
Intro to CBE 

Unlocking the power and possibilities of 
competency-based education



What is CBE?
 Competency-based education is a system in which:

• 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.

• Assessment is a meaningful, positive, and empowering learning experience for students that yields 
timely, relevant, and actionable evidence.

• Students receive timely, differentiated support based on their individual learning needs.

• Students progress based on evidence of mastery, not seat time.

• Students learn actively using different pathways and varied pacing.

• Strategies to ensure equity for all students are embedded in the culture, structure, and pedagogy of 
schools and education systems.

• Rigorous, common expectations for learning (knowledge, skills, and dispositions) are explicit, 
transparent, measurable, and transferable.

Strong implementation also requires policies, pedagogy, structures, and culture that support every student. 



What is a competency?

• Competency is the ability to do something successfully 
or efficiently. In any competency area, you can improve 
through effort and practice!

• A good example of a competency is riding a bike. At 
first, you need help and support to balance and steer. 
But at the highest level of bike riding, you can do flips 
and tricks!
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The Problem with Rubrics
● Uses deficit language

● School wide Rubrics: Who decides what is 
proficient in 7th grade and in 9th grade and in 
12th grade if the language is the same?

● Rubrics are often specific to a project

● Teachers usually design their own rubrics so 
there can be inconsistent expectations from 
class to class and year to year

● Single point rubrics only give one level of 
expectation so no visibility into how I can 
improve or accelerate

● There is no way to track learning of skills over 
time to measure progress and growth
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How do I know if or when I have reached the 
highest level?

We use a continuum of skills to 
define what each level of a 
competency looks like. At the 
lowest level, you are just beginning 
to learn a skill. At the highest level, 
you become an expert or achieve 
mastery (think Yoda!).
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Power of the Continua
• Every competency has a continuum for each skill that tells students what 

learning looks like at each level.

• The indicators on the continua are a guide for:
• teachers to know what they need to teach students
• students to know what they need to do to get to the next level

• The continua is also used:
• to give students timely and actionable feedback
• for students to self-assess and give feedback to others
• to rate students on their performance tasks



Introducing the Unite Academy Competency 
Framework

Please explore the Unite 
Academy competency 
framework 
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“For many people, performance assessment is most easily defined by what it is not: specifically, it is not 
multiple-choice testing. In a performance assessment, rather than choosing among predetermined 
options, students must construct an answer, produce a product, or perform an activity. 

From this perspective, performance assessment encompasses a very wide range of activities, from 
completing a sentence with a few words (short-answer), to writing a thorough analysis (essay), to 
conducting and analyzing a laboratory investigation (hands-on). 

Because they allow students to construct or perform an original response rather than just recognizing a 
potentially right answer out of a list provided, performance assessments can measure students’ cognitive 
thinking and reasoning skills and their ability to apply knowledge to solve realistic, meaningful 
problems.” 

Source :Beyond Basic Skills: The Role of Performance Assessment in Achieving 21st Century Standards of Learning (2010)

CBE Best Practice: 
Performance-Based Assessments



Formative vs. Performance (Summative) 
Assessments in a CBE Model

Formative Assessments Performance Assessments
Monitor student learning to provide ongoing feedback that can 
be used by instructors to improve their teaching and by 
students to improve their learning. Formative assessments 
help:

● students identify their strengths and weaknesses and 
target areas that need work

● faculty recognize where students are succeeding and 
struggling and address any issues quickly

Evaluate student learning at the end of an instructional cycle 
(e.g., end of a milestone, end of a studio) by comparing it 
against some standard or benchmark (levels on our continua).

Information from summative assessments can be used 
formatively when students or faculty use it to guide their 
efforts and activities in subsequent courses.

Formative assessments do not count as 
evidence.

Performance-based assessments do count as 
evidence.



Performance-based assessments require the learner to apply skills and knowledge to construct an answer, 
produce a product, or perform an activity. All performance-based assessments should be both meaningful 
and challenging.

● When we say “meaningful,” we mean that the work product must be authentic and have value in the 
real world - not just at school. When we say “challenging,” we mean that it is rigorous (e.g. 
“application” or higher on Bloom’s) and that the task represents the appropriate level of difficulty and 
complexity for the student

● Note that not all performance-based assessments are large projects! Performance-based 
assessments can vary in scope -- from a few hours (see * below) to multiple weeks (e.g. projects).

Examples:

Examples of Performance-Based Assessments

Annotated Writing*
Annotated Timeline
Argumentative Essay
Art Project
Build/Design Project
Data Analysis Task
Infographic

Informational Essay
Lab Report
Math Project
Modeling Task
Multimedia Presentation
Narrative
Problem Set*

Reflective Summary*
Reading Analysis Prompt*
Research
Review / Written Critique*
Science Investigation
Socratic Seminar*
Written Proposal



Webb’s Depth of Knowledge
Bloom’s Taxonomy



● Projects can have an authentic context, such as when students solve problems like those faced by 
people in the world outside of school (e.g., entrepreneurs developing a business plan, engineers 
designing a bridge, or advisors to the President recommending policy). We should note that, to 
students, school is very “real,” so projects can focus on authentic problems and issues within school 
too. 

● Projects can have personal authenticity when it speaks to students’ own concerns, interests, 
cultures, identities, and issues in their lives.

● Projects can involve the use of real-world processes, tasks and tools, and quality standards, such 
as when students plan an experimental investigation or use digital editing software to produce 
videos approaching professional quality.

● Authentic projects can have a real impact on others, such as when students address a need in their 
school or community (e.g., designing and building a school garden, improving a community park, 
helping local immigrants) or create something that will be used or experienced by others.

Leveling Up Performance-Based 
Assessments: Authenticity



building21

Levels of Authenticity
DESIGNING FOR IMPACТ

Non-Authentic

?

Simple
Authentic

Simulated

Authentic

Bounded

Authentic

Complex
Authentic

Students apply skills and
knowledge to construct an

answer with no larger context

or problem investigated. There
is no audience for students

work beyond the teacher

and/or classmates, no one

actually uses what they create,

and the work they do is not

what people do in the real

Essay
Poster

world:

Multiple-choice test

Problem set

Students apply skills and
knowledge to construct an

answer within a meaningful and
relevant context, but there is no

public audience for students'
work, no one actually uses what

they create, and the work they

do is not what people do in the
real world:

Create multimedia

presentations that answer,

"How do we make and lose

friends?"

Learn physics by
investigating the question,

"Why don't I fall off my
skateboard?"

Students complete tasks that
simulate what happens in the
world outside of school or

create products that, although
they are not actually going to be

used by people in the real
world, are the kinds of products

people do use:

Role-playing as advisors to
the president

Develop a game in
computer science class for

the class, not to be shared
publicly

The project meets a real need
in the world beyond the

classroom, or the products
that students create are used

by real people with some

constraints, such as within a

controlled setting, or with
some variables held constant:

Proposing designs for а

new play area in a nearby
park
Develop  a  conflict

resolution plan for their
school

The project meets a  real need
in the world beyond the

classroom or the projects can

be used by real people with no
constraints:

Plan and execute an

environmental clean in their

community

Write a guide and and
produce podcasts for

visitors to historic sites in

their county
Plan and start businesses

Source: Hard To Do Well: Project-Based Learning and Authentic Learning Design, NGLC, 2016

This work is licensed under a Creative Commans Attribution-NonCammercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License
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Impacts of Authentic Performance Tasks

Source: Messier, N. (2022). “Authentic Assessments.“ Center for the Advancement of Teaching Excellence at the University of Illinois 
Chicago.https://teaching.uic.edu/resources/teaching-guides/assessment-grading-practices/authentic-assessments/

 Open-mindedness –  authentic 
assessments help students learn to 
be receptive to the diversity of ideas 
and multiple perspectives

Leadership – authentic assessments 
help students foster decision-making 
skills, teamwork, and self-direction in 
their  learning and performance

 Citizenship and empathy –  
authentic assessments often ask 
students to reflect on an audience, 
end-user, or global community when 
solving a problem or designing a 
product

 

 Internally motivated – authentic 
assessments often provide opportunities for 
student choice based on their interests and 
future careers



What’s Next?

◎ Focus on minilessons and flexibility in planning
◎ Increased use of Beacon with staff and students 
◎ Using common themes
◎ Quarterly data analysis
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