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Digital badges are a promising innovative tool to support teacher 
candidates’ instructional skill development. Although digital badges are 
increasingly utilized in online teaching and learning, their effectiveness is 
still under investigation. This exploratory study reports on 151 elementary 
level teacher candidates’ participation and success rate in a digital badge 
system named MELTS, which was specifically designed for cultivating, 
assessing, and recognizing 10 specific English learner teaching skills. To 
earn a digital badge, participants in the study were required to (a) pass 
online module assessments, (b) participate in coached skill practices, and 
(c) effectively demonstrate mastery of targeted teaching skills before an 
expert panel. Findings show that participants who completed the online 
modules and skills practices were successful in demonstrating the 
targeted teaching skills to receive MELTS badges. Although participants 
reported a positive experience in the skill practice sessions, the 
participation rate in the badging sessions was lower than expected. 
Implications and challenges are discussed. 

 
 
 

Teacher preparation programs in the U.S. need to be proactive about meeting the 
needs of English learners (ELs) in the K-12 system by including targeted 
coursework and training for future teachers (Niehaus & Adelson, 2014; Nutta, 
Mokhtari, & Strebel, 2012). Data from the National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES, 2019) show that the percentage of public school students who were ELs 
was higher in fall 2016 than in fall 2000 for all but seven states and the District of 
Columbia, with nine states having 10% or more ELs in public schools. Federal 
policy requires that states assess the English language proficiency of ELs annually, 
provide reasonable accommodations on state assessments, and develop statewide 
accountability systems that include goals and measures of progress for ELs (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2018). 
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Despite this growing need for teachers to develop EL teaching skills, gaps remain 
in the quality and effectiveness of training provided by teacher preparation 
programs. For example, Johannessen, Thorsos, and Dickinson (2016), authors of 
the 2014 report for the National Council on Teacher Quality, found that only 24% 
of teacher preparation programs train elementary teacher candidates (TCs) in EL 
support strategies. Research shows that TCs report feeling less prepared to teach 
ELs than native speaker students in their future classrooms (Nutta et al., 2012; 
Pappamihiel, 2007). Strong arguments support teacher preparation that provide 
generalist TCs with concrete theoretical knowledge, as well as practical teaching 
skills and experiences, in supporting ELs’ language development and academic 
achievement (Nutta et al., 2012). 

Past years have also witnessed innovative efforts put forth by teacher educators 
who recognize and advocate for EL needs. For instance, the EL infusion approach, 
exemplified by “the addition of EL content into a general teacher preparation 
program in an interconnected, cohesive, and interdisciplinary manner” (Nutta, et. 
al, 2012, p. 20), has been adopted by teacher education institutions voluntarily or 
under state mandate in the United States and Canada to help generalist TCs to 
become knowledgeable and skilled at teaching ELs. A study by Lavery, 
Youngblood, and Nutta (2015) demonstrated that TCs trained by a multileveled 
EL-infusion preparation program achieved comparable impact when teaching ELs 
and native-speaking students. As such, EL infusion in generalist teacher education 
holds promise for narrowing the performance gap between ELs and native 
speakers in the K-12 classroom.  

In addition, various forms of educational technology are being developed and 
introduced into teacher education programs to enhance teacher skill development. 
Incorporating digital badging and microcredentialing into teacher education is one 
such novel practice designed to enhance teacher development and learning.  

Enabled by digital badges (hereafter referred to as “badges”), microcredentialing 
is increasing as a method of assessing teacher learning. As with conventional 
credentials, microcredentialing is an evidence-based approach to recognize the 
formal or informal learning of a particular microskill or practice (Hurst, 2015). 
However, microcredentialing also brings added values to the traditional 
assessment system by incorporating badge earner control, digitalization, 
accumulative progress, and public circulation through social networks (Casilli & 
Hickey, 2016). Microcredentials are designed to give educators, especially new 
teachers, “clear guidance as to the most critical skills they can begin to develop, 
demonstrate, and add to their portfolios” (Brown & Rhodes, 2017, p. 41).  

Recent years have also witnessed the rising adoption of badges as an educational 
tool for offering an innovative means of motivating, scaffolding, recognizing, 
assessing, and microcredentialing learning (Devedžić & Jovanović, 2015; 
Jovanović & Devedžić, 2015). Commonly taking the form of a graphic or icon, a 
badge not only functions as a validated online record that rewards the recipient’s 
accomplishment, skill, competency, interest or affiliation, it also provides 
metadata that reflects the context, interaction, and meaning of the badge-earning 
process (Gibson, Ostashewski, Flintoff, Grant, & Knight, 2015). See Figure 1 for a 
visualization of a digital badge from our study. 
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Figure 1. Question wizard badge. 

 

To date, however, the concept and practice of badging and microcredentialing 
within teacher education pertaining to TCs is in early stages (Lang, 2016). 
Empirical research is lacking in scholarly journals related to the best practices in 
developing and implementing badges and microcredentials in teacher education 
programs.  

In an EL-infusion teacher education program at a large, urban research university, 
the Microcredentialing of English Learner Teaching Skills (MELTS) grant research 
team is embarking on a 5-year project using badges to develop and credential 
elementary level TCs’ EL teaching skills. Through MELTS, TCs who demonstrate 
mastery of EL teaching skills for scaffolding the learning of ELs at beginning, 
intermediate, and advanced levels of English proficiency are awarded badges. In 
doing so, the MELTS project opens doors to exploring how badging and 
microcredentialing technology can be effectively utilized in teacher education. This 
paper introduces the MELTS badging program and reports on elementary level 
TCs’ participation and completion rate in earning five MELTS badges.  

Background 

The accelerating development of badging platforms and open badges systems (see 
Casilli & Hickey, 2016, for a detailed introduction of Open Badges) has been 
evident in recent years. Even though a wide range of educational settings have 
undertaken real-world implementations of badges and badging ecosystems 
(Jovanović & Devedžić, 2015), the rapidly growing popularity of these systems is 
not yet evident in the field of research. Researchers’ exploration of the educational 
affordance of badges is largely conceptual, typically linking digital badges to the 
following usages: motivation, scaffolding, lifelong learning, assessment, 
recognition and credentialing (Jovanović & Devedžić, 2015).  

Digital Badging as a Motivational Tool 

Badges as rewards for learners’ engagement or achievements have closest 
relevance to stakeholders such as learners and teachers. A badge is believed to have 
the potential to incite and sustain students’ motivation and engagement through 
its gaming mechanism (Antin & Churchill, 2011; Dominguez et al., 2013; Kopcha, 
Ding, Neumann, & Choi, 2016); its participatory learning approaches and peer-
based learning communities (Williams, Karousou, & Mackness, 2011); and its 
visual pathway of learning that helps students set goals and envision success (Bell, 
Bricker, Reeve, Zimmerman, & Tzou, 2013). As such, several empirical studies on 
digital badging and learner motivation yielded positive findings (Davis & Singh, 
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2015: Denny, 2013). They also opened a pivotal debate on how digital badging 
works with extrinsic and intrinsic motivation to engage learners. 

Denny (2013) conducted a randomized controlled experimental study on the 
impact of badges on college students’ online learning participation. Data from over 
1,000 students indicated that badges have a highly positive effect on students' 
levels of participation in terms of quantity and length of time without 
compromising the quality of their contributions. Moreover, students expressed a 
preference for having badges incorporated into the interface of the online tool used 
in the study, and they reported high levels of enjoyment through the badge-earning 
process.  

In the high school sphere, Davis and Singh (2015) studied learner engagement with 
a digital badge system that awarded school credit for students' participation in a 
network of afterschool programs serving youth from low income, immigrant 
backgrounds. Through interviews and focus groups with 43 students and 24 
teachers, the study showed that participants recognized both the potential and 
challenges of using badges to motivate learners. They linked the motivational 
factor of badges to the promise of gaining reward or recognition, as well as the 
badges’ potential to unlock real opportunities for students if the badges were 
valued by external audiences. On the other hand, 32% of the adult participants 
expressed the concern that digital badges, operating as an extrinsic motivator, 
could mitigate students' intrinsic motivation to learn.  

The fears expressed by some of Davis and Singh’s (2015) participants that badges 
would decrease levels of intrinsic motivation by emphasizing extrinsic rewards is 
referred to as motivation displacement (Deterding, 2011). Abramovich, Schunn, 
and Higashi (2013) explored this issue in their study in a middle school classroom. 
They found that different badge types interacted differently with learner types in 
affecting motivation. Low-performing students tended to earn participatory 
badges that provided extrinsic reward-based motivation, whereas high-achieving 
students responded negatively to participatory badges and instead chose to earn 
mastery badges that highlighted intrinsic motivation to learn content. The 
researchers suggested that educational digital badge and credentialing design 
must be based on considerations of the ability and motivations of learners. 
Nonetheless, the researchers remained positive about the future of digital badges 
in education. 

Apart from boosting learner motivation and engagement in a discrete activity, 
digital badging and microcredentialing also play a role in supporting personalized 
lifelong learning through their embedded design principle (Devedzic & Jovanovic, 
2015; Lang, 2016). This support is especially relevant to learners who want to 
exercise learner agency and autonomy to pursue lifelong learning experience.  

Digital badges can increase the visibility of learning pathways in formal and 
informal contexts. A learning pathway isdefined as a series of linked actions in 
which learners demonstrate progressively deeper participation in a personally 
consequential learning domain (Bell et al., 2013; Lave & Wenger, 1991). An opaque 
learning pathwaywould result in learners’ poor understanding of the steps needed 
to develop proficiency and achieve success (Davis & Singh, 2015).  

A well-defined, discernible learning pathway, on the other hand, acts as a road 
map, through which learners engage in metacognitive activities such as goal 
setting, planning, and self-reflection. While a specific acquired skill recognized by 
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a microcredential can be seen as a final goal or product, badges are the sequential 
steppingstones learners go through that add up to their learning gains and 
experiences.  

In this sense, badging-supported learning can offer learners a sense of direction, 
control and ownership as they develop expertise in a specific learning domain 
(Riconscente, Kamarainen, & Honey, 2013). Research in this aspect is limited, yet 
Davis and Singh’s (2015) study provides some empirical confirmation. One 
participant stated that by using badges “individuals of any age can put together, 
curate and then follow their own highly individualized learning pathways with 
their own goals and outcomes in mind” (p. 78).  

Digital Badging as an Assessment Tool 

Badging advocates believe that badging offers a powerful response to the call for 
forward-thinking assessments that do not lag behind the steady growth of new 
methods of learning inspired by open education in the information age (Casilli & 
Hickey, 2016). In the context of higher education, Abramovich (2016) illustrated 
how badges as assessment tools can meet learner needs in face-to-face and online 
courses. Specifically, he emphasized the merit of badges for both formative and 
summative assessment. Badges designed as formative assessments provide 
feedback to the learner by indicating the time and effort that have been put into 
learning and the necessary requirements to achieve success. Summative 
assessment badges specify the exact knowledge or skill that was gained by the 
learner.  

Abramovich (2016) cited two studies to support his arguments, one in a face-to-
face class setting (Reid, Paster, & Abramovich, 2015) and the other in an online 
course setting (Auvinen, Hakulinen, & Malmi, 2015). Participants in Reid et al.’s 
(2015) study reported a positive experience with the badge framework as a form of 
assessment and agreed that badges adequately reflected their learning in class. 
This study also concluded that badges are feasible assessment tools and can 
especially benefit learners with a high intrinsic motivation to learn.  

In Auvinen et al.’s (2015) study, badges were used to offer visualized formative 
feedback on time management, learning, and carefulness in an undergraduate 
computer science course. Findings suggested that badges were effective in 
informing students of their learning progress. Similar to Reid et al. (2015), high 
achieving learners in the Auvinen study were found to be more interested in the 
formative feedback offered by badging. 

Digital Badging and Microcredentialing in Teacher Learning 

Teacher professional development (PD) is about in-service teachers’ learning. 
Teachers participate in learning activities to develop skills and knowledge, which 
they can transform into practice for the benefit of their students’ growth (Avalos, 
2011) and use as part of their regulatory workplace requirements (Gamrat, 
Zimmerman, Dudek, & Peck, 2014).   

Research, however, has documented the hard truth of PD: Currently recognized 
learning options do not fully satisfy teachers’ needs, and few school districts 
organize PD according to best practices ( Berry, Airhart, & Byrd, 2016; Grunwald 
Associates & Digital Promise, 2015). Traditional learning methods that rely on 
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short, one-size-fits all workshops fall short in providing job-embedded, inquiry-
driven, collaborative, personalized, and well-recognized learning experiences that 
teachers and school district leaders thirst for (Darling-Hammond, 2012). Faced 
with this scenario, the educational sector started to recognize the significant 
opportunity to provide alternative teacher learning and assessment experiences 
through digital badges and microcredentials. 

A recent national survey by Digital Promise (Grunwald Associates & Digital 
Promise, 2015) investigated 856 K-12 teachers from public and private schools in 
terms of their satisfaction with PD and attitudes toward competency-based 
microcredentials. The results revealed that teachers’ satisfaction rate with formal 
learning was approximately three times lower than their participation rate. In 
order to satisfy their PD needs, almost three fourths of the teachers sought 
informal nonrequired learning opportunities.  

In terms of the concept of microcredentials, only 15% of the teachers were 
somewhat familiar with it, whereas 65% of the teachers indicated interest in 
earning a microcredential as a part of their ongoing learning after being introduced 
to it. Teachers perceived microcredentials as appealing because of their easily 
accessible, personalized, and competency-based features. Overall, this survey 
showed great promise for utilizing microcredentials as an emerging professional 
learning option.  

Another timely empirical study that reflected overall positive attitudes toward 
using microcredentialing and badges in PD was by Jones, Hope, and Adams 
(2017). In this mixed-method study, survey and interview data were collected from 
99 K-12 teachers who were awarded badges as recognition of learning in a PD 
course to become mentors to student teachers. Data suggested that teachers, 
especially those from the elementary level, were found to have a favorable view of 
receiving digital badges. Participants also shared their badges through digital 
media and indicated they would be more likely to share their badges with their 
administration than with colleagues. 

In order to explore badging and microcredentialing in customizing workplace 
learning opportunities, Gamrat et al. (2014) examined data from 36 self-selected 
science teachers who completed 154 PD activities over a 3-month period through 
using a digital badge system, Teacher Learning Journeys (TLJ). This badging 
system was collaboratively designed by a university, a governmental agency, and a 
national professional association with the purpose of providing and assessing 
teachers’ implementation of online PD.  

Through an analysis of the 36 participants’ TLJ artifacts (i.e., goal statements, 
interviews, and reflective activity logs) and an in-depth collaborative case study of 
eight teachers, findings pointed to success with badging for the participants. The 
key themes identified relating to the flexibility of the digital badging that the 
teacher participants appreciated were (a) flexible goal setting as personally 
relevant, (b) customized level of assessment and depth of content learned, and (c) 
archiving and sharing PD artifacts. The researchers came to the conclusion that 
personalization and customization are the key features of digital badges that 
benefit teacher learning. 
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Digital Badging and Microcredentialing in Teacher Education 

A TC has dual roles and mindsets as a learner and a future teacher. However, the 
search for literature directly relevant to TCs and microcredentialing with badges 
indicated a strong need for further research (Lang, 2016). Chou and He’s (2017) 
study was one of a few that offered insights into the effectiveness of badges in a 
graduate program for teacher education. Specifically, this mixed method research 
focused on the impact of a badge system on students’ class participation and 
interaction depending on pedagogical orientation (i.e., read-write-reflect-
comment and activity-based design) and course delivery format (i.e., online and 
face-to-face). Badges were designed to reward those who contributed to high-
quality class discussion and peer project comments.  

The findings indicated that badges were effective in enhancing student interaction 
but not student participation. Even though this study did not address TCs as a 
unique population, but as learners in general, it indicated the usefulness of badges 
in small graduate-level teacher education courses. 

Pytash and Ferdig (2014) explored how badges could be conceptualized and 
utilized in a teacher education program. The preliminary results of their study 
highlighted how badges impacted the goal-setting and motivation of TCs as 
learners while also inspiring them as future teachers to seek ways of integrating 
this technology in their future classrooms. At Iowa State University, TCs learned 
educational technology and professional development topics through badges 
(Schmidt-Crawford, Thompson, & Lindstrom, 2014). The researchers suggested 
badging is a “very effective and efficient way” for them to (a) evaluate students’ 
competence-based technology knowledge with predetermined learning outcomes 
and (b) motivate learners through friendly competitions among peers (p. 111).  

In summary, the current literature in the general domain of education points to 
the multiple roles and anticipated merits of badges and microcredentials. For TCs, 
studies demonstrate the potential for badging and microcredentialing in 
promoting, assessing, and recognizing TCs’ learning.  

Berry, Airhart, and Byrd (2016) suggested that microcredentialing is well 
positioned for transforming teacher learning because it readily fits into existing 
systems of teacher certification and recertification and has great potential to 
receive funding from districts and states. Despite such findings, Lang (2016) 
pointed out that the concept and practice of badging and microcredentialing within 
teacher education pertaining to TCs is still in its early stages. Existing studies may 
only reflect participants’ surface-level understanding and perception of digital 
badges and microcredentials because participants in these studies either were 
newly introduced to badging and microcredentialing without real experience with 
them, or they had limited experience with one specific badging system at an early 
stage of implementation. Nevertheless, together these studies projected 
microcredentialing as a promising solution for long-term teacher learning. 

The study described here was an attempt to fill the gap in research as to the impact 
of badges on TCs’ teaching skill development focused on the critical area of EL 
teaching skills. We investigated how many TCs completed the necessary 
requirements for obtaining a badge and whether TCs reported that the badges 
helped them achieve a higher level of EL teaching skill through the following 
research questions:  
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• What is the completion rate of teacher candidates for obtaining a digital 
badge for English learner teaching skills? 

• Do teacher candidates indicate that the badging skill practice sessions 
prepared them to pass the MELTS badging assessment and be prepared 
to teach EL students in the future?  

The MELTS Digital Badge Design 

Overview 

The MELTS badging project was designed over a 1-year period. The system 
contains 13 badges, with 10 skill badges and three excellence badges (see 
https://ccie.ucf.edu/melts/). With technical support from the university Center 
for Distributed Learning, the MELTS grant research team designed the badges, the 
badge issuing criteria and process, and all supporting materials (e.g., readings 
[digests], video modules, quizzes, and skill practice protocols). The MELTS grant 
research team consisted of three faculty member grant investigators, a grant 
coordinator, 12 education instructors, and five doctoral candidates.  

Including both formative and summative assessment components, MELTS badges 
are designed as microcredentialing badges (Gibson et al., 2015) to provide a finer 
level of granularity to EL teaching skills assessment. The MELTS badges entail 
multifaceted, rigorous online and face-to-face assessment components. For each 
MELTS badge, TCs are required to (a) complete an online instructional module 
with digests, videos, and quizzes; (b) participate in a coached skill practice session; 
and (c) successfully demonstrate mastery in the teaching skill before an 
educational panel formed by the grant research team. 

MELTS Skills 

The MELTS badges feature 10 specific EL teaching skills based on best practices in 
teaching ELs and are associated with specific courses within an education 
program. Table 1 presents the skill selections and associated courses. Note that 
some courses support more than one MELTS skill development. 

The purpose for developing TCs’ EL teaching skills is to provide them with more 
specific, rather than general, teaching English to speakers of other languages 
(TESOL) strategies. The MELTS project not only cultivates the 10 skills but 
requires the TCs to differentiate how they apply the skills to teach ELs at different 
proficiency levels according to recognized English language development 
standards provided by WIDA (WIDA Consortium, 2014; see also 
https://wida.wisc.edu/).  

The National WIDA English Language Development Standards (WIDA 
Consortium, 2019) are recognized and utilized for EL instruction and assessment 
in 40 states, including the state in which this study took place, throughout the 
United States. WIDA English language proficiency standards reflect the social and 
academic dimensions of acquiring a second language that are expected of ELs in 
grade levels P-12 attending schools in the United States at five levels of proficiency 
(1– Entering, 2–Emerging, 3–Developing, 4–Expanding, 5–Bridging, 6–
Reaching). For example, TCs in MELTS not only have to practice how to work with 
ELs in leading a sequence involving questioning (Skill 1), but also how to form and 

https://ccie.ucf.edu/melts/
https://wida.wisc.edu/
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ask questions differently for ELs who are at WIDA English proficiency Levels 1 
(Starting), 3 (Developing), and 5 (Bridging).  

Table 1  
MELTS Skills Selection and Associated Courses 

Skill Name Associated Courses 

1 Leading a questioning sequence in social 
studies 

Theory and Practice of 
Teaching ESOL Students in 
Schools 

2 Teaching a classroom procedure Teaching Strategies and 
Classroom Management 

3 Pre-teaching key vocabulary of a science 
lesson 

Teaching Social Science in the 
Elementary School 

4 Direct teaching of a mathematics lesson 
segment 

How Children Learn 
Mathematics 

5 Direct teaching of a language arts lesson 
segment, including small group questioning 

Foundations of Reading 

6 Leading a follow-up discussion of the 
language arts lesson 

Foundations of Reading 

7 Using templates, sentence frames, and 
sentence starters to scaffold a writing 
assignment 

Language Arts in the 
Elementary School 

8 Conducting an informal reading inventory Practicum for Assessment and 
Instruction of Reading 

9 Conduct a writing assessment and providing 
level-appropriate feedback 

Issues in Second Language 
Acquisition 

10 Discussing student progress at a parent 
conference 

Theory and Practice of 
Teaching ESOL Students in 
Schools 

Note: The selection of the 10 EL teaching skills were based on What Works 
Clearinghouse Educator's Practice Guides (Institute of Educational Sciences, per grant 
guidelines (https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc). 

 

The grant team determined that addressing three of the five WIDA standards 
would provide a strong understanding of working with ELs at the beginning, 
intermediate, and advanced levels of language. TeachLivE™ is limited to three EL 
interactors at these levels; therefore, the skills were developed with these levels in 
mind.   
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MELTS Online Modules 

Ten self-contained modules based on the teaching skills are available to TCs during 
their courses through the university Canvas system. Each module contains the 
following: 

• an introduction to the skill; 
• a brief digest and digest quiz; 
• a video and video quiz; and 
• schedules and sign-up links for skill practice and final badging 

assessment. 

Most instructors in MELTS make the modules an optional, extra-credit component 
of their coursework, while some instructors include MELTS as part (usually 1-2%) 
of their grade. In the end, TCs can choose whether to complete the badges, allowing 
for student autonomy and individual ownership over the process. 

One unique feature of the MELTS online module is the 5- to 10-minute 
demonstration video introducing TCs to the target skill. Research has shown that 
teaching skill videos improve preservice teacher learning and acquisition of 
pedagogical knowledge (Beilstein, Perry, & Bates, 2017; Plöger, Scholl, & Seifert, 
2018). Video demonstrations are, therefore, a critical part of the instructional 
process of MELTS, in which TCs can view the target skill with focused captions 
when important EL instructional strategies are used.  

The 10 demonstration videos were professionally created by the grant research 
team and the university Center for Distributed Learning, showcasing how expert 
teachers use the target skill in a real-world setting. A sample video demonstrating 
Skill 3 (Pre-teaching Key Vocabulary of a Science Lesson) can be seen in Video 1 at 
https://vimeo.com/cdlvideo/review/213525987/eb576f4613 

To complete the modules successfully, TCs must read the digests, watch the videos, 
and pass the module quizzes with a minimum score of 80%. Once they successfully 
complete the modules, they develop a plan for practicing the activity following the 
activity guidelines and sign up for a skill practice session.  

Skill Practice Sessions 

Attending a skill practice session for each target skill is the next step in the MELTS 
badging process. Real-time coaching is utilized during the skill practice sessions to 
foster skill development and teacher confidence (as recommended in Morphis, 
2018; Stahl, Sharplin, & Kehrwald, 2016). Specifically, each skill is practiced by a 
participant with a coach alongside providing real-time guidance while the TC is 
teaching, and formative assessment feedback is given afterwards.  

Coaching protocols were created to guide all the coaches in providing consistent, 
focused, skill-oriented training to all TCs (See appendix for an example of the 
coaching protocol for Skill 1). The practice sessions were listed in the online 
modules, and TCs signed up for sessions at specific times. Most sessions were 
scheduled during their regular class time, so TCs would come one-by-one to a room 
next to their classroom to receive the skill practice coaching from one of the grant 
research team members. These sessions were not graded individually, but TCs 

https://vimeo.com/cdlvideo/review/213525987/eb576f4613
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either received extra credit or it was included as part of their grade if they 
completed all the steps to earn the MELTS badge. 

The coached skill practice sessions were conducted in either a high-tech or low-
tech instructional environment. As one of the research objectives of the MELTS 
grant, the two instructional environments were included to determine if one type 
of skill practice was more effective than the other.  

These coaching sessions were unique in that the TC was exposed to simulated ELs 
at various levels of English proficiency. This approach required the TC to 
demonstrate teaching skill, not for a general concept of an EL, but targeted to the 
specific level of English for that learner. As pointed out by Lavery et al. (2015), 
when teachers adjust their instruction to meet the needs of ELs at varying levels of 
proficiency, ELs experience the most gains in their language proficiency.  

The high-tech instructional environment builds upon 2 years of field-testing of a 
mixed-reality teaching environment, known as TeachLivE™ 
(http://teachlive.org). Developed by a team of professors of engineering and 
education at the University of Central Florida, TeachLivE™ provides TCs with the 
opportunity to practice new skills in a simulated classroom. It is currently available 
at 85 campuses and in various schools throughout the United States, with its use 
depending on local needs.  

The TeachLivE™ classroom is limited to five avatars and includes three EL avatars 
at WIDA English proficiency Levels 1 (Starting), 3 (Developing), and 5 (Bridging) 
and two native speaker avatars. In a TeachLivE™ coaching session, the TCs 
demonstrate their prepared activity for 5 minutes with their coach in attendance 
providing formative assessment feedback. Figure 2 shows a figure from the 
TeachLivE™ virtual classroom.  

Figure 2. TeachLivE™ virtual classroom. 

 

http://teachlive.org/
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In the low-tech skill practice sessions, TCs took turns practicing the teaching skills 
in a group of 4-7 students, with one TC being the teacher and the other three to six 
TCs playing the roles of ELs at varying levels of proficiency. Before skill practice 
started, at least three TCs were trained to act the part of ELs at 3 WIDA levels. By 
the time each TC finished the skill practice in a group, the session typically took 
about 1 hour to complete.  

Final Badging Assessment 

During MELTS badging, TCs study targeted EL teaching microskills through 
online modules and actively practiced the microskills through coached skill 
practice sessions. However, in order to receive a MELTS badge, TCs had to pass 
the final badging assessment by effectively demonstrating the skill in 5 minutes 
through TeachLivE™ before an expert panel, which unanimously determined 
success based on a rubric for that skill. The expert panel consisted of two to five 
experts in the field of TESOL.  

At least one member of the panel was a grant team member who trained the other 
panelists. TCs had to receive scores of 1 and above on all categories on the rubric 
based on a 4-point scale of 0 (Below Expectation), 1 (At Expectation), 2 (Above 
Expectation), and 3 (Outstanding). Panelists discussed results at the end of each 
session to ensure interrater reliability.  

When TCs passed the final badging assessment for a specific EL teaching skill, they 
received the corresponding badge as a recognition and credential. All MELTS 
badges, including 10 skill badges and three excellence badges, are issued through 
Credly (https://info.credly.com). The three excellence badges recognize TCs who 
participated in earning all 19 skill badges to a varying degree of success. Badges 
can be updated and renewed every 7 years to keep them current. 

Methods 

Research Context 

The research context of this exploratory, mixed-method study (Morse, 2003) of TC 
EL teaching skill development through MELTS badging was a 4-year, EL-infused, 
undergraduate teacher education program in a large public, urban research 
university in the Southeastern United States. After receiving IRB approval, the 
study included undergraduate Elementary Education (K-6) TCs enrolled in three 
ESOL-infused education courses in fall 2017, during which five of 13 MELTS 
badges (Skills 1, 2, 5, 6 and 10) were available to them. The three courses 
wereTeaching Strategies and Classroom Management, Theory and Practice of 
Teaching ESOL Students in Schools, and Foundations of Reading. In total, 151 TCs 
enrolled in the three courses, and 147 enrolled themselves in at least one MELTS 
module.  

Participants 

Participants enrolled in the MELTS modules and completed a survey about their 
experience. A detailed breakdown of the number of participants and their 
participation at different levels of the project can be seen in Table 2.  

https://info.credly.com/
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Table 2 
A Breakdown of the Number of Participants by Course, Skill, Skill Practice Type, 
and Survey 

Course and Skill 
(n = 151) [a] 

Skill Practice 
Participation Skill Practice Type Survey 

Completion 
 

- High 
Tech 

Low 
Tech 

High 
Tech 

Low 
Tech 

Course 1 (Skill 2) 
70 

68 35 33 2 4 

Course 2 (Skill 1) 
99 

87 42 45 1 4 

Course 2 (Skill 10) 
99 

72 35 37 1 4 

Course 3 (Skills 5 
and 6) 93 

82 42 40 4 6 

All 3 Courses 40 27 14 13   

[a] The numbers do not reflect students who are enrolled in two courses simultaneously. For 
this reason, the totals are not indicated for the columns. 
 

Data Collection Procedure 

The MELTS grant coordinator recorded participants’ completion of each required 
component (i.e., module, skill practice, and badging) of the MELTS badging by 
skill, in an Excel spreadsheet. First, participants navigated through the MELTS 
online modules as they would any other web-based course. The university online 
class management system, Canvas, automatically recorded participants’ 
engagement with the module content (e.g., digest or video) and their performance 
on the assessments (i.e., digest quiz and video quiz).  

The data collection at this stage was automatic without direct contact between the 
participants, the instructors, and the researchers. All quantitative data regarding 
participants’ completion of online modules, skill practice, and final badging 
assessment by skill was compiled into one spreadsheet for analysis.  

Participants who successfully completed the online modules had the choice of 
signing up for the face-to-face skill practice session. At the end of each MELTS skill 
practice session, participants were given a voluntary survey about their perception 
of the skill practice session. Originally, the survey was located within the online 
module, but the grant coordinator noticed that students were not completing the 
survey. The grant research team then decided to use iPads in person at the skill 
practice sessions to encourage completion. At this point it was late in the semester 
and few students completed the survey. This low number of participants in the skill 
practice evaluation survey is a noted limitation to the study and one that has been 
addressed in subsequent semesters.  
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Survey Instrument 

The 14-item survey instrument included both quantitative and open-ended 
questions. It was designed and analyzed by the university Program Evaluation and 
Educational Research Group to investigate whether the participants believed the 
practice session prepared them to master the target microskill so that they could 
successfully pass the final badging assessment and serve EL students in the future 
(Matthews, Swan, & Peluso, 2018). The data collection was anonymous.  

The survey was first administered online through the modules, but participation 
was so low that the PEER group started utilizing iPads so that coaches could 
administer the survey to participants after individual coaching sessions. This lack 
of participation is noted in the limitations to the study and has now been resolved 
to increase participation to almost 100% in succeeding semesters. The survey 
prompted the participants to report the format of their practice session (high-tech 
or low-tech) and reflect on its length, difficulty, and effectiveness for preparing 
them to work with ELs.  

Open-ended questions prompted feedback about what they liked most about the 
session and to make suggestions for improvement. The following open-ended 
questions guided the survey design and analysis:  

• How do the preservice teachers rate the effectiveness of the practice 
sessions?  

• What did the preservice teachers like most about the practice sessions?  
• What recommendations, if any, did the pr-service teachers have to 

improve the practice sessions? 
• What differences exist, if any between microteaching and TLE 

TeachLivE™? 

The survey was validated by the MELTS grant research team and the Program 
Evaluation and Educational Research Group. Its reliability will be evaluated as it 
is implemented each year for a new cohort of student participants.  

Data Analysis 

We collected both quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative data consisted of 
participant completion rates and were recorded on a spreadsheet. Data analysis 
involved descriptive statistics (frequency and percentages). Quantitative and 
qualitative data were also collected via survey to investigate participants’ 
perceptions about the skill practice session. Of the 33 who completed the survey, 
seven respondents only reported the session format. Those surveys were excluded 
from the final analysis, resulting in a final sample of 26. Of those, 18 (69%) were 
evaluations of the low-tech practice session, while the other eight were for the high-
tech format. Qualitative responses to open-ended questions in the survey were 
analyzed systematically using open coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). To increase 
reliability, data were independently coded by two university Program Evaluation 
and Educational Research analysts who then discussed discrepancies in order to 
reach a consensus and apply a final coding scheme (as in Creswell & Poth, 2018).  
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Results  

MELTS Badging Completion Rates 

  Of the 151 TCs who enrolled in the three participating courses in fall 2017, 147 
participants completed at least one module. Forty of those students were enrolled 
in all three courses, and 99 were enrolled in at least two courses. The breakdown 
of participants enrolled in each class and their completion rates at each level of the 
badges is described in Table 3.  

Table 3 
Cross Tabulation of TCs’ Successful Completion of the MELTS Components by 
Skill 

Component 

Course 1 
(Teaching 
Strategies 
and 
Classroom 
Management) 

Course 2 
(Theory and 
Practice of 
Teaching ESOL 
Students in 
Schools) 

Course 
3 (Foundations 
of Reading) 

All 
Courses 

Skill Skill 2 Skill 1 Skill 10 Skill 5 & Skill 6 All Skills 

Students 
Enrolled 

n = 70 n = 99 n = 99 n = 93  n = 40 

Module 
Completion 

63 (90%) 79 
(80%) 

62 (63%) 80 (86%) 23 (58%) 

Skill practice 68 (97%) 87 
(88%) 

72 (73%) 82 (88%) 27 (68%) 

Badging 23 (33%) 38 
(38%) 

36 (36%) 32 (34%) 17 (43%) 

By examining specific counts and percentages demonstrating the participants’ 
completion rate at each step (i.e., enrollment, module completion, skill practice, 
and badging) of the MELTS project by skill (Table 3), the success rate of 
participants earning badges was demonstrated (Research Question 1). The 
percentage of participants who completed the MELTS modules (formative 
assessment) ranged from 58-90%, those who completed the skill practice session 
(formative assessment) ranged from 68-97%, and the percentage of participants 
who completed the final badging (summative assessment) ranged from 33-43%. 
Seventeen participants obtained all five badges.   

Table 4 displays the participants who chose to complete all badging requirements 
for each skill and shows that 100% were successful in obtaining the MELTS badges. 
Seventeen participants who were enrolled in all three courses choose to complete 
all five badges. Two candidates who did not pass the Skill 5/6 badging evaluation 
the first time were allowed to return and obtain their badges the second time they 
were assessed. 
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Table 4 
Cross Tabulation of Badges Earned by TCs by Skill  

  
Skill 
2 

Skill 1 Skill 10 Skill 5 & 
Skill 6 All Skills 

Badge 
Participation 

23 38 36 32 17 

Badge Earned 23 38 36 32 17 

Badge Success 
Rate 

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

Participant Perception of Skill Practice Sessions 

Research Question 2 guided us in exploring the participants’ perceived practice 
session effectiveness as determined by the survey, particularly in terms of whether 
the sessions prepared them to pass the MELTS badging assessment successfully 
and serve EL students in the future. Issues with online survey completion resulted 
in a lower than expected n for this portion of the research, limiting our conclusions 
from this data. This issue was resolved in subsequent semesters with face-to-face 
surveys, resulting in more robust data, but for this semester the participation in 
the survey was limited to n = 24. 

Quantitative responses. In aggregate, 24 (92%) of the respondents of the 
survey rated the coaching sessions in both low- and high-tech environments 
effective. None disagreed, but two (8%) neither agreed nor disagreed. Among those 
who practiced in a low-tech format (n = 18), all but one (94%) agreed it was 
effective, while all but one (88%) rated the high-tech session effective (n = 8). 

Ninety-two percent of TCs agreed that after their practice session they reported 
feeling more comfortable working with ELs, managing their behavior, and 
supporting their needs, regardless of practice session format. They also enjoyed 
the experience and agreed it should continue to be a part of the program. All the 
teacher candidates who practiced with TeachLivE™ agreed they were no longer 
conscious of the fact they were working with virtual students after a few moments, 
compared with 56% of those who practiced in the low-tech format. 

The TCs were also asked to rate their coaching session’s difficulty and length. One 
TC rated the low-tech practice session as too difficult. All others in both formats 
rated the difficulty about right. Among TCs who practiced in the low-tech format, 
six (33%) reported the session was too long, one too short, and the rest (n = 12, 
61%) about right. A majority (n = 6, 75%) of those who practiced in the high-tech 
TeachLivE™ format rated it about right, with two rating it too short. 

Qualitative responses. Ten TCs responded to this prompt. In a free-response 
format, participants were invited to share what they most liked, suggestions for 
improvement, and anything that surprised them about the session. Forty-five 
percent of participants reported that what they liked most was how realistic the 
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TeachLivE™ session was. Among those who participated in a low-tech format (n = 
3), 33% noted how realistic the experience was. 

In discussing the low-tech skill practice session, one participant commented, “I 
liked practicing realistic things that would be useful in the classroom.” Another TC 
stated, “I enjoyed that we were able to practice the skill before the assessment. I 
liked that the coaches have been flexible and helped us a lot with a new program.” 

More participants commented on the TeachLivE™ experience, with one TC noting, 
“Getting the experience of planning for and working with EL students, so that I do 
not have to worry about negatively impacting an actual student if my idea or 
execution fails me.” Another TC stated, “What I liked more about this experience 
[was interacting] with the students through reading the books and answering their 
questions. It felt like I was actually teaching real students.” A third candidate was 
even more personally reflective, writing, “This experience showed me my 
weaknesses when it comes to teaching English learners and helped me adapt new 
strategies to better help my students.” 

Discussion 

The present study yielded meaningful implications for using badges as an 
educational tool for assessing TCs’ EL teaching skills. 

Success of the Digital Badging Process  

Because badges can be earned with varying levels of difficulty of assessment (Hills 
& Hughes, 2016), one aspect of this study was to determine if TCs would choose to 
participate in and be successful at a rigorous and time-consuming voluntary 
badging assessment process. The results demonstrated that the small percentage 
of participants (33-43%) who completed entire MELTS badging components, 
including utilizing the modules, finishing the quizzes, and practicing the skills with 
coaches, were able to pass the summative badging assessments successfully and 
obtain the badges.  

While only a small number of participants completed the entire badging process 
for each skill, these positive results reflect that the assessment process for TCs was 
promising and demonstrated learning for those who did. The problems noted in 
the survey for challenges in completing the badging (i.e., scheduling, 
understanding the value of the badges, and inconsistent expectations in the 
courses) have been addressed in subsequent semesters and should make a 
difference in future completion rates. Therefore, while the badging process was 
successful for those who chose to complete it, the low participation rate was 
unexpected.  

Badges are designed to make learning visible through the steps of assessment that 
take place. In this process, participants who chose to participate in MELTS and 
earn the badges openly demonstrated that they can perform the EL teaching 
microskill at a high level of competence before a review panel of experts while 
teaching ELs at three levels of English proficiency. 

Participants who have earned these badges through microcredentialing have 
demonstrated a high level of skill attainment, and the participants have made their 
learning discernible not only to themselves and the review panel but, through the 
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badges, to all who view the badges. The badges the TCs earned and can display 
online provide documentation of the rigorous process they completed to earn the 
badge for each, targeted EL teaching skill. Through Credly, TCs can display their 
badges on Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, or any linkable website. These badges 
can also be printed on resumes and linked to the online microcredential.  

The positive results for the participants who completed MELTS badging 
demonstrate enormous potential in employing badging technology in teacher 
education programs that include microcredentialing in teacher education. The 
early results show badges have great potential as an effective EL teaching skill 
development approach prior to entering the classroom experience because they (a) 
provide TCs with a specific, unambiguous, and goal-driven pathway of learning, 
(b) track TCs’ learning trajectory in a visible and motivational manner, and (c) 
allow systematic, standardized evidence-based assessments of TCs demonstration 
of one specific skill at a time.  

Microcredentialing through badges demonstrates great promise to revolutionize 
the traditional assessment system by incorporating badge earner control, 
digitalization, accumulative progress, and public circulation through social 
networks (Casilli & Hickey, 2017). At the same time, while we were surprised by 
the low badging rate, the results mirrored what was found in a previous study. For 
instance, teacher participants in Diamond and Gonzales’s (2014) study, despite 
their interest and engagement with the teaching materials and training content, 
only had a 7% of badge earning rate. 

Skill Practice Session Perceptions 

In addition to documenting the completion rate of the TCs in the MELTS badging 
project, their perception of the usefulness of the skill practice session for improving 
their EL teaching skill was surveyed. Overall, TCs expressed satisfaction with the 
skill practice sessions, in both low-tech and high-tech formats, with the high-tech 
TeachLivE™ environment perceived slightly better. One conjecture for this more 
positive experience is that participants who played the role of mock ELs could not 
perform the WIDA levels of students as accurately and effectively as the trained 
avatars in the TeachLivE™ system. Participation in the final badging assessment 
sessions was not affected by whether students participated in either style of skill 
practice session.  

Skill practice coaching can be an effective formative assessment opportunity to 
provide participants with focused feedback while they actively demonstrate EL 
teaching skills. Real-time coaching has been shown to foster skill development and 
teacher confidence, particularly for new teachers (Morphis, 2018; Stahl et al., 
2016). The participation rate in the skill practice coaching was high (68-97% for 
each skill), and 92% indicated that the skill practice coaching was valued and 
helpful to the participants (although this response was limited to the 26 
participants who completed the survey).  

TCs rarely get this kind of focused, one-on-one coaching in their regular education 
courses due to the challenges of personnel to provide focused feedback, but it has 
proved valuable in the MELTS badging process. Compared to more traditional 
preservice teacher evaluation methods, in real-time coaching the feedback is 
immediate, giving students the opportunity to adjust their practice in the moment.   

https://info.credly.com/signin
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This type of feedback has been shown to be more effective when it is not deferred 
until after the lesson (Stahl et al., 2016). Coaching is also considered a 
nonthreatening evaluation process, more of a collaboration to help develop 
positive teacher behaviors and skills (Britton & Anderson, 2010). During the 
MELTS skill practice sessions, coaches were able to form a positive relationship 
with the participants, spending time speaking with them before, during, and after 
the session to understand their approach and help them improve their EL teaching 
techniques.  

While participants may have studied EL teaching skills in their courses or seen 
them modeled in the module videos, this opportunity was their first to demonstrate 
those skills and receive immediate feedback. Participants reported through the 
survey that they enjoyed these sessions and they had greater confidence to use 
these techniques in their future classrooms.  

This design requires sufficient human resources (e.g., instructional coaches who 
are experts) as well as financial sustainability, which is perhaps why this it rarely 
seen among the badging designs documented in the literature (e.g., Randall, 
Harrison & West, 2013). However, this approach is a strength of the project and 
the reason why so many participants indicated positive experiences in the skill 
practice sessions.   

Motivation 

Issues were found with both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation for participants 
completing MELTS badging. As the results from Research Question 1 demonstrate, 
while the success rate of participants who completed all 10 skills in MELTS was 
high (100%), the percentage rates of TCs who completed the entire MELTS 
badging project was considered low, with only 33-43% of TCs opting to complete 
the badging assessment to obtain the badges. 

A core element of earning badges is learner autonomy, so TCs were allowed to 
choose whether to participate in the MELTS badging project or not. To provide TCs 
with positive, extrinsic motivation, though, most instructors gave extra credit or a 
small percentage of grade credit to TCs for participating in MELTS. The points 
were generally about 1-2% of the final grade, so participants reported to instructors 
that, while the ease of completing the modules online and participating in skill 
practice coaching (during or near class time) was worthwhile, the points were not 
enough to motivate them to complete the digital badge assessment outside of class 
time at the end of the term.  

Additionally, participants told instructors that, even though the modules explained 
the extrinsic value of the MELTS badging project, focusing on the school systems 
seeking out candidates with skill in working with ELs, particularly in Florida where 
some schools have a majority ELs, they still felt unsure about the positive impact 
of obtaining a digital badge on their future teaching career.  

These mixed results mirror other studies about badges (Fanfarelli & McDaniel, 
2017). In this study about the value placed on badging by students, researchers 
discovered both positive and negative feelings. Some students thought the badges 
aligned well with the course in general, whereas students who expressed more 
negativity indicated that the badges were difficult and time-consuming. It is 
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important to take steps to address these issues and ensure that TCs understand the 
value of badging for their future careers and for their future students. 

Recommendations for Teacher Education Programs   

Badges are increasingly recognizable as potential alternative assessments for 
supplementing course activity, but both instructors and students have given them 
mixed reviews (Fanfarelli & McDaniel, 2017). Based on this exploratory research 
study of the first iteration of the MELTS badges, the following are 
recommendations for future practices and research into the effectiveness of 
badging for improving TCs EL instructional skill development.  

Effective Badging Practices 

As noted by other researchers (i.e., Abramovich et al., 2013; Casilli & Hickey, 
2016), addressing logistics and value within any badging project is key to ensuring 
successful participation. In this study, the low percentage of TCs who completed 
the MELTS badging to fruition was unexpected. TCs were taking advantage of the 
digital badge formative assessment opportunities (modules, quizzes, coaching), 
but in the end were not choosing to obtain the badges at the same rate. Feedback 
from instructors who communicated with TCs about their lack of participation, 
indicated issues with the logistics (such as timing and scheduling) and 
understanding the value of the MELTS badges.  

To ensure higher levels of participation in badging projects and research, future 
practitioners should anticipate the extra effort needed by participants to obtain 
badges and address those issues through transparent communication and 
informed scheduling. A careful look at participants’ schedules early is critical, as is 
communication with participants about what will be expected and when it will be 
expected.  

Additionally, assumptions cannot be made that participants will automatically see 
the value of obtaining badges. Educators should be proactive in sharing the 
anticipated value of their own badging projects. Within our own MELTS badging 
project, we now visit classrooms to discuss the purpose of the badges and share 
videos from highly regarded instructors and principals of schools about the value 
of the project. As participants prepare to graduate, our grant team will provide 
further concrete proof of the value of digital badges for EL teaching skills by giving 
our cords at graduation for high-level participants, recommendation letters to 
schools, and connections to principals looking for teachers with demonstrated EL 
teaching experience.  

Last, instructors are now requiring the MELTS badging completion as part of the 
course and it is included in their course grade (10% consistently across the board). 
This approach should make a significant change in the percentage of participants 
who complete the entire MELTS badging project and obtain the badge.  

Return on Investment 

Considering the amount of time and effort it takes on the part of educators and 
their students to earn digital badges, is it worth adding this assessment component 
to a learner program?  The initial data suggest that students will participate in 
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activities that improve their EL teaching skills (such as the modules and coaching) 
and help them feel more confident in their ability to work with ELs.  

While the badging numbers in this seminal semester reflected a lower than 
expected completion rate, addressing logistical issues in subsequent terms has 
already improved those numbers. As educators who work with the students, we see 
the immediate improvement in EL teaching skill during the coaching and badging 
sessions. Preservice teachers who earn the ESOL endorsement at the university 
demonstrate not just knowledge but demonstrable skill in working with this 
vulnerable population. For schools who are looking to hire qualified and skilled 
teachers, the digital badges will represent a meaningful representation of that 
work.  

Digital Badging Research 

More research is needed to determine the impact of badging on learning and 
assessment (Devedžić & Jovanović, 2015), particularly on teacher skill 
development and how it translates into long-term, classroom instructional 
techniques (Gamrat et al.; Gibson, et al., 2015). While this exploratory study 
demonstrated great promise for TCs to develop their EL teaching skills through a 
process of badging, more studies are needed to determine if the learning translates 
into classroom practices. Will TCs who obtain badges demonstrate a higher level 
of technique when they have their own classrooms with ELs? One goal of the 
MELTS grant is to study this critical leap from learning to teaching and future 
research will address that. This study has touched on this impact, but more 
research must be done if badges are to obtain a validated foothold in the 
assessment process within educational programs.  

Limitations 

The following limitations were noted with this study. First, published research is 
lacking on this topic. While research evaluating the effectiveness of badges is 
growing, little foundation was available for this study to build upon in the area of 
microcredentialing of EL teaching skills using badging. Another noted limitation 
is that the qualitative data on participants’ experience with the skill practice 
session in this study was based on a limited number of responses, limiting the 
implications of this particular data set. 

Last, due to the exploratory nature of this study, the reported quantitative results 
were descriptive in nature, upon which summary data was reported about success 
rates and participant perceptions of the skill practice sessions. The results, 
however, will not generalize to other populations or other badging projects. Future 
study will collect quantitative data that enables more advanced research designs 
and inferential statistical procedures. Once participants are in their school 
internships, comparisons will be made between nonparticipants and participants 
as to their demonstration of EL teaching skills to look for significant differences 
between the two populations of students.  

Conclusion 

We offered transparency in this exploratory study so that future research can build 
on the MELTS model and gain insights from what was learned as beneficial or 
detrimental to incorporating badges in teacher education. Even though there is a 
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dearth of scholarly peer-reviewed empirical studies specifically devoted to badges 
and microcredentials in teacher education, Casilli and Hickey (2016) pointed out 
three areas for optimism: (a) the transformations that badges have already affected 
in some educational systems, (b) the establishment of stable badging organizations 
and approaches, and (c) the growth of an organic community dedicated to them 
(p. 127). In the design and early implementation of MELTS badging, all three of 
these points were clear. 

In addition, the design and implementation of a badging project is highly unlikely 
to be without challenges. Researchers (Casilli & Hickey, 2016; Davis & Singh, 2015; 
Jovanović & Devedžić, 2015) have identified technical, pedagogical and logistical 
difficulties involved in creating and utilizing these new technologies. Hickey et al. 
(2014) pointed out in their report of the Badges Design Principles Documentation 
Project that nearly all the projects they reviewed found new practices were needed 
beyond their original vision or plan. We found the points suggested in the literature 
was found to be true. Although the first round of implementing the MELTS 
badging project yielded positive research results for those who completed the 
process, numerous changes were implemented to address what was learned to 
improve participation and understanding of the value of badges.  

Challenges remain to be addressed, including increasing motivation among the 
participants to complete the entire sequence to obtain the badge. Motivation to 
complete badging requires improved communication between instructors and 
students about the value of badges. Several empirical studies (Davis & Singh, 2015; 
Denny, 2013) on badging and learner motivation acknowledged the merits of 
badging and yielded positive findings. Students expressed a preference for having 
badges incorporated into the interface of the online tool used in the study and 
reported high levels of enjoyment through the badge-earning process.  

On the other hand, debate continues about how badging works with extrinsic and 
intrinsic motivation to engage learners. Although some researchers worry that 
extrinsic motivation provided by badges may undermine learners’ intrinsic 
motivation, other researchers advocated that extrinsic and intrinsic motivation 
each play a part in engaging learners to participate meaningfully in a learning 
activity (Deterding, 2012; Hickey & McCaslin, 2001). 

Logistically, removing barriers to participation is another challenge that must be 
resolved. Removing these barriers includes improving timing for busy students so 
thatthe badging sessions better fit students’ schedules and providing more support 
from the grant research team within the classrooms to explain the badge earning 
process. In doing so, the collaboration between critical stakeholders, such as 
experts in the field, TCs, TC instructors, researchers, and technology experts is 
critical to the sustainability of badging.  

The MELTS project will continue to engage all stakeholders in refining badging to 
promote the value of EL teaching skills TCs must develop. To bring about 
transformations in the field of teacher education focused on EL teaching skills, as 
well as education in general, primary stakeholders must collaborate to improve the 
design and implementation of badging and microcredentialing. 
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Appendix
Coaching Protocol Example for Skill 1: Leveled Questioning Badge 

MELTS Coaching Protocol SKILL 1 Leveled Questioning 

Coach during session if: Coaching Prompts: 
Candidate stops teaching  
(overwhelmed, visibly upset, looks at coach) 

Short, positive statement 
i.e. “It’s ok, keep going”

Candidate forgets to use visuals/props Quick reminder 
Ie. “Be sure to show Edith your visuals” 

EL(s) demonstrate disengaged behaviors more 
than 2 times without candidate 
noticing/addressing appropriately 

Draw attention to the behavior 
i.e. “Notice ___ answered with an off topic
response.” or “Notice Edgar’s body language
indicating his confusion.”

Session Observations: Beginning: (x) Intermediate: 
(x) 

Advanced: (x) 

Brought prepared leveled questions 

Asked leveled content questions 

Rephrased or used non-verbal support 

Provided expansion through language and 
academic content discussion 

visual & print repeat & recast clarify confusion 

Asked follow-up leveled content questions 

Used visuals and props 

Used gestures and movements

Enunciated clearly and spoke at a 
comprehensible, appropriate pace 
Engaged learners 

After Action Review: (5 min.) 
Highlight strengths based on consistent behaviors 
in observation 

(1-2 min.) 

Use specific positive feedback  
i.e. “Using pictures and offering answer choices
allowed Edith to understand and respond.”
i.e. “Rephrasing Edgar’s answers into complete
thoughts validating his response and modeled 
language usage.” 

Address areas that need immediate attention 
(1 min. if needed) 

Make brief, explicit suggestions as needed 
i.e. “Your leveled questions were too advanced
for Edith (level 1).  Be sure to review this level.”

Focus on areas to improve 

(2-3 min.) 

Ask guiding questions specific to observations 
i.e. “I noticed you accepted all answers.  How can
you respond to incorrect responses with ELs?”
i.e. “When could you have incorporated gestures
or movement and how would it have benefitted 
your EL(s)?” 
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