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Chapter 5

Collaborations and 
Partnerships
Emily Rimland and Victoria Raish

Collaborations and partnerships are critical to 
the success of many library instruction efforts. 
This is true at Penn State, where we do not have 

any sort of credit requirement for information literacy 
instruction. These collaborations create the poten-
tial for students to gain fluency in information and 
research literacy. These fluencies will help students be 
successful on their assignments.

To become information-literate, students need 
multiple opportunities to learn content through 
repeated and varied exposure.1 Any information lit-
eracy integration that occurs should connect in mean-
ingful ways to other learning the student is experi-
encing.2 Such connections provide an opportunity for 
impactful information literacy instruction.

One of the large advantages of digital badges 
when it comes to partnerships in curriculum imple-
mentation is that they are micro-learning moments 
with chunked content. Each individual learning seg-
ment is on a small and easily defined scale, and the 
learning within that scale is chunked into digestible 
pieces of information for the learners. This learning 
design leads to flexibility in digital badge integration. 
A class can choose simply to use one or two badges; a 
program can use many badges; or badges can be used 
in both formal and informal learning environments. 
In this chapter, we’ll look at the possible options for 
digital badge implementation.

Learning Environments

The growth of information and technology means that 
now, more than ever, students have the capability to 

learn virtually anything at any time. Universities are 
trying to capture this learning through the growth of 
student engagement.3 Learning happens in both formal 
and informal learning environments, inside and outside 
of the classroom. Traditional records of learning, such 
as the transcript, are not adequately capturing and rep-
resenting all of the knowledge that students are gain-
ing. The currency of knowledge is changing in response 
to the evolving workforce and technological advances. 
Digital badges hold the potential to capture learning in 
all sorts of learning environments and settings. They 
give students the power to control visual representa-
tions of their learning, including privacy and sharing 
features. Digital badges, as part of the experiential 
learning record, is one way that learners can collect and 
curate learning from multiple learning environments.

Formal Learning Environments

Formal learning environments are those in which the 
content to be learned is in the control of the instructor 
or facilitator rather than the student. Common formal 
learning environments include classrooms or con-
tinuing education courses. The most frequently used 
currency in formal learning environments is a grade. 
However, a certificate or other measure may also be 
used, such as with CPR training or teacher workshops.

Some possible use cases of digital badges in formal 
learning environments include

• collaborating with an instructor of record
• serving as the instructor of record
• staff professional development
• conferences and other workshops
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When digital badges are used in formal learning 
environments, there are some necessary consider-
ations. The badges should be tied to other learning 
experiences within that formal learning environ-
ment. This makes them authentic and connected to 
the overall flow of learning. They also need to be at 
a level of value that makes sense in relation to the 
other work completed in that formal learning environ-
ment. If being used in the classroom, they could count 
for a grade or be combined into an overall participa-
tion grade. The points awarded to the badge should 
be consistent with other activities in the class. Very 
clear instructions should be provided to students so 
that they know exactly what they need to do to earn 
the digital badge.

It is easy for the instructor of record to decide 
when badges should be earned and for what point 
value. If library digital badges are being used in a col-
laborative partnership with another instructor, then 
conversations need to be had between the instruc-
tor and the librarian to determine when the digital 
badges will be offered to students, how long students 
will be given to earn a badge, and how the instructor 
will be provided with reports or evidence that a stu-
dent has earned the badge.

Semiformal Learning Environments

Semiformal learning environments have aspects of 
both formal and informal learning. Learners self-elect 
to participate in such environments, and this learn-
ing environment is not connected to the student’s 
official transcript. At the same time, a facilitator, 
leader, or instructor is associated with the learning 
environment.

Some possible use cases of digital badges in semi-
formal learning environments include

• a student group or organization
• student employees who participate voluntarily
• an independent study or internship

When digital badges are used in semiformal learn-
ing environments, it is important to offer flexibility in 
earning the badges and to connect them to the overall 
learning environment. There should be more autonomy 
from students in a semiformal learning environment 
because they are electing to participate in the activi-
ties. The badges should be designed with students’ vol-
untary participation in mind. The activities and the 
assignments in the badges need to be relevant to what-
ever the student is applying in the semiformal learning 
environment. The due dates and rigid structure that 
guides the integration of badges in the formal learning 
environment will be more relaxed in this space.

For a successful badge implementation in the 
semiformal learning environment, it is essential that 

students clearly understand why they should earn the 
badge and the potential benefits of having this record 
of learning. Students are busy and try to participate 
in activities and complete things that offer them a 
rich experience. Without a clear purpose, badges risk 
becoming busy work or a piece of the learning that is 
not well integrated.

Informal Learning Environments

Informal learning environments should be primarily 
student-led. There might be a facilitator or mentor, 
but the decision-making power rests solely with the 
students. No longer are the students being told what 
they must learn, how they are going to learn, and why 
they need to learn. The students are choosing how to 
engage in learning. Informal learning environments 
could be group- or individual-based.

Some possible use cases of digital badges in infor-
mal learning environments include:

• student groups
• volunteer opportunities
• motivated individual student

For a successful badge implementation in informal 
learning environments, it is important to remember 
that it is entirely the student’s choice whether to com-
plete the badge. Sometimes, students might complete 
badges offered in classes on their own time because 
they see the intrinsic and extrinsic benefit. In the 
informal environment, it is quite challenging to force 
students to earn the badge.

Completion Rate

The MOOC phenomenon revealed a great deal about 
why people sign up for learning opportunities and 
why people drop out of learning activities.4 This com-
pletion rate matters when it comes time to assess the 
success of your digital badge program. When evaluat-
ing the potential success of your digital badging pro-
gram, consider the conditions associated with earning 
a badge. A class assignment where every student has 
to earn the badge would have a very high comple-
tion rate. If your badges are used in an optional set-
ting, completion rates might not be the best metric on 
which to judge the success of your badge program. In 
all cases, the completion rate is only one data point in 
a pool of evidence and assessment data.

Personal Learning Spaces

Regardless of the type of learning environment in 
which students are earning badges, they need a place 
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to store them as well as to document their other 
learning experiences. Students could potentially earn 
badges from many different locations or organiza-
tions. A centralized place to store all of these learning 
moments is critical. Students can create a holistic or 
experiential learning record that allows for documen-
tation of the many activities they want to record and 
remember. The aggregation of different credentials 
means that there needs to be a central place in which 
to pull everything together. A record of an internship, 
service learning, and a badge are all records of learn-
ing not easily captured by the transcript.

IMS Global is an organization committed to cre-
ating a technical ecosystem that makes it possible 
for students to share their digital badges and other 
records of learning with relevant people, including 
possible employers or schools.

IMS Global
https://www.imsglobal.org

Residential Instruction

Despite the growth of online learning, many students 
are choosing to take residential courses and attend 
class in person. However, many of those classes have 
some aspect of their learning done online. They might 
have a syllabus in the learning management system, 
or maybe one class session has been replaced with an 
online activity.

When digital badges are used in the traditional 
classroom, they can be worked on during the class 
session. This creates an environment in which the 
instructor or librarian can scaffold and guide student 
work. The badge becomes one activity that students 
work on, and the class could be interrupted for a dis-
cussion or question. The badges could also be earned 
prior to the class by completing a traditional library 
one-shot. This would be considered a flipped class-
room where the students are expected to participate 
in some academic activity prior to coming to the class 
session. This blended learning option tends to be 
popular with subject librarians who deeply value the 
opportunity to teach students face-to-face.

Online Instruction

Over 33 percent of students will have taken at least 
one online class in the 2016-2017 academic year. 
Many of these students are full-time online learners, 
as 15.4 percent have chosen to pursue their degree 
exclusively online. 5 Some are residential students 
who choose to take just a couple of online classes dur-
ing their study. People choose online learning for a 
variety of reasons, but one of the most common is that 

their life schedule makes it very difficult for them to 
physically come to a campus for prescheduled class 
times. Online environments could be synchronous or 
asynchronous. Synchronous online classes have regu-
larly scheduled seminar times with real-time commu-
nication. Asynchronous online classes never require 
students to meet at a specific time with the instructor. 
They use other methods for communication. Digital 
badges can be used in any online course.

When digital badges are used in the online 
classroom, students will be completing them from a 
distance, in their own time, and likely without the 
assistance of their classmates, their instructor, or a 
librarian. In this environment, the instructions for the 
digital badges must be as clear as possible because 
students will not have the opportunity to ask ques-
tions of their peers or instructor. Online students fre-
quently work full-time jobs. For this reason, the due 
dates of activities and assignments should be on the 
weekend or later in the week so that all students have 
an opportunity to complete their classwork.

Formal Learning Badging 
Integrations

At Penn State, we have had the greatest success in 
integrating our badges within formal learning envi-
ronments. We have utilized our existing partnerships 
with traditional curriculum partners, including Eng-
lish and communications programs, when starting 
these integrations. Our digital badges have been used 
in more than ten different courses and multiple sec-
tions of some of those courses. Implementation of 
digital badges in formal learning environments can 
happen within courses, within programs, or as stand-
alone projects.

Within Courses

When a digital badge is integrated into a course, you 
need to decide on how many and which badges will be 
earned in the course. These decisions should be influ-
enced by the overall workload of the course and how 
much time has been given to earn the digital badges. 
A well-designed digital badge takes time to earn. 
Within an individual course, this tends to be a time 
where less is more. Strategically choosing one or two 
badges provides a better overall experience than try-
ing to fit all of your digital badges into one semester.

A badge should be earned shortly before start-
ing a research assignment or before the librarian will 
teach the class in the event of a flipped classroom. 
This scheduling makes the badge more impactful and 
allows students to immediately apply the information 
and research skills that they learned through the digi-
tal badge. If badges are being earned in an individual 

https://www.imsglobal.org/
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course, then integrating the badge into the learning 
environment should be discussed with the instructor, 
as well as the instructional designer if one is involved 
in the course design. Important components of the 
conversation include which badges will be earned, at 
what point in the semester, the expected time line for 
returning the student work, and any sort of assess-
ments you will complete after the students finish the 
digital badges.

Within Programs

Depending on the design of your digital badges, you 
might find that the ideal integration will be at the pro-
gram level. This is especially true if you have devel-
oped some sort of hierarchical structure around the 
badges or conducted some mapping of learning objec-
tives around the badges. In this instance, students 
would earn badges in certain classes over the entire 
span of the program. Students might earn one or two 
badges in these classes, and at the end of the program, 
they would have also completed your digital badge 
program.

At Penn State, our badges are designed to align 
with a program. We have lower-level badges that are 
grouped into larger categories. These categories are 
questioning information, searching, and organizing 
information, which are then located under the top 
badge, known as an über badge. This badge is a sum-
mative assessment of skills and requires students to 
synthesize and integrate all the skills they learned in 
the individual badges.

Program-level integration should be discussed 
with the program director, assistant dean, or teach-
ing lead. The program point of contact depends on 
the organization of the program that you are partner-
ing with. These are more complicated questions that 
require a higher and more complex level of buy-in, 
support of multiple faculty members, and a robust cur-
riculum mapping. Badges must be associated with one 
course or multiple courses, learning pathways need to 
be built in, and students need to be made aware of 
these requirements at the beginning of their program 
so that they know what is expected of them and pre-
pare accordingly.

Stand-Alone

The final way that digital badges could be used is in a 
stand-alone format without being tied to a course. This 
would occur when a student self-selects to complete a 
series of badges on their own time. As you might have 
guessed, this is the least common way that badges at 
Penn State are earned, but it does happen. When think-
ing about the implementation of badges for individual 
students not tied to a class, it is important to make 

sure that the student badge submissions are reviewed 
promptly. Depending on the structure of your badge 
system, it is possible that individual responses would 
get prioritized below those submitted by someone in a 
class or other group.

Semiformal and Informal 
Learning Badge Integrations

There is a lot of flexibility when considering how 
badges could be integrated into semiformal and infor-
mal environments. They could be offered to student 
employees of the library, or perhaps students partici-
pating in an undergraduate research exhibition could 
complete badges if they identified a need to improve 
their independent research skills.

If you decide to offer badges in this way, create a 
group and provide optional training to the individu-
als who will be working on the badges. The badges 
should still be tied to broader learning goals, but need 
not be tied to any formal curriculum. For example, 
suppose you are working on a badge for a club that 
has a goal of producing information to help other stu-
dents determine the credibility of social media posts. 
Then your badge on media bias is connected to the 
broader goals of that student club.

In semiformal or informal learning environments, 
you should anticipate a lower completion rate as 
learners are choosing to complete the badges. Some 
may start and never finish, and others might not start 
at all. You should prepare for the maximum number of 
learners to complete the badges so that the initiative 
is sustainable. The number of potential earners should 
influence your design and enrollment limit for the 
badges. It is an individual decision how your badges 
should be designed and offered. If your badges are 
multiple-choice or otherwise scored by an automatic 
assessment, then they could be scaled to many learn-
ers or courses. If your badges require manual evalua-
tion by a librarian, then it takes approximately three 
to five hours to evaluate one badge with an average 
number of five steps for twenty-five to thirty learners. 
There are always tradeoffs to be made in instructional 
design. If you want to see students’ thought process, 
then text responses are ideal. If this articulation of 
thought is not as important to your goals, then you 
can use more automatically graded assessments. 
You can also use a blend of auto-graded and manual 
evaluations.

Another decision that needs to be made when inte-
grating badges is where they will be located. Learners 
could be earning the badges either inside or outside 
the learning management system (LMS).

Badges can be offered directly through an LMS 
using learning technology interoperability. Some 
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LMSs might have badges offered as a gamification fea-
ture. These badges are not the same as open badges 
with the metadata and technical standards embed-
ded. Badge systems including Badgr and Credly can 
be integrated into the LMS.

If learners are earning the badges in the LMS, the 
badges can be connected to the gradebook with the 
ability for both students and instructors to see student 
work without ever leaving the system. The badges still 
exist outside of the LMS, but they have functionality 
in the LMS. The advantages of placing the badges in 
the LMS include

• easy integration for students who are used to 
working in this environment,

• easy discovery of badges assigned,
• no need to move to an external system, and
• seamless connection with the gradebook.

There are also disadvantages to placing the badges 
in the LMS; they are the inverse of the advantages 
of earning the badges outside of the LMS, which are 
listed below.

Earning badges outside of the LMS means that 
learners need to go to the badging website and locate 
the badges they are supposed to be completing. The 
advantages of presenting the badges outside of the 
LMS include the following:

• Anyone is able to earn the badges without need-
ing an access account.

• Learners can explore other badges and have 
access to the full system. 

• People who are not familiar with the LMS have to 
learn only one system when going directly to the 
badge system.

This decision about working inside or outside the 
LMS does not have to be wholly one choice or the 
other. For example, if you are partnering with a for-
mal course for one set of badges, you could use LTI 
(discussed in chapter 3) to place those in the LMS 
while at the same time partnering with an informal 
learning group like an undergraduate research lab 
where they earn badges outside of the LMS.

Completion Models

The final choice to make when integrating the badges 
into a learning environment is to decide if the badges 
will be required, recommended, or optional. This 
decision depends on the purpose of the badges and 
the goals of the integration. Remember that optional 
badges are likely to have the lowest completion rate 
while required badges will have the highest.

Required

A required badge means that the students are being 
made to complete the badge in exchange for some sort 
of credit. This could be a letter grade, participation 
credit, or as a prerequisite to another activity. These 
badges will normally require due dates and review of 
the evidence submitted by students in the badges in 
designated time lines.

Recommended

Recommended badges are those that learners are 
strongly encouraged but not required to complete. An 
example of recommended badges is a badging pro-
gram at Penn State called The Library Connection. It 
is a series of four badges that every English compo-
sition distance student has the opportunity to com-
plete. There is no requirement to complete them and 
no penalty for not completing the badges. This option 
works well when an academic department wants to 
partner on your badges but does not have a place to 
add another required activity.

Optional

The option “optional” is self-explanatory. Learners are 
given the option of whether they want to complete the 
badges or not. This type of badge will normally have 
the lowest completion rate. The learner who has the 
option of completing a badge or not needs to clearly 
understand its benefits.

Conclusion

Making the decision to partner and implement badges 
in a variety of learning environments requires a high 
degree of collaboration and outreach. There are many 
decisions to make, but the fundamental character-
istic of any successful implementation is open and 
clear communication. This might mean negotiating 
and compromising so that the implementation is suc-
cessful for all parties, but as long as you identify the 
minimum requirements you want out of an implemen-
tation, then these conversations can be successful. 
Even with a single implementation when you are the 
course instructor, it requires collaboration with other 
possible badge users, evaluators, and students. A com-
mon challenge that you might have in partnerships 
and collaborations is that some people are turned off 
by the term digital badge. In these situations, the word 
micro-credential can open ears that would otherwise 
be closed. That being said, the metadata that is unique 
to digital badges provides an assessment-rich environ-
ment that would otherwise not be present.
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