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A B S T R A C T

This article explores an innovative student-centric learning model to more fully understand the compatibility of
education quality improvement and sustainability. More specifically, this paper discusses findings from
qualitative, case study research that investigates Southern New Hampshire University’s direct assessment
competency-based education model: College for America. Competency-based education asserts the value of its
credentials through the assurance of proficiency in employer-defined competencies and adherence to
academically rigorous quality standards. Through mission-driven integration of principles of disruptive
innovation in the strategic development of College for America, SNHU has realized a learning model with
significant implications for students, employers, and institutional sustainability. The findings of this study
suggest it is possible and advantageous for institutions to balance academic and business perspectives in the
pursuit of educational and financial effectiveness.

1. Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to explore the ability to integrate
disruptive innovation principles with a student-centric learning model
in order to more fully understand the potential compatibility of
education quality improvement and a sustainable business model.
Guiding questions include: how does direct assessment competency-
based education offer potential as a game changer for both education
and business models? Using a specific case study, what is known about
the strategies, implementation challenges, progress to date, critical
success factors, measures of success, and implications for education
policies and funding?

Public non-flagship universities, private institutions, and commu-
nity colleges stand to benefit from student-centric institutional redesign
that will render them less vulnerable to dips in state funding and
student enrollment. This paper is applicable to much of undergraduate
education and those institutions feeling pressure to perform. Research I
universities, graduate school education, and elite private and technical
colleges are not central to this paper.

The overarching thesis of this paper is that material improvement of
postsecondary education and outcomes will more likely result from
student-centric redesign of instructional, support service, and pedago-
gical inputs than as a consequence of exogenous pressure on faculty and
administrators and a linear focus upon output metrics. Moreover,
through incorporating disruptive innovation efforts into the reform

process, educational leaders can achieve a balance between academic
and business perspectives.

2. Literature review: the case for student-centered education
reform

Current data on U.S. educational outcomes is disturbing. According
to ACT, an educational testing service for high school students, only
28% of those tested in 2015 meet college ready benchmarks in English,
reading, math and science. Conversely, 31% of high school graduates
do not meet any of the benchmarks (ACT, 2015). This means that a
large percent of high school graduates who enter college are under-
prepared and must repeat courses in one or more subjects before
advancing to college level courses. This translates into significant
allocations of college operating budgets to support so-called develop-
mental education. There must be a better way to produce good learning
outcomes that empower students to make the most of their postse-
condary education rather than expend time and money to make up for
lack of college readiness.

Furthermore, job readiness is also a point of contention among
educational stakeholders. A recent survey by Hart Research Associates
(2015) finds employers value effective verbal and written communica-
tion, teamwork, ethical decision-making, critical thinking, and the
ability to apply knowledge and skills in real-world settings to be among
the most important college learning outcomes to define high-quality job

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2017.04.006
Received 13 June 2016; Received in revised form 16 April 2017; Accepted 28 April 2017

☆ Portions of this work were presented and published in dissertation form in fulfillment of the requirements for the author's PhD from the University of Pittsburgh.
E-mail address: seh92@pitt.edu.

International Journal of Educational Development xxx (xxxx) xxx–xxx

0738-0593/ © 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Please cite this article as: Hansen, S.E., International Journal of Educational Development (2017), 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2017.04.006

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/07380593
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/ijedudev
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2017.04.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2017.04.006
mailto:seh92@pitt.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2017.04.006


candidates. Yet only 23% of these employer respondents have found
graduates to be well-prepared with such skills. Moreover, the Survey of
Adult Skills conducted through the Programme for the International
Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) finds that the average
literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving skill level of 16–24 year olds
in the United States is significantly below the average of OECD member
countries (OECD, 2013). Collectively, these findings suggest that
traditional modes of secondary and postsecondary education in the
United States are not effectively preparing graduates with requisite
work readiness skills to succeed in 21 st century jobs.

Correspondingly, US public education at all levels is at risk of a
similar economic decline as its financial investors question its relevancy
and value in our 21 st century society. Higher education in particular is
the subject of criticism for lack of innovation, a perception of change
resistant cultures, and underachieving results. The trend in the majority
of states towards Performance-Based Funding for public higher educa-
tion (NCSL, 2015) accentuates dissatisfaction with the quality and
quantity of educational output. These practices focus attention on
outputs, some of which are arguably punitive, counterproductive, and
may be more part of the problem than the solution.

Simultaneously, many educators push back against what they fear is
the attempted replacement of comprehensive, liberal arts education
with an overemphasis on economic development as education’s domi-
nant function (Bok, 2009; Hawkins, 2007; and Nussbaum, 2010. See
also Ravitch, 2010 for a perspective that includes K-12). Institutional
financial deprivation and maltreatment of educators allow vetting
frustrations, but does not necessarily contribute to beneficial change.

Ralph Wolff, recently retired President of the Senior College
Commission of the Western Association of Schools and Colleges
(WASC), succinctly captured the overarching concern of educators
and stakeholders on both sides of the fence when he observed, “I think
we’re at a moment of time where the meaning and quality of a
credential is in question. The exclusivity of the institution in having
control over credentials is under challenge, if not direct assault” (Klein-
Collins, 2013, p. 31). Wolff points to the vast array of educational
packages that have become increasingly available in recent years. In
addition to traditional institutions of higher education, these include:
professional credentials and certifications via non-profit and for-profit
agencies, apprenticeships and other earn-while-you-learn models, and
Massively Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and other open educational
resources. Arguably now more than ever, learners have agency and
access to choose multiple pathways to support their educational and/or
career goals. This shift has significant implications for the value of
education, as Wolff continues, “Therefore, the next five to ten years will
be about defining what credentials [academic institutions] are best
suited for and what we are most credible at certifying” (p. 31). Whether
members of the higher education industry wish to acknowledge it or
not, there is benefit to understanding what has become the educational
marketplace and using that—albeit business-oriented—understanding
to better serve student-consumers.

Examples from other sectors of U.S. economy illustrate how
successful organizations evolve to meet the changing needs and
expectations of the marketplace. Anthony et al. (2008) expand upon
Clayton Christensen’s theory of disruptive innovation to provide a step-
by-step guide to growing a business. These steps include: identify
consumers who lack access to or sufficient options within the current
market; understand the “job-to-be- done”—that is, what potential
consumers cannot get done with existing solutions (p. 88) and how a
different solution could be “good enough” (p. 122); choose a strategy
that involves a relatively low-risk initial investment (p. 149); engage in
“emergent strategy,” allowing for growth, learning, and adaptation of
the project (p. 173); create a team that understands the available
resources, processes, and priorities for the project (p. 212–213); and
finally, create an organizational environment that supports and furthers
innovative effort (p. 226). The authors provide several examples of how
high performance companies have experienced substantial market

growth through disruptive innovation. Consider, for example, Amazon’s
online, low-cost book retailing model that allows Amazon to receive
payment from consumers before paying its suppliers (a reversal of the
traditional retail model) (p. 135), Apple’s iTunes and iPod alternative to
pirated music (p.8), Google (and now Alphabet’s) rapid, low-risk
investments in diverse services and applications (p. 192), IBM’s
Commercial Council—a team of senior executives who creates an
innovation environment through meeting regularly to “discuss, prior-
itize, and allocate resources to innovation proposals and growth
strategies put forward by its business leaders” (p.230), and Southwest
Airlines’ decision to increase access and affordability for airfare,
thereby attracting consumers who otherwise would not have traveled
by plane (p. 53). All five of these companies are Fortune 500
companies, and all five were also listed in the 2016 Workforce 100
ranking of the top 100 companies in the world for high performance
across seven core areas of human resources: “workplace culture,
employee benefits, diversity and inclusion, employee development
and talent management, human resources innovation, leadership
development, and talent acquisition” (Workforce.com, 2016). These
brands are recognized for delivery of reliable and high quality products
and services at competitive prices, and the marketplace rewards them
with revenue growth and increasing valuations of their shares.

Furthermore, organizations, and even industry sub-sectors, that do
not adapt to changing times risk marginalization, acquisition or bank-
ruptcy. For differing reasons, companies such as Digital Equipment
Company, Eastern and Pan American Airlines, Heinz, Gillette, Lucent
Technologies, Polaroid, Texaco, Wachovia Bank, Wang Laboratories,
and Washington Mutual either no longer exist or have been acquired by
others. Newspapers and magazines largely failed to adapt to their
customers’ profound shift to instant access to news and information
through digital rather than print technologies, and that reporting news
calibrated to deadlines attracts less interest. Rather than reinvent their
value propositions, declining revenues resulting from loss of readers
and advertising in the news/magazine industry was met by expense
reductions, fewer reporters, and less coverage of regional, national and
global events (Siles and Boczkowski, 2012).

Literature review suggests that redesign of higher education will
gain more from collaboration between policy-makers, faculty, and
administrators than from adversarial relations. Furthermore, such re-
visioning must at once provide a distinct value proposition of higher
education that has broad stakeholder appeal for students, educators,
employers, and policymakers alike. As such, it seems we are seeking an
innovative solution. How might this be achieved?

Competency-based education (CBE), and in particular the direct
assessment model delivered through Southern New Hampshire
University’s College for America, offers an innovative solution to the
higher education dilemma. Just as successful private sector companies
develop prototypes, test their reliability, and build them to scale when
proven successful, this initiative illustrates profound adaption to
changing times and planning to meet contemporary circumstances.
CBE is not new, and it remains controversial within the higher
education industry. Yet, it is a phenomenon that is gaining momentum
throughout the nation, and CfA provides one example that is worth
exploration. The remainder of this paper considers the development of
CfA through the lens of Anthony et al.’s (2008) disruptive innovation
guide to growth, what can be learned from CfA’s CBE model, and
subsequent implications for public education policy, practice, and
funding.

3. Research methods and data analysis

This paper analyzes data from a case study of Southern New
Hampshire University’s College for America (CfA). The selection of this
unit of analysis was based on Patton’s (2015) single-significant-case
sampling strategy to select an “exemplar of a phenomenon of interest”
(p. 273). CfA is such an exemplar of direct assessment CBE, being the
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