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A NEW MEASURE FOR COLLEGIATE LEARNING

EXECUTIVE

The credit hour has reigned supreme for more
than a century as the standard for measuring the
passage of time in higher education. Originally
designed to calculate faculty members’ eligibility
to receive a pension, it is now at the foundation
of so many American college traditions from
courses to semesters, and mostly, as a measure
for graduation: 60 credit hours equal an associ-

ate’s degree and 120 hours lead to a bachelor’s.

The creators of the credit hour never meant for
it to measure how much students learn. Yet
that’s how it came to be used because it was an
easy accounting method: a credit was one hour
of classroom time and two hours of outside
work during a traditional 15-week semester. In
reality, however, it didn't really indicate that stu-
dents knew anything at the end of their

degree except that they had the discipline to

finish enough courses.

But after a series of studies in recent years
questioning the limited learning happening
on college and university campuses, there is
a push among higher-education leaders to
find alternative approaches to measuring the
educational value of a college degree. One
of the most discussed and tested of those

strategies is competency-based education.

Competency-based education typically is
defined as learning that is measured by what
students actually know rather than how much
time they spend in a seat. Students usually
can earn credit in one of two ways: based

on content they have previously mastered in
other settings, such as the workplace or the
military, or by moving through a self-paced
degree program by passing a series of assess-

ment tests.

Until recently, competency-based education
was widely seen as a fringe idea in higher
education. But in the past few years, several
high-profile experiments by name-brand insti-
tutions, including Northern Arizona University
and the University of Wisconsin, have moved
it to the forefront of the conversation about

reducing costs and improving outcomes.

Now an extensive survey of college and
university presidents, conducted by The
Chronicle of Higher Education in the spring
of 2015, shows widespread support for
awarding credits based on competencies. It
found, for example, that nearly two-thirds
of presidents say their institutions are likely
to offer competency-based degree programs

in the next five years.
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The survey, completed by nearly 200 pres- experience with alternative forms of measuring

idents, focused on their attitudes about the learning, and the potential barriers to change.

role of competency-based education, their Among the key findings of the survey:

INNOVATION

Higher-education institutions
are under extreme pressure
from lawmakers and the public
to change how they do busi-
ness. College leaders see com-
petency-based education as a
potential game-changer along
with experiential, adaptive, and

hybrid learning.

BIGGEST BENEFITS
With roughly 45 million
Americans over the age of 24
who have some college and
no degree, according to the
National Student Clearing-
house, presidents surveyed
agreed that an expansion of
competency-based education
could benefit mostly adult and

non-traditional students.

COST CONTROL

College presidents have high
hopes for competency-based
education to deliver potential
cost savings to their campuses.
When asked about the top three
innovations for cost control at
their institutions, more than

half of the presidents selected

competency-based education.

DEVELOPING
COMPETENCIES

One knock against competen-
cy-based education is that it
would be difficult to develop
learning outcomes for some
disciplines. Presidents in the
survey said it would be easiest
to develop competencies in
computer science, business,
and math and most difficult in

the humanities and liberal arts.

SLOW ADOPTION

While the majority of presi-
dents favor awarding credits
based on competencies, only
a quarter of leaders surveyed
said they currently offer
competency-based degrees.
Another 10 percent have them
in development, and one-third

are exploring such programs.

Pt

AWARDING CREDIT

Competency-based programs
differ greatly in their oper-
ations. At some institutions,
faculty members develop
competencies and award
credit, while at other campuses
those tasks are assigned to a

separate group to save money.
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INTRODUCTION

In early 2015, the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching released a two-year
study of the credit hour, also known as the Car-
negie Unit. It concluded that the unit of measure
the foundation developed in the early 1900s to
determine which faculty members would be
eligible for a pension still remained the best way

to track the collection of college credits.

The report, The Carnegie Unit: A Century-Old
Standard in a Changing Education Landscape,
was commissioned because the credit hour had
come under fire from higher-education reform-
ers who said it presented too high of a barrier
for innovative practices in the academy. Of
particular concern was a new way to measure
learning that had been gaining prominence in

the past decade: competency-based education.
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While the particulars of competency-based
education differ by institution, the general
concept is the same: Students demonstrate
mastery of a subject through a series of
assessment tests or assignments, instead of
following a prescribed set of courses. Faculty
mentors work closely with students through-
out a degree program to design a schedule
and access the learning materials they need to
demonstrate mastery and then another group
of course evaluators grades those exams, re-

search papers, or performance assessments.

One of the pioneers of competency-based
education was Western Governors University. It
was created in 1995 when nearly 20 governors
from Western states gathered for a meeting and
agreed it was easier to form a new college than

try to reform their existing ones.

Western Governors offers a no-frills experi-
ence. It is, of course, online only. It focuses its
50 degrees in just four disciplines: education,
business, information technology, and health
professions. The university now boasts 41,000
students and is growing at a breakneck pace
of 40 percent a year. Its teacher-education
program is the largest supplier of math and
science teachers in urban schools nationwide.
Since 2010, three states—Indiana, Texas, and
Washington—have created official spin-offs,
allowing residents to access state financial aid

programs to pay for tuition.

Today, about 50 colleges offer some form of
competency-based education or have an-
nounced plans to start a program, according to
Robert Kelchen, an assistant professor of higher
education at Seton Hall University and an
expert on competency-based education who
authored a recent report on the subject for the

American Enterprise Institute (see map).
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COMPETENCY-BASED PROGRAMS 2014*

Alverno College (Milwaukee, WI)

Bellevue College (Bellevue, WA)

Broward College (Davie, FL)

Capella University (Minneapolis, MN)

Charter Oak State College (New Britain, CT)
Colorado State University Global (Greenwood Village, CO)
Columbia Basin College (Pasco, WA)
Davenport University (Grand Rapids, Ml)
DePaul University (Chicago, IL)

Edmonds Community College (Lynnwood, WA)
Empire State College (Saratoga Springs, NY)
Excelsior College (Albany, NY)

George Mason University (Fairfax, VA)

Granite State College (Rochester, NH)

Ivy Tech Community College (Indianapolis, IN)
John F. Kennedy University (Pleasant Hill, CA)

Kalamazoo Valley Community College (Kalamazoo, MI)

Kentucky Community and Technical College System
(Versailles, KY)

Lipscomb University (Nashville, TN)

Lone Star College System (Houston, TX)

Marylhurst University (Marylhurst, OR)

Northern Arizona University (Flagstaff, AZ)

Rio Salado College (Phoenix, AZ)

Sinclair Community College (Dayton, OH)

SNHU's College for America (Manchester, NH)
Spokane Falls Community College (Spokane, WA)
Thomas Edison State College (Trenton, NJ)

University of Maine at Presque Isle (Presque Isle, ME)
University of Maryland University College (College Park, MD)
University of Toledo (Toledo, OH)

University of Wisconsin (Madison, WI)

Valencia College (Orlando, FL)

Western Governors University (Salt Lake City, UT)
Westminster College (Salt Lake City, UT)

*Does not include 18 programs in development SOURCE: The Landscape of Competency-Based Education by Robert Kelchen
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COMPETENCY-

BASED EDUCATION

IS ALSO GAINING
TRACTION WITHIN
STATE LEGISLATURES
AND THE FEDERAL
GOVERNMENT AS AN
APPROACH TO TAME
RUNAWAY COLLEGE
TUITION PRICES.

The idea also is gaining traction within state
legislatures and the federal government

as an approach to tame runaway college
tuition prices. In the summer of 2014, the
U.S. House of Representatives unanimously
passed a bill to support the development

of 30 pilot competency-based programs at

colleges and universities.

Even so, competency-based education often
is met with skepticism within academic
circles, particularly among faculty, who view
seat time as the only measure of learning
and have very little understanding about

how it works.

This brief attempts to inform institutions of
alternative methods of measuring student
learning on their campuses. It is based on a
survey of presidents that explores their at-
titudes about the role of competency-based
education, their experience with alternative
forms of measuring learning, and the poten-

tial barriers to change.
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COMPETENCY-BASED
EDUCATION:

In the summer of 2013, the president of
Southern New Hampshire University, Paul
LeBlanc, announced that the university’s
competency-based program, called College
for America, had its first graduate. He was a
21-year-old from Ohio who had completed

his associate’s degree in about three months.

While LeBlanc admitted the student was in
many ways an outlier—most students wouldn’t
finish their degrees that quickly—the an-
nouncement was a powerful illustration of the
idea of competency-based education where
students often determine how quickly they

move through the program.

Southern New Hampshire University, already
well known for offering an extensive array of
online degrees, was one of three major players
to enter the business of competency-based
education in 2012. The University of Wisconsin
system and Northern Arizona University also

developed programs the same year.

But just how many competency-based pro-

grams exist at colleges and universities remains
unclear, says Seton Hall’'s Kelchen, because the
landscape constantly is shifting and institutions
take different approaches to what they all term

competency-based education.

Indeed, even presidents surveyed by The
Chronicle say competency-based education
comes packaged in different forms. While they
agree that any competency-based program
begins with institutions laying out specific
learning outcomes for students, they remain
divided on exactly how credit should be

awarded.
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About two-thirds of presidents (62 percent) say
credit should be given through prior-learning
assessments that measure a student’s previous
work experience and mastery of a subject. An-
other one-third of college leaders (38 percent)
say that even students without specific prior
learning in a subject could work with faculty
mentors to move through degree programs

at their own pace as they master established

competencies.

|_FIGURE [ 1_

In other words, one camp of presidents
views competency-based education as credit
for learning already accomplished, while the
other group sees it as new learning. How
presidents view the awarding of credit in-
fluences the ways they think such programs
should be delivered to students. Online and
hybrid learning (a mix of face-to-face and
online), for instance, is more popular among
those presidents who see competency-
based education as new learning through
assessments, not credit for prior learning

(see Figure 1).

ATTITUDES ON DELIVERY METHODS OF COMPETENCY-BASED PROGRAMS

BASED ON PRESIDENTS OUTLOOK ON HOW CREDIT IS AWARDED

Establishes competencies with academic
learning outcomes in mind

Awards credit for work/life experience

6%
68%

Utilizes prior learning assessments [ — e ()

Establishes competencies with workforc
needs in min

Allows for self-pacing

d 59%

437
50%

Utilizes adaptive learning [IEGEG—t————25%
Utilizes hybrid or online learning -22/ 40%
Supported by specialized advisors [HNGG_—_————— 3
Supported by specialized faculty mentors F 83%

[l Credit granted for new learning/faculty mentoring
I Credit granted for experience/prior learning

80%

97%
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Despite some disagreement over the exact
definition, The Chronicle survey found a high
degree of familiarity with the concept of com-
petency-based education. Eighty-six percent of
presidents were familiar with the idea, and an
equally high proportion, 88 percent, said they
favored awarding academic credit for demon-
strated competencies to either some or all of

their students (see Figure 2).

While presidents might favor granting credit

in this new way, only a quarter of them lead
institutions already offering competency-based
programs (see Figures 3 and 4), although
nearly 20 percent said they are “very likely” or
“extremely likely” to start such programs in the

next five years (see Figure 5).

|_FIGURE [ 2
PRESIDENTS’ ATTITUDES TOWARD COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

/No

K Not sure

Yes, for particular programs \'

Yes, for all students

Kand programs

347

Yes, for particular students /
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TOC»

|_FIGURE |3

COLLEGES OFFERING CREDITS BASED ON EXPERIENCE OR
PRIOR LEARNING

Yes, we currently offer credit-bearing

No, we are not considering offerin / competency-based programs
credit bearing competency-base \’

programs at this time

No, but we have credit bearing competency-

based programs in development

No, but we are exploring credit-bearing /
competency-based programs

LENGTH OF TIME A COLLEGE HAS BEEN OFFERING CREDITS BASED
ON EXPERIENCE OR PRIOR LEARNING

967 17 1 %

I 5 or more years 3years 2 years B 1year B Lessthan1year

|_FIGURE | 5]

LIKELIHOOD OF STARTING A COMPETENCY-BASED PROGRAM
WITHIN THE NEXT FIVE YEARS

)/ 437 102 8%

I Not at all likely Not very likely Likely W Very likely B Extremely likely
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|_FIGURE [ 6

“This is a way for institutions to develop a dif-
ferent business model with even stronger atten-
tion to learning outcomes—a win for students,
faculty, and institutions,” one president wrote in

an open-ended response to the survey.

The primary beneficiaries of competency-based
programs typically have been identified as
time-pressed, place-bound adults with some
college credits who need maximum flexibility to
complete their degree and usually have substan-
tial work experience. Yet researchers have had

difficulty teasing out the attributes of students

enrolled in competency-degree programs. That's
because they are not segregated from other stu-
dents at a university unless the competency-based
program is a free-standing one, like at Western

Governors University.

There are nine free-standing, competency-
based institutions that enroll some 200,000
undergraduate and graduate students. Most
of the students enroll part-time and nine

in 10 students in the programs are older
than 25 (see Figure 6).

CHARACTERISTICS OF STANDALONE COMPETENCY-BASED INSTITUTIONS

Undergraduate
Enrollment
143,166

Graduate
Enrollment
57.492

387

68% 52%
AN 2%

B Part-time
B Full-time

Gender

O3, & 6l

260/0 IIz‘eecﬁiv(i;rg"ants
Receiving
'if-,"_’;f""g” 37% E?Sggﬁt Loans
oo Average
H 50 and older $7'671 Loane

SOURCE: The Landscape of Competency-Based Education by Robert Kelchen
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Indeed, presidents in The Chronicle survey
agreed that the current student demographics
of competency-based programs—especially
students with professional work experience,
adult learners with some college experience,
and students with a military background—
should remain their primary targets in the
future as the number of programs expands

(see Figure 7).

ATTITUDES ON TYPES OF STUDENTS WHO WOULD BENEFIT FROM
COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

Students with professional work experience 87%
Adult learners with some college experience 87%

Students with military experience 82%

Self-directed students 72%

Traditional students with substantial prior 50%
learning (e.g., AP, IB, Dual Enrollment) °

Adult learners with no college experience 48%
Traditional transfer students 25%

Traditional first-time freshmen 17%

THE CHRONICLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION 1 5
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REDUCING COSTS OR

Competency-based programs have gained
prominence in recent years because they

are seen as one of the few new ideas in
higher education that have an opportunity to
reduce costs. The average student at Western
Governors, for instance, completes a bachelor’s
degree in about two and half years for a price
tag in the neighborhood of $15,000. That’s
about half the time it takes the typical student
to get a bachelor’s degree and half the price
of the average public college, according to

data from the College Board.

THE CHRONICLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION
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In The Chronicle survey, more than half the
presidents said that competency-based educa-
tion was the best strategy for controlling costs
at institutions, but they did not see it as the
top innovation for improving quality. The pres-
idents gave higher marks to other strategies for
improving quality, including hybrid learning;
adaptive technologies where students move

at their own pace; and experiential learning,
such as projects, internships, and study abroad

(see Figure 8).

|_FIGURE [ 8

MOST PROMISING INNOVATIONS BASED ON THEIR POTENTIAL TO CONTROL
COST OR IMPROVE THE QUALITY OF UNDERGRADUATE HIGHER EDUCATION

Competency-based education

Hybrid learning

Prior learning assessment

Three-year bachelor’s degree

Adaptive learning to personalize education
Experiential learning

Free or open educational resources

Fully online learning

None of the above

Massive Open Online Course (MOOCs)

0% 10% 20% 30% 407% 50%
| | | | |

|

il

1

-y

B Cost control
M Quality improvement

60%

70%
|
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|_FIGURE [ 9

While nearly three in four presidents agreed
that it should be easier for students to earn
credits based on what they learned and not
just how much time they spend in a classroom,
some presidents remain worried about the
unintended consequences of moving toward
competency-based models. Some 20 percent
of presidents said competency-based models
damage general education and another 37
percent said they have the high potential for
fraud (see Figure 9).

WHAT PRESIDENTS THINK ABOUT COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

It should be easier for students to earn credits
and degrees based on what they have learned,
not just time in the classrooom

Competency-based education can save
students a considerable amount of money

A competency-based education can
provide as good as or better learning
outcomes than a traditional degree

A competency-based degree from my
institution would be just as valued in the
workplace as a traditional degree

A competency-based education has
high potential for fraud

A competency-based education
damages general education

s
R

A 2%

T 5%
56%

i 19%

Neither W Agree
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There remains a widespread perception in
higher education that competency-based
programs are a far more affordable route to
earning a degree. But Seton Hall’s Kelchen
found in his research that whether it actually
is a cheaper option depends largely on how
quickly students finish and if they are allowed
to access federal financial aid for their pro-
grams (federal aid formulas are based on the

credit hour).

For example, average tuition is lower at
Western Governors because, like four other
competency-based programs, it has so-called
“all-you-can-eat” pricing. For around $3,000 a
semester, students can take as many courses
as they can complete in a six-month period.
If they move through quickly, Kelchen noted,
it would be less expensive than a traditional

university.

But not all students are academically
prepared to complete a bachelor’s degree
more quickly than the traditional four years.
Already, just a little more than half of
students who start a bachelor’s degree
finish it in five years, according to the U.S.
Department of Education. Students fail

to graduate for a variety of reasons, but

the fundamental problem is that nearly

40 percent of freshmen arrive unprepared
for college-level work and must enroll in
remedial reading, writing, or math courses.
Some 75 percent of colleges offer at least
one remedial course, according to the
National Center for Education Statistics.
Whether those students are good candidates
for competency-based programs remains a

subject of debate within the academy.

THE CHRONICLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION
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WHAT'S NEXT FOR

One reason that competency-based education
has received more attention in recent years is
that alliances of institutions and foundations

have formed to work on its development.

These alliances include the Competency-Based
Education Network, with 18 institutions and
support from the Lumina Foundation, as well as
the Next-Generation Learning Challenges, with
nine colleges and systems and support from

Educause and the Gates Foundation.

Presidents in The Chronicle survey said that
growth and development of competency-based
programs in the future will need to come from

a mix of students, employers, and lawmakers.

The biggest skeptics of competency-based pro-
grams are, perhaps, faculty members at tradi-
tional colleges and universities, and presidents
said that they will be least likely to get behind
efforts to expand the programs in the coming

years (see Figure 10).

Also critical to the development of programs,
presidents said, are industry experts. But presi-
dents were in agreement that, ultimately, faculty
members in specific departments should judge
the competencies and quality of the program

before credit is awarded (see Figure 11).

THE CHRONICLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION
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__FIGURE _[10)

LEVEL OF SUPPORT FOR GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT OF
COMPETENCY- BASED PROGRAMS

Non-traditional students 20‘:%
Employers 12% S
State legislature 281%
s

Administration 6%

y!
Board of trustees 42%

Parents of traditional students 38%
9

Traditional students 50% 1%
|
colleyges /universities 70% 21%’
|
M Low Neutral M High

|_FIGURE _[11

CONSTITUENCIES WHO SHOULD PARTICIPATE IN DETERMINING
ASSESSMENT CRITERIA AND JUDGING COMPETENCY PROGRAMS

q% 19% 29% 39% 49% 59% 6?% 79% 89% 90%

Facultyinthe department | —

Experts inth fe | ———————

| | |
Industry experts

Specialized faculty hired to develop the

assessment |

Academic deans

Academic advisors r

|
| | |
Faculty in other disciplines t

Other non-academic administrators
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|_FIGURE _[12

Presidents who defined competency-based

education as assessments of new learning were

more likely to say that a wider array of facul-

ty and staff on campus should have a role in

determining assessment criteria, while their

counterparts who defined competency-based

learning as prior knowledge were more likely

to support outside experts in the development

of programs (see Figure 12).

CONSTITUENCIES, WHO SHOULD PARTICIPATE IN DEVELOPING AND
ASSESSING COMPETENCY-BASED PROGRAMS, BY RESPONDENT VIEWPOINT

Faculty in the department

Experts in the field

Industry experts

Specialized faculty hired to
develop the assessment

Academic deans

Academic advisors

Faculty in other disciplines

Other non-academic administrators

New Learning/Faculty Mentoring

|
|
T
|
|

B Assessment

86%

647,

[l Development

Experience/Prior Learning

|

e — 78
T 84%
|

587%

I
417
70%
I
527

I
|
‘ 49%
I

217%
I

20%
I
|
s

14%

'

82
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Not all fields lend themselves to the develop-
ment of competency-based programs, according
to the survey. Presidents were most positive

on the future for competency-based degrees in
professional fields with easily defined outcomes,
such as computer science, business, and math,
and less enthused about disciplines like behav-
ioral and social sciences, the humanities, and

the liberal arts (see Figure 13).

|_FIGURE _[13)

LEVEL OF DIFFICULTY IN DEVELOPING ASSESSMENTS BY ACADEMIC FIELD

Computer science

Business

Math

Nursing and health science
Communication/journalism/media
Design and architecture
Engineering

Physical sciences

Visual and performing arts
Education and human services
Life sciences

Behavioral and social science
Humanities

Liberal arts

B Low

13

15%

30%

16%

29%

35%

29%

39%

33%

29%

31%

51

47

%

%

%

Neutral

32%
4%
5*%

48%
|

36%
|

31%

3%
%
4?%

30%
|

35%
|

B High
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No matter the field, however, presidents

agreed that learning outcomes, rather than new

learning technologies or new advising structures,

should be at the forefront when developing

new programs (see Figure 14).

ATTITUDES ON LEARNING OUTCOMES OF COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

e e, I 7
learning outcomes in mind 85%

Utilizes prior learning assessment [ — "

Awards credit for 50%
work/life experience 41%
Allows for self-pacing [——
Supported by specialized 42%
faculty mentors 462},
Establishes competencies with workforce 38%
needs in mind 61%

Utilizes hybrid or online learning _27/ D
Supported by specialized advisors _ 2278//
Utilizes adaptive learning m 34

[l Public
M Private not-for-profit
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CONCLUSION

Competency-based education models have
the potential to remake higher education and
offer a new path to a degree for the millions
of Americans who have some college, but
no degree. But before such programs hit the
mainstream of higher education, there needs
to be more agreement on the definition of
competency-based education and a better
understanding of who benefits from this new

measure of learning.

Nonetheless, presidents remain overwhelm-
ingly positive on competency-based educa-
tion, especially when faced with a deluge

of new ideas on how to change their cen-
turies-old business and educational delivery
models. According to The Chronicle survey,
they see a large role for faculty members,
who have for the most part felt left out of the
current discussions about disruptive innova-
tion in higher education. They also see a role
in better connecting higher education to the
workforce by involving employers in develop-
ing the competencies needed to award credit

in a different way.

Perhaps the biggest hurdle to competency-
based education remains tradition. The credit
hour has been at the foundation of American
higher education since the beginning of the
20th century. Changing how we measure the
passage of time in higher education and assess
student learning will not be easy, but the fact
that college presidents mostly are positive

on a potential replacement should give sup-
porters of competency-based education some

hope for the future.

THE CHRONICLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION
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METHODOLOGY

The results of A New Measure for Collegiate
Learning: What Presidents Think About the
Promises and Pitfalls of Compentency-Based
Education are based on responses of
presidents at private, not-for-profit four-year
and public four-year institutions that fall
into a selected group of classifications
developed by the Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching. Maguire
Associates, of Concord, MA, which conducted
the online survey for The Chronicle, invited
a random sample of college presidents to
respond. Of those invited, 188 responded.
The data collection took place in April 2015.
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