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1

INTRODUCTION

Over the past few years, higher education in the United 
States has seen an increase in interest in competency-
based education (CBE). In a recent survey, 97% of insti-

tutions surveyed say they are at least interested in CBE (Garrett 
& Lurie, 2016). Yet, there are relatively few schools that have 
been able to move from interest to implementation. This book is 
designed to help institutional leaders become more competent in 
designing, building, and scaling high-quality CBE programs. In 
this introduction, we will

• defi ne competency-based education;
• provide an overview of the history of the movement, 

including the current resurgence; and
• describe the current state of the movement.

What Is CBE?

Before we defi ne CBE, it is best to start by clarifying what is meant 
by a competency. A competency is the capability to apply or use a 
set of related knowledge, skills, abilities, and intellectual behav-
iors required to successfully perform tasks in a defi ned setting (see 
Figure I.1).

When determining the competencies that will compose an 
academic program, we focus on what is needed for the credential 

Figure I.1. Graphic representation of a competency.
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2  A LEADER’S GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

or degree holder to be successful. At the point of credential com-
pletion, the learner should know the theory of his or her discipline 
and have the skills, abilities, and dispositions to successfully apply 
the theory in the desired setting.

If you were to ask 10 people to defi ne CBE, you would likely 
hear 10 different answers, as there is no universal or regulatory 
defi nition of the term. An often-cited defi nition, crafted by 
the Competency-Based Education Network (2015), stated the 
following:

Competency-based education combines an intentional and 
transparent approach to curricular design with an academic 
model in which the time it takes to demonstrate competen-
cies varies and the expectations about learning are held con-
stant. Students acquire and demonstrate their knowledge and 
skills by engaging in learning exercises, activities and experi-
ences that align with clearly defi ned programmatic outcomes. 
Students receive proactive guidance and support from faculty 
and staff. Learners earn credentials by demonstrating mastery 
through multiple forms of assessment, often at a personalized 
pace. (para. 1)

The Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions (2015) 
defi ned CBE as

an outcomes-based approach to earning a college degree 
or other credential. Competencies are statements of what 
students can do as a result of their learning at an institu-
tion of higher education. While competencies can include 
knowledge or understanding, they primarily emphasize what 
students can do with their knowledge. Students progress 
through degree or credential programs by demonstrating 
competencies specifi ed at the course and/or program level. 
The curriculum is structured around these specifi ed com-
petencies, and satisfactory academic progress is expressed as 
the attainment or mastery of the identifi ed competencies. 
Because competencies are often anchored to external expec-
tations, such as those of employers, to pass a competency stu-
dents must generally perform at a level considered to be very 
good or excellent. (p. 2)
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INTRODUCTION  3

Regardless of the origin of the CBE defi nition, there are several 
hallmarks of competency-based programs.

Time Is Variable, and Learning Is Fixed

Today’s higher education model confi nes learning to set periods 
of time, such as a 15-week term, and achievement of credentials 
by the number of credit hours accumulated, typically 60 credits 
for an associate’s degree and 120 credits for a bachelor’s degree. 
Throughout and at the conclusion of a fi xed period of time, 
learning is assessed, and a student is measured by what he or she 
knows. A student may know only 60% to 70% of the material 
and would still get credit for the course, whereas another student 
may achieve 80% to 100% of the course material. Although the 
learning varied for these students, they each received credit for the 
course. This is known as making time fi xed and learning variable.

In CBE programs, this is switched. Learning becomes fi xed, 
while the time it takes to master learning varies. Learners are 
provided with a program’s set of competencies that they must 
know and be able to demonstrate in order to earn the credential—
period. This learning is held constant and is nonnegotiable. The 
learner can go as fast as or as slowly as is needed because time is 
not confi ning the learning process.

Required Demonstration of Mastery or Proficiency

In CBE programs, each competency must be mastered before the 
learner can earn the credential. Some institutions use profi ciency-
based language, saying a student must become profi cient in the 
competency before graduation. Regardless of the language used, 
the result is the same: A learner cannot hide the lack of com-
petence in one area by performing well in another and earning 
an overall passing grade. Each and every competency must be 
learned and demonstrated before learners successfully complete 
the program.

Determined by Rigorous Assessments

To determine if a student has mastered a competency, an insti-
tution must use rigorous assessments. If an institution is going 
to prohibit a learner from graduating because of the lack of 
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4  A LEADER’S GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

competence, the institution’s assessment tools must be proven as 
reliable and valid indicators of mastery of learning in each com-
petency. Because of the essential nature of assessment, an entire 
chapter of this book focuses on how to design a robust assessment 
strategy for a CBE program.

Focused on the Student Learning Journey

CBE programs are committed to intentionally constructing a stu-
dent learning journey that leads to the demonstration of mastery 
for each competency. Students are not left on their own to learn; 
rather, they are guided by faculty throughout their academic expe-
rience via learning activities, readings, and assignments designed 
to move them from current performance to the desired level of 
competency mastery. Learning is not left to chance. Rather, the 
entire learning journey is carefully crafted to ensure consistency 
and results.

Offered in a Flexible, Self-Paced Approach

Typically, CBE programs are designed to personalize a learner’s 
academic experience by offering a fl exible, self-paced approach. 
In CBE programs, institutions are diligent in building fl exibility 
into the program’s design. This allows students to set their own 
pace of learning, which means students have the opportunity to 
move quickly as they demonstrate competence and to go as slowly 
as they need to master more diffi cult content.

What Is the History of the CBE Movement?

Around the turn of the twentieth century, wealthy industrialist 
Andrew Carnegie wanted to honor college professors for their 
noble work by making $10 million available for retirement pen-
sions through the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching (1906). The Carnegie Unit was created for multiple rea-
sons, including as the standard unit for setting faculty- threshold 
measures that determined who qualifi ed for pension payments. 
This unit was never intended to be the proxy for learning, as pro-
fessors were left to determine if learning actually occurred. Yet, 
over time, the Carnegie Unit has often become the metric for 
determining if a student has earned a given credential.
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INTRODUCTION  5

Pioneer institutions in the CBE movement began in the 
1970s. Alverno College’s ability-based curriculum with its robust 
outcomes framework still serves as a model for institutions today. 
Institutions like Regents College (now Excelsior College), DePaul 
School of New Learning, Charter Oak State College, and Thomas 
Edison State University wanted to serve adult learners and looked 
for ways to grant college credit for learning that occurred outside 
of a typical classroom. Through prior learning assessment meth-
ods, these institutions used demonstrable outcomes to measure 
what a learner knew and could do and transferred these demon-
strations into credits. Students with these credits experienced a 
more fl exible completion pathway. Yet, other institutions did not 
broadly adopt these methods of measuring a learner’s competen-
cies, and the number of institutions affected remained confi ned 
to a small handful.

In 1995, U.S. governors from the Western Governors 
Association were discussing the higher education challenges in 
their respective states. Together, these governors envisioned a 
new kind of collaborative university, one that would utilize dis-
tance learning technology and use competencies as its measure of 
learning (“The Unique History of WGU,” 2017). These gover-
nors signed on to create Western Governors University (WGU), 
which was established as a private, nonprofi t university two years 
later. In 1999, WGU began accepting its fi rst students, and in 
2016, WGU enrolled over 76,000 students. Despite WGU’s suc-
cess, no other universities followed suit, and this iteration of CBE 
remained confi ned to this single institution.

When the Higher Education Reconciliation Act of 2005 
(HERA) was being negotiated by the U.S. Congress, WGU advo-
cated for the inclusion of a “direct assessment” provision in the 
bill. HERA modifi ed the Higher Education Act of 1965 and 
allowed Title IV funds for programs that used, in lieu of credit 
hours or clock hours, the direct assessment of student learning. As 
defi ned, direct assessment programs measure what a student knows 
and can do in terms of the academic program and awards cre-
dentials and fi nancial aid on this basis alone. An institution must 
receive the U.S. Department of Education’s approval to use direct 
assessment, but, interestingly, WGU never sought this approval, 
and the direct assessment provision went unused for a number of 
years (see Figure I.2).
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6  A LEADER’S GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

The direct assessment provision began to receive attention 
when Amy Laitinen (2012), New America Foundation, released 
her transformative report Cracking the Credit Hour. The report 
showed how the use of a credit-hour system as the sole measure 
of learning was jeopardizing the nation’s workforce and causing 
the United States to fall further behind in the rankings of the 
most educated nations in the world. Laitinen argued that institu-
tions, regulators, and accreditors needed to move from paying for 
and valuing time to paying for and valuing learning. To move away 
from time-based representations of learning, institutions had to 
create another form of currency. The demonstration of competen-
cies, as a true measure of learning, was the proposed alternative 
learning “currency.”

Figure I.2. Direct assessment programs.

Direct Assessment Programs
1. A direct assessment program is an instructional program that, in 

lieu of credit hours or clock hours as a measure of student learn-
ing, uses direct assessment of student learning or recognizes the 
direct assessment of student learning by others. The assessment 
must be consistent with the accreditation of the institution or pro-
gram using the results of the assessment.

2. Direct assessment of student learning means a measure by the 
institution of what a student knows and can do in terms of 
the body of knowledge making up the educational program. 
These measures provide evidence that a student has command of 
a specifi c subject, content area, or skill or that the student dem-
onstrates a specifi c quality such as creativity, analysis, or synthesis 
associated with the subject matter of the program. Examples of 
direct measures include projects, papers, examinations, presenta-
tions, performances, and portfolios.

3. All regulatory requirements in this chapter that refer to credit or 
clock hours as a measurement apply to direct assessment programs. 
Because a direct assessment program does not use credit or clock 
hours as a measure of student learning, an institution must establish 
a methodology to reasonably equate the direct assessment program 
(or the direct assessment portion of any program, as applicable) to 
credit or clock hours for the purpose of complying with applica-
ble regulatory requirements. The institution must provide a factual 
basis satisfactory to the secretary for its claim that the program or 
portion of the program is equivalent to a specifi c number of credit 
or clock hours.
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INTRODUCTION  7

Immediately after the release of Cracking the Credit Hour, 
institutions around the country began working on the next gen-
eration of competency-based programs, leveraging advancements 
in learning technologies, improving on existing CBE models, and 
seeking to do this without being tethered to the credit or clock 
hours. Early in 2013, Southern New Hampshire University’s 
College for America became the fi rst institution approved to 
award federal fi nancial aid based on direct assessment instead 
of the credit hour. That same year, Capella University and the 
University of Wisconsin–Extension received direct assessment 
approval. In the months and years that have followed, a handful 
of institutions submitted applications for the U.S. Department of 
Education’s approval.

The leaders of these innovative institutions faced many barri-
ers, often talking about how they worked in isolation and desired 
a place to work with others who shared a similar vision for CBE. 
In 2013, with funding support from the Lumina Foundation 
and managerial support from the Public Agenda Foundation, the 
 Competency-Based Education Network (C-BEN) was formed 
to create a safe space for these institutions to work together to 
address shared challenges in designing, developing, and scaling 
 competency-based degree programs. C-BEN has established its 
reputation for openly sharing lessons learned and helping to equip 
other higher education leaders with the tools and resources needed 
to be effective in building high-quality competency-based offerings.

Over the past few years and with support from then-president 
Barack Obama, as demonstrated by the inclusion of CBE in vari-
ous higher education speeches, leaders from the U.S. Department 
of Education encouraged a spirit of innovation in postsecondary 
education, especially in regard to CBE. In a department-issued 
“Dear Colleague” letter in early 2013, the acting assistant secretary 
for postsecondary education wrote,

Competency-based approaches to education have the poten-
tial for assuring the quality and extent of learning, shortening 
the time to degree/certifi cate completion, developing stack-
able credentials that ease student transitions between school 
and work, and reducing the overall cost of education for both 
career-technical and degree programs. The Department plans 
to collaborate with both accrediting agencies and the higher 
education community to encourage the use of this innovative 
approach when appropriate, to identify the most promising 
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8  A LEADER’S GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

practices in this arena, and to gather information to inform 
future policy regarding competency-based education. Cur-
rently, the direct assessment authority in the HEA is the mech-
anism through which Title IV, HEA funds can be provided 
for competency-based education, and we understand that it 
may not adequately accommodate this educational model. The 
Department intends to use what we learn from participating 
institutions to inform future discussions regarding the reau-
thorization of the HEA. (Bergeron, 2013, para. 7)

The department’s First in the World grant program supported the 
development, replication, and dissemination of new models of 
learning such as CBE. The department, acting under the author-
ity given to it by Congress in the Higher Education Act of 1965, 
established two different rounds of experimental sites related to 
CBE (see Figure I.3).

Figure I.3. U.S. Department of Education experimental sites related 
to CBE.

Prior Learning Assessment: Provides that a student’s Title IV cost 
of attendance (COA) can include costs incurred by the student for 
assessments of prior learning and that a student’s federal Pell Grant 
enrollment status may, with limitations, take into account a student’s 
efforts to prepare materials for a prior learning assessment.

Competency-Based Education: Provides fl exibility in how institu-
tions provide federal student aid to students enrolled in self-paced 
competency-based education programs.

Limited Direct Assessment: Provides fl exibility for an institution to 
provide a mix of direct assessment course work and credit- or clock-
hour course work in the same program.

Expansion of Waivers: The expansion of the current competency-
based education experiment provides two additional sets of statu-
tory and regulatory waivers. Institutions must choose a single set of 
waivers from among the three sets available that will apply to all of 
the competency-based education programs that it includes under the 
experiment. These waivers are split disbursement, satisfactory aca-
demic progress only, or subscription period disbursement.

Note. From Federal Student Aid (2017, December 14). See https://experimentalsites.ed
.gov/exp/approved.html for more information.
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INTRODUCTION  9

For applying schools that were accepted into the experi-
ment, the secretary of education granted waivers from certain 
Title IV, HEA statutory, or regulatory requirements to allow this 
limited number of institutions to participate in experiments to 
test alternative methods for awarding aid. The results from these 
experiments are not known at the time of this publication (see 
Table I.1).

Even though the U.S. Department of Education signaled 
to institutions its support for CBE, the department’s Offi ce of 
Inspector General (OIG) has consistently given contrary signals. 
Over the course of a few years, the OIG has “dumped a bucket of 
cold water” on CBE innovation with four signifi cant investigative 
reports, summarized in Table I.2. Each report seemed to slow the 
progress being made by institutions, but most forged ahead with 
a commitment to innovate responsibly.

TABLE I.1 

Must Reads From the Department of Education on CBE

Title Date Issued Relevance

Applying for Title IV 
Eligibility for Direct 
Assessment (Competency-
Based) Programs (See https://
ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/
GEN1310.html)

March 19, 
2013

Describes direct 
assessment programs 
and outlines the 
process for receiving 
department approval.

Competency-Based Education 
Programs—Questions and 
Answers (See  https://ifap
.ed.gov/dpcletters/
GEN1423.html)

December 
19, 2014

Clarifi es the March 
19, 2013, “Dear 
Colleague”(Bergeron, 
2013) letter.

Letter to Accrediting Agency 
Executive Directors (See 
www.insidehighered.com/
sites/default/server_fi les/fi les/
ED%20letter%20to%20
accreditors(1).pdf )

June 9, 
2015

Describes the roles 
and responsibilities 
of the accreditor 
and the department 
related to CBE 
experimental sites.

Note. CBE = competency-based education.
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10  A LEADER’S GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

TABLE I.2

U.S. Department of Education Offi ce of 
Inspector General CBE-Related Reports

Title of Report Date Issued Relevance

Direct Assessment 
Programs: Processes for 
Identifying Risks and 
Evaluating Applications 
for Title IV Eligibility 
Needs Strengthening to 
Better Mitigate Risks 
Posed to the Title IV 
Programs
(See www2.ed.gov/
about/offi ces/list/oig/
auditreports/fy2014/
a05n0004.pdf )

September 
30, 2014

Determined the department 
had not adequately 
addressed the risks posed by 
direct assessment programs 
and had not established 
suffi cient processes to 
ensure only programs 
meeting federal regulatory 
requirements are approved 
as Title IV eligible.

The Higher Learning 
Commission Could 
Improve Its Evaluation 
of Competency-Based 
Education Programs to 
Help the Department 
Ensure the Programs Are 
Properly Classifi ed for 
Title IV Purposes
(See www2.ed.gov/
about/offi ces/list/oig/
auditreports/fy2015/
a05o0010.pdf )

September 
30, 2015

The Higher Learning 
Commission did not 
establish a system of internal 
control that provided 
reasonable assurance that 
schools’ classifi cation 
of delivery methods 
and measurements of 
student learning for CBE 
programs, including direct 
assessment, were suffi cient 
and appropriate to help 
the department ensure that 
it properly classifi ed the 
schools’ programs for Title 
IV purposes.

The Western Association 
of Schools and Colleges 
[WASC] Senior 
College and University 
Commission Could 
Improve Its Evaluation 
of Competency-Based 
Education Programs to

August 2, 
2016

WASC control activities 
did not provide reasonable 
assurance that schools 
properly classifi ed the 
methods of delivery for 
CBE programs.

(Continues)
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INTRODUCTION  11

Title of Report Date Issued Relevance

Help the Department 
Ensure Programs Are 
Properly Classifi ed for 
Title IV Purposes
(See www2.ed.gov/
about/offi ces/list/oig/
auditreports/fy2016/
a05p0013.pdf )

The commission did 
not evaluate whether 
proposed CBE programs 
were designed to ensure 
faculty-initiated, regular, 
 and substantive interaction 
between faculty and 
students

Western Governors 
University Was Not 
Eligible to Participate 
in the Title IV Programs 
(See https://www
2.ed.gov/about/offi ces/
list/oig/auditreports/
fy2017/a05m0009.pdf )

September 
20, 2017

The audit states WGU 
academic offerings are 
correspondence programs, 
making them ineligible 
to participate in Title IV 
programs. The Offi ce 
of Inspector General 
concludes, based on distance 
learning requirements, that 
WGU programs lacked 
regular and substantive 
interaction between faculty 
and students. The audit 
proposes that WGU repay 
nearly $713 million in Title 
IV funds. The report does 
not specifi cally address 
CBE.

Note. CBE = competency-based education.

Regional and specialized accreditors have also been affected 
by the CBE movement. A lack of consistency between these 
 quality-assurance entities caused confusion and challenges for 
institutions and prompted questions by regulators. When the 
Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions issued its joint 
defi nitional statement on CBE in June 2015, it shared a common 
framework to be used by regional accreditors when evaluating 
CBE programs (Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions, 
2015) (see Figure I.4).

TABLE 1.2 (Continued )
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12  A LEADER’S GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

Figure I.4. Council of Regional Accrediting Commission’s evaluation 
considerations for CBE programs.

1. Whether or not the institution demonstrates the capacity to offer 
competency-based or direct assessment programs, including 
administrative capacity and signifi cant expertise in assessment 
that will ensure the reliability and validity of the assessments.

2. Whether or not most of the proposed learning outcomes empha-
size performance, not simply knowledge.

3. Whether or not proposed competencies are externally referenced 
(e.g., referenced by convened groups of employers, professional 
advisory committees, or licensure requirements).

4. Whether or not the institution ensures “regular and substantive 
interaction” with faculty, as defi ned by the U.S. Department of 
Education, and appropriate services for students.

5. Whether or not the institution demonstrates that the competencies 
for a degree cohere to the claims that the institution makes for the 
qualifi cations of graduates, including at the undergraduate level 
those qualifi cations traditionally associated with general education
and the major or concentration.

6. Whether or not the institution demonstrates that the level and 
complexity of the competencies are congruent with the achieve-
ment expected at a particular degree level (e.g., a competency in 
oral presentation skills for a BS in management is demonstrated 
at the baccalaureate level).

7. Whether or not the quality of demonstration of the compe-
tence is judged to be at or near the “excellent” range for each 
competency.

8. Whether or not a student must demonstrate each relevant com-
petency in order to earn the degree or certifi cate.

9. Whether or not the institution follows good practices in assess-
ment and measurement (e.g., determines reliability and validity 
and has multiple forms or prompts for each competency).

10. Whether or not a high proportion of the proposed competencies 
represent authentic demonstrations.

11. Whether or not the institution validates the quality of its pro-
gram through feedback from students and graduates, as well as 
measures appropriate to the external reference of the competen-
cies (e.g., licensure passage rates, earnings of graduates, feedback 
from employers who helped articulate the desired competencies).
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INTRODUCTION  13

Though institutions still struggle to understand regional 
accreditor requirements for CBE programs, this joint statement 
helped to reduce concerns about differing standards between 
these commissions.

Why Is CBE Experiencing a Resurgence?

Despite all of the challenges, institutions continue to push ahead 
in designing and launching competency-based offerings. College 
leaders have expressed a wide range of motivations for exploring 
CBE, including the many captured in the following sections.

Need for an Alternative to Today’s Higher Education Model

For many learners, today’s higher education model has not worked 
well. Many learners begin college but never complete their creden-
tial. A recent National Student Clearinghouse Research Center 
report found that just over half of all students (54.8%) complete 
a degree or certifi cate within six years (Shapiro et al., 2017). 
When the completers were examined by racial and ethnic lines, 
the percentage of completers varied up to 25%. Whites (62%) 
and Asians (63.2%) completed at higher rates than Hispanics 
(45.8%) or Blacks (38%). For students who began their postsec-
ondary careers at community colleges, the likelihood of having a 
baccalaureate degree within six years of their start date was even 
worse. Asian (1 in 4) and White (1 in 5) students were most likely 
to complete this transfer pathway, whereas Hispanic (1 in 10) and 
Black (1 in 12) students were not. Today’s model of higher educa-
tion is clearly not serving all learners well. A high-quality alterna-
tive is needed, and CBE is one option (Shapiro et al., 2017).

The Iron Triangle: Cost, Access, and Quality

For years, three signifi cant challenges facing higher education are 
how to reduce the costs of college, increase access to a greater 
number of learners from diverse backgrounds, and maintain or 
enhance the quality of the academic experience and outcomes. 
These three challenges, often collectively referred to as the iron 
triangle, need to be addressed simultaneously. In a small study 
of college presidents, many expressed a belief that two out of the 
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14  A LEADER’S GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

three challenges could be met but not without negatively affecting 
the third (Immerwahr, Johnson, & Gasbarra, 2008). For example, 
it may be possible for a university to further drive down costs 
while increasing access to a new generation of learners, but most 
fear it would affect the quality of education received by learn-
ers. Many CBE programs seek, often inadvertently, to achieve all 
three dimensions of the iron triangle through streamlined pro-
cesses, redesigned systems and structures, and a different business 
model. Future research is needed to determine if CBE programs 
can deliver on this promise to be high quality, with lower costs 
and greater access.

Desire To Be First in the World

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s 
(2014) Education at a Glance paints a less-than-optimistic pic-
ture of the U.S. higher education landscape. The United States 
ranks 14th in the world in the percentage of 25- to 34-year-olds 
with higher education (42%). For young people without college-
educated parents, the likelihood of having higher education is just 
29%, one of the lowest percentages among developed nations. In 
2009, President Obama set a 2020 College Completion Goal that 
60% of Americans ages 24 to 34 years would have an associate’s or 
baccalaureate degree (Obama, 2009). To hit this goal, 10 million 
additional Americans (beyond the 8 million already anticipated 
enrollees) would need to enter the higher education system. There 
are many challenges inhibiting the United States from hitting 
this goal, including reductions in state funding for 4-year public 
institutions, a 439% increase in tuition in the past 35 years, and 
myriad other issues primarily associated with community colleges 
such as transfer practices, developmental education, and serving 
military veterans (Kanter, Ochoa, Nassif, & Chong, 2011).

The Lumina Foundation research shows that U.S. progress 
is not on track for hitting the 2020 goal set by then-president 
Obama or the foundation’s goal of 60% of Americans earn-
ing a high-quality credential by 2025. As of 2015, the national 
average sits at 45.8%, with workforce-relevant certifi cates being 
included in this number. No state has reached the 60% attain-
ment goal, although nine states have achieved over 50% (Lumina 
Foundation, 2017c). Because CBE recognizes that postsecondary 
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learning can occur anywhere and creates pathways to postsecond-
ary credentials for those otherwise not engaged in the current 
higher education system, the Lumina Foundation has invested 
heavily in competency-based learning as part of its Goal 2025 
strategy (Lumina Foundation, 2017b).

Increase Graduate Preparedness

According to PayScale and Future Workplace, nearly 90% of all 
recent college graduates consider themselves well prepared for 
the workforce. Unfortunately, less than half of hiring managers 
agreed with their assessment. Sixty percent said new graduates 
lacked critical thinking skills and attention to details, 44% identi-
fi ed issues with written communication competencies, and 39% 
identifi ed issues with oral communication competencies (PayScale 
and Future Workplace, 2016). The Educational Testing Service, 
using data from the Program for the International Assessment 
of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), found more than half of U.S. 
workers between the ages of 16 and 34 years lacked profi ciency 
in reading and math skills in the workplace, which is on par with 
those in the least educated of participating countries in the survey 
(Goodman, Sands, & Coley, 2015). CBE focuses on the demon-
stration of learning and requires mastery before credential com-
pletion. This requirement should result in a more competent and 
prepared graduate, citizen, and worker.

Meet Future Workforce Needs

The percentage of jobs requiring postsecondary education has 
doubled over the past 40 years, and by 2020, two-thirds of all 
jobs will require a postsecondary education (Carnevale, Smith, 
& Strohl, 2013). Four out of fi ve jobs lost during the last reces-
sion were those requiring a high school education or less, and 
these jobs are being replaced by those that require more com-
plex knowledge, skills, and abilities—and a postsecondary cre-
dential (Lumina Foundation, 2017a). To help employees acquire 
the needed competencies, employers spend approximately $22 
billon on college tuition reimbursement benefi ts, which repre-
sents over 5% of total spending on college and university tuition 
(Craig, 2016). In addition, employers spent nearly $71 billion 
on  workforce-based training initiatives in 2015 alone. Small 
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16  A LEADER’S GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

companies spent the most, at over $1,100 per employee, with large 
employers reaping the economies of scale and spending just under 
$450 per employee. The majority of training expenditures went 
to training nonexempt employees (39%) and exempt nonmanag-
ers (29%) (“2015 Training Industry Report,” 2015). High-quality 
CBE programs are designed with the needs of the workplace in 
mind. From incorporating twenty-fi rst-century skills to creating 
customized programs to address a regional workforce shortage, 
CBE programs are able to respond more quickly to the needs of 
the workforce. In time, research will show whether CBE programs 
lead to a better prepared workforce.

Offer Personalized Learning

Higher education can learn a lesson from the K–12 sector on 
personalized learning. iNACOL defi ned personalized learn-
ing as “tailoring learning for each student’s strengths, needs and 
interests—including enabling student voice and choice in what, 
how, when, and where they learn—to provide fl exibility and sup-
ports to ensure mastery of the highest standards possible” (Abel, 
2016, para. 4). Through the use of today’s technology, the learn-
ing journey can be adapted to meet the individual student’s needs. 
This means that learning experiences, instructional approaches, 
and support strategies should vary from learner to learner, based 
on the needs, interests, aspirations, and cultural backgrounds of 
individual students. By personalizing the learning journey, higher 
education keeps students the central focus during their postsec-
ondary experience, which arguably increases the quality of the 
credential and the achievement of desired attainment rates. CBE 
programs seek to fi nd ways to tailor the learning journey to the 
specifi c needs of each learner.

Adult Learners Are Demanding CBE

Although CBE programs can and do serve traditional-age stu-
dents, the vast majority of CBE programs target adult learners. 
A 2013 Eduventures survey of over 7,500 adult learners revealed 
the desires of this student segment. The most requested needs 
were for more self-paced courses (42%) and a faster way to earn a 
degree (40%) (Fleming, 2014). Adult learners are looking for the 
very characteristics that defi ne CBE programs. Learners want to 
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remove time from the equation and proceed with their degree at 
their own pace. This means allowing students to go faster when 
they are capable and slower when they need more assistance or are 
balancing a heavier load in their personal and professional lives. 
The defi ning characteristics of CBE programs meet the needs of 
most adult learners in the United States today.

What Is the Current State of the Movement?

The CBE movement has benefi ted from a tremendous amount of 
coverage in the press over the past few years. Rarely does a week go 
by without a CBE story in Inside Higher Ed or The Chronicle high-
lighting an institutional model, a research report on a data set, or 
some advancement in the fi eld. Yet, it was not always this way.

Just fi ve years ago, institutions were building CBE pro-
grams in silos, often unaware of the innovative developments 
at other institutions. In 2012, the Lumina Foundation and the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation cohosted a convening of 23 
institutions operating or exploring the creation of a CBE pro-
gram (C-BEN, 2015). One year later, the number had grown to 
nearly 200 (Hope, 2015). In 2015, with funding from the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, Public Agenda undertook the last 
count of the fi eld and determined nearly 600 institutions were 
actively exploring the design and development of a CBE program 
(Fain, 2015a). A recent survey of nearly 200 college presidents 
found that nearly two-thirds are planning to offer some form of 
CBE by 2020 (Selingo, 2015).

Much has transpired since 2015, and the current state of the 
movement is not completely clear. Yet, despite this uncertainty, 
C-BEN is dedicated to creating a community for CBE innova-
tors, where these leaders can collectively build capacity, remove 
barriers, and increase demand for high-quality CBE credentials. 
The American Institute for Research is conducting a survey of the 
higher education landscape to determine the current state of the 
fi eld. An update on the adoption and scaling of CBE will be more 
evident when these survey results are released and posted online at 
www.cbenetwork.org in early 2018.

To help other institutions build their capacity for work in 
this area, C-BEN hosts its annual CBExchange, the only con-
ference that’s dedicated exclusively to the design, development, 
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implementation, and scale-up of high-quality CBE programs. 
(See www.cbexchange.org for more information.) Held each 
fall, the conference has strong and diverse attendance, with well 
over 400 participants (C-BEN, 2016). At the 2016 event, half of 
all institutional attendees represented public institutions, with 
one quarter of attendees coming from private institutions, and 
another quarter coming from for-profi t institutions. Over 40% 
of institutional attendees were from comprehensive colleges, with 
over a third coming from community colleges. Although one in 
fi ve attendees were in the scale-up phase of CBE adoption, four in 
fi ve attendees were seeking assistance in the planning, design, and 
implementation of new CBE programs.

The sustainability and growth of the movement depends on 
the collective action of leaders from all institutions and education 
stakeholders, as is evidenced by C-BEN. By working together, 
these leaders have already accomplished much. For example, 
the Technical Interoperability Pilot project, led by Mark Leuba, 
paired educators with vendors as they sought to fi nd solutions to 
the signifi cant technology challenges and barriers CBE programs 
face from adoption through scale-up (Leuba, 2015). Then, these 
institutions worked together to create the Quality Framework for 
Competency-Based Education Programs, released in September 
2017 (C-BEN, 2017b). The framework establishes eight elements 
of quality that should be present in every competency-based pro-
gram. Each element includes a principle statement that describes 
the fundamental proposition that provides the chain of reason-
ing behind the element. Then, a set of standards is provided so 
the element can be measured and comparatively evaluated. The 
framework then provides performance indicators that describe 
how effectively an institution is achieving the principle and 
standard. These performance indicators serve as a development 
guide to institutions seeking to build a new program or improve 
an existing one (C-BEN, 2017b). The Quality Framework strives 
to protect learners and the CBE movement from bad actors by 
serving as guideposts and guardrails for institutional leaders, 
 policymakers, and accreditors. This book incorporates these prin-
ciples and standards into the chapters that follow.
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