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ABSTRACT

While there is currently a significant amount of work being done to promote competency-based education 
(CBE), many efforts are focused on the design, development, administration, and technology of CBE 
programs. Yet CBE programs will be successful only if they begin with an accurate and comprehensive 
identification of required competencies and the key performance indicators (KPI) necessary for effective 
instructional planning and assessment. This continues to be an area of ongoing debate in competency-
based education, particularly in regard to the identification of 21st century competencies and those 
that reflect higher-order thinking skills. This article suggests that communities of practice (COP) can 
be integral partners in the effort to identify competencies, establish levels of proficiency that support 
common divisions of labor within industries, and distinguish the novice from the expert.

INTRODUCTION 

Competency-based education (CBE) is a popular innovation being explored and implemented by many 
institutions of higher education throughout the United States. A majority of the work currently being 
done is focused on strategies for developing and implementing CBE courses and programs. Primary 
areas of effort currently include development of new administrative and technical infrastructures required 
for CBE, including separating administrative functions away from the traditional credit-hour system; 
unbundling of the faculty role; and development of next-generation learning management systems. 
Yet relatively less effort has been paid to the identification of the competencies as a field. While many 
articles and case studies discuss the identification of competencies, many describe this step in general 
or vague terms using language such as, “the CBE development team worked with industry experts” to 
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identify competencies, but detail as to actual techniques is lacking. This chapter identifies communities 
of practice (COP) as a particularly effective resource for colleges and universities to use in their work 
identifying competencies. 

Communities of practice (COP) are internal organizational or industry-specific groups created ex-
plicitly to explore ways to boost productivity and improve organizational capacity. Mupepi, Mupepi, and 
Motiwan (2015) identify a community of practice as a collaborative forum that can be enacted to create 
diffuse and distributed explicit knowledge and expertise within a specific topical area. Communities of 
practice may be relatively small, located within a single organization or they may be larger, focusing on 
an industry and encompassing multiple companies and experts. In general, COP focus on continuous 
performance improvement and the development of organizational capacity within their respective in-
dustries of focus and, therefore, have the expertise necessary to identify the knowledge, skills, attitudes, 
and technology required for optimum organizational effectiveness (Figure 1). The collaborative nature 
of COP can give rise to a shared awareness among constituencies of the understanding, skill sets, and 
abilities that must be translated into competencies that incumbents must be able to demonstrate in the 
workforce and CBE students must demonstrate mastery of as part of their programs. 

Furthermore, such shared awareness can potentially contribute to the issues of transferability and 
articulation of CBE courses that continue to be an area of ongoing concern for institutions of higher 
education in the development of their programs.

The chapter is organized into three parts. The first part offers an overview of ‘competency’ in terms 
of both its definition and in terms of the importance of competency validation for education and evalu-
ation purposes. The second part presents ‘communities of practice’ (COP) as a collaborative forum for 
identifying competencies relevant to an organization or industry. This section also proposes a framework, 
including strategies and techniques, for use within the COP. Finally, the chapter will consider ways that 
colleges and universities can work with a COP to identify competencies needed by graduates now and 
in the future.

Figure 1. The focus of the COP is building effective organizational capacity 
(Mupepi, 2010)
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