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Leveraging Credential Stackability to 
Reach Workforce Opportunity 

Every student takes their own unique path from education to career. As students pursue education and professional 

journeys, they have more credential options now than ever before. While some students focus on a single education 

or training program, others “stack” credentials — meaning they accumulate multiple credentials over time to build 

qualifications.1 With a growing number of credential options available and the rapid evolution of education and work 

opportunities, stacking is becoming increasingly common, and increasingly necessary, to unlock ongoing career 

opportunity.2

Credential stackability is an important way for students to enhance their skills and be equipped for career success. While 

Tennessee leaders recognize this practice is an important concept, there is not yet a state definition for stackability. 

SCORE believes that Tennessee has the opportunity to lead the nation by defining stackability to better identify and 

support students along stackable pathways that lead to high-wage, high-demand jobs.  

STACKABILITY CAN TAKE MULTIPLE FORMS TO UNLOCK 
OPPORTUNITY
Stackability allows students to build on or combine various postsecondary credentials to incrementally gain knowledge 

and skills. Students opt to stack credentials for various reasons, such as career advancement, learning a new skill or 

relearning an old one, or obtaining a short-term credential that opens doors to workplace experience and more financial 

stability. Stackable pathways help students meet workforce needs today and plan for and respond to future opportunities. 
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Students Can Stack Credentials in Different Ways and May Pursue Multiple 
Forms of Stackability Along Their Education and Professional Journeys

Horizontally: When students combine credentials at 
the same level 

OR
Vertically: When students combine one or more 
credentials with a higher-level credential  

In different fields: When students gain knowledge 
and a breadth of training across fields or industries

OR
In the same field: When students build on and 
deepen knowledge in a specific field or industry

Staggered: When students earn credentials one at 
a time, seeking stacking opportunities as needed or 
as they have capacity 

OR
Simultaneously or embedded within a pathway: 
When students earn multiple credentials on their 
path to a longer-term credential or degree

SOURCE: Daugherty, Lindsay, Peter Riley Bahr, Peter Nguyen, Jennifer May-Trifiletti, Rooney Columbus, and Jonah Kushner.  
Stackable Credential Pipelines and Equity for Low-Income Individuals Evidence from Colorado and Ohio. Rand Corporation. (April 2023).
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THERE IS MORE TO LEARN ABOUT STACKABILITY IN TENNESSEE 
AND WHICH STACKABLE PATHWAYS LEAD TO CAREER SUCCESS
Credential stackability has the potential to advance student success. Research finds that stacking credentials can 

increase employment and wages for students.3 Further, lower-income students — who are more likely to stack 

credentials — also experience this positive benefit.4 Still, the landscape of stackability is complex and different forms of 

stackability have varying impact on student outcomes. 

Without a consistent way to define stackability in Tennessee, we lack a clear understanding of which stackable pathways 

are actually unlocking career opportunity for students and meeting employer needs. A stackability definition is the first 

step to enable Tennessee to answer the following questions about how stackable pathways can lead to growing careers 

that enable economic independence:

•	 Which stacked credentials lead to greater economic outcomes for Tennesseans? 

•	 Which stacked credentials lead to in-demand, growing jobs and meet employer needs?  

•	 Which credentials do not lead to greater workforce opportunity, even when stacked together?

•	 Are Tennesseans actually pursuing the stackable pathways that have potential to lead to high-wage,  

high-demand careers? 

•	 How could Tennessee enhance stackable pathways to better unlock economic opportunity?

TENNESSEE MUST TAKE ACTION TO DEFINE STACKABILITY AND  
ITS IMPACT

Credential stackability can provide a path to better connect education with economic opportunity, but only when the 

expectations for stackability are clearly defined and when there is a clear connection between stackability and its impact 

on the workforce and students. To better understand and support stackable credential pathways that lead to career 

success and a thriving state economy, SCORE recommends the following:

•	 Create a statewide definition for stackability. Currently, there is no statewide definition for stackability. The 

Tennessee Higher Education Commission should construct a robust credential stackability definition that spans 

education and workforce training and addresses the various forms of stackability. 

•	 Use a stackability definition to determine which stackable pathways lead to impact credentials. Tennessee 

should leverage a stackability definition to assess and report on how stackable pathways build toward impact 

credentials that lead to high-wage, high-demand jobs. This information would enable the state to drive more 

investment, advising, and policy around stackable pathways that unlock economic opportunity for the state and 

Tennessee students. 
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