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C
ommunity colleges in California and across the United States focus on providing high-
quality learning experiences and clear, efficient pathways to good, living-wage jobs. To do 
this, some colleges are exploring innovative approaches to instruction, such as competency-
based education (CBE). CBE programs are an alternative to traditional course-based 

instruction. Rather than requiring students to complete common coursework at the same pace, 
CBE programs aim to offer more-flexible and more-personalized instruction by guiding students 
through a variety of materials and allowing students to master the program competencies at vary-
ing paces. Direct assessment is one type of a CBE program, in which progress through a program is 
solely determined by assessments of whether students have mastered competencies. Box 1 provides 
additional background on direct assessment CBE programs. 

Between 2021 and 2026, the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office (CO), sup-
ported by the Success Center for California Community Colleges, launched the Direct Assessment 
CBE Collaborative. The Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative aimed to support eight community 
colleges in piloting direct assessment CBE programs. The CO sets its goals for the community col-
lege system in its Vision 2030 plan, such as aiming to increase the number of students receiving 
postsecondary credentials, reducing equity gaps, and streamlining student progress toward degrees 
(CO, 2025). The effort to scale direct assessment CBE programs aligns closely with these systemwide 
goals (Lowe et al., 2021). 

Prior to launching the Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative, the CO partnered with the Suc-
cess Center for California Community Colleges and Jobs for the Future (JFF) to create a blueprint  
for how to scale CBE programs (Finn, Lima, and Lockowandt, 2020) and to establish guiding  
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principles to support the work (Lowe et al., 2021). 
JFF joined the Direct Assessment CBE Collabora-
tive as the facilitator and leveraged the blueprint to 
guide the work. JFF and the CO brought in other 
subject-matter experts from the Competency-Based 
Education Network (C-BEN) to provide individual-
ized coaching to colleges and guidance on system-
level policies and processes. The eight colleges that 
applied to participate in the Direct Assessment CBE 
Collaborative received guided technical assistance 
through virtual learning sessions and meetings 
with JFF, the Success Center for California Com-
munity Colleges, the CO, and C-BEN. Colleges had 
to complete 32 milestones associated with the dif-
ferent aspects of designing and implementing direct 
assessment CBE (e.g., assessment design, faculty 
policies, information technology [IT] decisions). The 
Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative also aimed to 
support systemwide scaling of direct assessment by 
documenting lessons learned and creating a reposi-
tory of resources on a website. 

KEY FINDINGS 
■ Eight California community colleges joined the Direct Assessment Competency-Based Education (CBE) 

Collaborative in 2021. As of spring 2026, three colleges launched programs, four other colleges continue 
to work toward launch, and one college exited the Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative. 

■ College staff had to engage in frequent cross-campus coordination and make up-front investments to 
build content for their programs (i.e., competencies, assessments), modify systems and services, and 
train other staff. 

■ Strong implementation teams had dedicated staff (e.g., project managers) and cross-department represen-
tation (e.g., faculty, information technology experts) to coordinate complex work and sustain momentum. 

■ To build direct assessment CBE programs, college staff relied heavily on external resources, such as 
funding from the community college system, external consultants, open education resources, industry 
standards, and examples from peer colleges. 

■ Accreditor and federal approval processes, limited faculty buy-in, insufficient staff time, and limited tech-
nological capacities hindered implementation and contributed to delays. 

■ Direct assessment CBE programs in the pilot colleges centered equity by focusing on adult learners, 
incorporating proactive supports for students, and ensuring that programs provided clear pathways to 
the workforce. 

■ Early enrollment in the three launched programs was low, but survey respondents generally reported 
positive experiences with program design and support. 

RAND’s role in the Direct Assessment CBE Col-
laborative was to assess the progress of the eight pilot 
colleges and provide ongoing feedback to the CO on 
progress. We also identified lessons learned for other 
colleges and systems across the United States that 
might be interested in scaling direct assessment CBE 
programs. This report provides a high-level over-
view of our findings and lessons learned. We aim to 
provide guidance to system and college leadership, 
faculty, and other stakeholders who are consider-
ing whether to implement direct assessment CBE 
programs. We examined how California community 
colleges implemented their direct assessment CBE 
programs, what were the internal and external fac-
tors that helped and hindered implementation, how 
colleges considered equity in the design of their pro-
grams, and student enrollment and experiences. We 
briefly describe our study approach and data sources 
and highlight findings in each area. 
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Box 1. Background Information on Direct Assessment CBE Programs 

What Are Direct Assessment CBE Programs? 

In a direct assessment CBE program, students demonstrate progress and learning through assessments that 
demonstrate the mastery of validated competencies rather than traditional course-taking and credit hours (Eris-
man and Steele, 2015; Lurie, Mason, and Parsons, 2019; Porter, 2016). Direct assessment CBE programs and 
one of a broader set of CBE programs. These programs have the potential to improve student outcomes and are 
perceived as valuable because they offer more flexibility in how instruction is delivered and better align with the 
competencies required by employers (C-BEN, 2017; Krauss, 2017; Parsons, Mason, and Soldner, 2016; Rivers 
and Sebesta, 2017). 

What Do Colleges Have to Do to Design, Implement, and Launch Direct Assessment CBE 
Programs? 

To design direct assessment CBE programs, the California pilot community colleges had to 

• design instructional materials and assessments. Institutions need to put substantial work into designing
and building out technology and course materials to support the new approaches to instruction (Burnette,
2016; Klein-Collins, 2013; McClarty and Gaertner, 2015; Nodine and Johnstone, 2015). The effective design
of assessments to determine whether students have mastered competencies is particularly critical for CBE
programs (Burnette, 2016).

• determine faculty roles and navigate agreements. The roles of faculty can shift substantially under CBE pro-
grams, and some institutions and programs divide instructional roles into distinct content development, instruc-
tion, assessment, and coaching roles (Book, 2014; Council for Adult and Experiential Learning, 2015; Olson and
Klein-Collins, 2015). These changes may require faculty contracts to be renegotiated (Burnette, 2016).

• set academic calendars and establish financial aid processes. Financial aid policies regulate CBE pro-
grams differently from traditional programs. Colleges have to secure approval from and develop new pro-
cesses that are aligned with the U.S. Department of Education (ED) so that their programs are eligible for fed-
eral financial aid, as well as develop an academic calendar that organizes aid disbursements (Kelchen, 2016).

• adopt new operational systems and processes. The shift to CBE often requires new technologies and
operational processes. Institutions need to work through efforts to integrate learning management and stu-
dent information systems, ensure that there is proper staff to implement and support the processes, deter-
mine academic calendars, and determine how transfer of credit will be assured (Bell and Conklin, 2013;
Daugherty, Davis, and Miller, 2015; Klein-Collins, 2013; Kraus, 2017).

• establish student intake processes. Institutions may need to develop different intake, placement, and
orientation processes to ensure that students understand the program and are well positioned for success
(C-BEN, 2017). 

• ensure student supports. Students in CBE programs will need access to the traditional supports that all
students in the college can access, such as tutoring and basic needs support, but may need some additional
flexibility in accessing these resources. Successful CBE programs often provide students with coaches who
can support them with staying on track (Daugherty, Davis, and Miller, 2015; Johnstone and Soares, 2014).

• secure program accreditation and system and federal approval. Institutions implementing CBE pro-
grams report that navigating accreditation processes can be a challenge (Lurie, Mason, and Parsons,
2019; Olson and Klein-Collins, 2015). Direct assessment CBE programs need to undergo federal approval
to be eligible for financial aid through Title IV (e.g., see Brower et al., 2017). States and community college
systems have varying processes and requirements for program approval (Lacey and Murray, 2015; Lurie,
Mason, and Parsons, 2019).

• identify funding to develop and sustain programs. States and institutions implementing CBE programs
must identify ways to cover start-up costs and ensure long-term financial sustainability (HCM Strategists,
2013; Lurie, Mason, and Parsons, 2019; Porter, 2016). Developing programs with new assessments, materi-
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als, and instructional strategies requires resources (Girardi and Crew, 2016), and navigating implementa-
tion complexities can be costly. Furthermore, CBE programs are often designed with innovative tuition 
structures that may eat into institutional revenue (but cut costs for students), and state and federal funding 
models may need to be modified to accommodate these programs (Book, 2014). 

What Factors Might Shape the Implementation of Direct Assessment CBE Programs? 

We assessed the internal and external factors that helped and hindered direct assessment CBE program imple-
mentation. Community colleges can be complex, bureaucratic organizations, and certain factors in the institu-
tions can shape the degree to which they are well suited for innovation (Eaton and Stevens, 2020). External 
factors can play a role in helping (or hindering) the design and implementation of CBE programs. The following 
are some of the internal and external factors that we examined: 

• Leadership that encourages innovation. Colleges with leadership and environments that encourage and
stimulate innovation and student-centered program design are better positioned to launch CBE programs
(Book, 2014; Dragoo and Barrows, 2016).

• Funding. There are substantial costs involved in building new CBE programs. A study of four institutions
found that the institutions invested $4.2 million on average to develop one to five CBE programs during the
initial implementation year (Desrochers and Staisloff, 2016). Colleges must be able to take CBE programs to
scale to justify these investments and may need to receive external start-up funding.

• Institutional and staff capacity. Institutional and staff capacity is essential to the successful design
of CBE programs (C-BEN, 2017). There may be value in having specialized staff with expertise on direct
assessment CBE programs. Backward instructional design and assessment design are particularly impor-
tant in direct assessment CBE programs (Cline and Rinaldi, 2023), and faculty teaching traditional programs
may require training in backward design to develop competencies. Faculty often need funding to cover their
instructional time to allow them to focus on the process of building the program, including identifying com-
petencies and developing assessments and instructional content (Nodine and Johnstone, 2015).

• Faculty support and faculty buy-in. Faculty buy-in is essential to supporting successful implementation
of CBE programs (Lurie, Mason, and Parsons, 2019). The shifting roles of faculty under CBE raise concerns
about academic rigor, shifting workload, and the potential loss of jobs, which may generate substantial
resistance from faculty to CBE programs (HCM Strategists, 2013; Shapiro, 2014). Professional development
and other strategies to inform, engage, and ensure buy-in among faculty are essential to the successful
implementation of CBE programs (Book, 2014; Daugherty, Davis, and Miller, 2015; Erisman and Steele,
2015; Girardi and Crew, 2016; Klein-Collins, 2013).

• Broad engagement of campus stakeholders. Colleges must first engage college stakeholders to pro-
vide basic information on direct assessment CBE programs and describe how they align with the goals
of the institution. Stakeholder engagement is a marker of high-quality direct assessment CBE program
implementation and can support buy-in and address faculty and staff questions and concerns (C-BEN,
2017; Daugherty, Davis, and Miller, 2015). Then, departments need to engage in deeper communication
and decisionmaking about the specific curricular, administrative, and technological changes necessary
for direct assessment CBE programs. Some key groups, such as faculty and IT, may need to be engaged
more frequently.

• Support from external consultants and peer institutions. External partnerships can be essential to
scaling CBE programs (C-BEN, 2017). These collaborations include employer partnerships, consulting by
subject-matter experts from such organizations as C-BEN, and peer leading from institutions that have
been implementing CBE programs (e.g., Western Governors University, Salt Lake Community Colleges).

• Approval processes. Colleges must navigate approvals from accreditors and systems to provide the pro-
gram and receive state funding. ED and accreditors have developed specialized rules and guidelines for
regulating and accrediting direct assessment CBE programs and ensuring that programs are eligible for
financial aid (Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2023), and these processes can be challenging for
colleges to navigate.



5   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How We Evaluated Pilot College 
Implementation 

To assess progress at California community colleges 
piloting direct assessment CBE programs, we focused 
on the following five research questions: 

1. How did the pilot colleges design and imple-
ment their direct assessment CBE programs, 
and how did their approaches vary? 

2. What institutional factors (e.g., campus 
structure, stakeholder buy-in, staff capacity) 
influenced the ability of colleges to implement 
direct assessment CBE programs? 

3. How did the Direct Assessment CBE Collab-
orative and other external factors influence 
the ability of colleges to implement direct 
assessment CBE programs? 

4. How did colleges center equity in the process 
of building direct assessment CBE programs? 

5. Who enrolled in the pilot direct assess-
ment CBE programs, and what were their 
experiences? 

We provided ongoing feedback to the CO and 
others supporting the Direct Assessment CBE Col-
laborative through briefings and interim memo-
randums between August 2022 and February 2026. 
This report provides a high-level overview of our 
findings on how the eight pilot colleges implemented 
their direct assessment CBE programs, the factors 
that helped or hindered design and implementa-
tion, and student experiences in the programs that 
have launched so far. The findings that we present 
in this report are primarily based on data from six 
of the eight pilot colleges that were making the most 
progress in the first three years of the grant. The CO 
asked us to limit data collection for the two colleges 
that had made limited progress to provide them more 
space to carry out the work of implementation. 

Data Sources for This Evaluation 

We used multiple data sources to address our 
research questions (see Table 1). In this section, we 

briefly describe each data source. Our findings on the 
four implementation research questions mainly draw 
on interviews, focus groups, and site surveys. Our 
analysis of implementation progress is tied directly 
to the milestones and areas of focus that the CO and 
JFF used to guide the pilot college work. Our analysis 
of facilitators and barriers focused on internal and 
external factors that had been commonly described 
for CBE programs in the literature (see Box 1). Our 
final section on student enrollment and experiences 
draws on the enrollment data and the student surveys 
and interview. 

In this report, our key findings focus primarily 
on areas in which we had evidence across multiple 
colleges. We use the term some to refer to findings 
that drew on experiences of two through four col-
leges and the term most to refer to five through seven 
colleges’ experiences. 

Site Surveys 

We developed online surveys to identify the barri-
ers and facilitators that colleges experienced as they 
designed and launched their direct assessment CBE 
programs. Each of the 14 surveys pertained to a dif-
ferent program milestone (e.g., IT infrastructure, 
faculty policies, curriculum and assessments, stu-
dents supports). We also surveyed colleges annually 
on the support from the Direct Assessment CBE 
Collaborative and its engagement with stakehold-
ers in the colleges. In 2023, seven colleges completed 
surveys, while we administered surveys to imple-
mentation teams at six of the eight colleges from May 
2024 through January 2026. We asked implementa-
tion teams to complete a single response to each 
survey on behalf of their campuses. Later-year survey 
participation declined to as few as two colleges com-
pleting surveys. The surveys included open-ended 
and Likert-scale items. We conducted descriptive 
analyses of the responses to describe college progress 
and assess facilitators and barriers for each of the 14 
areas of implementation. We asked survey questions 
on equity considerations in Year 4, although only two 
colleges responded to that survey. 
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TABLE 1

Data Sources Mapped to Each Research Question

Research Question Site Surveys
Staff 

Interviews Observations Documents
Student 
Surveys

Student 
Interviews

How did the pilot institutions 
design and implement their direct 
assessment CBE programs, and 
how did approaches vary across 
campuses?

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No

How did factors within the 
institution (e.g., campus 
structure, stakeholder buy-in, 
staff capacity) influence the 
implementation of direct 
assessment CBE programs?

Yes Yes Yes No No No

How did the Direct Assessment 
CBE Collaborative and other 
external factors influence 
the implementation of direct 
assessment CBE programs?

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No

How did colleges center equity 
in the process of building direct 
assessment CBE programs?

Yes Yes No No No No

Who enrolled in the pilot direct 
assessment CBE programs, and 
what were their experiences?

No No No No Yes Yes

NOTE: A Yes indicates that the data source was used to answer the question. A No indicates that the data source was not used to answer the question

Staff Interviews and Focus Groups That 
Provided Insights on Planning and Challenges

We conducted staff interviews and focus groups with 
stakeholders from all eight pilot colleges. Imple-
mentation teams, made up of campus leaders, staff, 
and faculty at all pilot colleges, participated in 35 
90-minute focus groups between October 2021 and 
August 2025. These focus groups gave us insights 
into the implementation teams’ planning, strategies, 
challenges, and decisions. Three pilot colleges—
Coastline, Merced, and Southwestern—participated 
in more in-depth data collection, including 65 
semi-structured interviews with relevant staff and 
faculty between February 2022 and August 2025. We 
worked with the CO to select these campuses, which 
allowed us to understand implementation more 
deeply. Faculty participants taught in major depart-
ment or general education courses. Staff participants 
came from admissions and records, financial aid, 
student life, auxiliary services, and IT. At the other 
three pilot colleges—Mt. San Antonio, Shasta, and 
Bakersfield—we conducted six focus groups with 

relevant staff and faculty, as well as interviews when 
participants were unable to attend the focus groups, 
between February 2022 and August 2025. We coded 
data in Dedoose using a coding frame informed by 
our evaluation’s research questions and the CO’s 
design of the Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative. 
We conducted a second wave of coding to refine, 
merge, and group codes into broader themes that 
answered the research questions.

Observations

We conducted observations to understand how the 
Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative operated, what 
support colleges received, and the conversations that 
college implementation teams held internally. We 
observed peer learning meetings, primarily in the 
first two years of the Direct Assessment CBE Col-
laborative, that focused on pilot colleges’ responses 
to the training and materials provided to them. We 
limited team meeting observations to the three pilot 
colleges that participated in more in-depth data 
collection during the first two years of the evalua-
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tion; these data provided context on team-building 
dynamics and capacity for direct assessment CBE 
implementation. We used a structured observation 
protocol that guided researchers in documenting key 
constructs, including team dynamics, topics, raised 
concerns, and possible solutions. 

Aggregated Enrollment Data 

Colleges that launched CBE programs in fall 2025 
reported program enrollee counts by specific char-
acteristics, as of December 31, 2025. These breakouts 
included race or ethnicity group, age group, Pell 
Grant or California College Promise Grant eligibility 
(indicators of household financial need), and comple-
tion of specific program milestones (e.g., retained in 
the program at the end of the reporting period). The 
reports included data for 27 direct assessment CBE 
program enrollees across the three colleges. 

Student Survey 

We developed an online survey to document student 
experiences with direct assessment CBE programs. 
The survey included closed-ended questions about 
students’ motivations for enrolling in a program; the 
ways students learned about programs; and students’ 
experiences with program application processes and 
orientation, faculty, and coaches; key program com-
ponents; and student demographics. The survey also 
included open-text questions about positive features, 
challenges, and other dimensions of programs. Stu-
dents received a $25 gift card for completing the 
survey. Colleges that launched direct assessment 
CBE programs in fall 2025 sent survey invitations to 
all enrollees in October 2025 and follow-up remind-
ers to those who had not yet completed the survey 
in November and December 2025. By December 31, 
2025, nine students (one-third of all enrollees) had 
completed the survey. 

Student Interviews 

We invited survey respondents to participate in 
60-minute interviews. Three students accepted, but 
only one completed an interview in November 2025. 
This student received a $50 gift card for participat-
ing in the interview. We sent three follow-ups to the 

other students between November 2025 and February 
2026 but received no response. 

Limitations 

Although this study offers several insights on imple-
menting direct assessment CBE in community 
college settings, there are limitations that readers 
should consider in reviewing this report. First, the 
findings draw primarily on six colleges in the Cali-
fornia Community College system. Each campus’s 
context and its experiences with implementation are 
unique, and it is unlikely that the insights derived 
from these six campuses will be directly applicable to 
other campuses in the system or other state contexts. 
Second, we limited data collection participants (i.e., 
participants in site surveys, interviews, focus groups, 
and observations) to staff, faculty, and campus lead-
ers directly involved in direct assessment CBE imple-
mentation. We may have missed important insights 
because we did not include other individuals on 
campus (e.g., faculty union leadership). Moreover, all 
data were self-reported. We used the pilot colleges’ 
milestone submissions to validate the insights shared 
with us through the interviews, focus groups, and 
surveys. Third, low student participation in surveys 
and interviews likely prevented us from identifying 
generalizable patterns about student experiences. 

How Pilot Colleges Designed 
and Implemented Direct 
Assessment Competency-Based 
Education Programs 

Our first research question assessed implementation 
progress. Drawing on interview and survey data, 
we provided regular, detailed updates to the CO 
on progress for each area of direct assessment CBE 
implementation through internal memorandums and 
presentations. In this section, we highlight some of 
the high-level findings. 

The CO sponsored eight campuses (Bakersfield 
College, Coastline College, East Los Angeles College, 
Madera College, Merced College, Mt. San Antonio 
College, Shasta College, and Southwestern College) to 
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participate in the Direct Assessment CBE Collabora-
tive. The initial timeline for the Direct Assessment 
CBE Collaborative was June 2021 through June 2025, 
but colleges continued their work to finish imple-
mentation decisionmaking and launch programs 
beyond this end date. 

The technical assistance provided by the CO 
and its partners through the Direct Assessment CBE 
Collaborative was guided by a blueprint, which was 
then aligned with 32 deliverables—referred to as 
milestones—that were tied to grant payments. The 
CO held Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative meet-
ings to provide informational content and oppor-
tunities for discussion as campuses completed each 
milestone. Milestone submissions were stored on a 
Canvas site dedicated to the Direct Assessment CBE 
Collaborative. The CO grouped these milestones 
under eight categories, varying from eight milestones 
for operationalizing the model (which four of the 
colleges met) to just one milestone for research and 
scaling (which none of the colleges met). We show 

how many milestones each college completed as of 
April 2026 in Figure 1. 

FIGURE 1 

Most Colleges Subm itted the Majority of Required Milestones 
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SOURCE: Features data about milestone assignments from the CO as of April 2026. 
NOTE: The 32 total milestone assignments were awareness-building (three milestones), program design (six milestones), faculty and staff (six 
milestones), professional development and student onboarding (two milestones), approvals (three milestones), operationalize model (eight 
milestones), launch program (three milestones), and research and scale (one milestone). Mt. SAC = Mt. San Antonio College; ELAC = East 
Los Angeles College. 

Five of the eight colleges completed most of 
their milestones as of April 2026, according to CO 
data (Figure 1). Two other colleges had completed 
half of their milestones but had not yet submitted 
milestones for financial aid, IT, and approvals. One 
college ran into major implementation roadblocks 
and made very little progress with completing mile-
stones. (This report has limited insight on the experi-
ences of Madera College with direct assessment CBE 
because Madera College concluded its participation 
midway in the Direct Assessment CBE Collabora-
tive.) The approval, launch, and research and scale 
milestones came last in the process and were most 
commonly incomplete. In 2025, three of the commu-
nity colleges—Coastline College, Shasta College, and 
Southwestern College—launched their direct assess-
ment CBE programs (Table 2). 

The eight pilot colleges pursued direct assess-
ment CBE programs across a variety of fields, many 
of which qualify as technical or vocational education 
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(Table 2). All eight pilot colleges planned to offer an 
associate’s degree, but Shasta College, Southwestern 
College, and East Los Angeles College later decided 
to launch a stackable certificate to align with recom-
mendations from the Academic Senate for the Cali-
fornia Community Colleges. 

TABLE 2 

Pilot Colleges Pursued Technical and Vocational Programs Across Multiple Fields 

Pilot College Field Credential Whether Launched (Date) 

Bakersfield College Culinary art Associate’s degree No 

Coastline College Management Associate’s degree Yes (summer 2025) 

East Los Angeles College Biotechnology Associate’s degree or stackable 
certificate 

No 

Madera College Management Associate’s degree No 

Merced College Early childhood education Associate’s degree No 

Mt. San Antonio College Kinesiology and wellness Associate’s degree No 

Shasta College Early childhood education Associate’s degree or stackable 
certificate 

Yes (fall 2025—certificate only) 

Southwestern College Automotive technology Associate’s degree or stackable 
certificate 

Yes (fall 2025) 

The following major takeaways characterize the 
experiences of the eight pilot colleges with imple-
menting direct assessment CBE programs. 

Implementation of direct assessment CBE 
required a long, multifaceted, and complex pro-
cess. The CO offered resources to the colleges to aid 
them in their work, but the difficulty lay in deter-
mining how the colleges’ proposed programs would 
work on their campuses. Compared with the struc-
ture of traditional programs, the structure of direct 
assessment CBE pushes campuses to reconsider how 
they support student learning; in effect, they had to 
develop new practices (e.g., new student onboard-
ing and orientation) and policies (e.g., financial aid, 
redirection). These activities required substantial 
staff and faculty time and capacity-building. More-
over, pilot colleges also had to contend with the 
mindsets of staff and faculty. Although staff saw 
value in direct assessment CBE because it reflected 
their commitment to expanding access and oppor-
tunity for students, colleges had to spend substantial 
time and resources to connect with faculty, answer 
their questions, and allay their concerns about how 

this approach would affect their roles and respon-
sibilities. Staff capacity and buy-in varied across 
colleges, but all pilot colleges faced administrative 
burdens, including building out course content, 
securing approvals, and ensuring the operational 
capacity to implement the program. Colleges should 
assess their capacity for taking on direct assessment 
CBE and determine whether there are sufficient 
infrastructure, funding, and buy-in to sustain a 
major institution-wide initiative. 

The direct assessment CBE model led some 
pilot colleges to reconsider or modify their 
approaches to supporting students. Students in CBE 
programs learn and achieve differently from students 
in traditional programs. Both of these programs have 
implications on how campus functional areas (e.g., 
financial aid, admissions and records, advising) sup-
port students. Colleges had to identify all relevant 
departments across campuses and map how their 
services may need to change for students in direct 
assessment CBE programs. In effect, this required 
colleges to assess their campuses’ services and 
resources, identify gaps, and work with campus part-
ners to make improvements or modifications. Some 
of these changes included expanding student service 
hours and incorporating new technologies to auto-
mate administrative processes (e.g., developing aca-
demic transcripts). Additionally, financial aid and IT 
changes proved difficult to implement because these 
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decisions had implications on other processes on 
campus, and such changes may have required addi-
tional staff and funding to implement new processes. 
Some colleges chose to make short-term decisions to 
adopt low-cost solutions while waiting for their direct 
assessment CBE programs to scale. 

The direct assessment CBE model required fac-
ulty to reconsider how they facilitate students’ learn-
ing and growth. Direct assessment CBE requires that 
instructional content maps onto competencies for spe-
cific occupations, which is not the traditional approach 
many faculty have taken to building courses. Faculty 
in direct assessment CBE programs had to learn how 
to backward map instructional content and assess-
ments to specific competencies, or desired skills, rather 
than to topics. Faculty also had to develop assessments 
mirroring real-world situations for students to dem-
onstrate mastery of a given competency. For example, 
a student in a direct assessment CBE management 
program may be required to develop a marketing slide 
deck to demonstrate mastery of a business communi-
cation–related competency. Colleges also had to decide 
whether the roles of faculty might shift to break out 
the responsibility for the design of instructional con-
tent and assessments. Direct assessment CBE reformed 
the ways in which learning was delivered and culti-
vated and also encouraged more-intentional design of 
content to align with specific competencies needed in 
the workplace. 

The pathway to implementing direct assess-
ment CBE was not linear for colleges, and teams 
had to make interconnected decisions and build 
out processes simultaneously. Despite clear and 
organized planning from the CO, the technical sup-
port and milestones were tied to a linear approach to 
implementation for the first two years. In the third 
and fourth years, the Direct Assessment CBE Col-
laborative shifted to focusing on parallel progress 
in multiple work streams. Implementing a direct 
assessment CBE program requires a clear under-
standing of how components of implementation are 
interdependent and conditional on other decisions. 
For instance, financial aid and IT are two intercon-
nected components of implementation that affect 
other phases of the work (e.g., academic calendar, 
dual transcripts, approvals, internal administrative 
processes), but most pilot colleges did not recognize 

this until later, which caused delays in the overall 
implementation process. 

Most college teams wished that they had taken 
more time to front-load the planning by identifying 
all of the pieces needed for approval, mapping out all 
the necessary activities and resources, and identify-
ing anticipated barriers. This approach would have 
helped the pilot colleges to identify the best timing 
and frequency for engaging key stakeholders, such 
as financial aid, IT, admissions, and records staff, in 
the implementation process earlier so that they could 
have informed the plan and headed off delays. 

The CO and a few of the pilot colleges are devel-
oping resources and providing content on a website 
to support other California colleges using these 
lessons learned from the pilot colleges. Future com-
munity colleges developing direct assessment CBE 
programs should ideally face an easier road to imple-
mentation because they are able to draw on the pilot 
colleges’ experiences. 

Institutional Factors That 
Influenced Direct Assessment 
Competency-Based Education 
Program Implementation 

This section addresses our second research ques-
tion. We highlight key findings for three internal 
factors that influenced implementation: staff capac-
ity, stakeholder engagement efforts, and faculty and 
staff culture. 

Staff Capacity 

Implementing direct assessment CBE programs 
required pilot colleges to draw on a diverse team of 
staff and instructors across functional areas and 
relevant areas of study. All pilot colleges strategi-
cally assembled their implementation teams, which 
included staff from core functional areas (e.g., finan-
cial aid, admissions and records) and faculty from 
relevant areas of study (e.g., program major, general 
education). Staff provided leadership and guidance 
on how policies and practices in their departments 
might be modified to align with supporting students 
in the program. Program faculty led efforts in devel-
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oping the program’s competencies and assessments, 
selecting the appropriate faculty model, and work-
ing with faculty teaching general education courses 
to convert them to a direct assessment CBE format. 
Staff and faculty members collaborated to ensure that 
students’ experiences in the program would be seam-
less and coordinated. 

At most pilot colleges, a small subset of the larger 
team routinely worked on program implementa-
tion, while other team members would step into 
the work if the focus was relevant to their specialty. 
Table 3 shows how prepared implementation teams 
felt to tackle different components of implement-
ing direct assessment CBE. Other than financial aid 
policy changes and ED approvals, most pilot colleges 
felt somewhat prepared to very prepared across all 
the main areas, likely because of the comprehensive 
expertise reflected in their implementation teams. 

TABLE 3 

Most Colleges Felt Prepared Across Implementation Areas, Except Financial Aid and 
U.S. Department of Education Approval 

Topic Very Prepared Somewhat Prepared Somewhat Unprepared Very Unprepared 

Academic calendar policy and schedule 0 5 1 1 

Financial aid policy changes 0 3 3 1 

Curriculum and assessment 1 3 1 0 

IT infrastructure 0 5 0 0 

Professional development 1 4 0 0 

Redirection policy 1 2 2 0 

Transcripts 0 3 1 0 

Faculty policies 0 3 0 0 

Marketing 0 4 1 0 

Onboarding and orientation 2 3 0 0 

Student services 1 1 1 0 

ACCJC approval 3 3 1 0 

CO approval 1 1 1 0 

ED approval 0 1 3 0 

Evaluation plan 1 0 1 0 

Cost and sustainability 1 1 0 0 

SOURCE: Features data from a rolling implementation survey as of August 31, 2025. 

NOTE: Data vary across years. In Year 2, we received responses from seven of the eight pilot colleges, while in Years 3 and 4, surveys received between 
two and six responses. ACCJC = Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges. 

Pilot colleges that assembled respected, influ-
ential staff and faculty with an open attitude 
toward innovation advanced implementation more 
successfully. Embracing a new approach to teach-
ing and learning proves difficult when it requires 
staff and faculty to change their mindsets and adopt 
new practices. Pilot colleges experienced some early 
resistance to direct assessment CBE because faculty 
either did not agree with adopting these programs or 
did not know enough about how it would affect their 
roles and compensation. The teams that successfully 
launched direct assessment CBE programs acted as 
champions for the initiative and mitigated others’ 
doubts and concerns. The newness of direct assess-
ment CBE to community colleges in California made 
it particularly important that the pilot college teams 
selected forward-thinking, flexible team members 
who could advocate for and see through the major 
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college-wide shifts needed for direct assessment CBE 
programs. In effect, members of the implementa-
tion team became the faces of the program and their 
roles and influence on campus made it easier to build 
buy-in and navigate bureaucratic challenges. 

Successful 
implementation teams 
leveraged support from 
key campus groups 
and leaders to mitigate 
concerns about direct 
assessment CBE. 

Pilot colleges found it helpful to hire tempo-
rary or new full-time staff to organize and coordi-
nate the varying requirements and keep on track. 
Implementing direct assessment CBE programs is an 
administratively complicated process that involves 
engaging with stakeholders across campuses, dis-
tricts, and agencies. Some pilot colleges found it 
helpful to hire a project manager to support the day-
to-day implementation tasks to keep track of require-
ments, coordinate and schedule meetings, support 
team members, and ensure timely submission of 
milestones. Colleges that shifted the day-to-day man-
agement of this work to project managers made more 
progress. This shift was because the project managers 
oversaw logistics, timelines, and coordination while 
the other team leads focused on strategy, vision, and 
troubleshooting major barriers. Moreover, team leads 
found that they more effectively balanced both their 
primary role’s responsibilities and direct assessment 
CBE implementation. 

Backward instructional design required col-
leges to build new faculty capacity. Direct assess-
ment CBE programs require colleges to first identify 
required competencies and then take those compe-
tencies to build out assessments and a wide variety 

of learning materials that might help individuals to 
master these competencies. This approach differs 
from how faculty typically design courses, with a 
specific focus on course learning outcomes and orga-
nization of coursework around lectures, discussions, 
and assignments tied to a timeline of common course 
sessions. Building out competencies and engaging in 
backward course design challenged most faculty and 
administrators at the colleges, and this need to build 
capacity may have slowed efforts to design programs. 

Internal capacity often fell short, and col-
leges needed support from external consultants 
to address gaps. External consultants provided 
subject-matter expertise on direct assessment CBE 
and helped guide campuses’ implementation efforts. 
These external supports appear in a later section of 
this report (see “External Factors That Influenced 
Direct Assessment Competency-Based Education 
Program Implementation”). 

Stakeholder Engagement Efforts 

Successful implementation teams leveraged sup-
port from key campus groups and leaders to 
mitigate concerns about direct assessment CBE. 
Because direct assessment CBE is new in California, 
most pilot colleges encountered concerns and ques-
tions from their campus communities. Colleges 
acted strategically in connecting with representatives 
from other departments or committees that held 
sway across their campuses or districts. For instance, 
implementation teams at some colleges met with 
members of the academic senate or the curriculum 
committee to solicit their feedback and approval; 
doing so made securing support from district lead-
ers and faculty unions easier. Most pilot colleges also 
reported engaging campus leaders (e.g., deans, vice 
presidents) early in the implementation process. Sup-
port from campus leaders legitimized this effort in 
the eyes of implementation teams. 

Colleges spent time providing campus staff 
opportunities to understand direct assessment CBE 
and how it may affect their roles and responsibili-
ties. These engagement efforts helped staff contribute 
to implementation and the relevant changes that they 
needed to make. Campus staff across the colleges 
supported direct assessment CBE, in part because it 
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represents extended efforts on their campus to better 
serve students. Most campus staff knew about their 
college’s participation in the Direct Assessment CBE 
Collaborative but only to the extent that it affected 
their roles. Implementation teams at most colleges 
plan to offer professional development opportuni-
ties to train staff on the particularities of direct 
assessment CBE so that staff can better prepare to 
work with students in the program. Depending on 
the department, the trainings will target select staff 
who may be designated to work directly with direct 
assessment CBE students. Making these professional 
development opportunities available and keeping 
them up to date can be useful in expanding and scal-
ing direct assessment CBE programs, especially if 
departments experience turnover in staff or transi-
tions in leadership. 

Colleges leveraged a broad variety of promising 
strategies for campus-wide engagement and com-
munication. These strategies provided key stake-
holders (e.g., faculty and staff leaders, district staff) 
several opportunities to feel involved, learn about 
direct assessment CBE, and be up to date on the 
progress their implementation team was making on 
campus. Concerns about direct assessment CBE com-
pound when stakeholders are unaware of the changes 
being made. Most pilot colleges succeeded in devel-
oping campaigns or strategies to communicate with 
their campuses. Implementation teams capitalized on 
scheduled meetings (e.g., board meetings, academic 
senate) or leveraged internal communication prac-
tices (e.g., townhall meetings, faculty and staff news-
letters) to introduce stakeholders to direct assessment 
CBE, address stakeholder questions and concerns, 
and update stakeholders on implementation progress. 
For instance, at some colleges, implementation teams 
capitalized on a specific member’s role and location 
in the college to bring awareness to campus decision-
makers (e.g., a member of the implementation team 
was a member of the curriculum committee and used 
a scheduled meeting to introduce direct assessment 
CBE and secure early support from fellow committee 
members). Colleges’ efforts to engage their broader 
campus communities on direct assessment CBE led 
to enhanced understanding of and growing sup-
port for this initiative, evidenced by support from 
some faculty unions, support from faculty who teach 

general education courses, and increased involve-
ment from campus staff. Most of this engagement 
work occurred early in the implementation process 
as implementation teams shifted their focus toward 
more-technical phases of the work (e.g., securing pro-
gram approvals, developing new policies or updating 
policies, exploring new technologies for financial 
aid). However, colleges may see this work as ongo-
ing because scaling direct assessment CBE requires 
recruiting more faculty, especially those teaching 
general education courses, to teach in the program. 

Faculty and Staff Culture 

Colleges needed to address faculty concerns and 
cultivate faculty buy-in to design and launch direct 
assessment CBE programs. In interviews, many 
faculty at the pilot colleges expressed support for the 
aims of direct assessment CBE and saw its value in 
expanding access by providing students flexibility 
and better aligning programs with the competencies 
needed for jobs. But some faculty did raise concerns 
about the quality of education that students would 
receive from this learning modality and what direct 
assessment CBE would mean for faculty responsi-
bilities and compensation. According to interviews 
with college implementation teams and open-ended 
responses on the site survey, concerns about the qual-
ity of education from direct assessment CBE mainly 
came from general-education faculty (e.g., science, 
humanities, and social sciences) rather than those 
overseeing program-specific coursework. General-
education faculty raised concerns that their learning 
outcomes may not easily translate to clear competen-
cies and assessments. Beyond any specific concerns 
about direct assessment CBE, faculty were gener-
ally experiencing initiative fatigue, or feeling over-
whelmed by the number of new programs or changes 
to the college. Faculty members of implementation 
teams held one-on-one meetings with their faculty 
peers to directly allay their concerns and answer their 
questions. This approach proved particularly effec-
tive for faculty from nontechnical education fields. 

Colleges made progress with unions by clari-
fying details on the faculty model and providing 
information on faculty time and compensation. 
Delays in system and college decisionmaking about 
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apportionment and faculty models made it difficult 
for implementation teams to negotiate with unions. 
Most colleges made headway toward the end of the 
Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative implementa-
tion period because implementation teams needed 
more time to prepare the information that they 
knew their unions needed. Many of the pilot colleges 
chose to stick with a bundled model (e.g., a single 
faculty group provides formative feedback, conducts 
assessments, and provides student supports) because 
unbundled approaches (e.g., one faculty group pro-
vides formative feedback, one conducts assessments, 
and one staff member provides student supports) 
added areas of uncertainty around time and com-
pensation. To negotiate with faculty unions, colleges 
presented a model that clearly stipulated responsibili-
ties in alignment with their union guidance. College 
teams also worked with their faculty unions to estab-
lish a temporary financial model but agreed to regu-
larly review data once programs launched to revise 
faculty compensation as needed. 

Colleges that had a culture of innovation and 
leadership who encouraged staff to use student-
centered thinking faced less resistance to direct 
assessment CBE programs. Some of the colleges 
reported that they had strong support from leader-
ship, who encouraged staff to pursue new programs 
and supports that could help improve experiences 
for students, while others described limited leader-
ship support. In addition, some of the college teams 
spoke about a long history of innovation at their 
institutions and a broader recognition of the value of 
innovation and student-centered programs among 
staff. Colleges with a record of embracing innovation 
and change may not need to spend as long building 
faculty and staff buy-in at the outset and may have 
more experience implementing and refining changes 
to instructional approaches. 

External Factors That 
Influenced Direct Assessment 
Competency-Based Education 
Program Implementation 

We examined the support that the Direct Assessment 
CBE Collaborative provided to pilot colleges and 

other external factors that influenced implementa-
tion to answer our third research question. Pilot 
colleges shared their feedback and insights through 
survey questions and interviews. In this section, 
we describe how these external factors influenced 
implementation. 

Support from the Collaborative and 
External Consultants 

The Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative offered 
a wide variety of supports to help colleges com-
plete milestones. Pilot college team members came 
together regularly for the CO office hours, commu-
nity of practice sessions, peer learning labs, subwork 
team share-outs (five separate work teams), Title 5 
of the California Code of Regulations review and 
recommendation sessions, group coaching hours, 
technology updates, Canvas feedback sessions, 
information sessions, general education competency 
development meetings, and curriculum leads meet-
ings. Many sessions included external experts. The 
pilot college teams came together for two in-person 
events, one in March 2024 hosted by Coastline Com-
munity Colleges and one in April 2025 in Sacra-
mento, California. Virtual learning and collaboration 
sessions were recorded and made available to partici-
pants as needed. Some supports continued through-
out the project period, such as peer learning labs and 
CO office hours, while others wrapped up early or 
were discontinued (e.g., work team share-outs). The 
pilot college experiences and the Direct Assessment 
CBE Collaborative materials will become resources 
that can help to inform implementation for other 
colleges that are planning to implement direct assess-
ment CBE programs. 

Pilot colleges found the Direct Assessment 
CBE Collaborative important for program devel-
opment. The CO, the Success Center for California 
Community Colleges, and JFF worked collaboratively 
and brought in subject-matter experts to provide a 
robust set of mostly virtual supports (Table 4). Most 
of the six colleges represented in our data reported 
the technical assistance support and peer collabora-
tion opportunities of the Direct Assessment CBE 
Collaborative to be helpful. As noted previously, pilot 
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colleges worked through a series of 32 milestones 
through the Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative. 
Some colleges reported that the milestones aligned 
closely with the system approval requirements and 
helped make that process smooth. The CO and JFF 
altered the structure of the support and milestone 
completion requirements in Year 2 to allow for paral-
lel tracks of work, recognizing that the pilot colleges’ 
experiences did not follow a linear process. 

TABLE 4 

Pilot Colleges Rated Collaborative Supports as Useful 

Topic Very Useful Somewhat Useful Slightly Useful Not At All Useful 

Interactions with pilot colleges outside of meetings 5 1 0 0 

Peer learning labs 3 3 0 0 

One-on-one sessions with the CO or Success Center 2 4 0 0 

One-on-one coaching sessions with subject-matter experts 4 1 1 0 

Group coaching sessions with subject-matter experts 4 1 1 0 

JFF meeting recordings or notes 4 1 1 0 

Asynchronous module resources on Canvas 2 2 1 1 

Feedback sessions and check-ins with JFF 2 2 1 1 

SOURCE: Features data from the Year 3 implementation survey as of August 31, 2024. 

NOTE: Data come from six of the eight pilot colleges. 

The college teams highlighted the peer col-
laboration as the most useful aspect of the Direct 
Assessment CBE Collaborative. The six colleges 
responding to the summer 2024 survey all high-
lighted peer learning labs and unstructured peer 
collaborations as somewhat or very useful. Some col-
lege teams were eager to be mentors to future colleges 
scaling direct assessment CBE teams. 

The CO and external consultants with subject-
matter expertise, such as IT and instructional 
design, provided critical support to implementa-
tion teams. Most of the six college teams respond-
ing to the Year 3 survey viewed their sessions to get 
information from the CO or Success Center as very 
useful. Four of the six colleges found feedback ses-
sions and check-ins with JFF somewhat or very useful 
and reported that coaching with subject-matter 
experts was very useful.  Consultants from C-BEN 
held one-on-one coaching sessions to provide sup-
port to colleges. C-BEN consultants provided guid-
ance, examples, templates, and introductions to other 

campuses across the country that have been success-
ful with CBE implementation. C-BEN consultants 
supported colleges with developing competencies and 
assessments, creating an academic calendar, aligning 
financial aid policies and practices, and navigating 
the approval processes with ACCJC, the CO, and 
ED. Some colleges self-funded additional time with 
C-BEN because of the consultants’ extensive knowl-
edge and experience. Several college teams high-
lighted additional consulting support around IT and 
instructional design support as valuable resources 
they accessed through the Direct Assessment CBE 
Collaborative. Additionally, consultants from Blue 
Icon provided college-specific and system-adaptable 
financial aid policy recommendations, which the CO 
will release systemwide in the upcoming iteration of 
the direct assessment CBE blueprint. 

The CO provided financial support and policy 
guidance that was critical to shaping implementa-
tion. Colleges received up to $1,015,000 in funding 
over the course of six years, with continued funding 
contingent on demonstrating progress toward mile-
stones, or reimbursement for CO-approved techno-
logical innovations and curriculum development. 
Start-up costs for designing and implementing a 
direct assessment CBE program are substantial, and, 
without financial support, it is unlikely that most of 
the colleges would have pursued direct assessment 
CBE programs. The CO also had to weigh in with 
guidance on apportionment, redirection, and report-
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ing requirements. Several colleges highlighted the 
delays with apportionment decisions as contributing 
to delays with program development. The system’s 
approval process was seen as well aligned with the 
Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative milestones and 
was viewed by implementation teams as being rela-
tively straightforward to navigate (unlike the ACCJC 
and ED processes, which created barriers). 

Industry Standards and Existing 
Content and Programs 

Colleges drew on industry standards, state and 
local regulations, and field-specific accreditors 
to develop competencies and assessments. Tying 
program competencies to these external standards 
ensures that what students learn is tied closely to the 
opportunities available to them after their programs. 
The benefit of earning a degree through direct 
assessment CBE means that students can rely on 
validated mastery of competencies that will directly 
qualify them for roles in their chosen fields. Colleges 
solicited feedback from local employers and advisory 
boards and leveraged external sources, such as the 
Occupational Information Network (O*NET), to 
develop clear and specific competencies. Pilot col-
leges also undertook the major task of developing 
authentic assessments reflecting real-world tasks and 
situations. Advisory boards of local business and 
community leaders helped validate competencies 
and assessments and provided overall feedback on 
programs. For instance, Southwestern College con-
nected with local car dealerships to solicit insight 
on the competencies and assessments for its auto-
motive technology program. Other pilot colleges 
used O*NET to inform and validate competencies 
and assessments, ensuring that programs aligned 
with national industry standards. Depending on 
the area of study, some pilot colleges made sure that 
program competencies and assessments reflected 
requirements from external regulators. For example, 
Shasta College’s early childhood education program 
incorporated requirements from the California Com-
mission on Teacher Credentialing. By incorporat-
ing these regulatory standards into the program, 
Shasta College is helping students meet the necessary 
requirements to pursue roles in which they directly 

work with young children. Other pilot colleges used 
academic accreditors and associations to inform and 
validate the competencies and assessments. 

Colleges recommended leveraging existing 
instructional content whenever possible to reduce 
development burden. Faculty and program leads 
must build new instructional content and assess-
ments for direct assessment CBE programs. Teams 
found the process much easier when they had exist-
ing content to build on. Faculty and administra-
tors also highlighted the value of open education 
resources as they moved toward building out the 
course content and assessments. Some colleges 
reported limited open education resources as a bar-
rier. A few of the colleges mentioned leveraging mate-
rials from other colleges outside the Direct Assess-
ment CBE Collaborative that have existing programs 
for content. 

The pilot college teams also looked to resources 
developed in the Direct Assessment CBE Collab-
orative to inform their implementation and launch 
efforts. Teams found examples from the other pilot 
colleges useful for developing dual transcripts, cost 
and sustainability plans, and marketing plans. The 
Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative aimed to build 
resources that other colleges in the system could use, 
and college teams recognized their role in building 
and piloting these resources. 

Multilayered Approval Processes 

Multilayered approval processes made direct 
assessment CBE implementation challenging to 
navigate. Each of the pilot colleges had to submit its 
program for approvals to accreditors, the system, and 
the federal government. ACCJC requires approval for 
all new programs, and colleges must provide infor-
mation on curricula, including demonstrating clear 
competencies and assessments and providing strate-
gies for promoting quality faculty-staff interactions, 
and make resources available to support students and 
sustain the program. After colleges received accredi-
tation approval, the CO asked for a set of materials 
that were closely aligned with what the pilot colleges 
had been building through the Direct Assessment 
CBE Collaborative. ED requires federal approval 
for direct assessment CBE programs to be eligible 
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for federal Title IV financial aid. The college teams 
identified complementarities and overlap in some 
of the approval process needs (as well as differences 
among them). Several college teams suggested clearly 
mapping requirements for each approval type to help 
community colleges plan strategically; the Success 
Center provided this mapping. 

Colleges encountered two unexpected approval 
challenges that complicated implementation. After 
seven of the colleges received ACCJC Substantive 
Change approval for direct assessment CBE, the CO 
and colleges found that ACCJC was not recognized 
to approve direct assessment CBE programs by ED, 
so the accrediting body needed to go through its 
own approval process with ED. This led to delays in 
the ability for college teams to complete the accredi-
tation processes. Colleges faced barriers to federal 
Title IV approval because of unclear requirements 
and political administration changes that cut staff 
capacity in the federal aid office and created incon-
sistent points of contact. These approval challenges 
surprised both the system and colleges. ACCJC’s 
need to get recognized for direct assessment CBE 
program review was a one-time barrier to overcome 
and should not be a challenge for new programs. ED 
staff cuts were unprecedented and directly affected 
approval timelines. ED program review remains 
underway, but limited staffing has greatly extended 
approval timelines. 

Efforts to Center Equity 
in Direct Assessment 
Competency-Based Education 
Programs 

The CO’s first guiding principle for direct assess-
ment CBE implementation is to “[m]aintain equity 
as a central goal and driver of change” (Lowe et al., 
2021, p. 3). Pilot college teams reported in interviews 
that they implemented direct assessment CBE to 
expand access and opportunity for student popula-
tions whose circumstances made pursuing further 
education difficult. In this section, to answer our 
fourth research question, we discuss how colleges 
centered equity in developing their direct assessment 
CBE programs. We found that pilot colleges broad-

ened opportunities through their direct assessment 
CBE programs in three ways: (1) prioritizing adult 
learners who require program flexibility to achieve 
their educational goals, (2) providing consistent, tar-
geted, and proactive support throughout a student’s 
duration in the program, and (3) structuring the 
program for workforce success. 

All pilot colleges 
cited the importance 
of supporting adult 
learners and targeted 
marketing to these 
individuals. 

Prioritizing Adult Learners 

All pilot colleges cited the importance of sup-
porting adult learners and targeted marketing to 
these individuals. Many adult learners are working 
full-time or caring for dependents, and enrolling in 
traditional college course–based programs may not 
be an option for these students. Direct assessment 
CBE allows students to move at a flexible pace, work-
ing with their schedules. Students can focus on their 
studies rather than aligning work and personal obli-
gations with course schedules and deadlines. 

Colleges took different approaches to identify 
target populations for their programs. Mt. San Anto-
nio College’s labor market analysis identified adult 
learners as a key priority population for kinesiology, 
whereas Merced College consulted with its regional 
consortium to identify adults working in the field 
of early childhood education as a priority popula-
tion seeking opportunities to upskill. Colleges then 
used diverse approaches to market their programs to 
adult learners. Colleges conducted outreach to local 
employers and municipalities, which shared infor-
mation with their employees and residents. Colleges 
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leveraged social media and developed marketing col-
lateral that aligned with regional contexts, including 
materials in different languages. Some colleges held 
in-person events for potential students who may not 
engage digitally. Colleges’ marketing efforts demon-
strated the desire to meet students where they are, a 
sentiment that carried forward that students are sup-
ported when they are in the program. 

Providing Consistent, Targeted, and 
Proactive Support to Students 

Colleges incorporated processes to routinely moni-
tor student progress and proactively engage and 
support students. Programs use a learning man-
agement system, such as Canvas, to track student 
progress online. Some colleges assigned student sup-
port staff who will have regular touch points with 
students and monitor how quickly students complete 
competencies and the number of attempts it takes 
students to demonstrate a competency. These proac-
tive check-ins help staff identify when students need 
additional support. At colleges without dedicated 
support staff, program faculty check in with students 
and refer them to appropriate student and academic 
services. During implementation, colleges worked 
with student-facing services to ensure equal access to 
campus resources by training support staff on direct 
assessment CBE, expanding service hours, and modi-
fying response protocols. Merced College described 
its approach to supporting students as walking with 
students throughout their learning journey. 

Structuring the Program for Workforce 
Success 

Direct assessment CBE strengthens the alignment 
between education and workforce opportunities. 
Colleges designed programs so that students learn 
skills and obtain knowledge that directly qualify 
them for positions or higher pay in their field. To 
ensure that competencies and assessments were 
appropriate and relevant, colleges met with industry 
leaders and local employers. Students did not need 
to wonder how to translate their education into 
workforce readiness because each competency and 

assessment prepared them for employment. Colleges 
are aware that the stakes for adult learners are high 
because adult learners’ circumstances can strain the 
feasibility of further education, but, through direct 
assessment CBE, the grip of these circumstances 
could loosen and provide students a path to upward 
economic mobility. 

Student Participation and 
Experiences 

The CO and pilot colleges also wanted to under-
stand how many students enrolled in the three newly 
launched direct assessment CBE programs in 2025 
and assess their experiences so far. We collected 
enrollment data from the colleges and conducted 
student surveys and interviews to address our fifth 
research question. As of December 31, 2025, 27 stu-
dents had enrolled. Nine students responded to our 
online student survey, and one participated in an 
interview. In this section, we describe the students 
who enrolled and their experiences in the programs. 

Participant Characteristics 

Colleges provided data on all enrollees in their direct 
assessment CBE programs. One program enrolled 
one student, one program enrolled 11 students, 
and one program enrolled 15 students. Approxi-
mately half of these students (51.9 percent) were 
from underrepresented race or ethnicity groups 
(i.e., Black, Hispanic, Filipino, American Indian 
or Alaska Native). More than half of the enrollees 
(55.6 percent) had received a Pell Grant or Cali-
fornia College Promise Grant, indicating that they 
had applied for aid and were from households with 
financial need. Most of the enrollees (70.4 percent) 
were adult students (i.e., age 25 or older). Colleges 
focused on recruiting new students. 

Program Awareness 

Five of the nine survey respondents learned about 
their CBE programs from college websites or pro-
gram advertisements on social media. Most survey 
respondents (seven of the nine) were employed, 
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and one-third learned about their programs from 
employers. None of the survey respondents said that 
they had learned about their direct assessment CBE 
programs from faculty, counselors, student support 
staff, or program advertisements delivered by campus 
email or flyer. 

Motivations to Enroll 

Eight of the nine respondents said that they had 
enrolled in their direct assessment CBE programs 
because the programs allow them to move at a pace 
that works with their personal lives. Five of the 
nine survey respondents reported being motivated 
to enroll because the programs allow them to take 
responsibility for their own learning, align with 
how they learn, and offer direct access to support 
staff who understand their goals and help address 
their needs. Fewer than half described lower costs or 
credit for prior learning opportunities as motivators 
for enrolling. Only four respondents reported being 
motivated to enroll because the programs connect 
directly to specific careers. 

Application Processes and Orientation 

Most survey respondents described positive experi-
ences with application processes and orientation, 
while some identified areas in which more support 
was needed. Most respondents said that it was easy 
or very easy to apply for the program (seven of nine) 
and apply for financial aid for the program (six of 
nine). However, two survey respondents said that 
they were unsatisfied or very unsatisfied with the 
support they received while applying for financial 
aid or that they did not receive support with apply-
ing for financial aid. 

All survey respondents attended an orientation, 
and all but one attended online. Most respondents 
(seven of nine) reported that the orientation helped 
them understand key topics (i.e., the direct assess-
ment CBE approach to learning, program expecta-
tions, program goals, available supports, and finan-
cial aid rules) very much or quite a bit. However, only 
four of the nine survey respondents said that the 
orientation helped them understand what happens 

if you decide to leave the program (i.e., redirection 
policy) very much or quite a bit. 

Most respondents 
positively viewed 
the competency-
based structure of the 
program, assessments, 
and learning 
management system. 

Program Structure and Delivery 

Most respondents positively viewed the competency-
based structure of the program, assessments, and 
learning management system. All respondents said 
that they agreed or strongly agreed that the program 
competencies were clearly defined, relevant for their 
goals, and sequenced in a way that made sense for 
their goals. Eight of the nine survey respondents 
agreed that final tests and projects felt authentic. 
Seven of the nine survey respondents agreed that 
Canvas was easy to use, that Canvas materials were 
organized clearly and easy to find, and that the 
respondents could seek support with Canvas from 
faculty or staff. 

Program Support 

Survey respondents positively rated support from 
faculty and coaches in their direct assessment CBE 
programs. All respondents agreed or strongly agreed 
that, if they were experiencing difficulty with their 
studies, someone from their direct assessment CBE 
programs would contact them to help them get the 
assistance they needed. Interaction frequency with 
faculty varied widely: Four students interacted with 
faculty at least once per week, two interacted with 
faculty at least once per month but less than once 
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per week, and three interacted with faculty less than 
once per month. However, all respondents agreed 
or strongly agreed that the feedback they received 
from faculty offered clear steps for how they could 
improve. All survey respondents also agreed or 
strongly agreed that coach support helped them 
make progress in the programs. All respondents 
reported awareness of the campus resources (e.g., 
tutoring, counseling, financial aid) available to sup-
port their success in the programs and how to access 
these resources when needed. In open-text com-
ments, survey respondents described support from 
the programs that they appreciated as follows: 

I like that if I need help in an area my teacher 
will send homework or articles that can help 
me improve. 

I enjoy the fact that I am able to get fast help 
and not feel so alone in this when I get stuck! 

Easy access to the program from home, one on 
one help, school [at] my own time, and educa-
tors [that] make it fun to learn. 

One-third of respondents mentioned hearing 
about the program from their employers. We did not 
explicitly ask about other forms of employer sup-
port, but, in open-text comments, some respondents 
described ways in which their employers or unions 
supported the students’ participation in their pro-
grams. Support included granting leave or paid time 
during the workday to study, helping with the cost of 
the program, and providing information (e.g., a rec-
ommendation to enroll in the program, information 
about scholarships). 

Perceived Progress Moving Through 
Programs 

Seven of nine survey respondents reported moving 
more slowly than expected through their programs. 
In open-text comments, students described non-
school commitments, their ability to set the right 
paces, and the difficulty of their programs as chal-
lenges. For example, one respondent described the 
challenge of setting a pace after being away from 
school, and another described the direct assessment 

CBE program as more difficult than traditional 
online learning: 

I’ve been out of school for a year and I’m trying 
to get back in the groove of it and learning 
how to take control of my own pace has been a 
challenge. 

I am moving slower than I expected because 
I feel this program is more difficult than tra-
ditional online learning. For example, the 
passing grade for quizzes must be very high in 
order to move forward. 

As of December 31, 2025, 66.7 percent of students 
who enrolled in direct assessment CBE programs 
remained enrolled (i.e., had not actively withdrawn). 
Two of the colleges had no students who had with-
drawn, while nine out of 11 enrollees at the third 
college had withdrawn. 

Lessons Learned for Systems 
and Colleges Scaling Direct 
Assessment Competency-Based 
Education Programs 

The CO developed an ambitious plan to scale direct 
assessment CBE programs as one way to build equi-
table postsecondary opportunities for individuals 
(Lowe et al., 2021). The Direct Assessment CBE Col-
laborative represented one of the first large-scale sys-
temwide attempts to develop and launch these pro-
grams at community colleges. The pilot community 
colleges are just starting to launch their direct assess-
ment CBE programs, and the broader effects of this 
initiative are not yet clear. But the implementation 
experiences across the eight colleges participating in 
the Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative provide 
some lessons that might be informative to state and 
college leaders who are considering direct assessment 
and other types of CBE programs. We highlight some 
of these broader lessons learned in this section. 

Lesson learned 1: Implementing direct assess-
ment CBE programs is hard work, and colleges that 
choose to pursue these programs should prepare 
for institution-wide changes and large up-front 
investments. The CO and Direct Assessment CBE 
Collaborative partners provided substantial funding 
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and technical assistance to the eight pilot colleges to 
ensure the success of the initiative. Implementation 
teams at the pilot colleges devoted substantial staff 
time to the initiative and worked through complex 
changes to institutional processes and systems to pre-
pare for direct assessment CBE programs. Although 
the Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative leads ini-
tially mapped the process out in a linear way with 
design and operational decisions tackled sequen-
tially, it became clear that many of the design and 
implementation decisions were interconnected, and 
implementation would require colleges to engage in 
several parallel streams of work. Given the need for 
substantial up-front investment and institution-wide 
changes, colleges must have sufficient funding, dedi-
cated implementation team members, and college 
cultures that center students and support innovation. 

Lesson learned 2: Implementation teams must 
have staff with sufficient time to focus on the 
work, staff with the authority to make decisions, 
and cross-department representation. The funding 
provided by the system office and institutional funds 
allowed full-time staff and the opportunity to “buy 
out” faculty instructional time to ensure dedicated 
staff time for direct assessment CBE implementa-
tion. Some colleges brought on project managers and 
found their additional support useful in keeping the 
complex project on track. Implementation teams 
should also include individuals with the authority to 
make decisions about the design of the program and 
operational decisions. It was also important for col-
leges to ensure cross-department representation in 
the work. The main implementation team members 
should include representatives from faculty, IT, and 
financial aid, given the importance of these groups 
to shaping direct assessment CBE implementation, 
while other stakeholders (e.g., marketing, student 
supports) may be less central to program design and 
can be engaged periodically to support the work. 

Lesson learned 3: Colleges and systems that are 
new to direct assessment CBE should look to exter-
nal experts and peer colleges to support implemen-
tation. The CO pulled in subject-matter experts from 
C-BEN and other consulting organizations to provide 
the pilot college teams guidance on many aspects of 
direct assessment CBE implementation, including 
backward instructional design, navigating approval 

processes, and IT decisions. The CO continues to 
provide some funding for consultants, given how 
essential this support was to the successful launch 
of programs. The pilot colleges also appreciated the 
opportunity to work with other peer colleges in the 
Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative and mentioned 
the value of learning from colleges in other states that 
were already implementing CBE programs. 

Lesson learned 4: Implementation teams must 
engage in ongoing stakeholder engagement to 
ensure broader buy-in across the college. The pilot 
colleges that were successful in launching programs 
highlighted the importance of regularly engaging 
stakeholders across the college to ensure buy-in. 
The first round of stakeholder engagement focused 
on educating staff and leadership about what direct 
assessment CBE is and why it is valuable for students. 
Faculty and staff may have questions and concerns 
about such new innovations as direct assessment 
CBE, and it is essential to address these questions 
and concerns early on. The implementation teams 
focused on more-targeted rounds of ongoing engage-
ment for key groups that would be involved in imple-
mentation. Faculty were a major focus of engagement 
efforts throughout, while implementation teams 
engaged other groups, such as marketing and student 
support departments, in later years as the programs 
were closer to launching. 

Lesson learned 5: Direct assessment CBE pro-
grams require a major shift in how instruction is 
provided, and colleges must develop new content, 
train faculty, and modify faculty agreements to 
support these instructional shifts. To design direct 
assessment CBE program content, faculty must use a 
backward design approach in which they first iden-
tify the competencies needed by employers and then 
curate instructional resources and develop authentic 
assessments. This is a different process from the one 
most faculty take to design course-based instruction, 
and implementation teams requested consulting sup-
port to build backward instructional design capacity. 
External resources, such as industry competencies 
and open education resources, were also valuable in 
helping support the design of new program content, 
and it may be useful to start with fields and programs 
in which these types of materials are prevalent. Col-
leges must also establish new faculty agreements, and 
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this can be challenging when there is uncertainty 
around what the new programs would mean for 
workload and compensation. Colleges leveraged fac-
ulty champions to build broader buy-in, and imple-
mentation teams committed to ongoing review and 
modifications to faculty agreements as the program 
was implemented and the implications for workload 
and compensation became clear. 

Lesson learned 6: Navigating multiple layers 
of approval from accreditors, the system (or state), 
and ED can be challenging and take time. The pilot 
college teams initially had a tough time figuring 
out what was needed for each layer of approval and 
reported that a clear map of the different approval 
processes and components would have been useful in 
helping to more efficiently prepare for these approv-
als. The Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative mile-
stones were closely aligned with the CO approval 
requirements, and pilot colleges reported that this 
helped to make the system approval process relatively 
seamless. But pilot institutions faced unanticipated 
challenges and delays with accreditation and fed-
eral approvals that slowed their progress. One issue 
was that the accrediting body was not approved to 
review direct assessment CBE programs and had to 
go through the process of rectifying this issue. It is 
essential that systems and colleges check that the 
accreditor is approved to review direct assessment 
CBE programs. The pilot colleges have also faced 
uncertainty and long delays with the federal approval 

processes that were largely because of political deci-
sions and a major reduction in staff at ED among 
those approving programs for federal aid. 

Lesson learned 7: To ensure that direct assess-
ment CBE programs support equity goals, colleges 
should design and market the programs to adult 
learners, ensure strong student supports, and regu-
larly review data on student progress. The pilot 
colleges wanted to ensure that their direct assessment 
CBE programs provided options for adult learners 
who might have jobs and family responsibilities and 
require greater flexibility. Colleges leveraged their 
existing expertise on adult learners to design and 
market their programs. Many colleges offered robust 
supports to help students succeed and could draw 
on these existing supports to serve direct assess-
ment CBE students. In some cases, colleges expanded 
hours and virtual access options to make the sup-
ports accessible for direct assessment CBE students. 
Individualized coaching is particularly important 
in direct assessment CBE programs, and colleges 
worked to build their capacity to offer this additional 
support. Tracking data can help colleges to assess 
whether their direct assessment CBE programs are 
meeting goals for student success and equity. In addi-
tion to tracking long-term measures of progress and 
completion, colleges could track short-term mea-
sures, which could help the colleges target supports 
to students who are struggling. 

Abbreviations 

ACCJC Accrediting Commission for Community 
and Junior Colleges 

CBE competency-based education 
C-BEN Competency-Based Education Network 
CO California Community Colleges Chan-

cellor’s Office 
ED U.S. Department of Education 
IT information technology 
JFF Jobs for the Future 
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About This Report 
Between 2021 and 2026, the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office 
(CO) launched an initiative to pilot direct assessment competency-based edu-
cation (CBE) programs at eight community colleges. In addition to providing 
financial support to the pilot colleges to support the design and implementation 
of their new programs, the CO played a direct and active role in supporting the 
development, implementation, and launch of direct assessment CBE programs 
through technical assistance support and a community of practice. By spring 
2026, three colleges had launched programs, while four other colleges remained 
in development and one college exited the community of practice. 

RAND conducted a developmental evaluation to examine how the eight pilot 
colleges participating in the Direct Assessment CBE Collaborative implemented 
their programs. We describe how the eight community colleges in California 
made progress with program design and implementation and the internal and 
external factors that helped and hindered implementation. We also examine 
preliminary data on the initial group of students enrolling in the three pro-
grams that launched in 2025. We identified some broader lessons learned: Direct 
assessment CBE program implementation is lengthy, is resource-intensive, and 
depends heavily on dedicated project management, cross-functional coordina-
tion, external technical support, and the ability to navigate complex approval 
processes. This report is intended to inform administrators and faculty at col-
leges and systems that are considering direct assessment CBE programs. 
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