
Quality Standards for 
Competency-Based 
Educational Programs

Provide Feedback until December 1 at  
www.surveymonkey.com/r/CBEQuality

OCTOBER 2016 



 Quality Standards for CBE Programs 1 Competency-Based Education Network 

Drawing on the Shared Design Elements and Emerging Practices of Competency-Based Education, 
leading program designers and system administrators from five C-BEN institutions representing an array of 
models have been working together over the last several months to create a first draft of Quality Principles 
and Standards for Competency-Based Programs. The C-BEN Quality Standards task force developed an 
iterative process and worked together throughout the spring and summer to achieve draft principles and 
standards that are universal enough to apply to all CBE programs, regardless of model variations. In the 
future, we envision these universal principles and standards will be augmented by additional stackable 
principles and standards based on model-specific, programmatic features. 

Our aim with this work is to provide standards to the field that institutions can draw on to inform the 
design or scaling of high-quality programs, and that can provide guideposts and assurances to 
policymakers and accreditors tasked with regulating this vibrant, and still emerging, field of practice. 
The goal of this work has been to produce a draft to be vetted by the broader C-BEN community and 
the wider field. An online portal has been created to collect input on the draft and this feedback will 
inform the final version. Rubrics for each of the standards are currently in development and will be 
collaboratively developed by C-BEN members after the Standards themselves have been finalized 
through input from the field. 

While the finalized Standards and associated rubrics will be released in early 2017, we know full well  
that the evolution of the field and evidence base will require that these standards be regularly reviewed 
and updated.

Key DeƬnitions to Aid Understanding 

Element:  The label or shorthand for the principle  being described

Principle:  A fundamental proposition that serves as the foundation for a system of belief, 

or behavior, or for a chain of reasoning

Standard:  A level of quality or attainment, and an idea or thing used as a measure, norm 

or model in comparative evaluations

Elements, principles and standards form the backbone for this set of Quality Standards. This set of Quality Standards 
focuses on the program as the unit of analysis, and begins by articulating elements, principles, and standards of 
quality CBE program design and implementation. While evidence is still emerging regarding the efficacy of CBE 
program design, it is time to put a significant stake in the ground around quality. This set of Quality Standards is 
intended to be both serviceable for informing program design and easing accreditation and subject to ongoing 
refinement and revision as the evidence base grows. 

For clarity’s sake, the terms used in this document are defined below:
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Coherent, Competency-Driven  
Program and Curriculum Design

PRINCIPLE
Competency-based education uses an intentional and transparent approach to curricular design that provides a 
learner with a clear pathway to complet ion based on an academic model that  builds a uniƬed body of  knowledge 
leveraging frameworks, disciplines, standards, workforce needs, and national norms. The model encompasses the 
level and complexity of  the competencies that  are congruent  with achievement  and suƯcient  to just if y the award of 
the credent ial.  Learners at  the core of  the program’s design, with their needs being suƯcient ly addressed through 
the logic of the program and its associated assessment strategy. CBE programs are designed to be sensitive to racial, 
cultural, socio-economic, gender and other potential bias in design, delivery and implementation.
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The program encompasses an integrated sequence of curriculum which scaƪ olds competencies at  mult iple 
levels of learning in order to lead to mastery.

Opportunit ies for socializat ion with peers, facult y, staƪ , and employers are provided throughout  the 
learning journey. 

Learners are aware of  the program’s clear and coherent  competencies and can art iculate what  they should 
know, understand, and be able to do.

Learners have access to facult y subject  mat ter experts, who play an act ive, cent ral role in the design and 
delivery of  program, curriculum and assessment .

Learning environments and content  are equally accessible to anyone admit ted into the program, 
regardless of  race, income, or abilit y status.

Learners are oƪ ered varied learning exercises, act ivit ies, and experiences to promote student  
engagement  and to provide mult iple opportunit ies for development  of  competency mastery.

 

Flexibilit y is built  into the program’s design to accommodate personalizat ion and modiƬcat ions to support  
individual learners as they develop and master competencies.

 

Learners are supported by proact ive personalized, wrap-around services to ensure student  success and 
mastery of  competencies. 

STANDARDS
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