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In today’s rapidly evolving workforce landscape, traditional certification models often fall short of
preparing learners for the realities of the modern workplace. The misalignment between industry
expectations and certification content, coupled with rigid assessment formats and a lack of learner
engagement, has resulted in programs that frequently disengage rather than empower. As Career
and Technical Education (CTE) grows in prominence as a key pathway to employment and
advancement, there is an urgent need for certification programs to evolve (Advance CTE, 2020).

This guide introduces a design thinking approach—rooted in empathy, iteration, and reflection—
that reframes certification as a learner-centered, career-aligned journey. When implemented
effectively, this approach promotes relevance, equity, and growth for learners and systems alike.

(PULLQUOTE)
"Assessments are only as good as the relevance they provide and the awareness they create—in
both the assessor and the learner."

Reframing Certification with Design Thinking

Design thinking is a human-centered, iterative problem-solving framework that emphasizes
understanding user experiences to generate impactful solutions (Brown, 2009). Unlike traditional
models that start with operational constraints, design thinking begins with empathy—centering
learners, educators, and employers from the outset.

Applied to CTE, this approach helps transform assessments from compliance-driven endpoints to
dynamic tools that reflect real-world competencies. It supports flexibility, responsiveness, and

inclusivity across the certification lifecycle.

Three Core Models of Design Thinking:

Model Key Characteristics Best Use

IDEO Emphasizes discovery, ideation, Solving practical challenges through
experimentation, and iteration user-driven innovation

Stanford d.school Structured process: Empathize > Engaging diverse teams in creative,
Define > Ideate > Prototype - Test solution-oriented design

Liberatory Design Adds equity-focused steps: Notice Addressing systemic barriers and
and Reflect centering lived experiences




All three models prioritize empathy and iteration. By integrating these principles into program
design, stakeholders can ensure alighment with both learner realities and employer expectations
(IDEO, 2015; Kania et al., 2016).

Understanding and Addressing Misalighment

Despite best intentions, many certification programs suffer from gaps between intent and
execution. Misalignments often stem from outdated standards, inflexible assessments, and limited
employer or learner input. These issues lead to disengagement, poor retention, and credentials that
carry limited value (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).

A real-world example: A hospitality certification program saw high dropout rates. While learners
excelled at interpersonal communication, they struggled with advanced math and unfamiliar
industry jargon—skills misaligned with their coursework. Employers praised their soft skills but
couldn’t hire them without formal credentials.

Key Causes of Misalighment Indicators That Realighment Is Needed
e Limited industry collaboration in e High attrition and low pass rates
certification design e Weak alignment between learning
e Assessment methods that ignore soft and assessment
skills and learner diversity e | ackof employer recognition or
e Disconnect between classroom endorsement
instruction and certification expectations

To bridge these gaps, certification design must begin with asking:
e Whois being excluded or burdened?
e What assumptions are shaping our certification criteria?

e Are we measuring the right skills in the right ways?

(PULLQUOTE)
"Start with empathy, and the rest—equity, engagement, relevance—can follow."

Empathy and Learner Voice as Design Catalysts

The “empathize” phase of design thinking is often the most undervalued—yet it’s foundational.
Without understanding learners’ experiences and goals, certification programs risk irrelevance or
exclusion. Empathy-driven design involves gathering learner feedback, co-designing assessments,
and identifying gaps between what is taught and what is tested. When programs reflect learner
input, outcomes improve across the board.

Programs that center learner voice benefit from:
e Increased learner buy-in and intrinsic motivation

e Higher completion rates



e Assessments that capture strengths not traditionally measured

e Greaterrelevance and personalization

Evidence shows that involving learners in program design enhances retention and satisfaction,
particularly in historically underserved communities (Ferguson et al., 2020).

(PULLQUOTE)
"If learners see themselves in the certification, they’re more likely to complete it—and touse itas a
launchpad.”

Adapting to a Changing World: Digital and Human-
Centered Competencies

The future of work demands more than technical expertise. It requires adaptability, digital fluency,
collaboration, and ethical reasoning. Yet most certifications still focus narrowly on hard skills and
rote knowledge. One pressing need is Al literacy. As Al tools proliferate, learners must understand
how to use them responsibly and effectively. Certifications should begin assessing:

e Familiarity with large language models
e FEthical and responsible use of Al

e Application of Al in real-world job contexts

Studies show lower-income learners often use Al for task completion rather than skill development,
underscoring the importance of equitable digital fluency (Rafie et al., 2023).

Evolving Certification Needs:

Yesterday's Focus Tomorrow's Focus

Static technical knowledge Digital fluency and adaptability
Standardized assessments Personalized, contextual assessments
Industry jargon and theory Real-world simulations and scenarios
Compliance-based systems Empowerment and equity-based systems

Certifications that evolve in this direction validate the full spectrum of skills learners need to thrive
in a rapidly changing world.

(PULLQUOTE)
"Knowing how to Google isn’t enough anymore. Al literacy is a new baseline."

Turning Insight into Action

Applying design thinking to certification is not a one-time fix—it’s a continuous practice. The
following actions help education leaders embed learner-centered, future-ready principles into their
programs.



Recommended Actions for Program Leaders

1. Conduct a Certification Audit
Evaluate current content, assessments, and stakeholder engagement. Compare learning
outcomes against labor market needs and equity goals. Use findings to identify misalignments
and prioritize areas for change.

2. Facilitate Co-Design Workshops
Involve learners and employers in shaping competencies, formats, and goals. Use tools like
empathy interviews and journey maps to capture diverse experiences.

3. Pilot Alternative Assessments
Test project-based, scenario-driven, or digital portfolio models. Measure real-world skills—
communication, problem-solving, teamwork—alongside content knowledge.

4. Iterate and Scale
Adopt a continuous improvement mindset. Revisit assessment strategies regularly. Collect
feedback from test-takers, instructors, and employers to refine tools and processes.

5. Integrate Emerging Literacies
Embed Al, data ethics, and digital collaboration into your frameworks. Create microcredentials
or supplemental modules to validate emerging skill sets.

These steps not only modernize your programs—they signal to learners and employers alike that
your certification systems are adaptive, inclusive, and future-ready.
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