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By Marya Ryan
ISA Director

of Certification

any training materials. By contrast, a qualifications instruc-
tor will usually be very familiar with the exam and might 
even administer it. This is because the program focuses on 
a specific set of learning outcomes that need to be tested. 
Again, by contrast, certification exams focus on testing a 
broad body of knowledge that a person gains through 
education and experience.

ISA qualifications differ from certifications. They share 
important similarities with qualifications offered worldwide, 
but they also have their own unique characteristics that make 
them different from the types of qualifications that people in 
the United Kingdom (UK), New Zealand, Australia, and 
elsewhere may be familiar with.

ISA Qualifications and National 
Qualifications Frameworks
The UK, New Zealand, Australia, and several other 
countries have well-established national qualifications 
frameworks, tied to their educational frameworks. Under 
these frameworks, a qualification or set of qualifications 
has a status similar to a diploma in the United States. In 
fact, diplomas and other academic degrees are usually 
included within the national frameworks. The frameworks 
define various levels, from basic through highly advanced, 
and designate which qualifications satisfy the requirements 
of each level.

Qualifications under these frameworks differ from the 
qualifications that ISA is developing:

•	 In both cases, qualifications are tied to well-defined, 
measurable learning outcomes; however, under the 
national frameworks, a specific training program is 
not always an integral part of the credentialing pro-

cess. By contrast, ISA’s qualifications 
require a training component.
•	The period of time required to 

obtain qualifications under the 
national frameworks typically varies 
from several weeks to several years; 
ISA qualifications will be tied to short-
term training programs of several 
days’ duration, with the possibility 
that there may be programs that 
combine a series of short trainings.

•	The national frameworks often 
include provision for recognition of 
prior learning without undergoing 
a specific training, where ISA cre-
dentials will require training as part 
of the program.

With the planned rollout of ISA’s tree risk assessment 
qualification, ISA is setting out on a new path. We have 
twenty years of certification experience behind us, but we 
are learning quite a bit as we venture into qualifications—
including where our new type of credential fits in globally.

Qualifications Versus 
Certifications
In the December 2011 issue of Arborist News, we outlined 
the difference between the two types of credentials. Key 
differences are summarized below.

ISA Qualifications
ISA qualifications are currently being developed under 
the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) 
E2659-09 standard. The plan is for ISA to develop a 
number of qualification programs over time. We envision 
the programs to comprise a few days of training, immedi-
ately followed by an assessment. For each program, we will 
establish a period of validity based in part on how frequently 
new knowledge and skills are developed in each subject 
area. Once that period has expired, a person will have to 
take the program again to ensure that they have received 
training in current knowledge and methods. Programs 
will vary to some extent, but we anticipate that most of 
them will follow this model.

Because qualifications are so different from certifications, 
we are developing a separate set of policies and procedures 
for them. For instance, certification policies require a strict 
wall of separation between the exam and preparatory 
training. Anyone who sees exam questions is not allowed to 
help candidates to prepare to take the exam or to develop 
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A summary of the difference between qualifications and certifications.
Qualification Certification

The exam assesses a defined set of learning 
outcomes.

The exam assesses a broad body of knowledge.

The program includes training as an integral 
component.

Certification is independent of any specific 
training program.

Assessment questions may be well known to 
trainers.

Exam questions are shielded from anyone 
teaching preparatory courses or developing 
preparatory material.

Trainers may assess their own trainees, depending 
on the requirements of a given program.

Trainers may not assess their own trainees.

Qualifications may be valid for life, but many 
have a set period of validity. Credential holders 
must retrain and retest at the end of that period if 
they want to continue to hold the credential.

The credential is periodically renewed, subject to 
recertification requirements, such as participation 
in continuing education opportunities.
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•	 National-framework qualifications are typically good for life; although 
some ISA qualifications may be good for life, most will have a set period 
of validity, after which they will expire.

International Recognition of Credentials
Under the UK, New Zealand, and Australian frameworks, equivalences can 
often be made between credentials issued one country and those issued in 
another country. As we develop ISA qualifications, we seek to establish equiv-
alencies between ISA qualifications and national-framework qualification 
levels. The possibilities are truly exciting, as they would help arborists who 
work internationally to have their hard-earned credentials recognized across 
national borders.

Establishing such equivalencies for qualifications will take ISA into new 
territory: We have not established any national-framework equivalencies for 
our certifications. Our certifications are recognized internationally, and they 
are fully transferrable among countries. In fact, the ISA Certified Arborist® 
credential is accredited under an International Organization for Standard-
ization (ISO) standard. In spite of this recognition, employers are not always 
sure how our certifications equate with the nationally based credentials that 
they are familiar with.

It is important for our credential holders that employers can readily under-
stand what knowledge and skills they bring to the table. Therefore, we have 
investigated whether we can equate ISA certifications to the various levels 
within the national frameworks. The short answer is that it is complicated; 
the types of credentials are not similar enough in scope and objectives. For 
example, unlike qualifications, certifications do not have a training compo-
nent and are not tied to specific learning outcomes. Another important dif-
ference is that qualifications do not typically have a continuing education 
component, whereas commitment to continuing professional education is a 
hallmark of certification.

Even though we have not been able to equate ISA certifications to national-
framework qualifications levels, the Certification Board seeks to recognize 
national-framework qualification levels as eligibility criteria for taking certi-
fication exams. Qualification at an appropriate level would make a candidate 
eligible to take a certification exam, but the candidate would still have to take 
the exam.

With our venture into qualifications, we believe it will be easier to equate 
ISA qualifications to national-framework qualification levels. It is a new path-
way that we are eager to explore. We continue research and outreach for mutual 
recognition of credentials across national borders to foster transnational recog-
nition of expertise. It all comes back to the value we place on a robust global 
exchange of tree care knowledge and practice. A•N
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A Right-of-Way 
Can Be A Zoo

The Perfect Place for a Jarra� !

ROPS, FOPS 
& OPS Certified 

Cab Now 
Available!

ROPS, FOPS 
& OPS Certified 

Cab Now 
Available!

Jarra�  Industries is now o� ering a 
Tier III 130 horsepower Cummins 
engine option for the Jarra�  
All-Terrain Tree Trimmer!  
 Contact Jarra�  Industries for more 
information!  Visit us on the Web!

New Tier III Cummins Engine 
Now Available!

www.jarra� .com  •  1.800.767.7112

JARRAFF ALL-TERRAIN 
TREE TRIMMER

ROW Productivity
Every Jarra�  is self-contained and requires virtually 

no set up time, allowing smaller crews to do more in 
less time. Bottom line, the Jarra�  is the most e� ective 

machine for clearing and maintaining utility 
right-of-ways.

Safety
With the Jarra� , workers never leave the ground, that 

adds safety to every job.  Plus the Jarra�  is loaded 
with safety features. From limb de� ectors to an 

ergonomically designed cab,  the Jarra�  is the safest 
all-terrain tree trimmer on the market.

Service & 
Support

The Jarra�  All-Terrain 
Tree Trimmer is backed 
by years of experience 

and quality customer 
service.  With next day 

parts availability and 
authorized service 

centers downtime is 
never a problem.  

Circle 163 on Reader Service Card
Circle 164 on Reader Service Card

INTRODUCTION TO ARBORICULTURE

#CD1007 (English) • #CD1007S (Spanish)  
Retail Price: $69.95 • ISA Member Price: $59.95

Earn six
CEUs!

Tree Worker 
Safety CD

Available in both English and Spanish languages, 
ISA’s Tree Worker Safety CD-ROM is an inter-
active learning tool for arborists and tree climbers. 
The CD includes lessons on general safety, climb-
ing, and rigging. There are also detailed sections 
on knots.


