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Abstract

The importance of soft skills, both for the learning process and employment, is well
outlined in a number of documents and strategies. At the moment, digital badges
seem to be an important technology that can be used to assess soft skills. Digital
badges, or more specifically, Open Badges, provide a whole new way of issuing
credentials to individuals that demonstrated certain skill. Furthermore, badges allow
individuals to complete with themselves or others, and are good instfrument that can
motivate continued engagement. Taking all this info concern, it should be pointed
out that digital badges have great potential to validate evidences of educational
achievements in formal education. This paper describes the 4-phase model
SAGRADA, developed within the EU LLP project GRASS, in order to support awarding
badges. The whole process is additionally explained trough application case
developed at one partner institution. The paper also gives overview of student’s
reactions towards the whole badging principle and discusses the outcomes.
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Infroduction

There is a number of ICT tools that teachers use in class to help their students to
develop soft skills. Teachers, educational institutions and other relevant organizations
use different tools and services for teaching and assessing learners’ soft skills. Most of
these tools are general-purpose teaching tools and services, or even ICT tools
developed with wider objectives in mind. An important and relatfively new
technology that facilitates recognition and credentialing of different skills and
learning achievements, and can further increase learning motivation, is that of
digital badges, and more specifically Open Badges (OBs), (Jovanovic et al., 2015).
The concept of awarding badges is inspired by award of ribbons and medals that
has historically been used for the achievements in sport, professional services, etc.
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Digital badges are an online record of achievements, tracking the recipient’s
communities of interaction that issued the badge, and the work completed to get it
(Open badge, 2016).In other words, the badge is animage file, it contains
information about who earned it, what they had to do, when the badge was issued
and who issued it. This badge can then easily be added to the personal portfolio,
and can be added in clusters that are shared with various groups. In addition, the
badge can include a link to the evidence of meeting the criteria for obtaining a
badge (Glover, 2013). According to Anderson et al. (2015), the use of the digital
badge is more powerful than traditional grades or scores, because:

e it represents the effectiveness of skills (as opposed to the oral tests),

e badges are based on the standards or criteria (not to normative assessment),

e badges encourage students to take control of their learning process as well

as publicly available process,

e they also enable learning as a social process where assessments of professors

and colleagues may be part of the final award of badges and finally,

e badges dllow connections with  other metadata (e.g. the

national/international standards to deal with this and how).

There is a whole range of organizations that support badges like Badge Alliance
(global organization standards for badges), the Mozilla Foundation, Collective shift,
the MacArthur Foundation, World the Badge and so on. Currently, a number of
institutions and organizations award badges, such as IBM, Microsoft, NASA, Design of
America, Michigan State University, NYC Department of Education, Smithsonian
American Art Museum, University of lllinois and others (Mozilla, 2016).

This paper presents the results accomplished within the EU LLP research project
“Grading soft skills - GRASS”, at one partner institution — University of Zagreb, Faculty
of Textile technology. The overall objective of this project is to create mechanisms
that enable to confinuously support, monitor, assess, and acknowledge
development of learners' soft skills with the help of state-of-the-art ICT tools in
resolving the above stated challenges, thus leading the OBs concept to its full
potential (Project GRASS, 2016). In this paper is given an overview of the badging
concept, starting from the definition of skills that will be in the focus of badging,
continuing with the development of pedagogical approach and badging system,
and finally concluding with evaluation of the whole process

Methodology

The methodological approach presented in this paper refers to the description of
developed SAGRADA model and setting up of an application case in higher
education, at one institution that is a member of GRASS consortium.

Development of SAGRADA mode

A 4-phase model, called SAGRADA was developed to support the process of
awarding badges. The core of the SAGRADA model is a set of metrics, carefully
developed for specific practical application cases following pedagogical
approaches (Devedzic et al, 2015). The term SAGRADA stands for SAmpling,
GRAding, Displaying and Acknowledging students' soft skills.

The first phase, i.e. Sampling, assumes that teaching practice includes the use of
any type of ICT tools and services. The teacher set of soft skills metrics in order to
periodically observe and measure students' soft skills. All the observations need to be
captured and stored as the evidence of the soft skills developed.

The second phase within this model is related to grading soft skills by awarding
Open Badges. Based on the observations made in the first phase, teacher can
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award badges directly, or can involve students into the grading process. The badges
can be awarded for different skills and different levels of each skill. The award of
badges can be conducted using different platforms, such as BadgeOS, Moodle,
Credly, efc.

Once students have earned open badges for a certain skill, they can place them
in their backpacks or on a number of different websites, social networks, personal
profiles and etc. Therefore, this phase of SAGRADA model is called Displaying.

Finally, the last phase is called Acknowledging. Within this phase, the third person,
for example an employer who wants to hire an employee with pronounced specific
soft skills, can see the applicant's collection of badges for soft skills and make the
final decision easier.

Setting up an Application case

In the first phase, it was important to define soft skills that are most important for the
profile of the students that study at the University of Zagreb, Faculty of Textile
Technology and are participants in this study. As main instruments for the definition
are used questionnaire and focus group. On the basis of conducted survey and
discussion within the focus group at the Faculty, it is decided to focus at badging of
the following soft skills: creativity, communication and collaboration (Salopek Cubric
et al., 2014; Stracenski Kalauz et al., 2015).

After the definition of important soft skills, an application case for badging is
developed. For each of the defined soft skills (i.e. creativity, collaboration and
communication) is clearly specified an importance statement, pedagogical
approach and specific metric. For grading soft skills with Open Badges, the following
badges are designed: Creative individual, Communicator, Collaborator (all three to
be given after one successfully completed task), as well as Exceptionally Creative
individual, Great Communicator and Perfect collaborator (all three to be given to
students with 3 badges earned for the same skill), figure 1.

Figure 1
Designed OBs

Exceptionally
creative Great Perfect
individual communicator collaborator

LEVEL I

LEVEL |

Creative Creative Creative Communicator Communicator Communicator ~ Collaborator - Collaborator - Collaborator
individual individual individual

Source: Author’s illustration

In the grading process participated BSc students attending the course Machine and
automata in clothing technology. Students are requested to work on different tasks
either in small groups or individually and to present the outcomes in the classroom.
The task is to be done in 3-4 classes (i.e. 135-180 minutes), or within 4 weeks (if the
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task is to be done at home). Before the start of the task, teacher showed students
similar tasks completed by previously enrolled students, with no further guidance.
Students showed completed task in the front of all students. The skill level is discussed
and assessed both by professor and all students using a with 5-point scale. The
guidelines to be followed during next task are given by teacher, who also gives open
badges to the most successful students.

Students' reactions towards OBs

In order to receive students' reactions towards the use of Open Badges and towards
the importance of grading soft skills, second questionnaire is developed. The
questionnaire includes 10 questions (7 to be answered using a 5-point Likert scale,
and 3 open-ended). Students filled out questionnaires after the end of the badging
process. The results are given in the table 1.

Table 1
The results of students’ reaction towards OBs and towards the importance of soft skills

Question Mean Median SidD Coer Standard
Err

Grade the importance of 473|  5,00] O 47 9 88
creativity for your future
employment

Grade the importance of 4,55 5,00 0,52 11,49 0,16
communication for your future
employment

Grade the importance of 4,73 5,00 0,47 9.88 0,14
collaboration for your future
employment

| understand the concept of open 3,64 4,00 0,67 18,54 0,20
badges and how badges can be

used.

| like the use of badging system 4,55 5,00 0,52 11,49 0,16
within this course.

The possibility of earning a badge 4,46 5,00 0,69 15,44 0,21
motivates me to perform better.

| think that the concept of 4,00 4,00 0,78 19,37 0,23

badging will be important for my
future career.

Source: Author

The results of second questionnaire indicated that students consider all three
observed soft skills (creativity, communication and collaboration) very important for
future employment in clothing industry. The average grades on Likert scale are: 4,73
for creativity; 4,55 for communication and 4,73 for collaboration. Besides those skills,
they also proposed openness and accuracy, as very important skills for the future
employment.

The overview of results showed that students like the idea of badging (the
average grade is 4,55) and consider it very motivating (the average is 4,46). The
results also indicated that some students do not completely understand the whole
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concept of badging (the average grade is 3,64), but think that open badges will be
important for their future career (average grade for the importance is4,00).

Among the three observed soft skills, creativity is considered as the most
important. Furthermore, half of the students considered that it is not necessary to
include additional skills to be graded.

Conclusion

The paper presents the badging concept that is developed within the EU LLP project
GRASS and is applied at University of Zagreb. The concept starts with the definition of
skills that will be in the focus of badging, continues with the development of
pedagogical approach and badging system, and concludes with students'
reactions towards the use of Open Badges. The survey among students indicated
that students have very positive attitude towards badging concept and consider all
three observed skills very important for the future employment. Furthermore, they
also reported that the whole badging process motivated them to be even more
successful in completing the tasks within the course.
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