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Foreword
In industries ranging from Information Technology (IT) to nursing, from aviation to accounting, certification programs help shape the careers, the very lives, of millions of professionals. Whether they’re interested in maximizing earnings potential or climbing corporate ladders, well-designed credentials are tools that shape success.

The key phrase there, of course, is “well-designed.” Training programs and examinations that are put together without careful attention to all relevant information, technology and objectives aren’t even worth the paper they’re printed on. Fortunately, subject-matter experts, instructional designers, psychometricians and even beta-testing end users speak with one voice on the subject of keeping certification tests pure, the voice of those who know the importance of accurate coursework, thorough exams and well-respected career credentials.

It’s with this voice that Tracey Flynn and Computer Adaptive Technologies have put together “Unlocking the Power of Certification,” and it’s a powerful voice indeed. Whether your goal is to design a new certification program for a software product or hardware system or to rebuild and improve courseware for exiting credentials, this how-to guide will help you create a solidly designed program that will endure and will aid current and future certificants.

Here is a soup-to-nuts solution for test developers, a comprehensive manual for designers, a by-the-book book for education experts to guide the creation of certification programs. No matter which industry you serve, the answers are available in this helpful handbook.

As the 21st Century advances in these early days of a new millennium, certification programs are also growing in use and importance. In the IT industry, companies compete in the certification space while smart professionals take advantage of complementary credentials. “Unlocking the Power of Certification” helps testing experts take advantage of this brave new world and harness the benefits of more powerful technology and more advanced distribution systems.

Whether your test-development needs are starting from scratch, setting strategies or merely refining existing elements, the answers, the do’s, the don’ts, the ups and the downs are all carefully included and thoughtfully categorized. It’s a reference book to help you help others, and what better goal can there be?

Well-designed credentials are indeed the tools that shape success. Here’s a grindstone to keep those tools honed, ready and in perfect working order.

Tim Sosbe

Editorial Director

Certification Magazine

tsosbe@certmag.com
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Preface

My experiences with certification and evaluation have been as both an internal and an external consultant, as an instructor at the Graduate College of Education, University of Massachusetts—Boston, and as an individual consumer.

I began writing an article on certification because there was not much written about the subject of creating a certification program. That led to this book. Having worked in the trenches to develop certification programs, I knew there was nothing available that combined the product (business) and education (human performance) approaches that are needed to be successful when contemplating building certification from the ground up.

A tremendous amount has been written on the subject of testing, but not as much on the topic of creating a certification program. Certification really encompasses so many disciplines—from adult education, adaptive testing, assessment, business strategy, business process reengineering, competency modeling, change management, evaluation, human resources, management, marketing, measurement, performance consulting, psychology, psychometrics, systems theory, and test development to training and development.

It’s impossible and impractical to summarize each of the many disciplines that are touched when discussing certification. It’s difficult just to capture the current information on certification alone since the explosion of the Internet coupled with industry trade magazines. A simple search on the Web nets at least 300,000 hits on the topic of certification alone.

My hope is that you are able to react to the concepts presented in this book and to refine them to meet your organization’s unique needs. I welcome your feedback on and discussion of the book and certification. Please contact me at FlynnTracey@msn.com.

Tracey M. Flynn
Boston, MA
2001
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What Is Certification and Is It Right for Your Organization?

After completing this chapter, you will be able to:

· Define certification and list reasons to use common definitions

· List potential benefits of certification

· Identify market trends in certification growth

· Indicate myths about creating certification programs

Are you an education or product professional who is currently creating a certification program, sending employees to certification vendor programs, or complying with government certification programs? Unlocking the Power of Certification provides professionals from a wide range of disciplines with the tools necessary to succeed in creating certification programs and to determine the certification potential within their own business context.

Unlocking the Power of Certification is not just a book on test development. It combines the educational foundations of solid test construction with the human performance and business focus needed to successfully implement a certification program. In it you will receive practical and educationally sound solutions for developing certification programs for adult learners.

About This Book

Certification-based training programs address a current and growing market in most industry segments and non-profit organizations. Business, healthcare, government, and finance are using certifications more often to:

· Increase organizational competency

· Educate employees to improve productivity and retain them

· Achieve business goals

Unlocking the Power of Certification is for any knowledge worker who’s been given the awesome task of creating a certification program. Finally, here is a how-to book that can help your organization define its certification strategy. It describes every important phase of the process and discusses all components needed to create an entire program and to make competent business decisions.

When it comes to the business of certification, organizations need a defensible solution that can meet their time-to-market demands. Certification is usually not a organization’s core competency. This book shortens the learning curve, helps avoid analysis paralysis, and addresses critical management issues not addressed in other resources, including: 

· How much will a certification program cost?

· How much time do we need, and what does it take to do it right?

· How can we get help, if certification is not our core competency?

· How do we design a cutting-edge program that puts us on the map?

This book helps managers, developers, and other knowledge workers make balanced business decisions to:

· Identify strategic considerations for investing in certification as a solution

· Design and develop a certification program

· Evaluate a program’s success and identify areas for improvement

Note: This book does not provide a history of testing or advanced psychometric theory, nor does it list all vendors with certification exams in computing or other industries. To find the most current information about vendor-sponsored certification programs, search the Internet within a specific industry. To view a list of computing certification vendors, access www.gocertify.com.

Who Can Benefit From Reading This Book?

Unlocking the Power of Certification provides an opportunity to look at certification from the perspective of both test standards and business. Education and training professionals gain the program implementation perspective to create an entire program. Marketing and product professionals gain test development standards—and learn what it really takes to deliver a proper test. Everyone benefits from practical tools based on sound educational solutions to develop certification for adult learners. If your job title or role is any of those indicated in Table 1, this book is for you.

Table 1. Audiences for This Book and Major Benefits Offered Each

	Your Title or Role
	Major Benefits Offered

	Product Manager

Technical Subject Matter Expert
	Learn how to influence the design and development of a certification program to ensure that technical aspects of the products are accurately represented and that the test reflects the required competency level.

	Marketing or Sales Manager
	View realistic development steps to help gauge time to market and sales partnership strategies.

	Training Manager

Training Specialist

Instructional Designer or Course Developer

Instructor or Teacher
	If you have extensive knowledge of training and adult education but lack specific expertise in certification and test development, learn how to combine your skills to implement the certification development standards with a targeted business strategy.

	Human Resources Manager


	Use the book as your primer to learn the business strategy, legal, and human resource elements needed to enter into the certification planning discussion.

	Consultant or Contractor


	Use this book as a concise tool to bring you up to speed quickly, learning the methodology and processes needed to hit the ground running if you’re asked to play a temporary role in the development of certification programs.

	Test Developer

Psychometrician


	Learn to combine your expertise with the marketing and business issues essential to the success of certification programs. This book provides an overview of the context in which your testing skills can be applied successfully.

	Web Developer or Designer


	Get an overview of all the components needed to design a comprehensive certification Web development plan.

	Administrator of Continuing Education Department
	Gain an overview of all critical steps and issues involved to create a strategic business plan and gauge the implementation timeline to stay competitive.

	Participant or Learner

Certification Candidate

End User
	Although this book is written primarily for resource managers and developers, you can derive information about proper process and marketing impact to make yourself a savvy buyer of certification services.


What This Book Covers

The beginning of each chapter lists objectives that can be mastered through reading the chapter. Following is a summary of topics covered in each chapter or major section of the book:

Chapter 1, What Is Certification and Is It Right for Your Organization? provides a broad overview of the book and its contents and suggestions for using it. This chapter also indicates benefits of certification programs and their power to increase market share and improve employee and customer skills.

Chapter 2, Error! Reference source not found. guides you to answer a basic question before deciding to build a certification program: “What performance problem are we trying to solve?” It also identifies the most important decision points in determining whether to create a certification program and provides alternative approaches, plus criteria for evaluating external certification programs and deciding whether to send employees to them.

Chapter 3, Error! Reference source not found. covers legal issues, a common source of fear fueled by uncertainty and lack of knowledge about guidelines and resources. Fear of lawsuits prevents many organizations from implementing certification programs. This chapter identifies major legal resources and governing agencies to be aware of when creating a certification program.

Chapter 4, Error! Reference source not found. offers practical suggestions for starting to set up your certification program. To succeed in unlocking all the power certification can provide, you must gain support from senior management, develop a program plan and gather the appropriate team of resources.

Chapter 5, Error! Reference source not found. tells how to take the next step. With management support and your overall program plan complete, you need to define goals and provide the design for individual exam projects. This chapter provides an overview of an individual project plan and suggests how to conduct a kickoff meeting to orient your team to the project plan.

Chapter 6, Error! Reference source not found. covers all the steps required for proper test and item development, including blueprinting, the beta testing process, and how to set the passing score, or cut score.

Chapter 7, Error! Reference source not found. covers the issues you should consider when deciding how to deliver or implement a certification test. It discusses issues applicable to delivery with computer- based technology, today’s standard for implementing certification in most industries.

Chapter 8, Error! Reference source not found. identifies marketing issues to consider for any certification program, whether it’s internally or externally focused. Few certification programs have the luxury of handing their program marketing to a marketing group. This chapter is of particular value to anyone who has never created a marketing plan.

Chapter 9, Error! Reference source not found. describes how to gain the total potential from a certification program by evaluating the program’s effectiveness and communicating the results. It provides a framework for program evaluation and defines the components needed to report on your program’s status.

Chapter 10, Error! Reference source not found. outlines the components required to develop a recertification strategy for your company or organization. It also offers a brief comparison of recertification requirements in healthcare, high technology, consulting, and education.

Chapter 11, Error! Reference source not found. summarizes current trends in certification and indicates what is likely to happen with certification in the future. It also lists organizations and conferences likely to be useful sources of information and support for the future of certification.

Error! Reference source not found. contains the full text of two standard U.S. legal references: Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Uniform Guidelines On Employee Selection Procedures (1978).

Error! Reference source not found. contains an extensive array of tools that support you in the job of planning, designing, creating, and supporting your own certification program. Although the information in the rest of the book may prove invaluable, you may find these job aids the most useful feature of the book. Microsoft® Word and PowerPoint files are provided for job aids you may edit to produce your own documents and presentations.

Error! Reference source not found. defines some basic terms used in certification and test design and others used in this book.

Error! Reference source not found. contains complete references for all resources cited in this book and for others consulted in its preparation.

How to Use This Book

The format and sequence of topics in this book is designed to allow you to choose topics appropriate to your interests. Those new to certification can start at the beginning and move at their own pace, for a gradual development of the concepts. Those with more experience in certification may prefer to select particular chapters and topics of interest.

Unlocking the Power of Certification covers many diverse topics. It offers sidebar discussion boxes for logical tangents that are sure to arise in any organization considering certification. Certification is a dynamic and expansive subject. People often become engaged and passionate in their discussions. Often, topics that represent logical tangents to the current discussion arise, distracting the decision makers from the decisions to be made. Sometimes it’s best to deal with these topics as sidebars in conversations as well. Don’t hesitate to capture a great topic, write it down, and tell the decision makers they’ll need to return to the topic after discussing the one at hand.

This edition is provided as an Adobe® Acrobat® PDF eBook, or electronic book, to be viewed with an Adobe Acrobat Reader. Unlike a traditional printed book, an eBook is designed to be read online. This book’s smaller page size makes it easier to read comfortably on most computer displays without horizontal scrolling. Take it with you on a laptop computer and read it wherever you go, without worrying about finding space to carry a book. You can use the buttons on the Reader toolbar to zoom in or out to adjust the size of text and also the portion of the page you are viewing. Use the Print button on the menu to print individual pages or even the entire book (although it is large and this option is not recommended). Use the Bookmarks option to display the table of contents entries as hyperlinks. You can click an entry in the table of contents to jump immediately to that part of the eBook. If you wish, you can use the Find option to search for particular topics or words and also highlight and annotate portions.

Importance of Shared Definitions

Creation of a successful certification program begins with a shared definition of certification and a common understanding of what a certification program means to the organization, company, or group. Sharing a common vision and common terms used to describe the plan are as important in developing a certification program as in achieving any other significant goal.

As generalists we may use the following terms interchangeably, but anyone invested in certification should be able to define and differentiate among certificate, certification, license, licensure, and certification program.

Certificate—A written document that asserts proof of attending a class or program. Usually, a test is not administered when a participant receives a certificate; thus, it doesn’t validate skills or required work behaviors.

Certification—A formal process (typically voluntary) for assessing whether an individual has attained required work behaviors and for acknowledging their attainment.

License—A written document granted by a government agency and required to perform a particular skill or profession.

Licensing—A formal, and typically mandatory process, sponsored by a government agency to grant permission to practice a skill or profession.

Certification program—A systematic process used to determine the work behaviors and curriculum for a defined position and to provide the corresponding assessment tool, along with the mechanisms for tracking compliance, candidate verification, recertification, and security of data.

It’s important that the meaning of these terms is shared among the certification team and throughout the organization. Although certification may initially seem like a small issue—one that is narrowly relegated to the training department—it should be viewed with a systems approach to determine its overall impact on the business. Each new person who becomes involved in the certification program is likely to bring prejudices about what can and cannot be achieved with certification.

It’s good practice to identify what is covered by the certification program so that everyone has the same vision. For example, some parts of an organization may expect that after certification, those certified will know everything about the new “Whatsamajig5000K” product and will be able to install, service, and sell the product. Others may only consider certification to be general knowledge testing and expect those certified only to be able to answer basic questions about the product, not to posses the skills necessary to sell or install it.

Discussion of a few other terms is appropriate here as well. The term candidates is often used to describe the audience for a certification program; those who will take the tests (the test takers) are candidates for certification. The term examinees is also used, especially in professional licensing. Those who take tests may also be referred to as students or participants, especially when testing is affiliated with formal education or training. The terms item and question are often used interchangeably to refer to an individual question, problem, or task designed to elicit a candidate response in a test.

Note also that this book often uses the term organization interchangeably with company. Either term may be used to refer collectively to companies, corporations, associations, government agencies, organizations, and other entities with an interest in certification. Although many of the examples provided are from the computing industry, the principles for creating a quality certification program carry over to other industries and professions as well.

The Certification Solution—Creating a Program

Certification is the corporate equivalent of the back-to-basics movement in American education and politics. With Western politics and education focused on increasing scores in achievement tests, it seems natural for corporate America to internalize this movement and turn to its educational roots and to testing.

Certification is a hot trend to say the least, with every major computing manufacturer now sponsoring its own certification program. What began as a reseller strategy in the computer industry has led to certification programs in other industries. (A reseller is a company that sells another company’s products.) Although not the first to use certification, Novell was the first to adapt it to a corporate market and is credited with creating the initial networking certification program in 1987. However, it was Microsoft that put real marketing muscle behind certification as a strategy. Their efforts now extend far beyond resellers and into the end-user market.

Benefits of Certification

Creating a certification program can offer numerous benefits to an organization. Some general benefits of creating programs are that they provide:

· A gauge of the minimum skill level of an employee at a particular point in time

· Targeted training

· A predictable number of training days

· A standard format for all audiences (employees, partners, and so forth)

· An implied link to increased productivity

As you approach the decision about creating certification, however, you should also remember that offering certification:

· Does not guarantee nor substitute for experience

· May allow some who do not possess the skills to gain the title

· May not be directly aligned with business goals

· May not reflect changes in field practices (for example, if the exam is not updated often)

· Typically requires an unbiased third party to verify the candidate’s identity during the test (in other words, to proctor the test and provide security)

· Requires a recertification strategy

Most Effective Environment for Certification

Certification presents a viable solution and is best used when the following factors are evident:

· The product set or content to be covered is stable (for at least 12 to 18 months).

· Subject matter experts can agree upon a minimum standard of achievement.

· The audience’s needs and benefits have been clearly identified.

· Management supports the program with funding.

· Management supports the program with resources who are measured on their input to the program.

· Personnel and funding are available to support a recertification process.

Least Effective Environment for Certification

If your organization can’t honestly agree that the previous factors apply, the environment may not be conducive to certification. Consider the following as reasons for the roadblocks: 

· Barriers prevent employees from doing the job correctly (for example, if they are hindered by lack of access to the equipment or software needed to do the job).

· The environment is dynamic, with rapid change in product sets in less than 6 months.

· No measures are placed on soft-skills performance.

· Morale is low.

· Candidates have little or no incentive to certify.

· Management disagrees on the focus of certification.

· Management disagrees on the result the program is intended to produce.

· The organization has little leverage with the audience.

· No specific audience has been defined.

Certification becomes meaningless when design integrity and validity are lacking in the test construction itself. Employees and partners can quickly see through a gimmick and will resent an unnecessary hurdle. Regaining the organization’s reputation after launching a failed initiative may be harder than conducting the necessary front-end work needed to determine its value to the organization.

Fallout from a poorly designed certification program may include:

· Client and customer dissatisfaction

· Tarnished reputation or image

· A meaningless certification

· Potential for lawsuits

· Waste of organization resources, time, and money

Market Trends in Certification

Some companies and organizations have found that certification programs can increase market share and improve employee and customer skills. In the United States, you may find almost everything promoted as certified, from products to technologies to people. A quick look in a magazine, a glance at television, or a search of the World Wide Web will turn up certifications on a variety of items, including those in Table 2.

Table 2. Items Promoted as Certified

	Products
	Technology
	People

	Beef

Coffee

Diamonds

Milk

Eggs

Potatoes

Used cars

Water
	Benchmarks

ISO9001

Spec marks

Y2K 


	Accountants

Chiropractors

Firewalkers

Jewelers

Massage therapists

Personal trainers

Picture framers

Teachers


Several recent reports focused on the increase in IT, or Information Technology, certifications and the indicators that it will impact all workplace learning and performance professionals to some degree.

Demand for IT Professionals—Training and Certification
Workplace learning professionals (trainers, Web developers, and so forth) will become increasingly involved with this population and in having to meet their needs. It’s logical that the need for IT training for this needed professional is growing at a steady rate.

The 2000 ASTD State of the Industry Report (American Society for Training and Development) suggests “Training Investment Leaders report spending a significantly higher percentage on training in technical processes and procedures (23 percent in total training expenditures versus 13 percent for the larger group). This focus on developing employees’ technical know how means these companies spend a lower percentage of their training dollars on almost all other types of training, compared with all Benchmarking Service participants.”

The report further states that “predictably the sector spending the largest proportions of its IT training dollars on IT professionals was the technology sector (30 percent), followed by government (28 percent), non‑durables manufacturing (27 percent), and finance, insurance, and real estate (26 percent).”

The most notable aspect of the ASTD findings in performance management practices “was a significant year-to-year increase in the use of various practices by members of the Benchmarking Forum, especially documentation of individual competencies (up 27 percentage points from 1998 to 1999), and skill certification (up 20 percentage points).”

It’s no mystery then that the overall IT Technical Training industry is a big industry that generated approximately $22 billion in revenue in 2000.
 Overall training is estimated at approximately $54 billion in the United States according to Training magazine’s 2000 Industry Report.

Certification and related training generates about $3 billion in annual revenue worldwide.

Current Annual Industry Revenue Figures

· Overall training—$54 billion (USD) budgeted for formal training by U.S. organizations.

· IT technical training—$22 billion worldwide 
· IT certification and related IT training—$3 billion worldwide

IDC reported in 2000 that the IT skills shortage was driving such a demand for certification and training, they forecast a worldwide annual growth rate of 12 percent for worldwide IT certification revenues and expect that revenue to reach $4 billion by 2003.
 

The IT certification market delivered a whopping 3.5 million tests in 2000.
 The IDC report from September 2001 revised that organization’s 2000 estimations based on a slowing economy and what they’ve determined is a maturing market for certification. They expect a rebound in 2002 and “predict that the worldwide IT certification testing and training market will generate close to $5 billion by 2005, representing an annual growth rate (CAGR) of 12%.”

The market may take a slowdown in growth, but there’s plenty to do with what exists in the industry to make the programs more sound and efficient.

Certification and Higher Salaries

The certification and IT movement is so pervasive that a significant lobbying effort in the U.S. Congress promotes passage of tax-credit legislation to provide IT training relief for companies or individuals. (For more on this topic, see Chapter 11.) The IT certification movement is fueling the certification momentum in other areas as well.

Numerous studies and reports from those in technology and training indicate the value placed on attaining a portable certification credential versus the investment in a traditional degree. Numerous salary studies by vendors and analysts indicate an average of between $4,000‑$15,000 (USD) potential gain in salaries for certain certification credentials. (See the Certification and the New Employment Contract sidebar.)

The IT skills shortage is one of the factors driving the demand for training and certification. Information technology professionals are inspired to seek certifications because of increases in salary offers as well as the rapid development of technologies. They’ve seen certification as their ticket to advancement. We’ll soon see a demand for recertification to maintain the relevance of hard-won certifications.

IT certification test delivery through the Internet is expected to grow faster than traditional high-stakes proctored certifications due to the increase in Web-based training. However, this growth may depend on ability to overcome credibility issues regarding security and exam integrity.

Certification and the New Employment Contract

Employees are reluctantly embracing the concept that they are in an era of new employment contracts, an era filled with uncertainty about employment options. Employees from different generations are really starting to feel this concept touch them as they see corporations lay off their friends, their families, and themselves to reduce traditional workforces and retain newly skilled employees over the long-term faithful. As much as we may see the concept illustrated on the evening news, it takes reinforcement and some experience with this to make the new employment contract a reality. Articles such as “You’re on Your Own—Training, Employability, and the New Employment Contract” (Filipczak, 1995) tell us we should be taking more responsibility for our career mobility.

Though one can articulate the new employment contract, it’s still difficult to reject a fundamental American value: that loyalty equals employment security. This can catch those in their 30s, 40s, and 50s off-guard; although they may be able to articulate the new era, belief in the value has permeated our subconscious like chemicals in our groundwater.

Still, some industries have accepted the new employment contract and made it an established norm; one such industry is computing. Certification fits right into the new employment contract and provides a small piece of portable security while the employee travels from job to job.

It’s a confusing and contradictory employment game at best, even for those with one or more certifications. Like individuals, some companies still have a hard time embracing the new employment contract. They are skittish about providing certifications to employees who might leave and about offering certification and training as an incentive for employees to stay.

We see movement into the new era of employment, as evidenced by our change from an agricultural society to an information technology society, in our school systems both at the high school and college/university levels. Vendor certifications are increasingly offered within the curriculum of high schools, colleges, and universities in the United States.

Editor Chris Lee of Training magazine feels as though certification offers portable credentials in a “labor market in which people are more loyal to a profession than to a company.”

Business managers need to examine their ability to require certification to attract the right kind of employee and their own comfort with providing employees with certification development and a ticket to leave the company. It is difficult to retain self-directed learners who will acquire a number of certifications to make themselves more marketable. Is certification or support to acquire and maintain certification a perk for joining the organization?

Managers may have to check their insecurities at the door and rely on the belief that investing in employees will encourage them to stay in the company, which is contradictory to the new employment contract. Providing training, education, and certification as benefits then sends mixed signals between the employer (temporary or not) and the employee.

The business relationship is still as complex and individual as any of our interpersonal relationships. It is premature to say that everyone has bought into the new employment contract.

Current Reasons for Creating Certification

Certification programs are created for a variety of reasons. Some organizations have a direct business rationale; others are less focused. Generally, the reasons for developing a certification program can be narrowed to the following list:

· Requirement for hiring

· Professional advantage

· Increase in revenue

· Demonstrated partner commitment

· Industry standard

· More marketing power

· Improved productivity

· Customer demand

Before continuing, select the single reason that best represents your organization’s primary reason for creating a certification program.

Your primary business reason may be a tip that more work must be done to develop a targeted business strategy. Most of the primary reasons for creating a certification program lack measurement statements needed for business accountability

Keep this primary reason in mind as you continue reading this book and determine a program strategy, and see if the reason changes. Also bear in mind that:

· Not every organization needs to create its own certification program.

· Certification does require a marketing objective.

· Certification is not easy and inexpensive to create.
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