
Getting started with competency-based education 

To support students’ academic needs and interests, educators  
may consider using competency-based education (CBE) strategies. 

CBE refers to educational practices that emphasize mastering the content, rather than 
receiving credit that corresponds to a specified number of hours in the classroom. CBE 
includes a variety of practices, but four practices are most common. Educators provide: 
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Specific and  
measurable  
learning targets.

Multiple opportunities 
for students  
to demonstrate that 
they have met the  
learning target.

Flexible pacing  
and learning  
opportunities.

Individualized  
support based  
on each student’s 
needs.

Although moving to CBE may seem like a significant shift from traditional  
instruction and assessment, teachers and school leaders can take immediate 
steps to incorporate CBE practices into existing school structures. 

This handout highlights strategies aligned to the seven-element CompetencyWorks CBE framework. 
Teachers and leaders can implement these strategies right away in their schools. It also includes 
supporting evidence for these strategies and examples of how schools and districts in one state 
(Minnesota) are using these strategies.
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https://aurora-institute.org/our-work/competencyworks/competency-based-education/


Strategies for implementing competency-based education practices in your school

Students are empowered daily to make important decisions about their learning experiences,  
how they will create and apply knowledge, and how they will demonstrate their learning. Research 
suggests that providing students with control over their own learning can lead to increased student 
engagement and decisionmaking.2,3 Schools can support the development of student agency in a 
variety of ways.4 Minnesota schools and districts, including Avalon Charter School and EdVisions Off 
Campus, allow students to share feedback on assessment methods and format via an exit survey.

Strategies are aligned to the seven elements (bolded below) of the CompetencyWorks framework.

Students receive timely, differentiated support based on their individual learning needs. Goal-setting 
is one practice for differentiating student support. Several studies indicate that goal-setting has positive 
outcomes for students, including higher self-efficacy, self-regulation, and intrinsic motivation.5 Teachers 
and school leaders in some Minnesota districts, including Farmington Area Public Schools and Spring 
Lake Park Schools, make a point to ask students about their aspirations and learning goals to help students 
achieve these goals. 

Assessment is a meaningful, positive, and empowering learning experience for students that yields 
timely, relevant, and actionable evidence. One analysis found that flexible assessment options 
are associated with increased intrinsic motivation.1 To make grading meaningful and empowering, 
Minnesota districts, including Robbinsdale Area Public Schools and Spring Lake Park Schools, have 
removed zeroes, Ds, and Fs as final grade possibilities. Instead, if a student has not yet demonstrated 
that they know the material, teachers at these schools provide written feedback (instead of a grade) 
and allow the student to keep trying until they demonstrate mastery of the content. 

Students progress based on evidence of mastery, not seat time. A literature review conducted 
by the Consortium on Chicago School Research concluded that students’ mindsets can drive their 
behavior, perseverance, and ultimately, academic outcomes.6 CBE provides students with the opportunity 
to master course content at their own pace. One study found that nearly half of CBE students whose 
performance level was below their traditional grade level were able to complete that level in three or 
fewer quarters, which was less time than it would have taken them to complete a traditional grade 
level.7 Teachers and school leaders in some Minnesota schools and districts, including Robbinsdale Area 
Public Schools and Willmar Area Learning Center, allow students to try again and progress when they 
demonstrate that they understand the material.

Students learn actively using different pathways and varied pacing. A districtwide study found that 
providing students with options for flexible pacing is associated with increases in students’ motivation, 
self-efficacy, and understanding about why the content is useful.1 Some Minnesota districts, including 
Eastern Carver County Schools, allow students when possible to keep working on a project after an 
initial deadline. 

Strategies to ensure equity for all students are embedded in the culture, structure, and pedagogy  
of schools and education systems. Building a positive school climate and supporting students’ social 
and emotional development are important factors for improving student outcomes.8,9 Developing a growth 
mindset is one social and emotional learning strategy that educators may consider. A growth mindset 
may also help to promote equity. Growth mindset is associated with improved mathematics and science 
achievement and may be particularly effective for supporting girls and students of color.10,11,12 Educators in 
Spring Lake Park Schools have fully integrated growth mindset into their teaching practices. They focus on 
helping students extend their learning and keep working toward proficiency in a given topic.

Rigorous, common expectations for learning (knowledge, skills, and dispositions) are explicit,  
transparent, measurable, and transferable. To ensure students participating in CBE are equally 
prepared for future success as students prepared through more traditional routes, one promising 
practice is to align CBE assessments to learning goals and to the competencies students are trying  
to build.13 Not sure where to start? At some schools, such as Farmington Area Public Schools, teachers 
and school leaders start by creating a strategic process and asking essential questions about the 
larger themes that will inform competencies.14
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http://www.avalonschool.org/
https://www.edvisionshighschool.com/page/why-project-based-learning
https://www.edvisionshighschool.com/page/why-project-based-learning
https://www.willmar.k12.mn.us/domain/466
https://www.district112.org/
https://www.rdale.org/
https://www.farmington.k12.mn.us/
https://www.springlakeparkschools.org/
https://www.springlakeparkschools.org/


Want to learn more about competency-based education? 
Browse the following resources from Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Midwest:

Archived webinar: Implementing  
competency-based education strategies: 
From research to practice

Slides and CBE overview resources 
from a REL Midwest training with  
district leaders

Ask A REL response about resources 
for implementing CBE practices

Blog post rounding up CBE resources 
from the REL network 
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