
Competency Based Education:
Western Governors University

Becky Lopanec
Academic Advancement Coordinator

3.11.15



WGU Mission
The principal mission of Western Governors 
University is to improve quality and expand 

access to post-secondary academic opportunity 
by providing a means for individuals to learn 
independent of time or place and to earn 

competency-based degrees and other 
credentials that are credible to both academic 

institutions and employers. 

Founded in 1997





WGU Students

  Average age – 37

  68% work full time; 13% work part time

  72% - classified as underserved

  40% - first generation college students

  11% - active military, veterans, or military family



WGU Success



Student Success



CBE Definition 
 

Competency-based education is a flexible way for students to build 
on their knowledge and skills. Students learn at their own pace, 
receive personalized support, and earn high quality degrees and 

certificates to help them in their lives and careers. Students in CBE 
programs accelerate by proving competence through various forms 

of assessment and are able to accelerate upon demonstrating 
mastery.  




Competency-based education measures student learning rather than seat time. 




CBE Model
Flips time and mastery

  Students learn at their own pace

  Students use well designed 
learning resources

  Students have personalized 
support

  Students demonstrate mastery to 
progress



Critical Elements 

  Disaggregated faculty 

  Learning resources

  Assessments



Disaggregated Faculty

Student Mentors Course Mentors

Generalist Specialist



  Work with student from start 
to finish

  Assigned 80-100 students
  Meet weekly or every other 

week with student
  Establish goals
  Act as WGU expert for 

student
  Coach student to success

  Work with students through 
duration of a course 

  Load varies by course 
  Create videos, run cohorts, 

host webinars, run online 
course communities, work 
one-on-one with students

  Ensure students learn what 
they need to master the 
competencies and graduate 
with knowledge skills

Student Mentor Course Mentor



Learning Resources



Text

Assessments



Design Principles

1.  The degree must reflect robust and valid 
competencies.

2.  Students will be able to learn at variable pace 
and be supported in their learning.

3.  Effective learning resources are available any 
time and are reusable.

4.  The process for mapping competencies to 
courses, learning outcomes, and assessment 
is explicit. 

5.  Assessments are secure and reliable.  

(Source: Johnstone, S. M., & Soares, L. (2014). Principles for developing competency-based education programs. Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning, 46(2), 12-19.)
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Program Development



WGU Partners
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Thank You


