
Ethiopian Journal of Behavioral Studies, April 2026, 9(1), 151-165 

151 
Competency-Based Education 

Competency-Based Education as the Future of Higher Education: A Critical Reflection 

 

Ashenafi Tsegaye Tegegn
1
 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.63990/ejobs.v9i1.13325  

Received: 06 December 2025; Accepted: 15 December 2026 

 

1. Introduction 

Higher education systems across the globe are undergoing rapid multifaceted 

transformation. These shifts are being propelled by a convergence of factors, including 

technological disruptions, changing demographic profiles, globalization, the digitization of 

learning, and the rising demand for higher accountability and measurable outcomes (World 

Bank, 2021; OECD, 2020). Increasingly, universities and colleges are being called upon not 

only to disseminate knowledge but also to produce graduates who are agile, skilled, and ready 

to meet the dynamic needs of 21st-century labor markets. Traditional higher education 

models, which often prioritize time-bound instruction and rigid curricula, have come under 

scrutiny for their limited responsiveness to the evolving expectations of students, employers, 

and policymakers (Gallagher, 2016; UNESCO, 2021). 

 In this evolving educational landscape, Competency-Based Education (CBE) has 

emerged as a transformative paradigm that promises to bridge the gap between academic 

learning and practical, real-world application. Rooted in performance-based learning 

principles, CBE emphasizes the demonstration of clearly defined, measurable 

competencies—including both technical and soft skills—rather than the accumulation of 

credit hours or course completion (Gervais, 2016; Johnstone & Soares, 2014). This model 

shifts the focus from ―what students are taught‖ to ―what students can actually do,‖ thus 

aligning academic programs more closely with employment and societal demands. 
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 A defining feature of CBE is its flexibility and learner-centered orientation. 

Students are provided with individualized learning pathways, can progress at their own pace, 

and often receive credit for prior learning and professional experience (Le, Wolfe, & 

Steinberg, 2014). Such features are particularly beneficial in an era marked by diverse 

learner populations, including working adults, displaced individuals, and non-traditional 

students. Additionally, CBE responds to global calls for more inclusive, lifelong, and future-

proof education systems that are responsive to national development priorities and the United 

Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (UNESCO, 2015). 

 Importantly, CBE is not just a response to global trends but also an imperative for 

many developing countries, where higher education systems are grappling with severe issues 

of quality, access, and relevance. In countries such as Ethiopia, the rapid expansion of higher 

education has often outpaced quality assurance mechanisms, leading to a proliferation of 

graduates without commensurate employment opportunities (MoE, 2020; Tekleselassie, 

2019). Critics argue that existing models, largely inherited from Western systems, have failed 

to adequately contextualize education within national economic, cultural, and developmental 

realities (Tilak, 2020). In such contexts, CBE offers a potential pathway to restructuring 

higher education around competencies that are directly tied to local labor market needs, 

entrepreneurial capacities, and national development priorities. 

 Moreover, the increasing pressure on higher education institutions to 

demonstrate accountability, relevance, and return on investment has positioned CBE as a 

viable alternative to conventional models. Employers are increasingly seeking graduates with 

transferable skills such as problem-solving, communication, adaptability, and teamwork - 

attributes that are central to CBE frameworks (Care & Kim, 2018; World Economic Forum, 

2023). As higher education pivots toward outcomes-based quality assurance and lifelong 

learning strategies, CBE represents a strategic innovation capable of transforming the 

structure, delivery, and assessment of learning across disciplines and national contexts. 

 Therefore, this critical reflection examines the philosophical foundations, 

theoretical rationales, global implementation trends, pedagogical and technological 

implications, and policy challenges associated with the adoption of Competency-Based 
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Education in higher education. Special attention is given to its applicability and potential 

impact within developing country contexts, with a focus on Ethiopia, where systemic 

reforms are underway to align education with national aspirations for industrialization, 

employability, and inclusive growth (MoE, 2018; EIC, 2021). 

 

2. Conceptual Foundations of Competency-Based Education 

 Competency-Based Education (CBE) is an innovative instructional model that shifts the 

focus of teaching and learning from time-bound curricula to outcome-oriented mastery. It is 

premised on the idea that educational quality and effectiveness are best demonstrated not by 

time spent in classrooms or the completion of credit hours, but by learners’ ability to apply 

well-defined, measurable competencies in real-world contexts (Gervais, 2016). Competencies 

typically include an integrated set of skills, knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors that reflect 

what individuals must know and be able to do to succeed in professional, civic, and personal 

life (Tate, Klein-Collins, & Kruger, 2020). 

Unlike traditional higher education models that adopt a one-size-fits-all approach—

where all learners are expected to progress at the same pace and complete a set duration of 

instruction—CBE provides flexibility and personalization. Learners advance only when 

they can demonstrate mastery of a competency through valid and reliable assessments, 

which may include projects, portfolios, simulations, or performance-based tasks (Le, Wolfe, 

& Steinberg, 2014; Johnstone & Soares, 2014). This allows advanced learners those who 

need additional support, fostering a learner-centered. an equity-driven approach to 

education. 

 At its core, CBE is deeply rooted in constructivist learning theory, particularly the 

work of Vygotsky (1978), who argued that knowledge is constructed through social 

interaction, contextualized experiences, and active engagement with the environment. 

Learning is viewed not as the passive transmission of information, but as an active, recursive 

process through which learners build their understanding based on prior experiences and 

social mediation. CBE echoes this philosophy by prioritizing active learning, real-world 
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problem-solving, and the contextual application of knowledge - elements that are often absent 

in traditional lecture-based models. 

 Another theoretical pillar supporting CBE is adult learning theory, also known as 

andragogy, articulated by Malcolm Knowles and his colleagues (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson, 2011). Andragogy emphasizes that adults are self-directed learners who bring a 

wealth of prior knowledge and life experience to the educational process. They are motivated 

by the relevance and applicability of learning to their personal and professional goals. CBE 

closely aligns with these principles by allowing adult learners to engage in authentic tasks, 

demonstrate prior learning, and pursue learning pathways that are meaningful and goal-

oriented. This makes the model particularly suitable for working professionals, adult learners 

seeking upskilling, and individuals from marginalized or non-traditional backgrounds (Le et 

al., 2014; Klein-Collins, 2013). 

 Furthermore, CBE is informed by competency-based training and vocational 

education models, which have long been used in technical and vocational education and 

training (TVET) (Mulder, 2014). These models emphasize occupational standards and job 

readiness, ensuring that learners acquire competencies that meet industry and employer 

needs. In higher education, this logic has been extended to encompass a broader range of 

cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal competencies, contributing to the formation of 

holistic graduates capable of navigating the complex demands of the modern workplace 

(Care & Kim, 2018; OECD, 2020). 

 Another significant feature of CBE is its alignment with outcome-based education 

(OBE) frameworks. Outcome-based education prioritizes the achievement of clearly defined 

learning outcomes that are transparent, assessable, and aligned with external expectations 

such as professional standards or national qualification frameworks (Spady, 1994). CBE 

operationalizes OBE by providing structured and measurable learning goals and aligning 

instruction, assessment, and feedback around these outcomes. This alignment fosters 

transparency, accountability, and coherence across the teaching and learning process (Tate 

et al., 2020). 
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 In sum, the conceptual foundations of CBE lie at the intersection of constructivist 

pedagogy, adult learning principles, vocational competence models, and outcome-based 

education. These frameworks converge into a model that values mastery over seat time, 

demonstration over memorization, and personalization over standardization. For 

learners from diverse backgrounds—including displaced populations, low-income students, 

and working adults—CBE offers a more inclusive, flexible, and responsive educational 

experience. As such, it provides a compelling response to the pressing demands for equity, 

relevance, and employability in 21
st
 century higher education systems, especially in 

contexts like Ethiopia, where quality and skills alignment remain ongoing challenges (MoE, 

2020; Tekleselassie, 2019). 

 

3. Rationale for CBE in Higher Education 

  In recent decades, a growing disjunction has emerged between the outputs of higher 

education institutions and the evolving demands of the global labor market. Employers 

increasingly report that graduates lack essential skills such as problem-solving, critical 

thinking, digital literacy, and effective communication—competencies that are indispensable 

in the rapidly changing 21st-century economy (OECD, 2020; World Bank, 2021). As a result, 

there is a widespread concern that traditional academic programs—often dominated by 

theoretical content, rigid credit-hour structures, and standardized assessment models—are 

inadequately preparing learners for real-world challenges (Gallagher, 2016; WEF, 2023). This 

misalignment has prompted a fundamental rethinking of the purposes, structures, and 

pedagogies of higher education systems worldwide. 

CBE is increasingly viewed as a promising response to these concerns. CBE reorients 

higher education towards explicit, measurable outcomes aligned with workplace 

requirements. By focusing on demonstrated mastery rather than time spent in class, CBE 

ensures that learners acquire and can apply essential skills and knowledge before graduating 

(Johnstone & Soares, 2014). The model aligns curricula with industry-recognized standards, 

occupational frameworks, and professional certification systems, thereby improving the 

relevance and marketability of academic qualifications (Gallagher, 2016). Institutions that 
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implement CBE frameworks often engage employers and industry partners in the co-design 

of competencies, ensuring that programs respond dynamically to labor market needs (Le, 

Wolfe, & Steinberg, 2014). 

 In addition to addressing skills gaps, CBE offers a more flexible and inclusive 

pathway for diverse student populations. Traditional higher education systems tend to be 

linear, time-bound, and resource-intensive, making them inaccessible to many prospective 

learners, particularly adult learners, part-time students, and those from underserved 

communities (Klein-Collins, 2013). CBE, on the other hand, allows learners to earn credit for 

prior learning and work experience, customize their learning journey, and proceed at a pace 

that suits their personal and professional circumstances (Tate, Klein-Collins, & Kruger, 

2020). Such flexibility reduces time-to-degree, lowers tuition costs, and enhances motivation, 

making higher education more equitable and learner-centered. 

This inclusivity is especially vital in advancing global education goals, including the 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), which calls for inclusive, 

equitable, and quality education for all and the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities 

(UNESCO, 2015; 2021). CBE supports this goal by offering multiple entry and exit points, 

stackable credentials, and personalized support systems that cater to learners across age, 

gender, income, and geographic boundaries. The model also supports the development of 

lifelong learning ecosystems, where learners continually update their competencies in 

response to technological change and evolving labor market demands (World Economic 

Forum, 2023). 

From a policy perspective, CBE represents a cost-effective and scalable approach to 

expanding access to higher education and improving outcomes. By recognizing and 

accrediting informal and non-formal learning, governments and institutions can widen 

participation while maintaining academic standards (OECD, 2020). This is particularly 

relevant in developing countries like Ethiopia, where formal higher education systems 

struggle to absorb growing youth populations and align educational outputs with employment 

opportunities (MoE, 2020; Tekleselassie, 2019). In such contexts, CBE offers an avenue to 
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expand educational access, enhance employability, and support national development 

agendas. 

 Furthermore, the digital transformation of education has created fertile ground for the 

implementation of CBE. Online learning platforms, learning analytics, and artificial 

intelligence now enable the delivery of personalized, data-driven, and mastery-based learning 

experiences at scale (Rhodes, 2012). As such, CBE not only aligns with economic and social 

imperatives but also capitalizes on technological innovations that redefine the boundaries of 

when, where, and how learning takes place. 

 In summary, the rationale for CBE in higher education is both compelling and 

multidimensional. It addresses urgent global challenges, such as graduate unemployment, 

skills mismatch, and systemic inequities, while simultaneously providing innovative 

pathways for lifelong, flexible, and outcome-based learning. For policymakers, educators, 

and institutional leaders, CBE offers a transformative framework to reimagine higher 

education as relevant, resilient, and responsive to learners' and societies' needs. 

 

4. Global Trends and Implementations 

The global expansion of Competency-Based Education (CBE) reflects a widespread 

effort to align higher education with the demands of rapidly evolving economies, emerging 

technologies, and diversified learner needs. In many industrialized nations, CBE is being 

integrated into institutional and national policy frameworks as a transformative mechanism 

for improving educational quality, flexibility, and relevance. 

In the United States, CBE has gained significant traction, particularly in online and 

adult education programs. Institutions like Western Governors University (WGU) and 

Southern New Hampshire University (SNHU) are frequently cited as pioneers in 

implementing large-scale, fully online CBE programs. These institutions emphasize self-

paced learning, mastery-based progression, and rigorous competency assessments that are 

validated through industry alignment and employer consultation (Soares, 2012; Johnstone & 

Soares, 2014). The U.S. Department of Education has supported experimental sites for CBE 
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delivery, granting regulatory flexibility to promote innovation and alternative credentialing 

(U.S. DOE, 2015). 

 In Canada, CBE is being increasingly incorporated into applied degrees and 

polytechnic institutions, especially to meet the educational needs of adult learners, 

Indigenous communities, and mid-career professionals seeking upskilling and reskilling 

opportunities. Institutions such as Thompson Rivers University and Athabasca University are 

experimenting with CBE approaches that combine recognition of prior learning (RPL) and 

modularized, stackable credentials (Care & Kim, 2018). These initiatives are often supported 

by provincial qualification frameworks and credit transfer systems that emphasize learner 

mobility and transparency. 

  Across Europe, countries such as Finland, Germany, and the Netherlands have 

embedded competence-based principles into their national qualification structures. Finland’s 

education system integrates competence-based curricula at both vocational and higher 

education levels, linking academic outcomes with real-world performance expectations and 

continuous formative assessment (OECD, 2020). In the Netherlands, CBE is particularly 

prominent in higher vocational education (HBO), with a strong focus on collaboration 

between institutions and industries to co-develop competency profiles and performance 

indicators (Mulder, 2017). The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) has further 

accelerated harmonization and comparability of learning outcomes across countries, 

reinforcing the shift from input-based to outcome-based education models. 

In the Asia-Pacific region, countries like Singapore and Australia have 

institutionalized CBE within their national workforce development strategies. In Singapore, 

the SkillsFuture initiative promotes industry-recognized competencies and encourages 

lifelong learning through modular, stackable credentials (Singapore Ministry of Education, 

2019). Australia's Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) similarly supports outcomes-

based learning and emphasizes the need for qualifications that articulate clear competency 

levels, especially in Technical and Further Education (TAFE) sectors (Wheelahan & Moodie, 

2011). 
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In the Global South, CBE adoption  remains mixed and often constrained by 

structural, financial, and capacity-related challenges. Nonetheless, promising developments 

are emerging. In South Africa, the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) explicitly 

promotes outcome-based education by defining learning outcomes and competencies as the 

basis for qualifications, especially in the Technical and Vocational Education and Training 

(TVET) and higher education sectors (South African Qualifications Authority, 2020). The 

National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS) further reinforces the alignment of education 

and training with labor market needs. 

In Ethiopia, CBE principles are most evident in the TVET sub-sector, guided by the 

National TVET Strategy and the use of Occupational Standards (OS) to define learning 

outcomes and competency benchmarks (MoE, 2018; MoE, 2020). These standards have been 

developed in collaboration with industry stakeholders to ensure relevance and employability. 

However, the integration of CBE into mainstream higher education institutions remains at an 

embryonic stage. Challenges such as limited institutional autonomy, underdeveloped quality 

assurance frameworks, insufficient capacity for competency assessment, and rigid curricular 

structures hinder its full-scale implementation (Ayalew, 2017). Nonetheless, ongoing higher 

education reforms and interest in bridging the gap between academic outcomes and graduate 

employability have reignited policy interest in CBE-based models for universities. 

In summary, while high-income countries have made significant strides in 

institutionalizing and scaling CBE, the Global South—including sub-Saharan African 

countries such as Ethiopia—has made more modest progress, primarily in vocational 

education. However, as the pressure mounts for higher education systems to become more 

responsive, equitable, and market-relevant, CBE is increasingly recognized as a viable 

strategy for curriculum transformation and workforce readiness across diverse contexts. 

5. Pedagogical Implications and Innovations 

The implementation of Competency-Based Education (CBE) in higher education 

marks a transformative departure from traditional pedagogical approaches, requiring 

fundamental shifts in teaching strategies, curriculum organization, faculty roles, and 

institutional culture. At its core, CBE demands that learning outcomes be explicitly 
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articulated, measurable, and aligned with real-world demands, particularly labor market 

expectations. These outcomes must be mapped onto well-structured assessment rubrics that 

prioritize demonstrable competencies over time-bound learning or seat-time (Tate, Klein-

Collins, & Kruger, 2020). This paradigm calls for a rethinking of what counts as evidence of 

learning and success, promoting mastery-based progression where students advance upon 

demonstrating proficiency rather than simply completing courses. 

From a pedagogical standpoint, CBE encourages replacing passive instructional 

models such as lecture-based delivery with more dynamic and student-centered approaches. 

Experiential learning, project-based activities, collaborative problem-solving, and case-based 

instruction are increasingly adopted to mirror the complexity and unpredictability of real-

world professional environments (Lester, 2015). Authentic assessment practices, such as 

portfolios, simulations, performance tasks, and capstone projects, are central to this model, 

enabling students to apply their knowledge in contextually rich and meaningful ways 

(Mulder, 2017). These methods provide not only a more accurate measure of student 

competencies but also foster critical thinking, creativity, and lifelong learning skills that are 

essential in the 21st-century knowledge economy. 

Technology serves as a powerful enabler of these pedagogical innovations. Learning 

Management Systems (LMS), adaptive learning platforms, and digital tools such as e-

portfolios support individualized learning trajectories by allowing students to engage with 

content at their own pace and according to their unique learning needs (Rhodes, 2012). These 

platforms facilitate continuous formative assessment and provide rich analytics on student 

progress that educators can use to deliver targeted feedback and interventions. Moreover, 

virtual simulations, AI-powered tutoring systems, and mobile learning applications enhance 

the accessibility and scalability of CBE, particularly for adult learners and geographically 

dispersed student populations (Educause, 2020). 

The role of faculty in CBE environments also undergoes a significant transformation. 

Rather than acting primarily as content transmitters, instructors become facilitators of 

learning, mentors, and assessors of competency. This role expansion requires substantial 

faculty development in competency mapping, curriculum design, formative assessment, and 
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the effective integration of digital tools into instruction (Johnstone & Soares, 2014). 

Additionally, interdisciplinary collaboration among faculty is crucial to designing integrated 

learning experiences that reflect complex, real-world problems, thereby promoting holistic 

student development (Wheelahan & Moodie, 2011). 

Institutional support structures must evolve to sustain this pedagogical shift. Faculty 

workload policies, incentive structures, and professional recognition systems need to be 

reconfigured to acknowledge the time-intensive nature of mentoring and personalized 

instruction inherent in CBE (Voorhees & Voorhees, 2017). Institutions must also foster a 

culture of continuous improvement, data-informed decision-making, and learner-centeredness 

to effectively implement and sustain CBE models. This involves not only curriculum and 

assessment reform but also the redefinition of quality assurance mechanisms to reflect 

competency attainment rather than credit hours or traditional examination performance 

(O’Keefe et al., 2021). 

In summary, the pedagogical implications of CBE extend far beyond instructional 

techniques; they encompass a comprehensive reimagining of how learning is structured, 

delivered, and assessed. Successful implementation relies on strategic faculty development, 

robust technological infrastructure, and institutional commitment to student-centered, 

outcomes-based education that is responsive to societal and economic needs. 

6. Challenges in Implementation 

Despite its transformative promise, the implementation of CBE in higher education 

encounters numerous obstacles: 

 Institutional Resistance: The shift from traditional curricula to CBE requires 

significant restructuring, including new accreditation standards, funding models, and 

faculty roles (Johnstone & Soares, 2014). Resistance may arise due to unfamiliarity, 

perceived complexity, and inertia within academic governance structures. 

 Assessment Validity and Reliability: Developing assessments that accurately capture 

mastery of complex competencies—especially soft skills such as critical thinking or 
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collaboration—is methodologically challenging (Gervais, 2016). Valid and reliable 

assessment instruments are essential to maintain academic rigor and credibility. 

 Equity and Digital Divide: Although CBE promotes access and flexibility, it can 

inadvertently deepen inequities if students lack access to digital infrastructure, 

internet connectivity, and personalized support systems (UNESCO, 2021). 

 Credential Recognition: In many contexts, CBE-based qualifications may face 

skepticism from employers and regulatory bodies unfamiliar with non-traditional 

credentials, hindering graduate mobility and employment. 

7. Future Prospects and Policy Implications 

The future of higher education depends on its ability to deliver skills-based, learner-

centered, and data-informed learning experiences. As economies become more knowledge-

driven and skill-focused, CBE offers a scalable and responsive solution to align education 

with human capital needs (World Economic Forum, 2023). 

Policymakers and accreditation agencies must revise regulatory frameworks to 

support CBE, including flexible program structures, modular credentialing, and alternative 

assessment standards. Funding mechanisms should incentivize innovation and recognize the 

real cost of developing and sustaining high-quality CBE programs. 

In the African context, and particularly in Ethiopia, integrating CBE into national 

development strategies, higher education reforms, and youth employability initiatives is 

essential. The Ethiopian Ministry of Education has acknowledged the importance of 

competency-based models in its recent policy frameworks (MoE, 2020). However, effective 

implementation requires investment in infrastructure, faculty training, and industry 

partnerships to co-design relevant, context-specific competencies. 

The rise of micro-credentials, stackable certificates, and skills passports also offers 

new opportunities for CBE integration in both formal and non-formal education systems, 

promoting lifelong learning and labor mobility. 
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8. Conclusion 

  Competency-Based Education represents a paradigm shift in higher education that 

holds the potential to make learning more relevant, inclusive, and future-oriented. By 

emphasizing clearly defined learning outcomes and allowing students to progress based on 

demonstrated mastery, CBE aligns education more closely with the realities of the labor 

market and the diverse needs of learners. 

While the journey toward full-scale implementation is fraught with institutional, 

pedagogical, and technological challenges, the transformative potential of CBE is evident. 

For countries like Ethiopia, embracing CBE as part of broader educational reform can play a 

pivotal role in enhancing graduate employability, promoting equity, and aligning higher 

education with national development priorities. 

To realize this potential, stakeholders must collaborate to ensure quality standards, 

policy alignment, and sustained investment in innovation and capacity-building. Only 

through such concerted efforts can Competency-Based Education truly serve as a foundation 

for the future of higher education. 
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