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ABSTRACT

Aseducationaltechnologycontinuestoadvance,newtechnologiescontinuetoenterthescenethat
seektoenhancethedeliveryandreceptionoflearninginbothacademicandindustrysettings.Digital
badgesarearecenteducationalinnovationthathasuniquecharacteristicsandcapabilitiesthatcan
allowforindividualizedpathwaysforlearningandarebeingimplementedinavarietyofsettings
andformultiplepurposes.Thisarticlereviewstheliteratureondigitalbadgesandfouroftheircore
theoreticalunderpinnings–behaviorism,goal-setting,constructivism,andgamificationtheory–as
wellasempiricalstudiesthathighlightthecontextsandspecificlearnergroupsinwhichdigitalbadges
arebeingutilized.Thisreviewcontributestobothscholarlyresearchandpracticalapplicationsof
digitalbadgesandofferspotentialdirectionsforfutureresearchinvolvingdigitalbadges.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Educationaltechnology’simpactonhowinstructionisdeliveredisever-changingasnewtechnologies
entertheacademicandindustrialsceneonaseeminglyregularandconsistentbasis(Mah,2016),
promptingongoingevolutionstohoweducationisdeliveredbutalsohowitisassessedandawarded.
Someresearchidentifiescurrentandupcomingshiftsintheoccupationallandscapethatcallfornew
educationalmodels(UPCEA,2017).Digitalbadgesareoneeducationaltechnologytoolwithunique
characteristicsandcapabilitiesthatmakethem“wellsuitedtofosterthepursuitofindividualized
pathwaysforlearning”(Finkelstein,Knight,&Manning,2013,p.3;seealsoPõldoja,Jürgens,&
Laanpere,2016)andcanmeettheevolvingneedsoflearners.

Adigitalbadgeisaweb-basedvisualgraphicthatrepresentsaskillorcompetencyearnedby
alearnerwhosuccessfullycompletesasetoftasksorcriteriaoutlinedbyacredibleissuer.Figure
1providesanexampleofadigitalbadgeusedbyPurdueUniversityforasummerprogramfor
incomingundergraduatestudentsissuedusingtheUniversity’sinternaldigitalbadgeplatformknown
asOpenPassportin2016.Duetotheirdigitalformat,adigitalbadgealsocontainsinformation
regardingtherequirementsofthelearnerinordertoearnthebadge(Glover,2013a;Grant,2014;
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Erickson,2015;Mah,Bellin-Mularski,&Ifenthaler,2016;Mah,2016).Learnersareabletodisplay
andsharethesebadgesviaonlineportfolioswithpeers,currentorpotentialemployers,andon
socialnetworks(Hope&Jones,2016).Digitalbadgesandtheirsystemshavemultipleinherent
affordances,manyofwhichcanprovidemotivationtolearners,andofferanalternativewayto
recognize,credential,andassesslearning(Ellis,Nunn,&Avella,2016;Fanfarelli&McDaniel,
2017;Jovanovic&Devedzic,2015).Moreover,digitalbadgesprovideashareableportfolioof
visualrepresentationsforbothcredentialsandskillstocommunicateindividualcompetency(Cheng,
Watson,&Newby,2018;Finkelsteinetal.,2013).

Digitalbadgesmayneverfullyreplacethetraditionalacademictranscript,whichonlyshowthe
nameofcourses(oftenabbreviated)andthegradesearnedthereinbythelearner.However,digital
badgescanshowamoredetailedandarguablymorecompletepictureofwhattheindividualknows
and can do (Matkin, 2018) that can be easily communicated through shareable platforms at the
discretionofthelearner(Bowen,2014;Hope&Jones,2016;Ostashewski&Reid,2015)andcan
alsorecognizepriorlearning(Educause,2014).Withawiderangeofapplication,manyinstitutions
andorganizationsareusingdigitalbadgesinmultipleindustriesastheygaintractioninbothformal
andinformaleducationalsettings.OpenBadgesbyMozillaappearstobethedigitalbadgingplatform
mostwidelyusedbyavarietyoforganizations(OpenBadges,n.d.),butthecompletelistofdigital
badge-issuingplatformsandtheorganizationsthatutilizeanddisplaythemisnotentirelyclear(Badge
Alliance,n.d.;IMSGlobalLearningConsortium,n.d.).Someinstitutions,likePurdueUniversity
andUniversityofCalifornia-Davis,havedevelopedtheirowndigitalbadgeissuingplatformsfor
internaluse(Fain,2014).

Gibson,Ostashewski,Flintoff,Grant,andKnight(2013)concludethat“researchimplicationsare
quitebroadandvaried”(p.409).Whiletheutilizationofdigitalbadgesisontherise(Blumenstyk,
2018;Gamrat,Zimmerman,Dudek,&Peck,2014), thenumberofinstitutionsandorganizations
thatformallyemploythemremainsrelativelysmall.Whiletheempiricalinvestigationoftheuseof
digitalbadgesineducationalcontextsamongspeciallearnergroupsintheliteraturecontinuesto
increasewithtime,theuseofdigitalbadgeswithineducationalcontextsandspecificgroupsisstill
initsinfancy(Law,2015).Thisliteraturereviewwillconsiderthefollowingquestions:1)whatare

Figure 1. Example of digital badges used by Purdue University’s Division of Summer Session’s Summer Start program in 2016 
(Source: Open Passport, Purdue University)
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