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Abstract: 
Digital badges as a form of recognizing professional development are becoming 

more prevalent in higher education. With their increased use comes an increased need 
for understanding the challenges and potential benefits of digital badges as a medium 
for recognizing educational development. Our paper offers two contrasting perspectives 
on the digital badge that incorporates both recipient and facilitator, process-oriented 
reflections that focus on pre-program, during-program and post-program micro-
credentialing experiences. These perspectives provide insights into how digital badges 
are perceived by recipients, and the considerations and challenges faced by those who 
issue the badges. 
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Introduction 
Micro-credentialing through the use of digital badges is gaining momentum in 

learning communities across the globe and despite their relative obscurity in the 
employment and educational arenas, academic institutions are beginning to appreciate 
their utility in recognizing learning achievements in diverse contexts. Digital badges are 
digital icons or symbols that are used to recognize a variety of achievements, skills, 
interests or specific qualities and have been used to “set goals, motivate behaviors, 
represent achievements and communicate success in many contexts” (Mozilla 
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Foundation, 2012, p. 3). Information embedded as metadata into the digital badge 
includes such things as the date of issue, institution issuing the badge and the 
requirements that were met in order to receive the badge (Fields, 2015). As diverse as 
the contexts and purposes for issuing digital badges, so are the experiential 
perspectives of those who are at both the issuing and receiving end of the micro-
credentialing process. Our paper offers two contrasting perspectives on the digital 
badge that incorporates recipient and facilitator, process-oriented reflections focusing 
on pre-program, during-program and post-program micro-credentialing experiences 
within the context of an educational development program. We provide insights into how 
digital badges are received and used by recipients, and the considerations and 
challenges faced by those who develop, and issue the digital badges. 

Background 
The Teaching Online Program (TOP) is a professional learning program offered to 

faculty members and graduate students at a Canadian higher education institution who 
have an instructional role and are interested in learning how to teach online. It is offered 
entirely online so that participants have the opportunity to experience course structure, 
communication, learning activities and assessment practices in an authentic 
environment. TOP runs over four weeks and includes a variety of activities, including 
synchronous and asynchronous discussions, readings, and assignments. It is facilitated 
by two people who offer guidance and feedback throughout the program.  

Prior to digital badges, participants who met the requirements were given a 
traditional paper certificate of completion. To receive a certificate, participants 
completed the assignments and received feedback on them. Facilitators tracked 
whether or not the assignments were completed but there was no benchmark or 
minimum standard that had to be met in order to fulfill assignment requirements. It was 
hoped that participants’ work would improve throughout the program.  

For the past couple of years completion of the program has been recognized by 
providing participants with a digital badge. The badge description articulates the tasks 
that participants complete and skills learned in order to receive it. The switch to digital 
badges was made for several reasons. Since they may act as more of an incentive to 
complete a program, we hoped they would increase completion rates. The badge 
system also allowed learners more control to display their accomplishments digitally and 
share details of their professional learning with others. A custom badge platform was 
developed in-house to administer badges. Once program facilitators have determined 
who will receive badges, they issue them through the website (badges.ucalgary.ca). 
Learners receive an email letting them know how to view and manage their badge, 
download it as a PDF file and print it to add to a physical portfolio.  

On Receiving a Digital Badge 
Prior to the Program 
As a doctoral student keen on professional development, I was quick to enroll in a 

free program offered at my university aimed at developing online teaching skills. Being a 
new instructor in adult education, my enhanced skills would ultimately offer my future 
students a rich and more meaningful learning experience. With these thoughts in mind, I 
carefully explored the TOP to determine the expectations and new skills I would obtain 
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and discovered that upon completing the program, I would receive a digital badge. 
Although intrigued by the concept of a digital badge, learning that I would receive one 
did not change my initial motivations to take the program. I began the program thinking 
that in addition to learning new skills teaching in an online environment, I would also 
receive a digital badge to recognize my learning, was most definitely a bonus.  

During the Program 
Upon registration, I immediately wanted to determine how I would be assessed in 

order to receive my digital badge. A positive aspect of the course was that it was offered 
entirely online and recognition for this learning was via a digital medium as well. I 
appreciated this authenticity. At this early point in the program, I had not given the 
digital badge any thought and was entirely focused on meeting the outcomes of the 
program. As I completed the requirements for the program, which were task-oriented, 
my curiosity around the digital badge was increasing and I began to do independent 
research on digital badges. Despite my research, which was certainly not extensive, I 
still did not have an appreciation of how digital badges might enhance the ways in which 
my learning could be displayed.  

Although the digital badge began to be a motivator in completing the requirements of 
the TOP insofar as being able to display my learning in a new way, it did not supersede 
my initial motivations for taking the course.  

After the Program 
Upon completing the program requirements and learning some of its uses, I was 

eager to receive my digital badge. I received a link to the badge, registered on the 
badge platform, downloaded my badge, and immediately posted it to a professional 
social media. I also downloaded and saved it as a PDF certificate; adding it to my CV to 
highlight my skills’ development. I was certainly impressed with the digital badge and 
found it to be an innovative way of displaying achievement and would much rather have 
the badge in comparison to a paper certificate because it is flexible.  

In terms of my overall motivation, receiving the digital badge was not as important as 
obtaining the skills that the TOP had to offer. It is certainly a nice bonus and the way it is 
able to display my learning is very appealing to me, but I would not take a course just 
for the sake of obtaining a digital badge. 

On Issuing the Digital Badge 
Prior to the Program 
As a TOP program facilitator, I knew that the badge criteria needed to be clearly 

articulated and communicated on the website. In order to do this, all program facilitators 
had to agree on the goals of the program and what would be required of participants in 
order to receive a badge. We examined the program design to see if it made sense 
given the new way of acknowledging learning accomplishments.   

During the Program 
One of the concerns I had was about the level of granularity and amount of effort 

required to earn a badge. Originally there were four criteria for receiving a TOP badge: 
participating in the online discussions, facilitating a discussion board, completing an 
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activity planning sheet, and creating an assessment blueprint (University of Calgary, 
2016). We considered offering a series of smaller badges for each of the assignments, 
with a larger one for participants who completed all the assignments. However, we 
decided against it for a couple of reasons. First, we wanted to convey to participants 
that TOP was a thoughtful, integrated program that could not be parceled off with pieces 
completed as discrete activities. Second, we wondered if offering several badges for 
one program would be perceived as inflating the importance of those activities. We want 
our programs to be perceived as professional, so if we are offering a digital badge as a 
reward for any activity completed by participants, it could appear as if we are trying to 
motivate them to take our programs by offering an array of digital badges.  

After the Program 
After the program we needed to determine which participants had completed all 

requirements to receive a digital badge. Before, we analyzed how much effort the 
participants put into assignments, and whether they were learning. However, now we 
had to make a concerted effort to consider whether or not the participants actually met 
the requirements for the badge. The digital badges prompted us to consider 
competency more than effort. We had not considered this shift in perspective 
beforehand. Having the criteria for receiving a badge defined on our website seemed to 
make a difference in how we evaluated success within the program.  

Conclusion 
Digital badges offer multiple pathways for learning, impacts on learner motivation, 

and opportunities and challenges presented at the program development and facilitation 
level. Our reflections contribute to a growing body of scholarship (Olneck, 2015) around 
digital badges as mediums for recognizing learning achievements, and provide 
individually unique perspectives. As digital badging becomes more common, we 
anticipate that there will be other reflections that contribute to an overall understanding 
of the potential uses of digital badges and the challenges involved with making them 
more acceptable and valuable to the learning community. 
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