
Beth: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. Today I have Sondra 

Smith on the call with me. Sondra is the Director of Special Projects for an organization called 

EDUCAUSE, which is one of my favorite organizations being involved with a lot of education 

marketing and they did something really cool this year and I really wanted to have Sondra on 

to talk about it. So, thank you so much for joining me.

Sondra: Thanks for having me. 

Beth: Actually I think the project that you did was a little over a year ago because I found out 

about what you were working on through the ASAE Gold Awards, that you won an award for 

for this program that you did that we’re gonna get into talking about later. Why don’t we start 

by having you talk a little bit about how you ended up at EDUCAUSE and how you ended up 

doing the kind of work that you do. 

Sondra: Sure, sure. So I worked for more than a decade in higher education in a small private 

liberal arts sector, and as an employee in the IT organization, EDUCAUSE was my professional 

association. That’s where I went for my professional development and my networking, my 

community and so I was very heavily involved with EDUCAUSE because when an opportunity 

came up to sort of shift gears and move over to work for EDUCAUSE I really jumped at the 

chance. It’s just a terrific place. The badging project was in pilot mode as I was in my first year 

of work at EDUCAUSE in a totally different project and so early in 2013, mid-2013 so that that 

became part of the work that I was doing.

Beth: I’ve never really ever heard of anything like that. Sondra worked on something online, 

badging project. Can you talk a little bit about what that project is? What is a badging 

project?

Sondra: Yeah, well sure. So digital badging has become a new platform to recognize 
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achievements and accomplishments and it’s really a great opportunity to micro-credential or 

credential on a more granual level and it works throughout your entire academic career, it 

works while you’re taking courses, it can be an academic pursuit or it can be a co-curricular 

pursuit or it can be a non-academic pursuit in a professional capacity. There’s all kinds of 

flexibility there. Digital badging has become really big in K12 education and all over the 

world. It’s just blossoming.

Beth: That’s what I wanted to ask you is you’re a professional association. How are other 

people using it? Like how does K12 organization using it? Are they with their students or with 

their staff?

Sondra: Both. 

Beth: Really? 

Sondra: There’s a lot of badging that happens for teacher professional development or 

teaching staff or teaching professionals, but there’s also a lot that happens for students 

and you’ll see it in libraries and in museums. You’ll see it within the curriculum in the K12 

association. There’s just really an amazing outpouring of badging interest and initiatives over 

the last couple years.

Beth: It’s fascinating and we’re gonna talk more about the actual tactics and what it actually 

means, where does it go, but I want to ask. As a professional organization, EDUCAUSE is 

about promoting the industry, promoting the profession. Why did you guys decide to do 

something like this? We always talk about participation on this show and associations and 

organizations really need, like the goal is to get people involved in what they want to do, but 

sometimes to do that you need to help them first. Why did you guys choose a strategy like 

this and how did you think something like this might help the participation goals that you 

have for your organization?

Sondra: Well, you know we’re a nonprofit association for higher education IT professionals, 

but not just IT. There’s a lot of really across the teaching and learning enterprise a lot of 

different sectors of the institution, but membership in ED is at the organizational level so an 

association or an institution or even a K12 school, we have all kinds of members who join, I 



think around 1,800 academic sort of affiliated organizations, institutions, schools and what 

have you. Another 300 or so corporate members, but it’s the individuals affiliated with those 

organizations who form our community. They’re the heartbeat of the community and so 

maybe there’s 70,000 or more individuals who are engaged with EDUCAUSE. They go to our 

website, they create a profile, they have connections in the community, they’re showing up 

at events, they’re taking online courses, they’re taking their professional development really 

seriously. They might be applying for and participating in an institute program, really intensive 

cohort-based face-to-face residential program or they might be doing presentations online. 

There’s just a wealth of professional development and research and publications where the 

community members as individuals can get involved or engaged and find their people, their 

sub-communities within the community so we launched the program on the premise that 

digital badges could be used to recognize professional engagements and achievements. 

Micro-credentials are really a highly visible way to document this incremental lifeline learning, 

all of these pieces that go along with the work and professional growth so it doesn’t really 

matter where you are. If you have earned a degree or you earn multiple degrees or you’re 

still in the process of earning a degree you can still find relevance in digital badging in your 

present and your future. So we ran a pilot in 2013 to kind of test the waters to see how the 

community would respond to the idea of these micro-credentials and it was an encouraging 

outcome for that pilot so we launched the program in 2014. We really flushed it out some 

more and took it from a very small pilot to a pretty robust program and so far we’ve been 

really encouraged by the continual sort of traction that we’re getting in the community as 

people figure out what it means to not only receive a digital badge, earn a digital badge, 

but then identify with us as they post it and share it and it becomes this kind of two way 

communication as we are awarding them a digital badge for their real work, real efforts. In 

every case there’s very specific criteria and things they must do in order to earn the badge 

and then when they post a display as they’re identifying with us as they say “Hey, I earned this 

badge from EDUCAUSE, and here’s what it’s about.”

Beth: It’s so interesting. I mean you have what I call the luxury maybe of having an IT 

audience so you’ve got people that are in your community that are aware and technically 

competent and you know, pretty embedded into new media and technologies. When you 

began to introduce this idea were they familiar with terms like badging and micro-credentials, 

which I have to say that’s a new term for me, micro-credentialing? Was your community 



familiar with it? Looking for it? What came out of the pilot program?

Sondra: Well, one of the things that came out of the pilot program was we had a lot of 

educating to do and communicating about the program and so people were to some extent 

familiar with the idea of digital badging, but there wasn’t much going on and we were one 

of the very first associations to offer digital badges for our members and so when we built 

the project and we started to press on, we took a very I guess I would say sort of structured 

project management approach. We had a charter and a plan. We had a communications and 

marketing plan and we had so many channels at our disposal through our association and 

we used pretty much all of them. I mean we had focus groups and we had publications and 

webinars, conference sessions and just all kinds of opportunities to try to help the community 

understand what this was about and what it could mean for them, what the value was for them 

in their professional development and growth. So no, there wasn’t a ton of awareness, but 

like you say, it is a community that tends to be quite comfortable with being out there on the 

edge and that helped certainly for people to jump on board.

Beth: Yeah, and I think that’s important for people to know that even in your tech-focused 

community that you’re working with that it was even just in 2014, even the concept was fairly 

new to them and so as other people are maybe considering rolling this out, it’s important to 

get a sense of the training, the awareness, the work that has to be done to support this. It’s 

not like building it and people are automatically excited because the don’t know really what 

it is, but as a technology-focused organization, you know who better than someone like you 

to pilot something like this and kind of lead, like moving your community forward through 

technology. You would think that that would be the kind of thing that they would expect of 

you so it seems very you know on message and supportive of the people that you have. So in 

the pilot program did you learn anything that made you change like your initial assumptions? 

Typically when someone goes to do something, you have assumptions about how good it’s 

gonna be and people are gonna love this and this is what they’re gonna want. What did you 

discover by running a pilot and not just jumping into this head first that maybe made you 

adjust some of what you ended up actually launching?

Sondra: Yeah, there were a few things that came out of the pilot that were really instrumental. 

One I already mentioned was just how much work we needed to do in building awareness 



and educating the community, but the other was every badge needed to have real weight 

behind it. People were not interested in being badged for showing up for a session or sitting 

in a seat somewhere. There had to be a real expectation in order for people, an expectation 

of doing the work and accomplishing something in order for people to value the badge and 

want to accept it and display it because when you are issued a badge, it’s up to you whether 

you receive it and then if you accept it, whether you just accept it and let it sit somewhere and 

linger or whether you publicly share it and display it and so for us, of course, we want people 

to accept it and display it with pride and be proud of the work they did and so we quickly 

realized that every single badge in the badge constellation, which is the greater organization 

that all of the categories and all the pieces that fit together for this badge program, every 

badge had to have real work associated with it and also we learned that language matters, 

that every, when you set up your badges you have certain standards you have to meet from 

how many characters and space you can describe the badge or criteria associated with it and 

whatnot. So we had to be very careful with our language in order to develop consistency 

and parity where it was appropriate and in some places badges are not all equal. Across our 

own constellation they’re not all equal. Some are at sort of entry level and they get people 

involved on a very early career, easy on boarding kind of way and others are really intense 

and require a huge commitment and some real seasoning in their field and so just being able 

to distinguish that in the badge itself so that people could understand when they receive the 

badge and they could share it with pride for the work that they invested, but that it would be 

appropriate for whatever that might be. 

Beth: And is it set up in a way that somebody who maybe doesn’t have that experience can’t 

go for it? Do you have to have this level of experience to even go after some of the badges? 

Sondra: Well in some cases I suppose you could say that in a couple of different ways. 

Probably you could say that. One is we’ve been experimenting with what we call stacked 

badges and those are a little bit harder to pull off than they sound, but what it means is you 

complete certain components along the way. You’re earning badges and when you get to the 

end and you’ve completed the whole portfolio, then there’s a distinctly different badge that 

has more weight to it because it’s a signal that you did not just those pieces, but you did all 

of those pieces and you successfully completed, and so the best example I have of that is we 



offer a MOOC on becoming a blended learning designer and it’s done in coordination and 

co-branded with the University of Florida.

Beth: Just define MOOC for anybody who is not familiar.

Sondra: Massively Open Online Course that occurs in this case it’s over the course of several 

weeks. It’s pretty intense. A lot of reading, some assignments and it can be a really heavy 

lift and people have the understanding when they go in, they can just kind of hang out and 

pick up what they want to pick up along the way or they can really dive in and do the work 

and when they get to the end submit their work for a portfolio review and that’s the stacked 

badge. That blended learning designer badge looks different and it’s described differently 

and there’s a lot more work invested in order to earn that badge versus the pieces of the more 

micro-credential pieces that build up to it. 

Beth: That is really interesting. So how did you decide what to badge? How did you choose 

what aspects of someone’s professional life should be micro-credentialed? 

Sondra: Well in getting started we really felt it was important to start from our own strength 

and so for us, we had a really robust what we call institute program portfolio and they’re very, 

very popular. They’re often very competitive. People who participate in them describe them 

as career milestones or career changers or game changers and so we knew that those needed 

to be within our badge constellation because the community values those experiences so 

well. We have a successful model for online course offerings and so again it was manageable. 

They’re relatively smallish courses of 50-60 participants and so it’s not an overload to actually 

have the homework assignments and review those resources and materials and verify that 

people have actually earned the badge and so just trying to keep things at scale for what we 

knew that we could do and do well. We had a bunch of badges associated with our events. 

We have over the course of the year we have hundreds of people involved in presenting at 

events all over the country and that might be a seminar, that might be a regular conference 

session. We also have hundreds of people involved in conference proposal review, which 

is a really important service to the community and we have a really robust volunteer core 

and people do just tremendous work on behalf of the community through these advisory 

committees and program committees and publication review, peer review and so we knew 

what worked really well for us as an association where people were really eager to contribute 



or they were investing a lot of time and we sensed that that’s also where they would value 

having the opportunity to show a digital representation, a digital credential for that work and 

for the most part that’s proven true.

Beth: That’s really interesting. So let’s talk about the technology of this because we’ve talked 

about these badges and digital badges. Sometimes it can be hard to wrap your brain around 

what does that look like? What does it even mean? So let’s talk about on your side. How do 

you create them, design them, deliver them? What’s the technology that happens to make this 

system work?

Sondra: Right, so we work with an outside vendor and we worked with them for several 

months prior to issuing our first batch to develop a design that we were happy with and that 

we could build out from that core design to develop this constellation so that everything 

would kind hang together and fit together. So we have five categories of badges and each 

category has a slightly different badge container so the visual is slightly different, but they’re 

similar and they all use a certain color palette and certain fonts and so it all hangs together as 

a set. So that part was done up front and then we worked with the same vendor and we have 

a schedule developed for the opportunities throughout the course of the calendar year when 

we’re going to badge our members. They could be associated with events like I mentioned. 

It might be because of a conference or a meeting or some professional development 

opportunity, but it could also be that like at the end of the year we do a lot of volunteer 

service badges prior to our big annual conference in the fall. So it’s not necessarily about a 

specific event. It’s just all about getting a cycle in a calendar we can work with and then we 

use a pretty basic system of putting the information we need so every badge has been vetted 

internally with our team. The criteria, the description, the titles, all of these details that we 

need to know that internally we’re in agreement on and then that data gets shipped off to 

our vendor along with a list of people and the email addresses who are to receive different 

badges. That happens over the course of the year.

Beth: So it’s not like a highly technical system. It’s people who have made some decisions. It’s 

some graphic design to come up with, an architecture like a hierarchy and a cohesive system 

of how things should look so that there’s associations, visual associations between what these 



designs mean and then it’s delivered. They’re delivered to the individuals through an email 

system that’s, so it’s not like you need a big complex online system where people go in and 

put in things themselves and then something is automatically generated to them. 

Sondra: That’s true. Some people do it that way, it can be done that way, but we’re not doing 

it that way at the present and I don’t see that in our near-term horizon.

Beth: I think that’s really cool that you’re able to like execute such a robust and complex 

system really without extensive or expensive technology to run it.

Sondra: Well, it’s kind of a mix because we do off load the actual issue of the badges from the 

vendor so …

Beth: So you’re not doing it all yourselves. It’s not magical. 

Sondra: That’s right.

Beth: So the badges then get sent to the people that did the work. You talked a little bit 

before about whether they accept them. What is that process of them accepting the badge or 

not?

Sondra: Right. So they get an email that says, “You’ve earned this badge and here’s what you 

need to do to accept it and we encourage you to share it and blah, blah, blah,” and it just 

depends on their own interest and eagerness for this sort of thing, whether they grab onto 

that and make that a priority or not, but we’ve been very pleased with our acceptance rates 

overall. They’ve been climbing steadily. Since we did the first pilot our acceptance rates for 

overall average for the pilot were 36 percent. By the end of 2014 that was up to 42 percent 

and by the end of 2015 that was up to 52 percent so it’s been a really significant increase and 

steady increase over the course of the three years and I think a lot of that has to do with the 

community just sort of coming on board and understanding what this is all about. 

Beth: Right. What are you using to track those metrics?



Sondra: We have reporting through the vendor and so we get a lot of data at pretty much the 

click of a button. It does require some sorting and analysis on this end that’s not as automated 

as we might like it yet, but we have data on every badge and so we know if someone has 

earned six badges or twelve or three. We know if a particular badge has been well-received 

or not or we have our badges like I said in five categories, so we have subject matter 

development, leadership development, leadership awards, communications and community 

service and so we often talk about success by category because that helps us to understand 

what’s available to the community in general and then we can build out badges that are more 

meaningful or more of the more meaningful badges for the community and not invest our 

time and efforts in badges that aren’t as meaningful to community because really this whole 

thing is about a value add for the community, helping them to be proud of the work they’re 

doing as a professional and share that broadly and get the credit that’s due them.

Beth: And so what do they do with them once they decide they’re going to accept the 

badge? What does a member do with that badge?

Sondra: The vast majority of them who accept their badge share it on LinkedIn, so currently 

I believe it’s 91 percent of the badges that we issue that are accepted are displayed on 

LinkedIn, and when we first started that was at 74 percent so that’s seen a very remarkable 

increase as well over three years. There’s a few that get shared on Twitter or a few that get 

shared on Facebook, but, no question about it, LinkedIn is the go-to place for our community 

and when you share it on linked in you have two options. You can send it out so it just appears 

in your news feed and so it’s kind of a blip on the radar and you can also share it within your 

profile as a, I believe in LinkedIn there’s a, it’s called credential and that’s in the profile section. 

You can signal you want your badge to appear in that context. It doesn’t translate as well as 

we would like. It doesn’t show the badge and all its bright vivid color and all the detail, but 

at least it does in the LinkedIn profile, giving you an opportunity to include that as part of a 

record of who you are and the kind of work you’re doing.

Beth: And have you found any ways to track that, to track the sharability and what people are 

doing with their badges? It’s a little harder.



Sondra: It is harder, yeah. 

Beth: I’ll give you that up front. I’m not sure that we’ve got that down yet.

Sondra: Lumina Foundation has been working on some of the bigger questions and more 

challenging components about badging and digital credentialing and open standards and all 

of the ways of making this more portable and more flexible and more meaningful and so an 

EDUCAUSE staffer involved and those that I just mentioned as well as others kind of out on 

the front lines trying to make this even better for members and lifelong learners.

Beth: It is such an interesting shift in education. When you started you talked about how you 

had to do a lot to build awareness. I’m curious what you did in the beginning when people 

had no idea that you were even doing this and how that’s changing now that your program is 

getting more established. 

Sondra: Well, in the beginning we published a number of briefs and articles. We did 

community webinars on our own Adobe Connect Channel. We did conference presentations, 

we did focus groups at conferences and as we’ve moved into becoming more established, we 

have better lines of communication with the community in general so we often hear directly 

from people who are looking for a particular badge or particular opportunity to be badged 

and we’re still writing. We’re still publishing. We’re still talking a lot about the opportunities, 

but it’s not as intense as it was when we first got rolling.

Beth: And now that you are getting more established and this is going out there have you 

heard anything from employers, from the people that hire your community? Are they starting 

to look at this and has it reached a point where people are counting this for something?

Sondra: Well that’s a great question and in fact that’s one of the questions that the IMS 

group is working on, how to get that employer feedback into the equation so that you do 

understand which badges matter the most to employers so we haven’t reached that yet. One 

of the most interesting things that happened to us in our program over the last couple years 

was like I mentioned early on, the institute programs are just really high-sought opportunities 

and people who participate in them are so proud of them and just love them and so we’ve 



been badging those programs. One of them we started badging in 2013, a couple more 

we did in 2014. Another one we picked up in 2015, yeah that sounds right, and so it’s been 

gradual folding them into our badge program, but there were lots of people who had 

attended those programs before they were initially badged, and we started hearing from 

them. They would say, “You know I know you’re badging these programs and I just would 

really like a badge for my participation that happened in 2006 or 2002,” or whatever it may 

have been. So we really took that to heart and this past year we developed a set of alumni 

badges for those programs and we opened it up as a window of opportunity and we said if 

you want to claim a badge for your participation in that event, here’s your opportunity to do 

that. There was a process. They had to make a claim, we had to verify it and in the course of 

that process they had the opportunity to also tell us why this was important to them and it 

was a voluntary question form that they had to fill out, but it was just a tremendous response. 

Ultimately we issued 770 badges for people who were claiming this sort of retroactive badge. 

So many comments about how appreciative people were to have a modern digital credential 

to represent that work that they were so proud of and that was the overriding sentiment that 

we got. Over 500 comments in the process of collecting claims for those badges and they 

overriding sentiment was this was just such an important milestone and I’m just so proud of 

this achievement and I want to share it and I need a digital badge to do that and so that was 

really gratifying to be able to have that kind of loop around with the community.

Beth: You know, and it’s funny because we talked, and I use the term driving participation all 

the time, and I always question is that even the right term because you know as organizations 

we always want to push people to get involved, do this stuff, do the things I want you to 

do and you know what I love about what you’ve done is that you’ve created a program that 

people are calling you up and saying I want to be part of this. I mean that really just shows 

that you’re doing what you are meant to be doing as an organization, creating a framework 

that people want to participate in rather than creating a participatory opportunity that you are 

dragging people to. That’s one of the hard things about being an association is that you need 

people to get involved in order to sustain your existence, but if you do it just for the purpose 

of sustaining your existence it just doesn’t work.

Sondra: Right. It has to be the community is the heartbeat. It has to be. They have to dive in 



and make it worthwhile for themselves and for everybody else.

Beth: Definitely. Alright so now I have the big sort of global life philosophical perspective 

question to ask you. You are an organization that supports people that work in education. You 

are also an organization that creates and delivers education. How does this concept of micro-

credentialing change everything when it comes to education? When you look forward to 

how the world’s gonna be and how education is gonna be, what do you think that this trend 

means? 

Sondra: Well, you know there are connections to that larger conversation around what is the 

appropriate credential or what is the appropriate 21st century micro-credential and so the 

way that we look at it for our community is who knows where you are in the spectrum of your 

academic career or your professional career, but you can’t work in higher education without 

being a life long learner. It just doesn’t work. It won’t thrive in that environment if you’re 

not also motivated to be a lifelong learner and so with digital badges you can continually 

reinforce your commitment to the profession, to your field, to your institution or your 

organization that you work for by putting yourself out there and doing the work required to 

stay current and so this is just one piece of that puzzle that there’s, like the Lumina Foundation 

is examining that whole question around competency based education and credentialing on 

another whole scale all together. What we’re doing is really by comparison very focused on 

the professional oath and professional development.

Beth: It’s so interesting and I love how you put it in a way that supports and extends 

education as opposed to creating any perception that you’re replacing education.

Sondra: Right. 

Beth: So if somebody said this is a great idea. I mean I see this. You’re of course an 

association so you’re in the business of education, but there’s lots and lots of different 

associations of all types that I think could benefit from badging things that might not even 

be education or skills based credentials. You were even talking about in some cases that you 

had some things based just on volunteer activities and while your credentials are much more 

leaned towards the skill set based things, I could see other organizations that people would 



get value and appreciate being rewarded or commended or thanked for their contribution 

to the greater good and that that could be something that could be badged. There’s lots of 

different ways that people could use it and if anyone else is out there using this in different 

ways we’d love to hear from you. So if somebody said this is a great idea. I could see how I 

could use this in my organization, what would you tell them to do? Like what would be the 

first step that somebody should consider if they wanted to get started moving down this 

path?

Sondra: Well, before I answer that, let me just be sure to clarify that a large part of our 

portfolio, sorry. Let me try that again since my phone rang. A large part of our portfolio is 

actually volunteering, excuse me, badging volunteer engagement so those services that 

program committees, proposal reviewers, advisory committees provide is huge for the 

community, for the health and wellness of the community and the programs that we support 

and so there’s as much of that as there is, like core spaced or instituted based badging 

going on in our portfolio for sure. If someone was thinking about how to get started I would 

probably say two things. One would be take a really reflective look at your current portfolio 

and identify where your strengths are. Identify what you could  badge that would add value 

to your members without requiring you to do something new or to figure out how to get 

something else done on top of what you’re already doing because if you badge where you’re 

already successful you are reducing your risk up front and you’re conserving your energy 

because there’s a pretty heavy lift in sorting out all the particulars for a badge constellation. 

The work is much harder by far in those six, eight, ten months lead up to issuing the badge 

than it is to actually issuing badges and rolling forward building that frame work and 

understanding and doing the work internally with your stake holders and externally with your 

stake holders is where the lift is and the second thing I would say is to go to the EDUCAUSE 

website and look at the badge resource library because like I said, we’ve done a lot of 

publishing, presenting and not just us, the entire community. There’s a lot of resources on the 

resource library in there broadly available. So I encourage you to check them out and find the 

ones that can help inform your work.

Beth: That is such a good suggestion. I will make sure that I put a link directly to that library 

on the show notes page so be sure to go and look there. Sondra how can people get in touch 



with you if they had further questions for you?

Sondra: The best way is probably through LinkedIn.

Beth: Excellent, and I will put Sondra’s LinkedIn direct connection link on the show notes 

page so you can hunt her down there. Sondra, thank you so much for sharing this really 

interesting project and your experience with it with both me and the nonprofit community. I 

truly appreciate your time.

Sondra: Thank you so much, Beth. It’s been a pleasure.


