
 

 

A primer on prior learning assessments and competency-based education. 
 
  
In the last several years, policymakers and the public have questioned the nation’s system of 
higher education. Skyrocketing college costs, increasing student debt loads, and stagnating 
college attainment rates have led many to ask what the nation receives for its nearly $250 
billion annual investment in student financial assistance.[i] Additional concerns have been 
raised about the quality and value of a college education. 
At the same time that many are raising concerns about the cost and quality of American higher 
education, the positive economic benefits of a college degree have never been clearer. In 2011, 
the median annual earnings of full-time workers ages 25 and older were $56,500 for those with 
a bachelor’s degree, $21,100 more than the median earnings of those with only a high school 
diploma. 

This wage differential has grown substantially in the past few decades. In the same year, 
median earnings for workers aged 25 to 34 with at least a bachelor’s degree were about 70 
percent higher than median earnings for those with only a high school diploma. This earning 
gap is greater than it was a decade ago, but lower than its peak around 2008 and 2009.[ii] 
Although the economic and societal benefits of a college degree are clear, the proportion of 
Americans receiving a college education has changed very little in the last two decades. The 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) data indicate that the 
United States is falling behind in college attainment, slipping to nineteenth among OECD 
nations.[iii] As the rest of the world grows its college-educated workforce, more and more jobs 
in the U.S. will require some form of postsecondary education just to keep up. One study 
estimates that by 2020, 65 percent of U.S. jobs will require a postsecondary education.[iv] To 
meet this workforce need, the U.S. system of higher education will have to accelerate its 
current output of college degrees and credentials. In 2014, the percentage of Americans aged 
25-64 with a two- or four-year college degree was 40.4 percent. Among young Americans, aged 
25-34, the postsecondary education attainment rate in 2014 was slightly higher at 42.3 
percent.[v] 
 
A number of avenues exist for increasing the number of Americans with postsecondary 
credentials and degrees: increasing the percentage of high school graduates immediately 
enrolling in college, increasing college persistence and completion rates and bringing 
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individuals who have some college education but no degree or credential back into the system 
to complete their education.[vi] Whatever the particular strategy, many argue it is essential to 
raise the nation’s college attainment rate in ways that are both cost- and time-effective for 
students, institutions and taxpayers and in ways that ensure the credentials and degrees 
received are high-quality and meet the needs of employers. Use of prior learning assessments 
and competency-based education are two such strategies. 
 
Prior Learning Assessments (PLA) 
 
Prior learning assessments (PLA) in the United States have their beginnings in World War II, 
when the G.I. Bill brought large numbers of veterans to college. Because many of these 
veterans were older and had family responsibilities, they wanted to complete their college 
education as expeditiously as possible and did not wish to repeat college-level learning and 
knowledge that they had gained during their time in the military. Beginning in the 1940s, the 
American Council on Education undertook reviews of various military trainings and courses of 
instruction with the purpose of awarding college credit. 

As other groups of non-traditional students sought a college education in subsequent decades, 
the awarding of college credit for learning outside the traditional classroom expanded. For all of 
these non-traditional groups of students, many of whom are older, working and with family 
responsibilities, receiving college credit for knowledge and learning already acquired offers the 
benefit of both shortening the time to degree and lowering the total cost of college. A 2010 
study found that adult students who received PLA credit were 2.5 times more likely to persist in 
their education and complete their degrees than students who received no credit for prior 
learning.[vii] 
 
Types of Prior Learning Assessments 
The underlying premise of PLA is that college-level learning can and does occur outside the 
traditional college classroom. As defined by the Council on Adult and Experiential Learning, 
prior learning assessment is “the process by which many colleges evaluate for academic credit 
the college-level knowledge and skills an individual has gained outside of the classroom, 
including from employment (e.g., on-the-job training, employer-developed training), military 
training/service, travel, hobbies, civic activities and volunteer service.”[viii] 
Today, there are four methods for assessing a student’s prior learning: (1) evaluation of military 
and corporate training and coursework; (2) standardized tests; (3) course challenge exams; and 
(4) student portfolios. 

Evaluation of Military and Corporate Training 

As discussed above, beginning in the 1940s, the American Council on Education (ACE) 
undertook reviews of military training to provide college credit recommendations for colleges 
and universities. ACE evaluates courses across all branches of the U.S. military and across all 
levels of instruction (vocational, associate’s, bachelor’s, and graduate and professional). They 
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employ subject matter specialists from higher education to carry out the course evaluations 
and to make determinations for whether or not a course qualifies for credit, and, if 
recommended, how much credit and at what level. 

ACE maintains an up-to-date online database of the courses it has evaluated. In addition to its 
recommendation for credit, the ACE database includes information about the length of each 
course evaluated, the learning outcomes and objectives for each course and the modes of 
instruction (e.g., lecture, independent study, practical exercises). Below are two examples of 
ACE-reviewed military courses and recommendations. 

http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Pages/Military-Guide-Online.aspx


Just as the military provides ongoing training and coursework to its members, many employers 
– corporate, nonprofit, government, religious and unions – provide education and training that 
are equivalent to college-level learning to their employees as a means to retain and build 
talent. Since the 1970s, the National College Credit Recommendation Service (formally known 

http://www.nationalccrs.org/


as the Program on Noncollegiate Sponsored Instruction or PONSI) and ACE have reviewed and 
made recommendations for college credit for training and education programs offered by 
employers outside the traditional college classroom. Similar to the review of military training 
and education, the reviews conducted by the National College Credit Recommendation Service 
and ACE are led by teams of subject matter experts. Below are just two examples of workplace 
training reviewed by the National College Credit Recommendation Service and ACE. 
 

 

http://www2.acenet.edu/credit/?fuseaction=browse.main


 

The ACE and the National College Credit Recommendation Service’s recommendations do not 
necessarily mean that credits will be accepted at an institution. Whether or not to accept the 
recommended credits is a decision that rests with each individual college and university. 



In addition to reviews conducted by ACE and the National College Credit Recommendation 
Service, some individual colleges and universities conduct reviews of employer training and 
education to determine if such training might be eligible for college credit. For example, 
American Public University has partnered with Walmart to offer college credit for many of 
Walmart’s training courses, the University of Phoenix has an extensive credit recommendation 
guide for workforce training and evaluation and Starbucks has partnered with City University of 
Seattle to offer college credit for its barista training classes.[i] 
 

Standardized Tests 

Another means for assessing prior learning is the use of standardized tests. Over the years, a 
number of national testing programs have been developed to test student knowledge of college 
subjects. The most well-known of these testing programs are those that primarily serve 
traditional students – the College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) and the International 
Baccalaureate (IB) programs. Typically, students who score a 3 or higher on an AP exam may be 
granted college credit. Similar to AP, IB coursework may award students with college credits. 
For non-traditional, adult learners, there are a number of additional national testing programs 
that were developed especially to meet their unique needs. 

The most well-known of these are the College-Level Examination Program (CLEP), DSST 
Exams(formerly known as the DANTES Subjects Standardized Tests) and Excelsior Exams.  Like 
AP, individuals who earn a passing score on these exams may be granted college credit. 
Although there is a fee ($80 and up) for taking these assessments, the fee is significantly less 
than the cost of an equivalent college course.  Further, if a student can earn credit for a course 
through one of these exams, the student saves significant time by not having to sit through the 
course and may advance more quickly towards his or her degree. However, as is the case with 
ACE and the National College Credit Recommendation Service reviews of military and corporate 
training, whether and how to offer students credit for their performance on a national 
standardized college exam is a decision that rests solely with each individual college and 
university. Around 2,900 colleges accept CLEP credits.[ii] 
 
The college courses covered by these three major standardized testing programs are those 
typically covered by the general college curriculum. Below is a chart of the exams currently 
offered by these programs. 
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Course Challenge Exams and Student Portfolios 

Course challenge exams and student portfolios are the two least standardized of the PLA 
models. Course challenge exams are, in essence, course final exams. For those colleges, 
universities and departments that allow for this option, a student may seek to take a final 
examination for a given college course rather than spending the standard 16 weeks in a course 
with its requisite assignments and assessments. Like typical final course exams, course 
challenge exams vary in format and may contain multiple choice, short answer, essay questions 
or performance tasks. 

Earning college credit through a student portfolio is the most individualized of all the PLA 
models. Institutions that permit students to use portfolios to earn college credit have varying 
procedures; however, most entail a student selecting the course or courses which they believe 
match their knowledge and skills, putting together documentation to support their claim for the 
prior learning required toward college credit and submitting their documentation to a faculty 
member for review and final determination of college credit. To assist individuals in putting 
together a learning portfolio, the CAEL has in recent years launched a service called 
LearningCounts. Through LearningCounts students may create their portfolios through a self-
paced, non-credit course (Do-It-Yourself), or an instructor-led six-week, three-credit course. 
 
Barriers Impacting Prior Learning and Recent Events 
While PLA has been around since the 1940s, few students have earned college credit for their 
learning outside the traditional college classroom. Aside from the Advanced Placement 
program that serves a traditional-age college population, most adults who wish to attend 
college for the first time or return to college after a lapse in attendance—the group of students 
for whom PLAs could be most beneficial—never learn that an option may exist for earning 
college credit through PLAs. Few colleges offer students credit for prior learning, and many of 
those that do, do not advertise this option to students. The unwillingness of colleges to accept 
prior learning appears to stem, in part, from a long-standing faculty skepticism of, and bias 
against, learning that occurs off campus, believing that what is learned elsewhere is of lower 
quality. The bias against prior learning is very similar to the bias against accepting transfer of 
credit from other institutions. Additional barriers that many schools have erected are rules that 
only allow credits earned through prior learning to be applied as elective credits or placing caps 
on the number of credits that can be earned through PLA. 

While many institutions have been skeptical of prior learning, a handful of institutions have a 
history of embracing it. In the 1970s, four public institutions in New Jersey, New York and 
Connecticut were established to serve non-traditional adult students: Thomas Edison State 
College, Excelsior College (formerly Regents College and now a private nonprofit college), 
Empire State College and Charter Oak State College. Often referred to as “credit aggregators,” 
from the start these schools have helped adults pull together degrees by accepting and 
assembling their academic credits earned through PLA and other higher education 
institutions.[i] Looking to the success of institutions such as these in helping adults complete 
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their degrees through prior learning, a small number of states in recent years have started 
trying to break down the barriers to prior learning both by advertising the option to students 
and by standardizing the acceptance of prior learning credits across their state institutions of 
higher education. Among these states are Tennessee, Washington and Colorado.[ii] 
 
In addition to the institutional and cultural barriers to PLA, there are also financial barriers to 
their wider use. Under current federal rules for student financial assistance (Pell, student 
loans), the cost to students for PLA is not an allowable educational expense. Although the cost 
is usually under $100 per assessment, for many low-income working adults that cost is often 
still too high of an out-of-pocket expense. However, in July of 2014, the U.S. Department of 
Education announced an experimental sites initiative where students may use federal financial 
aid (including the Federal Pell Grant) to pay for PLA. More than 40 colleges are participating in 
this experiment, including University of Phoenix, Charter Oak and several community 
colleges.[iii]  
 
Competency-Based Education (CBE) 
 
As discussed earlier, concerns are increasing about the quality of American higher education. 
For some time now, employers have complained that recent college graduates lack the 
knowledge and skills necessary to compete in the workforce. Additionally, studies of college 
student learning indicate that a college education as currently constructed and delivered offers 
students relatively little value-add to their knowledge.[iv] Although these concerns are not new, 
they have taken on urgency given the increasing need for more Americans to have a high-
quality postsecondary degree or certificate to compete and succeed in today’s economy. 
 
One way to ensure college graduates have the knowledge and skills needed to compete in the 
workforce is to embrace competency-based education. While there currently is no federal 
definition of competency-based education (CBE), September 2015 guidance from the U.S. 
Department of Education defines it in the following terms: 

In general, a CBE program is one that organizes content according to what a student knows and 
can do, often referred to as a “competency.” CBE programs also generally have very clear 
claims for student learning, stress what students can do with the knowledge and skills they 
acquire, and have assessments that provide measurable evidence of competency. Student 
progress is determined by mastery of each competency. Because CBE focuses on whether 
students have mastered these competencies, there is a focus on learning outcomes rather than 
time spent in a classroom.[v] 
 
CBE distinguishes itself from traditional higher education by focusing on what students learn 
and by breaking away from the credit hour. Traditional higher education is time-based – a 
student earns a degree after earning a specific number of credit hours. Under this traditional 
credit-hour based system, time is constant (e.g., 120 credit hours earned over 4 years), and 
learning is variable (e.g., a student earns the same number of credits for a grade of C- as he or 
she does for an A+). CBE flips the traditional time-based model. Under a competency 

https://pnpi.org/issue-primers/prior-learning-and-competency-based-education/#_edn2
https://pnpi.org/issue-primers/prior-learning-and-competency-based-education/#_edn3
https://pnpi.org/issue-primers/prior-learning-and-competency-based-education/#_edn4
https://pnpi.org/issue-primers/prior-learning-and-competency-based-education/#_edn5


framework, learning is constant (e.g., a student has either mastered the concept or not), and 
time is variable (e.g., students may progress quickly through material which they find easy or 
with which they have familiarity, or slow down their pace and spend more time on material 
that is more difficult or less familiar to them). 

Under a CBE model, students progress in their program of study not by accumulating credit 
hours, but by demonstrating their skills and knowledge of particular subject matter 
competencies through a set of assessments. Additionally, rather than being graded on a scale of 
A-F, as is the grading rubric in traditional higher education, students either do or do not 
demonstrate their mastery of competencies. In most competency-based programs, mastery of 
competency is equivalent to a grade of B or better. 

It is important to note that the majority of CBE programs, including direct assessment 
programs, still must rely upon the credit hour for federal financial aid. To enable students to 
qualify for aid, current federal regulations require institutions to equate competencies back 
into credit hour equivalencies.[vi]This process is complex and may prove intimidating to some 
institutions. A recent publication from the Competency-Based Education Network (CBEN) 
provides guidance and key questions for financial aid administrators to ask when considering a 
CBE program on their campus, and the related financial aid implementation implications.[vii] 
 
Origins of Competency-Based Education 
The origins of competency-based higher education programs within the United States date to 
the 1970s. At the time, CBE programs were viewed as an attractive option for adult learners 
who often entered college with knowledge and skills that would allow them to advance quickly 
through some material, but who also needed additional time for newer material.[viii] Although 
a number of CBE programs were created in pockets across the United States, these programs 
remained a small, relatively unknown niche in American higher education until the 
development of Western Governors University (WGU) in 1995. 
Western Governors University was created by 19 western governors led by Governor Michael 
Leavitt (R-UT) and Governor Roy Romer (D-CO). At the time of its founding, the governors had 
heard from employers that traditional colleges were not graduating students with the skills 
employers needed. Additionally, many were worried about the rising cost of college. Thus, in its 
development the governors sought a new model of higher education that ensured graduates 
had the knowledge and skills necessary for the workforce that was both affordable and 
accessible. CBE was the model they chose. 

For each degree program at WGU, an advisory group of industry professionals and experts in a 
given field define the competencies for the degree to ensure that students gain the knowledge 
and skills necessary to succeed in their chosen field of study and work. Students then take a 
series of assessments to test their mastery of the required competencies for their program of 
study. For a point of reference, see this webpage for a description of the required 
competencies for a WGU degree in health 
informatics: http://www.wgu.edu/sites/wgu.edu/files/BS_HI_14.pdf. 
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Through their course of study, WGU students work with faculty mentors who help them select 
learning resources to prepare for each of the assessments required to measure program 
competency. These resources include textbooks, e-learning modules, study guides, simulations, 
virtual labs and tutorials. 

As of December 2015, WGU had over 63,000 students and awarded over 50,000 degrees in 
areas including teacher education, business, information technology and health professions. To 
ensure affordable access for students tied neither to time nor place, all degree programs are 
online and tuition is a flat rate of $6,000 for 12 months of learning that allows students to 
progress as quickly as they are able. In 2014, the average time to graduation for WGU students 
was 34 months, well below the average of 54 months at traditional campuses.[ix] 
 
Although WGU currently has the greatest name recognition as a competency-based education 
model, there are a number of other competency-based programs across the United States. 
Some of these programs are long-standing, such as Alverno College’s program that began in the 
1970s, and others launched more recently such as Southern New Hampshire University’s 
College for America program. 

Barriers Impacting Competency-Based Education and Recent Events 
As with PLA, the two primary obstacles to greater adoption and creation of CBE frameworks are 
cultural and financial. For more than two centuries, higher education has primarily been 
delivered one way in the U.S. – students come to a campus and sit in a designated series of 
courses led by professors for a designated period of time. CBE models are often unsettling and 
met with skepticism by faculty and leaders of traditional higher education who themselves are 
products of the traditional model. 

With regard to financial barriers, the credit hour, which competency-based models are 
designed to disrupt, is more than just the current measure of progress towards a degree – it has 
come to be the basis for awarding student financial aid and determining institutional and 
departmental budgets. Even though WGU and other competency-based models seek to break 
from the credit hour by allowing students to demonstrate mastery of competency, they still 
need to equate everything back into credit hours to enable students to qualify for federal 
financial aid. A 2005 amendment to the Higher Education Act created the opportunity for WGU 
and others to participate in the federal financial aid programs and offer competency-based 
“direct assessment” programs unrelated to credit hours, but no institutions applied until 
2013.[x] 
 
The success of WGU, along with the growing concern about the cost and quality of education, 
has brought renewed attention to the possibility of CBE as a significant postsecondary reform. 
This is a reform not without challenges: a changing regulatory environment, expanded roles for 
accrediting organizations and data collection and research, are all outlined below. 

https://pnpi.org/issue-primers/prior-learning-and-competency-based-education/#_edn9
https://pnpi.org/issue-primers/prior-learning-and-competency-based-education/#_edn10


 
CBE Regulatory Environment 

Over the past three years, the U.S. Department of Education (the Department) has begun to 
provide a regulatory framework for expanded CBE and has allowed some institutions to offer 
direct assessment programs. In September 2012, the Department created a working group on 
direct assessment to review the 2005 Higher Education Act provision allowing for direct 
assessment and to provide technical assistance to institutions and others interested in how this 
affected financial aid eligibility.[xi] On March 19, 2013, the Department issued 
guidance, Applying for Title IV Eligibility for Direct Assessment (Competency-Based) 
Programs,[xii] which explained how institutions can have CBE programs approved under the 
current regulations, while also acknowledging that the current law may not accommodate 
innovative programs. Later in 2013, the Department approved applications received from 
Southern New Hampshire University and Capella University to begin direct assessment 
programs in the fall of 2013 and 2014, respectively. 
 
Beginning in January 2014, the Office of the Inspector General (OIG) audited the Department’s 
actions and found that it did not adequately address the risks that direct assessment posed to 
the federal financial aid program. Specifically, the OIG found that the Department did not have 
processes in place to prevent students from using financial aid for “life experiences” and the 
Department could not guarantee that direct assessment programs were not correspondence 
courses, lacking substantive student-faculty interaction.[xiii] To address these findings, the 
Department issued further guidance, Competency-Based Education Programs- Questions and 
Answers, on December 19, 2014.[xiv] 
 
In July 2014 the Department issued a Federal Register notice inviting institutions to participate 
in experimental sites initiatives related to CBE. Approximately 40 institutions participate in a 
program that provides federal student aid to students enrolled in self-paced CBE 
programs.[xv] In addition, approximately 30 institutions participate in the Limited Direct 
Assessment experimental site, which allows flexibility for an institution to provide a mix of 
direct assessment coursework and credit or clock hour coursework in the same 
program.[xvi] See the chart below for a list of the institutions participating in the experimental 
sites. 
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Given the recent opportunities for experiments and the growing demand for CBE programs, 
colleges and universities have shown tremendous interest in this type of programming. In 
spring 2014, nearly 60 institutions offered CBE programs. That number is expected to grow in 
the coming years; According to a 2015 survey from Public Agenda, more than 600 colleges and 
universities are either offering or have expressed serious interest in offering CBE programs.[i] 

Additionally, in October of 2015, the Department of Education announced the creation of the 
Educational Quality through Innovative Partnerships (EQUIP) program under the Experimental 
Sites Initiative. EQUIP will offer institutions waivers from current law in order to enable 
students an opportunity to receive federal student aid if they are enrolled in programs that are 
otherwise ineligible for federal student aid. One of the stated goals of EQUIP is to help the 
Department evaluate the effectiveness of non-traditional providers in improving student 
education and employment outcomes.[ii] 
 
Accreditation 

Together, the Department, institutions and accrediting agencies determine whether a program 
constitutes CBE. In order for a college or university to participate in the Department’s CBE-
related experimental sites, one or more of its programs must be approved, recognized, or 
designated as a CBE program by the institution’s accrediting agency.[iii] Accreditors must 
evaluate an institutions’ plan for translating CBE courses into equivalent credit hours and 
determine whether there is substantial faculty-student interaction. 
 
The accreditation review of CBE programs has faced some hurdles. A 2015 OIG report cited a 
regional accreditation organization’s review of CBE programs. The report, The Higher Learning 
Commission Could Improve Its Evaluation of Competency-Based Education Programs to Help the 
Department Ensure the Programs Are Properly Classified for Title IV Purposes,[iv] found that the 
regional accreditor did not properly evaluate credit-hour equivalencies, determine faculty-
student interaction or review programs that may have had substantive changes. 
Recent additional guidance or potential reforms may provide increased clarity and consistency 
for CBE accreditation. In June 2015, the Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions provided 
guidance to its member accreditors of direct assessment programming.[v] Also, in September 
2015, the Department issued the detailed guidance mentioned above. Some researchers have 
suggested creating an accreditation organization or oversight/advisory body specializing in 
competency-based education. [vi] 
 

Data Collection and Research 

With innovative programs, there is a strong desire for comprehensive evaluations and rigorous 
data. With CBE, including direct assessment, neither currently exist. Realizing this, an 
association of institutions is collaborating to evaluate its members’ CBE programs. This group, 
known as the Competency-Based Education Network, is composed of 30 colleges and 
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universities and four public systems with 82 campuses.[vii] In addition, the Department 
requires data collection as part of its experimental sites initiatives. However, data from the 
experimental sites are not currently publicly available. 
Existing data sets do not allow researchers to disaggregate students enrolled in CBE programs 
from students enrolled in traditional credit-hour based degree programs.[viii] The resulting 
paucity of data and research generates skepticism of CBE programs among some, including 
employers. A recent survey of employers found that overall employer awareness of CBE was 
low. This lack of awareness seemed to correlate with a lack of understanding of the potential 
benefit of hiring CBE graduates.[ix] 
 
Looking Ahead 
 
Although the cultural barriers to the use of prior learning assessment and competency-based 
education will most likely persist for some time, proponents of these strategies as a means to 
increase the number of individuals with a high-quality degree or credential in a cost- and time-
effective way are hopeful that the upcoming reauthorization of the Higher Education Act might 
serve as an opportunity to begin to break down the financial barriers to expansion of these 
strategies. Removing the federal financial aid barriers to these reforms, along with bolstering 
research and data, their proponents hope, will give the reforms the legitimacy they need for 
more rapid acceptance and adoption among traditional higher education.  
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