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Abstract 
This article examines the practices around Competency-Based Education (CBE) in the U.S. by examining best 
practices and interviews with leaders at multiple academic institutions to understand strategies being used, identify 
strengths and opportunities of CBE initiatives. Furthermore, the research will also include discussions on 
implications for organizations using a CBE approach to training and development strategies, and how HR leaders can 
extrapolate from current practices in academic institutions to organizations. 
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1. Introduction 
What is CBE? Educational programs that are competency-based are designed around the knowledge, skills, and 
professional dispositions that are necessary for success in a particular industry or field. With their high practicality 
for learners and employers, it’s no surprise that since 2012, the number of CBE programs in the U.S. has grown from 
20 to more than 500. 
Competency-based higher education highlights the competencies of individuals and often enables students to 
progress at their own pace. CBE programs offer working adults a convenient, self-paced way to earn a bachelor's 
degree (McDonald, 2018). How can we create more access to quality and affordable education in the U.S.? How can 
we significantly assist more students to reach their educational goals and improve their employment outcomes? How 
can we recognize the learning and experience the vast number of nontraditional students bring when they come to 
our colleges seeking a path to improved career opportunities and family-sustaining wages? 
In the twenty-first century, a high-quality, affordable postsecondary education is the key to both national 
competitiveness and individual success (Johnstone & oares, 2014).  
The value-proposition of CBE is that learners are able to demonstrate expertise in a body of knowledge and be able 
to apply the knowledge and skills in the real world. This reorientation builds a bridge between academics and 
employers, resulting in a better understanding of the knowledge and skills that students will need to succeed in work 
and in life. This is assuming that degree programs, course content, and learning outcomes are developed and 
designed in alignment with industry trends, practices, and expectations. 
Competencies are defined as a cluster of related knowledge, characteristics, attitudes and skills which have a great 
impact on the individual's job, have correlation with an individual's performance at work, can be evaluated by the 
accepted standards and are improved through training and development (Sanchez, 2010). 
While institutions such as Capella, Rasmussen, Western Governors University (WGU), and numerous other highly 
reputable institutions are using the CBE method, the argument is that CBE is an approach that improves teaching and 
student learning and provides a means for helping quality and affordability co-exist in higher education.  
2. Implications for Higher Education, Industry, and Students 
Historically, organizations have sought respective degrees as a means to deciding on the qualifications of an 
applicant in helping to predict their performance. Do student really have to be in a semester long course comprising 
fifteen weeks to gain the knowledge and be able to demonstrate attainment of the knowledge to successfully 
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complete a course? As we look at student retention, learners can become disengaged, bored, or less motivated in the 
registered course. Through work experience, individualized learning, and any given course materials, student can 
demonstrate their knowledge of a course content through objective assessments and performance assessments.  
Affordability 

• Is CBE a model that means affordability for more learners thus making higher education more accessible? 
• Could a shorter time to successfully complete a degree mean less disruption to families? 
• Can employers utilize a CBE model for Training and Development resulting in higher levels of productivity 

and be a more cost-efficient approach? 
Training and development interventions in organizations can sometimes be ongoing throughout a calendar year. Are 
T&D leaders able to integrate a CBE perspective, enabling learners to demonstrate their expertise in a given subject 
matter rather than having to participate in many hours of training? The concept of CBE applies in that trainers can 
facilitate assessments interventions that would determine an employee’s knowledge and ability to practice the 
concepts/materials/tools. How would this be of utility? 
There is less time for employees to spend pursuing a course. Instead, the employees can choose different methods in 
pursuing the course, such as an individualized approach, cohort-based, or choose to do a hybrid. There is less time 
away from one’s work. Productivity is impacted in a positive manner in that employees are developing additional 
expertise yet able to spend the time in their jobs.  
3. Competency-Based Education in Practice 
Students earn competency units based on demonstrated mastery of the course material through performance 
assessments or objective assessments. In the traditional model, the student is awarded credit hours based on “seat 
time”—a certain number of hours for 10 weeks per quarter or 15 weeks per semester, and a grade of D or better. At 
WGU, students show the competency of knowledge, skills and abilities independent of time. The validation of 
content mastery is perhaps a higher standard. 
The course materials are structured by competencies, created through collaboration between Product Development, 
current businesses and employers, and Subject Matter Experts (SMEs). The competencies are then aligned with 
objectives for each course. Performance assessments and objective assessments are created by the Product 
Development and SMEs.  
Students utilize a variety of learning resources, according to their needs, including but not limited to: online 
textbooks, quizzes, synchronous live sessions, 1:1 discussion with instructors and more. Since “time in seat” doesn’t 
define the passing of the course, students’ choice of type of learning and schedule for studying provides flexibility 
around other priorities. This may better support the student’s understanding that his achievement at the university is 
in his control (Malan, 2000). 
Further, this model may allow more students who have some college but no degree the ability to return to finish their 
education. Rising costs of tuition are putting higher education out of reach for most Americans, yet there is 
ever-increasing demand for complex skills in this global and dynamic economy (Burnette, 2016). In the WGU setting, 
students who have significant work history or knowledge in a subject, may attempt and pass assessments in shorter 
time periods. If the competency is shown, the units are earned (Soares, 2014). 
Disaggregated Faculty Model 
If passing an assessment is the standard by which progress to graduation is measured, the WGU model set out to 
safeguard the integrity of this process. The faculty is assigned only one of three roles: 
Course Instructor: full-time employees who teach content, assist in individualized learning and study plans, and 
identify readiness for assessments in collaboration with students. 
Program Mentor: full-time employees who orient students to learning resources and process; support student through 
goal setting, refer to university services; meet with students weekly or bi-weekly from beginning of program to 
graduation. 
Evaluation/Assessment: scores objective assessments and evaluates performance assessments for content and 
articulation.  
Capella University 
At Capella University, FlexPath –its’ direct assessment model – enables learners to move at their own pace, helping 
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them balance the demands of going back to school with their busy lives. They set their own deadlines and have more 
control over the costs of their education. When other responsibilities like work and family grow, learners can hit 
pause on their degree completion timeline as well as on their tuition bills. The program, launched in 2013, has proven 
successful, as it recently celebrated a milestone of over 4,000 FlexPath graduates and growing (Senese, 2019).  
Rasmussen College 
The CBE format facilitates universities and colleges from the traditional semester or term hours to a focus on 
academic proficiency. Students bring experience and knowledge from current and previous work and other 
experiences for which they can establish proficiency of the course content. Put simply, students are able to 
demonstrate their knowledge through the respective assessments (Doherty, 2018). Rasmussen College defines CBE 
of academic instruction and evaluation based upon students demonstrating their mastery of a subject. This method 
focuses on having students “show what they know” and applying the concepts they’ve learned to evaluations that 
show they’ve truly grasped the subject. 
Do student actually save money? At Rasmussen College, students have the option to supplement their standard CBE 
courses with self-directed assessments that allow them to test out of courses they may already have a handle on. 
4. What’s the Value of Competency-Based Education for Students and Employers? 
The findings of this study suggest that CBE can make a valuable complement to the traditional higher education 
model and a functional alternative pathway to post-secondary credentials. While CBE has the potential to enhance 
existing models of higher education to address access, quality, and productivity challenges, it is certainly not a 
panacea that will save higher education and no one has claimed that it is. What competency-based education can 
bring is a catalyst for change and innovation that our higher education system desperately needs (Chen, 2018). 
In reviewing these CBE programs and others, we found them to be flexible as their structure depends on the 
individual learner, the programs facilitated students to control their pacing because they are not confined by a set 
learning process, and student have more ownership over their learning. A major benefit is the cost and the ability to 
the cost of CBE programs and the opportunity for students to integrate their real-world skills and competency 
development. Furthermore, employers are able to partner with academic institutions to reduce the time employees 
spend on a course, integrate practical experiences for credits, and ensure the relevance of course information to 
practice in the industry.  
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