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1
T H E  P U R P O S E S  O F 

C R E D E N T I A L S

How They Work

While credentials command respect because of what they signify and because of 
the reputation of the provider, their value to the recipient lies almost entirely in 
what they enable, that is, in how they function. Theories of human capital and 
economic transaction can provide useful insights. Savvy administrators, faculty 
members, and academic advisors should bear in mind these insights as they seek 
to strengthen their programs, serve their students, and shore up their institu-
tions. But it is also important to be aware of the many other ways in which 
credentials function but may not function well.

For 25 years, Elizabeth Caitlin assisted Mennonite women in upstate 
New York as they were giving birth. She held a relevant credential, that 
of a certified professional midwife, from the North American Registry 

of Midwives. Nevertheless, she was arrested in early 2019 by the state police. 
Her credential was the wrong one. To be licensed to practice in New York, 
a midwife must “pass an exam by the American Midwifery Certification 
Board, have a master’s degree and meet other qualifications” (Pager, 2019). 
Caitlin’s case has become complicated beyond the scope of this book, but we 
mention it because it illustrates vividly the single most important principle 
so far as credentials are concerned—that a credential has value only to the 
extent that it is judged to have value. 

What Credentials Do 

Credentials introduce a recipient to others. Although they cannot signify all 
of the qualities of an individual, they have clear advantages over less formal 
descriptors. They provide information meant to be most clearly relevant to a 
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6  THE PROMISE AND THE PROBLEM

possible hire, affiliation, or enrollment, and they usually do so in ways that 
allow comparative evaluation. If an organization learns through experience 
that the credentials awarded by a particular program or institution are reliable 
in identifying well-qualified candidates, it is likely to assign greater credence 
to them. And if three candidates with associate degrees from Hypothetical 
Tech perform well on the job, the next candidate who presents an HT degree 
may be more likely to receive favorable consideration.

That simple overview cannot convey the deeper appreciation that 
administrators, faculty members, and academic advisors should share if they 
are to serve students well. But it does express the important insight that while 
credentials take the form of documents (perhaps digital ones), they assume 
value only as they point both backward and forward. They record the com-
pletion of a program of study or training to testify to the candidate’s prepa-
ration and aptitude for further study, training, or employment. They may 
not be sufficient apart from complementary forms of documentation, but 
they do establish a threshold for communication and provide a framework 
for consideration. Credentials are thus not static but dynamic. To misquote 
Archibald MacLeish, unlike a poem a credential should not “be” but “mean.”

Why credentials can do what they do rests on two simple  assumptions—
that they are descriptive and that they are truthful. Although some  credentials 
are neither, as Peter Ewell observes in the foreword, credentials are intended 
to enable recipients to make a credible appeal for evaluation. In turn, cre-
dentials enable those evaluating a recipient to assess with some assurance 
of reliability the applicant’s aptitudes, experience, and capacity for growth.

The Realm of Theory 

To understand the value of a credential—and to appreciate why there has 
been such a proliferation of credentials and providers in the 21st century—it 
is important to consider the variety of ways in which a credential may func-
tion and the different purposes it may serve. What does a credential embody? 
What assumptions, positive or negative, can a credential prompt? What may 
a credential accomplish? Under what circumstances?

Access to tangible gains—employment, a promotion, admission to 
graduate study—may represent the most important value of a credential for 
an individual. But tangible rewards are often not the only ones. Whether 
the credential is a Bachelor of Arts from a liberal arts college or a certifi-
cate in welding from a registered apprenticeship program, what a credential 
accomplishes for an individual may be intangible as well. At any graduation 
ceremony, the joy graduates share expresses more than their ambitions for 
the future. Like family photos and certificates of appreciation, diplomas and 
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THE PURPOSES OF CREDENTIALS  7

academic certificates imply character and identity as they point to future 
opportunity. 

Other limitations to be found in pertinent theories will appear in the 
examples to follow—but so will the usefulness of these theories. Those on 
which we focus appear to hold particular value during an era when the 
 transactions enabled by credentials have become less predictable.

The Usefulness of Theory 

Credentials are above all transactional. Graduations that only “hang on 
the wall” (to quote Billy Joel’s “Allentown”) fail to fulfill their intended 
 purpose. Particularly when employment is the objective, transactions and 
the protocols they reveal can be highly complicated. If administrators, faculty 
members, and academic advisors are to prepare their students to navigate the 
process, they need to understand the most critical factors. 

Paradoxically, however, an administrator, faculty member, or academic 
advisor may find an awareness of theoretical perspectives useful precisely 
because transactions involving credentials cannot be reduced to a stand-
ard set of governing assumptions. Awareness of theory can offer guidance 
through the complex variability of such transactions. 

Differing Perspectives on the Roles of Credentials 

By reviewing some of the major perspectives on what credentials signify and 
how they operate in the marketplace we can more readily understand what 
must be done to prepare recipients for the complexity of that environment. 
Then we can look more closely at how credentials function in different kinds 
of transactions.

Credentials as Vouchers for Skills: Human Capital Theory 

Human capital theory views education as a conveyer of skills and abilities 
needed by workers in society. By this perspective, workers with higher levels 
of educational attainment typically offer proportionately greater skills and 
abilities and thus qualify for greater economic rewards (Becker, 1993). 

Colleges and universities regularly allude to human capital theory in 
advertising the advantages they offer. As an experiment, search Google for 
the phrase “Success Starts Here.” In February 2019 Massasoit Community 
College (MA), Johnson Community College (KS), Georgia State University, 
South Central College (MN), Atlanta Technical College, Simpson College 
(IA), Wisconsin-Eau Claire, the Newberry School of Beauty (CA), and 

Gaston and Van Noy_9781620369432.indb   7 30-12-2021   11:28:50 PM



8  THE PROMISE AND THE PROBLEM

Northeast Community College (NE) were among the many institutions 
advertising the same promise: “Success Starts Here.” 

Their confidence in making this promise finds support in analyses 
documenting the higher wages more educated and skilled workers typically 
receive. Such analyses may make a reasonable leap of faith in suggesting that 
credentialed workers are more highly paid because their credentials have 
given employers confidence in their potential for greater productivity. But 
that leap rests on two assumptions, that employers act rationally by  hiring 
workers who are demonstrably more highly skilled and that they reward 
them for their superior skills with higher wages. But neither assumption is 
always reliable. The education documented by a credential does not always 
ensure productivity because education does not always create the knowledge 
and skills that translate to effectiveness on the job. And higher wages may 
reward academic achievement that in practice may prove unrelated to an 
organization’s priorities.

On the other hand, credentials can testify to qualifications that tran-
scend academic achievement, thereby justifying the premium earnings of 
credential recipients in a particular field compared with the earnings of indi-
viduals who present comparable educational experience but lack the creden-
tial (Flores-Lagunes & Light, 2007). Even though the on-the-job abilities of 
those without a credential may be comparable, the credential recipient typi-
cally enjoys an advantage in that the credential may testify to such valuable 
intangibles as persistence, focus, and follow-through. Second, credentials 
typically document completion of a “program,” a coherent presentation of 
learning organized according to clear goals rather than a hotchpotch of dis-
aggregated courses and experiences. It should not be surprising that many 
employers attach value to the assurance credentials represent. 

Suggesting Intangibles: Theories of Signaling and Screening 

Such intangible values are the focus of what are known as “signaling 
 theories.” As has just been suggested, an individual who completes educa-
tion or training that results in the award of a credential may have developed 
qualities an employer finds desirable (Bills, 2003). Similarly, “ screening 
theories” argue that credentials enable an evaluator to assume that a 
 candidate has previously been favorably evaluated by others for admission 
to a program and for graduation. In other words, such graduates arrive 
“prescreened” (Bills, 2003). 

But these intriguing explanations for employer preferences take us only 
part way to understanding how employers value credentials in hiring prospec-
tive employees. For one thing, these explanations rest more on wages earned 
by employees than on direct data concerning employer decision-making. 
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THE PURPOSES OF CREDENTIALS  9

For another, they do not take into consideration important factors such 
as local labor markets or the social contexts of organizations. Nor do such 
explanations account for the prestige that may attach to credentials from 
highly respected providers. And they do not acknowledge that two individu-
als presenting identical credentials may have experienced differing levels of 
academic success. 

For an example of how both “signaling” and “screening” can enhance 
confidence in the evaluation of candidates, consider a premise of Reserve 
Officer Training Corps (ROTC) programs, namely that college students 
who pursue an interest in officer training programs and who qualify for 
advancement are likely to offer an appropriate pool of potential talent for 
military leadership. By having met admissions standards, demonstrated their 
ability to learn, and shown a sustained interest in military education, such 
students have in a sense “prequalified.” During the course of their under-
graduate careers, the Armed Services (their potential employers) will track 
how well they are realizing their potential. When students invited to further 
military study in their junior and senior years complete both their academic 
and military educations, their employers can assume that the cadets they 
commission are well-prepared for the further training and the assignments 
they will undertake. 

ROTC programs are not unique in this regard. The implicit covenant 
they illustrate, whereby certain credentials inspire confidence, appears as well 
in such notable credentials as the Harvard MBA, the Stanford baccalaureate, 
the Miami-Dade associate degrees in allied health sciences, the University of 
Michigan MD, or the University of Virginia PhD in English. Any credential 
both declares objectively (courses taken, programs completed) and suggests 
subjectively (virtues demonstrated, aptitudes confirmed)—but some do this 
more persuasively than others. Beyond the information available in a tradi-
tional transcript, savvy hiring officers are likely to infer in some credentials 
both the knowledge and skills required for success on the job and the “soft 
skills” organizations seek in potential leaders. An ability to work well with 
others, to navigate a complex environment, and to demonstrate loyalty to an 
organization are frequently associated, and not without reason, with a college 
degree (Brown, 1995). 

Conflict Theory: Credentials as Sources of Status and Power 

Because credentials differentiate those who have earned them from those 
who have not, they typically offer recipients competitive advantages in 
the marketplace. Providers advertise such advantages when recruiting 
 students. For instance, Walden University (2019) promises those who 
earn their “ accelerated” master’s degrees “an edge over job candidates who 
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10  THE PROMISE AND THE PROBLEM

didn’t continue their education past the bachelor’s level.” In a 30-second 
 advertisement aired during the 2009 Super Bowl, Luis Proenza, then  
president of the University of Akron (2009), touted “the Akron 
Advantage”—a promotion that still lives on YouTube. More recently, adver-
tising its graduate degrees, Northeastern University (2017) asks, “Want to 
set yourself apart from the rest of the workforce?” 

Of course, prestigious institutions may not need to make such prom-
ises. Whether justly or not, the competitiveness of their credentials is often 
assumed. That is in part because privileged, well-prepared students tend to 
choose institutions that enroll other privileged, well-prepared students, while 
underprivileged and underprepared students are more likely to attend insti-
tutions that answer to the modesty of their aspirations. But there are many 
institutions not considered prestigious that may offer greater value added by 
enabling both well-qualified and challenged students to overcome impedi-
ments and find success.

That observation echoes “conflict theory,” which focuses less on what 
credentials signify in terms of experience and knowledge and more on how 
they confer status and power, that is, how they enable recipients to claim 
preferential access to the limited resources within an economy (Bills, 2004; 
Collins, 2019). There are different strands within such theory, but they all 
agree that education, often touted as a sure impetus to social mobility, can just 
as easily be invoked to reinforce social immobility and exacerbate inequality. 

One of the principal results of this phenomenon may be found in an 
individual’s seeking advanced credentials in order to maintain an edge in 
the labor market—for example, the (name your institution) “advantage.” 
Colleges and universities thus promote their credentials by appealing to 
 student and parent concerns about economic competitiveness. Some wealthy 
families, as recent admissions scandals have shown, will go to great lengths, 
even illegal ones, to make sure that the credentials their children earn are 
prestigious. For others, creating an advantage may be a matter of investing in 
the cost of additional credentials. But even students who are not wealthy may 
be persuaded that earning a graduate degree, notwithstanding the additional 
cost (and additional debt), may be necessary to their success. 

The Consequences of Unexamined Assumptions 
Another way that credentials perpetuate status and power may appear in the 
assumptions of the colleges that award them, assumptions about student 
preparedness and potential that may betray the unexamined conjectures of 
White middle- and upper-class culture (Bourdieu, 1984). Administrators, 
faculty members, and academic advisors may assume, for example, that all of 
their students arrive with the “college knowledge” needed to navigate complex 
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THE PURPOSES OF CREDENTIALS  11

program options, available resources, and expectations (often unstated) as to 
what is required to be successful in college. By failing to provide essential guid-
ance to students who need it, institutions may place such students at a disad-
vantage and thus inadvertently protect a hierarchical status quo favoring the 
“college knowledgeable.” Conversely, institutions may assume that students 
who fare less well on standardized entrance examinations have less potential 
for college success and may be diverted to low-yield “developmental” sections. 

Such errors of judgment may have implications for the long term, in 
that the skills and knowledge gained through earning credentials are often 
associated with status and power for a lifetime. Privileged students who have 
gained savvy denied to others may be more likely to choose institutions offer-
ing programs that foster independent thinking, teamwork, and initiative as 
well as greater knowledge of art and culture. By so doing, they prepare them-
selves for occupations such as those in finance, management, and technology 
that may place greater value on such competencies. By contrast, students 
who lack a strong secondary school education and who face financial inse-
curity may be inclined to focus more on narrowly defined technical skills 
than on the broader skills associated with leadership. Some institutions and 
programs enable students to learn to be leaders. Others may be more likely to 
prepare students to serve as compliant workers who follow instructions and 
do not question authority (Bowles & Gintis, 2002).

Community Colleges and the Opportunities They Offer 
What of the claim that community colleges make to the contrary (i.e., that 
they effectively address and ameliorate such inequities through programs that 
allow their students to overcome impediments and compete effectively with 
those holding supposedly more prestigious credentials)? Certainly, many 
thousands of community college alumni can testify to career success and 
professional growth their credentials have made possible. The commitment 
of St. Louis Community College (SLCC, 2020) to “launch students into 
new and better careers, four-year degrees and richer lives” so as to “strengthen 
St. Louis one student at a time” is typical. But there remains a concern 
that such “launches” occur too infrequently. Some critics have questioned 
whether community colleges may divert students from the goal of a bach-
elor’s degree by encouraging them to enroll in workforce training programs 
(Brint & Karabel, 1989). 

Because only 20% of students who begin their education at a commu-
nity college eventually transfer to a four-year institution, there clearly is more 
work to be done. The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center 
(NSCRC) suggests that there is “space for the institutional evolution of stu-
dent transfer practices in order to promote higher educational attainment 
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12  THE PROMISE AND THE PROBLEM

for postsecondary students.” That is putting it diplomatically, in that such 
“space” includes “curricular and cultural gaps” between community and 
four-year colleges, “environmental differences” between the two, a shortfall 
in articulation agreements, and “disparities in student academic prepared-
ness” (NSCRC, 2019).

Maintaining Justifiably High Standards—or Creating Artificial Barriers? 
The broader implications of what may appear as the discriminatory structure 
of postsecondary education, one track for the privileged, another for the less 
so, appear in an increasing concern with “credentialism,” the disproportion-
ate influence assigned to having a postgraduate credential (as opposed to not 
having one) and to some credentials rather than others. (See chapters 2 and 
10 for a more thorough discussion of this concern.) The result of such dis-
proportionate influence? Disproportionate benefits for those with the most 
highly regarded credentials—and disproportionate restrictions on access by 
others to the pursuit of such credentials. 

Presumably in an effort to ensure quality, nearly all occupations and pro-
fessions maintain some form of “entrance standards.” For many, they have 
grown higher over time—often, but not always, for good reason. 

One example may be found in the evolution of legal education. 
Throughout much of the 19th century, a customary path to practicing law 
in the United States was through a practical legal apprenticeship. By “reading 
law” with an attorney, one would gain knowledge and experience gradually 
until prepared to take a bar exam. 

But with the appointment of its section on Legal Education and 
Admission to the Bar in 1893, the American Bar Association (ABA) began to 
move in the direction of a mandate that a formal law school education rather 
than an apprenticeship should be the preferred means of access to the profes-
sion. The ABA’s publication of Standards for Legal Accreditation in 1921 
and its initial listing of law schools in compliance established a protocol that 
continues to this day. While theoretically voluntary, accreditation remains 
essential for most schools of law because in all but about five states, gradua-
tion from an ABA-accredited law school is required for admission to the bar 
exam (Staver & Staver, 2003). Schools that cannot qualify their graduates 
to sit for the bar exam “naturally have difficulty attracting enough students 
to be financially viable” (Lao, 2001, pp. 1035–1036). Therefore, “the ABA’s 
clout is considerable” (Gaston, 2014, p. 161).

One could argue that the restriction of access and the enforcement of 
more stringent standards has been prompted by a desire to justify greater 
public confidence in those practicing law and in the practice of law itself. 
And, commendably, having acknowledged the underrepresentation of 
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THE PURPOSES OF CREDENTIALS  13

women and people of color in the profession, the ABA is pursuing the issue 
through a resolution (ABA 113) and related initiatives. 

The intent is not to criticize the ABA or any other professional gate-
keeper, but to urge careful scrutiny of “screens” that may limit access to an 
occupation or profession. Many may be well justified. Some may not be. 
What is clear is that some standards have led to exclusion from occupations 
and professions ranging from some trades (restricting access to particu-
lar apprenticeships) to some professions (limiting access to those accepted 
by a restricted cohort of approved programs). It should not be surprising 
that elite groups may protect their privileged access to certain credentials 
that offer them advantages (Brown, 1995; Collins, 2019). But it should be 
objectionable. 

Guiding Students to Their “Appropriate” Stratum? 
A less visible—because more widely accepted—phenomenon may be found 
in a practice we will examine in several different contexts, one of directing 
students to “appropriate” programs of study. The process may be benign. 
Effective advising should lead students to programs that align well with their 
abilities, interests, and aptitudes. But assessment should be objective, not 
conjectural, based on data, not on assumptions. The concern is that postsec-
ondary education may select students according to perceptions of class and 
status, whereupon some will be prepared for managerial and professional cul-
tures through education in the appropriate attitudes and dispositions—and 
others will not (Brown, 1995, 2001; Collins, 2019).

Whether or not administrators, faculty members, and academic advisors 
can confirm this concern through their own experience, they should find it a 
useful prompt to remain vigilant against all forms of prejudice and exclusion. 
Far from a mere posture, such vigilance should include practical strategies 
such as (a) reviewing the principles of professional societies and accredit-
ing commissions to determine their position on inclusiveness and diversity, 
(b) securing funds for scholarships that enable the formerly excluded to pursue  
highly selective professional education, and (c) auditing the institution’s aca-
demic programs to measure the depth of their commitment to recruit the 
underprivileged and underrepresented. 

Theory focused on priorities such as these is not rarified and hypotheti-
cal but offers a compelling perspective on social and ethical issues as well as 
educational and economic ones. By providing us with language to discuss 
such issues and to make judgments about them, theory can enable us to 
act. Ameliorating inequity in postsecondary education is not only a moral 
imperative, it also can be an important means toward improved institutional 
health, indeed, to survivability. 
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14  THE PROMISE AND THE PROBLEM

Institutional Theory: Credentials as Creators of Social Roles 

A somewhat less often considered perspective—but one related to the 
 phenomenon we have just described—highlights how credentials help to 
determine roles in society and how they can influence the individuals who 
occupy these roles (Meyer, 1977). A presumed alignment between educa-
tion in specific arenas of knowledge and experience, on the one hand, and 
related positions in the social network, on the other, can create expectations 
concerning individuals. 

Hence some credentials may inspire authority and respect out of propor-
tion to the explicit knowledge and experience they document. For instance, 
individuals who receive a medical degree often report a conspicuous increase 
in the authority they are able to exercise and the respect they are given, even 
though their epistemic authority (their superior knowledge of medical mat-
ters) need not and should not entitle them to “order” a patient’s behavior 
(Applbaum, 2017). But that sense of authority and respect can influence 
behavior. Consider how a 35-year-old MD might in all likelihood intro-
duce themself to a new patient who happens to be a distinguished professor 
with a PhD: “Hello, Sam, I’m Dr. Baker.” Credentials can both create and 
 legitimize roles within society. 

That process of creation and legitimization can also reflect and  support 
social and economic growth. The introduction of a new credential in 
response to an emerging need dramatizes how a discipline, the creden-
tial it awards, and the perceived value and authority of that credential in 
society can evolve together. A case in point would be computer technol-
ogy. Fifty years ago, departments of mathematics began offering a few 
courses in  computer  science that enabled students to develop expertise in 
a growing subdiscipline. Eventually the baccalaureate or master’s degree 
in mathematics would seem inappropriate for a discipline grown increas-
ingly  independent of its  parent. Hence the growth of computer science led 
to new departments and  programs that would award new credentials— 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in computer science—entitling recipients 
to new social roles and  economic opportunities. 

We spoke earlier of some of the intangible values of a credential that 
graduation ceremonies celebrate. No wonder that many degree recipi-
ents in the spring of 2020 found online ceremonies a pale imitation of 
the real thing. Daniel Holohan, a graduating senior at Arizona State, 
 complained, “We don’t get to walk across the stage, we don’t get to have 
that  closure.” He added, “It feels like your education . . . is a letdown” 
(Myskow & Hansen, 2020). He received the credential—but not the desired 
public acknowledgment of the social role for which he had qualified. 
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THE PURPOSES OF CREDENTIALS  15

Credentials and the Providers That Award Them 
A presumed correlation between what a credential purports to document 
and the value a credentialed candidate represents for a potential employer 
may be found, at least in part, in the credibility of the institution that has 
granted the credential. In the most basic sense, the authority educational 
providers receive from states, the federal government, and accreditors gives 
their credentials legitimacy. But all credentials are not created equal. Because 
universities may draw on centuries of custom and practice as a source of 
their legitimacy (Meyer et al., 2007), a degree documenting mediocre perfor-
mance at an Ivy League college may exert greater sway in some marketplaces 
than a cum laude degree earned at a public regional university. 

For some credentials, however, the satisfaction of third-party standards 
may take precedence over (or at lease complement) institutional repute. With 
nursing or teaching or aircraft maintenance, for example, a credential from a 
wide spectrum of institutions may serve as a legal prerequisite for licensure. 
The spectrum may reflect recommendations prescribed by the appropriate 
professional group. In other cases, states may reach their own determinations 
on what programs may pass muster and on the requirements that applicants 
must meet. 

In less formally regulated occupations and professions, the conventions 
of the discipline may serve as an indicator. For instance, the award of a Master 
of Musical Arts degree typically signifies that the recipient aspires to a career 
as a professional performer. But the recipient of a Master of Music degree will 
be more likely to seek advanced study toward a career as an educator. This 
distinction is likely to hold regardless of the institution. 

That example, by the way, offers a further reminder that the under-
standing of the link between credentials and occupational roles may be more 
important than the actual link (Meyer et al., 2007). As we have conceded, an 
employer may use credentials to assign people to occupational roles based on 
assumptions regarding the credential without assessing directly the knowledge 
and experience of recipients. “The individual knows he or she is a student, 
acquiring credentials and therefore possessing certified knowledge and capac-
ity. Others know it, too. Under these conditions, it is less relevant whether 
the knowledge actually exists or is possessed by the student” (Meyer et al., 
2007, p. 208). The important issue is the perception of a linkage between the 
credential and the occupational role. 

That can change once the successful applicant begins work. Then success 
is likely to depend more on the employee’s contributions to the organiza-
tion in applying the competencies indicated by the credential. That is the 
 limitation of a perspective that relates credentials and occupations without 
defining the competencies that the credential holder should have. Hence—a 
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16  THE PROMISE AND THE PROBLEM

drum roll for the obvious conclusion—individuals presenting the same 
 credential may not achieve the same level of success! 

Similar Credentials With Different Results
That drum roll introduces the question that arises when graduates of different 
institutions present the same credential in the same discipline: What deter-
mines their comparative value in the marketplace? Obviously, differences in 
emphasis from one program to another may make one credential prefer-
able to another for an employer with clearly defined priorities. But without 
detailed information concerning such differences or any other metric for 
ranking institutional and program quality, the value assigned a credential is 
likely to depend in part on subjective factors.

A credential awarded by a well-known institution may inspire greater 
confidence than one from an obscure institution—even if the lesser known 
institution is otherwise comparable or perhaps even to be preferred for the 
strength of its program. With this in mind, administrators, faculty mem-
bers, and academic advisors may be able to enhance the competitiveness of 
their graduates by awarding detailed transcripts attesting to experiences and 
competencies or by requiring them to develop online learning portfolios to 
supplement their transcripts. 

But “pipeline preference” is likely to remain a factor, as some employers 
will give precedence to graduates (a) who have already established a link with 
the hiring organization or (b) who have graduated from institutions with a 
positive track record within their organizations. (Consider that 80% of those 
who complete an apprenticeship accept employment with the sponsor of 
their apprenticeship program.) 

Finally, there may be a less easily defined (and perhaps less  easily 
 justified) issue of “institutional category allegiance.” It would not be sur-
prising if employers with Big 10 degrees were to favor graduates from 
Big 10  universities, or if an employer who had begun their postsecond-
ary education at a community college were more likely to favor applicants 
who had made the same choice. Such subjective matters complicate the 
effort to understand how credentials function in the marketplace, but they 
 cannot be ignored.

Graduates seeking employment should be aware of such subjective influ-
ences in order to choose strategies for taking advantage of them when pos-
sible and for compensating for them when not. Those whose credentials have 
been awarded by an institution that may be unfamiliar to a recruiter may 
want to add a brief but informative institutional profile. Graduates from a 
university in the Atlantic Coast Conference should learn which corporations 
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hire most aggressively in ACC institutions. And those who will present an 
associate degree or a four-year degree built on an AA may want to document 
the success of others who have earned the same credentials by the same path. 
Because strategic approaches often will increase the likelihood of success, 
institutions should prepare their graduates to develop and follow them. 

Credentials in Social Contexts 

We have considered “credentials as creators of social roles,” noting, for 
instance, how credentials contribute to the definition of social roles and how 
preparation for credentials can acclimate candidates to assume those roles. 
(The hypothetical young MD entering an examining room provided our 
example.) We did not examine, however, how credentials function within 
social structures that include labor markets, organizations, and occupations. 

Different Labor Markets, Different Prospects 

Most workers and employers work within local regions, and the labor mar-
kets and the social structures characteristic of these regions can influence 
how credentials bear on hiring. Unions in one region may be powerful, in 
another, weak. One region may show a predominance of strong nuclear 
households, while in another families may be less conventional and perhaps 
less stable. Cultural norms in one region may prescribe a strong work ethic. 
In another, such values may be less evident. Any of these factors can influ-
ence the way credentials function. 

There are also significant differences among organizational social 
 contexts—not only from one industry to another, but also within particu-
lar industries where historical differences have led to different institutional 
and organizational dynamics. For instance, although the contrasts between 
Silicon Valley and Boston’s Route 128 are no longer as pronounced as they 
once were, there remain clear differences in their cultures. That of Route 128 
has long been characterized by large corporate employers that expect loyalty 
and provide long-term careers, while that of Silicon Valley has been known 
for a continual movement of employees from one firm to another in search 
of new ventures and opportunities (Saxenian, 1994). 

Similarly, wages within the same industry may differ from one geograph-
ical area to another. Although it is not always possible to account for such 
variances definitively, some obvious factors include regional differences in 
demand for workers, in the qualifications of the local labor force, in the 
 desirability of the area for potential employees, and in the cost of living. 
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Different Organizations, Different Prospects 

Although employees are hired not by “labor markets” but by particular 
employers, we can acknowledge some fairly obvious principles. First, large 
firms tend to spend more resources on hiring and to take a longer time 
to hire workers than smaller ones. Those that employ personnel trained 
in human resources, compensation, and quality improvement are more 
likely to employ standardized processes with explicit criteria. Such an 
approach can offer increased efficiency and consistency as well as greater 
impartiality.

Second, firms that draw principally on their own workforce in 
recruiting for leadership positions tend to screen entry-level credentials 
more  thoroughly. Instead of asking whether a candidate is qualified for 
an entry-level position, they ask whether the candidate is likely to earn 
 promotion. Thus those with “internal labor markets” (groups of related 
jobs) especially tend to recruit employees with the expectation that they 
will advance through building on their skills and knowledge (Althauser, 
1989; Rosenfeld, 1992). Because the stakes are higher in a hiring process 
meant to identify likely candidates for eventual promotion, credentials are 
likely to receive greater scrutiny (Bills, 1988b). 

On the other hand, firms operating according to union contracts may 
use more bureaucratic, less personal methods in the evaluation of creden-
tials. Indeed, especially for union shops, the contract may in some respects 
define the hiring process. And while public sector organizations may also 
respond to labor regulations, they must respond also to public administrative 
procedures, to bureaucratic preferences for methodological formality, and to 
regulatory oversight. The result? Reviewing candidates and credentials often 
takes considerable time. 

Anyone entering the employment market with a newly earned creden-
tial should be aware of these differences—as should administrators, faculty 
members, and academic advisors. One need not be a human resources expert 
to recognize that some students are more likely to find success in a small 
business than in the corporate world. But other students should be encour-
aged to embrace the more competitive challenge. The more aware we are of 
how credentials function in the marketplace, the more effective we can be in 
enabling credential recipients to navigate it. 

Credentials—and the Occupations They Enable 

The value assigned to credentials reflects also the status of the occupa-
tions for which they are a qualification. Hence, recalling our hypothetical 
Dr. Baker, a medical degree offers its recipient a measure of prestige less 
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directly associated with their knowledge of anatomy and physiology than 
with the esteem the medical profession enjoys. By contrast, while a bach-
elor’s degree in psychology may signify deep knowledge, it is likely to offer 
only limited opportunity for employment. Typically only an advanced 
degree will enable practice as a psychologist.

In sum, credentials offer access not only to occupations, but also to the 
social roles and environments identified with them. Even credentials that 
do not lead to earmarks for particular professions—bachelor’s degrees in 
broad liberal arts fields, for example—may suggest a spectrum of respected 
capacities and capabilities. Of course, assumptions that bachelor’s degree 
recipients present social skills, critical thinking skills, and other aptitudes 
for successful employment superior to those presented by recipients of 
the associate degree may not prove to be justified. In the most obvious 
instance, an associate degree program well aligned with the requirements 
of a particular industry may indicate far more appropriate preparation 
than a bachelor’s degree in an unrelated field. But many employers may 
give precedence to candidates with four-year or advanced degrees whether 
such degrees represent an essential qualification or not.

Credentials at Work: Theory and Practice 

This is not a book principally about the theory of credentials. However, 
as we have already seen, some awareness of theoretical perspectives can 
enable us to acquire a more fully informed acquaintance with the differ-
ent kinds of significance credentials carry for their recipients and for those 
responsible for evaluating them. When we observe, for instance, the sig-
nificant distinction in the state of New York between different midwifery 
credentials, when we attempt to appraise innovative programs awarding 
unfamiliar credentials, or when we attempt to assess the earning poten-
tial of those who hold such credentials, our acquaintance with perspec-
tives encompassing human capital theory, conflict and control theory, and 
institutional theory will offer useful signposts. Similarly, our brief review 
of certain issues in labor market sociology, industrial sociology, and the 
sociology of work and occupations should prove useful as we approach 
complex questions.

The Usefulness of Theory in the Real World 

Beset with concerns about the perceived inadequacies of their graduates, the 
costs of their programs, and the ways in which some students may be misled 
by unscrupulous providers, administrators, faculty members, and academic 
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advisors may be tempted to ignore theoretical perspectives so as to focus on 
the energy and promise of a challenging era. But to overlook perspectives on 
how credentials function would be a disservice to students. 

For instance, students should be made aware that their newly minted 
 credential will signify in many ways—as an attestation to knowledge and 
ability, as a pointer to networks and social strata, as a surety for persever-
ance, as a talisman of regional identity. Graduates will deserve a moment’s 
self-satisfaction when the credential is in their hands, but they should know 
that its value for them will depend in part on how they present it—and 
 themselves—and in part on whether they are prepared to negotiate and 
 perhaps disarm marketplace misconceptions. 

“Academic” Versus “Vocational” 
A rigid and ill-informed distinction between “academic” and “vocational” 
credentials, perhaps the most pervasive of the misconceptions, is problemati-
cal in two respects. “Academic” learning, including “liberal” learning, should 
enable preparation for a vocation. And “vocational” learning should offer 
preparation not only for employment but also for continued learning, for 
participation in civic life, and for satisfying lives. 

An essay by Mark Rose in The American Scholar makes the point well. 
Quoting a speech President Obama delivered at a community college in Troy, 
New York, in 2009, Rose concurs that “the power of these institutions [is] 
to prepare students for 21st-century jobs.” But having studied the motiva-
tions of students attending a community college in a depressed  sector of Los 
Angeles, Rose defines that power more broadly. Yes, the students he describes 
share an interest in obtaining remunerative employment. They want to learn 
to weld and to become employed as welders. But such students “want more 
out of college than the prospect of a job,” Rose says. “They want to do some-
thing good for themselves and their families. They want to be better able to 
help their kids with school. They want to have another go at education and 
change what it means to them. They want to learn new things and to gain 
a sense—and the certification—of competence. They want to redefine who 
they are” (Rose, 2011, para. 7). 

Rose’s point is not that these students must study subjects in addition 
to welding—though they may in fact wish to do so. The point is that learn-
ing to weld is about far more than mastering a rudimentary skill. Students 
learn about “metallurgy and electricity.” They “develop a level of literacy 
and numeracy.” They learn “problem solving, troubleshooting, decision 
 making—thinking in a careful and systematic way about what they’re doing 
and why” (Rose, 2011, para. 14). 
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Why, then, is there a tendency to relegate so-called “vocational” learn-
ing to a separate tier of postsecondary education, a default for those who 
choose not to attend college? Rose suggests that one reason lies in our 
fixation on the economic benefits of education at all levels to the exclusion 
of all other benefits such as intellectual, moral, cultural, and civic develop-
ment. We should both expect and acknowledge such benefits in vocational 
education. 

The Risks of Unexamined Assumptions 
There are risks for students in assumptions such as that between academic 
and vocational credentials. Those who have earned so-called “second-tier” 
credentials may find themselves unable to compete even when they may be 
ideally qualified for the job on offer. But there are risks for employers as well. 
Unexamined assumptions of several kinds may lead them to overlook poten-
tial employees who would offer their organizations value.

For instance? Some employers may instinctively relegate holders of 
associate degrees to one category of openings and holders of baccalaureate 
degrees to another—when either might be suitable. Or they may have an 
unexamined preference for graduates from particular kinds of institutions 
(e.g., liberal arts colleges or Big 10 universities). Or the recipient of an MD 
may hold an edge over the recipient of a DO. Or vice versa—even though 
there are few meaningful distinctions between the two any longer.

Such misconceptions may lead to a lack of alignment between the 
competencies signaled by credentials and those required in the jobs being 
filled. But the risks of misalignment become even more likely when employ-
ers do not respect credentials as reliable indicators of preparation and likely 
 performance. A complicated, unpredictable, and often stressful process at 
best, hiring motivated by unexamined assumptions may not work to the 
benefit of either the candidate or the hiring organization.

A perhaps more benign instance occurs when credentials function less 
as indicators of knowledge and ability and more as indicators that recipients 
(a) have already passed multiple screenings and (b) have demonstrated the 
kind of persistence identified with productivity. (We introduced “screening” 
theory earlier in this chapter.) Credentials used primarily for “screening” may 
offer more reliable guidance than intuition alone, but there is likely to be a 
greater risk that hiring decisions will be less objective and less responsive to 
the actual needs of the organization.

There are steps that administrators, faculty members, and academic 
advisors can take so that the credentials awarded by their institutions serve 
their graduates (and the potential employers of their graduates) well. First, 
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they can enrich student transcripts so that they provide useful information 
beyond courses, grades, and credits. For instance, online portfolios of student 
work can attest to leadership experience, point to particularly demanding 
coursework, and document potential for further intellectual and experien-
tial development. Second, educators can join forces with employers so as to 
understand how to create documentation that will enable enhanced evalua-
tion of the credentials they award. Finally, they can make certain that their 
students are well prepared to identify opportunities, to appreciate the value 
of timely and thorough applications, and to avoid unwitting discourtesies 
than can blight otherwise competitive candidacies.

In Sum 

As we examine what credentials are available, what they mean, and how they 
work effectively—or not—this chapter may appear in retrospect as an orderly 
portico leading into a raucous and confusing arena. But the perspectives 
introduced here will serve us well. They will enable us to avoid focusing on 
a particular credential to the extent that we lose sight of the wider and ever 
evolving landscape of credentials. They will warn us against taking familiar 
assumptions for granted. Above all they will remind us continually that the 
questions are often more important than the answers—and that there are 
many questions remaining to be answered. 

Takeaways 

By understanding how credentials work in the marketplace (as well as ways 
in which they may not work well) administrators, faculty members, and 
academic advisors can take steps to improve the efficacy of the credentials 
they award and to enable their students to gain maximum advantage from 
the credentials they earn. Working collaboratively, they should consider 
the following:

 Clarifying alignments between the credentials their institution awards 
and any requirements for licensure that recipients may have to address.

 Offering diploma “supplements” that clarify the significance of 
course and credit information provided in the transcript or requiring 
students to maintain an online learning portfolio that documents 
both curricular and cocurricular experience. Or both!

 Consulting with principal employers to determine what information 
about graduates they would find most useful and in what form they 
would prefer to receive it. An obvious opportunity for discussion: a 
template for student’s learning portfolios.

Gaston and Van Noy_9781620369432.indb   22 30-12-2021   11:28:51 PM



THE PURPOSES OF CREDENTIALS  23

 Enabling students to understand, to appreciate, and to communicate 
effectively both the tangible and intangible elements of their college 
experience. 

 Enabling students seeking employment to understand how different 
organizations approach the hiring process in different ways so 
that they may ask appropriate questions and respond to employer 
expectations and enabling students seeking acceptance by other 
academic institutions to meet the requirements of differing application 
processes.
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