
COMPETENCY BASED EDUCATION 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

What is competency based education? 

The most important characteristic of competency-based education is that it measures 
learning rather than time. Students progress by demonstrating their competence, which 
means they prove that they have mastered the knowledge and skills (called competencies) 
required for a particular course, regardless of how long it takes. While more traditional 
models can and often do measure competency, they are time-based — courses last about 
four months, and students may advance only after they have put in the seat time. This is 
true even if they could have completed the coursework and passed the final exam in half 
the time. So, while most colleges and universities hold time requirements constant and let 
learning vary, competency-based learning allows us to hold learning constant and let time 
vary.  

(Huff Post, Nov. 2012) 

What is a competency? 

A set of benchmarks of which students are expected to demonstrate mastery, usually set 
by districts in each subject area. Often times a competency begins with, “Students can..” or 
“A student will demonstrate…” As students demonstrate mastery of each competency, they 
can move on to other competencies. 

Why is Charleston exploring CBE? 

Charleston School District, like many other districts across the country, are transitioning 
away from “seat time” or traditional time-based education. Competency Based Learning will 
provide opportunities and increased flexibility for our students. Allowing students to 
progress as they demonstrate mastery of both academic content and personal skills will 
mean our students will be prepared for success in life after high school. Being part of the 
Competency Based High School Pilot Program will provide Charleston High School 
students with flexibility in the way credit can be earned.  

What are other schools in Illinois doing with CBE? 

Many districts in the state of Illinois are implementing Competency Based Education. 
Beginning in April, districts were selected to participate in cohort groups of other high 
schools across the state. Each school district chosen to participate committed to creating a 
competency based learning and credit system of the district’s own design. Charleston is in 
the third cohort group of districts that are part of this pilot program. There are currently 24 
districts in the competency based pilot program. Some of these include: Mattoon, Paris, 
Quincy, Peoria, Kankakee, Champaign, and East St. Louis.  

 

 



What is the main problem CBE will help the current system address? 

Students advancing from grade to grade with no consistent requirement of content mastery 
creates gaps in student learning, which only widens over time. We also know that all 
students are different. They have unique learning needs, unique strengths and areas of 
needed support. Students also have individual interests and plans for their future. We need 
an educational model that provides opportunities for every student and prepares individuals 
to be fully college or career ready.  

Where has CBE been implemented? 

Illinois is in early stages of implementing CBE. There are 24 districts currently part of the 
High School Pilot Program. Other states are in different stages of implementation of 
Competency Based Education. New Hampshire, Iowa, Colorado, Arizona and Oregon are in 
more advanced stages of implementation. Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Kentucky, Minnesota 
and many more are developing CBE. More information can be found on 
www.competencyworks.org. 

How will this affect my child, specifically? 

You may only notice subtle differences in your child’s day to day school experience. Many 
teachers are already finding out about their students’ areas of strength and need and 
planning instruction around those needs. You can expect to see your child working in small 
groups with a teacher throughout the day, with students who need similar concepts and 
skills. Your child will be tracking his/her own growth towards mastery of content. Expect to 
see your child set goals for themselves and take on more responsibility for meeting their 
growth goals. Your child may work with a variety of teachers throughout the day, depending 
on their level and specific needs. We think you will be pleasantly surprised by the changes 
in the way your child responds to these changes. Your child will better understand 
him/herself as a learner, advocate for their education, and learn improved time-
management and organizational skills over time.  

How will the role of the teacher change? 

One common misconception of Competency Based Education is that teachers are less 
important and not in control of the students. This is absolutely not the case. Teachers are 
more important than ever in a Competency Based system. The major difference is that the 
teacher’s role is more “facilitator” than sharer-of-information. In today’s digital world, with 
the 21st century learner, information is available at a quick click. A teacher in CBE will plan 
instruction based on what students already know and need to know. The teacher will plan 
lessons with short mini-lessons to provide important instruction, followed by time for 
students to collaborate or work independently on tasks that will help them develop mastery 
of content. Teachers will develop important relationships with students. They will provide 
encouragement, coaching, tutoring, and promote self-advocacy, problem solving, and 
growth-mindset in students. Teachers will work together more, across disciplines and grade 
levels. The role of the teacher changes in this model, of course, but is essential for student 
progress.  

 



What might a typical day look like for a student?  

The answer to this question will be more specifically answered by building, as building 
teams develop plans for CBE implementation specific to their grade levels and student 
population. The following are examples only, not necessarily what CBE will look like here in 
Charleston.  

Students in all grades will develop a growth mindset and learn about themselves as 
learners throughout this system. As they go through the grades, students will begin 
focusing on interests and possible future career/college goals. This will help students plan 
courses and pathways as they approach the high school. 

Elementary/Middle: A student who is the chronological age of 2nd grader may be at level 3 in 
Math and Level 1 in reading. That student may work with different teachers for different 
subject areas, depending on their levels and level of peers. On the other hand, that student 
may also work with the same teacher all day, but just in different groups with different peers 
for each subject. A student who is at Level 5 in Math will not receive their Math instruction in 
a 5th grade classroom with 5th grade students. We will keep in mind the developmental age 
of students and ensure all students are surrounded by students at similar developmental 
stages. Middle School students may begin to focus their studies on interests and strengths, 
through exploratory courses and advanced coursework. 

High School: The high school will look quite different. Students will be able to receive credit 
for courses in more unique ways. Right now, there are specific classes and requirements for 
graduation for all students. In a competency based system, students may receive credits for 
courses that make more sense for their post-graduation plans. One student, for example, 
may be thinking about a career focus and want to pursue work in construction or a labor 
trade. That student may take courses that pair algebra with construction, rather than a 
traditional algebra course. That student may also receive credit for working with a local 
business partner and getting hands-on experience. Another student may have 
demonstrated mastery of the science content needed for graduation, so rather than sit in a 
year-long course, they may apply science content in an internship experience or with a 
higher education mentor. The high school experience is more personalized, based on 
unique opportunities for students with a wide range of needs and future goals. It is not, 
however, a “free for all.” There are an agreed upon set of competencies that all high school 
students must demonstrate mastery of. It just may be a more creative and unique path to 
that end.  

Will this model change the way my child’s high school transcript looks? And will it have 
any impact on their applications or scholarship opportunities? 

As part of the transition to CBE, it will be a high priority for the high school to ensure that 
students don’t lose out on any college or scholarship opportunities. We are working with 
representatives from EIU and Lake Land to ensure their perspective is represented in our 
future planning. High School transcripts will reflect what courses our students received 
credits for and how they performed in those courses.  Institutions of higher education still 
value GPA, so students will still have a GPA that colleges can effectively interpret.  

 



How will this impact athletic eligibility? Extra-curricular activities? 

As we develop a Competency Based system at the middle school and high school, we will 
create an eligibility rubric. Eligibility will likely include performance both academically and 
with personal success skills.  

What new opportunities might be available for high school students? 

New opportunities for high school students is one of the more exciting elements of 
Competency Based Education. We look to develop new courses, programs of study, inter-
disciplinary projects, and creative and flexible options for students. Some examples might 
include vocational opportunities, increased internship experiences, courses with combined 
content such as business and math, and more electives based on student interest and 
community need.  

How will we communicate student progress with parents?  

Progress will be communicated in much the same way as it is communicated now. Parents 
will have access to student progress in “real-time” on a management platform like Skyward. 
Parents would be able to login and view student progress towards competencies. Students 
would communicate their progress at student-led conferences with parents twice a year as 
well.  

What will students learn? What changes can we expect to see with student 
curriculum/standards? 

Students will work towards showing mastery of content in all subject areas, including 
personal success skills. The curriculum will still be aligned to national and/or state 
standards. Each level will consist of a set of competencies and performance-based 
assessments, developed by teachers in Grades K-12.  

When can we expect to see these changes take place? What is the timeline?  

These changes are already underway. Teachers are reading a book about Competency 
Based Education to develop shared and common understanding of a Competency Based 
Education system. Teachers are visiting schools and engaging in ongoing discussion about 
implementation. We are currently looking for teachers to “pilot” some CBE features in their 
classrooms during the 2019-20 school year. Those teachers will receive additional 
professional development and help lead the way for the remainder of the staff in 2020-21. 
Change such as this will take time. We value the importance of establishing shared vision 
and providing supports and resources necessary for successful implementation. There is no 
set end-time in mind for when we will be fully implemented, but we are likely to begin 
seeing small changes next year, followed by more large-scale changes in the two years 
that follow.  

 

 

 



 

Competency Based Education IS Competency Based Education is NOT 
- Students advance upon mastery of 

learning targets 
 
 

- Self-paced and personalized based 
upon mastery by subject 

 
 

- There are multiple ways and 
opportunities for students to 
demonstrate mastery of concepts 
and skills 

 
- Assessments of learning are 

determined by student in 
collaboration with the teacher 
 

- All students will graduate when they 
demonstrate readiness of college 
and career ready-standards 
 

- Students must demonstrate mastery 
of personal success skills 
 

 
 

- Range of learning experiences at 
school, online and in the community 

 
- Educators work collaboratively with 

community partners, colleagues, 
students and families to develop 
flexible learning environments, 
grouping strategies, and extended 
opportunities to support a unique 
learning plan for every student 
 

 

- Students advance based on typical 
age (elementary) and/or seat time 
(high school) 

 
- Pace is based on curriculum 

timelines/units of study and 
calendar units of time (i.e. 
semesters) 
 

- One assessment (i.e. a test) for all 
students 

 
 

- Assessments of learning are 
determined by the teacher (when 
they take it and type of assessment) 

 
- Students graduate when they 

complete courses and receive 
credits required for graduation  
 

- Students complete courses, receive 
grades based on strictly content 
knowledge; personal success skills 
have no bearing on graduation 
 

- Learning takes place only in the 
classroom or only on a computer 
 

 
- Every classroom has one teacher 

who designs and delivers 
instructional programs/units of 
instruction to all students 

 

 

 


