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States and institutions of higher education (IHEs) are
increasingly implementing strategies to formally recognize the
skills and competencies that early educators gain through direct
experience in the field.}? These strategies are intended to
acknowledge and codify the value of early educators’ direct
experience; support career advancement among early
educators, many of whom experience financial or logistical
barriers to earning a more advanced degree; and increase
retention in the early care and education (ECE) field.

Strategies to recognize early educators’ skills and competencies
formally typically take one of two forms:

e |HEs award college credit for skills and competencies,
often called “credit for prior learning,” or CPL

e Statesissue a credential, qualification, or placement at a
certain career level based on skills and competencies

Research indicates that adults who receive CPL through a
variety of the strategies discussed below, compared to those
who do not receive CPL, are more likely to complete their
college program, complete their degree faster, and have reduced
costs associated with earning a degree.®*° There is also some
evidence that college graduates who receive CPL have higher
employment rates and higher incomes than college graduates
without CPL.¢ While more research is needed on CPL in the ECE
field and on strategies that recognize skills and experience in
state ECE qualification systems, this initial evidence highlights
the potential of these strategies to support the ECE workforce.

Key Terms

A variety of terms are used to describe
approaches for recognizing skills and
competencies gained through experience.

Recognition strategies: Methods to
assess and acknowledge skills and
competencies formally (e.g., exams,
portfolios, observations, articulated
credit, verified work experience), resulting
in credit, credentials, or qualifications.

Credit for prior learning (CPL): Academic
credit awarded for knowledge and skills
gained outside traditional coursework,
including work experience or training.

Prior learning assessment (PLA): A
process used to evaluate and validate an
individual’s prior learning for the purpose
of awarding academic credit or
credentials.

Experience-based pathway: A route to
earning credentials, qualifications, or
credit that recognizes skills and
competencies gained through work and
other real-world experiences, rather than
relying solely on traditional coursework.
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This policy highlight describes different strategies that states and IHEs use to recognize early educators’
skills and experience, considerations for states and IHEs as they develop and implement these strategies,
and additional needs for research to strengthen policy and practice.

What strategies do states and institutions of higher education
use to recognize early educators’ skills and competencies?

Below, we describe five strategies that IHEs and states use to award college credit, issue state credentials or
qualifications, or both. While we review each strategy separately, it is important to note that each strategy
comes with advantages and disadvantages, and no single strategy is sufficient on its own. Many states and
IHEs use a combination of strategies to balance the tradeoffs of individual strategies and align with state
and IHE policies in their context.

c Exams

States and IHEs recognize early educators’ knowledge and competencies through examinations that assess
individuals’ subject matter knowledge (e.g., knowledge of child development, developmentally appropriate
practice, curriculum planning). Depending on how the strategy is implemented, early educators may earn
college credit, a state credential or permit, or waivers from certain requirements by passing the exam.
Exams include:

e Standardized exams, which are developed by national third-party organizations to test subject
matter knowledge equivalent to a college course. For example, an IHE may accept scores from the
College Level Examination Program (CLEP) or DANTES Subject Standardized Tests (DSST) to award
college credit.”8?

e Challenge or departmental exams, which are IHE faculty-developed, faculty-administered exams
that align with the content of a specific course. An IHE can use these scores to determine whether a
student can receive credit without completing the course.1®

e State exams, which states may use as a required or optional component of their credentialing or
permitting systems. For example, states can award a credential based on an exam, or they can use
exams to create accelerated pathways that allow experienced educators to bypass certain training
or coursework requirements, even when the exam alone does not result in a credential.!?

As a recognition strategy, exams allow educators to demonstrate knowledge independently of a formal
academic degree and can provide a standardized metric aligned with state standards and competency
frameworks. When used thoughtfully, exams can also support consistency in baseline knowledge across
programs and providers, while offering experienced educators a pathway to receive credit or meet
requirements based on what they already know. Exams offer an efficient and low-cost way for states and
IHESs to assess educators’ skills. However, exams assess educators’ knowledge, not their practice, so exam
performance may not accurately or fully represent educators’ skills and competencies.

e Portfolios

Another strategy for recognizing early educators’ skills and competencies gained through experience is the
use of portfolios. Portfolio-based assessment allows educators to demonstrate competencies via a
structured narrative of their learning and professional experiences, accompanied by artifacts that provide
evidence of their knowledge, skills, and practice. Artifacts might include lesson plans, reflective statements,
child assessment records, documentation of classroom practice, or other materials.!?
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Portfolios may be used in multiple ways:

e |HE faculty may evaluate portfolios to determine whether an educator has demonstrated expertise
comparable to the learning outcomes of a college-level course and award college credit accordingly.

e States may incorporate portfolios into credentialing or qualification systems, for example, as part of
a framework in which candidates accumulate points across categories such as formal education,
professional development hours, prior credentials, and documented experience.

Unlike exams, which primarily assess subject matter knowledge, portfolios allow early educators to
demonstrate other aspects of their skills and competencies, including how they implement developmentally
appropriate practices, plan curriculum, assess children’s learning, and reflect on their teaching. In this way,
portfolios can capture dimensions of professional practice that may be difficult to measure through
standardized assessments alone. That said, portfolios can be time- and resource-intensive for early
educators, state administrators, and IHE faculty. States and IHEs must develop detailed rubrics to ensure
consistent assessment, and evaluating the portfolios themselves can also be time-consuming.

e Observations

Another strategy for recognizing early educators’ skills and competencies is the use of observations, in
which educators demonstrate their skills in real or simulated early learning environments.'® Observations
can be used to assess a wide range of practices that align with college course objectives and/or state
competency frameworks, including early educators’ skills in implementing developmentally appropriate
practice or curricula, interacting with children, facilitating activities, leading instruction, and supporting
children’s engagement and behavior. Observations are sometimes used alongside interviews, in which early
educators respond to questions related to competency areas. Standardized tools like the Classroom
Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) and the Environmental Rating Scales (ERS) may be used to conduct
observations, or observation protocols may be IHE or state specific.

Observations can be used in several ways:

e |HEs can use information from observations (typically in combination with other strategies, such as
exams or portfolios) to award college credit.

e States canincorporate the use of observations into credentialing or qualification systems, including
systems that award points for competencies demonstrated during formal observations (e.g.,
classroom visits conducted by approved evaluators).

A key advantage of observations is that they allow educators to demonstrate competencies in settings that
closely mirror their day-to-day work, providing a more direct assessment of real-world practice than
knowledge-based assessments alone. Observations can capture skills that may not be fully reflected
through exams or written submissions and can complement other forms of recognition to provide a more
comprehensive assessment of an early educator’s skills and competencies. In addition, using observations to
recognize skills and competencies aligns with many states’ existing use of observations as part of their
licensing or quality rating and improvement systems; leveraging this established infrastructure for
conducting observations can support greater efficiency. At the same time, observations require substantial
time and resources, including costs of standardized tools, trained observers, and ongoing monitoring to
ensure consistency among observers. Observations also capture performance at a single point in time,
which may not fully reflect an educator’s typical practice on a more regular basis.
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e Articulated credit

Another strategy for recognizing early educators’ skills and competencies is articulated credit, in which
industry-recognized credentials or previously completed training are formally evaluated and translated to
college credit or a state qualification, credential, or permit. For example, in the ECE field, states and IHEs
commonly recognize the Child Development Associate (CDA), either by awarding college credit for the CDA
(IHEs) or by allowing the CDA to satisfy entry-level qualification requirements for lead or assistant teacher
roles in licensed programs (states).'*

Beyond the CDA, some IHEs also recognize and award college credit for pre-approved professional
development in core competency areas, allowing early educators to advance towards degree completion
without repeating coursework. Furthermore, states and IHEs are expanding the use of microcredentials,
which are short learning experiences designed to help students build specific skills or competenciesin a
relatively short period of time. Microcredentials may be offered for credit or as non-credit learning
opportunities (such as digital badges or certificates of completion). When aligned with competency
frameworks or course outcomes, microcredentials and other forms of professional development can
sometimes be evaluated and translated into articulated credit.’®

Articulated credit can support early educators by recognizing training they have already completed.
However, unlike other strategies discussed, articulated credit typically involves awarding credit or
qualifications based on training or other learning experiences alone, without directly assessing early
educators’ skills or competencies. While training is expected to strengthen early educators’ skills and
competencies, hours of professional development may not consistently translate to educators’ practice.
That said, this is an area of innovation, with new platforms combining professional development and video-
based assessment as part of earning microcredentials, badges, or college credit.1®

In addition, there are some upfront costs associated with recognizing skills via articulated credit, as states
and IHEs need to invest time and resources into evaluating trainings and mapping crosswalks among
trainings, course credits, and/or state qualifications. States and IHEs also must update crosswalks as new
trainings become available, and they must establish processes for verifying completed trainings. That said,
after crosswalks are established and/or new trainings reviewed, states and IHEs can automate processes for
articulating credit, reducing time and costs for states and IHEs.

e Verified work experience

A somewhat less common strategy for recognizing early educators’ skills and competencies is verified work
experience, in which states implement a process for validating an individual’s work experience and
completion of required training (e.g., through employment records, letters from employers/supervisors,
workforce registry data). With that verified experience and training, early educators can qualify for a
credential, permit, or placement at a certain career level without earning an advanced degree.!”

Like articulated credit, this strategy focuses largely on experience itself (e.g., years of experience in the ECE
field) without directly assessing early educators’ skills and competencies. While verified experience working
with children is expected to relate to early educators’ skills and competencies, the translation from
experience to skills may not always be evident or consistent across educators and settings. In addition, to
implement this strategy, states need to invest time and resources in defining qualifying roles and experience
thresholds, verifying experience, and establishing verification systems.
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Examples From the Field

Below, we highlight examples of states and IHEs using specific strategies and combinations of strategies to
recognize early educators’ skills and competencies.

Strategy: Exams

The North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services’ Division of Child Development and Early
Education administers the free, online North Carolina Early Childhood Equivalency Exam. Individuals who
pass with a score of 80 percent or higher receive the North Carolina Early Childhood Equivalency
Certificate.’81? This certificate is an alternative to the North Carolina Early Childhood Credential and allows
the individual to be a lead teacher, teacher, or family child care home provider.

Strategy: Portfolios

Universities of Wisconsin (UW) have a unified policy that provides a general structure for CPL, and
individual universities within the UW system determine which specific CPL strategies they will offer and
how they will be implemented. At UW Oshkosh, students who want to earn CPL through a portfolio must
enroll in the Assessment of Prior Learning course. After completing the course, students submit portfolios
for review to faculty in the relevant discipline who determine the number of credits to award, with a
maximum of 24. Faculty are compensated for portfolio review.2°

Strategy: Observations

Through lllinois’ Professional Development System, students can complete a virtual reality-based
assessment that tests competencies aligned to the Gateways to Opportunity ECE Level 2 Credential. After
completion, educators send a video of their performance in the simulated environment to a selected
institution, where a certified faculty assessor evaluates it and awards college credit.?!

Strategy: Articulated credit

State University of New York (SUNY) offers a variety of stackable microcredentials in ECE.?? For example,
SUNY Rockland Community College offers an Early Childhood Education Fundamentals microcredential.
Students earn nine credits after completing the microcredential, which can be used toward the associate’s
degree in Teacher Education or Early Childhood Education.?® In addition, SUNY Oneonta offers both for-
credit and non-credit microcredentials.2* Non-credit microcredentials can be stackable, meaning they can
be combined and translated to a for-credit course, credential, or program. Academic credit for non-credit
microcredentials can be awarded through evaluation.

Strategy: Verified work experience

In Washington, early educators can meet qualification requirements through an experience-based
competency equivalence. As of 2026, early educators who will have five years of experience working in a
licensed child care program by August 2030 and have completed required trainings (both recorded in the
state’s workforce registry) are eligible for the experience-based competency equivalence. This allows
individuals to serve as early educators in centers and home-based settings, but it does not meet
qualifications for the Early Childhood Education & Assistance Program (the state-funded preschool
program for children from families with low incomes) or for professional development points in the state’s
quality rating and improvement system.2>2¢
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Strategy: Combination of strategies

Community College of Vermont (CCV) uses a range of strategies to assess skills and competencies among
students seeking CPL. For example, students may earn 3 to 12 college credits by passing standardized
exams such as the CLEP or DSST, which can be taken on campus or in some cases remotely.” Students may
also pursue course challenge options through which a faculty member who teaches the course conducts an
individualized evaluation of the student’s knowledge and skills, with a fee equivalent to one credit hour. A
competency-based pathway allows students to complete a standardized assignment developed for specific
courses, typically costing about $150 per course (compared to approximately $870 for a three-credit
course).28 Two portfolio options are also available: Students may enroll in a three-credit Assessment of Prior
Learning course, in which they meet weekly for a semester and work on creating a portfolio. Students must
pay the three-credit course tuition and a $300 portfolio assessment fee. There is no limit on the number of
CPL credits students can request, and an average of 30 credits are awarded. Alternatively, students may
enroll in a one-credit Focused Portfolio Development course. Students pay the one-credit course tuition,
administrative fee, and assessment fee, and they may request up to 16 credit hours.?’

Colorado’s point system allows early educators to document their skills and competencies through the
voluntary Early Childhood Professional Credential (ECPC), which qualifies them for roles in licensed child
care programs. Educators earn points towards a level of the ECPC based on their formal education, hours of
direct experience with children, hours of professional development, and demonstrated competencies
assessed through observations using an approved observation tool. Early educators’ experience with
children can be verified through their profile in the Professional Development Information System (PDIS;
Colorado’s workforce registry), through a letter of experience, or with a family child care license. Training
hours completed through the PDIS are automatically applied to ECPC applications, and educators may also
upload external training certificates to the PDIS for review. Approved observation tools include the CLASS,
ERS, Colorado State Model Performance Management System Evaluation (COPMS), Teaching Pyramid
Observation Tool (TPQOT), or Teaching Pyramid Infant-Toddler Observation Scale (TPITOS).%°

What should system leaders consider when developing or
implementing strategies for recognizing skills and
competencies in ECE?

Recognizing early educators’ skills and competencies requires more than selecting individual strategies. It
depends on strong alignment and coordination across state agencies, IHEs, and other ECE workforce
partners. While the strategies described above require an upfront investment of time and resources,
coordinated efforts at the state and IHE systems level can streamline implementation, reduce confusion and
other barriers experienced by early educators, and ultimately support them to advance in their education
and careers.

Consider tradeoffs of each strategy, implementation details, and existing state and IHE policies
and systems when selecting strategies to recognize early educators’ skills and competencies.

Table 1 summarizes key advantages and disadvantages of each strategy that states and IHEs should
consider, as well as additional questions to guide planning and implementation. Some questions are common
across multiple strategies (e.g., what policies will govern the strategy; how does the strategy align with
course objectives and/or state competency frameworks; how will results be reflected in transcripts and/or
workforce registry profiles?). Other questions are specific to each strategy (e.g., who will conduct
observations, and how will they be trained and compensated?). States and IHEs should also reflect on
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opportunities and constraints within their systems that may relate to implementation. For example, what
existing resources and infrastracture can be leveraged to support consistent evaluation of early educators’
skills and competencies? What existing policies facilitate (or hinder) implementation of each recognition
strategy across IHEs and state agencies?

9 Consider approaches that support high-quality and consistent assessment of prior learning, skills,
and competencies.

States and IHEs should explore ways to standardize assessment criteria across agencies and institutions,
preserving institutional autonomy while promoting greater consistency and fairness. For example, using
shared rubrics, competency frameworks, or validated assessment tools could increase reliability and quality
while also reducing burden on individual IHE staff members. Consistent, streamlined processes may also
make recognition strategies easier to implement more widely, increasing access for early educators.

e Consider policies that expand access and reduce barriers for early educators.

Early educators may face financial, linguistic, or other administrative barriers in applying for CPL or
experience-based pathways. States should identify opportunities to make CPL and experience-based
pathways easier to navigate for early educators while still allowing flexibility for individual agencies and
institutions. This could include reducing or waiving fees, streamlining documentation, providing guidance in
multiple languages, and enhancing transferability across institutions.

Consider how to build shared understanding and trust in strategies to recognize skills and
competencies.

States and IHEs should consider how to build a shared understanding of strategies for recognizing early
educators’ skills and competencies across state agencies, IHEs, professional development providers, and the
ECE workforce. Clear, consistent messaging about what CPL and other recognition strategies are—and how
they support workforce advancement, reduce barriers, and recognize meaningful experience—could help
faculty, administrators, and employers view CPL and experience-based pathways as credible and valuable
routes for degree completion and career growth. Creating common definitions and aligning marketing and
communication tools can help ensure state administrators, IHE faculty, ECE employers, and early educators
understand the purpose of recognition strategies in ECE and feel confident implementing these strategies to
recognize early educators’ skills and competencies.

e Consider how to use data to strengthen the implementation and impact of recognition strategies.

Policies on the collection, use, and sharing of data can support more effective implementation of recognition
strategies, with the goal of increasing early educators’ opportunities to earn degrees and advance in their
careers. Understanding who is accessing opportunities to receive credit or qualifications for skills and
competencies gained through experience, what types of credit or qualifications are being awarded, and
career trajectories for students after receiving credit or qualifications can help states and IHEs identify gaps,
improve consistency, and understand where processes may be creating unintended barriers. Stronger
statewide and institutional data systems can also support transfer or articulation policies to make CPL and
qualifications earned via experience-based pathways more transferable across different educational and
career pathways.
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Table 1. Considerations for Selecting Recognition Strategies

Advantages and Disadvantages Example Implementation Questions to Consider

Strategy: Exams

Advantages:

e Provide a standardized metric of knowledge
across IHEs and/or agencies

e Efficient and relatively low cost to administer

e Challenge exams can be tailored to specific
course objectives

Disadvantages:

e Assess knowledge rather than practice, so
results may not fully reflect real-world skills
and competencies

e Challenge exams require development and
validation, which can take time and resources

What policies will govern credit/qualifications
through exams (e.g., minimum passing grade,
courses/requirements satisfied, maximum credits or
points earned, transferability), and will they be
uniform or vary across the state, IHEs, and/or
departments?

How do exams align with course objectives and/or
state competency frameworks?

Who develops, selects, and/or validates exams, and
how will they be administered (e.g., in-person,
remote, languages)?

How will educators learn about and access exams
(including information about costs)?

How will exam results be reflected in transcripts
and/or workforce registry profiles?

Strategy: Portfolios

Advantages:

¢ Allow educators to demonstrate a broad
range of skills and competencies

e Capture dimensions of professional practice
that standardized assessments may miss

Disadvantages:

e More difficult to standardize across IHEs
and/or agencies

e Require detailed rubrics to support
consistent evaluation

e Time- and resource-intensive for state
administrators and IHE faculty to develop
rubrics and evaluate portfolios

What policies will govern credit/qualifications
through portfolios, and will they be uniform or vary
across the state, IHEs, and/or departments?

How do portfolios align with course objectives and/or
state competency frameworks?

Are clear rubrics and evaluation processes in place to
ensure consistency and rigor?

Who will evaluate portfolios, what guidance will they
receive, and how will they be compensated?

What guidance or resources are available to help
educators learn about portfolio options and develop
strong portfolios?

How will portfolio results be reflected in transcripts
and/or workforce registry profiles?

Strategy: Observations

Advantages:

e Provide direct assessment of real-world
practice in authentic settings

e Can leverage existing state systems (e.g.,
quality rating and improvement systems),
improving efficiency

Disadvantages:

¢ Require significant time and resources (e.g.,
trained observers, standardized tools,
monitoring for reliability)

e Capture performance at a single point in
time, which may not represent typical
practice

What policies will govern credit/qualifications
through observations, and will they be uniform or
vary across the state, IHEs, and/or departments?
What observation tools will be used, and how are
they aligned with courses, state competency
frameworks, and existing systems (e.g., quality rating
and improvement system, licensing)?

Who will conduct observations, and how will they be
trained and compensated?

How will observation results be reflected in
transcripts and/or workforce registry profiles?
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Advantages and Disadvantages

Example Implementation Questions to Consider

Strategy: Articulated credit

Advantages:

e Recognizes prior training already completed
by early educators

e Can be automated after crosswalks are
developed, reducing time and long-term
costs

Disadvantages:

e Awards credit or qualification based on
training without assessing skills or
competencies, so may not accurately reflect
educators’ practice

e Requires upfront investment to evaluate
trainings, build crosswalks, and establish
verification processes

What policies will govern articulated credit, and will
they be uniform or vary across the state, IHEs, and/or
departments?

How will trainings and credentials be evaluated and
mapped to course credit, points, or qualifications?
What systems can be leveraged or need to be built to
verify training and credentials?

How will educators learn which trainings or
credentials can be stacked towards a degree or
qualification?

How will articulated credit be reflected in transcripts
and/or workforce registry profiles?

Strategy: Verified work experience

Advantages:

e Closely aligned with the actual work
educators perform

e Reflects hands-on, real-world experience
with children

Disadvantages:

e Awards qualification based on experience
without assessing skills or competencies, so
may not accurately reflect educators’
practice

e Requires systems to define qualifying roles,
set thresholds, and verify experience, which
can be resource intensive

What policies will govern verified work experience,
and will they be uniform or vary across the state?
How are qualifying roles, years of experience, and
types of experience defined?

What documentation (e.g., letters, registry profile
information) is required, and how will experience be
verified?

How will experience translate to qualifications?
What guidance or resources are available to help
educators learn about and navigate the process of
verifying work experience?

How will this pathway ensure alignment with formal
education pathways and state competency
frameworks?

How will verified experience be reflected in
transcripts and/or workforce registry profiles?

What research is needed to strengthen strategies for
recognizing skills and competencies in ECE?

While there is some research on how CPL strategies support the rate, speed, and costs of degree
completion, more research is needed on a broader set of strategies and outcomes to inform states and IHEs
as they develop, implement, and sustain approaches for recognizing skills and competencies in the ECE field.
There is also a need for educator voice to inform the design, implementation, and research on recognition

strategies.

How do assessments of skills and competencies map on to actual
practice?
Additional research is needed to strengthen the validity and reliability of strategies used to recognize early
educators’ skills and competencies. This includes validating assessments (e.g., exams, portfolios,

observations, training-to-credit crosswalks, points systems) against actual job performance, demonstrated
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skills, and educator competencies. Research could also examine the reliability and consistency of different
assessment approaches across institutions and evaluators. More evidence on the validity of these strategies
may help increase buy-in and adoption of these strategies among a broader set of states and IHEs.

How do recognition strategies support longer-term workforce outcomes?
More evidence is needed on how strategies that recognize early educators’ skills and competencies
influence longer-term workforce outcomes in ECE such as degree attainment, career advancement within
the field, retention in early childhood roles, earnings growth, and job satisfaction. Research should also
examine for whom these strategies are most effective (e.g., educators with different levels of experience,
education, or backgrounds) and under what conditions (e.g., program supports, institutional policies, state
workforce systems).

How do early educators experience each of the recognition strategies?

In addition to research on workforce outcomes like degree attainment, career advancement, and retention,
there is a need to better understand how early educators experience these strategies as recognizing their
skills and competencies. For example, qualitative research that examines how early educators learn about
and access these strategies, what supports their successful participation, and the barriers they face is critical
to helping states and IHEs design approaches that are responsive to early educators’ strengths and needs.

How effective are different strategies and combinations of strategies?
States and IHEs are implementing a range of approaches to recognize educators’ knowledge and skills, but
more research is needed to determine which strategies or combinations of strategies are most effective.
This includes examining CPL approaches within ECE, where the research base remains limited compared to
other fields.3! Research could also explore how recognizing competencies within state qualification or
credential systems interacts with higher education strategies to support educators in attaining credentials
and progressing in their careers.

What facilitators and barriers influence implementation of recognition
strategies?

Launching and sustaining strategies that recognize early educators’ skills often requires coordination across
multiple systems, including IHEs, state agencies, professional development providers, and other early
childhood organizations. Research could identify common facilitators and barriers related to systems
alignment, state and IHE policies, funding, and system leader buy-in. Understanding these implementation
factors may help states and institutions design more effective, scalable approaches.

Continued innovation by states and IHEs, alongside stronger evidence on outcomes, can strengthen these
approaches and expand opportunities for early educators to demonstrate their competencies, advance their
careers, and have their expertise more fully valued
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Who Are We?

The National Early Care and Education (ECE) Workforce Center is a joint research
and technical assistance center that equips state and local leaders to drive change
in ECE workforce policy. This center uses a research-to-practice model to advance
compensation and career advancement for early educators.

Learn more and get in touch with us at our website:
www.nationaleceworkforcecenter.org
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