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Background: This brief is one in a series aimed at providing higher education policymakers and advocates with an evidence 
base to address how to best serve students in light of the challenges facing higher education. This brief was authored by a 
University of Massachusetts Amherst student as a course assignment for EDUC 674B: Higher Education Policy and was 
reviewed by Professor Ryan Wells. 

CENTRAL TOPIC 

Higher education now serves a diverse population of adults. What was once a prestigious accolade, a college degree is now a 
necessity in many professions. This means than many adult learners returning to school have families and work full-time while 
also trying to further their education. For many of these students, competency-based education (CBE) is an attractive model. 
CBE aims to better meet the needs of these nontraditional students by focusing on life experience and skills, career readiness, 
and accessible learning modalities.1,4, 11,12,14  CBE emphasizes mastery as a learning outcome.2, 11, 16 In Ohio, CBE policy aims to 
increase high school graduation rates and better prepare students to be college ready.3,4,12,13 In California, community colleges 
are using the framework of CBE to create a new program of accessible associates degrees.5,6 Overall, the goal of current CBE 
policies is to make higher education more accessible for the increasingly diverse set of students enrolling at higher education 
institutions. 

KEY INSIGHTS 

 
Breaking Down the Issue 

 
Recommendations 

• Postsecondary education is now required in many job 
fields but is difficult to access. 

• Adult college students balancing life and school need 
more accessible modes of learning. 9 

• CBE is an attractive option to make learning more 
relevant and accessible because it focuses on skills 
and applied knowledge and allows students to learn 
on their own time. 2,4 

• CBE can increase retention and improve student 
outcomes, and programs following this model are 
already being implemented in multiple states. 10,11,12,16 

• Continue to create peer networks of institutions 
working on CBE programming. This has been an 
effective tool in both Ohio and California, where 
institutions have been able to share best practices 
and collaborate to support the growth and expansion 
of these programs.5,8,13 

• Release more standardized data detailing CBE 
program outcomes.13 

• Create an operationalized definition of CBE at the 
state level to address any ambiguity around the term. 
This could help policymakers work towards a 
standard definition of CBE for the field at large. 2,11,13 



 

  

 
 
 

2 

Redefining learning modalities 
 

 
 
 

ISSUE 

The demand for higher education has grown substantially in the last decade. The college student demographic has changed 
drastically: only 28% of enrolled students are under the age of 21 and financially supported by their parents.1 The remaining 72% 
of enrolled students are usually older, working full-time, supporting a family, enrolled in a two-year program, attending a for-
profit institution, or only learning part-time.1,9 Non-traditional students need a learning system that supports career-readiness 
and is more accessible given the competing demands of school and adult life. 9 These students need learning that is tailored to 
not only fit their learning needs, but their longer-term career goals. 8,14  

CASE STUDIES 

Ohio CBE Pilot Program California Direct Assessment CBE 

Ohio CBE policy focuses on preparing adults to pursue 
post-secondary education. The two policies featured here 
aim to increase high school graduation rates in the state. 

• The CBE pilot program for Ohio residents 18+ who 
do not have a high school diploma offers an 
accelerated path to a high school diploma along 
with assessment of a student’s “workforce 
readiness”. Similar pilot programs are effective in 
increasing high school graduation rates.15  

• A main goal of this pilot is to increase the number of 
workforce ready adults in Ohio by increasing the 
education level of the state.3 

• To expand the number of high school students able 
to access higher education, Ohio is also increasing 
access to college credits for high school students 
through their College Credit Plus program. This 
program allows high schoolers to earn college 
credit from their courses while still in high school.4 

The California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office 
(CCCCO) is running a collaborative to start a new system of 
competency-based associate degrees.5 These programs aim to 
prepare more students to be workforce ready.  
 

• Called direct assessment CBE (or DA CBE), these new 
programs promote flexible timing, performance-based 
assessment, real-world and workforce relevance, and 
offer multiple opportunities to pass a given course. 5 

• Currently, the DA CBE Collaborative is a peer learning 
community consisting of eight colleges developing pilot 
DA CBE associate degree programs, which the CCCCO 
will use as a framework to create more permanent DA 
CBE programs system wide. 5 

• California virtual campuses (CVC) is also working with 
the CCCCO to help develop these DA CBE pilots. They 
are identifying relevant technology (i.e., learning 
management systems) that can help these colleges 
develop the online and distance learning aspects of 
their DA CBE programs.6 
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POLICY LOGIC 

CBE is a useful alternative to traditional higher education because of the online nature of many courses, faster and more self-
paced progress, and credit for previous work experience. With around 70% of learners over the age of 25 and possibly balancing 
work, family, and college, online, self-paced learning fits into their lives better.1 California CBE programs are accomplishing the 
goal of increased access is through distance learning formats.6,8 For many nontraditional students, self-paced distance learning 
could be hugely successful.  
 
Though self-paced distance learning is appealing to many, for some students, this system might rely too heavily on their own 
organizational skills.7 Neurodivergent students often struggle with self-paced courses; some may procrastinate, struggle with 
the lack of in-person accountability, or find their home environment too distracting to study in.7 This might limit the efficacy and 
successful completion rates of CBE programs for this population, which is a key limitation of current CBE policies. As CBE 
programs grow, it is important to understand these potential barriers. 

EVIDENCE 

Since the Morrill Land Grant Acts in the late 1800s advocated for the expansion of education, higher education has worked to 
increase access to applied education for under-educated populations.2 Now, with the diverse population of students in the 
higher education system, new learning modalities such as CBE are essential.14CBE offers not only skills-based, practical 
learning with real-world applications, but allows for self-paced and distance learning, which increases attendance and lowers 
dropout rates.12   CBE based high school programs had a higher graduation rate of 97.2% in one state (compared to a non-CBE 
average of 93.1%).15 In Ohio, degree completion for distance learning CBE programs increased by 43% between 2012 and 2018. 9 

CBE has also been found to increase retention rates. At Sinclair Community College in central Ohio, 76% of students completed 
a pilot CBE course in between 60 and 80 days, and 70% of students returned year-to-year.10 Another bachelor’s granting CBE 
program reported 5 year completion rates of 86%, while simultaneously saving students an average of $6,650 over the course of 
their bachelor’s degree program.16 The average age in this program was 39, and 97% of students brought credits from previous 
higher education institutions with them.16  These programs are successfully serving the population of students it intends to serve: 
older, potentially returning students who want an efficient and flexible way to earn their degrees. 

While CBE remains an attractive option for higher education, there are a couple key limitations to consider. The largest limitation 
is the lack of clarity around the definition of CBE.12 Part of the ambiguity around the definition of CBE comes from the eclectic 
theoretical background of this model. No one theorist is credited with creating the model.2,11 It draws from behaviorist, 
fundamentalist, and humanistic modes of inquiry.2 Additionally, some scholars are concerned that CBE does not allow for 
adequate training in social skills, and that the focus on discrete competencies may lead to difficulties with complex synthesis of 
ideas. Students may have a firm understanding of each unit of knowledge but struggle to combine ideas.12 These limitations are 
important to consider as CBE programs continue to expand. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Creating networks of colleges to establish peer mentorship and collaboration has proven effective in the two case study states 
presented here. The Ohio Department of Education started the Ohio CBE network to encourage Ohio institutions to consider 
CBE.8 The DA CBE collaborative in California supports institutions in creating CBE programs.5 States should continue to 
implement such CBE networks. Additionally, stakeholders want policymakers to provide data about demographics, costs, 
retention and completion rates, and employment outcomes for these programs to create more standardization in the field.2,11,13 
Standardized outcome data (i.e. graduation and retention rates) should also be provided as it becomes available.13 Along with 
standardized data, creating state definition of CBE could help address any ambiguity.13 A state definition could help schools 
design more standardized programs and equip instructors leading these courses and further develop a sustainable model of 
CBE programs that successful meets the needs of nontraditional college students. 
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