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About Education Design Lab

Education Design Lab (the Lab) is a national
nonprofit and intermediary with a mission to
co-design an inclusive, skills-based learn+work
system that facilitates upward economic mobility and
closes opportunity gaps for the New Majority
Learner-Earner. Our facilitated design process helps
employer and education stakeholder groups
co-design and launch scalable, skills-based
education-to-work pathways that align talent supply
and demand.

About XCredit

Throughout our lives, learning happens continuously;
on the job, through caregiving, military service,
community leadership, and everyday
problem-solving. These experiences build valuable,
transferable skills, yet they are often invisible to
employers and educational institutions that rely on
degrees or formal credentials as signals of capability.

To address this gap, Education Design Lab launched
XCredit (Experience Credit), a Walmart-supported
initiative that explores how skills developed through
life and work can be validated and made visible in
the talent marketplace. XCredit uses short,
performance-based assessments to help opportunity
seekers demonstrate durable skills and earn
portable, interoperable credentials.

The initiative was designed to investigate a core
question: How might we validate and credential
existing skills to make (l)earners more visible in
the talent marketplace?

Education Design Lab

Get aninside look on our
on-the-ground work — delivered
right to your inbox.

e Sign up for the Innovator Network
newsletter

e | earn more on our website:
eddesignlab.or:

e Say hello: connect@eddesignlab.org

e Find us on Linkedin + YouTube

Skills Validation Defined

The process by which an assertion
(“l assert that | have a skilll”) is
substantiated.

e Typically conducted by a
qualified third party

Creates trust that an individual
possesses a skill

Based on a shared
understanding of the meaning
of a skill

Indicates the level and context
of a skill

Can be conducted through
various methods

Do &
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About this Publication

This publication builds on the Lab’s earlier Stories of Validation report and continues exploring the
human impact of skills validation through learner experiences. While workforce systems often focus
heavily on quantitative outcomes such as hiring or promotion, this research also examines the
internal outcomes that frequently emerge first: confidence, reflection, identity formation,
self-awareness, and the ability to communicate existing strengths.

The learner stories featured throughout this publication were developed through interviews and
conversations with XCredit participants across multiple pilot partnerships. These stories highlight
how skills validation can function not only as assessment, but also as reflection, recognition,
communication, and workforce currency.
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Introduction
Recognizing What Traditional Systems Often Miss

Across education and workforce systems, individuals develop valuable skills every day through
caregiving, employment, parenting, military-connected experiences, community leadership, and
lived experience. Yet many of those skills remain difficult to recognize or communicate within
traditional systems.

Resumes often privilege formal job titles and linear career paths. Degrees and transcripts capture
only part of how people learn. As a result, many individuals possess significant workforce-relevant
capabilities long before those skills are formally acknowledged.

The learner experiences highlighted in this report reflect a growing population of “new majority
learner-earners” whose pathways weave together work, caregiving, career transitions, and
non-linear educational journeys. Their stories also reflect a broader shift toward recognizing skills
developed through alternative routes outside traditional degree pathways.

Education Design Lab has spent the last 4 years exploring how durable skills developed across life
experiences can be identified, validated, and translated into language that supports education and
workforce mobility.

The stories in this publication demonstrate that skills validation is not simply about earning a
credential or badge.

Across the cases, validation functioned as:
a tool for reflection and growth,
a mechanism for communication and professional identity,
workforce currency,
and a structured way to recognize capability.

Most importantly, these stories reveal a consistent insight:

Skills validation does not create new abilities.

It creates visibility around skills people are already building
through life and work.
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Why Skills Validation
Matters

As workforce systems increasingly shift
toward skills-based models, the ability to
identify and communicate durable skills
has become increasingly important for
learners, educators, and employers alike.

The stories throughout this report
highlight a common challenge:
traditional systems often struggle to
recognize the full range of ways
people develop capability.

For many learners, the barrier is not a
lack of skill. It is the absence of
language, recognition, and visibility.

Validation became meaningful because it
helped learners:

build confidence,

strengthen professional identity,
articulate capabilities,

and connect lived experience to
future opportunity.

In this way, skills validation functions not
only as a workforce strategy, but also as a
mechanism for visibility, belonging, and
mobility.

Key Cross-Case
Findings

Skills Validation Increased Confidence
and Agency
Participants consistently described

increased confidence once they had
language and recognition for skills they
already possessed.

Durable Skills Were Developed Through
Everyday Experience
Many of the most valuable competencies

identified through the process were
developed outside traditional classrooms
or formal training programs through
caregiving, work, education, immigration,
parenting, and community engagement.

Traditional Systems Often Failed to
Recognize Existing Capability

The stories revealed a disconnect
between what learners were capable of
doing and what traditional systems were
designed to recognize.

Skills Validation Supported Reflection and
Growth
Participants frequently used the process

not simply to validate strengths, but to
better understand areas they wanted to
continue developing.

Visibility Creates Mobility

When learners gained language for their
durable skills, new opportunities became
easier to navigate, communicate, and
pursue.
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The Stories That Follow

The stories that follow examine how skills validation can support reflection and learning,
communication and professional identity, workforce mobility, and systems recognition. Each one
explores a different dimension of skills validation through the lens of the learner's experiences. They
also offer insight into what becomes possible when education and workforce systems begin
recognizing the full range of skills people develop throughout their lives.

Let us introduce you to the most recent learners sharing their skills validation journey:

FELIX ROSE TAMARA

Felix shared how skills Rose described how skills Tamara highlighted how
validation supported his validation helped translate durable skills developed
reflection, confidence building, caregiving, advocacy, and lived  through parenting, education,
and intentional professional experience into recognizable and caregiving functioned as a
growth during this period of professional capability and workforce currency when she
career transition. stronger professional identity. was given the language and

visibility for the capabilities
she already possessed.
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Skills Validation as Reflection and Learning

Felix

From Engineering to Cybersecurity: Building Confidence

Beyond Technical Skills

About

Felix is a father of four, immigrant
professional, entrepreneur, and aspiring
cybersecurity professional living in Denver,
Colorado. Originally from Cameroon, he
earned an engineering degree from the
University of Kansas before beginning a
career in finance operations and data
integrity management.

Today, Felix is navigating another transition:

reskilling into the cybersecurity industry
while balancing workforce training, work
responsibilities, and family life.

Pilot
Felix participated in the XCredit pilot in
partnership with ActivateWork.

The Challenge

Despite his education and professional
experience, entering cybersecurity proved
difficult. Like many career changers, he
encountered a familiar paradox: entry-level
roles often required prior experience, while
hiring systems prioritized highly technical
backgrounds and linear career paths.

At the same time, Felix increasingly
recognized that technical expertise alone
would not determine long-term success. He
wanted to move beyond isolated technical
work into leadership-facing roles where he
could communicate ideas, collaborate across
teams, and grow within an organization.

Felix needed not only to develop these skills,
but also to validate and communicate them in
ways employers would recognize and trust.

Skills validation can function as a developmental tool, not just a measurement tool

Through ActivateWork, Felix was introduced to Education Design Lab’s durable skills
micro-credentials as a required component of the training program. While he initially entered the
program focused primarily on developing cybersecurity expertise, he quickly recognized that
communication would be equally important for long-term career growth and leadership..

As an immigrant professional who learned English after arriving in the United States,
communication confidence was an area he actively wanted to strengthen. The micro-credential
gave him an opportunity to practice and validate a skill that is often difficult to demonstrate

through resumes or technical qualifications alone.
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Skills Validation as Reflection and Learning

®
Fe I IX From Engineering to Cybersecurity: Building Confidence
Beyond Technical Skills

As an immigrant professional who learned English
after arriving in the United States, communication
confidence was an area he actively wanted to
strengthen. The micro-credential gave him an
opportunity to practice and validate a skill that is
often difficult to demonstrate through resumes or
technical qualifications alone.

‘ The more you put yourself in those
uncomfortable situations where you
have to speak, the more you are going
to learn.

The experience became more than credential
attainment. It became a framework for reflection,
practice, and growth.

Skills validation can function not only as a measurement tool, but

Learning also as a developmental experience that encourages reflection,
self-awareness, and intentional growth.

Validation provides language for skills people possess but struggle to articulate

After completing the communication credential, Felix became more intentional about
interviewing, reflection, and professional communication. The process gave him a framework for
understanding and discussing these skills.

One role of skills validation is helping opportunity seekers better

Learning articulate and communicate their strengths in hiring and
professional contexts.
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Skills Validation as Reflection and Learning

°®
Fe I Ix From Engineering to Cybersecurity: Building Confidence
Beyond Technical Skills

Confidence may be an early outcome before employment outcomes appear

Since completing the program, Felix has participated in dozens of interviews while pursuing
cybersecurity opportunities. Although he has not yet secured a long-term cybersecurity role, he
describes measurable growth in confidence, communication, interview performance, and
self-awareness.

He now approaches interviews as opportunities for reflection and improvement rather than
personal failure. The experience reinforced a broader realization: professional growth is
iterative. Skills develop through repetition, reflection, discomfort, and practice.

The impact of skills validation may emerge first through increased

Learning confidence, self-efficacy, and professional readiness before
translating into long-term employment outcomes.

What This Story Demonstrates

Felix’s story illustrates how skills validation can function as a reflective learning process during
periods of career transition and professional growth.

Rather than simply confirming strengths, the process helped him identify areas for intentional

development, strengthen communication confidence, and recognize the importance of durable
skills alongside technical expertise.

His experience highlights how validation can support not only employability,
but also self-awareness, confidence, and long-term career mobility.
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Skills Validation as as Communication + Identity

Rose

A Neurodivergent Educator’s Journey to Recognizing

Transferable Strengths

About

“Rose” (name changed for privacy) is a veteran
spouse, caregiver, educator, and advocate for
students with disabilities living in the
Dallas—Fort Worth area. Her background
includes special education, autism
intervention, behavioral support, and middle
school science education.

After leaving the classroom, Rose began
exploring a transition into operations and
project management while simultaneously
caring for a medically fragile spouse and
supporting her family through significant
challenges. During this period, she also
received a formal autism diagnosis after years
of suspecting she was neurodivergent.

Despite years of advocacy, coordination, crisis
management, and systems navigation, much
of her expertise remained difficult to
communicate through traditional workforce
signals.

Pilot
Rose participated in the XCredit pilot in
partnership with Hire Heroes USA.

11

The Challenge

Like many adults navigating career
transitions, Rose possessed extensive
transferable skills developed through lived
experience rather than formal titles alone.
She was highly skilled at coordinating
systems, adapting under pressure,
supporting others through emotionally
demanding situations, and navigating
institutional complexity.

Yet translating those capabilities into
professional language felt difficult.

While pursuing opportunities in operations
and project management, Rose found herself
grappling with several questions:

e How do you communicate invisible
skills?

e How do you benchmark growth?

e How do you translate lived experience
into language employers recognize?

Rather than seeking simple affirmation, Rose
approached skills validation as a way to
better understand and measure her own
growth.
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Skills Validation as as Communication + Identity

Rose A Neurodivergent Educator’s Journey to Recognizing

Transferable Strengths

Creating Language for Skills That Often Go Unrecognized

One of the greatest barriers many learners face is not a lack of capability, but difficulty
communicating the value of experiences developed outside traditional educational and
workforce pathways. Daily activities like care giving, advocacy. community leadership,
systems navigation, and adaptation.

These experiences often require sophisticated durable skills, yet they are rarely described
in language employers and institutions consistently recognize.

Across multiple learner stories, participants described skills validation as a
translation mechanism—helping them better articulate strengths, connect lived
experience to workforce language, and develop stronger professional identity.

Rose’s story illustrates this clearly.

Skills Validation Can Function as a Translation Mechanism

Rose first encountered XCredit through veteran-support and workforce transition networks.
What stood out immediately was the opportunity to assess real-world skills, receive
measurable feedback, and validate competencies traditional systems often overlook.

She pursued the Oral Communication assessment not because it represented an established
strength, but because it reflected an area she wanted to continue strengthening.

For Rose, the assessment became a benchmark for measuring growth over time.

(

Now | have somewhere where | can go and actually gauge it... maybe once
ayear... to see if | can measure progress against it. It's my benchmarking.

Skills validation can function as a translation mechanism between
lived experience and workforce-recognized capability.

Learning
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Skills Validation as as Communication + Identity

Rose A Neurodivergent Educator’s Journey to Recognizing

Transferable Strengths

Accessible Skills Validation Shapes Who Can Participate and Persist

Rose also emphasized how the design of the validation experience influenced her ability to fully
participate. “If that had been completely text-based, | never would have finished.”

The interactive and visually engaging format felt approachable rather than overwhelming while
balancing caregiving responsibilities, career transition, and neurodivergent processing needs.

Her experience highlights a broader systems insight: the design of skills validation tools directly
shapes who is able to participate, persist, and engage in the process.

Skills validation systems must be designed in accessible and

Learning human-centered ways to support participation across diverse
learner needs and experiences.

Skills Validation Can Strengthen Professional Identity

Today, Rose continues pursuing certifications in project management and Scrum methodologies
while exploring roles in operations, partnerships, and strategic coordination.

Through skills validation, she found language for her strengths and greater confidence in the

professional value of her lived experience.” A way to validate that you actually understand [oral
communication skills], in the real world was absolutely amazing.”

Skills validation can help learners build stronger professional

Lea rning identity by recognizing capabilities that are often overlooked within
traditional workforce and educational systems.
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Skills Validation as as Communication + Identity

Rose A Neurodivergent Educator’s Journey to Recognizing

Transferable Strengths

What This Story Demonstrates

Rose’s story illustrates how skills validation can help learners translate lived experience into
recognizable professional capability.

Through validation, she was able to reframe caregiving, advocacy, and systems coordination as
evidence of transferable expertise while strengthening her ability to communicate those skills
across workforce settings.

Her experience also highlights how traditional workforce systems frequently
overlook sophisticated capabilities developed through caregiving,
neurodivergent navigation, and complex life responsibilities.
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Tamara

Skills Validation as Workforce Currency

Communicating Value Across Education and

Employment Pathways

About

Tamara is a student parent, educator, and
lifelong learner balancing higher education,
caregiving, and employment. Before becoming
a parent, she studied musical theater. After
having her daughter, she stepped away from
school before eventually returning with a new
focus aligned more closely with parenting and
long-term career goals.

Through parenting, teaching, and navigating
daily responsibilities, Tamara developed
sophisticated durable skills including
emotional regulation, communication,
adaptability, prioritization, and conflict
navigation.

“What I've learned as a parent makes me a
better teacher, and what I've learned as a
teacher makes me a better parent.”

For Tamara, caregiving and professional
growth were deeply interconnected.

Pilot
Tamara participated in the XCredit pilot in
partnership with GenHope.
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The Challenge

Like many learners navigating nontraditional
pathways, Tamara possessed valuable
workforce-relevant skills that were difficult
to communicate within traditional
professional settings.

Although she carried significant
responsibility across caregiving, education,
and work, many of the competencies she
developed were not easily recognized
through conventional workforce signals. Job
interviews and hiring processes often
prioritize formal employment examples,
while caregiving and lived experience remain
undervalued as evidence of professional
capability.

“It can be really hard to communicate
those skills.”

Her experience reflects a broader systems
challenge: many highly transferable durable
skills remain invisible because they are
developed outside traditional educational
and employment pathways.
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Skills Validation as Workforce Currency

Ta m a ra Communicating Value Across Education and

Employment Pathways

Skills Validation Can Make Existing Strengths More Visible

Tamara first encountered XCredit through Generation Hope, an organization that supports
student parents through scholarships, mentorship, and wraparound services.

What initially appeared to be a simple learning opportunity became something more reflective.
The process helped her recognize that many of the competencies she used daily were not
simply informal habits or survival mechanisms. They were durable skills with professional
relevance.

Skills validation can help learners recognize and
Learning communicate workforce-relevant strengths developed
through caregiving, education, and lived experience.

Reflection Can Shift Professional Identity

Tamara regularly seeks opportunities for growth
through professional development, writing,
teacher training, and community-based learning
experiences. What ultimately made the
validation experience meaningful was not
simply convenience or flexibility. It was
reflection.

The process created space to think more
intentionally about how lived experience shapes
professional identity.

Her experience reflects a broader insight across
many learner stories: recognition is not always

external. ‘ Having these kinds of
questions really helped me
Sometimes it begins with seeing your own understand myself more.

experiences and capabilities differently.
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Skills Validation as Workforce Currency

Ta m a ra Communicating Value Across Education and

Employment Pathways

Skills validation can create opportunities for reflection that

Learnmg strengthen self-awareness and professional identity.

Skills Validation Can Function as Workforce Currency

Today, Tamara hopes to complete her bachelor’s degree, continue teaching, and potentially
pursue leadership roles within early childhood education.

Her story reflects a reality shared by many learners balancing work, caregiving, and education:
valuable workforce-relevant skills are often developed long before formal recognition occurs.

Through skills validation, those competencies become easier to communicate, translate, and
carry across workforce settings.

The process did not create Tamara’s skills. It created visibility around them.

Skills validation can function as workforce currency by

Learning helping learners communicate durable skills across
educational and employment contexts.

What This Story Demonstrates

Tamara’s story illustrates how skills validation can help learners recognize and communicate
durable skills developed through caregiving, education, and lived experience.

Her experience also highlights how many workforce-relevant competencies remain undervalued
because they are developed outside conventional educational and employment pathways.

Through validation, previously invisible capabilities become more visible, portable,
and easier to communicate across workforce settings.
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Conclusion
Making Skills Visible

Across the learner and workforce stories included
in this publication, one insight emerged
consistently:

Many individuals already possess valuable
workforce-relevant skills long before those skills
are formally recognized.

The challenge is often not capability.

) |t is visibility.

The stories of Felix, Rose, Tamara, and others
demonstrate that durable skills are developed
every day through life experiences such as:

o caregiving,
work,
military-connected experiences,
education,
career transitions,
advocacy,
and lived experience.

Yet traditional systems do not always recognize those pathways clearly.

Through skills validation, learners gained language for their strengths, greater confidence, stronger
professional identity, and clearer connections between lived experience and future opportunity.
Importantly, validation did not create these skills. It made them visible.

Across the stories, validation functioned as reflection, communication, workforce
currency, and a structured method for recognizing capability.

The findings also point toward broader implications for education and workforce systems. As
employers increasingly adopt skills-based hiring practices and institutions seek more equitable ways
to recognize learning, there is a growing need for systems that better capture the full range of
human capability—including skills developed outside traditional classrooms, linear career pathways,
and formal job titles alone.
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Implications for the Ecosystem

The learner experiences highlighted throughout this
publication suggest several emerging practices for
educators, employers, workforce organizations, and
credentialing systems.

Skills Validation Should Include Reflection

The most meaningful experiences often involved
structured reflection, not simply assessment alone.
Learners benefited from opportunities to connect
lived experience to durable skills, identify areas for
growth, and better understand their own
capabilities.

Durable Skills Develop Across Life Experiences
Many workforce-relevant competencies are
developed through caregiving, military-connected
experiences, community engagement, parenting,
advocacy, and nontraditional career pathways.
Systems that recognize only formal credentials risk
overlooking significant talent and capability.

Learners Need Better Language for Their Skills
Several participants described struggling to
communicate transferable skills developed outside
traditional employment settings. Skills validation
helped bridge that gap by creating language,
visibility, and stronger professional identity.

Human-Centered Design Matters

Accessibility, flexibility, and user-centered
experiences were critical to learner engagement.
Participants responded positively to validation
experiences that felt approachable, reflective,
visually engaging, and connected to real-world
experiences.

Validation Supports Mobility

The stories suggest that validation can support not
only employability, but also persistence, belonging,
confidence, and long-term workforce mobility.
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Recommendations for the Field

Employers

Expand hiring and talent
evaluation practices beyond
traditional credentials alone.
Durable skills developed
through lived experience
often signal adaptability,
communication, resilience,
and leadership capacity that
formal resumes may not fully
capture. Find creative ways to
validate the durable skills in
practice and provide
empower employees with the
language and info about their
demonstrated skills.

Final Reflection

Higher Education +
Workforce Organizations

Integrate durable skills
reflection and validation into
advising, career services,
workforce development, and
learner support experiences.
Learners benefit from
structured opportunities to
identify, articulate, and
practice transferable skills.
Clearly call out the durable
skills of importance in each
course, program and
experience

Policymakers +
Ecosystem Leaders

Support systems and
policies that recognize
multiple pathways for
learning and skill
development-- with the
trust factor of skills
validation, particularly for
new majority learners
navigating work, caregiving,
military-connected
experiences, and
nontraditional educational
journeys.

The future of education and workforce development will increasingly depend upon how effectively
systems recognize learning wherever it occurs. These stories remind us that valuable skills are often
developed long before they are formally acknowledged.

The opportunity ahead is not simply to create new credentials. Itis to build systems capable of
recognizing the full range of human capability already present within learners, workers, caregivers,

and communities every day.

Recognition strengthens confidence.
Confidence strengthens identity.

And visibility creates opportunity.
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