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COMPETENCY PROGRAM 
 
Brandman University is located in Southern California. Brandman have 27 campuses in 
California and Washington State and have just launched an Online Competency-based 
Education Program in the direct-assessment mode. 

I would like to tell you a little bit about our Competency-Based Education Program. We started 
the program two years ago because our university was looking to be the innovative leader in 
adult education and we had looked at what our future students would need. Our average 
student is in the lower 30-year-old age group and usually a working adult. There are 37 million 
US students out there with some college but no degree. Therefore, Washington D.C., the U.S. 
President and also the U.S. Congress have been pushing to make school more affordable, 
accessible, and doing that with quality in mind. There are a number of students with huge 
student loans and a lot of student loan debt, so everyone is trying to make higher education 
more affordable. Competency-based Education is one way to achieve that goal. Two years ago, 
Brandman University started looking at ways of differentiating ourselves and we considered a 
different form of degree program. We were already teaching blended classes and online classes 
however, we were looking for a different modality for a different subset of students. 
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There are a lot of working adults right now that have a lot of working knowledge and are self-
starters and we felt that competency-based education is a perfect program for them. We 
decided to start with a Bachelors of Business Administration, including four emphasis areas. 
Those emphasis areas are; Supply Chain, Marketing, Management & Leadership and 
Information Technology. You’ll find a lot of U.S. Competency-Based Education Programs also 
include Information Technology, that’s one of the draws to this educational modality for 
students. 

So we decided to look at for example the marketing job. What marketing job would students 
come out with? We then looked at a government database by the U.S. Department of Labor 
called the O-Net database which describes for a specific job what are the knowledge, skills and 
abilities that are needed for that job? We then worked those criteria together with our different 
majors and worked-in the knowledge, skills and abilities required for specific competencies. We 
then added external certifications for each one of those majors and combined the knowledge, 
skills and abilities into those and added these to our pool to determine what competencies were 
needed in the program. 

We ended up with (for a bachelor’s degree) fifty five to sixty competencies needed to graduate. 
Brandman University is using a direct-assessment competency method. A University like 
Western Governors is using a competency-by-credit method where each competency equates 
to a credit hour. The direct-assessment-method determines that you can achieve a competency, 
but it isn’t necessarily tied to a credit hour. It’s a different way of looking at competency 
achievement. In the direct-assessment competency process a person goes through a 
competency program, does the work and gets some checks for understanding and the item that 
counts the most is the final value assessment. 

In the final value assessment they have to pass at an 80% level, to be able to go on to the next 
competency. So, we worked with the arts and sciences subject areas in our University as they 
also have a general education component and our business school worked on the business 
component. I think it was interesting that both arts & sciences and business worked together on 
this project and designed the competencies jointly. We ended up with 13 general education 
competencies and between those different emphasis areas we arrived at 78 business 
competencies which we designed in just one year. 

We have used our existing faculty to design that system along with a vendor called Flat World 
Knowledge as the content provider. Flat World Knowledge also developed the engine 
(integrated into the LMS) which was used to put the program in place. We have just now been 
approved for financial aid to students attending the competency program from our U.S. 
Department of Education, therefore we are one of the first higher education institutions (fourth in 
the nation) to be approved for financial aid in a direct-assessment competency program. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/


Online Learning In Higher Education 
The Impact on Learning Outcomes & Costs 

3 | P a g e  
Case Study www.onlineedureport.org Brandman University 

 

As students’ progress through our competency program they’re also able to bring in transfer 
credits. If they have a B minus or better grade on a transfer credit course they can then transfer 
that course, if it equates to a competency. As students go through the competencies there are a 
number of students who also have projects (project-based) which contain within them 
competencies. A project value assessment could be for example, a business plan connected to 
the business capstone competency. These deliverables are all graded by graders (not 
instructors). 

The university also have a number of different levels of people interacting with students. As the 
student applies, they would take a competency information module which allows them to see if 
they will be a good fit for the competency-based program. That module helps them to learn how 
to use the library, makes sure that they understand technology and also evaluates whether they 
are a good fit for the program. That module is free for everybody and it allows us to evaluate if 
potential students are a good fit. 

Our competency-based program is $5400 a year and based on six month increments. We 
designed the program so that there are eight six month periods (basically four years) but you 
can go through at any speed. We expect that the average student would get a bachelor’s 
degree in our competency program on average within 30 to 36 months (normally in the United 
States that would take four or five years). The reason they can do this is because they can go 
through the competencies; pass the final values test at 80% and then go on to the next level 
quickly and at their own pace. I think this is a win-win situation for students who are self-starters 
and interested in working at their own pace, whether they have a crazy job or they just don’t 
have the time to attend class. Furthermore, it’s not just based on seat (class) time. That’s the 
difference with the competency-based education model. It is not based on seat-time, it’s actually 
based on what you’ve learned and time is the variable. So that’s one of the reasons why we felt 
that this was a very good program to start. 

Our institution wants to be the leader in adult education and innovation in adult education. 
Therefore, we have a group called Institutional Research and a few years ago they started 
surveying what are the options out there and what is new coming down the pike? That group 
first looked at MOOCs and they observed, “Well, MOOCs don’t really bring students in. They 
may attract some students but that’s more marketing and not for a whole program. How do we 
make a difference to the adult education audience?” Working with our President, our 
Chancellor, Provost and our Board of Directors the Institutional Research Group determined 
which way Brandman should go (competency-based program). 

Therefore, from the beginning we actually had support on the upper levels of management 
before starting this competency-based program. Once that decision was made they began to 
look at all the different options. It was decided to start at the program level and to do some 
further investigations along with speaking with other parties experienced in competency-based 
education. Therefore, they talked to people from Western Governors University, with 
consultants along with other places who were starting to get involved with this mode of 
education. A Program Counsel was then established, which I then became a part of, and that 
Program Counsel also included; Deans of Arts and Sciences, Business and faculty (from both 
schools). 

 
 
 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/


Online Learning In Higher Education 
The Impact on Learning Outcomes & Costs 

4 | P a g e  
Case Study www.onlineedureport.org Brandman University 

 
 
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES (8:42) 
 
You have a lot of different universities that are doing this now; however we have focused on 
quality from the beginning. We did a backward design; pulled in the knowledge, skills and 
abilities to develop our competencies. From those we came up with objectives built upon those 
knowledge, skills and abilities and then these objectives were validated. For validation, we took 
external certifications for each emphasis area, for example in marketing we looked at the 
knowledge, skills or abilities and connected those with certifications and made sure those 
components were in the program. We then ran the findings by our Business Advisory Board to 
make sure that we had relevant knowledge, skills and abilities. In that way we used a number of 
external resources in order to validate “Okay, do we have the right competencies and objectives 
for those competencies?” From there we cross-referenced to our current courses, “are we doing 
anything new or is there something we need to add”? Through that process we determined that 
in our current program we didn’t have risk management and we didn’t have global economics. 
These competency areas we have now obtained from external sources and they’re now built 
into our competency-based courses. Eventually we will roll those (risk management and global 
economics) into our competency degree program. Therefore, we actually built a lot of quality 
into this process through a number of different checks and balances. 

Brandman University actually started this process two years ago and we have actually spent the 
entire last year developing the competencies Therefore, this has been a yearlong planning 
process. Again, two years ago most people were not doing this (competency-based programs), 
but now I’m seeing a lot of people here in the USA who are doing it. I’ve heard that over 350 
colleges are considering it, or doing it. One of our Vice Chancellors joined the Competency-
based Education Network which was formed by 20 institutions in the U.S. who are working on 
competency-based education and trying to ensure quality of programs. That membership gives 
us an advantage because we have a sounding board for other things that we’re going to 
consider doing. 

CONTENT (10:53) 
 
Regarding the content, we have been working with the provider Flat World Knowledge (book 
publisher). Two years ago we went out to the various vendors and found that some were 
interested and some were not. Subsequently, some of those parties who were not interested are 
just now getting into developing competency-based education content. One such company, 
Cengage Learning, wasn’t even interested at that time but now they’re big into it. So, the 
difference of two years is very interesting and how the publishers have really jumped onto the 
bandwagon. 

Therefore, we pulled-in texts from Flat World Knowledge; again they are a book publisher. In the 
cases for which they didn’t have content we actually created it ourselves or pulled-in other 
online open-source content. For example, we pulled in different YouTube videos (interactive). 
All of the content is close-captioned in order that it would work for our American Disabilities Act 
compliance. Everything is in an online format, everything is digital and textbooks are included. 
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The first students will be using either an iPad or a computer. They’ll upload their files to the 
platform we have, which has a dashboard. As they go through the competencies they’ll be 
getting digital badges. They can post those badges onto their Facebook account to say “oh I 
passed Accounting 101 etc. etc.” As the student goes through they’ll interact weekly with the 
coach (think of that as an adviser who helps make sure that they’re making progress on tasks or 
if they need any additional information). We also have tutorial faculty who will be helping them, 
but only if they need help. The tutorial faculty are more subject matter experts. We have one 
subject matter expert for accounting, one for business and one for economics. As the students 
go through the competency, if they have any questions, they would reach out to the subject 
matter expert who we call the tutor & faculty. After they have completed their final assessment it 
would then be graded by the grader. The grader is responsible only for grading and that’s a 
different level of employee. 

 
ASSESSMENT (13:20) 
 
There are two levels of assessments. We have broken the assessments down based on 
Bloom’s Taxonomy. The lower levels of assessment we call Level 1. This assessment level 
involves more multiple choice forms of assessments and it’s self-graded. 40% of the 
competencies are on that level. 60% of the competencies are more project-based. A project 
could be for example; designing a business plan, a marketing plan, or a plan for working in a 
team etc. These assignments are all online and the completed assignments are uploaded to the 
program and then the graders grade each of those. Therefore, project-based assignments are 
60% of the program assessment (designing a business plan etc.) and because of this we have 
actually enriched the learning experience. 

SCALING OER (14:28) 
 
We are expecting to reach scale in one or two years when we have a larger number of potential 
students going through the program. Furthermore, because we already have a presence in two 
U.S. states and we also have a fairly large military population, this combined with pulling from 
other states will help us scale. Therefore, we have accessibility to a number of different 
students. For those potential students, college may not have been an option because of their 
schedule or they hadn’t wanted to sit in a class because they already have that knowledge. 
Those types of students do not want to sit in a classroom for 16 weeks just to get a transcript. 
Therefore, we have an entire new population of students ready to be part of the higher 
education experience. 

We are expecting to grow the competency programs exponentially. Right now, we’re in ‘beta 
test’. Therefore, we have a limited number of students who are going through every 
competency. In this way we are making sure everything is OK (kicking the tires). Therefore, 
probably in January 2015 we will be opening it up to other people. At the moment we have just 
under a thousand students (from 600 to a thousand) who are ready to go into the program (they 
have expressed interest in entering the program) and we expect that to grow exponentially. The 
advantage of starting this project at a bachelor’s degree level is that we have a bigger potential 
target population. 
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With a competency-based program there are potentially large economies of scale. However, 
you must spend a lot of money developing the program and your backend-system. We had to 
work hard on that. Furthermore, we also installed a new financial aid system which will manage 
students who are completing and starting the program every week. Therefore, students no 
longer have to start every semester, now they can start this program every week. So for 
student’s it’s no longer; “oh I’ve got to wait for another semester to get going.” Now students can 
actually start at their own speed. We call this the ‘all you can eat buffet’ because a student can 
go through the competencies as fast as they want. 

CHALLENGES (16:33) 
 
The major challenge is getting faculty on-board. The teaching problems encountered when 
developing a competency course are completely different from developing a traditional class. It 
has taken a number of months for our faculty to grasp that concept. When starting something 
new and which is transformational (different start times, deliverables etc.), everything is 
changing because now you are delivering a new way… but now our faculty has experience 
developing this process. Developing a system and processes for transformational change 
requires that you work hard, and that you change things a little bit at a time because you didn’t 
do it quite right and eventually you will come up with a good product. So it was a 
transformational change project. I was actually attending a Transformational Change, 
Educational Doctorate Program at that time, so it was actually right up my alley. Therefore, I 
was learning while being able to do it right then and there. 

However, you must have the subject matter experts develop the competencies. In addition you 
must have some partnership in place with a publisher and some sort of delivery platform. 
Moreover, as this becomes more main-stream those initial monetary requirements will be 
reduced, because soon you are achieving scalability. For some of the vendors who two years 
didn’t wish to even consider this, for them this is now mainstream. Therefore, there are 
advantages to being a little bit slower to adopt because the economics might turn out to be more 
favorable. 
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LINKS 

 
Brandman University:  
https://www.brandman.edu/ 
 
O-Net Database:  
http://www.onetonline.org/find/ 
 
Western Governors University:  
http://www.wgu.edu/ 
 
Flat World Knowledge:  
http://www1.flatworldknowledge.com/  
 
7 Things You Need To Know About MOOCs II:  
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7097.pdf 
 
7 Things You Should Know About MOOCs:  
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7078.pdf  
 
Competency-based Education Network:  
http://www.cbenetwork.org/ 
 
Cengage Learning:  
http://www.cengage.co.uk/ 
 
American Disabilities Act Compliance:  
http://www.ada.gov/ 
 
Bloom’s Taxonomy:  
http://ww2.odu.edu/educ/roverbau/Bloom/blooms_taxonomy.htm 
 
Open Educational Resources In U.S. Higher Education: 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf 
 
2015 Grade Level: Tracking Online Education in the United States 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf 

 
 

FURTHER INFORMATION: 
 
Dr. Gerard L. Danford 
 
gerard.danford@haaga-helia.fi 
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