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The new concept puts the right kind of pressure on higher education. 
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STOf~Y HIGHLIGHTS 

• Employers are starting to question what a college degree tells them about potential hires. 
• 2013 marked the serious launch of what we now call competency-based education. 

• The Department of Education asked colleges to submit proposals for these programs to receive 
financial aid. 
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As students spend the next few weeks complet ing their college applications , a question is 

hanging in the air: Is college worth it? It's not only students who are wondering . It's also 

employers who are starting to question what a college degree tells them about potent ial 

hires . Maybe a top name will suggest a student who performed well on the SA Ts, but the 

truth is that employers often have no idea what they're getting . 

As Carol Schneider, president of the Association of America n Colleges and 

Universities, recently toldlnsideHigherEd , "Our employer studies show that employers 

basically find the transcript useless in evaluating job candidates ." The people doing the 

hiring these days have no idea if students can write a coherent paragraph. And the 

courses listed on their transcripts do not really tell employers what skills they have 

actually maste red. Accord ing to theDepartment of Educat ion, in 2012 there were more 

than 1,500 academ ic programs students could choose for a major. That number 

increased by more than 350in the decade before . What employer keeps track of what 

those programs entail? 



This problem is not exactly new and the solution has been clear to many for years . 

AsCharles Murray wrote in his 2008 book, Real Education , "The solution is not better 

degrees, but no degrees . Young people entering the job market should have a known , 

trusted measure of their qualifications they can carry into job interviews . That measure 

should express what they know and are able to do, not where they learned it or how long 

it took them to learn it." 

Well, it looks like 2013 marked the serious launch of what we now call competency

based education . The Department of Education asked colleges to submit proposals for 

CBE programs to receive financ ial aid. Colleges across the country are rushing to 

join Northern Arizona University, the College for America in Southern New 

Hampshire. Western Governors University and Capel la University in making these 

offerings. The lumina Foundation recently announced a three-year grant for a 

Competency -Based Education Network (C-BEN) , to determine the best way to scale 

these models "to affordably serve more students. " And the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation got into the act, offering a Next Generation Learning Challenges grant to 

colleges that are developing competency-based education . 

But perhaps the biggest news of 2013 on this front was the introduct ion of competency

based education at the University of Wisconsin . Thanks to pressure from Governor Scott 

Walker , the UW Flexible Option is now available online and students will be charged for a 

kind of "all you can eat" subscription, three months at a time for$2,250 . The Milwaukee 

campus is now offering degrees in nursing, diagnostic imaging. and information science 

and technology . 

There are about 800,000 people in the state of Wisconsin who have some college credits 

under their belt, but don't have a degree. Walker himself dropped out of Marquette before 

graduating and has even suggested that he may take advantage of the Flexible Option. 

While this development is likely to have a positive effect on the employab ility of 

Wisconsin's residents, it also signifies a kind of tipping point for competency-based 

education . The new program at Wiscons in means CBE is going "mainstream ," as 

the Chronicle of Higher Education put it. Indeed , in higher education , you need some big 

name university to take the plunge and then others will follow . Whether it's the 

development of massive online courses at Stanford orHarvard's ending early admission , 

once a prestigious school takes a leap, others just follow the herd. 

Not surprisingly , faculty at Wisconsin are not happy . If you don't need a certa in number of 

hours in a classroom in order to master the material , then professors' jobs become much 

less secure . Faculty at the Green Bay campus have "doubts that the Flexible degree 

program will meet the academic standards of a university education ." 



Of course , university faculties have no one to blame but themselves for the growing 

demand for these developments. It was once said that the goal of a college education 

was to teach students how to make a living as well as "how to live" by exposing them to 

the great ideas of civilization . By watering down the liberal arts curriculum and then 

engaging in outrageous grade inflation, colleges have essentially removed themselves 

both from the business of career preparation as well as giving students any guidance on 

living a good life. 

Competency-based education is quickly proving to be the cheapest and most effic ient 

way to deliver education. As state legislatures face the question of how to make public 

higher education work in a time of budget crunches, CBE will seem like the best 

alternative . 

There are certainly plenty of questions to be answered about this new frontier. How will 

colleges arrive at the appropriate standards? How will employers know that the 

credent ials mean the same things when they come from different schools? How will the 

federa l government determine which programs are worthy of public funds? 

But already it seems as if CBE is putting the right kinds of pressure on the higher 

education blob. If universities are forced to compete with CBE programs by slimming 

down their offerings, limiting the number of silly courses and demonstrating that students 

have really learned something, then they have already accomplished plenty . The 

revolution has begun. 

James Piereson is the president of the William E. Simon Foundation . Naomi Schaefer 

Riley is the author of 'Til Faith Do Us Part: How Interfaith Marriage Is Transforming 

America. 

In addition to its own editorials, USA TODAY publishes diverse opinions from outside 

writers , including our Board of Contributors . To read more columns like this, go to 
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