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Abstract 

In basic terms, Competency Based Education (CBE) means that, instead 

of focusing on grades and yearly curriculum schedules, the main focus 

is placed on how competent each student is in the subject. This means 

that students can only move forward when they can demonstrate 

mastery of concepts. Competency based education and personalized 

learning really go hand-in-hand. By personalizing the learning 

experience for each individual student, teachers ensure that each student 

has full mastery before they can move forward. This way, the goal of 

equity is achieved: students move forward at their own pace but 

everyone in the class achieves mastery. Competency based education 

gives a clear focus on preparing students for the next stage of their life, 

whether it be college or a career. 

This paper was based on library research where literature concerning the 

CBE curriculum was reviewed. The paper seeks to look at the major 

differences between the CBE curriculum and the traditional curriculum 

in reference to its structure, learning outcomes and grading. It will also 

look at the pros and cons of the CBE curriculum and conclude by 

highlighting the Six main principles of CBE the main focus being the 

21st century skills which are communication, creative thinking, critical 

thinking and problem solving, social responsibility, positive personal 

and cultural identity and personal awareness and responsibility. 
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1. Introduction 

The search for better teaching strategies will never end. As a school leader, you probably 

spend too much of your time thinking about how to improve the learning experience of the 

students that pass through your school throughout the years. 

After all, what they learn (and how they learn it) will become a part of these students as they 

grow, hopefully helping them become successful adults. 

This is the main goal of competency-based education: giving each student equal opportunity 

to master necessary skills and become successful adults. 

2. What is competency-based education? 

In basic terms, competency-based education means that, instead of focusing on grades and 

yearly curriculum schedules, the main focus is placed on how competent each student is in 

the subject. 

This means that students can only move forward when they can demonstrate mastery. 

Competency based education and personalized learning really go hand-in-hand. By 

personalizing the learning experience for each individual student, teachers ensure that each 

student has full mastery before they can move forward. 

This way, the goal of equity is achieved: students move forward at their own pace but 

everyone in the class achieves mastery. 

Competency based education gives a clear focus on preparing students for the next stage of 

their life, whether it be college or a career. 

In Kenya the Competency Based Curriculum (CBC) is a new system of education designed 

by the Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development (KICD) and launched by the Ministry of 

Education in 2017. The CBC is designed to emphasize the significance of developing skills 

and knowledge and also applying those competencies to real life situations.  

Competence based curriculum is aimed at emphasizing the complex outcomes of learning 

process (i.e. Knowledge, skills and attitudes to be applied by learners) rather than mainly 

focusing on what learners are expected to learn about in terms of traditionally- defined 

subject content. 

The approach is in such a way that a person must demonstrate the ability to perform a job’s 

specific task. This is an approach to teaching and learning of measurable skills rather than 

abstract learning. 

The essentials are therefore to allow students to advance based on their ability to master a 

skill or competency at their own pace regardless of environment. This method is tailored to 

meet different learning abilities and can lead to more efficient student outcome. 
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3. Core Competencies of CBC 

1. Communication and collaboration. 

2. Critical thinking and problem solving 

3. Imagination and creativity 

4. Citizenship 

5. Learning to Learn 

6. Self-efficacy 

7. Digital literacy 

 

4. CBC Life Values. 

A learner should be modeled to have the following values as he/she grows within the system 

Love, 

Responsibility 

Respect 

Unity 

Peace 

Patriotism 

Integrity 

5. What’s the difference between competency-based education and traditional 

education? 

Let’s discuss three main differences: 

Structure 

In traditional education, the year is set out in advance for every student. Thus, at the end of 

each unit, every student must move forward, whether or not they fully understand the 

material or have mastered the necessary skills. All students in a classroom must be the same 

age. 

 

On the other hand, competency-based education is flexible to the students and where they are 

in the learning process. That means students are given the support they need individually to 

move forward and master the subject and inherent skills. Instead of moving forward based on 

age, students move forward based on where they are and what they are capable of. 

Learning Outcomes 

Traditionally, learning outcomes are focused on memorization and comprehension with the 

goal of passing tests. 
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In competency-based learning, the focus is placed on deep understanding that is demonstrated 

through application. This means that learning outcomes are proven by action, and focus on 

building the skills students need to become better learners into adulthood. 

Grading 

Traditional grades are made up of test scores, assignments, and behavior. Competency based 

education scores are based on the performance levels of each student, without bias.  

Credit: Educational Technology and Mobile Learning 

With personalized and creative assessments, teachers are able to collect and understand data 

on student progress. Then, they use this data do develop scores that are transparent and help 

both students and parents to understand what’s really going on. The grading system is based 

on 4 areas i.e exceeding expectation, meeting expectation, approaching expectation and 

below expectation. 

6. Competency Based Education Pros and Cons 

There are both benefits and disadvantages to using a competency-based education system in 

your school. 

Pros 

 Flexibility for all types of students, no matter their knowledge backgrounds or 

literacy levels 

 Bias is removed, and equity is achieved 

 Students are better prepared with the skills necessary to succeed as adults 

 Students learn how to be better learners, and take responsibility for their 

education 

Cons 

 Key competencies must be determined and defined for each class, which is difficult 

 Assessments must be more meaningful and creative 

 Teachers must be constantly aware of student progress, and thus be ready to jump in 

and help a student who doesn’t understand or isn’t on track to graduate at 18 

All this being said, the disadvantages mentioned above can be overcome. By building a well-

informed, research-based system, competency-based education can succeed. 

This will present challenges for school leadership. But the end result will be students who are 

better prepared for life as adults. 

7. The 6 Main Principles of Competency Based Education: 

7.1 Equity is Set Before All Else 

Equity does not mean giving each student the same thing as everyone else. Instead, it means 

giving each student what they need to reach the same end goal. This is a main principle of 
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competency-based education because it purposely seeks to understand and remove bias in 

school leadership. Students are taught and supported based on their personal strengths and 

weaknesses, giving each individual the same chances for success. Thus, the predictability of 

achievement based on culture, social class, household income, or language is completely 

removed. 

Competency based education also helps create an inclusive culture where all students feel 

safe and respected. 

7.2 Classes Emphasize Measurable Competencies That Help Build Skills for Life 

Competencies must be defined in advance and set as learning objectives for each student. 

What are these competencies based on? 

Rather than just testing for head knowledge, competencies focus on the practical 

understanding that a student has of the subject. 

These competencies can be based on: 

 Understanding of key concepts 

 Ability to apply knowledge to meaningful problems 

 Mastery of relevant skills 

Credit: My Riverside 

http://myriverside.sd43.bc.ca/studenttemplate/core-competencies/
http://myriverside.sd43.bc.ca/studenttemplate/core-competencies/
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In order for the results to be measured, competencies must be defined in advance by school 

leadership. Don’t try to do this alone: get the input of the whole teaching staff to develop 

ideas on what knowledge and skills are necessary to determine mastery. 

7.3 Transparency Helps Students Take Ownership 

What is the end goal for each student in a particular class? 

The answer to this question shouldn’t only be available to teachers. 

The learning objectives that are set for the class (and the school as a whole) should be clear to 

both students and parents. 

In a competency-based education system, students understand these three things when 

starting the class: 

 What they need to learn 

 How mastery is defined 

 How they will be assessed 

When each student has the end goal clear in mind, they’ll take more responsibility for their 

own education. 

For example, a student understands that he needs to take his understanding of math and apply 

it by completing the project of designing a small garden. He needs to use math skills to 

measure the size of the area and determine how many plants will fit. 
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If the student clearly understands what he needs to do in order to be proficient and move 

forward in the class, he’ll take more ownership over his education. Then, when he hits a snag 

in the project or lacks the knowledge to finish it properly, he’ll realize on his own that he 

needs help. 

Transparent goals and outcomes thus help students take responsibility for their learning path. 

This ownership, in turn, helps them become better learners now and into adulthood. 

7.4 Students Get the Support They Need Individually 

Following our example above, let’s say the student has a problem with his garden project and 

comes to the conclusion that he needs help. 

This is where teacher availability comes into the picture. In a competency-based education 

environment, students should have a framework to understand how long they should work on 

a problem before asking for help, and when in the class time they can approach the teacher. 

Curriculum-aligned math programs like Prodigy Game are used by millions of teachers and 

supported by thousands of school leaders for this very reason: they help support 

individualized instruction while making learning fun and engaging. 

Competency based education works through bias and produces equity, as discussed above. 

So, as teachers work with students through their different weaknesses and help them draw on 

their strengths, each student is moved forward towards mastery on a unique (but equally 

effective) path. This personalized learning experience gives each student an equal opportunity 

for success. 

For this process to work smoothly though, teachers must be available to help students. Also, 

they can’t just rely on students asking for help: teachers need to be fully aware of each 

student’s progress. 

7.5 Teachers Assess for Growth and Mastery 

Assessments come in many shapes and sizes. Here are three types of assessments that are 

especially useful for competency-based education: 

Formative Assessments 

These assessments help teachers to determine where each student is in the learning process 

and adjust their teaching as necessary. 

Formative assessments give teachers the ability to adjust in real time by clearly identifying 

the key areas where students need to improve. 

For example, teachers may ask students to submit a video essay, or create a digital portfolio 

that can be shared online. These types of assessments allow students to demonstrate their 

understanding of the subject, which is the basis for competency-based learning. Then, the 

teacher can adjust the next lesson accordingly, or plan one-on-one time with students who 

showed less understanding of the subject. 

 

 

https://www.prodigygame.com/blog/formative-assessment-examples/
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Authentic Assessments 

Getting students to take their knowledge and apply it to real world situations is another great 

way to demonstrate mastery. Plus, students get to develop skills that they’ll need in the 

future. 

Credit: It’s Lit Teaching 

 

Authentic assessments might include using English knowledge to write a cover letter for a job 

application, or using an understanding of physics to design and build a stable tower out of 

toothpicks and marshmallows. 

Digital Content Assessment 

When using tech in the classroom, assessment become a lot easier. Many classroom 

software’s include assessment and progress reporting, which helps teachers see exactly where 

each student is in the learning process. 

In Prodigy, for example, teachers can create spiral assessments by selecting certain topics to 

be covered, which are updated in-game for students. Then, they can check the Topic 

Coverage Report to see how much of each domain students have already covered and where 

they’re struggling. 

7.6 Students Move Forward When They Demonstrate Mastery 

By including regular assessments and data-based progress reporting, teachers understand 

where each individual student is in the learning process. 

When students demonstrate a clear understanding of the topic, prove their ability to apply that 

understanding, and show how they’ve developed important skills, it’s time for them to move 

forward. 

So, how is competency-based education organized? Let’s discuss the four models of 

competency-based education. 

https://itslitteaching.com/2018/11/12/increase-student-engagement-with-authentic-assessments/
https://itslitteaching.com/2018/11/12/increase-student-engagement-with-authentic-assessments/
https://www.prodigygame.com/blog/spiral-assessment-tool/
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