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College Credit for Industry

Credentials

Identifying Who Might Benefit and
Strategies for Outreach

any individuals in the United States can benefit from upskilling and reskilling in such
fields as advanced manufacturing, information technology (IT), and health (e.g., Itz-
kowitz, 2021; National Conference of State Legislatures, 2023). To establish on-ramps

into college and build on the knowledge and skills that individuals bring with them,
many colleges offer credit for prior learning (CPL). For example, a student who enters college with
an advanced manufacturing certificate or a license in practical nursing may receive college credit
for those industry credentials. CPL initiatives aim to increase college enrollment, persistence, and
completion by saving individuals time and money on duplicative coursework and conveying to
individuals—particularly those who are older and working—that the relevant knowledge and skills
they bring are valued (Kilgore, 2020; Klein-Collins et al., 2020; Lakin et al., 2015; Palmer, Nguyen,
and Love, 2021).

In this report, we aim to identify which individuals might be the most likely to use and benefit
from opportunities to receive college credit for industry credentials. We also explore the types of
outreach and practices that might help promote college credit for industry credentials. The Ohio
Department of Higher Education (ODHE) has been a leader in scaling statewide CPL initiatives, and
in 2021, the state began offering college credit for industry credentials. We partnered with ODHE
to build evidence on CPL and inform the agency’s efforts to roll out the new initiative. Our findings
may also be relevant to state agencies and college systems across the United States that are pursuing
similar CPL initiatives.

As we describe in Box 1, local college programs and faculty have led decisionmaking about CPL
opportunities and processes, but in recent decades, state agencies and college systems are taking
on bigger roles in standardizing and streamlining CPL opportunities and processes across public
postsecondary institutions (Daugherty et al., 2023; Kilgore, 2020; Klein-Collins et al., 2020; Lakin
et al., 2015; McKay and Douglas, 2020; Sherman, Klein-Collins, and Palmer, 2012; Soler et al., 2024).
These centralized CPL initiatives can help ensure that all colleges offer a common set of CPL oppor-
tunities and support efforts to build greater awareness and take-up of CPL opportunities.


https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA4918-1.html
https://www.rand.org/

KEY FINDINGS

e Approximately 11.1 million adults in the U.S. workforce and 475,000 adults in Ohio’s workforce
hold an industry credential and do not have a college degree according to data from the Current
Population Survey.

¢ Individuals with an industry credential and no degree are more likely to be male, be Black or Hispanic, and
live in a rural area.

e Fewer than one in four individuals we surveyed with an industry credential may be likely to enroll in college
(i.e., perceive college as valuable and face no barriers to enroliment).

e The opportunity to earn college credit for industry credentials was only compelling for survey and inter-
view respondents who perceived value in college credentials.

¢ Individuals we surveyed with an industry credential in Ohio consider websites and personal communica-
tion from friends, family members, and employers as more-valuable and more-trusted sources of informa-
tion than social media and traditional marketing about such opportunities.

e The most common approaches Ohio community colleges use to promote credit for industry cre-
dentials are (1) websites, (2) one-on-one advising for incoming students, and (3) broad training of
student-facing staff.

e The Ohio Department of Higher Education promotes credit for industry credentials through (1) trainings for
college staff and faculty, (2) institution-facing and public-facing websites, (3) visual maps that link credit
for industry credentials to degrees and careers, and (4) marketing.

We leveraged data from surveys, interviews, credit (see Box 1). We examine evidence on

and discussions with stakeholders to address the which sources of information and messengers

following questions: industry trainees look to for information on
training and education.

3. What kinds of outreach practices did Ohio

college staff and state leaders use to inform

1. Who holds industry credentials, and which
of these individuals might be the most likely
to enroll in college? Relatively little is known

about who might be eligible for college credit
for industry credentials (see Box 1). In this
report, we estimate the number of individu-
als in the United States and Ohio who hold an
industry credential and do not hold a college
degree. We then describe the extent to which

individuals about credit for industry cre-
dentials? To illustrate options for outreach
at the college and state levels, we describe the
approaches used to provide outreach regard-
ing credit for industry credentials by Ohio
state leaders and community college staff.

In the next section, we provide a brief descrip-
tion of the data sources we drew on to answer the
three research questions. We then describe our

individuals with industry credentials might
be interested in attending college and face
barriers to attending.

. What types of outreach about credit for findings and conclude with our takeaways from
industry credentials might be valuable? this work for states and colleges across the coun-
Awareness of CPL is a major barrier, and try that are pursuing initiatives to award credit for
strong outreach is important to ensure that industry credentials.

eligible students take up the opportunity for




BOX 1
An Overview of College Credit for Prior Learning

What Is Credit for Prior Learning?

Colleges in the United States have awarded CPL for more than 50 years (Sherman, Klein-Collins, and Palmer,
2012). CPL opportunities include credit for military training, credit for high school exams, credit for noncredit
coursework, and credit for industry credentials. Industry certifications and licenses are commonly aligned with
programs in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields, such as engineering technology,
IT, and health care (Klein-Collins et al., 2020; McKay and Douglas, 2020; Palmer and Nguyen, 2019; Soler et al.,
2024). For example, a CompTIA or Cisco credential might exempt a student from one or more college courses
in IT certificate and degree programs. In health care, a licensed practical nurse can receive credit for a national
licensure exam and make quicker progress to becoming a registered nurse with a college degree. Historically,
college faculty have largely determined CPL opportunities and processes at the local level, and colleges vary
widely in the degree to which they have adopted and prioritized CPL opportunities (Klein-Collins et al., 2020;
Lakin et al., 2015; Palmer and Nguyen, 2019).

Who Receives, Who Benefits, and Who Is Eligible for Credit for Prior Learning?

Several studies have documented who receives CPL, and those studies have shown that those who receive CPL
have better college completion outcomes (Kilgore, 2020; Klein-Collins, 2010; Klein-Collins et al., 2020). For
example, one study found that across 72 institutions, approximately 11 percent of students received CPL (Klein-
Collins et al., 2020). The students who received CPL were less likely to be female, less likely to be Black, and less
likely to be adult learners. Broad evidence on CPL participation and outcomes is limited, and many colleges do
not consistently track high-quality data on who receives different forms of CPL (Klein-Collins et al., 2020; Lakin
et al., 2015; Palmer, Nguyen, and Love, 2021). There is limited evidence on the broader set of individuals who
might benefit from credit for industry credentials and CPL initiatives but who have not yet enrolled in college.
Although some literature has focused on those who earn industry credentials and their outcomes (e.g., Baird,
Bozick, and Zaber, 2022; Gittleman, Klee, and Kleiner, 2018), these studies did not focus on determining which
of these individuals might be the most likely to enroll in college and receive CPL.

What Role Do States and College Systems Play in Scaling Credit for Prior Learning?

To ensure more consistency across colleges and streamline opportunities for individuals, some state higher
education agencies and college system offices have stepped in to play stronger coordinating roles (Daugherty

et al., 2023; McKay and Douglas, 2020; Sherman, Klein-Collins, and Palmer, 2012; Soler et al., 2024). State and
system policies and processes can help coordinate decisionmaking across institutions to standardize the CPL
opportunities that are offered and promote data-reporting, funding, and the transfer of credit across institutions.
For example, states and college system offices can facilitate centralized faculty panels and coordinate cross-
institution approval processes to ensure that industry credentials are mapped more systematically to college
coursework. Although state and college systems play a coordinating role, individual colleges and department-
level faculty continue to take the lead in determining which prior learning is articulated into college credit.

What Is Ohio Doing to Scale Credit for Industry Credentials?

In 2021, ODHE began to establish statewide articulation agreements that specified how colleges should award
credit for industry credentials. As of December 2025, ODHE had approved 44 industry credentials for articula-
tion agreements (Transfer Credit Ohio, undated-b). Examples include credentials in industrial robotics, nursing,
computer networking and security, welding, uncrewed aircraft systems, firefighting, early childhood education,
and automotive service and repair. To support the initiative, ODHE coordinated panels of experts to develop the
articulation recommendations, facilitated institution-specific adoption of the statewide agreements, provided




BOX 1—CONTINUED

training to institutional administrators and staff, and modified processes for data collection. Many of these
processes were already in place for other types of CPL and were modified to accommodate industry credentials.
ODHE does not have any formal authority to require compliance with these articulation agreements, so

state leaders rely on a history of buy-in and willingness among institutions to coordinate and comply with

state processes.

What Are Promising Approaches for Outreach on Credit for Prior Learning?

Students face barriers to accessing CPL, including limited awareness and burdensome application processes
(Klein-Collins et al., 2020; Palmer and Nguyen, 2019). The CPL literature suggests that colleges can use a variety
of proactive outreach approaches to ensure that prospective and incoming students know about CPL opportuni-
ties (Kilgore, 2020; Klein-Collins et al., 2020; Lakin et al., 2015; Leigh and Daugherty, 2025; McKay, Cohn, and
Kuang, 2016; Palmer, Nguyen, and Love, 2021). Streamlined intake approaches are also valuable in supporting
students to take up CPL opportunities and can minimize the need for outreach and student-facing informa-
tion (Kilgore, 2020; Leigh and Daugherty, 2025; Palmer and Nguyen, 2019; Palmer, Nguyen, and Love, 2021).
There is no empirical evidence examining the efficacy of specific approaches to CPL outreach or intake. There is
also limited evidence on statewide outreach efforts, but states can offer resources and professional development

opportunities (e.g., Daugherty et al., 2023; McKay and Douglas, 2020; Soler et al., 2024).

Data Sources

In Table 1, we present an overview of the data sources
we used to answer each research question. As we
describe in Box 2, this project was funded by the
National Science Foundation (NSF), which has a
particular interest in on-ramps to college programs
in STEM fields. Some analyses therefore focus on
individuals in STEM fields, such as IT and advanced
manufacturing. Ohio’s CPL initiative awards credit
for industry credentials in such fields as health (e.g.,
practical nursing licenses) and business (e.g., Micro-
soft Excel), so analyses that focus on individuals in a
narrower set of STEM fields may not be representa-
tive of all individuals with industry credentials who
might be eligible for college credit.

Current Population Survey

The nationally representative Current Population
Survey asks individuals whether they have two kinds
of industry credentials: a professional certification
awarded by an industry association and a license
awarded by a government licensing agency. We used
information from the 2020-2024 Current Popula-
tion Surveys to estimate the number of individuals

in the United States and Ohio who have an industry
credential. We then focused on individuals with an
industry credential but no college degree. Individuals
with a college degree may be interested in return-
ing to college to upskill or reskill, but we assumed
that the industry credential and no degree population
was the most likely to benefit from opportunities to
earn college credit. We compared the characteristics
of the industry credential and no degree population
with individuals who have college degrees to exam-
ine differences in the representation of communities
that have historically been underrepresented in post-
secondary education. This evidence sheds light on
whether credit for industry credentials could provide
on-ramps to college for these underrepresented com-
munities. We provide estimates for the full industry
credential and no degree population, and we examine
the subset of that group who report STEM occupa-
tions. We provide our definition of STEM in Box 2,
and we provide additional details on our analysis of
Current Population Survey data in the appendix.




TABLE 1
Data Sources for Addressing the Research Questions

Question Data Source

1. Who holds industry credentials, and which of these e Current Population Survey (nationally representative)?
individuals might be the most likely to enroll in college? e Survey of individuals who received training in STEM-related
programs at Ohio Technical Centers (N = 111)
e Interviews with individuals who received training in STEM-related
programs at Ohio Technical Centers (N = 9)

2. What types of outreach strategies on credit for industry e Survey of individuals who received training in STEM-related
credentials might be valuable? programs at Ohio Technical Centers (N = 111)
e Interviews with individuals who received training in STEM-related
programs at Ohio Technical Centers (N = 9)

3. What kinds of outreach practices did Ohio college staff
and state leaders use to inform individuals about credit
for industry credentials?

Scan of college websites (N = 22)

Group interviews with college staff (N = 13)

Survey of college staff (N = 12)

Discussions and memorandums from Ohio state agency staff

@Flood et al., 2025.

BOX 2

Focus on Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics Fields in
This Report

In this report, we focus on a subset of individuals who hold industry credentials in STEM fields. Individuals in
STEM occupations use science, technology, engineering, or mathematics in the primary functions of their jobs.
NSF describes STEM occupations as made up of the following three groups:®

o Science and engineering occupations: These occupations typically require a bachelor’s degree for entry.
They include computer and mathematical scientists; biological, agricultural, and environmental life sci-
entists; physical scientists; social scientists; and engineers.

o Science and engineering-related occupations: These occupations require science and engineering
expertise but fall outside the main science and engineering occupations. Examples include science and
engineering managers and science and engineering precollege teachers.

o STEM middle-skill occupations: These occupations require STEM skills and expertise but do not typi-
cally require a bachelor’s degree for entry. Examples include electricians, computer diagnostic specialists,
and advanced manufacturing technicians.

To estimate the number of individuals across the United States and within Ohio who could benefit from college
credit for industry credentials, we identified individuals in the Current Population Survey who fall into these
three groups using a crosswalk from NSF with eligible occupational codes.

To understand interest in college and barriers to enrollment among potential beneficiaries, we collaborated with
three Ohio Technical Centers to identify eligible STEM programs for the purpose of surveying and interviewing
program participants and those who complete programs. We presented definitions of STEM occupations and
fields of study from NSF and other federal and state agencies to Ohio Technical Center directors on our advi-
sory board and asked them to provide a list of their programs that aligned with the definitions. The advisory
board members identified STEM programs in five broad areas: construction trades, engineering technology, IT,
mechanic and repair technology, and precision production. We excluded health fields from these analyses since
they are of less interest to NSF (because those fields fall under the purview of the National Institutes of Health).
By excluding non-STEM fields and health fields, our STEM-focused analyses do not account for some of the
industry credentials that are accounted for under Ohio’s credit for industry credential initiative.

@ National Science Board, National Science Foundation, 2024; National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, 2023.




Surveys and Interviews with Ohioans in
Industry Training

We conducted an online survey and interviews with
students and recent graduates from three Ohio Tech-
nical Centers located in different areas of the state.
Ohio Technical Centers provide sector-based train-
ing that often leads to industry credentials, but they
do not award college degrees. Overall, 111 individuals
completed the survey. The survey asked individuals
about the perceived value of college certificates (pro-
grams that require fewer than two years to complete)
and college degrees, plans to enroll in education and
training, and barriers to enrolling in college. We also
leveraged surveys and interviews to identify the best
ways to reach individuals (e.g., trusted messengers,
common sources of information on training). Finally,
we asked individuals survey and interview questions
about whether credit for industry credentials (among
other supports) might make them more interested

in college enrollment. We recruited nine interview
participants from our survey respondents. To supple-
ment quantitative information from the survey, the
interviews explored individuals’ perceptions of col-
lege and barriers to enrollment. (See the appendix for
more details on the survey and interviews.)

Website Scan, Interviews, and Surveys
of Community College Staff

We leveraged several data sources to describe Ohio
community college outreach practices. We scanned
the websites of all 22 Ohio community colleges to
examine the information they provide on CPL and
the ways that they present this information. Our

scan examined whether the college has any webpage
that focuses on CPL. Among those colleges with
CPL-focused webpages, we systematically coded

(1) whether those websites mentioned the state’s credit
for industry credential initiative and (2) whether those
websites provide opportunities for individuals to
begin the process of applying for CPL. We conducted
group interviews with staff from 13 community col-
leges and collected online survey responses from staff
at 12 of those community colleges about promising
CPL outreach approaches. Although the participat-
ing institutions may not have been representative of

all colleges across the state, our effort helped identify
promising outreach approaches. A separate report
provides a detailed description of these data collection
efforts and findings (Leigh and Daugherty, 2025).

Discussions and Memorandums on
State Outreach Efforts

To learn about state-level outreach efforts and other
aspects of how the state agency was implement-

ing its initiative, we met monthly with ODHE staff
overseeing CPL initiatives in the first two years of
the project. We used notes from our discussions, as
well as memorandums and marketing materials from
ODHE, to describe the different outreach approaches
and resources they used.

Our Findings

We first provide our findings on which types of indi-
viduals might be the most likely to enroll in college
and benefit from receiving college credit for industry
credentials. We then explore evidence on the out-
reach strategies that might be the most likely to reach
individuals with industry credentials. Finally, we
describe the outreach approaches that Ohio commu-
nity colleges and ODHE used to promote credit for
industry credentials.

The Individuals Most Likely to Use
Opportunities to Earn College Credit
for Industry Credentials

Leaders at the state and college levels in Ohio and
across the United States need better information

on which individuals are the most likely to take up
opportunities to receive college credit for industry
credentials. This evidence can help decisionmak-
ers make informed judgments about investments in
these initiatives and improve outreach to maximize
the number of individuals who benefit. In this sec-
tion we examine who holds college credentials, who
might be likely to enroll in college, and whether col-
lege credit is a compelling message that might expand
the pool of enrollees.




Individuals with an Industry Credential and No
College Degree

In Table 2, we present the estimated number of indi-
viduals across the United States and in Ohio who
hold an industry credential and a college degree. The
top row in each geographical category shows the total
adult civilian workforce, defined as individuals age
16 and older who are working or seeking work. The
rows that follow break out individuals who do and
do not hold a college degree (i.e., associate’s or bach-
elor’s degrees), and those who do and do not hold an
industry credential. The percentage columns account
for the proportion of the overall workforce in each
group. The table also breaks out the findings for indi-
viduals in STEM and non-STEM occupations.

The population of individuals with an industry
credential and no degree is a sizable portion of the

TABLE 2

population. Across the United States, approximately
11.1 million individuals in the workforce (6.7 per-
cent) have a certification or license and do not have

a college degree (Table 2). Of these 11.1 million
individuals in the industry credential and no degree
category, approximately 2.7 million (24.3 percent) fall
into STEM occupations. Individuals in STEM occu-
pations are no more likely than non-STEM workers
to fall into the industry credential and no degree cat-
egory, but STEM workers are more likely to hold both
a degree and a certification or license (27.3 percent of
those in STEM occupations compared with 13.7 per-
cent of those in non-STEM occupations).

The patterns for Ohio are similar to national
patterns. In Ohio, approximately 475,000 individuals
hold industry credentials and do not have a college
degree (8.2 percent). Approximately one in four of

Individuals with an Industry Credential in the United States and Ohio, by College
Degree Status and STEM Occupational Status

All Occupations STEM Non-STEM
Credential or Degree Status Count % Count % Count %
United States
Total adult civilian workforce 164,270,230 100.0 38,596,694 100.0 125,673,536 100.0
College degree 83,111,256 50.6 24,515,569 63.5 58,595,688 46.6
No certification or license 55,209,862 33.6 13,975,933 36.2 41,233,929 32.8
Certification or license 27,901,394 17.0 10,539,635 27.3 17,361,759 13.7
No college degree 81,158,973 49.4 14,081,125 36.5 67,077,848 53.4
No certification or license 70,076,405 42.7 11,392,110 29.5 58,684,296 46.7
Certification or license 11,082,568 6.7 2,689,015 7.0 8,393,552 6.7
Ohio
Total adult civilian workforce 5,784,681 100.0 1,387,878 100.0 4,396,804 100.0
College degree 2,690,399 46.5 831,828 59.9 1,858,571 42.3
No certification or license 1,658,988 28.7 407,684 29.4 1,251,305 28.5
Certification or license 1,031,411 17.8 424,145 30.6 607,266 13.8
No college degree 3,094,282 53.5 556,050 4041 2,538,233 57.7
No certification or license 2,619,311 45.3 445,396 321 2,173,916 49.4
Certification or license 474,972 8.2 110,654 8.0 364,317 8.3

SOURCE: Features information from the Current Population Survey 2020-2024 (Flood et al., 2025).

NOTE: The adult civilian workforce includes individuals age 16 and older in the labor force and not in the armed forces. STEM occupations
include Science and Engineering (S&E) Occupations, S&E-Related Occupations, and STEM Middle-Skill Occupations, as defined by NSF.




these individuals are in STEM occupations (110,654).
Those who are in STEM occupations are more likely
to hold both a degree and an industry credential
(30.6 percent of the STEM workforce compared with
13.8 percent of the non-STEM workforce) but are no
more likely to hold an industry credential and have
no college degree (8.0 percent compared with 8.3 per-
cent, respectively).

We found that many individuals in the industry
credential and no degree group fall into historically
underrepresented groups. Among the U.S. total
workforce, the industry credential and no degree
group is more likely than the group with college
degrees to be male, to be Black or Hispanic, to live
in a rural area, and to have a lower- or middle-class
income (Figure 1). These patterns are similar for
the industry credential and no degree individuals in
STEM occupations across the United States and indi-
viduals in all occupations and STEM occupations in

FIGURE 1

Ohio. College credit for industry credentials could
create on-ramps into college programs for individu-
als in these historically underrepresented groups.
CPL is typically thought of as being a tool for older
learners, but younger individuals are more prevalent
among the industry credential and no degree group.
This may be because younger individuals have had
less time post-high school to earn a degree.

Individuals Most Likely to Follow
Through with College Enroliment

Although a sizable portion of Americans and Ohio-
ans hold industry credentials and no college degree,
a subset of these individuals might actually enroll
in college and convert their industry credentials to
college credit. Such individuals must be interested
in enrolling and earning a college credential, and
they must overcome barriers that might prevent col-

Characteristics of Individuals with Industry Credentials and No College Degrees
Compared with Individuals with College Degrees

Industry credential, no college degree

H College degree

u.s. U.S. STEM Ohio Ohio STEM
Gender Percentage of workforce
Female T
Race
Black a 11.15 lﬁ:H Eglj
Hispanic 8 a mle a |j 3 Ij g
Age
Under 25 ﬂuj a ﬂsf BLZ - 511 -
Location
Rural nle - ﬂLﬁ H mﬂ — — 291
Family income
Less than $50,000 - [0 Faanl =T X
$50,000-899,000 gy % O 44H
$100,000-$149,000 T
$150,000 or more

SOURCE: Features information from the Current Population Survey 2020-2024 (Flood et al., 2025).

NOTE: The adult civilian workforce includes individuals age 16 and older in the labor force and not in the armed forces. Rural is the proportion
of individuals who reside in a nonmetropolitan area. The lines at the end of each bar indicate 95 percent confidence intervals.




lege enrollment (e.g., time, money). Our surveys and
interviews with Ohioans who have industry training
in STEM fields offer insights into their preferences
and barriers.

We asked survey respondents about the value of
two kinds of credential offered by colleges: a college
certificate and a college degree.! Approximately half
of survey respondents perceived that a college certifi-
cate is valuable: 52.3 percent said that college certifi-
cates are helpful for career advancement, 49.5 percent
said that college certificates are helpful for learning
new skills, and 45.9 percent said that college certifi-
cates are valued by employers (Figure 2). However, a
smaller percentage of survey respondents said that a
college certificate is worth the time (36.9 percent) or
worth the cost (36.0 percent). Survey respondents had
slightly less favorable perceptions of college degrees
relative to college certificates.

To understand how the perceived value of col-
lege may differ for individuals with different demo-
graphics, we analyzed responses about the value
of college certificates and degrees separately for
respondents younger than 25 years old (i.e., tradi-
tional college age) and for respondents 25 years old

FIGURE 2

and older (Tables 3 and 4).2 On all questions, older
students were more likely than younger students to
agree or strongly agree that a college certificate or
degree is valuable. For example, 60.4 percent of older
students said that a college certificate is helpful for
learning new skills compared with only 39.7 percent
of younger students (a difference of 21 percentage
points). However, the margin was smaller for some
questions; for example, 49.1 percent of older students
said that a college certificate is valued by employers
compared with 43.1 percent of younger students (a
difference of 6 percentage points).

We also asked survey recipients about their
plans to enroll in education or training within the
next five years. Overall, 24.3 percent of respondents
said that they plan to enroll or are already enrolled
in either a university or community college, with
university enrollment slightly more common than
community colleges (18.9 percent enrolled or plan-
ning to enroll compared with 15.3 percent, respec-
tively) (Figure 3). Survey respondents said that they
are more likely to use employer-provided training
and training centers or trade schools: 53.6 percent

Perceptions of a College Certificate and College Degree Among Ohioans with

Industry Training

College certificate

Percentage of respondents

Helpful for career advancement [ 52.3
Helpful for learning new skils [ NNENEGEGEGEGEEEEE e 49.5
Valued by employers [ 45.9
Worth the time [ R 6.9
Worth the cost I 36.0

College degree

Helpful for career advancement [ 48.6
Valued by employers | EEEEE—— 42.3
Helpful for learning new skills GG 36.9
Worth the time [N 26.1
Worth the cost [N 21.6

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were distributed to 563
current students and recent graduates, and 111 students and graduates completed surveys.

NOTE: The percentage of respondents includes those who “agree” or “strongly agree” with each statement about a college certificate. N =

111 respondents.




TABLE 3

Perceptions of a College Certificate Among Ohioans with Industry

Training, by Age Group

Younger Than 25 25 Years Old and

Perception All Years Old Older
Helpful for career advancement

Disagree or strongly disagree 18.9 20.7 17.0
Neither agree nor disagree 28.8 31.0 26.4
Agree or strongly agree 52.3 48.3 56.6
Helpful for learning new skills

Disagree or strongly disagree 18.9 241 13.2
Neither agree nor disagree 31.5 36.2 26.4
Agree or strongly agree 49.6 39.7 60.4
Valued by employers

Disagree or strongly disagree 18.9 241 13.2
Neither agree nor disagree 35.1 32.8 37.7
Agree or strongly agree 46.0 4341 49.1
Worth the time

Disagree or strongly disagree 26.1 34.5 17.0
Neither agree nor disagree 36.9 379 35.9
Agree or strongly agree 36.9 27.6 47.2
Worth the cost

Disagree or strongly disagree 28.8 34.5 22.6
Neither agree nor disagree 35.1 36.2 34.0
Agree or strongly agree 36.0 29.3 43.4

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were
distributed to 563 current students and recent graduates, and 111 students and graduates completed surveys.

NOTE: n = 58 who were younger than 25 years old, and n = 53 who were 25 years old and older.

said that they are enrolled or are planning to enroll
in employer-provided training, and 38.7 percent

said that they are enrolled or are planning to enroll
in a training center or trade school. Younger survey
respondents said that they are nearly twice as likely

to report plans to enroll in a community or four-year

college compared with older respondents (25.9 per-
cent compared with 13.2 percent, respectively) and
are more likely to be currently enrolled (Table 5).
Interview participants expressed interest in
enrolling in credit-bearing college certificates and
noncredit training opportunities and see these
opportunities as potentially valuable for upskilling
and keeping their knowledge current. For example,

one IT professional said that such certificates and
trainings are beneficial because their field is “rapidly
changing and developing.” The interview participant
noted that

if you're not currently learning the newest
technology, you're going to fall behind and
youre not going to be valuable to your employ-
ers. It is imperative that you're always on top
of your certifications, you're always learning
something new, and you take the opportuni-
ties that you get to learn something. I want to
be valuable, so I have to learn something new
because it’s just the part of the field I'm in.
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TABLE 4

Perceptions of a College Degree Among Ohioans with Industry

Training, by Age Group

Younger Than 25 25 Years Old or

Perception All Years Old Older
Helpful for career advancement

Disagree or strongly disagree 23.4 29.3 17.0
Neither agree nor disagree 27.9 32.8 22.6
Agree or strongly agree 48.7 37.9 60.4
Valued by employers

Disagree or strongly disagree 27.0 31.0 22.6
Neither agree nor disagree 30.6 29.3 321
Agree or strongly agree 42.3 39.7 45.3
Helpful for learning new skills

Disagree or strongly disagree 30.6 4341 17.0
Neither agree nor disagree 32.4 31.0 34.0
Agree or strongly agree 36.9 25.9 491
Worth the time

Disagree or strongly disagree 38.7 48.3 28.3
Neither agree nor disagree 38.7 31.0 39.6
Agree or strongly agree 261 20.7 321
Worth the cost

Disagree or strongly disagree 40.5 48.3 321
Neither agree nor disagree 37.8 32.8 43.4
Agree or strongly agree 21.6 19.0 24.5

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were
distributed to 563 current students and recent graduates, and 111 students and graduates completed surveys.

NOTE: n = 58 who were younger than 25 years old, and n = 53 who were 25 years old and older.

But interview participants had mixed opinions
on college degrees. Some said that they do not per-
ceive college degrees as being necessary to accom-
plish their goals or move up in their fields. Several
interviewees questioned the alignment of such
degree programs with the hands-on skills needed to
do their jobs. As one IT support staffer put it, “[A]
lot of colleges teach by the book, [but] it’s not what
employers want. They want practical knowledge of
the field; they want the small stuff on what to do.”
Another participant in welding similarly perceived
a college degree as more of a “personal accomplish-
ment for bragging rights” than helpful for learning
the skills that are valued by employers.

On the other hand, a few interview participants
said that they plan to pursue degrees and reported
that a degree could help increase their employabil-
ity. For example, one interviewee perceives that “a
lot of employers in IT put value in the degree.” The
interviewee described their initial training in cyber-
security as a stepping stone to a stable job, and the
individual plans to eventually enroll in college to
upskill and expand job their opportunities. Another
interviewee who had stopped a community college
program explained that “enrolling in school is some-
thing you eventually have to do if you want to quote-

PP}

unquote ‘make the big bucks.
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FIGURE 3

Industry Trainees in Ohio Receiving or Planning to Receive Education or Training
Within the Next Five Years, by Type of Training Provider

M Currently take courses here Plan to enroll within 5 years

Percentage of respondents

Employer-provided training 34.5 53.6

Training center or trade school [EEES] 18.9 38.7
Four-year college or university el 15.3 18.9
Community college BeRe 11.7 15.3

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were distributed to 563
current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.
NOTE: n = 110 for employer, and n = 111 for all other items.

TABLE 5

Plans to Enroll in Education or Training Within the Next Five Years
Among Ohioans with Industry Training, by Age Group

Younger Than 25 25 Years Old and
Enrollment Plan All Years Old Older

Community or four-year college

Currently take courses here 4.5 6.9 1.9
Plan to enroll within five years 19.8 25.9 13.2
Employer-provided training

Currently take courses here 191 24.6 13.2
Plan to enroll within five years 34.6 35.1 34.0
Training center or trade school

Currently take courses here 19.8 22.4 17.0

Plan to enroll within five years 18.9 20.7 17.0

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links
were distributed to 563 current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.

NOTE: n = 58 who were younger than 25 years old, and n = 53 who were 25 years old and older.
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Some individuals value a college credential but
are unable to enroll in college because they face too
many barriers. Half of survey respondents (49.5 per-
cent) said that time away from work or earning less
money would make it very challenging or extremely
challenging to enroll in college (Figure 4). Survey
respondents less frequently reported barriers related
to information and confidence (e.g., choosing a pro-
gram, fear of having been out of school too long) or
a lack of supports (e.g., child care, transportation).
Only 22 percent of respondents did not identify any
barriers to college enrollment as “very challenging”
or “extremely challenging,” and these individuals
might be the most likely to enroll.

Respondents ages 25 years old and older are more
likely to face barriers related to the amount of time or
the costs required to enroll in college than younger
respondents. For example, nearly half (47.8 percent)
of older respondents said that balancing school

FIGURE 4

and work would be challenging or very challenging
compared with fewer than one-third (30.4 percent)
of younger respondents (Table 6). And 37.0 percent
of older respondents reported the times courses are
available as challenging compared with 21.4 percent
of younger respondents. In contrast, younger respon-
dents were slightly more likely to report fears of
being unable to succeed, choosing a program, and the
application process as barriers. Younger respondents
were also more likely to report that transportation
would be challenging.

Interview participants highlighted confusing
information about registration and testing as bar-
riers to enrollment. One interview participant said
that trying to gather and make sense of information
across programs and websites “might be a barrier
to entry to a lot of people” and suggested that con-
solidating information on course hours, prerequisite
testing, and program start and end dates in clearer

Reported Barriers to Pursuing or Returning to College Among Ohioans with Industry

Training

Percentage of respondents

Time away from work or earning less money [ EE— 49.5

The cost of tuition, books, and other expenses

I 5.

Balancing school and work |, 382

Loss of time with family or friends
Schedules and times when courses are available
Fear that I've been out of school for too long

Fear that | won’t be able to succeed

I 3.0
I 25+
I 245
N 235

Balancing school and child care [ NRNREE 233

Choosing a certificate or degree program

I 4.6

Uncertainty about what courses to take [ NENEN ©.7

Applying to a certificate or degree program

Transportation

I s
I

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were distributed to 563
current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.

NOTE: The percentage of respondents includes those who said that each barrier is “very challenging” or “extremely challenging.” Responses
combine barriers to pursuing college for participants without a degree and barriers to returning to college for participants who already have a
degree. n = 1083 for “uncertainty about what courses to take,” “choosing a certificate or degree program,” “balancing school and child care,”
“loss of time with family or friends,” and “time away from work or earning less money,” and n = 102 for all other items.
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TABLE 6

Reported Barriers to Pursuing or Returning to College Among Ohioans with
Industry Training, by Age Group

Younger Than 25 25 Years Old and

Barrier All Years Old Older
Time away from work or earning less money 49.5 42.9 57.5
The cost of tuition, books, and other expenses 451 37.5 54.4
Balancing school and work 38.2 30.4 47.8
Loss of time with family or friends 34.0 30.4 38.3
Schedules and times courses are available 28.4 21.4 37.0
Fear that I've been out of school for too long 24.5 21.4 28.3
Fear that | won’t be able to succeed 23.5 25.0 21.7
Balancing school and child care 23.3 17.9 29.8
Choosing a certificate or degree program 14.6 17.9 10.6
Uncertainty about what courses to take 9.7 8.9 10.6
Applying to a certificate or degree program 8.8 10.7 6.5
Transportation 7.8 12.5 2.2

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were distributed
to 563 current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.

NOTE: The percentage of respondents includes those who said that each barrier was “very challenging” or “extremely challenging.”
Responses combine barriers to pursuing college for participants without a degree and barriers to returning to college for participants
who already have a degree. n = 103 for all respondents, n = 56 for respondents younger than 25 years old, and n = 47 for respondents
25 years old and older for the following items: “time away from work or earning less money,” “loss of time with family or friends,” “bal-
ancing school and child care,” “choosing a certificate or degree program,” and “uncertainty about what courses to take.” n = 102 for
all respondents, n = 56 for respondents younger than 25 years old, and n = 46 for respondents 25 years old and older for the following
items: “cost of tuition, books, and other expenses,” “balancing school and work,” “schedules and times when courses are available,”
“fear that I've been out of school for too long,” “fear that | won’t be able to succeed,” “applying to a certificate or degree program,” and

“transportation.”

ways would be beneficial. Interview participants also
mentioned a lack of financial resources and concerns
about costs as other barriers. One participant high-
lighted concerns about course timing and the lack of
flexible course scheduling options. This individual
described family responsibilities and access to a
shared vehicle as preventing them from being able to
attend in-person classes at certain times.

Promising Strategies for Outreach
on College Credit Opportunities to
Individuals

One way to maximize the number of individuals
who benefit from CPL opportunities is to ensure
strong outreach to those who are eligible and likely to
enroll. In this section, we explore evidence to inform

promising strategies for outreach. To communicate
information about new college on-ramps, state and
college staff need to understand (1) whether credit
for industry credentials is a compelling message for
individuals and (2) which messengers and sources of
information are the most likely to break through to
individuals with industry credentials.

To assess whether CPL might be a compelling
marketing message for individuals, we asked survey
respondents about various opportunities—including
CPL—and whether the availability of these opportu-
nities might increase their likelihood of enrolling in
college (Figure 5). The opportunity to earn a creden-
tial quickly and the opportunity to earn college credit
for an industry credential were mentioned as the
most highly rated opportunities among respondents.
This suggests that, for some individuals, messages
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about credit for industry credentials can be valuable
in marketing and increase the likelihood of enroll-
ment. However, survey respondents who reported an
increased likelihood of enrollment because of college
credit for industry certifications are primarily those
who have perceptions of college credentials as being
valuable. This suggests that CPL may not sway col-
lege enrollment for those who do not perceive college
credentials as valuable.

Some interview participants described the
potential benefits of earning college credit for
industry credentials, but opinions were mixed. One
interview participant shared, “I don’t have to retake
credits I already earned,” which aligns with a core
purpose of the CPL policy. Another interviewee
indicated that such an industry credit option would
shape their motivation to enroll in college, stating
that they would be “more willing to take the steps
to move forward to obtain [industry college credit]
instead of not knowing where to start.” However,
some interview participants did not see college
credit for an industry credential as a deciding factor
that would convince them to enroll in college. In
addition, a few interview participants mentioned
that college credit is more valuable in a field such as
IT but not in others where an industry credential is

FIGURE 5

sufficient. A heavy truck technician explained that
they likely would not act on this benefit since it does
not necessarily provide more hands-on experience
(which they get through their employer).

Our survey respondents reported that their most
trusted messengers are employers, family members,
and Ohio Technical Centers (where individuals had
already received training) (Figure 6). Interview par-
ticipants also reported word-of-mouth information
from family or friends and their Ohio Technical
Center instructors as important resources for net-
working and learning about job opportunities.

The most common sources of information that
survey respondents reported using to inform their
decisions about education and training are web
searches, family members, work colleagues, and
friends (Figure 7). Traditional media and social
media are not common sources of information on
education and training. Interview participants also
highlighted program websites (e.g., OhioMeansJobs,
school websites) and internet searches as primary
sources of information. At least one participant
perceived that the programs are trying to “sell them-
selves” through marketing materials and discussed
how word-of-mouth information and hearing about

Opportunities That May Increase the Likelihood of College Enrollment for Ohioans

with Industry Training

Percentage of respondents

Credentials that can be earned quickly [[IININGNl 432
College credit for industry certifications [Nl 42.3
Scholarships to cover college costs [IINNNENEGEGENEEEEl 40.4
Online courses NI 39.4
Credentials employers see as valuable |GGGl 37.8
Credentials that increase earnings by 30% (GG 36.4
Supports like child care, food, and transportation |GG 32.7
Mentors and advisers [[NNNEGNNEE 324
Night and weekend courses [N 32.4

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were distributed to 563
current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.

NOTE: The percentage of respondents includes those who said that each opportunity would “slightly” or “strongly” increase the chance that
they will enroll in college. n = 109 for “scholarships to cover college costs” and “online courses”; n = 110 for “credentials that increase
earnings by 30%” and “supports like child care, food, and transportation”; and n = 111 for all other items.




FIGURE 6
Perceived Trustworthiness of Information Sources Among Ohioans with Industry
Training

Percentage of respondents
Employers | 75.7
Family members | 72.0
Ohio Technical Centers I 1.2
Friends N 649
OhioMeansJobs center I 62.2
Government agencies | 595
Community colleges I 573
Four-year universities [ NN 1.4
Governor’s office [ 41.4

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were distributed
to 563 current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.

NOTE: The percentage of respondents includes those who said that each information source is “somewhat trustworthy” or “very
trustworthy.” n = 110 for “community colleges,” n = 107 for “family members,” and n = 111 for all other items.

FIGURE 7
Sources of Information That Ohioans with Industry Training Use to Make Decisions
About Education or Training

Percentage of respondents

Google or other search engines [ 596
Family members [ 54.1
Work colleagues [ 16.8
Friends (I 45.9
Staff at education and training institutions I 33.0
(e.g., community colleges, universities) ’
Employers or human resources departments [N 234
Professional organizations (e.g., associa-
- : : - I 239
tions, credential-awarding organizations)
OhioMeansJobs center (employment center) |G 2 1.1
Social media (e.g., X, Instagram, Reddit) [N 16.5
Media (e.g., television, radio, podcast) [IINIEGgGgGg 15.6
Community leaders [ 7.3

Workforce investment board [l 3.7

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were distributed
to 563 current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.

NOTE: The percentage of respondents includes those who said that they get information about education and training opportunities from
each information source. n = 109.
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friends’ experiences in a program are more helpful
for learning about programs.

Survey respondents are more likely to pay atten-
tion to personalized forms of communication on
education and training. More than half of respon-
dents said that they would be “likely” or “very likely”
to pay attention to word-of-mouth information, a text
message, or an email (Figure 8). Relatively few partic-
ipants said that they would be likely to pay attention
to social media on education and training.

The findings from the interviews align closely
with those from the survey, suggesting that partici-
pants with industry training are more receptive to
information from individuals and organizations
with whom they have close personal relationships—
including friends, family members, work colleagues,
employers, and Ohio Technical Centers (Figure 9).
Interview participants also reported that they would
be more receptive to personalized messages than
generic messages delivered through social media or
other media.

To spread awareness about credit for industry
credentials, interview participants discussed a vari-
ety of different strategies that might be valuable.
Interview participants described how program coun-
selors or advisers at Ohio Technical Centers could
introduce these opportunities to incoming students
and ensure that the information is easily accessible.

FIGURE 8

They also discussed the value of individualized
guidance and supports to help students navigate the
process. Participants mentioned that employers in
such trades as welding or manufacturing may be
valuable sources of information. Alternatively, some
participants suggested mass advertisements through
billboards and industry associations as a potential
outreach strategy for CPL. Finally, interview partici-
pants suggested doing more outreach on trade pro-
fessions with youth and young adults in high school,
as interview participants believe that younger gener-
ations have little understanding about the pathways
into those professions.

Ohio Community College and State
Approaches to Outreach on Credit for
Industry Credentials

In addition to knowing which outreach approaches
might be best for reaching individuals with indus-
try credentials, it is important to understand what
outreach approaches colleges and states are using.

In the following sections, we describe the out-

reach approaches that Ohio community colleges
and ODHE are using to provide information about
credit for industry credentials, and we discuss where
these actions align with the evidence on promising
approaches and where there may be opportunities to

Sources of Information to Which Ohioans with Industry Training Pay Attention

Percentage of respondents

Word of mouth [ 7.6

Text message

Email

Phone call

Postal mail

Social media (e.g., X, Instagram, Reddit)

Media (e.g., television, radio, podcast)

L JE&
IR 514
I 40.5
— 36.9
I 34.5
——29.7

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were distributed
to 5683 current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.

NOTE: The percentage of respondents includes those who said that they are “somewhat likely” or “very likely” to pay attention to each
information source. n = 110 for “Text message” and “Social media,” and n = 111 for all other items.
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FIGURE 9
Sources of Information Discussed by Ohioans with Industry Training in Interviews

4 s
“My dad knew about the website “I would set up an appointment to talk
[OhioMeansJobs] through a friend with a counselor from my trade school.
of his at work. We went through it, | actually set an appointment to go meet
and it led us to the career center with the same instructor himself, and we

that I’'m going to now.” sat and talked probably about two hours
about everything.

Family and friends Faculty and program advisers

“Initially, [I go to] the program
websites, and then eventually [| go]
to the schools themselves if they
seem like something | want to go
forward with.”

“l actually used the internet
to find out most of my
stuff. Like, | found my

technical school through
Google, actually.”

S,
Program websites E_g
3\ | 72
improve outreach. Other colleges and states can learn for credit, such as through an intake form or
from Ohio’s promising approaches and areas for an individual to contact. The option to take
potential improvement. immediate action may be helpful for students

to proactively initiate the process of getting

Outreach by Ohio Community Colleges information on CPL. Some college websites

Ohio community colleges are using various (36 percent) mention the state initiative on

approaches to CPL outreach and intake, and a prior college credit for industry credentials explic-

report offers detailed findings on college-level itly. Interviews with college staff suggest that
approaches (Leigh and Daugherty, 2025). We briefly

summarize the three most common CPL approaches

students just need to know how to start the
CPL assessment process and do not need to
know all of the distinctions between different

Ohio community colleges are using to inform

students about CPL opportunities in the follow- CPL opportunities at the outset.

ing bullets. These practices are aligned with those » One-on-one advising sessions: As students

recommended in the CPL literature (e.g., Com- are initially enrolling and throughout their

munity College Research, Praxis, and Leadership, first semesters, advisers hold one-on-one

2025; Palmer, Nguyen, and Love, 2021; Wesley and meetings with students. At many colleges,
Parnell, 2020): CPL is one of the key topics that advisers are

. asked to cover in these conversations. Advis-
o Websites: We found that 82 percent of com-

_ ) i _ ing conversations are valuable for allowing
munity colleges in Ohio have a website

college staff to tailor information to specific

that mentions CPL. Some college websites . .

5 e stud - di student circumstances and to inform students
( pe:'cent)tp ?Vl. etsl:u ents wit ; 1mnlne' " of (and possibly work with them on) any
ate options to begin the process of applying required CPL paperwork and assessment pro-
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cesses. However, discussions of CPL are only
mandatory for 31 percent of the community
colleges that participated in the survey.

o Broad training for student-facing staff: Fac-
ulty, enrollment services staff, coaches, and
other individuals who regularly connect with
students prior to enrollment and through the
tirst semester should be familiar with the CPL
opportunities that the college offers and know
where to send students who are seeking infor-
mation and want to determine their eligibility.
Leading Ohio community colleges invest in
building broad awareness.

Outreach by the Ohio Department of Higher
Education

ODHE staff reported that they regularly provide
information about CPL to postsecondary institu-
tions and the public. The agency announced the
launch of its credit for industry credential initiative
to Ohio’s public colleges and universities on its web-
site (Transfer Credit Ohio, undated-b). Agency staff
provide training to faculty and staff from all public
postsecondary institutions on how the statewide
articulation agreements work and specific processes
for scaling CPL at the college level (e.g., establishing
course equivalencies, tracking data). The state agency
also communicates about new and ongoing transfer
initiatives monthly through its Ohio Articulation and
Transfer Network email list and meetings. ODHE
staff present information on this initiative and other
relevant initiatives to high schools, industries, other
state agencies, and community partners through
meetings and conferences.

ODHE also created websites that are institution-
facing and public-facing to support CPL initiative
outreach (Transfer Credit Ohio, undated-a). The
institution-facing website contains relevant docu-
mentation to inform administrators about the indus-
try credentials that have been approved for statewide
articulation agreements. The public-facing website
includes a search tool that allows individuals to select
industry credentials that are eligible for statewide
articulation agreements and identify colleges that are
offering equivalent courses and college credit.

To help colleges share information on credit for
industry credentials with students, ODHE developed
a fillable pathways map template that colleges can
customize (Figure 10). We collected feedback from
interview participants on a draft of the pathways map
that helped inform revisions. The template provides a
visual representation of the path to a college creden-
tial or degree that begins with an industry credential.
College staff enter the specific industry credential
eligible for college credit, the college courses and
credit hours awarded for the credential, and the col-
lege programs to which the courses apply. College
staff can also add their logos and other marketing
information to the template.

Finally, ODHE staff conducted a small mar-
keting campaign in summer 2023 that included
(1) online advertising, (2) printed brochures that
could be distributed at OhioMeansJobs workforce
centers (employment and training centers), and
(3) promotional materials distributed at the Ohio
State Fair and other in-person events. For the online
advertising component, ODHE purchased ads in two
local newspapers, in a national industry magazine,

To help colleges share information on credit

for industry credentials with students, the Ohio
Department of Higher Education developed a
fillable pathways map template that colleges can

customize.




FIGURE 10

Fillable Pathways Map Indicating How Industry Credentials Feed into College

Programs

Get College Credit for your Industry Credential!

Department of
Higher Education

A
| @

General Marketing Language, contact info

Enter Program Name

A=

Your industry credential can
save you time and money!

Enter Credential Name

College Courses Awarded

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

and on Facebook. Although advertising partners
reported that the online advertising performed well
in terms of views, we did not directly measure the
impact of these activities. These outreach activi-
ties have the potential to reach individuals who are
not actively seeking out college, but it is unclear
whether such activities translate into additional
student enrollments.

Opportunities for Additional Outreach

Ohio community colleges use three important prac-
tices that align with the evidence. However, in a

prior report, we describe other promising approaches
that Ohio community colleges are not commonly
using to ensure that students receive CPL (Leigh

and Daugherty, 2025). We concluded in that report
that Ohio community colleges could enhance their
outreach efforts by (1) conducting a more systematic
screening process for CPL eligibility among incoming
students through applications and other intake pro-

cesses, (2) engaging industry and community part-
ners in providing outreach, and (3) leveraging data to
inform outreach and assess gaps.

At the state level, ODHE’s efforts also largely
align with the evidence. Websites and simple com-
munication tools can be valuable forms of CPL out-
reach that states can use to complement and support
college-level outreach. Ensuring that college staff are
well informed about statewide CPL is also essential
to implementation. However, it is unclear whether
marketing efforts around state CPL initiatives are
worth the investment, given our evidence that indi-
viduals with industry credentials do not frequently
make decisions about education and training based
on marketing.

There may be additional actions that the state
could consider. Industry trainees mentioned the
importance of employers and personal connections
in learning about education and training oppor-
tunities. More-proactive outreach to industry and
community organizations could be a valuable way to
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spread the word about education and training oppor-
tunities. However, such organizations are dispersed
and may be challenging for state agencies to reach.
But, in the case of credit for industry credentials,
states are often already in touch with the credential
providers to assess learning outcomes and nail down
verification processes. Enlisting these centralized
credentialing bodies to get the word out to eligible
individuals could be a streamlined way to engage
industry.

Summary and Key Takeaways

States, college systems, and individual colleges across
the United States are investing time and resources in
scaling CPL opportunities, including college credit
for industry credentials. In this report, we set out

to describe who might benefit from these initia-
tives, explore promising strategies for outreach, and
describe outreach efforts in Ohio.

We found that approximately 11.1 million indi-
viduals in the United States and 475,000 individuals
in Ohio hold a license or certification and do not
have a college degree. Of these individuals, approxi-
mately one in four are in STEM occupations. How-
ever, only one-third of the individuals in Ohio with
industry training whom we surveyed view a college
certificate as worth the time and cost, and fewer
than one-quarter of survey participants reported
being currently enrolled in college or having plans to
enroll. In addition, most survey participants reported
one or more major barriers that would make it dif-
ficult to attend college. And although many industry
trainees view credit for industry credentials as a valu-

able opportunity, these CPL initiatives are not likely
to compel new populations of students to enroll in
college. These findings came from a small subset of
Ohioans and may not be representative of industry
credential-holders broadly. But the findings sug-
gest that no more than one-quarter of the industry
credential and no degree population might end up
enrolling in college (approximately 2.8 million U.S.
residents and 120,000 Ohioans).

To identify trusted sources of information on
education and training among those with industry
credentials, we drew on surveys and interviews with
Ohio participants in industry training. These indi-
viduals highlighted websites as a common source of
information. But survey respondents also empha-
sized word-of-mouth information and personalized
communication efforts over traditional marketing
approaches. The data indicated that trusted messen-
gers, such as employers and Ohio Training Centers,
may be valuable partners in providing CPL outreach.

Community colleges in Ohio are largely respon-
sible for providing direct outreach to individuals
about credit for industry credentials. In addition
to offering webpages on CPL, colleges commonly
leveraged one-on-one adviser meetings with incom-
ing students to ensure that all students learned
about CPL opportunities. Community colleges also
reported broad training of student-facing staff to
ensure that they are reaching incoming students. At
the state level, ODHE pursued a variety of outreach
efforts, from websites and outreach resources (e.g.,
pathways maps) to professional development for col-
lege staff and broad marketing.

Although many industry trainees view credit for
INndustry credentials as a valuable opportunity,
these credit for prior learning initiatives are not
ikely to compel new populations of students to

enroll in college.




The following findings from this report sug- ing or social media campaigns, it is unclear

gest four broader takeaways for states and col- whether broader outreach approaches could
leges that are working to scale credit for industry translate into additional enrollments

credential initiatives: o Community colleges should offer clear

o As states decide to pursue CPL initiatives,
they should estimate how many students
might benefit and weigh this estimate
against the cost of the initiatives. States are
constrained and must make decisions about
which initiatives to invest in to maximize
college enrollment and completion. We found
that many individuals hold an industry cre-
dential and have no college degree, but only a
subset of individuals with industry training

are likely to enroll in college. Now that ODHE

has better information about the population
that this initiative might reach, leadership can
make more-informed assessments about the
return on their investments.

o There may be value in focusing CPL out-

reach on the students who are the most likely

to enroll in college (e.g., incoming students)
and streamlining intake. Colleges have long
focused their outreach on incoming students
when promoting CPL opportunities, and our
evidence confirms that it may be best to first
focus on this low-hanging fruit. Ideally, CPL
opportunities could be used as a marketing
message to attract more individuals who are
not actively pursuing college enrollment. But
the college enrollment process is lengthy and
administratively burdensome. Ohio industry
training participants did not describe CPL as
a factor that would be likely to change their
views on college enrollment. And given the
lack of evidence that students trust market-

information about CPL on their websites,
require advisers to discuss CPL, and ensure
broader staff awareness. Colleges should
consider ways to enhance outreach through
systematic screening, stronger industry
engagement, and data use. We found that the
three approaches that Ohio community col-
leges commonly described were aligned with
the literature on promising outreach practices.
Websites are a common source of informa-
tion for prospective enrollees and individuals
who are seeking out training, according to our
survey respondents. One-on-one adviser con-
versations and broader staff training can help
ensure proactive outreach to students who
may not be searching websites for informa-
tion on CPL. But colleges also should consider
other approaches. We found that employers
and training centers can be valuable messen-
gers, and colleges can invest more time engag-
ing with employers and industry training
providers to get the word out. Screening for
CPL eligibility through college applications is
another way that colleges could help ensure
more-systematic outreach to all students, as
well as targeted advising.

States can provide supportive resources
that may be helpful in getting the word out
about CPL initiatives. Colleges continue to
lead most student-facing outreach on CPL, so
one important role for the state is to support
colleges’ efforts through professional devel-

One-on-one adviser conversations and broader
staff training can help ensure proactive outreach
to students who may not be searching websites
for information on credit for prior learning.
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opment and communication tools (e.g., cus-
tomizable pathways maps). ODHE and some
other states and college systems also provide
public-facing websites that allow individuals
to search for CPL opportunities. These web-
sites take time and money to maintain but
offer an additional source of information for
those who are searching for training oppor-
tunities but not college information. Given
the importance of employers and personal
outreach from known individuals as trusted
messengers on education and training, states
could potentially play a role in coordinating
with employers and industry credential-
providers to spread the word about CPL to
individuals who are not actively seeking out
college information.

Conclusion

Offering college credit for industry credentials can
establish on-ramps into college, and CPL initiatives
are being broadly scaled across the United States.
Students should not need to repeat courses for skills
and knowledge they already have. But CPL initia-
tives require time and effort, and leaders overseeing
this work must justify and ensure the value of these
investments. The evidence in this report can help
inform decisionmaking by giving states and colleges
a better sense of who might benefit from credit for
industry credential initiatives. Our evidence on out-
reach approaches aims to support college and state
efforts on CPL awareness-building, which can help
maximize the number of individuals who are aware
of and able to benefit from these opportunities. Our
case study of Ohio’s outreach efforts offers a model of
what other states and colleges could consider as they
pursue similar initiatives.

APPENDIX
Additional Details on Data and
Methods

Current Population Survey

The Current Population Survey is a nationally rep-
resentative survey that includes questions about
income, labor force participation, and related topics.
The survey asks the following question: “Do you

have a currently active professional certification or

a state or industry license?” A certification is a cre-
dential awarded by a nongovernmental body based

on an exam that demonstrates the knowledge, skills,
and abilities to perform a specific job, but it does not
grant the legal authority to work in an occupation. In
contrast, a license is a credential awarded by a govern-
ment licensing agency that grants the legal authority
to work in an occupation. It may be based on a combi-
nation of education, exams, and work experience (U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). Thus, a certification
and a license are industry credentials.

On the basis of responses to the Current Popula-
tion Survey certification or licensure question and
items on educational attainment and occupation, we
estimated the number of individuals without a col-
lege degree who hold an industry-recognized creden-
tial in STEM and non-STEM occupations, as defined
by NSF (Box 2). We then examined the characteris-
tics of this group alongside the characteristics of the
population with college degrees to describe whether
these individuals are more likely to fall into under-
represented subgroups. We obtained Current Popula-
tion Survey samples from IPUMS (Flood et al., 2025).
To increase the level of confidence in our estimates,
we pooled Current Population Survey monthly
samples from 2020 to 2024, the five most recent years
with complete data available. The monthly samples
include a final basic weight that can be used to com-
bine data from individuals within each sample. To
combine data across all samples, we generated a new
weight equal to the final basic weight multiplied by
(number of individuals in each sample + number
of individuals in all samples), and we used the new
weight to weight observations when computing sum-
mary statistics.
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Surveys and Interviews with Individuals
in Ohio Industry Training

For our survey and interviewing efforts, we recruited
current students and recent graduates from three
Ohio Technical Centers located in different areas
of the state. Ohio Technical Centers provide sector-
based training that often leads to industry creden-
tials, but they do not award college degrees. We asked
contacts at each of the three technical centers to send
online survey links to current students and recent
graduates in qualifying STEM programs (Box 2). We
requested that program contacts provide up to three
follow-up email and text reminders. The surveys
and interviews asked individuals about their back-
grounds, their interest in college, and their percep-
tions of the state’s initiative to award credit for college
credentials. Those who completed surveys received a
$20 Amazon gift card code.

Ohio Technical Center contacts sent a total of
563 invitations to participate in the survey in July
2023. We received surveys from 111 individuals
over a two-month survey window (a response rate
of 19.7 percent). Respondents were overwhelmingly
White (97.2 percent) and male (90.0 percent), reflect-
ing the demographics of individuals in the training
programs we targeted (e.g., I'T, engineering technol-
ogy). Nearly half (47.7 percent) were adult learners
(i.e., 25 years old and older), and approximately
one-fifth (17.1 percent) held an associate’s or bach-

TABLE A1

elor’s degree (Table A.1). We did not have data on the
characteristics of nonrespondents, so we could not
assess the representativeness of the sample.

We recruited interview participants through a
question on the survey and contacted 24 individuals
who expressed interest in participating in July and
August 2023. A total of nine individuals participated
across two group interviews and two one-on-one
interviews. All participants identified as White
males and ranged in age from 20 to 40 years old.
Five participants held certifications in the IT field
(CompTTA/cybersecurity), two participants held
welding certifications, one identified as a pharmacy
technician, and another participant identified as a
heavy truck technician. All but one were currently
employed. Four of the nine participants had prior
college experience, but none held a college degree.

Interviews and focus groups with individu-
als in industry training or recent graduates used a
semistructured protocol exploring perceptions of
college credentials and barriers to enrollment. The
interview sessions were recorded, and detailed notes
were verified for accuracy using the recordings. We
inductively coded the notes in Dedoose in two coding
cycles—first to categorize the data by research ques-
tion and emerging subcodes, and then to refine the
subcodes and develop themes.

Characteristics of Individuals Completing the Survey

Percentage of

Characteristic and Number of Respondents Respondents
Age (n = 111)

Less than 18 years old 0.9

18 to 24 years old 51.4

25 to 34 years old 27.9

35 years old and older 19.8
Gender (n = 110)

Female 9.1

Male 90.0
Prefer to self-describe 0.9
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Table A.1—Continued

Percentage of
Characteristic and Number of Respondents Respondents

Race (n = 109)

American Indian or Alaska Native 2.8
Asian 0.9
Black or African American 0.9
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 0.9
White 97.2

Ethnicity (n = 110)
Hispanic 1.8

Educational attainment (n = 111)

Less than high school 0.0
High school diploma or general equivalency diploma 1.7
Some training or college beyond high school 71.2
Associate’s degree 9.9
Bachelor’s degree or more 7.2

Holds or is preparing for a professional license or certification (n = 86)

IT 314
Manufacturing 23.3
Pilot or unmanned aircraft systems 2.3
Auto and light truck 1.2
Power line mechanic 31.9

Has earned or is preparing for an educational certificate (n = 91)

IT, cybersecurity, or networking 27.5
Advanced manufacturing 16.5
Welding 13.2
Other 7.7
Heavy truck technician 3.3

SOURCE: Features information from a RAND-conducted survey at three Ohio Technical Centers. Online survey links were
distributed to 563 current students and recent graduates, and 111 students completed surveys.

NOTE: We did not have the characteristics of nonrespondents, so we could not examine differential response rates by charac-
teristic and the representativeness of our sample for all enrollees.

Notes

I Our survey item did not explicitly define a college certificate. For example, this item could have included credit-bearing certificates or
certificates awarded for noncredit training. Prior items did define an industry credential and differentiated it from an educational certifi-
cate awarded by a training institution for completing coursework.

2 We considered analyzing responses by educational attainment, race/ethnicity, and gender as well. However, only one-fifth of respon-
dents had a college degree, were non-White, or were female, and small samples prevented us from detecting meaningful differences in
responses for those groups.
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About This Report

The Ohio Department of Higher Education (ODHE) has offered statewide
articulation agreements that award college credit for prior learning (CPL) since
2009. In 2021, ODHE and Ohio postsecondary institutions leveraged existing
state policy and processes to begin awarding statewide college credit for indus-
try credentials. Statewide agreements specify that individuals can earn college
credit for industry credentials (i.e., certifications and licenses) in such fields

as information technology, advanced manufacturing, the skilled trades, and
health. The aim is to offer clear pathways into college programs for individuals
with relevant industry training and to make the college experience more effi-
cient for students by awarding credit for skills they hold when they enter college.
States and college systems across the United States are exploring similar efforts
to expand and standardize CPL opportunities.

In this report, we aim to inform the decisionmaking of state leaders and college
staff in Ohio and across the United States as they scale initiatives to award college
credit for industry credentials. To do this, we examine evidence to answer three
questions: (1) Who holds industry credentials, and which of these individuals
might be the most likely to enroll in college? (2) What types of outreach about
credit for industry credentials might be valuable? (3) What kinds of outreach
practices did Ohio college staff and state leaders use to inform individuals about
credit for industry credentials? We draw on a variety of data sources, including
nationally representative survey data, surveys and interviews with a set of Ohio-
ans with industry credentials, and interviews with state and college leaders.
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