
To express support of Competency-Based Education (CBE) as a method for personalizing student learning, and 
to provide recommendations to leaders at the federal, state, and local levels who wish to integrate CBE systems 
into schools with best practices for design and implementation.

Competency-Based Education, also known as Competency-Based Learning, is a K-12 and higher education 
practice that provides flexibility in awarding credits for academic courses. Instead of using a time-based 
system via Carnegie units, CBE employs a learning-based system that awards students with credits once they 
demonstrate mastery of content in academic courses or through accredited out of school experiences.

According to CompetencyWorks, high-quality competency systems must be based on the following five 
principles:

1. Students advance upon demonstrated mastery

2. Explicit and measurable learning objectives empower students

Ü ISSUE

Ü PURPOSE
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3. Assessment is meaningful and a positive learning experience for students

4. Students receive rapid, differentiated academic and transitional support

5. Learning outcomes emphasize the application and creation of knowledge

CBE was developed because students learn in different ways and at their own 
pace. The amount of time that a student spends learning a subject does not 
necessarily determine mastery of course content. In our current time-based 
education system, students earn letter grades and typically receive diplomas 
after earning 120 credit hours, even though they may not have truly mastered 
the content.

As a result, many students entering postsecondary institutions are required 
to take remedial courses, which can increase the expense of pursuing a 
postsecondary degree by increasing the amount of courses required to 
graduate. The National Center for Education Statistics has found that as of 
2008, 20.4 percent of students attending postsecondary institutions required some level of remedial education. 
Additionally, the National Conference of State Legislatures estimates that remedial education costs students, 
parents, and states $2.3 billion annually.

In a CBE system, students are provided with personalized learning opportunities that can include online 
and blended learning, dual enrollment and early college high schools, project-based and community-based 
learning, and credit recovery. Instead of relying solely on standardized assessments, students can demonstrate 
mastery of content in a variety of ways, including essays, portfolios, exhibitions, performances, and internships.

In Breaking Ranks 1996, it was recommended that high schools abandon or revise the Carnegie unit so they 
no longer equate seat time with learning. In 2005, New Hampshire eliminated the Carnegie unit and passed 
legislation requiring all high schools to implement competency education by 2008. As part of New Hampshire’s 
implementation of Competency-Based Education, the New Hampshire Association of School Principals 
(NHASP) selected a group of six principal leaders to receive training on Breaking Ranks II as they enter the 
implementation phase within their schools. NHASP also established a series of regional principal’s network 
meetings that gave principals the opportunity to learn from one another on reform efforts, challenges, and 
solutions.

As of 2015, 40 states have revised policies to allow for proficiency-based diplomas, waived seat time to allow 
competency-based pathways, created credit flexibility, or initiated a redesign of their education system 
around student learning. If implemented correctly, CBE has the potential to expand and improve the education 
experience for students in order to ensure they acquire the necessary skills to be college and career ready. In 
addition, CBE can save time and money by establishing multiple pathways to graduation. 

Instead of using a 
time-based system via 
Carnegie units, CBE 
employs a learning-
based system that 
awards students with 
credits once they 
demonstrate mastery 
of content in academic 
courses or through 
accredited out of 
school experiences. 
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Principals are responsible for ensuring that each student receives the highest quality instruction every day and 
that teachers in the school have the resources and support to deliver this type of learning.

NASSP believes that all students should graduate from high school with the skills to help them succeed in 
postsecondary education and the workplace.

NASSP’s position statement on Tracking and Ability Grouping in Middle Level and High Schools suggests that 
principals should provide a safe and personalized learning environment for each student while also identifying 
a set of essential learnings in which students must demonstrate competency in order to move to the next level.

In Breaking Ranks II and Breaking Ranks in the Middle, school leaders are provided with a framework for 
improving the performance of each student by: implementing best practices through collaborative leadership 
and professional learning communities, creating relevance through personalizing the environment, and 
addressing issues of rigor through curriculum, instruction, and assessment. 

■■ Create space for innovation by removing time-based constraints from 
regulation, including competency education in innovation grants and 
increasing investments in evaluation, research, and development.

■■ Build robust supports and interventions that track students’ progress in 
real time in order to drive more timely school improvement efforts.

■■ Invest in competency-based information technology that provides 
transparent information on where students are along a learning 
trajectory so that educators can customize learning experiences and 
ensure that every student demonstrates mastery.

■■ Establish expanded learning opportunities that give students the 
opportunity to demonstrate learning and receive credit through work 
experience or community service.

■■ Institute competency-based diplomas that paint a more accurate picture of student mastery and skill 
acquisition, and enable students to graduate before or after the four years of instruction. 

 

■■ Begin identifying competencies and skills that students must be equipped with in order to be adequately 
prepared for college and the 21st-century global economy.

■■ Establish a working group of parents, community members, teachers, curriculum specialists, principals, 
superintendents, business leaders, and policymakers tasked with developing a shared vision and district 
culture that put students at the center of learning.

Ü GUIDING PRINCIPLES

 Ü RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FEDERAL AND STATE POLICYMAKERS

 Ü RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DISTRICT LEADERS
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Redesign accountability 
frameworks to support 
higher and deeper 
levels of personalized 
learning that establish 
mutual accountability, 
a culture of learning, 
collaboration, and 
capacity building.
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■■ Develop a school environment in conjunction with school counselors that supports students who stay behind 
or advance ahead of their peers.

■■ Provide training to elementary, middle, and high school leaders and other school staff on the challenges 
and best practices for implementing competency-based systems.

■■ Create a variety of assessments to accommodate for multiple learning pathways that are transparent and 
ongoing, and provide meaningful feedback to support student learning. 

■■ Deliver training to educators on how to modify classroom instruction to incorporate competency-based 
learning.

■■ Establish a school culture that empowers parents, teachers, and students to give and receive support in 
order to ensure students take ownership in their learning and truly understand the path towards mastery of 
content.

■■ Develop personalized interventions for students who are struggling to demonstrate mastery of content.

■■ Conduct a thorough review of literature trends of competency-based education practices across the country.

■■ Visit schools and make contact with school leaders who have begun implementing competency-based 
education systems. 

 Ü RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SCHOOL LEADERS
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