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Innovations in educational models focused on learning outcomes have 

captured a great deal of attention, but there are many barriers to adoption 

DQG�VFDODELOLW\��ΖQ������ZH�EHJDQ�WR�GLVFXVV�D�MRLQW�H΍RUW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�

American Council on Education and Blackboard to research the development 

of badges and other micro-credentials representing learning outcomes as 

emerging trends in both higher education and training environments. As 

we spoke to interested stakeholders and proceeded with our investigation 

of outcomes-based innovations, we came to focus on competency-based 

HGXFDWLRQ��&%(��DV�D�VLJQLȴFDQW�VRXUFH�RI�FUHGHQWLDOLQJ�WKDW�GLYHUJHV�IURP�

traditional post-secondary pathways. One practical impediment in our 

discussions was that not everyone was using the same terminology to refer to 

the same aspects of post-secondary education. This led to our development 

of a lexicon, Clarifying Competency-based Education Terms: A Lexicon,1 to 

FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�ȴHOG�D�VKDUHG�YRFDEXODU\�IRU�GLVFXVVLRQ��

Following the distribution of this lexicon, we held four roundtables that 

included multiple stakeholders and subject matter experts in the area 

of CBE. Our goal was to discern the main areas of interest and concern, 

and potential gaps, that higher education CBE stakeholders faced. This 

paper is the result of those four roundtable discussions. We hope you 

ZLOO�ȴQG�LW�XVHIXO�DQG�WKDW�LW�ZLOO�FRQWLQXH�WR�SURYRNH�IXUWKHU�&%(�RULHQWHG�

conversations in higher education circles.     

A key premise of this paper is that while credit-hour processes are likely 

to remain deeply embedded in post-secondary systems for some time, 

there is ample opportunity for innovation with competencies as a parallel 

and complementary currency. Credit hours provide a basis for our current 

models of exchange in higher education, including credits required for 

GHJUHH�DWWDLQPHQW��ȴQDQFLDO�DLG��WUDQVIHUV�EHWZHHQ�LQVWLWXWLRQV��DQG�RWKHU�

critical functions. Competencies can provide representations of learning 

RXWFRPHV�WKDW�DUH�PRUH�ȵH[LEOH�DQG�WUDQVSDUHQW�DQG�FDQ�EH�DSSOLHG�LQ�

multiple contexts within and outside educational institutions.

This paper focuses on the complexity of implementing CBE practices in the credit-

KRXU�HQYLURQPHQW��UHȵHFWLQJ�FKDOOHQJHV�VXUIDFHG�LQ�RXU�URXQGWDEOH�GLVFXVVLRQV��

But it also helps us visualize new opportunities– in the Appendix we provide 

scenarios that illustrate how competencies provide broad value in educational 

processes, not only as a means of documenting student achievement, but also to 

create meaningful connections between jobseekers and employment, for faculty 

DQG�VWD΍�GHYHORSPHQW��DQG�IRU�HFRQRPLF�GHYHORSPHQW��
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Introduction
For over a century, the credit hour has been a unit of measure in U.S. post-

secondary education, a recognized “currency” for educational achievement 

and completion of credentials. Processes built around credit hours are 

based on industrial-age, highly-structured, time-based educational models, 

presenting challenges in adapting these processes in an information-age 

HFRQRP\�WKDW�UHOLHV�RQ�JUHDWHU�ȵH[LELOLW\�DQG�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�DSSO\�OHDUQLQJ�

in rapidly changing circumstances. Recent innovations in competency-

based education address 21st-century needs by focusing on mastery 

of competencies regardless of “seat time,” providing opportunities to 

reconsider how educational systems can be structured around learning 

outcomes. This shift in focus can generate new “currency” based on the 

value of competencies among stakeholders in our educational ecosystems. 

This paper investigates the social, practical, and policy implications of 

competency-based education and how credits and competencies both 

UHȵHFW�LPSRUWDQW�VWUXFWXUHV�RI�YDOXH�IRU�GLYHUVH�VWDNHKROGHUV��JRYHUQPHQW�

agencies, educational leaders and administrators, faculty, assessors, 

students, and employers.

7KH�Ȋ&DUQHJLH�XQLWȋ�ZDV�RULJLQDOO\�GHȴQHG�LQ�WKH�ODWH���WK�FHQWXU\�DV�

a way of standardizing students’ high school work to facilitate college 

admissions.2 It was broadly adopted in U.S. post-secondary education 

as an eligibility requirement for the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching faculty pension system.3 Soon the “Carnegie 

XQLWȋ�ZDV�DGDSWHG�WR�GHȴQH�WLPH�EDVHG�ȊFUHGLW�KRXUȋ�XQLWV�IRU�GHWHUPLQLQJ�

faculty teaching load as part of the standardization of educational 

processes and degrees in an industrial era. The credit hour was never 

intended to measure student learning, but over the years it accrued value 

as a proxy for student outcomes and as a well-understood, common unit 

of course and credential time-based processes. 

$V�HDUO\�DV�������WKH�&DUQHJLH�)RXQGDWLRQ�H[SOLFLWO\�VWDWHG�WKH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�

between time spent in a learning process and the learning results 

attained.4 Ernest Boyer, then president of the Foundation, re-iterated 

WKLV�SRLQW�LQ������DQG�ZHQW�RQ�WR�VWDWH��ȊIRU�IDU�WRR�ORQJ�HGXFDWLRQ�LQ�

this country has been based on seat time, not on learning… the time has 

come to bury once and for all the old Carnegie Unit”.5 Nonetheless, so 

PDQ\�HGXFDWLRQDO�SURFHVVHV�UHO\�RQ�WKH�ȴ[HG��VWDQGDUGL]HG�XQLW�RI�WKH�

Carnegie credit hour that a massive retooling would be necessary to use 

GL΍HUHQW�PHWKRGV�RI�PHDVXUHPHQW�

Credits and 
competencies both 
re!ect important 
structures of 
value for diverse 
stakeholders.
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Competency-
based education 

faces fewer 
barriers when 

outcomes-based 
approaches 

are compatible 
with credit-hour 

systems and 
processes.

The entrenched nature of the credit hour does not mean that educational 

systems focused on learning outcomes are not possible and desirable. In 

fact, critics of the credit hour argue that alternative models for recognizing 

student learning are essential to address the shortcomings of the opaque 

and unreliable representations provided by grades and academic 

transcripts. Several other illustrations of these same issues include:

 › 'L΍HUHQW�XQLYHUVLW\�OHYHO�%LRORJ\�����FRXUVHV�WDXJKW�GL΍HUHQWO\�FDQ�
KDYH�GL΍HUHQW�OHDUQLQJ�RXWFRPHV��EXW�WKH�VDPH�FUHGLW�YDOXH��

 › The same course across higher education institutions can have both 
GL΍HUHQW�V\OODEL�DQG�GL΍HUHQW�FUHGLW�YDOXHV��

 › 21st century employers complain about the lack of workforce skills 
that 120 credits of higher education can represent. 

([WHUQDO�LQȵXHQFHV�DUH�H[HUWLQJ�SUHVVXUH�RQ�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�WR�GHYHORS�

alternatives to traditional seat-time models and help students achieve 

lifelong learning and career goals.� 

 › Approximately 85% of U.S. higher education students today are not 
attending full time, living on campus, or being supported by their 
SDUHQWV��7KH�PDMRULW\�DUH�RYHU�����QHHG�WR�ZRUN�WR�D΍RUG�HGXFDWLRQ��
attend multiple institutions, and are actively working toward job and 
career goals.7

 › Jobs increasingly require post-secondary education and workers need 
WR�ȴQG�ZD\V�WR�DFFHVV�XSZDUG�PRELOLW\�WKDWȇV�D΍RUGDEOH�DQG�WLPHO\�8

 › There is a perceived mismatch between what employers need and 
what traditional education is providing.�

 › Even in this time of stubborn unemployment and under-
HPSOR\PHQW������RI�8�6��HPSOR\HUV�UHSRUW�GLɝFXOW\�LQ�ȴOOLQJ�MREV�
due to a lack of applicants with appropriate skills, with the talent 
shortage most acute in skilled trades. More than half of employers 
VWDWH�WKDW�WKLV�JDS�KDV�D�VLJQLȴFDQW�LPSDFW�RQ�WKHLU�EXVLQHVVHV�10

Competency-based education programs can be designed to address these 

issues. Given the broad implications of federal, state, and institutional policies 

and practices based on the credit hour, CBE faces fewer barriers when 

outcomes-based approaches are compatible with credit-hour systems and 

processes. Federal guidelines for direct assessment and experimental sites 

can provide a context for more extensive future changes in our educational 

systems, but in the short term, the reach of these initiatives will extend to few 

students. Innovating “within an existing frame,” as Amy Laitinen points out 

in Cracking the Credit Hour,11�LV�DOVR�DQ�H΍HFWLYH�DSSURDFK��DQG�RQH�WKDW�FDQ�

UDSLGO\�SURYLGH�EHQHȴWV�IRU�ODUJH�QXPEHUV�RI�VWXGHQWV�
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Considering these key issues, this paper raises questions concerning the 

broader implications of CBE, philosophical challenges surrounding the 

credit hour and competencies, pragmatic and scalability issues in CBE 

programs, and student and employer understanding of competencies, 

DV�UHȵHFWHG�LQ�RXU�URXQGWDEOH�GLVFXVVLRQV��7KHVH�TXHVWLRQV�DQG�

implications are framed by illustrations of the currency value of credits 

and competencies in educational ecosystems.

Credits as currency
Do we need a new currency for measuring post-secondary outcomes and achievement? Credits are well-

understood currency, used throughout administration, management, and funding processes among post-

secondary education stakeholders. The longevity and ubiquity of credits implies tacit understanding of their 

value, but a deeper understanding of this value requires analysis of how it is derived and validated. 

Just a few representative examples illustrate how credits provide practical value and address some critical needs 

of key stakeholders in post-secondary ecosystems.

Government stakeholders
 › Federal and state government agencies use 
FUHGLWV�WR�GHȴQH�KRZ�ȴQDQFLDO�DLG�LV�DZDUGHG�

Educational institution leader stakeholders
 › Educational institution leaders use credits to 

understand key performance indicators at their 
institutions, such as enrollments, progress 
toward degrees, and degree attainment.

Institutional administrator stakeholders
 › Institutional administrators use credits to manage 

enterprise education business processes and to 
track key components, such as full- and part-time 
student status, faculty teaching load, and the 
GHȴQLWLRQ�RI�GHJUHH�UHTXLUHPHQWV�

Subject matter expert stakeholders
 › 6XEMHFW�PDWWHU�H[SHUWV�XVH�FUHGLWV�WR�GHȴQH�

the units in curriculum structures that become 
degree requirements.

Teaching faculty stakeholders
 › Teaching faculty use credits to measure their 

teaching load, what counts as overload, and 
full-time/part-time status, which applies to 
UHWLUHPHQW�DQG�RWKHU�EHQHȴWV��

Assessment stakeholders
 › Assessment stakeholders both inside and 

outside the educational institution use credits as 
units that encapsulate learning achievements to 
be evaluated and measured, both for individual 
students and across programs and degrees.

Student stakeholders
 › Students use credits to understand degree 

requirements and progress toward degrees.

Employer stakeholders
 › Employers see credits as components of 

degrees and as units of measurement for tuition 
reimbursement programs.

Do we need a 
new currency for 
measuring post-
secondary outcomes 
and achievement? 
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The value of education, of course, goes far beyond these practical needs. 

The validation of credits and evaluation of how well they meet the needs 

of 21st-century educational ecosystems is complex and multi-faceted. 

Validation requires collectively answering questions such as:

 › Do the credits accurately represent the learning achievements 
they’re designed to represent?

 › To whom are the credits meaningful, and how is that meaning 
applied in ways that provide value for stakeholders?

 › Does the provider have the authority to issue the credits?

 › Has the learning represented by the credits been accurately assessed?

 › Are the credits valuable in contexts other than the institution 
issuing the credits?

 › Are the learning achievements represented by the credits 
applicable in multiple contexts, and what is their “exchange value” 
in various contexts?

Addressing these questions goes beyond the practical utility of credits in 

order to evaluate the breadth and depth of their validation. This evaluation 

is complicated by the fact that the values in our educational ecosystems 

are changing in response to 21st-century needs. The shift from industrial 

PRGHOV�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�WR�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DJH�LQQRYDWLRQV�LV�H[SRVLQJ�ȴVVXUHV�LQ�

systems that assume the value of credits.

The shi" from 
industrial models 

of education to 
information-age 

innovations is 
exposing #ssures 

in systems that 
assume the value 

of credits.
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Representative examples illustrate how credits fail to address some critical needs of key stakeholders in post-

secondary ecosystems.

Government stakeholders
 › Credit-hour systems and their corresponding 
ȴQDQFLDO�DLG�UHTXLUHPHQWV�ZRUN�DJDLQVW�
students who cannot complete a degree in 
one stretch of time and at a single educational 
institution, thereby hindering degree attainment, 
employment, and economic growth.

Educational institution leader stakeholders
 › Credits do not represent educational quality, 

the validity of learning achievements in multiple 
contexts, or the ability of graduates to succeed in 
lifelong learning and careers.

Institutional administrator stakeholders
 › &UHGLW�V\VWHPV�DUH�ULJLG�DQG�GLɝFXOW�WR�DGDSW�WR�
FKDQJHV�LQ�FXUULFXOXP�DQG�ȵH[LEOH�PRGHOV�IRU�
degree requirements.

Subject matter expert stakeholders
 › Credits do not adequately represent the 

complexity of learning achievements in a body 
of knowledge and how those achievements are 
applicable in multiple contexts.

Teaching faculty stakeholders
 › Credits do not accurately represent the 

complexity of a teaching load or the 
investments faculty make in helping students 
achieve learning outcomes. 

Assessment stakeholders
 › Credits do not represent educational quality, and 

they are rather arbitrary units to encapsulate 
learning achievements to be evaluated and 
measured, both for individual students and 
across programs and degrees.

Student stakeholders
 › Credits do not transparently represent students’ 

learning achievements, and they often are not 
portable or applicable across multiple contexts.

Employer stakeholders
 › Credits do not adequately represent learning 

achievements or what a potential employee can do. 

Can competencies provide a new currency that augments the value of credits in educational ecosystems? How 

do competencies address the needs of 21st-century educational ecosystems?

Can competencies 
provide a new currency 
that augments the value 
of credits in educational 
ecosystems?
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The implications of competency-based education
Competency-based learning (CBL) models and competency-based 

education (CBE)12 programs are evolving rapidly as stakeholders 

throughout our educational ecosystems confront the complex implications 

of focusing on learning outcomes.

The United States Department of Education has been taking a long, hard 

look at creating alternative pathways for college completion for post-

traditional learners. This federal examination has led to recommendations 

regarding CBE programs and their value for students facing barriers to 

completing a college degree in the traditional manner. Federal guidance 

now includes structured opportunities for direct assessment and 

experimental sites for deeper exploration of the value of CBE.13 Regional 

accreditors have examined both their philosophies and their guidelines 

regarding competency-based degree programs and credentials in order to 

foster innovation while ensuring quality.14

Individual colleges, universities, and even university systems have initiated 

programs incorporating competencies as the central focus.15 These 

examples of CBE are provoking strong discussions among academics 

about how competencies map to their current programs and goals. 

Participants in the CBE movement are beginning to realize the many broad 

implications of these innovations, including:

Societal implications: Competency-based models open up 

possibilities for long-needed renewal of higher education and institutional 

opportunities to participate in: (a) transitioning from an industrial to an 

information society; (b) restructuring the economics of higher education, 

and (c) democratizing access for underserved populations. 

Practice implications: Competency-based models may solve 

the issue of outcomes and achievement accountability with which 

institutions now struggle, as assessment and accountability are 

inherent in the structure of a competency framework.  

Policy implications: If competency-based systems are ultimately 

supported by federal and state policies to the extent of credit hour-

based systems, the systems can inform each other and work against 

the forces of stagnation and obsolescence. If federal and state policy 

makers formally recognize the value of competency-based systems, 

this would encourage the potential for growth of CBE programs and 

hasten evolution of the currency value of competencies.

Competency-based 
models open up 

possibilities for long-
needed renewal of 
higher education.
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Philosophical challenges regarding credits and 
competencies as currency
One of the issues that often comes up in the debates over credit hour-
based learning and competency-based learning concerns validation of 
learning achievements. Assuming both models employ assessments of 
student learning and achievement, the controversy is really about what is 
being assessed in each instance. To put it most boldly, what is important 
to validate in a student’s learning experience – the amount of time put 
into a chunk of instruction and the student’s ability to reiterate what 
was contained in that instruction, or mastery of a competency that is 
demonstrated by the student’s ability to apply it in a given situation? 

Of course, this binary represents two ends of a spectrum of thought about 
WKH�JRDOV�RI�LQVWUXFWLRQ��OHDUQLQJ��DQG�FHUWLȴFDWLRQ�RI�OHDUQLQJ��)HZ�ZRXOG�EH�LQ�
agreement with the former in its strictest form, as almost all higher education 
professionals would agree that a rote repetition of what was learned is not a 
VXɝFLHQW�GHPRQVWUDWLRQ�RI�VWXGHQW�DFKLHYHPHQW��6R�WKH�SKLORVRSKLFDO�GHEDWH�
is actually more subtle. It is about degrees of competency demonstration, 
and degrees of competency leading to actual mastery. And it is about how 
GL΍HUHQW�DVVHVVRUV�FKRRVH�WKH�W\SHV�DQG�GHJUHHV�RI�FRPSHWHQF\�WR�ZKLFK�
credits are assigned. Thus, how credits correlate (or not) to competencies is 
really the nexus of the philosophical debate. 

Digging a little deeper, the discussion becomes more subtle yet, as there 
are degree and licensure programs that have always had to measure 
and assess competency and mastery in standardized ways – such as in 
medicine, nursing, law, accounting, education, and a number of other 
disciplines. Is it the case that credits in these disciplines hold a greater 
value than in other disciplines, because the need for basic comparability 
across degree programs has always been greater for these disciplines?

Considering the transferability or portability of knowledge, credits, 
and competencies, one practical implication is the use of credits from 
one institution to another. Credits are rather easily transcripted and 
transferred, although students often do not get the full value of these 
FUHGLWV�DW�D�GL΍HUHQW�LQVWLWXWLRQ��+RZ�DUH�FRPSHWHQFLHV�DV�XQLWV�RI�
knowledge and/or ability transferred? Are there new methodologies or 
technologies that can assist with this? If none exist as of yet, what are 
WKH�VSHFLȴFDWLRQV�QHHGHG�IRU�VXFK�LQQRYDWLRQV"�7KH�EDVLF�XQLYHUVLW\�
transcript does not seem like a solution, especially in the case of transfer of 
FRPSHWHQFLHV�EHWZHHQ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�WKDW�XVH�GL΍HUHQW�VHWV�RI�FRPSHWHQFLHV�
RU�GL΍HUHQW�DVVHVVPHQW�PHWKRGRORJLHV�IRU�FRPSHWHQFLHV��

What is important 
to validate in a 
student’s learning 
experience?

What do CBE 
and credit hour 
currencies represent?
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Naturally, this leads to the notion of possibly sharing or standardizing 

competencies as open assets. Wouldn’t competencies transfer more 

easily if they could be standardized across university programs? Does this 

imply that every university program should follow the model of licensure 

programs which require a comprehensive licensure examination or 

assessment, for example? Are standardized competencies a requirement 

to establish their value?�� And would standardization of competencies 

contribute to higher education ecosystems of trust and validation?

Other key philosophical challenges pertain to faculty performance and 

responsibilities. Under a competency-based system, how are faculty 

SHUIRUPDQFH�DQG�ORDG�GHȴQHG"�+RZ�DUH�IDFXOW\�WUDLQHG�DQG�WKHLU�

performance measured? Should the measurements be based on the 

competency achievements and mastery of their students? Given the 

recent trends in disaggregation of faculty roles in CBE programs, what new 

models for faculty responsibilities are evolving, and how well do these 

models meet the needs of stakeholders in our educational ecosystems? 

Are these models more scalable than those used under standard credit-

hour teaching systems? Are they less so?  

Broader implications include: 

Policy implications: Because a competency-based system can 

make learning more visible, the portability or transferability issue, 

particularly around basic skills assumed to be delivered through 

JHQHUDO�HGXFDWLRQ�SURJUDPV��FRXOG�EH�JUHDWO\�VLPSOLȴHG��:LWK�

PLQRU�GL΍HUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�LQ�FULWHULD�IRU�HYDOXDWLQJ�

critical thinking, written communication, information literacy, 

TXDQWLWDWLYH�UHDVRQLQJ��RUDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ��VFLHQWLȴF�UHDVRQLQJ��

etc., a competency-based medium for transfer could be much more 

straightforward than in current practices.

Practice implications: Competency-based systems and the 

GLVDJJUHJDWLRQ�RI�WKH�UROHV�RI�IDFXOW\�R΍HU�UHQHZDO�IRU�IDFXOW\�

through a shift from being responsible for everything that occurs 

LQ�D�FRXUVH�WR�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�VSHFLȴF�VNLOOV�DQG�SDVVLRQV��GHVLJQLQJ�

and curating powerful environments for students’ construction 

of knowledge; mentoring; evaluating student performance; and 

evaluating program performance. 

Competency-based 
systems can 

make learning 
more visible.
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Pragmatic and scalability issues 
A recurring theme in most discussions of the practicality of introducing 

CBE programs at higher education institutions revolves around the 

inter-operability and integration of systems already in place with the 

requirements for CBE. This implies that the technology already in place 

may need upgrades and changes; but it also implies that the processes 

and procedures already in place at post-secondary institutions may need 

XSJUDGHV��UHYLVLRQV��ZRUNȵRZ�FKDQJHV��DQG�LQQRYDWLYH�WKLQNLQJ�

Most technologies utilized by higher education were built with credits as 

the units of student achievement and progression, including how term 

lengths are built into the systems and how they output data and provide 

reporting. Various adaptations are necessary to integrate these systems 

with competency-based requirements, such as varying term lengths, 

allowing for self-paced learning, permitting assessment on demand, and 

WUDFNLQJ�GL΍HUHQW�W\SHV�RI�OHDUQLQJ�DFKLHYHPHQWV��%ULGJLQJ�VWUDWHJLHV�DUH�LQ�

place for CBE programs in the context of a larger, credit-based institution, 

but one of the major pragmatic challenges faced by such programs is the 

system integration and the technology adaptation needed for scalability 

of CBE programs. Temporary manual solutions are common; but there is 

a need for longer term, more growth-oriented technological solutions for 

CBE in post-secondary contexts.

Some institutions initiate CBE programs outside the main institutional 

complex, in part to avoid having to address the technology integration 

issues. But in order for such programs to scale, become integrated with 

the rest of the institution, and meet the broader needs of stakeholders, 

WKH�WHFKQRORJLFDO��VWDɝQJ��DQG�SURFHVV�UHTXLUHPHQWV�RI�&%(�QHHG�WR�

become part of the infrastructure of the institution. In particular, isolated 

CBE programs do not meet the needs of students who transfer between 

programs or expect continuity from one educational experience to 

another. Capitalizing on areas of overlap and synthesizing business goals 

across CBE and traditional credit-hour programs helps all stakeholders 

understand the value of CBE innovations. 

Other pragmatic issues include: (a) current models of faculty compensation 

are contingent on the credit hour as a basis for pay and promotion, most 

especially in the arena of contingent faculty pay structures, and (b) most 

ȴQDQFLDO�DLG�LV�GLVEXUVHG�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�FUHGLW�KRXU��7KLV�UHIHUV�EDFN�WR�

the steps the Department of Education is taking to encourage the re-

examination of current teaching, assessment, and tuition models, as well 

DV�ȴQDQFLDO�DLG�DQG�KRZ�LW�JHWV�GLVWULEXWHG�

Synthesizing 
business goals 
across CBE 
and traditional 
credit-hour 
programs helps 
all stakeholders 
understand the 
value of CBE 
innovations. 
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Broader pragmatic issues include:

Societal implications: The technology and processes needed to 

implement CBE span the entire student lifecycle, creating a need for 

LQGXVWU\�ZLGH�SROLF\�DQG�SUDFWLFH�VWUDWHJLHV�WKDW�UHȵHFW�LQGXVWULDO�WR�

information age shifts.

Policy implications: Once CBE practices attain critical mass and 

establish productive business models, state and federal policy may 

begin to recognize and support the practice through policy shifts that 

reward transparency and performance.

Student and employer understanding of the  
value of competencies
Typical discussions with students about achieving a post-secondary degree 

tend to revolve around how many credits are needed to complete their 

studies. This is natural, especially in a higher education world in which 

credits have been the standard currency for over a century. Explaining to 

students that a competency-based degree can actually be advantageous 

WR�WKHP�FDQ�SRVH�FKDOOHQJHV�LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�FRQȴGHQFH�WKDW�WKH\�

are pursuing the “right” path. Students may want to know how they can 

evaluate the quality of a CBE program, most especially if they are post-

traditional students who are making their own decisions about where and 

what to study. Presenting the advantages of a CBE program, including 

self-paced study, the ability to advance based on competencies they have 

previously mastered, access to mentors or tutors as part of the program, 

and other special features, could help to communicate the value of CBE. 

Students who are already working in the career or professional space in 

which they are studying could be the best candidates for CBE programs.

As CBE programs tend to be tightly tied to workforce opportunities and 

professional credentials, employers are key stakeholders both in the 

formulation of the competencies needed to achieve a competency-based 

degree and in the degree’s marketability. Many competency-based 

program designers interview employers about the skill sets necessary 

for career success, and many include employers in the development of 

their competencies, instructional materials, and assessments. Some CBE 

programs include an on-the-job component in which employers play 

a critical role in the success of students achieving their learning goals. 

Employer participation in the creation and implementation of pathways to 

VXFFHVV�IRU�VWXGHQWV�LV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�FRPSRQHQW�LQ�&%(�SURJUDP�HɝFDF\�

Employer 
participation in 

the creation and 
implementation 

of pathways 
to success for 

students is 
an important 

component in 
CBE program 

e$cacy.
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Nevertheless, the question remains as to whether employer 

acceptance of competencies will easily translate in a scalable way 

into student demand for competencies. This is one of the crucial 

unknowns as the CBE trend gains momentum. One feature of 

competency-based innovation has been the evolution of badges and 

other micro-credentials as useful bearers of competencies achieved 

and milestones attained – most especially as related to employment 

skills and workforce needs. As industries and employers begin 

to accept the value of such accomplishments, badges and micro-

credentials can become part of the framework for competencies and 

their exchange value among students and employers. 

Other implications include:   

Societal implications: The growth of CBE could lead to more 

dialogue between education and business, opening opportunities 

IRU�EXVLQHVV�DQG�LQGXVWU\�WR�LQȵXHQFH�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�EH\RQG�WKH�

current commercial partnerships in the higher education space.

Practice implications: CBE provides educators with clear 

teaching targets and provides students with clear learning 

WDUJHWV��(GXFDWLRQ�WKXV�EHFRPHV�GHP\VWLȴHG�IRU�DOO�VWDNHKROGHUV��

including employers. 

Badges, micro-
credentials, and 
competencies 
can accrue 
exchange value 
among students 
and employers.
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Competencies as currency
How can competencies provide a new, complementary currency for professional credentials, just as credit hours 

already have recognized currency value? In order for competencies to have currency value, they need to provide real 

EHQHȴWV�LQ�FRPSOH[�HFRV\VWHPV�RI�VWDNHKROGHUV�DQG�SURFHVVHV�

Just a few representative examples illustrate how competencies provide practical value and address some critical 

needs of key stakeholders in post-secondary ecosystems.

Government stakeholders
 › Federal and state government agencies 
EHQHȴW�ZKHQ�FRPSHWHQFLHV�DUH�ZHOO�DOLJQHG�
with workforce development, providing direct 
HFRQRPLF�HPSOR\PHQW�EHQHȴWV�

Educational institution leader stakeholders
 › (GXFDWLRQDO�LQVWLWXWLRQ�OHDGHUV�EHQHȴW�ZKHQ�

competency-based programs improve student 
satisfaction, retention, and degree attainment.

Institutional administrator stakeholders
 › ΖQVWLWXWLRQDO�DGPLQLVWUDWRUV�EHQHȴW�ZKHQ�

competencies are mapped to clear, logical 
GHJUHH�UHTXLUHPHQWV�DQG�SURYLGH�VFD΍ROGLQJ�IRU�
the relationships among stackable credentials.

Subject matter expert stakeholders
 › 6XEMHFW�PDWWHU�H[SHUWV�EHQHȴW�IURP�

competencies that clearly articulate the learning 
outcomes within and across disciplines.

Teaching faculty stakeholders
 › 7HDFKLQJ�IDFXOW\�EHQHȴW�IURP�WUDQVSDUHQW�

understanding of targeted student  
learning outcomes. 

Assessment stakeholders
 › $VVHVVPHQW�VWDNHKROGHUV�EHQHȴW�IURP�ZHOO�
GHȴQHG�FRPSHWHQFLHV�WKDW�UHȵHFW�OHDUQLQJ�
achievements to be evaluated and measured, 
both for individual students and across 
programs and degrees.

Student stakeholders
 › 6WXGHQWV�EHQHȴW�IURP�WUDQVSDUHQW�

understanding of the competencies  
required for credentials.

Employer stakeholders
 › (PSOR\HUV�EHQHȴW�IURP�WUDQVSDUHQW�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�

of the competency mastery of graduates.

The validation of competencies and evaluation of how well they meet the needs of 21st-century educational 

ecosystems can be honed by collectively answering questions such as:

 › Do the competencies accurately represent the learning achievements they’re designed to represent?

 › To whom are the competencies meaningful, and how is that meaning applied in ways that provide  
value for stakeholders?

 › Has the learning represented by the competencies been accurately assessed?

 › Are the learning achievements represented by the competencies applicable in multiple contexts, and what 
is their “exchange value” in various contexts?
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These are some of the same questions as can be applied to the value of credits, and the responses will not be the 

VDPH�IRU�FUHGLWV�DQG�FRPSHWHQFLHV��DV�WKHVH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�OHDUQLQJ�DFKLHYHPHQWV�VHUYH�GL΍HUHQW�SXUSRVHV��

&RPSHWHQFLHV�DUH�PRUH�YDULDEOH�DQG�PRUH�SURQH�WR�FKDQJH�RYHU�WLPH�WKDQ�WKH�ȴ[HG�XQLW�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�FUHGLW�

hours, which is both a strength and a weakness. So it’s not surprising that competencies also present challenges 

for key stakeholders in post-secondary ecosystems, as these examples illustrate.

Government stakeholders
 › Competencies are not equal units of 
PHDVXUHPHQW��DQG�VWXGHQWV�SXUVXH�GL΍HUHQW�
paths to competency mastery, complicating 
SURFHVVHV�IRU�GHWHUPLQLQJ�ȴQDQFLDO�DLG�DQG�RWKHU�
types of student support.

Educational institution leader stakeholders
 › Competencies change over time, requiring 
RQJRLQJ�LQYHVWPHQW�LQ�UHGHȴQLWLRQ�RI�GHJUHH�
requirements and alignment to workforce needs.

Institutional administrator stakeholders
 › Because competencies are not equal units of 
PHDVXUHPHQW�DQG�VWXGHQWV�SXUVXH�GL΍HUHQW�
paths to competency mastery, institutional 
UHSRUWLQJ��ȴQDQFLDO��DQG�WLPH�WHUP�EDVHG�
processes are more complex.

Subject matter expert stakeholders
 › Changes in competencies over time require 

ongoing revision of learning resources, 
FXUULFXOXP��DQG�FRPSHWHQF\�VFD΍ROGLQJ�

Teaching faculty stakeholders
 › Students’ progress toward competency mastery 

and their need for support is variable, unlike the 
SUHGLFWDEOH�SDFLQJ�DQG�ORDG�RI�WHUPV�ZLWK�ȴQDO�
grades delivered at an end-date. 

Assessment stakeholders
 › As competencies change over time, assessments 

and related resources also require ongoing 
revision, complicating assessment research and 
longitudinal analysis.

Student stakeholders
 › Lifelong learning requires ongoing mastery of 
QHZ�DGGLWLRQDO�FRPSHWHQFLHV��XQOLNH�WKH�ȴ[HG�
credits represented in a terminal degree.

Employer stakeholders
 › Alignment of competencies to job requirements 

needs periodic revision and investment in 
ongoing collaboration with education providers 
for workforce development.

 

The requirements for a terminal, credit hour-based degree can be relatively static for decades, providing stability 

and certainty for stakeholders in our educational ecosystems. But the cost of this stability can be stagnation and 

a lack of dynamic interactions between academic institutions and other stakeholders. A balance between the 

EHQHȴWV�RI�FUHGLWV�DQG�FRPSHWHQFLHV�FDQ�SURYLGH�D�EDVLV�IRU�RQJRLQJ�UHYLVLRQ��UHMXYHQDWLRQ��DQG�LQYHVWPHQWV�LQ�

LQQRYDWLRQ��PDNLQJ�SRVW�VHFRQGDU\�FUHGHQWLDOV�OLYLQJ��EUHDWKLQJ�UHȵHFWLRQV�RI�WKH�QHHGV�RI�D���VW�FHQWXU\�ZRUOG��
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Appendix: Competency-based education scenarios

Scenarios illustrate how competencies can add 

value to educational processes, not only as a means 

of documenting student achievement, but also to 

create meaningful connections between jobseekers 

DQG�HPSOR\PHQW��IRU�IDFXOW\�DQG�VWD΍�GHYHORSPHQW��
and for economic development.

17�7KHVH�ȴFWLWLRXV�
scenarios provide examples of how currency value for 

competencies can be established among stakeholders.

University context

The University of the Plains system is comprised of 

WKH�ȵDJVKLS�FDPSXV�DQG�IRXU�VDWHOOLWH�LQVWLWXWLRQV��
Plains enjoys international standing for its research in 

sustainable agriculture and veterinary sciences and 

a strong regional reputation for medicine, business, 

education, and engineering. 

Plains was hit hard during the recession. Enrollments are 

down, retention rates are low, and state funding has been 

decreasing for years. Their state legislature is phasing in 

performance-based funding, and university stakeholders 

are concerned that they are not prepared for these 

FKDQJHV�WKDW�FRXOG�LPSDFW�ȴQDQFHV�HYHQ�PRUH��7KH\�VHH�
CBE programs as a potential advantage in attracting and 

keeping students, but there are many questions about how 

these programs would be designed and provide value.

Government stakeholders

The Governor and the state legislature, in a rare show 

of bipartisanship, committed to establishing Plains as a 

magnet for sustainable agriculture business models and 

entrepreneurism. Their goals in funding new initiatives 

at Plains include bolstering economic development 

in the state, retooling the many unemployed former 

manufacturing workers, and keeping more of the state’s 

talent educated and employed in the state. In answer 

to the call, the Chancellor of the University of the Plains 

V\VWHP�KLUHG�D�&KLHI�ΖQQRYDWLRQ�2ɝFHU�WR�ODXQFK�D�
Center for Entrepreneurism and to work with regional 

economic development agencies to ensure that Plains 

is adequately preparing students to meet employment 

and economic goals. 

Economic development context

7KH�&KLHI�ΖQQRYDWLRQ�2ɝFHU�DQG�KHU�WHDP�UHDFKHG�RXW�
to the state Chamber of Commerce as well as regional 

economic development agencies. They convened several 

summits including employers and collected existing 

research to document current employment patterns 

and future trajectories, skills gaps, and demographic 

information on education levels and workforce 

FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�LQ�GL΍HUHQW�UHJLRQV��7KH\�DOVR�VWXGLHG�
QDWLRQDO�UHVHDUFK�DQG�LGHQWLȴHG�VXFFHVVIXO�LQQRYDWLYH�
educational models in other states. 

Their structured discussions with regional employers 

SURYLGHG�YHU\�XVHIXO�DQG�VSHFLȴF�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�ZKDW�
the employers needed in their employees and what 

competencies graduating students lacked. A recurring 

theme was the need for essential non-specialized skills 

such as collaboration, negotiation, analysis, synthesis, and 

ethics. Employers emphasized that they need employees 

who can learn and adapt as the job requirements change, 

so that they can grow their own career professionals and 

QRW�MXVW�KLUH�IRU�VSHFLȴF�SRVLWLRQV��6RPH�RI�WKH�UHJLRQDO�
HPSOR\HUV�R΍HUHG�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�IRUPDO�FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK�
Plains to help structure competency-based programs, 

and almost all of them agreed to provide internship 

opportunities for Plains students.

%DVHG�RQ�WKH�WHDPȇV�DQDO\VLV��WKH�&KLHI�ΖQQRYDWLRQ�2ɝFHU�
LGHQWLȴHG�VL[�SRWHQWLDO�VWDFNDEOH�FUHGHQWLDOV�WKDW�FRXOG�
be combined in various ways to address the Governor’s 

economic development goals. 
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University leader stakeholders

The Chancellor recognized immediately that the 

legislature was not providing enough funding to 

launch six entirely new credential programs. But 

he also knew that his institutions already had many 

valuable components for new or redesigned programs. 

Presidents, Provosts, Deans, and faculty leaders from the 

Plains institutions formed a task force to work with the 

&KLHI�ΖQQRYDWLRQ�2ɝFHU�RQ�GHȴQLQJ�WKH�SDWK�IRUZDUG�

The task force analyzed current programs, the strengths 

of faculty in disciplines related to the potential new 

programs, and industry relations they already had in 

SODFH�WR�KHOS�GHȴQH�SURJUDPV�DGGUHVVLQJ�WKH�*RYHUQRUȇV�
JRDOV��7KH\�GHFLGHG�WR�FUHDWH�D�QHZ�FHUWLȴFDWH�SURJUDP�
and undertake redesign of two existing A.S. and B.S. 

degrees, all of which would be stackable and based on 

a shared competency framework. In these programs, 

VWXGHQWV�ZRXOG�DFKLHYH�VSHFLȴF�FRPSHWHQFLHV��ZKLFK�
DGG�XS�WR�D�FHUWLȴFDWH��ZKLFK�EXLOGV�WRZDUG�DQ�$�6���ZKLFK�
builds toward a B.S.

Subject matter expert stakeholders 

A focused team of subject matter experts, including 

faculty and industry specialists, undertook the holistic 

design of the stackable credentials. While all of the three 

credentials would use the same set of competencies 

as a framework, the design allowed for the regional 

LQVWLWXWLRQV�WR�DGDSW�WKH�FUHGHQWLDOV�ZLWK�GL΍HUHQW�DUHDV�
of emphasis and supplemental competencies and 

occupational skills to meet the goals of the individual 

institution and the needs of local employers.

The team sought the advice of industry associations, 

standards bodies, and specialized accreditors to 

LQFRUSRUDWH�H[LVWLQJ�FRPSHWHQF\�GHȴQLWLRQV�DQG�ȵHVK�RXW�
the competency framework. They took into account not 

only job-related competencies required within the targeted 

industries, but also broadly applicable intellectual skills such 

DV�WKRVH�GHȴQHG�LQ�WKH�'HJUHH�4XDOLȴFDWLRQV�3URȴOH�18

The work of building the competency framework 

included much vigorous debate among the faculty as 

they developed a shared understanding of how these 

competencies represented the learning outcomes  

in their disciplines and how they could align their 

intellectual work with the goals of the institution and 

the demands of workforce development. The team 

LQFOXGHG�DV�PDQ\�IDFXOW\�DV�SRVVLEOH�LQ�VSHFLȴF�DUHDV�RI�
FRPSHWHQF\�GHȴQLWLRQ��7KH\�OHG�PRQWKO\�RQOLQH�WRZQ�
hall meetings to provide transparency and address 

questions and concerns from their colleagues, including 

those who were not directly impacted by the new and 

redesigned programs. They knew that if they were 

successful, other departments and programs would 

XQGHUWDNH�VLPLODU�H΍RUWV��VR�LW�ZDV�LPSRUWDQW�WKDW�WKHLU�
work not be branded as “alternative.”

Teaching faculty stakeholders

Once the competency framework was a solid draft, 

the work expanded to include all faculty who would 

be teaching in the programs as well as instructional 

designers and assessment experts. They formed teams 

and participated in professional development activities 

around “backward design,” using learning outcomes 

as a starting point for the curriculum design. Course 

by course and topic by topic, they analyzed their 

existing courses, learning resources, and assessments 

to determine what could be restructured to support 

students working toward mastery of the competencies. 

7KH\�LGHQWLȴHG�PDQ\�JDSV�WKDW�QHHGHG�WR�EH�ȴOOHG��
EXW�WKH\�ZHUH�DOVR�JUDWLȴHG�WR�RUJDQL]H�DOO�WKH�JUHDW�
resources they had developed over the years and apply 

WKHP�LQ�PHDQLQJIXO�ZD\V�LQ�WKH�FRPSHWHQF\�VFD΍ROGLQJ�

This work forced the faculty to think holistically about how 

the topics they had been teaching in relative isolation were 

part of a larger whole. They realized that they had not 

been providing clear learning pathways for students from 

course to course and throughout their progress toward 

credentials. The stackable credentials began to make 

a lot of sense as they rethought learning modules and 
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FRQVLGHUHG�WKH�YDOXH�RI�WKH�VFD΍ROGLQJȃVWXGHQWV�DFKLHYH�
VSHFLȴF�FRPSHWHQFLHV��ZKLFK�DGG�XS�WR�D�FHUWLȴFDWH��ZKLFK�
builds toward an A.S., which builds toward a B.S. And 

at each milestone, even with individual competencies, 

students can use their learning achievements in their 

current careers and/or in their career progress. 

With the focus on learning outcomes, faculty grappled 

with how they could best organize resources to provide 

ȵH[LEOH�SDWKZD\V�WKDW�ZRXOG�KHOS�HDFK�DQG�HYHU\�OHDUQHU�
succeed. This process helped the faculty very concretely 

tackle their fears about the new state mandates around 

SHUIRUPDQFH�EDVHG�IXQGLQJȃZLWK�WKH�KHOS�RI�WKHLU�
colleagues, instructional designers, and assessment 

H[SHUWV��WKH\�GHVLJQHG�OHDUQLQJ�VFD΍ROGLQJ�WKDW�ZRXOG�
largely eliminate failing grades. 

Many faculty had been concerned that the focus on 

competencies and economic development would 

squelch liberal arts and the humanities. But they heard 

ȴUVW�KDQG�IURP�HPSOR\HUV�WKDW�WKH\�QHHGHG�HPSOR\HHV�
who could think broadly, write well, analyze critically, and 

DUWLFXODWH�FRPSOH[�LGHDVȃEHGURFN�FRPSHWHQFLHV�LQ�WKH�
liberal arts. The faculty worked closely with assessment 

experts to help design rubrics to evaluate competencies 

GHPRQVWUDWHG�LQ�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�W\SHV�RI�OHDUQLQJ�
artifacts, including those from humanities disciplines.

The faculty also paid special attention to interdisciplinary 

overlaps, which became part of the competency-based 

curriculum and fostered fruitful discussions with colleagues 

in other departments and at other Plains institutions. Many 

of these interdisciplinary collaborations developed into 

areas of emphasis that supplemented the competency-

based framework at the regional institutions. The new 

curriculum gave faculty opportunities to teach across 

disciplines at their own institutions and across others, 

as online courses in the shared competency framework 

became interoperable. 

Assessment stakeholders

In adopting CBE, Plains also adopted authentic 

assessment. To meet their goals of aligning students’ 

learning outcomes to employers’ needs, assessments 

in their programs require students to demonstrate 

competency mastery in projects or assignments 

approximating real-world scenarios. Traditional objective 

testing is still used for pre-tests and self-assessments 

in the competency-based courses to help students 

understand their own learning progress, but multiple-

FKRLFH��ȴ[HG�UHVSRQVH�VXPPDWLYH�DVVHVVPHQWV�KDYH�
been replaced by authentic assessments requiring 

demonstration of mastery. 

In fact, many students demonstrate their competencies 

in workplace settings. Plains has developed extensive 

internship options as part of their competency-based 

programs, and students can complete on-the-job 

projects or work artifacts to be assessed for competency 

mastery. Assessment experts have developed well-

designed rubrics that consistently evaluate the criteria 

for mastery regardless of the learning artifact being 

assessed. The rubrics also provide transparency, so that 

students know how their work will be evaluated, and a 

framework for detailed feedback to students, so that 

they can attempt mastery as many times as needed 

while learning from their attempts.

&RPSHWHQFLHV�DUH�WLHG�WR�DVVHVVPHQW��QRW�WR�VSHFLȴF�
learning activities. To a certain extent, how the 

competencies are acquired, or what curriculum the 

student is exposed to, or even whether there was a 

curriculum, matters less than demonstrated competency 

mastery. As a consequence, assessment can be de-

coupled from educational programs for the purposes of 

evaluating competencies. That makes competency-based 

programs highly compatible with credit for prior learning, 

as a way of documenting competencies acquired 

through lifelong learning and professional development.
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3ODLQV�VWXGHQWV�KDYH�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�DVVHVVHG�
for competencies they have achieved prior to being 

enrolled in the competency-based credential programs. As 

part of workforce development goals, Plains has approved 

LQGXVWU\�UHFRJQL]HG�DVVHVVPHQWV�DQG�FHUWLȴFDWLRQV�IRU�
some topics and specializations in their competency-based 

programs. Students can also demonstrate mastery by 

submitting portfolios of work for evaluation. Competencies 

mastered at other Plains institutions are seamlessly 

applied to students’ degree progress, as well as through 

articulation agreements with many other institutions. 

$QG�3ODLQV�DFFHSWV�KXQGUHGV�RI�GL΍HUHQW�$&(�&5('Ζ7�
recommendations

19
 aligned to their programs. 

University administrator stakeholders

University administrators and registrars knew from 

the beginning that the competency-based programs 

would impact their business practices. At the outset 

and at key milestones, they sought the guidance of 

the appropriate accrediting agencies to ensure that 

all programs would meet accreditation guidelines and 

IHGHUDO�ȴQDQFLDO�DLG�UHTXLUHPHQWV�

The competency framework provides crosswalks to 

courses and credit hours so that all stakeholders can 

clearly see how competencies map to these traditional 

units of organizing and measuring educational 

achievements. This also meets requirements for 

ȴQDQFLDO�DLG��HPSOR\HU�UHLPEXUVHPHQW��DQG�VWXGHQW�
transfer to other institutions or programs. Outside 

interest is growing as employers and admissions 

RɝFHUV�DW�LQVWLWXWLRQV�RWKHU�WKDQ�3ODLQV�VHH�WKH�
competencies mapped to the credit hours. Students 

say that their employer reimbursement processes are 

easier because of the competencies. And the Plains 

registrars have begun a study to see if transfer students 

DUH�JHWWLQJ�PRUH�EHQHȴW�IURP�WKHLU�WUDQVIHU�FUHGLWV�
because of the competencies.

Grades have become less relevant, because all students 

receive B’s on their transcripts for competency mastery. 

Their records show them as in progress for competency 

credit hours where they are enrolled but have not 

yet achieved mastery. The competency record that 

accompanies the university transcript has become 

much more important than grades for all stakeholders. 

7KH�UHJLVWUDU�KDV�DPSOLȴHG�WKLV�YDOXH�E\�PDNLQJ�WKH�
FRPSHWHQFLHV�DYDLODEOH�IRU�LQFOXVLRQ�LQ�RQOLQH�SURȴOHV��
VR�WKDW�VWXGHQWV�KDYH�YHULȴDEOH�UHFRUGV�RI�LQGLYLGXDO�
competencies that they can use in the workplace and in 

other contexts.

1RZ�3ODLQV�DGPLQLVWUDWRUV�XVH�GL΍HUHQW�GDWD�IRU�
DQDO\]LQJ�SURJUDP�RXWFRPHV��5DWKHU�WKDQ�HYDOXDWLQJ�
enrollments and pass/fail rates, they now evaluate 

time to competency mastery for students with 

GL΍HUHQW�GHPRJUDSKLF�SURȴOHV��7KLV�KDV�OHG�WR�
continuous program improvement, based on data-

driven decision-making to achieve tailored and more 

HɝFLHQW�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��3HUIRUPDQFH�EDVHG�IXQGLQJ�
has become a non-issue in the competency-based 

programs, since almost all of the students either 

“pass” or transfer to other programs.

The required state reporting for the competency-

based programs shows success across many 

measures, from student retention and time to 

JUDGXDWLRQ�WR�HPSOR\PHQW�DQG�D΍RUGDELOLW\��
The state legislature has used this data to justify 

further investments in more programs at more 

institutions, including K-12 programs that provide 

dual enrollment for high school students. The state 

legislature has also adjusted their performance 

based funding regulations to provide bonus 

funding for student success in competency-based 

programs when students attain credentials with less 

ȴQDQFLDO�DLG��7KH\�KDYH�DGMXVWHG�WKH�ZRUGLQJ�RI�WKH�
regulations to better accommodate competency-

based programs and stackable credentials.
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Student stakeholders

At the heart of the ecosystem are the students, especially 

lifelong learners who need not just credentials, but also 

employment and career advancement. Ultimately, they 

need to persuade an employer that they have the skills 

DQG�DWWULEXWHV�WKDW�WKH�HPSOR\HU�LV�VHHNLQJ��:HOO�GHȴQHG�
competencies help them tell their story.

The University of the Plains system had originally been 

designed to meet the needs of a diverse student 

SRSXODWLRQ��ZLWK�GL΍HUHQW�W\SHV�RI�SURJUDPV�DW�WKH�
GL΍HUHQW�UHJLRQDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV��%XW�LQFUHDVLQJO\�WKH�V\VWHP�
had been struggling to meet the needs of their student 

constituents, particularly those in more rural areas 

MXJJOLQJ�IDPLOLHV��MREV��DQG�ȴQDQFLDO�GLɝFXOWLHV�ZKLOH�WU\LQJ�
to get ahead through further education. Online courses in 

some programs had helped, but the systematic revamp 

of programs to make them fully online and competency-

EDVHG�ZDV�WKH�EUHDNWKURXJK�WKDW�RSHQHG�XS�ȵH[LEOH�
opportunities for far more students. Furthermore, the 

addition of new options for applying prior learning to 

degree progress gave many students the leg-up that 

made credential attainment a real possibility.

$W�ȴUVW�WKH�VWXGHQWV�LQ�WKH�FRPSHWHQF\�EDVHG�SURJUDPV�
expressed concern and confusion about the new 

models, but they quickly came to appreciate the time 

ȵH[LELOLW\��WKH�WDLORUHG�IDFXOW\�PHQWRULQJ��WKH�RSWLRQV�IRU�
GL΍HUHQW�OHDUQLQJ�SDWKZD\V��DQG�WKH�PDUNHW�YDOXH�RI�WKHLU�
competencies. Now as students earn competencies, they 

LQFOXGH�WKHP�LQ�WKHLU�RQOLQH�SURȴOHV�DORQJ�ZLWK�OHDUQLQJ�
artifacts as evidence of mastery. Curation of their 

lifelong learning identities gives them not only improved 

opportunities for connections with employers, but 

also, importantly, improved understanding of their own 

achievements and learning progress. 

As soon as students started graduating from the 

competency-based programs, they became Plains’ 

best advertisements. Their employment rates were 

immediately higher than most of the traditional programs, 

and their satisfaction rates were through the roof. The 

initial programs needed to be expanded to accommodate 

demand, and university leaders found it easy to advocate 

for competency-based redesign of other programs.

Employer stakeholders

7KH�ZHOO�GHȴQHG�FRPSHWHQFLHV�DW�3ODLQV�DUH�LQIRUPLQJ�DQG�
supporting a healthy employment ecosystem. Because 

the competencies are tied to assessments that are 

themselves tied to industry standards and best practices, 

WKH�OLNHOLKRRG�RI�ȴQGLQJ�WKH�ULJKW�PDWFK�EHWZHHQ�D�MRE�
seeker and an employer is greatly improved. 

Job seekers present their competency records to 

employers along with their transcripts, resumes, and 

RQOLQH�SURȴOHV�DV�SDUW�RI�WKHLU�HPSOR\PHQW�DSSOLFDWLRQV��
Employers have much more targeted and relevant 

information about each applicant and can make more 

informed hiring and promotion decisions.

Increasingly, employers are issuing job descriptions 

that describe the work entailed in a particular job and 

the requisite skills alongside the competencies that the 

HPSOR\HU�ZDQWV�LQ�DQ�HPSOR\HH��%HIRUH��LW�ZDV�GLɝFXOW�
for employers to determine that what a job seeker stated 

in an employment application or resume was true. With 

PHWDGDWD�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�FRPSHWHQFLHV�DQG�YHULȴFDWLRQ�
technology tied back to Plains, employers have the 

means to authenticate and substantiate the job seeker’s 

DVVHUWLRQV�RI�TXDOLȴFDWLRQ��

Full circle, the state government’s initiative has evolved 

into a thriving ecosystem where competencies have well 

understood value among diverse stakeholders.
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