerficate;orsome $67,974.00 n
@] *
1)
EducatiomLeyel; * Construction and Building © Job Postings Post-secondary certificate or some $65.499.00 u
O Any Inspectors g college courses U 9
O No formal education or less than high school o
ivalen: Flecticel and Electronics Post-secondary certificate or some
caaEney * Repeirets, Gommerdaland colle ecoursg $65,520.00 u
O High school equivalency Industrial Equipment 9
O Associate's degree §
O Bachelor's degree %  EnergyAuditors :;Té::igﬁf:e’z cerlificats/or.some $65,499.00 u
O Advanced degree (includes Master's,
Professional, and Doctoral degrees) 2 Engine and Other Machine P — Post-secondary certificate or some $67,080.00 u
@® Post-secondary certificate or some college K Assemblers o college courses T g
courses E tive S | Post- d rtificate
xecutive Secretaries and ost-secondary certificate or some =
Job Postings 61,922.00 Trainin
Salary Level: * Executive Administrative Assistants college courses s u
O An . )
y * Farmers, Ranchers, and Other Post-secondary certificate or some $60,963.00 u
O Under $30K Agricultural Managers college courses

SOURCE: Reproduced from Indiana Department of Workforce Development, undated.

Create Statewide Transfer and Articulation Agreements

To simplify the process of transferring credit across institutions and non-credit-to-credit
articulation, states should establish statewide articulation agreements that standardize how
transfer credit and articulated credit are awarded (for an example, see Box 11). Common course
numbering systems and learning outcomes across two- and four-year institutions can clarify for
students and counselors which courses are equivalent across institutions, help students
understand how courses transfer and apply to degree completion, help students make informed
course selections that support degree completion, and help students avoid taking excess units on
their path to degrees. However, statewide standardization comes at a cost because such policies
limit faculty freedom to tailor curriculum to a particular cohort of students or current events.
Some examples of states with common course numbering systems across two- and four-year
institutions include Florida and Texas, which have had their systems in place for decades, and
New Mexico, which implemented its system to improve the process of transferring courses
between the state’s public and Tribal Colleges (Rivera, Couturier, and Kadlec, 2022).
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Box 11. Creating Statewide Articulation Agreements: Florida

Florida created statewide articulation agreements that award credit toward associate degrees for industry
certifications. The agreements establish minimum amounts of credit institutions must grant and indicate the
evidence needed to establish credit eligibility. The state created a process to review the agreements annually.
The State Board of Education adopts a list of in-demand industry certifications, the Florida Department of
Education maps the certifications to associate degrees, and faculty curriculum committees at each institution
affirm that the school will award credit for the certification and determine the amount of credit.

SOURCE: Education Strategy Group, 2020.

Finally, states should consider convening institutions to create a consistent CPL policy, with
the goal of ensuring students that they will receive credit for their non-credit experience at any
institution across the state (Palmer and Nguyen, 2019).

Provide Institutions with Resources to Design and Implement Stackable Credential
Programs

With shifting labor markets and rising interest in short-term, career-focused training, several
states have been providing financial support for short-term credentials. As of 2023, 28 states had
allocated at least $3.8 billion to initiatives that supported short-term credentials (Murphy, 2024).
By 2025, these numbers increased to 34 states that allocated at least $8.1 billion to short-term
credentials. Of these states, 15 provided funding to institutions to build capacity and develop
short-term credentials aligned with workforce needs (Murphy, 2025). Such initiatives help
institutions meet the cost of designing and implementing credentials of value, which include
faculty and staff time for planning, market research, and building relations with local employers;
compensating instructors at a level that competes with industry; providing up-to-date equipment
and instructional resources; and hiring advisers and benefits navigators to support students
(Daugherty et al., 2023).

States should provide funding to help institutions meet the costs of designing and
implementing credentials of value and stackable credentials (for examples, see Box 12).
Nevertheless, initiatives that provided funding directly to institutions to develop short-term
credentials were relatively rare. Nearly twice as many states (i.e., 29 states) provided financial
support for short-term credentials in the form of student financial aid—either directly to students
or through institutions—than provided financial support for capacity-building and short-term
credential development (Murphy, 2025).
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Box 12. Investing in Short-Term Credentials: lowa and Ohio

In 2025, states provided resources to design and implement short-term, career-focused credentials through a
variety of channels, including developing new credentials, scaling up existing programs, and expanding or
upgrading training facilities, equipment, and supports. Tennessee allocated $6.3 million to create a micro-
credentialing program that will develop short-term, industry-aligned certifications. Maryland announced

$10.5 million in funding to scale up the Employment Advancement Right Now (EARN), an industry-led, regionally
focused program that provides in-demand skills training to incumbent workers and unemployed or underemployed
individuals. Michigan committed $107 million to train 5,000 new infrastructure workers by 2030. Its Statewide
Infrastructure Workforce Plan includes expanding the existing apprenticeship and training programs and
supporting access to such services as child care and transportation, which reduce barriers to employment. To
build infrastructure for short-term, career-focused credentials, lowa awarded community colleges $3.9 million to
expand career and technical education programs, renovate facilities, and build regional career centers, while Ohio
allocated $300 million for career and technical education facilities and equipment upgrades. These examples
suggest that states can invest in short-term, career-focused credentials through different channels and levels of
funding.

SOURCE: Maryland Department of Labor, 2024; Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Opportunity,
2025a; Murphy, 2025.

The growth of occupations requiring education and training beyond high school and the
emergence of new workplace technologies that may require continuous reskilling and upskilling
have stimulated interest in stackable credentials. Research indicates that stacking credentials can
lead to wage gains, and recent presidential administrations have emphasized stackable
credentials as means to help individuals access good jobs. Educational institutions and states can
use promising practices in this paper to create opportunities to earn stackable credentials. In
addition, this paper has highlighted the need to build evidence on best practices, and trade-offs
between best practices, for educational institutions and states. Institutions, postsecondary
education systems, and leaders at the state and federal government levels should collaborate with
researchers to build this evidence.
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