
F I R S T  Y E A R

Discoveries & Findings



What is the Competency-Based 
Education Network (C-BEN)?
The Competency-Based Education Network (C-BEN) is a group of colleges 

and universities working together to address shared challenges to designing, 

developing, and scaling high-quality competency-based degree programs.
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COHORT #1
Antioch University
Argosy University
Brandman University
Broward College
Capella University
Charter Oak State College
City University of Seattle
DePaul University
Excelsior College
Kentucky Community & Technical College System

Lipscomb University
Northern Arizona University
Salt Lake Community College
Southern New Hampshire University
Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board  

(South Texas College and Texas A&M  
University-Commerce)

University of Maine at Presque Isle
University o f Maryland University College
University of Wisconsin-Extension
Westminster College

COHORT #2
Central New Mexico Community College
Concordia University (WI)
Danville Community College
Davenport University
Kentucky Commonwealth
Lord Fairfax Community College
Los Angeles Trade Technical College
Purdue University

Rasmussen College (MN)
Southwestern College (KS)
Thomas Edison State College 
University of System of Georgia
University of Michigan System
University of Texas System
Walden University

C-BEN MEMBERS

From its inception, the Competency-Based  
Education Network has been 

Influencing Today... 
Shaping Tomorrow
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2009: Lumina Foundation announced its first Strategic Plan in support of Goal 2025 — a national imperative that  
60% of working-age Americans have access to quality college degrees, certificates or other postsecondary credentials  
by 2025.

FEBRUARY 2009: In his first State of the Union address to Congress, President Obama set a goal that, “by 2020, 
America will once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world.” He asked that every American 
commit to at least one year of higher education or career training. 

SEPTEMBER 2012: New America Foundation published “Cracking the Credit Hour,” a paper by Amy Laitinen, Deputy 
Director for Higher Education at the New America Foundation, outlining policy options for advancing competency-based 
education. The paper was supported by Lumina Foundation and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

SEPTEMBER 2012: The Council on Adult and Experiential Learning published “Competency-Based Education in the 
U.S.” by Rebecca Klein-Collins and issued its “Competency-Based Degree Programs in the U.S.” report.

A brief and recent history of competency-based education: this timeline highlights 

developments in an emerging movement to promote competency-based education.

So, what happens when you convene leaders from eight very 
different colleges and universities to discuss their aspirations 
and the challenges they face in achieving their dreams?

An authentic dialogue transpires.

A spirit of collaboration emerges.

A refreshing, forward-thinking conversation ensues.

These leaders realized that by working together they could 
reach their own goals more rapidly while contributing 
fresh, new thinking to benefit all of higher education.  
It quickly became clear that a structured community 
of practice would be a promising platform for helping 
these institutions more rapidly realize the potential of 
competency-based education to bring quality, affordable 
opportunities for postsecondary education to students who 
may not be well served by traditional academic instruction. 

C-BEN: A Structured Community  
of Practice 

An environmental scan by Lumina 

Foundation in 2012 found that 

institutions working on the leading 

edge of competency-based education 

had been dealing with challenges 

to building academic and business 

models in isolation and were eager for 

opportunities to learn from one another.
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With Public Agenda’s process-management infrastructure 
and knowledge management and the counsel of 
various subject matter experts, this group formed a 
self-governing community, the Competency-Based 
Education Network (C-BEN). United by the goal of 
advancing competency-based education and new models 
of higher education through responsible innovation, the 
Network institutions are bound by shared interests and 
challenges, and they work collaboratively to accelerate 
progress toward solutions to common problems.

C-BEN helps create conditions for competency-
based education to flourish by:

1. Designing structured opportunities and learning 
mechanisms for institutions to accelerate progress on 
common challenges such as program design, business 
processes and systems, and learning assessment.

2. Sharing checklists, processes, and data generated 
by the group, and providing research and expert 
resources to innovators, policymakers, and regulators 
that support healthy development of the field.

C-BEN members share a vision of working together 
to help competency-based learning become a 
stronger, more widely understood option for 
students seeking degrees and credentials.

C-BEN formed a Steering Committee led by Laurie 
Dodge of Brandman University and David Schejbal of 
the University of Wisconsin-Extension in spring 2013, 
and the network issued a formal call for membership 
applications in the fall of 2013. Participating institutions 
either offer degree programs with well-defined learning 
outcomes and rigorous assessment or are on their way 
to creating them. The C-BEN Steering Committee, 
comprising higher education innovators, guides the work. 

In early 2014, the Network admitted its initial 
cohort, including 18 colleges and universities and 
two public higher education systems serving 42 
campuses. The Network expanded in February 
2015, welcoming thirteen institutions and two 
public systems representing 40 campuses.

SEPTEMBER 2012: Lumina and Gates Foundations co-hosted a convening of 23 colleges and universities that operate 
or are working toward competency-based degree programs. The institutions, brought together for the first time, identified 
significant challenges to building their models, including barriers to receiving Title IV student financial aid, challenges to 
building scalable models, including a lack of back-office processes and systems to support competency-based education. 
The institutions requested foundation help in improving communication and collaboration among higher education and 
government stakeholders. In addition, the seeds for C-BEN were planted as institutions requested support in business  
model development.

NOVEMBER 2012: The White House and U.S. Department of Education co-hosted an innovation conference at 
Georgetown University; as a result of their participation, four foundations (Lumina, Gates, Kresge and Joyce) jointly 
committed to co-hosting a private stakeholder convening in Washington, D.C., to improve communication and collaboration 
in support of competency-based education.

JANUARY 2013: Southern New Hampshire University President Paul LeBlanc sent a letter to the Education Department 
requesting approval to receive federal financial aid for College for America’s associate degree program in which learning 
is directly assessed.
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JANUARY 2013: In the first State of Union address of his second term, President Obama highlighted the momentum 
and promise of competency-based education and offered the administration’s support for this higher education innovation.

MARCH 2013: The Education Department issued a “Dear Colleague Letter” supporting the direct assessment of 
learning, which stated, “Competency-based approaches to education have the potential for assuring the quality and extent 
of learning, shortening the time to degree, developing stackable credentials that ease student transitions between school 
and work, and reducing the overall cost of education.”

APRIL 2013: Lumina, Gates, Kresge and Joyce Foundations co-hosted a stakeholder convening in Washington, 
D.C.: Enabling Responsible Innovation: Policy Options for Competency-Based Education. The gathering brought together 
representatives from the White House, Department of Education, Office of Management and Budget, regional accrediting 
agencies, state higher education officials, and competency-based education innovators. Public Agenda facilitated the 
convening with help from subject-matter experts Michael Offerman, a national education consultant, and Amy Laitinen 
of New America Foundation. During the meeting, Department of Education officials raised the possibility of federally 
authorized experimental sites to responsibly explore how Title IV student aid could be used to support competency-based 
programs. The convening also revealed the need to streamline the process by which institutions seek Department approval 
to directly assess student learning; at this point, College for America is the only approved program. 

CO-CHAIRS
Laurie Dodge, Ph.D. (2014-2015) 
Vice Chancellor of Institutional Assessment and 
Planning & Vice Provost, Brandman University

David Schejbal, Ph.D. (2014) 
Dean, Continuing Education,  
Outreach and E-Learning, University 
of Wisconsin-Extension

FOUNDING STEERING 
COMMITTEE MEMBERS
Jay Box, Ed.D. 
Chancellor, Kentucky Community and 
Technical College System

Frederick Hurst, Ph.D. 
Senior Vice President for Extended Campuses, 
Northern Arizona University

Ed Klonoski 
President, Charter Oak State College

Paul LeBlanc, Ph.D. 
President, Southern New Hampshire University

Charla Long, J.D. 
Dean, College of Professional Studies, Lipscomb University

Cid Seidelman, Ph.D.  
Provost, Westminster College

Laurie Dodge, Ph.D. David Schejbal, Ph.D.

Steering Committee
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AUGUST 2013: With support from Lumina, Public Agenda facilitates a series of working sessions in Chicago for 
institutions seeking federal approval of direct-assessment programs. These discussions surfaced the myriad of challenges 
faced by regional accreditors, financial aid administrators, university registrars, and business office personnel when asked 
to either approve or to implement competency-based programs. These leading institutions also began to outline areas for 
potential Title IV experimentation. 

AUGUST 2013: President Obama touted competency-based education in another highly visible speech and  
called upon higher education institutions to become more innovative. Leaders from eight colleges and universities  
issued a public commitment to create a community of institutions to address the unique challenges and opportunities  
faced by institutions operating or developing competency-based programs. This group of institutions later became the 
Steering Committee for C-BEN.

SEPTEMBER 2013: Enabling Responsible Innovation: Competency-Based Experimental Design—A convening for 
representatives from the White House, Education Department, regional accrediting agencies, state higher education 
officials, and innovative institutions to discuss progress since the April 2013 meeting, including specific ideas for federally 
authorized experimental sites. The convening, hosted by Lumina and Gates and facilitated by Public Agenda, advanced 
specific ideas that members of C-BEN had developed for federally authorized Title IV student aid experiments.

Process and Knowledge Management
Public Agenda

Alison Kadlec 
Senior Vice President, Director Higher 
Education and Workforce Programs

Erin Knepler 
Associate Director, Higher Education and  
Workforce Programs

Susan Shelton 
Director of Public Engagement Programs

Isaac Rowlett 
Senior Public Engagement Associate

Nicole Hewett 
Senior Public Engagement Associate

Katie Barth 
Public Engagement Associate

Teal Arcadi 
Public Engagement Assistant

John Immerwahr 
Senior Research and Public Engagement Fellow

Funding Support
Lumina Foundation

Kevin Corcoran 
Strategy Director

Convening Support
Southern New Hampshire University

Helen Davies 
Special Assistant to the President

Additional Support
Aisha Labi
Freelance Writer/Editor

Amy Laitinen
New America Foundation

Libby May
The Hatcher Group

Michael Offerman 
Education Consultant

THE NETWORK THRIVES WITH THE SUPPORT OF A WIDE RANGE OF EXPERTS: 
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Structured Work Cycles
ORGANIZING FIRST YEAR RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT

C-BEN was created, in part, to  

develop a practical evidence-base  

for competency-based education by 

generating and testing ideas that  

address core practice-based challenges 

that must be better understood 

across educational settings for this 

form of education to flourish.

The Institute for Healthcare Improvement’s 90-Day 
Research & Development Cycle (R&D) framework guided 
the early work of C-BEN. It was adapted to provide a 
practical and effective structure for managing work scope, 
collaboration, and accelerated knowledge generation across 
institutions. Three initial strands emerged: Program Design, 
Business Processes and Systems, and Communications 
and Storytelling. Participants from C-BEN member 
institutions were divided among the three strands.  

The work within these R&D cycles yielded better data 
and information for developing competency-based degree 
programs, including diagnostic tools such as checklists, 
frameworks, and other information that can be used by 
these institutions and shared widely. The work cycles also 
incorporated input from key stakeholders, including: higher 
education experts; experts in fields such as communications 
and business; and faculty, staff, and students. 

Three 90-day work cycles within each of the three 
strands—Program Design, Business Processes and 
Systems, and Communications and Storytelling—were 
initiated in 2014. A description of the work follows.

Commitment to research and best practices
Public Agenda is taking the following steps to 
develop formative evaluation as well as summative 
looks at design processes and outcomes:

• Ongoing, informal observations and 
reflections in conversations;

• Check-ins with participants, expert 
consultants and the foundation;

• Online surveys of convening attendees;

• Online surveys of webinar participants; and,

• In-depth interviews with all network participants

OCTOBER 2013: C-BEN officially launched with the appointment of a Steering Committee, which broadly  
issued an invitation for other colleges and universities working on competency-based degree programs to join  
through an RFP process.   

NOVEMBER 2013: Department of Education issued a Request for Information seeking ideas for federally authorized 
experimental sites, including ideas for advancing competency-based education and prior-learning assessment.

MEMBERS
Antioch University
Brandman University
Broward College
City University of Seattle
College for America (SNHU)
DePaul University
Excelsior College
South Texas College
Texas A&M University-Commerce
Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board
University of Maryland University College
University of Maine at Presque Isle
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The Program Design strand focused on better 
understanding the competency-based education 
landscape in an effort to begin to create shared standards 
of practice for the design and delivery of high-quality 
competency-based models capable of scaling to 
serve many more students from all backgrounds.

The Program Design strand aims to protect the 
healthy diversity of the field while empowering leading 
institutions to identify and talk about common features 
of high-quality programs with respect to curriculum 
design, assessment of student learning and academic, 
financial, and social supports for students. This work 
strand is working on checklists and critical questions 
that institutions seeking to build strong academic 
programs must be able to answer thoroughly for 
students, parents, faculty, employers, regulators, and 
taxpayers to have confidence in these programs. 

During 2014, each C-BEN member engaged in in-depth 
interviews with Program Design strand participants. They 
also were surveyed to get a clearer qualitative picture of 
how field-leading programs are structured and operating.

The objective was to understand how competency-
based programs address faculty and staff roles, student 
learning, curriculum design, and learning assessment. 

Through structured interviews with program design 
leads from every C-BEN member, the group sought to 
understand both the how and why of program design 
to ensure that the information gained would contribute 
to a broader, more coherent description of what design 
of high-quality competency-based programs entails.

Program Design’s Guiding Questions
What are the common features of high-
quality program design that cut across 

different competency-based models?

How do students in competency-based 
education programs access and navigate 

curriculum, and how are they supported during 
their academic journey by faculty and staff? 

What are the facilitators of success and obstacles 
that colleges and universities experience as they work 

to design and implement competency-based programs? 

How can what C-BEN is learning be translated into 
shared standards of practice in curriculum design, 

assessment and student supports, and how might this 
knowledge be disseminated to better support a healthy field? 

Program Design Strand 

“The Program Design strand gathered, analyzed, and synthesized large amounts 

of information gathered through quantitative and qualitative research practices 

to begin painting a vivid landscape of what competency-based education 

looks like across the nation.  It is through this process, we are able to showcase the 

diversity along with the similarities embedded in these innovative programs.”

— Krissy Jones, Director of Performance-based Learning Programs at City University of Seattle

STRAND SPOTLIGHT

JANUARY 2014: More than a dozen colleges and universities submitted a joint response titled “Experimental Sites 
Concept Paper: Competency-Based Education” to the Education Department proposing ideas for experiments. This paper 
made the case for experimental sites that waive specific provisions of Title IV law and regulations to test approaches that 
would enable many more students to benefit from competency-based degree programs.  

FEBRUARY 2014: C-BEN’s Steering Committee invited the initial cohort of 18 institutions and two public higher 
education systems to join.
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If competency-based programs are to become widely 
available, the business processes and the IT applications 
and software systems that support these processes must 
be redesigned. Institutions engaging in competency-
based education need to have ways to effectively manage 
registrars’ billing systems, financial aid distribution and 
more. Similarly, a better understanding of sustainable 
business models for competency-based education will be 
needed to assure the financial viability of programs. As 
a result, there is a need both to understand the unique 
process and system requirements needed to support 
competency-based programs and to work with private 
software vendors to create solutions to the array of “back-
office” systems challenges plaguing these new models. 

The Business Processes and Systems strand participants 
examined the student lifecycle and conducted “deep-
dives” into process areas. Financial aid processes and 
systems were chosen as the first focus because the 
administration of federal grant and loan aid for programs 
that are not tied to the student credit hour is a “pain 
point” for every institution seeking to build a scalable 
program. Participants focused on determining the key 
questions and considerations that have to be addressed 
to serve students eligible for federal financial aid. 

STRAND MEMBERS
Brandman University
College for America (SNHU) 
Excelsior College
Northern Arizona University 
Salt Lake Community College
University of Maine at Presque Isle
University of Maryland University College
University of Wisconsin–Extension
Westminster College  
Kentucky Community & Technical College System

Business Processes and Systems

APRIL 2014: C-BEN kicked off the first 90-Day Research and Development (R&D) cycle of work during a two-day 
convening in Phoenix. Three strands of work—program design, business processes and systems, and communications and 
storytelling—commenced.

APRIL 2014: C-BEN representatives held initial meetings with vendor representatives to discuss challenges that 
institutions with competency-based programs face when conforming their legacy back-office systems to support innovative 
programs that do not rely on the student credit hour to measure student progress.

JULY 2014: C-BEN reconvened in Washington, D.C, with reports on the first round of R&D projects and initiation  
of a second round of R&D projects.

JULY 2014: The Education Department announced an RFP process for experimental sites with two areas directly related 
to competency-based education and another related to prior-learning assessment.
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“We learned in the Business Process and Systems Strand that the lens by which we 

need to view our work is the student life cycle. Our role in organizing and providing 

insights and questions from those further along the competency-based education 

pathway is twofold—we want to drive innovation in systems and processes, so they seamlessly 

work together and help others who are just beginning their competency-based education 

journey identify challenges they will encounter in providing the best student experience.”

— Joellen Shendy, Associate Vice Provost & Registrar, University of Maryland University College

STRAND SPOTLIGHT

OCTOBER 2014: C-BEN reconvened in Chicago with reports out on the second round of R&D projects and initiation of 
a third round of R&D projects. A checklist for financial aid officers resulting from C-BEN’s efforts is used to begin working 
with the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA) about how to improve awareness and 
understanding in the field of good practices.

NOVEMBER 2014: C-BEN issued Request for Proposals to identify a second cohort of institutions to join.

JANUARY 2015: Education Department issued invitations to institutions to participate in competency-based 
experimental sites. More than half of invited institutions are C-BEN members.

FEBRUARY 2015: C-BEN invited a second cohort of 13 institutions and two higher education systems to join. Some 
institutions previously participated in the Next Generation Learning Challenges Breakthrough Models Incubator managed 
by EDUCAUSE.

To address this task, the strand divided into two working 
groups, a “scanning group” and a “testing group.” The 
scanning group worked to articulate the questions using 
words and phrases appropriate for each program type, 
whether standard term, nonstandard term, or direct 
assessment. Further work, resulted in the “Deep-Dive” 
Financial Aid Questions and the CBE Financial Aid 
Technical Implementation Questions documents.

The testing group received feedback on these documents 
from front-line financial aid professionals at their 
institutions. The group created an additional document 
with academic calendar definitions, which defines 
and compares the elements of five possible academic 
calendar types for competency-based programs.
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Most Recent Work
The work-strand products are being used 
externally by colleges and universities 
outside of C-BEN through a partnership 
with the National Association of Student 
Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA) 
and through ongoing communication 
and collaboration by the C-BEN Vendor 
Relations Committee. By building purposeful 
connections with NASFAA and its members, 
working with financial aid professionals 
from participating C-BEN systems and 
institutions, and opening dialogue with 
software vendors and solution providers 
interested in working with competency-
based programs, we will accelerate progress 
on critical challenges facing institutions 
seeking to build scalable degree programs. 

In addition to resolving financial 
aid issues, four additional areas of 
work emerged during the year: 

• The Student Experience Inventory 
and implications for Business 
Processes and Systems

• Marketing and Outreach Processes

• Application Processes 

• Student Recruitment Processes

Business Process and Systems 
Strand Results 
Strand participants catalogued issues colleges and 
universities seeking to build scalable competency-based 
education models must address when administering federal 
student aid. Using an inquiry-based approach to understand 
and document these challenges, the group produced a 
tool that enables institutions to accelerate progress on 
putting processes and systems in place to administer 
financial aid for competency-based degree programs:

• Competency-Based Education “Deep-Dive” 
Financial Aid Questions: Catalogues the issues 
institutions must address to accept financial aid, 
with questions listed in the order in which they 
appear in the Federal Student Aid Handbook, a 
publication of the U.S. Department of Education.

• Competency-Based Education Financial Aid 
Technical Implementation Questions: Lists 
the financial aid questions and considerations that 
should be considered when modifying IT applications 
to support (e.g., store data, track, analyze and report) 
financial aid data for competency-based programs.

• Academic Calendar Definitions: 
Defines and compares the key elements of 
five possible academic calendar types:

• Standard (Semester or Quarter)
• Standard with Modules
• Nonstandard: Mostly Equal Terms
• Nonstandard: Mostly Unequal Terms
• Credit Hour, Non-Term

• Creation of a Vendor Relations Committee 
composed of C-BEN members from across the 
strands, and a handful of large and small companies 
creating systems to support higher education. The 
committee works to increase understanding among 
solution providers of the challenges facing CBE 
programs and to empower institutions to help lead 
the conversation about system requirements. 
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Communications and Storytelling

“What is Competency-Based Education?” 
Academic leaders must answer this question every day. Yet, 
responses vary among colleges and universities and even 
within institutions, with each definition reflecting unique 
characteristics of specific competency-based programs. 
Because C-BEN institutions had reported significant 
challenges when trying to explain competency-based 
education to a variety of audiences, including students, 
faculty, employers, parents, and policymakers, C-BEN 
established the Communications and Storytelling strand 
to help create shared language around this topic. 

The goal of this strand was to find clear and informative 
ways of sharing the competency-based education 
story. The strand tackled this objective through a 
variety of channels including: defining key terms, 
elevator speeches, and the creation of a story bank.

The strand began with definitions of key terms and 
a taxonomy, or way of classifying, competency-based 
programs. Early on, the group determined that a lack 
of consensus around even basic definitions of terms 
appeared to be the logical result of the diverse field of 
competency-based education, in which advocates for 
different models define common terms in conflicting 
and complementary ways. Although the initial impulse 
toward reaching consensus on terms and taxonomy had 
originated from a desire to build awareness, understanding 
and engagement with competency-based education, the 
experience of strand participants suggested that pursuit 
of a uniform terminology and a classification system was 
not, at this stage, an optimal approach. As a result of 
making this determination, the group shifted its focus to 
explaining through storytelling what competency-based 
education is and why and how students might benefit. 

STRAND MEMBERS
Argosy University
Capella University
Charter Oak State College
Excelsior College
Lipscomb University
University of Wisconsin-Extension
Westminster College
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www.cbenetwork.org 
was launched to help connect 
participants and the field with 
C-BEN’s work. During 2015, C-BEN 

plans to more actively share its work and 
lessons, making the site a go-to place 
for colleges and universities interested in 
developing competency-based programs. 

Members of the strand worked together to develop a 
clear elevator speech for competency-based education.  
“Competency-based education is a flexible way for 
students to get credit for what they know, build on 
their knowledge and skills by learning more at their 
own pace, and earn high quality degrees, certificates and 
other credentials to help them in their lives and careers. 
Students in these programs show what they know and how 
well they know it through multiple ways of evaluating 
learning. This is another choice for learning offered 
at many institutions, through a variety of programs, 
with full support to help students when needed.”

In addition, www.cbenetwork.org was launched 
to help connect participants and the field with 
C-BEN’s work. During 2015, C-BEN plans to more 
actively share its work and lessons, making the site 
a go-to place for colleges and universities interested 
in developing competency-based programs. 

In late 2014, Strand participants created a collection of 
stories, which can be shared with others to build awareness 
of the power of competency-based education to educate 
students, especially those who are not well served by 
traditional academic instruction. These stories, which 
reinforce elements of the elevator pitch, focus on unique 
characteristics of this form of education from student, 
faculty, and employer perspectives. With these resources 
in hand, C-BEN can more quickly respond to requests for 
information from national media outlets, higher education 
associations, policymakers and C-BEN members. The 
C-BEN Communication and Storytelling strand had 
access to the communications expertise of The Hatcher 
Group, a communications firm based in Bethesda, Md.

“We quickly learned in the Communications and Storytelling strand that it 

is not about the words that define ‘competency-based education.’ Instead, 

it is about the difference competency-based education is making in lives 

of students and the transformation that is occurring in higher education.”

—Dr. Christine Seifert Associate Professor of Communication/Director of  
the Master of Strategic Communication Program, Westminster College

STRAND SPOTLIGHT
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