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As national attention on the need for improved ed-
ucational attainment has grown, so has the demand for 
innovations in higher education. One such innovation is 
competency-based education (CBE), which, while not 
new in concept, has been reimagined with the advent 
of technology-based educational delivery and support 
services. CBE programs hold great promise for expand-
ing access to higher education because they:

•	 allow students to progress on their own sched-
ules and at their own pace;

•	 ensure that there are well-defined expecta-
tions for student mastery of learning; and 

•	 recognize and build upon the students’ existing 
knowledge and competencies gained from the 
workplace, the military, self-study, and other 
noncollege sources.

Yet, CBE frameworks are very different from the 
status quo in higher education. Many CBE programs 
establish vastly different roles for faculty, rely heavily 
on competency-based assessments of individual stu-
dents, involve a different pricing structure than one 
based on semesters and credit hours completed, and 
approach curriculum and course design in new ways. 
These differences are significant in the eyes of more 
traditional faculty, administrators, accreditors, and 
regulators—all of whom have raised questions about 
whether students really learn in these programs and 
how the quality of these offerings might be assured. 

Broader acceptance of CBE is needed in order for 
these programs to thrive. Students considering these 
pathways need to know that their degrees have value 
within the higher education community and in the eyes 
of employers. To respond to this need, the Council for 
Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL), Southern New 
Hampshire University (SNHU), Excelsior College, and 
Fielding Graduate University convened leaders in the 
field to discuss issues regarding quality assurance in 
CBE degree programs. Attendees included a variety 
of stakeholders, including representatives of colleges 
and universities offering CBE programs, the feder-
al government, regional accrediting bodies, national 
higher education and policy organizations, and educa-
tion technology providers, among others. 

Following a brief overview of CBE in practice to-
day, this report summarizes:

•	 the highlights of the panel presentations and 
discussions of the convening, which exam-
ined the promise and concerns of competen-
cy-based education;

•	 the views of various stakeholders in assuring 
quality; and

•	 the way forward.

AN OVERVIEW OF CBE 
DEGREE PROGRAMS TODAY

The term competency-based education refers to 
educational programs that clearly define and method-
ically assess the knowledge and abilities graduates 
must demonstrate. CBE degree programs in higher ed-
ucation have existed since the 1970s through institu-
tions like DePaul University’s School for New Learning, 
Fielding’s doctoral program in clinical psychology, 
and Excelsior College’s School of Nursing. With the 
expansion of online learning in the 1990s, higher edu-
cation saw the emergence of new models for CBE that 
leveraged technology-based resources and services in 
order to provide improved flexibility in the delivery of 
learning options and afford students the opportunity 
to progress at their own pace. In recent years, with 



3

the greater sophistication of online platforms, the ex-
plosion of online learning resources, and the increased 
pressure on higher education to better articulate what 
its graduates know and can do, hundreds of postsec-
ondary institutions have started to offer—or are in the 
process of developing—CBE programs. 

Although CBE does offer a common foundational 
approach, there is no single model for today’s pro-
grams. Some offer fully online programs in which 
students progress independently through learning 
modules and assessments, while other models blend 
traditional face-to-face courses with online compe-
tency-based modules. There are also very different 
approaches to competency-based assessment, with 
options including performance, portfolio, or proj-
ect-based assessments, behavioral assessments, and, 
where appropriate, multiple-choice exams. Some CBE 
programs have established a way to translate and 
crosswalk between competencies and credit-based 
courses, while others have been designed to depart 
significantly from credit-based degree plans. 

CBE is now a growing field with new offerings 
emerging on a regular basis. Thanks to support from 
major funders like Lumina Foundation and the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, there are several initia-
tives in place to fuel this growth, such as:

•	 CBE Network, or C-BEN: 
Composed of a select 
group of leading CBE in-
stitutions, C-BEN mem-
bers are working to-
gether to explore best 
practices in program de-
sign; investigate ways to 
communicate with the rest of the world about 
CBE; and evaluate challenging issues like finan-
cial aid, program design, and business process-
es and systems. C-BEN is essentially the field’s 
learning lab. The work they are doing is de-
signed to be shared with all of higher education 
so that other institutions considering CBE can 
learn from their findings. 

•	 CAEL’s CBE Jumpstart: CAEL is working with 
20 institutions and state systems over a three-
year period to train faculty and staff on the 

basics of CBE and to help them as they begin 
the planning, design, and development of their 
individual institutional approaches.

•	 Next Generation Learning Challenges/
Breakthrough Models Incubator: The early 
cohort of this program, which seeks to accel-
erate the development and implementation of 
breakthrough models generally in higher educa-
tion, included Northern Arizona’s Personalized 
Learning Program, Southern New Hampshire 
University’s College for America, and the Texas 
Affordable Bachelor’s Degree. A second cohort 
was launched in 2014, offering nine institutions 
technical assistance and financial support to 
build their new CBE programs. An additional 10 
institutions were selected in early 2015. 

•	 Community Colleges in Partnership with 
Western Governors University (WGU): One of 
the early pioneers of CBE programming, WGU 
is now providing assistance to 11 community 
colleges as they develop competency-based 
degree and certificate programs.

THE PROMISE OF CBE— 
AND THE CONCERNS

There are a number of reasons why advocates of 
CBE believe it is a promising model for the current 
postsecondary landscape. Panelists at the convening 
discussed several important factors:

•	 CBE programs communicate explicit expectations 
to students. One of the defining elements of CBE 
design is the articulation of a clear set of competen-
cies students must demonstrate to receive credit. 

•	 CBE is a good fit for nontraditional students 
and adult populations. Many CBE programs are 
a natural fit for populations of learners that may 
not be well served through traditional models 
of postsecondary education. These populations 
may include full-time workers and returning 
adult students with a deep knowledge base from 
previous college studies as well as from their life 
and work experiences.
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•	 Coaching and student supports are critical 
parts of CBE programs. CBE practices include 
mechanisms to help students stay on track as 
they progress through the competencies. 

•	 CBE programs depend on evidence that 
the student can apply knowledge and skills 
across settings. Traditionally delivered degree 
programs often focus on specific content and 
application in limited settings. Offerings that 
emphasize competencies require students to 
demonstrate agility in using skills and knowl-
edge meaningfully, and in real-world settings.

•	 CBE focuses on what the students know and 
can do, not on how much time the students 
spend in learning activities. Traditional de-
gree programs organize learning experiences 
based on time spent in learning activities; 
whereas, CBE measures students’ progress 
toward a degree based on demonstrations of 
what they know and can actually do. 

•	 CBE programs are student-centered. CBE is 
designed to meet students where they are. 
Students can learn what they need to learn at 
their own pace and do not need to sit through 
instruction in topics they have already mas-
tered. CBE allows students to build on what 
they already know and to become more active 
participants in their learning. 

Despite these positive aspects of CBE, there is, 
nevertheless, suspicion about a model that funda-
mentally disrupts higher education in several key 
ways. The panelists at the convening outlined a few 
specific concerns that have been expressed about the 
CBE approach. One of the main anxieties was that 
CBE programs might be less rigorous than more tra-
ditionally delivered programs, based, in part, on the 
following areas of misunderstanding:

•	 Misunderstanding #1: CBE is about provid-
ing a “faster and cheaper” alternative to 
traditional degree programs. Although CBE 
methodologies can often be leveraged to ex-
pedite credential completion for students who 
have already mastered significant competen-
cies, not every CBE student experiences this 

type of degree acceleration. In fact, the field 
has recognized that in some cases, complet-
ing a degree may take longer—and be more 
rigorous—since students cannot progress with-
out satisfactorily demonstrating the required 
competencies. The CBE approach, by raising 
the bar on ensuring quality in the college de-
gree, does not necessarily result in all stu-
dents achieving degrees more quickly. In ad-
dition, on the issue of lower tuition rates for 
CBE students, panelists noted that most CBE 
programs are still in their infancy and, thus, 
unknowns remain about sustainability at the 
current fiscal ratios. The costs to update and 
improve the curriculum and technology on a 
regular basis may not, ultimately, be feasible 
with very low tuition prices. There is still much 
to learn about the various business models and 
the financial viability of these approaches. 

•	 Misunderstanding #2: CBE relies almost en-
tirely on multiple-choice testing to prove 
competency. Panelists expressed that, in 
their experience, many stakeholders are hes-
itant about engaging in the CBE model due 
to their impression that these programs rely 
heavily—or exclusively—on standardized test-
ing methods to measure competencies. They 
hear the word “assessment” and think, “mul-
tiple-choice test.” CBE stakeholders agree 
that using standardized testing alone is no 
longer sufficient for assessing the complex 
competencies that are needed in our current 
economy. In order for a CBE program to ensure 
that its graduates are truly competent in these 
high-level skill areas, a variety of assessment 
methods need to be used, many of which could 
likely benefit from new advancements in tech-
nology. Such rigorous evaluation methods in 
use today include authentic assessments that 
require students to apply their knowledge and 
skills in various contexts, such as workplace 
assignments, skill demonstrations, portfolios, 
work samples, and so on. 

In addition to these general misconceptions about 
CBE programs, there are other worries about the 
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model. Panelists discussed the following issues as 
some of the major concerns in the field:

•	 Different use of faculty. In CBE programs, 
faculty are less likely to have the tradition-
al instructional role; although, they are often 
involved in developing the curriculum, and 
they may serve as learning facilitators who 
work one-on-one with students, as needed, in 
their areas of expertise. This shift in occupa-
tional duties marks a major variation in how 
the faculty’s role is defined at an institution 
and in their relationship with learners, leading 
some critics to wonder how students can be 
learning if the faculty are not teaching in the 
more traditional sense. Besides these changes 
in responsibilities, faculty may also feel that 
they are not prepared to serve as coach or 
facilitator, or they may feel as though their 
expertise and content knowledge is not being 
fully utilized. 

•	 Disaggregation of teaching and learning from 
the role of research by faculty. An additional 
concern is that with the changing role of faculty 
in innovations like CBE, along with the pricing 
models that go with them, institutions may not 
be able to support the other role of faculty in 

higher education: research. Faculty have tradi-
tionally played an important role not merely in 
knowledge transfer but also in knowledge cre-
ation. Critics argue that new models like CBE, 
with its more transactional role for faculty and 
lower price point, will not support the knowl-
edge creation role of faculty, a cornerstone of 
what we have come to see as a high-quality 
higher education system. There is concern that 
this transformation may undermine the tradi-
tional power of the faculty within an institution. 

•	 Difficulty in mastering competencies in a 
short time period. Many stakeholders have 
expressed concern that students may not be 
able to learn college level competencies in 
short, discrete online modules. Some learn-
ing requires time, repetition, and incremental 
progress. In other words, many believe that 
seat-time may be necessary for certain fields, 
subjects, or competencies. 

•	 Departure from the credit hour. Several CBE 
programs are avoiding use of the credit hour 
as it is not a real measure of student learn-
ing. This transition makes it difficult for the 
institutions to comply with Title IV regulations 
regarding financial aid. Federal officials are 
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being asked to change the rules to accommo-
date these new programs; a request that is 
difficult to implement because, without hav-
ing some other way to measure a student’s 
progress or success and without guidelines for 
judging the quality of CBE programs, there 
may not be enough safeguards against fraud 
and abuse.

•	 Question of appropriateness of CBE for ev-
ery student. Not all students will thrive in the 
CBE model, depending on their learning style 
and other factors. It is likely, for example, 
that successful CBE students are more high-
ly self-directed and independent learners. 
Many CBE programs recognize this reality and 
have taken steps to address it: some counsel 
the students before enrollment about the de-
mands of the program, some require students 
to try out the model through a free online trial 
course, and some use sophisticated data an-
alytics to determine when students need ad-
ditional guidance and support. A related con-
cern is that CBE may not be appropriate for 
students needing remedial assistance in writ-
ing or math. Some CBE programs are exploring 
ways to link students to needed assistance, 
both in virtual and face-to-face environments. 

These challenges are complex and not easily dis-
missed. As CBE continues to grow as a field, practi-
tioners will need to continue to wrestle with them 
and work towards solutions.

STAKEHOLDERS IN CBE 
QUALITY ASSURANCE

In order for CBE to realize its full potential within 
higher education, there are several stakeholder groups 
that have a particularly vested interest in ensuring 
that these programs have been rigorously identified 
as high quality and as legitimate postsecondary de-
gree programs: students, faculty, employers, the U.S. 
Department of Education, and regional accreditors.

Students
Since CBE programs are designed to be stu-

dent-centered, students’ needs and concerns will 
remain central to the development of the field. It is 
important that students are fully convinced of not 
only the quality of the learning opportunities offered 
through CBE programming but also the legitimacy of 
the degree they are seeking. They need to know that 
the degree will be respected by the higher education 
community and by their future employers in business 
and industry.

Faculty
Given that the traditional role of faculty stands 

to change in significant ways within CBE models, it is 
critical to ensure that faculty engagement and par-
ticipation remains a fundamental aspect at all lev-
els of development and implementation of CBE pro-
gramming. The input of faculty, as experts in their 
disciplines, is critical when considering a CBE model 
for any program. When launching CBE programs, it 
is also important to offer development opportunities 
to faculty members around CBE-specific technology 
and curricular matters so that they are equipped to 
transition into their new roles.

Employers
One of the primary benefits of the CBE model is 

that it is designed to assure, rather than assume, 
that students have mastered a certain set of com-
petencies and are able to demonstrate those com-
petencies in real-world settings. This aspect of CBE 
models provides clarity and assurance to employers 
that graduates of these programs are competent 
in the areas specified by the degree program. It is 
important, however, that the competency areas 
are aligned with those most needed by employers. 
Although important, this input from employers must 
be balanced with the expertise of faculty and cur-
riculum developers, as some critics have expressed 
concern about giving employers too much authority 
over curricula. 
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Department of Education
The U.S. Department of Education (DOE) has a sig-

nificant role to play in furthering the CBE movement, 
particularly with regard to policies like Title IV of the 
Higher Education Act (HEA) regarding a program’s 
eligibility for federal financial aid programs (i.e., 
Federal Pell Grant, Federal Supplemental Educational 
Opportunity Grant, Federal Perkins Loan, and Federal 
Subsidized and Unsubsidized Direct Loans). Title IV in-
cludes several regulations that tie provisions to time-
based or credit-based measures. Because CBE pro-
grams are self-paced and focused on outcomes rather 
than seat-time, the U.S. Department of Education is 
challenged with identifying alternative ways for CBE 
programs to qualify for federal financial aid while 
also ensuring program quality. 

As an effort to begin accommodating innovations 
not based on the credit hour, the Department passed 
regulation §668.10 of the HEC, which stipulates that 
“direct assessment” programs can be eligible for fed-
eral financial aid. Direct assessment is defined as “an 
instructional program that, in lieu of credit hours or 
clock hours as a measure of student learning, utilizes 
direct assessment of student learning, or recognizes the 
direct assessment of student learning by others.” This 
regulation, however, still has some limitations for CBE 
programs in that it requires programs to offer substan-
tial interaction with faculty and to reasonably equate 
their assessments back to a credit-based definition. 
Since 2013, several institutions have been granted the 
direct assessment designation. In addition, several doz-
en institutions are now taking part in the Department of 
Education’s Experimental Sites Initiative through which 
they will experiment with small adjustments in the reg-
ulations to allow for financial aid in a CBE model. 

At the convening, the department’s representa-
tives noted that, through recent programming, such 
as their First in the World (FITW) grants and the afore-
mentioned Experimental Sites Initiative, the federal 
government is actively exploring how to support inno-
vations in postsecondary education, even those that 
might require regulatory or legislative changes. To 
safeguard against fraud and abuse, policies do need 
to be in place that define quality in higher educa-
tion. However, the department recognizes that the 

current rules and regulations were developed in a dif-
ferent era and need to be revisited in order to assess 
their relevance for today’s students and today’s in-
stitutions. As the federal government considers these 
needed changes to support CBE and other innova-
tions, the department noted that its representatives 
are engaging with accreditors and other stakeholders 
to ensure that any changes fully address the needs of 
our contemporary context. 

Accrediting Bodies
Regional accrediting bodies have the most direct 

impact on assuring quality in higher education, includ-
ing within CBE models. The six regional accreditors in 
the United States are independent, nonprofit entities 
which oversee a peer review process to ensure that 
postsecondary institutions meet a determined set of 
quality standards. As with federal regulators, region-
al accreditors have based many of their quality stan-
dards on a credit-hour-based assumption. Therefore, 
as more institutions develop CBE programs, the ac-
creditors recognize that their existing standards do 
not adequately define quality in a non-seat-time, 
non-credit-hour context. 

Adding to the challenge is the fact that regional 
accreditors have always reviewed and approved insti-
tutions as a whole—not individual programs within a 
given institution. With the federal government’s direct 
assessment program, however, the regional accreditors 
are being asked to approve the individual CBE program 
before it is sent on to the department for consideration.

The accreditors are now actively engaged with 
questions about how to evaluate the academic integ-
rity of the programs, the rigor of the assessments, 
and the role of faculty. Since accreditors are indepen-
dent, member-based entities, they each have unique 
policies and individual methods of assessing programs 
at their member institutions on a case-by-case basis. 
Some accreditors have taken steps to outline guid-
ance for how CBE programs should be designed so 
that they align with existing quality standards. In ad-
dition, the regional accreditors report that they plan 
to work together on developing strategies and poli-
cies for CBE in the context of regional accreditation.
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QUALITY STANDARDS AND 
THE WAY FORWARD

CBE is positioned to transform a number of fun-
damental aspects of higher education. The current 
efforts to promote and support the practice of CBE—
such as the initatives to build new programs like the 
Breakthrough Models Incubator or CBE Jumpstart, the 
community of practice and collaboration that is the 
C-BEN initiative, and the efforts by and with the U.S. 
Department of Education and regional accreditors to 
make sure that financial aid policies and peer reviews 
recognize CBE as a legitimate and accepted approach 
for achieving postsecondary learning and credentials—
are a good start. However, even with the progression 
of these efforts, there is still a long way to go in a 
number of areas in order to fully legitimize CBE as a 
workable innovation within the higher education are-
na; these issues will require a dedicated effort among 
practitioners from all stakeholder groups.

The convening’s attendees identified three import-
ant activities to support CBE as the field matures:

•	 Data Tracking and Making the Case for CBE �
Building support for CBE will require providing 
data to prove the effectiveness of the CBE ap-
proach to postsecondary degrees. Therefore, 
conversations around feasible and useful data 
collection will be critical in determining the best 
methodologies for existing and new CBE pro-
grams to employ as they seek to document and 
showcase the effectiveness of their programs. 

Issues around academic integrity of the model 
are the primary topics that will require data 
as evidence as the field evolves. Important re-
search questions include:

•	 Are students learning through these programs? 
Is the learning at the depth and breadth that 
is expected of college graduates? 

•	 Are the assessments valid and reliable? 

•	 Are employers satisfied with the performance 
of employees after they graduate? 

•	 Communication and Sharing of Best Practice�
Many participants at the convening expressed 

that developing a community of practice 
among professionals in the field is a key el-
ement in advancing CBE. It is important that 
CBE leaders have a forum to identify and com-
municate best practices as well as those prac-
tices that are not successful. 

Program design, assessments, and educational 
activities are all areas in which new programs 
could leverage a framework of best practices 
already identified by more established pro-
grams and leaders in the field. Participants 
noted that in the past, materials have been 
treated as private property by individual pro-
grams. They expressed, however, that it would 
be useful for the field as a whole to promote 
transparency by sharing such materials and 
collectively identifying the most effective 
practices and tools to implement. 

C-BEN is currently working to identify effective 
practices in order to share them with the grow-
ing community, and many other organizations 
have published considerable information about 
existing models. All of these efforts are a good 
start for what the field requires.

•	 Maintaining centrality of faculty �
CBE programs rely heavily on faculty to sup-
port the students and facilitate the learning, 
but most CBE models have transformed the 
role of the faculty as compared to traditional 
course-based instruction. Faculty need to bet-
ter understand their role in CBE and what the 
benefits are to the learner in this approach. 
The faculty’s importance to CBE cannot be 
understated. Without their support, CBE will 
not succeed. Faculty need to be involved in 
all institutional planning for and development 
of CBE initiatives. They need to be the co-cre-
ators of CBE programs so that they understand 
its pedagogy, its rigor, and its academic in-
tegrity. Faculty input is particularly critical 
in assuring that competency statements are 
clearly and accurately articulated. As subject 
matter experts, faculty must remain central 
to this process. 
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CONCLUSION
The CBE movement is uniquely posi-

tioned to build a new student-centered 
approach to postsecondary education 
that ensures its graduates are fully 
able to demonstrate the competencies 
needed in today’s workforce. Leaders 
in the field are enthusiastic about new 
developments but also recognize that 
further innovation must be grounded in 
a common framework of quality stan-
dards that ensures all stakeholders are 
being heard and that students are able 
to access all the benefits the approach 
offers. Through continued collaborative 
efforts to establish standards of quality, 
CBE has the potential to persist in trans-
forming the postsecondary landscape.
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