
Questions 
Financial Aid 

Professionals Should Ask 
About Competency-Based 

Education Programs

A RESOURCE GUIDE



WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO:
Public Agenda
C-BEN 2014-2015 Business Processes and Systems Strand members  
(full member list is included at the back of this resource guide)
Deb Bushway, Independent Consultant
Mike Offerman, Independent Consultant
Jenny Allen Ryan, Westminster College
Joellen Shendy, Strand Lead, University of Maryland University College

If you have a question about this resource, please email 
info@c-ben.org for assistance.

Copyright © 2016 The Competency-Based 
Education Network 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 
Unported license. To view a copy of this license, 
visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-sa/3.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons 
at 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, 
CA 94105, USA.

The information contained in this document is provided for informational purposes only. Although care has been taken to ensure 
the accuracy, completeness and reliability of the information provided, the authors, publishers and financial supporters (collectively 
referred to as “C-BEN”) of this document assume no responsibility, therefore. The user of the information agrees that the information 
is subject to change without notice. C-BEN assumes no responsibility for the consequences of use of such information, nor for any 
infringement of third party intellectual property rights which may result from its use. In no event shall C-BEN be liable for any direct, 
indirect, special or incidental damage resulting from, arising out of or in connection with the use of the information.



Questions Financial Aid Professionals Should Ask About Competency-Based Education Programs: A Resource Guide 1

Introduction
Institutional leaders have a myriad of questions when tasked with the challenge 
of designing and implementing a competency-based program. Often, institutions 
report not knowing how to even get started. The Competency-Based Education 
Network (C-BEN) has created this resource for financial aid professionals so that 
they can support competency-based innovation on their campuses.  

Please note that institutions are responsible for compliance with all statutory and  
regulatory requirements, not just the items described in this resource.

Instructions for Using This Resource
The tables in this resource have three columns: Column one includes financial aid 
questions and the specific topics those questions relate to. Column two includes 
additional questions or information that will need to be considered as you answer the 
question(s) in column one for your financial aid process at your institution. In some 
cases there are additional questions that can be asked that are related to particular 
areas in discussion. These are meant to facilitate conversation. This content is in 
italics and will occasionally reference sections of federal statute and regulations or 
the Federal Student Aid Handbook (and other materials) and financial aid manuals. 
These references will be detailed in column three.

This document is based off the 2015-2016 Federal Student Aid Handbook. Additional 
references are made to the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), specifically 34 CFR, 
which can be found online at Electronic Code of Federal Regulations (eCFR).

Please note that many responses will depend on the program’s academic calendar 
type: standard terms (semesters or quarters); nonstandard terms that are substantially 
equal in length; nonstandard terms that are not substantially equal in length; or 
nonterm programs. Responses will also vary depending on whether the program 
is offered using credit hours or using direct assessment.

Any references to the Department of Education will henceforth be labeled “ED.”

If you have a question about this resource, please email info@c-ben.org for assistance.

Questions 
Financial Aid Professionals Should Ask About 
Competency-Based Education Programs

A RESOURCE GUIDE

For questions and considerations related to 
CBE-specific academic calendars, please visit 
our companion guide, Understanding the 
Academic Calendar: A Resource Guide.

https://ifap.ed.gov/ifap/byAwardYear.jsp?type=fsahandbook&awardyear=2015-2016
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34tab_02.tpl
http://www.cbenetwork.org/sites/457/uploaded/files/UnderstandingTheAcademicCalendar_CBEN_2016.pdf
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Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) | FSA Handbook Volume 1, Chapter 1
SAP must be considered on both a qualitative (grade-based) and quantitative (time based) standard.

Student Eligibility 

Qualitative Questions
 

•  What level of achievement is required to 
demonstrate mastery of the competency?  
Is it equivalent to a “C” or better? 

•  Will there be a grade point average (GPA)?  
If so, how will it be calculated? 

Maximum Time Frame Questions
 

•  What is the published length of your program? 

•   How did you determine that length? 

•  Is a student’s standard completion time  
equal to your published length?

•  Are your students graduating in four years, 
or, if not, what are you using as a time  
frame and why?

Additional Questions and Information 
 

•  If your program requires a grade or grade 
equivalent of “C” or better performance to 
achieve mastery of competencies, then a  
student can automatically be assumed to 
have met the qualitative standard for SAP. 

•  If students in a competency-based program 
are assigned GPAs, each student’s qualitative 
progress must be a 2.00 or equivalent at 
the end of the second year in order for the 
student to be considered making SAP. 

Additional Questions and Information 

•  The SAP maximum time frame in an  
undergraduate program may be no longer 
than the published length of your program 
multiplied by 1.5. An institution must make  
a reasonable determination regarding the 
normal time to completion and use that  
determination as its published length.   

•  There is no federal requirement for a 150% 
rule at the graduate level, but there is a  
federal requirement for the university to set 
a maximum time-frame component in a SAP 
policy for graduate-level students receiving 
federal financial aid. 

References

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-14-23,  
Q&A #11

•  34 CFR 668.34(a)(4)

•  34 CFR 668.34(a)(4)

References

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-14-23,  
Q&A #11

•  34 CFR 668.34(a)(5)  
and (b)

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516Vol1Ch1.pdf
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Qualitative Questions
 

•  Will you measure progress using credit hours 
or clock hours, or does your program use 
direct assessment with credit- or clock-hour 
equivalencies?

•  When do you consider a student to be  
enrolled in a competency?

Transfers, Repeats, and Incompletes:  
Related Questions
 

•  How will repeats be treated in competency 
completion or GPA calculation?

•  Once an official grade or other mark is issued 
how will you treat repeat of that competency? 

•  Can a student receive an incomplete or another 
form of an in-progress grade or mark?

•  What is the likelihood of students transferring 
from other programs or other institutions?

•  How will transfer credit be considered in total 
number of hours or credits attempted? 

•  Will you allow transfer of credits from previous 
experiences and/or institutions into your CBE 
program? If so, how will these be reflected 
in the record in relation to progression of the 
students in their CBE program and the 150% 
time frame? 

Additional Questions and Information 

•  If you are using credit hours or credit-hour 
equivalencies, then you are subject to a pace 
calculation that uses credit hours completed 
over credit hours attempted. Clock-hour 
programs and direct-assessment programs 
using clock-hour equivalencies can measure 
progress using hours or equivalencies  
completed over calendar time.  

•  Enrollment in a competency generally means 
that the competency needs to be counted 
as an attempt for pace calculations for SAP 
purposes in a program measured in credit 
hours or credit-hour equivalencies. 

 
 

•  In a term program, a student can receive 
Title IV aid only one time for each course  
or competency. 

•  Incomplete grades in a subscription period 
may need to be handled differently depending 
on your policies for when a competency must 
be completed. There is some discretion for 
SAP purposes. However, regardless of term 
structure, you need to identify how you will 
treat incomplete grades in your SAP policy. 

•  However you choose to treat transfer credits, 
they must be accounted for as both completed 
and attempted in the quantitative component of 
your SAP evaluation. Schools have discretion 
in determining how they will treat transfer 
credits for qualitative purposes. 

References

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-14-23  
Q&A #11

•  34 CFR 668.34(a)(5)  
and (b)

 

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 3,  
Chapter 1

•  34 CFR 668.4

•  4 CFR 668.34(a)(6)

•  34 CFR 668.34(a)(6)

Additional Questions and Information References
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•  Will you allow students to accelerate their progression? 
•  If you allow acceleration, how far and/or how fast will you let them go?
•  If they accelerate, will you disburse additional financial aid based upon their progression? 
•  If you disburse additional aid, do you plan to put a cap or maximum amount?
•  What will happen to students who reach their maximum time frame for aid?

Additional SAP, Progression, and Time Frame Questions

Time Frame for SAP Evaluation Questions
 

•  How often will you perform SAP evaluations?

•  Will there be an appeals process for students 
who fail to meet SAP?

•  How far behind will you allow a student to 
get before he/she encounters an SAP barrier?

Additional Questions and Information 

•  If you evaluate SAP less often than once 
every payment period, then you may not 
use a warning period, and the student will 
lose eligibility for Title IV if he/she fails the 
SAP evaluation. In order to regain eligibility, 
a student must appeal and either be placed 
into probation (one payment period’s worth), 
or, if you develop an academic plan for the 
student, you can set the requirements for 
dates and timing and how the student can 
meet the requirements. This academic plan 
may also be an option if the student is not 
making satisfactory academic progress at the 
end of the probation period.

 
•  If you evaluate at the end of each payment 

period, you may use a warning period in 
which a student does not need to appeal  
in order to maintain Title IV aid eligibility.

•  You must disclose your SAP appeals process 
to current and prospective students.

•  Because CBE is often self-paced, thinking 
carefully through this progression is critical. 
Determining intervention for students at risk is 
a critical component. Carefully read the rules 
for SAP in terms of academic warning and 
probation and ensure when you review SAP 
that you are meeting all requirements for a 
particular status (e.g., warning) to be applied. 
A student who fails SAP can be placed on a 
one-payment-period-only probation period 
or placed on an academic plan.

References

• 34 CFR 668.34

• 34 CFR 668.42(c)(2)
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•  Will students get any credit (even reduced credit) for this particular course(s) or these competencies? 
•  Will remedial courses be offered for credit?

Additional Remedial Coursework Questions

Remedial Coursework Questions
 

•  Is remedial coursework embedded in  
competencies? Are these courses  
stand-alone or embedded?

•  How many remedial courses/credits will be 
available in relation to this program? 

•  What is the timing of when students can 
begin this program? How will they receive 
remedial content in relation to a traditional 
calendar year, academic year, Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid year?

Additional Questions and Information 

•  Remedial coursework or competencies would 
not be payable with Title IV aid in nonterm 
programs but could be payable with Title IV aid 
in standard- or nonstandard-term programs. 

•  The limit is 30 semester/45 quarter credit 
hours or 900 clock hours. 

•  If you embed remedial coursework in the 
competency, then there is no additional  
Title IV aid available for that competency.  
If the remedial coursework is stand-alone  
or separated, enrollment in the remedial 
coursework could result in additional Title IV 
aid for the student up to the limit described.

References

•  34 CFR 668.20 

•  34 CFR 668.20(e)

•  34 CFR 668.20(e)
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School Eligibility & Operations

Institutional Eligibility | FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 2 

Institutional Eligibility Questions
 

•  Does your CBE program need to be  
specifically approved by an accrediting  
agency or a state-authorizing agency?

•  What is the state-licensing or state-authorizing 
agency for your CBE program?

•  Do you need to update your E-App/Program 
Participation Agreement to initiate financial 
aid for CBE to include your CBE programs?

•  Who will serve as the required coordinating 
official for federal aid (to submit information 
on your institution’s E-App)?

Additional Questions and Information 

•  Your CBE programs must be included in your 
accreditation and your state authorization.  

•  If your program measures student progress 
using credit or clock hours, then ED does not 
require specific approval of the program by 
state or accrediting agencies unless those 
agencies themselves require specific approvals. 
Credit- or clock-hour CBE programs can simply 
be included in your accreditation (for Title IV 
aid). Please note that accreditors may have 
their own requirements, and these may be 
beyond ED’s minimum requirements.

•  If your program is a direct-assessment  
program, it must be specifically approved  
by your institutional accreditor and by ED  
using the instructions in Dear Colleague 
Letter GEN-13-10.

•  Please see instructions in Dear Colleague 
Letter GEN-13-10.

•  Generally, credit- or clock-hour CBE programs 
need to be submitted on the E-App to ED 
only if they are gainful employment (GE)  
programs. All direct-assessment programs 
must be submitted to ED for approval.

References

•  34 CFR 668

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-13-10

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-13-10 

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/1516FSAHbkVol2.html
https://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1310.html
https://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1310.html
https://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1310.html
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Educational Program Eligibility 

Determining Program Eligibility |  FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 2, and FSA Handbook,  
Volume 3, Chapter 1 

Determining Program Eligibility Questions
 

•  How long is your program, in weeks and 
credit or clock hours (or the equivalent in  
a direct-assessment program)? 

•  If the program results in either a diploma  
or certificate and not a degree, how do you 
define/calculate the required clock hours or 
credit hours?

•  If the resulting credential is not a degree, 
what are the expected enrollments and 
graduates? Is the program subject to gainful 
employment requirements?

Additional Questions and Information 

•  The requirements for program length can be 
found in FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 
2; 34 CFR 668.8.

 
•  The minimum length of an academic year is 30 

weeks for a credit-hour program, and students 
must complete the equivalent of 24 semester 
or trimester hours or 36 quarter hours. 

•  If you offer your CBE program via direct 
assessment, you must establish credit- or 
clock-hour equivalencies for the programs 
and provide this to ED. 

•  An eligible program must result in a degree, 
certificate, or other recognized credential in 
order to be Title IV eligible. 

References

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 2,  
Chapter 2;  
34 CFR 668.8

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 2,  
Chapter 2

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 3,  
Chapter I;  
34 CFR 600.2

•  Does the credential awarded meet accreditor and ED criteria?
•  What form of accreditation approval(s) is required for your CBE programs?
•  Have you sought your institutional accreditor’s approval to offer CBE programs if this is required?

Additional Determining Program Eligibility Questions 

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch1.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch1.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch1.pdf
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Programs Leading to Gainful Employment | FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 2

Programs Leading to Gainful  
Employment Questions
 

•  If the program must lead to gainful  
employment, what are the recognized  
occupations for which the program prepares 
the student for employability that will result 
from completing this program?

 
 

•  Additional information on the GE program 
definition is found in FSA Handbook,  
Volume 2, Chapter 2.

 

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 2,  
Chapter 2 

Direct-Assessment Programs |  Primary References Are Dear Colleague Letters GEN-13-10 and GEN-14-23 

Direct-Assessment Program Questions
 

•  How will student progress be measured?  
Credit hours, clock hours, or direct assessment? 

•  How much of the program will be measured 
through direct assessment?

Additional Questions and Information 

•  An institution must make a determination 
about how it will measure progress for a 
student before it offers Title IV aid.  

 
•  If you offer a credit- or clock-hour CBE program, 

then each of your credit or clock hours has to 
meet the regulatory definition of the credit  
or clock hour, and these require work or  
academic activity before a student may 
receive credit. A credit hour must include no 
less than approximately 45 hours of academic 
activity for a semester or trimester hour and 30 
hours of academic activity for a quarter hour. 

•  That requirement does not exist in  
direct-assessment programs. This is an 
important feature of a direct-assessment 
program for consideration.

 
•  If a CBE program does not measure progress 

for a student using credit or clock hours, it 
must be a direct-assessment program.

•  If you offer a program using direct assessment, 
the entire program must be provided using  
direct assessment. A program offered partly 
with credit hours and partly with direct  
assessment is not Title IV eligible.

References

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-14-23,  
Q&A #3-4

•  34 CFR 600.2 

Additional Questions and Information References

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1423.html
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Direct-Assessment Program Questions

•  Has your direct-assessment program been 
approved by your accreditor and ED? Has 
the accreditor approved the program with  
a direct-assessment modality?

•  Will assessments, evaluations, instruction,  
or other services be leveraged/contracted 
from other schools or third parties? 

•  How will this be noted in the student  
record and the progression of the student  
in the program?

•  How will learning measurements in a  
direct-assessment system be translated  
into clock/credit hours? What is the  
formula or crosswalk?

•  Is this program intended only as preparatory 
coursework for a different program or a  
recognized credential? Stated differently, 
is this a self-contained program, or is this 
coursework required to be admitted to a 
different program?

•  Can a student take remedial coursework or 
competencies in a direct-assessment program?

Additional Questions and Information 

•  All direct-assessment programs must be  
approved by ED.

•  FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 2  
provides the rules on contracting out of 
instruction specific to direct assessment.  
You need to be able to note whether the 
student has completed the coursework  
at the other provider for purposes of  
completion and satisfactory academic  
progress tracking in the student record. 
Note that consortium agreements between 
direct-assessment programs and credit- or 
clock-hour programs are generally prohibited 
unless you can ensure that the consortium 
does not result in direct-assessment students 
routinely taking coursework that is measured 
in credit hours, or credit-hour students  
routinely taking coursework measured  
using direct assessment.  

•  An institution must have a process for  
determining equivalency, and that process 
must be approved by the accrediting agency 
and ED in the application for approval of the 
direct-assessment program.  

•  Direct-assessment programs that are  
preparatory only and do not lead to a  
recognized credential are not eligible  
for Title IV aid. 

•  Progress in your remedial coursework  
must be offered in credit or clock hours,  
and you may provide remedial coursework 
measured in credit or clock hours even in  
a direct-assessment program. This is one  
of a few exceptions in direct assessment  
in which Title IV aid may be used for both 
direct assessment and credit or clock hours  
at the same time. 

References

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 2,  
Chapter 2 

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-14-23,  
Q&A #4 

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1423.html
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Written Arrangements Between Schools, Prior Learning, and Distance Education
|  FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 2

Written Arrangements Between  
Schools, Prior Learning, and Distance  
Education Questions
 

•  Do students attend courses/competencies  
on campus, or do they work on courses/ 
competencies off campus? What is on?  
Virtual? Synchronous? Asynchronous?

•  What technology is used?

•  Is the program self-paced?

•  What is the level, type, and timing of faculty 
and student interaction? 

•  What will you build or leverage to capture 
and report the interactions between faculty 
and students?

•  With whom do students interact? How do 
you define faculty or the primary person  
responsible for academic student interaction 
in the content area? 

•  Is the instruction considered distance  
education or correspondence study?

 

 

•  If a student takes the coursework remotely,  
then the institution must determine whether  
the program is a distance education or  
correspondence. In order to meet regulatory 
requirements for distance education, the  
program must be designed to ensure regular 
and substantive interaction between students 
and faculty. A school must be able to document 
and show that the program is designed to  
support regular and substantive interaction.

•  In order for an interaction to be considered  
substantive for these purposes, the interaction 
must be with an instructor who meets the 
accrediting agencies’ requirements for faculty 
instructor. The interactions must be about the 
subject matter. Some programs use coaches 
who provide assistance in program navigation 
but do not meet the instruction standards of 
the accrediting agency—therefore, interactions 
between those coaches and students cannot  
be considered substantive for these purposes.

 
•  If you have regular synchronous interaction  

with a qualified instructor for a particular  
course or competency, this type of interaction 
may be considered regular and substantive. 
Regular substantive feedback on assignments 
can also be used to meet this requirement 
(though an email asking how a student is doing 
without addressing course material would not 
meet the threshold). You should design your 
program for interactions because that ensures  
it will happen—along with mandates for  
substantive feedback if there are enough  
assignments to be considered regular. 

 

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-14-23,  
Q&A #9-10

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 2,  
Chapter 2

•  Can a student attend this school and another school at the same time (concurrent enrollment)?  
How will you facilitate this in regards to the student record and the financial aid funding?

•  If you want to operate with a consortium or contractual agreement, does this agreement cover your CBE  
programs? If so, how will students be handled in the CBE program in light of the roles and responsibilities  
of a contractual or consortium agreement?

Additional Written Arrangements Between Schools, Prior Learning, and Distance Education Questions

Additional Questions and Information References

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch2.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1423.html


Questions Financial Aid Professionals Should Ask About Competency-Based Education Programs: A Resource Guide 12

FSA Administrative & Related Requirements 

Administrative Capability | FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 3

Administrative Capability Questions
 

•  How will the college/university provide  
adequate counseling/advising and  
administrative staffing for the CBE program?

•  Who will serve to authorize and award financial 
aid, and who will serve to disburse it? 

Additional Questions and Information 

•  On any non-federal audit or program review 
for Title IV programs you have to show  
institutional capacity to administer the Title 
IV aid programs.

•  The Coordinating Official is the Financial Aid 
Administrator on the E-App, and this person 
is considered the responsible official for  
compliance with Title IV aid requirements 
and, generally, other aid programs.

References

•  Will the college/university be utilizing any third-party vendors in support of federal aid?  
If so, who will be responsible for coordinating this for inclusion in the Program Participation  
Agreement E-App and ongoing reporting?

Additional Administrative Capability Questions

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch3.pdf
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References

Required Electronic Processes | FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 3

Required Electronic Processes Questions
 

•  Does the school have an E-App? If so, who 
has access to it?

•  Who is responsible for updating the E-App, 
and who are the primary individuals who are 
listed as contacts on the E-App? 

•  Are there credentials/logins established for 
the federal systems for the school?

•  How will you fulfill the federal reporting 
requirements for students enrolled in  
CBE programs?

•  How will loan servicers handle these  
differences among students?

Additional Questions and Information  

•  An institution must be able to document  
astudent’s progress through the program, 
eligibility for Title IV aid, attendance, etc.,  
as applicable. 

•  ED requires that a signature page be signed 
and mailed to ED before ED can process any 
changes through the E-App. Your institution 
must designate the appropriate party to make 
any changes. Very few changes can be made 
without the signature page. 

•  You must ensure not only that adequate  
information about your CBE students is being 
sent to your primary information system but 
also that the data is being translated in a 
recognizable form in order for it to be reported 
to other appropriate places.

•  Correct reporting to the appropriate federal 
systems (NSLDS, G5, COD) and your  
coordination with other third-party systems, 
such as National Student Clearinghouse,  
is critical.

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol2Ch3.pdf
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Providing Consumer & Safety Information

Textbook Information; Notice to Enrolled Students; Information About the  
School’s Academic Programs, Costs, Facilities, and Policies; and Personal  
Finance Counseling and Loan Information | FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 6  

Questions
 

•  Will you allow your CBE students to use/
charge at the bookstore?

•  Do you intend to use e-Resources or open 
educational resources (OERs)?

•  Are students aware of the progression  
impacts of a CBE program on federal loans 
or aid? Are there required disclosures for 
loan borrowers?

•  Is there personal finance counseling available?

•  Does your CBE program meet all consumer 
disclosure requirements?

Additional Questions and Information

•  If there are additional costs for additional  
materials, you have to post this information 
for students. The underlying assumption is 
that this is posted before students enter the 
class so they can make an informed choice 
regarding how to acquire the necessary  
educational resources. 

•  A school that typically offers programs in a 
standard term or nonstandard term but is 
offering its CBE programs as a nonterm  
program for Title IV purposes will need to 
disclose the different requirements for receiving 
subsequent disbursements to students. 

•  While there is no distinction between CBE 
and traditional programs in regards to  
disclosures, it is critical that you ensure any 
CBE program meets all the requirements.

References

•  Are there private loans that allow CBE programs to be eligible? 
•  Have you researched and identified private providers, and do you have information available to students? 
•  What is the certification process for these types of loans for CBE programs?

Additional Questions

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1213FSAHbkVol2Ch6.pdf
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Record Keeping, Electronic Processes & Privacy

Required Records | FSA Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 7

•  Are you retaining records for the minimum time frame as outlined by regulation, including information  
obtained through your learning platform (or system of delivery for support and instruction for CBE) if it is  
needed to provide evidence of regular and substantive interaction?

•  Do you provide regular Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act training? Do you have a process for a  
student’s right to inspect and review under Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act for CBE records,  
which may be and look different from regular records?

Required Records Questions

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1415FSAHbkVol2Ch7.pdf
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Academic Calendar, Payment Periods  
& Disbursements 

Academic Year Requirements |  FSA Handbook, Volume 3, Chapter 1

Academic Year Requirements Questions
 

•  How do you define the length of your  
CBE program?

•  How many academic years will it take to  
complete the CBE program?

•  How do you define your academic year? 

•  How will you equate competency completions 
to semester, trimester, or quarter credit hours, 
or to clock hours?

•  How many competencies must be completed 
in each academic year?

Additional Questions and Information

•  You must have a specific total length defined  
for your program. It can be weeks, months,  
or years. This is needed for both Satisfactory 
Academic Progress and the limitation on  
receipt of subsidized loan funds up to 150%  
of the length of the student’s program— 
known as Subsidized Usage Limit Applies,  
or SULA (see below).

•  The number of academic years that it will take 
to complete the program does not necessarily 
need to equate to the number of years you 
include in the program length, depending on 
how you define those.

•  Every eligible program, including CBE  
programs, must have a defined academic  
year. An academic year is defined in terms of 
weeks of instructional time and credit or clock 
hours (or the equivalent in a direct-assessment 
program). Your academic year definition 
will determine the period of time for which 
students can receive Title IV aid awards. For 
example: A student can receive one full annual 
loan limit per academic year but that may not 
equate to a calendar year.

•  An academic year in a credit-hour program  
(or a direct-assessment program using credit 
-hour equivalencies) must include no less than 
24 semester hours, 36 quarter hours, and 30 
weeks of instructional time. An academic year 
in a clock-hour program (or a direct-assessment 
program using clock-hour equivalencies) must 
include no less than 900 clock hours and 26 
weeks of instructional time.

References

• 34 CFR 668.3

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch1.pdf
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Academic Year Requirements Questions

•  How did you determine how many weeks of 
instructional time were in your academic year?

• What is your program’s academic calendar?  

•  If your program uses a term-based calendar, 
how will the term lengths be defined and are 
all terms the same length?

•  Will students be permitted to take both  
CBE coursework and non-CBE coursework?  
If so, how will student aid be determined  
and disbursed when students take both  
types of coursework?

Additional Questions and Information

•  A week of instructional time is a consecutive 
seven-day period in which at least one day of 
instruction is offered.

•  An institution must ensure that instructional 
materials and faculty support necessary for 
academic engagement are available during 
that week. To the extent that these things are 
not, you may not include that week toward 
your academic year, progression in a nonterm 
program, disbursement progression, or  
minimum program length requirements.

•  A CBE program can be offered in any of these 
three academic calendar options: standard 
term, nonstandard term, or nonterm. 

 
•  In order to have a term-based program 

(standard or nonstandard), there must be an 
expectation that a student begins and ends 
a competency within the term dates if you 
assign that competency to the student’s  
enrollment status for that term. There is no 
such requirement for a nonterm program.

 
•  Nonterm programs permit more flexibility 

but can be more complicated, particularly 
regarding Return of Title IV Funds (R2T4) 
requirements (as noted in the Timing of  
Disbursements: General Rules section).

•  Semesters and trimesters are terms that are 
15 to 17 weeks long.

 
•  A quarter is a term that is 10 to 12 weeks long, 

and the academic calendar includes three 
quarters in the fall-through-spring period and 
often a fourth quarter in the summer.

 
•  Standard terms must fall within these parameters.
 
•  Standard terms must generally be of similar 

length, and one term must not be more than 
two weeks longer than another or else the 
terms would be considered nonstandard. 
If you have a nonstandard term that is not 
substantially equal, then all your Title IV grant 
aid will be disbursed on a different schedule 
than Direct Loans.

References

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-14-23,  
Q&A #8 
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•  How many academic years will it take to complete the CBE program?
•  How many weeks of instruction will be included in each academic year?
•  How many competencies must be completed in each academic year?
•  How will you equate competencies to semester, trimester, or quarter hours? Or clock hours?
•  How will courses be scheduled? Will they fall within distinct periods of time? Will they be open-ended?
•  When and how can students start or stop their attendance/enrollment in the program?
•  Will the credits/clock hours/competencies to be attempted be known at the beginning of the course/period,  

or will they be determined based on the completed competencies?

Additional Academic Year Requirements Questions

ReferencesAdditional Questions and Information

•  If you want students to have the capacity to  
be able to move between programs, you  
will need to be able to figure out how the 
coursework will fit into the calendar that their 
program uses. For example, if a student  
who is enrolled in a term-based traditional  
program wishes to take coursework in a  
nonterm program, the nonterm coursework 
would have to coincide exactly with the term 
dates in the standard-term program.

 
•  The reverse—in which a student is enrolled  

in a nonterm program—is a simpler case:  
The student could take as many traditional 
term-based courses as he/she wished; those 
courses would count toward that student’s  
completion of the next payment period in  
the nonterm program.

 
•  If your CBE program is offered using direct 

assessment, students cannot take coursework 
measured in credit hours at the same time as 
the direct-assessment program. It is fine to 
have the students transfer between a credit 
-hour program and direct-assessment program 
provided such transfers are not the norm.

 
•  When a student begins the courses and how 

you register the start date matters when  
determining the student’s eligibility for  
payment period. This also has implications  
for Return of Title IV Funds.

Academic Year Requirements Questions

• What is your program’s academic calendar?  

•  If your program uses a term-based calendar, 
how will the term lengths be defined and are 
all terms the same length?

•  Will students be permitted to take both  
CBE coursework and non-CBE coursework?  
If so, how will student aid be determined  
and disbursed when students take both  
types of coursework?
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Payment Periods | FSA Handbook, Volume 3, Chapter 1  

Payment Period Questions
 

•  If you have a term-based program, how many 
terms will you have per academic year?

•  What are your payment periods for Title IV aid?

•   How long is each payment period?

•  Does coursework span no more than the 
length of the payment period?

Additional Questions and Information

•  If you have a standard-term program, you 
have a strict limit on the number of payment 
periods you can have in a period of calendar 
time (semester = three, quarter = four). In 
a nonstandard term, you can have as many 
payment periods as you desire, but the  
minimum is two per academic year. In a 
nonterm program, you always have two per 
academic year. 

•  In programs that use standard terms and 
nonstandard terms that are substantially 
equal, the payment period for all Title IV 
programs is the term.

•  For programs with nonstandard terms that 
are not substantially equal, the payment  
period for grants and Perkins Loans is the 
term, but the payment period for Direct 
Loans works like a nonterm program: It is  
half the weeks and half the hours in the  
academic year.

•  A nonterm program has no flexibility regarding 
the length of its payment periods—each 
payment period in a nonterm program must 
be half the length of your academic year in 
weeks and credit or clock hours (or the  
equivalent in a direct-assessment program).  

•  See above for requirements for term-based 
programs—courses must begin and end within 
the term dates (with some flexibility to provide 
“incompletes” on a case-by-case basis).

References

•  34 CFR 668.4

•  34 CFR 668.4

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch1.pdf
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Timing of Disbursements: General Rules | FSA Handbook, Volume 3, Chapter 1   

Timing of Disbursements Questions
 

•  How many disbursements do you plan to 
have in each payment period?

•  If students accelerate in a nonterm program, 
will you disburse additional aid based upon 
their progression? 

•  How do you know when a payment period 
begins/ends so you can disburse more funds?

Additional Questions and Information

•  IA school may disburse aid for a payment  
period no more than 10 days prior to the  
beginning period or anytime within the  
payment period.

 
•  If a student is enrolled in a credit-hour  

program that is offered in standard terms,  
you may disburse aid up to 10 days before  
the first day of classes in the payment period.

 
•  If a student is enrolled in any other type of  

program, the earliest is the later of either  
10 days before the start of the payment  
period or the day the student completes  
the prior payment period.

•  You can have multiple disbursements  
within a payment period. Keep in mind  
there are different requirements for the  
different Title IV programs. For Pell Grants 
and campus-based aid, you may make as 
many disbursements as you wish during  
the payment period, in any amount that  
an institution determines will best meet  
a student’s needs. For Direct Loans, you  
may make as many disbursements as you 
wish during a payment period, but all  
disbursements must be substantially equal.

•  You must determine and document that a 
student has begun attendance in at least one 
course or competency in a payment period in 
order to be eligible for any Title IV aid during 
that payment period. You must document 
that a student has begun attendance in every 
course that you include in a student’s Pell  
Grant enrollment status. 

 
•  If you cannot verify and document attendance 

in a payment period, you must return all 
Title IV aid for that payment period under 
the requirements in 34 CFR 668.21.

References

• 34 CFR 668.164(f)

•  34 CFR 674.16(b)(3),  
34 CFR 676.16(a)(3),  
and 34 CFR 690.76(a)

• 34 CFR 685.303(d)(5)

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 3,  
Chapter 1

• 34 CFR 668.21

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 5 

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 4

•  34 CFR  
685.200(a)(1)(i)

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch1.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch1.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/1516FSAHbkVol5.html
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHdbkVol4Master.pdf
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•  How do you know whether a student has begun attending? 
•  What will you do when a student fails to begin attendance or attends but then exits without officially withdrawing?

Additional Timing of Disbursements Questions

Additional Questions and Information

•  In a term-based program, a student begins 
attendance in a payment period when he/she 
attends at least one course or competency  
in a term. In a nonterm program, a student 
completes a previous payment period and 
begins a new payment period when the  
student completes half of the hours and half  
of the weeks in the prior payment period  
and begins attendance in new coursework.

 
•  If you have documentation that the student 

attended, then the student may be subject  
to R2T4. (Information on returning funds in 
general can be found in the FSA Handbook, 
Volume 5, and for withdrawal specifically, FSA 
Handbook, Volume 4.) If the student attended 
some courses or competencies but not all the 
courses or competencies for which they enrolled, 
you would need to recalculate the student’s  
Pell Grant. As long as the student was enrolled 
half time at the time of the disbursement and 
continues to attend at least one course, then 
Direct Loan funds should not be returned  
unless requested by the student.

Timing of Disbursements Questions
 

•  If students accelerate in a nonterm program, 
will you disburse additional aid based upon 
their progression? 

•  How do you know when a payment period 
begins/ends so you can disburse more funds?

References

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 3,  
Chapter 1

• 34 CFR 668.21

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 5 

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 4

•  34 CFR  
685.200(a)(1)(i)

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/1516FSAHbkVol5.html
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/1516FSAHbkVol5.html
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHdbkVol4Master.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHdbkVol4Master.pdf
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Cost of Attendance | FSA Handbook Volume 3, Chapter 2   

Cost of Attendance Questions
 

•  What tuition/fees or other charges will  
be assessed?

•  What other costs should be factored into a 
student’s education (i.e., living expenses)?

•  Are there special considerations for the  
student’s cost of attendance?

•  If your program is offered using distance  
education, how do you calculate the cost  
of attendance for that program, including 
living expenses?

Additional Questions and Information

•  For standard- or nonstandard-term programs, 
the tuition and fees will likely follow regular 
patterns. If you have subscription periods in 
standard or nonstandard terms, then they 
would be based on the subscription cost per 
term. However, if you are nonterm and use  
subscription periods, and the student takes 
more than the expected subscription periods 
to complete the academic year, that student’s 
cost of attendance will be greater due to the 
additional costs.

•  The institution must calculate the student’s 
eligibility for Title IV aid based on its best 
information about the amount of coursework 
the student plans to complete during the 
academic year. If the student’s costs increase 
because he/she has not completed the  
necessary number of courses or competencies, 
the institution has the discretion to recalculate 
the student’s Pell Grant or Direct Loan awards 
(based on the school’s policy) to account 
for the increased costs (both for tuition and 
fees and for cost of living for the longer time 
frame). The institution must always recalculate  
a student’s eligibility for campus-based awards 
when a student’s costs change. 

•  The Higher Education Act requires that  
students in distance-education programs 
have cost of attendance calculated using all 
the same components as students attending 
on campus.

References

•  FSA Handbook,  
Volume 3,  
Chapter 7

•  Higher Education 
Act, Sec. 472(10)

http://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/Vol3Ch21213Jun14.pdf
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Enrollment Status | FSA Handbook Volume 3, Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6

Enrollment Status Questions
 

•  What do you define as full-time student status?

Additional Questions and Information

•  In an undergraduate program, full-time status 
must be at least: 

•  12 semester hours or 12 quarter hours per  
academic term in an educational program using 
a semester, trimester, or quarter system;

•  24 semester hours or 36 quarter hours per 
academic year for an educational program 
using credit hours but not using a semester, 
trimester, or quarter system, or the prorated 
equivalent for a program with a duration  
of less than one academic year;

•  24 clock hours per week for an educational 
program using clock hours;

•  a series of courses or seminars equaling 12 
semester or quarter hours over a maximum  
of 18 weeks;

•  for a program that measures credit hours  
and uses nonstandard terms, the number of 
weeks of instruction in the term divided by  
the number of weeks of instruction in the  
academic year, multiplied by the number  
of credit hours in the academic year;

•  the work portion of a cooperative-education 
program in which the amount of work  
performed is equivalent to the academic  
workload of a full-time student; or

•  for correspondence coursework, a course  
load commensurate with the full-time  
definitions listed here, and at least half  
of that load must be noncorrespondence 
coursework that meets half of the school’s  
requirement for full-time students.

 
•  Once you define what a full-time workload is,  

all other statuses use this in their calculations 
(e.g., half time is half the enrollment status). 

 

References

• 34 CFR 668.2

http://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/1213FSAHbVol3.html
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•  How do census dates work for Pell Grants in CBE programs (including for programs made up of modules)? 
•  How much Pell Grant assistance can a student receive in a CBE program?

Additional Enrollment Status Questions

Additional Questions and Information

•  Credit that is based solely on prior learning  
may not be incorporated into a student’s  
enrollment status in a term-based program  
nor may it apply toward a student’s  
completion of a payment period or an  
academic year for disbursement progression  
in a nonterm program.

 
•  Competency-based programs are often  

based in part on a student’s prior experience,  
so the institution must have a mechanism to 
distinguish credit that is earned only through 
prior learning assessment versus credit that  
is earned via instruction at the institution.  

 
•  Credit that is earned through prior learning 

assessment could apply for credit toward the 
student’s program, but you cannot include it  
for Title IV purposes. 

Enrollment Status Questions

•  If a school uses Prior Learning Assessment to 
determine whether a competency is mastered, 
how does the institution determine whether 
that competency can be included in the 
enrollment status?

References

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-14-23,  
Q&A #14

• 34 CFR 600.2

https://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1423.html
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Calculating Pell & Iraq & Afghanistan  
Service Grant Awards

Scheduled Award, Award Year, and Annual Award | FSA Handbook, Volume 3, Chapter 3

Scheduled Award, Award Year, and  
Annual Award Questions
 

•  How will you determine payment amounts 
for Pell Grants?

•  Are there multiple start dates/cohorts?  
How do these fall in relation to the award 
(FAFSA) year of July 1 through June 30?

 
 

•  If your program uses standard terms or  
nonstandard terms that are substantially 
equal and, combined, equal at least 30 
weeks, the amount of the Pell Grant per  
term can be determined by using Formula 1:  
dividing the student’s scheduled award by 
the number of terms in the academic year.

•  If your program uses nonstandard terms that 
are not substantially equal, the amount of the 
Pell Grant disbursed per term is determined 
by using Formula 3: 1) dividing the number 
of weeks of instructional time in the term by 
the number of weeks of the instructional time 
in the academic year, and then 2) multiplying 
that fraction by the number of credit hours in 
the academic year.

•  If your program is nonterm, the amount of  
Pell Grant funds disbursed per payment period 
will be determined by using Formula 4: half 
of the scheduled award at the beginning of 
the academic year and half when the student 
completes half of the hours and weeks in the 
academic year. 

•  For nonterm programs, you can receive  
Pell Grant aid for each competency one time, 
so while the amounts could vary depending 
on students eligible for Pell in each award 
year, the student will receive a maximum of 
only (e.g.) four years of Pell for a four-year 
academic program. However, this depends 
on the timing and aid years; see below for 
information on crossover payment periods.

 

• 34 CFR 690.63

Additional Questions and Information References

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch3.pdf
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•  Is there an enrollment date cutoff? What is your census date? 

Additional Scheduled Award, Award Year, and Annual Award Questions

•  A student may receive only one scheduled 
Pell award for one award year (July 1 through 
June 30). If a payment period overlaps July 1, 
an institution may consider the payment  
period in either the prior or subsequent 
award year (crossover payment period). 
Institutions may not consider the period in 
both aid years. How you structure the timing 
of your cohorts may affect your students’ 
eligibility for Pell due to crossover payment 
period considerations. 

•  For Pell Grant purposes you may have a 
recalculation policy in which you establish  
a date after which a student’s Pell Grant  
enrollment status will not be recalculated. 
(This is often called a census date.) If you 
choose to allow students to add/drop anytime, 
be aware of complications, especially if you 
do not have a recalculation date early in the 
payment period.

Scheduled Award, Award Year, and  
Annual Award Questions

•  How many courses/credits/competencies can 
a student enroll in?

•  Can students  add/drop classes at their  
leisure, or is there a collaborative process 
with school officials at any time? Will you 
recalculate throughout a payment period? 

• 34 CFR 690.64

• 34 CFR 690.80(b)

Additional Questions and Information References
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Loan Periods & Amounts

Subsidized Loan Eligibility Time Limitation | FSA Handbook, Volume 3, Chapter 5 

Subsidized Loan Eligibility Time  
Limitation Questions
 

•  How will you determine payment amounts 
for Pell Grants?

•  How much/how many loans can a student 
borrow for the program?

 
 

•  First-time borrowers after July 1, 2013, may 
not receive direct subsidized loans for a 
period that exceeds 150% of the published 
length of the program. This is known as the 
Subsidized Usage Limit Applies, or SULA, 
rule. An institution must determine the length 
of each student’s program and report the  
student’s continued enrollment in order for 
ED to accurately calculate the student’s  
continued eligibility for subsidized loans.

•  An institution must have a mechanism for  
carefully tracking the number of courses or 
competencies in which a student is enrolled, 
because the student’s enrollment status will  
determine how much of the student’s  
subsidized usage period is used each year. 

•  In a nonterm program, if a student takes longer 
to complete the coursework in an academic 
year than expected, the institution must extend 
both the length of its academic year and  
loan period in the Common Origination and 
Disbursement system to account for the  
additional time necessary to complete the 
competencies in the academic year.

•  If a student withdraws during an academic  
year, the institution must adjust the student’s 
loan period to exclude any terms or periods 
when the student did not attend at all.

•  If a student takes longer than 150% of the  
published program length, the student could be 
subject to loss of eligibility for subsidized loans.

 

•  34 CFR 685.200 
(f)(4)(ii)

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-13-13

•  Dear Colleague  
Letter GEN-13-13

•  34 CFR 685.200 
(f)(2)

Additional Questions and Information References
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• How do you know when a student is at a freshman, sophomore, junior, or senior level?

Additional Loan Periods, Academic Terms, and Program Length Questions

Loan Periods, Academic Terms, and Program Length | FSA Handbook, Volume 3, Chapter 5

Loan Periods, Academic Terms, and  
Program Length Questions
 

•  How much/how many loans can a student 
borrow for the program?

•  What happens when a student changes  
programs or schools?

•  Do you permit students to transfer in or 
transfer between CBE programs and other 
programs at your institution?

 

•  A student can borrow up to one annual loan  
limit per academic year. 

•  Students are eligible for different amounts of 
loans depending on grade level. An institution 
has the discretion to choose when a student 
reaches each grade level. Your institution will 
need to define these levels in the context of  
your CBE programs, and this could be different 
from how you consider grade levels for  
non-CBE programs. 

•  There are implications for a student’s loan awards 
if the student transfers between institutions or 
between programs at your institution.

•  If a student transfers between a nonterm  
program and a term-based program or vice  
versa, generally the institution must withdraw  
the student from the prior program and enroll 
him/her in the new program as if the student 
were a transfer student.

Additional Questions and Information References
 

https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/attachments/1516FSAHbkVol3Ch5.pdf
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About Public Agenda
Public Agenda is a nonprofit organization that helps diverse 
leaders and citizens navigate divisive, complex issues. Through 
nonpartisan research and engagement, it provides people with 
the insights and support they need to arrive at workable 
solutions on critical issues, regardless of their differences. Since 
1975, Public Agenda has helped foster progress on higher 
education affordability, achievement gaps, community college 
completion, use of technology and innovation, and other higher 
education issues.

Find Public Agenda online at PublicAgenda.org, on Facebook at  
facebook.com/PublicAgenda and on Twitter at @PublicAgenda. 

About the Competency-Based Education Network (C-BEN) 
The Competency-Based Education Network (C-BEN) is a group 
 of regionally accredited two- and four-year public and private 
colleges and universities working together to address shared 
challenges to designing, developing and scaling high-quality 
CBE programs. C-BEN institutions have developed or are 
developing affordable, high-quality CBE programs capable 
of serving many more students of all backgrounds. Additionally, 
member institutions are offering or will offer programs with 
well-defined learning outcomes and rigorous assessments. The 
C-BEN Board of Directors, comprising innovators from several 
participating institutions, guides the work to provide an 
evidence-based approach to advancing CBE across the country. 

C-BEN can be found online at CBENetwork.org and on Twitter 
at @CBENetwork.




