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Abstract

This paper provides a brief introduction to competency-based education. In competency-based language
teaching (CBLT), students must demonstrate that they are able to use language to complete a real-world
task. The shift in focus from knowing about to doing with the language requires important changes from
traditional classrooms if CBLT is to be successful. Students must become active learners as teachers step
into their new role as facilitators. Materials must be authentic and task-related. Assessments must focus
more on providing information about a student’s progress than on providing a grade for an assignment. In
the end, what matters is that each student is able to master a competency before being able to move on
to the next.

Competency-Based Education

Competency-based education (CBE) is surging in popularity as schools around the world
scramble to implement their own versions of competency-based curricula (cf. Ash, 2012;
Mulder, Eppin, & Akkermans, 2011; Nederstigt & Mulder, n.d.; Wong, 2008). What is
behind this newfound popularity and what does it really mean for foreign language
teachers, classrooms, and students?

Competency-based education has its roots firmly in the Behaviorist tradition popularized
in the United States during the 1950s by educators such as Benjamin Bloom. CBE
became popular in the U.S. during the 1970s where it was used in vocational training
programs. The approach spread to Europe in the 1980s and by the 1990s, it was being
used in Australia to measure professional-skills. Throughout its evolution, CBE has been
known by a variety of names including performance-based learning, criterion-referenced
learning, and capabilities-driven instruction (Bowden, 2004).

Because there is no conclusive evidence showing a link between knowledge about a
subject and the ability to use that information in context, CBE expressly focuses on what
learners can do rather than on what they know (Smith & Patterson, 1998). The basic
idea is to focus on objective and observable outcomes which can be easily measured.
CBE requires that students demonstrate value-added skills which are assessed by
looking at outcomes rather than process (Bowden, 2004; Guskey, 2005).

Competency-Based Language Teaching

Competency-based language teaching (CBLT) is an application of the principles of CBE to
a language setting (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Its earliest applications were probably in
adult survival-language programs for immigrants. By the 1990s, the approach had
become so widely accepted in the U.S. that refugees wishing to receive federal
assistance were required to attend some kind of competency-based ESL program to
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learn the skills necessary to function in society (Auerbach, 1986; Grognet & Crandall,
1982).

CBLT demands that language be connected to a social context rather than being taught
in isolation. CBLT requires learners to demonstrate that they can use the language to
communicate effectively (Paul, 2008; Richards & Rodgers, 2001; Wong, 2008).
According to Docking (1994), CBLT:

...Is designed not around the notion of subject knowledge but around the notion of competency.
The focus moves from what students know about language to what they can do with it. The
focus on competencies or learning outcomes underpins the curriculum framework and syllabus
specification, teaching strategies, assessment and reporting. Instead of norm-referencing
assessment, criterion-based assessment procedures are used in which learners are assessed
according to how well they can perform on specific learning tasks. (p.16)

Competencies

A competency refers to "critical work functions" or tasks in a defined setting (Learning
Designs Inc., 2011; Richards & Rogers, 2001). Successful completion of each specific
task involves a set of skills and knowledge which must be accurately applied. In CBLT, a
competency can be understood as the final task specified at the end of a learning
module. For example, the Ministry of Education in Mexico (i.e., Secretaria de Educacién
Publica, SEP) identifies several competencies including “write notes to describe the
components of different human body systems in a chart” , “understand and write
instructions to face an environmental emergency”, and “express oral complaints about a
health service” (SEP, 2011). These are the final tasks that each student is expected to
do in order to have mastered the specified competencies.

In CBLT, students learn to use the language in authentic situations likely to be
encountered outside the classroom. For instance, a student might have to fill out an
application form, provide a personal medical history, or give directions on how to
complete a specific task. Although students must practice in order to become competent,
competencies are not practice activities. Competencies are not activities done for the
sake of giving a student a grade, nor are they done only to allow a student to become
better at a task. Competencies are practical applications of language in context.

Well-designed competencies include several components. First, they describe the specific
knowledge and skills that can be applied to novel and complex situations. The
knowledge and skills must have value beyond the classroom because if you teach the
principles and how to learn, that knowledge will be useful for a student’s whole lifetime.
For example, the ability to understand emergency instructions is important outside of
the classroom and that knowledge will be useful for years in the future. Next, each
competency must have clear performance criteria that allow students to know where
they are and what they need to work on to improve. Each task requires its own specific
rubric identifying specific weaknesses and strengths. Finally, the competency must be
personalized (Sturgis, 2012). Poorly designed, non-explicit criteria and tasks will likely
lead to probable failure since it would be difficult or even impossible to specify what
needs to be done and to determine whether or not such competencies have been
achieved.
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CBLT requires a new approach to teaching, although not one that is necessarily new to
most of the language educators (Online Learning Insights, 2012). Classes must be
student-centered with a focus on what students can do. The ability to recite grammar
rules or to identify errors in a written practice is not sufficient to measure competence.
Students must demonstrate that they can accomplish specific tasks that are likely to be
encountered in the real-world using the target-language.

Instead of being knowledge-focused, competency-based courses are built around the
skills necessary to carry out specified tasks. Suppose the specific competency is to
“make a telephone call to an office to complain about a service”. What skills would be
needed to complete such a task? Several come immediately to mind, including:

the ability to read and understand telephone numbers;

the ability to identify oneself when answering or calling;

the ability to ask to speak to someone;

the ability to respond to a request to hold the line;

the ability to give a message or respond to an offer to take a message;

the ability to express opinions politely following the target language conventional
cultural norms;

the ability to use past tenses; and
the ability to provide relevant information.

In this example, daily lessons would be planned around information and activities that
addressed these individual subcomponents. At each step along the way, students would
receive information providing feedback about their individual progress toward mastering
the competency.

Role of the Teacher

The role of the teacher changes from one of being an information-giver to that of a
facilitator (Organization of American States, 2006; Sturgis & Patrick, 2010). This does
not mean that teachers no longer give information, but that they give different types of
information and deliver it in different ways. Teachers provide the materials, the
activities, and the practice opportunities to their students (Paul, 2008). The quality and
authenticity of these materials are central to the success of class.

Planning becomes a central part of the teaching process. First, each competency must
be identified. Each competency must be subdivided into the relevant skills. Modules
must then be developed which allow students the opportunity to learn and practice those
skills. Teachers must determine exactly what and how well students must perform in
order to master the competency. Specific rubrics assessing each competency must be
developed and made public to the students from the beginning of the lesson (Auerbach,
1986; Richards & Rogers, 2001).

Teachers will have to devote large amounts of time to creating activities related to the
specific skills necessary to fulfill the competency requirements. Significant time will also
be required to assess students and provide specific, directed, and personalized feedback
(Richards & Rogers, 2001).
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Role of the Student

The role of the student must also change. Students will no longer be able to rely only on
the teacher and the classroom to be the primary sources of information. Instead,
students become apprentices. Their role will be to integrate, produce, and extend
knowledge (Jones et al., 1994). Students take an active part in their own learning and
work toward being autonomous learners. They learn to think critically and to adapt and
transfer knowledge across a variety of settings. Because expectations and standards are
clear and precise, students have to be committed to continuing to work on each
competency, mastering it, and then progressing to another (Richards & Rogers, 2001;
Sturgis, 2012).

Students may be resistant to this approach in the beginning, especially if they do not
see any real need for learning the language. Successful classroom interaction depends
on student participation. Students need to find ways to motivate themselves and find
ways to apply information to their own lives and to integrate it into the classroom.
Students must be willing to challenge, to question, and to initiate in the CBLT classroom
(Marcellino, 2005).

Activities, Materials, and Syllabus

Although teachers are free to develop the strategies and tactics most likely to work in a
given educational setting, the design of a CBLT syllabus is different from those of more
traditional classes. Rather than being organized around specific language topics, CBLT
courses are developed around competencies and the skills necessary for mastery. Each
day and each unit focus on the skills necessary to move students along the path toward
mastery. Syllabi must include performance activities that allow the student to practice
the requisite skills (Griffith & Lim, 2010; Richards & Rogers, 2001; Wong, 2008).

This may require a shift in both thinking and organization. In many traditional classes,
lessons are likely to be organized by topics such as present tense, past tense, irregular
past tense, future tense with be going to, and so on. While these topics will still be
taught, they will not drive the lesson nor will they be the focus. Instead, if a specific
competency requires a student to use the past tense, then teachers will introduce that
form and the vocabulary necessary for the specific task. The tense would be taught as
an integral part of the lesson, along with relevant vocabulary, register, pronunciation,
and so on. This suggests that, rather than being taught as a unit, the past tense may be
introduced in multiple units depending on need. This allows modules to build on each
other and students to practice skills learned earlier.

Class materials must be oriented to doing rather than knowing. There should be few
exercises that require students to fill in the blank, circle the right answer, or specifically
test only grammar. Rather, each task should be developed around a real-world situation
requiring the use of some or all of the components of the specified competency. For
example, if the competency is “giving personal information”, then tasks must require
students to use knowledge about self to produce such information. Students might
practice by creating a family tree, talking about favorite pastimes, or describing what
they did over the weekend. Notice that the student is required to do something with the
language (Richard & Rogers, 2001). Each of these activities requires the student to
present knowledge about self.

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of a
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) license



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 38, No. 2, 2014 5

The activities in the CBLT classroom must be oriented toward the ability to successfully
complete a real-world task. The most effective materials will be authentic sample texts
related to a specific competency (e.g., completed job applications; recordings of a
complaint about a service). The materials help provide students with the essential skills,
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors required to meet the competency standards.

Assessments

Assessments can take one of two forms: formative or summative. Formative
assessments are used to determine how well a student is progressing along the path to
competency. Formative assessments must be frequent and specific. Because their goal is
to assess progress and provide information about strengths and weaknesses, they are
rarely graded. In CBE, the majority of assessments will be formative. Summative
assessments, on the other hand, are designed to determine whether or not the student
has mastered the competency. Therefore, summative assessments are typically
administered at the end of each module as the final test. A student failing a summative
assessment cannot move on to the next competency (Online Learning Insights, 2012;
Richards & Rogers, 2001). Instead, the student must repeat the unit until mastery is
achieved. Summative assessments are performance-based and may include a variety of
measurement tools. Paper-and-pencil tests cannot be used to assess a competency
except perhaps unless one is assessing a writing competency. True-false, fill-in-the-
blank, and multiple choice tests are forever banished from the CBLT classroom as final
competency assessments (Richards & Rogers, 2001; Sturgis, 2012; Sturgis & Patrick,
2010).

Assessments, like activities, must be authentic. Wiggins (1990) suggests that to be truly
authentic, assessments must consider the task, the context, and the evaluation criteria.
Authentic tasks require the use of knowledge and skills to complete a task. Similarly,
authentic assessments require the measurement of real-world tasks. For instance, giving
students a series of mathematics problems to solve on a test is not a good real world
activity. Measuring how many correct answers a student got is not an authentic
assessment. In the real world, who is randomly given a sheet with a series of math
problems to solve for no reason other than getting a grade? On the other hand, asking
students to figure out how much paint is required to paint a house, would be a good
example. An assessment that determined whether or not the student had purchased the
correct amount of paint for the job would be an authentic assessment that in fact
measured the ability to complete the job.

For a language class, having students draw a poster or chart describing the human body
and identifying the major systems (e.g., nervous system, digestive system) would not
be a good real-world assessment choice. Very few people in the world would be required
to draw such a chart simply for the purpose of drawing a chart. Having students describe
a medical problem would be a better choice. People are often required in daily life to
provide a description of pain, where it hurts, what makes it hurt, and so on. It is clear
that knowledge about the language (e.g., the parts of the human body, present tense) is
required to complete the specific competency (i.e., explaining a medical problem to a
doctor) but the assessment measures the ability to use that knowledge in context.
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The following table, based on the work of O’Connor (2002), summarizes the differences
between assessments and grades in traditional classes and those in competency-based
classes.

Traditional Classrooms Competency-Based Classrooms
One grade is given per assignment. An One grade is given for each specific
assignment may be a quiz, a test, homework, competency. Students may be assessed
project, or anything the student must throughout the process but these formative
complete. assessments will not typically be considered in

the final evaluation.

Assessments are based on a percentage Standards are criterion or proficiency-based.
system. Criteria for success may be unclear. Specific criteria and standards are made
available to students ahead of time.

Traditional grades may rely on a mix of Grades measure only achievement.
assessment, achievement, effort and behavior | Information about effort and behavior may be
to determine the final grade and may include | reported but it is not part of the competency
late penalties and extra credit. assessment. There are no penalties or extra
credit given.

Everything goes in the grade book regardless Students advance only upon mastery of the

of purpose. Every assessment score is included | competency.

in determining the final grade no matter when
it was collected during the module. The final
grade determines whether the student
advances to the next level.

Table 1: Traditional Versus Competency-Based Grading Style

Conclusion

In a competency-based curriculum, students are rewarded only for successful
completion of authentic tasks. Ideally, at the beginning of a course, each student is
given an initial assessment determining the level of proficiency. Students then proceed
to learn the material, at their own pace, getting lots of informational feedback from the
teachers. Students know, at every level of their work, where they are and what they
need to do to meet the competency standards.

Some have criticized this approach saying it may be impossible or impractical to identify
every necessary competency for specific situations (Richards & Rodgers, 2001;
Tollefson, 1986). Supporters, however, argue that if students have clearly specified
tasks and useful feedback, they are more likely to be able to learn to use the language
in practical settings (Docking, 1994; Rylatt & Lohan, 1997).

Whatever your view, it is clear that competency-based education is more popular than
ever. If it is to be successful, both students and teachers need to step out of their
comfort zones and adopt new roles. In the short term, this unfamiliarity may create
uncertainty and discomfort but as classes progress the benefits should become clear. If,
however, students and teachers try to adopt a competency-based approach without
making the necessary changes in their own behavior, the results are likely to be
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unsuccessful. On the other hand, if both embrace their new roles, they are likely to find
learning becomes more effective and useful.
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