LESSONS LEARNED: WORKING WITH INDUSTRY SKILL CERTIFICATIONS
Mark Butler & David Osman
Aligning industry skill certifications with career and technical education programs requires hard work and careful attention to detail that can yield positive benefits for students, program providers, and employers.  Some lessons learned from our experience reviewing 1,000 skill certifications, developing a systematic selection process, and aligning programs with certifications are summarized below.
Lesson One: Build a Certification Starter List.  Begin by learning about the range of possible certifications from which you will need to choose specific ones that are the best fit for your programs.  While there are over 4,000 industry skill certifications in the marketplace, there is no single database with information on each of them.  In addition, these certifications are sponsored and administered by over 500 industry trade associations, product manufacturers, and vendors.  We recommend building a starter list of a few hundred widely known certifications and their sponsors and using it to make preliminary matches to programs under consideration.  As you learn more about certifications, add new ones to your list.
Lesson Two:  Select the Right Certification Sponsors.  Next you will need to establish criteria for filtering and selecting the certifications that merit further review.  We recommend choosing certifications sponsored by “industry-wide” organizations or vendors in order to increase the chances of employer recognition and use.  To help us identify such organizations, we developed a selection process that ranks certification sponsors on the basis of their longevity, geographic reach, total number of certifications awarded, and employer member/client base.  Using this selection process ensures impartiality and insulates the decision making process from persuasive certification sponsor sales pitches.
Lesson Three:  Determine the Feasibility of Certifications for Your Programs. Not all certifications are created equal.  Some certifications will “work” for your programs, and some will not.  The best way to make that determination is to conduct an in-depth feasibility review.  Our Certification Feasibility Review Instrument was designed to assist educators in the review process by focusing attention on: characteristics of the certifying organization; details regarding the specific certification under consideration; recognition and impact of the certifications; impact of using the certifications on the program providers; education and training needed to earn certifications; and certification procedures.  
Lesson Four:  Focus on Particular Matters of Importance to Your Situation.  For example, Perkins IV places emphasis on using valid and reliable skill assessments.  During the feasibility review, ask in-depth questions on test construction.  Almost all certification sponsors are careful to build valid and reliable assessments, but some pay more attention to these topics than others and visibly document their achievements on their web sites.  
For example, look for evidence that the sponsor has been accredited by the National Commission for Certifying Agencies and meets that organization’s standards for test validity, reliability, and objectivity in the testing process.  Other visible signs of careful attention to these issues are documentation that an organization’s assessments meet recognized standards of quality (e.g., ISO-9001:2001 certification); that assessments are developed by qualified psychometricians in accordance with recognized guidelines published by the American Psychological Association or the Society for Industrial Organizational Psychologists; or that assessments have been developed and are administered by recognized test development firms (e.g., Pearson VUE and Promissor).
Lesson Five:  Ask for the Task Analysis Used by the Certification Sponsor.  Properly conducted job task analyses provide the source material for developing assessments.  Task analyses make program alignment with certifications possible, provide documentation justifying the need for program improvement, and allow you to speak to employers in their language.  Certification sponsors that conduct task analyses and use them to develop assessments should share the results with you.  Alternatively, ask for skill sets, knowledge statements, or test outlines to aid program alignment.
Lesson Six:  Consider Using Multiple Certifications to Customize Programs.  Exact program alignment with a single certification is unusual.  Typically, program content is broader in scope than a single assessment leading to one certification.  Consider using multiple assessments from more than one certification.  Think flexibly in terms of multiple job roles rather than a single job function.  This approach will allow you to customize your programs and meet changing employer needs quickly.  For example, Office Assistant programs can be aligned with certifications for MOS Word, Excel, and PowerPoint from Certiport and with Brainbench certifications for Office Procedures and Business Communications among others.
Lesson Seven:  Conduct Pilot Projects to Establish Baseline Measures.  How successful will students be when they take the assessment exams to earn certification?  The answer to that critical question will impact measurement results in reports that you must submit to oversight authorities.  When conducting the certification feasibility review, ask for the initial pass rates for the assessment exams.  Some sponsors report initial pass rates as low as 40%, while others claim rates as high as 90%.  Also ask about retest policies and subsequent pass rates.  It would be a mistake to establish uniform pass rates for all students taking assessment exams for certifications.  Proceed with some caution, and conduct pilot projects to establish baseline measures for pass rates.

Lesson Eight:  Evaluate the Certification Sponsor’s Capacity to Provide Assistance.  Many program providers will need assistance during the process of aligning their programs with certifications.  Determine the certification sponsor’s capacity to provide technical assistance to program managers and instructors.  Does the sponsor have staff available to provide professional development for faculty, to field questions over the phone, to conduct conference calls, or to host webinars?  Equally important, does the sponsor have curriculum resources or recommend curriculum developed by others?  Is the sponsor willing to negotiate prices for bulk exam purchases?  In short, how much does the certification sponsor want your business?  Not all sponsors provide a full range of services educators expect.  
Lesson Nine:  Provide Professional Development to Instructors.  The corollary to Lesson Eight is that you must provide professional development opportunities to instructors.  Instructors should be expected to hold the same certifications with which their programs are aligned and for which students will prepare.  Ideally instructor professional development should take place during the pilot phase.   Aligning programs with industry skill certifications should be conducted the same way the implementation of any new or revised program is conducted, with adequate faculty preparation and resource allocation.  
Lesson Ten:  Document the Selection Process.  Generate a brief certification selection summary report to justify the choice and use of specific certifications.  Questions from upper management, oversight boards, and the public will arise regarding your selection, and you will need to justify both the certifications chosen and the expenditure of public funds to align programs with certifications.
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