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History

Approach started in 1960s in adult learning 

programs as a reaction to employer feedback 

on graduates that did not have expected skills 

when entering the workforce



History

1970s DOE offered grants to institutions offering 
adult learning programs to experiment with CBE, 
primarily concerned with adult basic skills



History

Broader paradigm shift started with Western 

Governors in 1990s as first higher ed institution 

to award degrees based on competencies

• MAJOR BREAKTHROUGH - March 2013 the 
DOE approved federal financial aid for CBE 
students



History

 As of April 2015 Southern New Hampshire and Capella 

Universities were the first to receive both regional 

accreditation and DOE approval for direct assessment 

programs

Currently 600 institutions considering offering  CBE 

programs



Characteristics

Based on mastery of skills not time

Self-paced

Fully online

Personalized learning paths

Project-based

Assignments structured to allow 

demonstration of mastery



Characteristics

Learning coaches and subject matter expert 
assessors

No grades (no failure!) – practice until you get it

Start date each month

Targets adult learners who bring pre-existing 
experience, knowledge, skills and abilities



Two CBE Models

Course-based model with credit equivalency

E.g. 120 competencies map to 120 credit hours

qualifies students for federal financial aid

Allows for traditional transcript plus competency 

transcript

 Direct assessment

Direct measure of student mastery of competencies 

via assessment. No clock hours or credit hours

Portfolios, competency transcripts



Pricing Model

Western Governors University $2,890 per 6-month term

 University of Wisconsin Flex $2,250 per 3-month term

 Northern Arizona University $2,500 per 6-month term

 Southern New Hampshire U $1,250 per 6-month term

(College for America only)

Capella University $2,000 per 3-month term

Lower cost not lower quality



Process – Backward design

 Identify the competencies/skills required for 

successful completion of a program (what 

must students know and be able to do)



Process – Backward design

Design assignments/activities for each 

competency that will move students toward 

successful demonstration



Process – Backward design

Provide learning resources in variety of media to 

allow choice by learning style



Process – Backward design

Craft rubrics that allow for consistent and 

rigorous assessment of student work that identify 

mastery elements



Process – Backward design

Scaffold activities for progressive levels of 

difficulty

Provide extensive feedback from subject 

matter experts to guide student mastery



SNHU College for America Interface



Challenges

 Retrofitting legacy SIS systems to accommodate 12 

monthly start dates, tracking competencies versus credit 

hours, mapping competency sets to 3-credit courses for 

academic transcripts, recording mastery not grades

 Financial aid model for “full-time” and “part-time” 

students; producing student activity metrics for reporting 

 Bursar – billing cycles for 6-month subscriptions, 

managing refunds

 Hiring/training learning coaches to monitor student 

engagement and progress

 New model for faculty workload



Challenges

Working with subject-matter experts (SMEs) to design 

relevant and authentic activities/assignments and 

determine consistent and clear performance indicators 

(compensation for SMEs) Working out how assessors are 

compensated

 Lack of off-the-shelf LMS systems to track competency 

mastery

 Different business model

 Student pre-assessment, orientation, workflow and 

support

 Transcripting previous credit courses with competencies

 NEASC Accreditation


