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Is a non-profit support organization based 
in Portland working nationally with schools, 
districts and state agencies, providing 
coaching, and developing tools.



GSP has served as the coordinator of the 
New England Secondary School 
Consortium since its inception in 2009



In equitable, personalized, rigorous learning for 
all students leading to readiness for college, 
careers, and citizenship

We Believe



That schools must simultaneously attend to 
policy, practice, and community engagement

We Believe



School improvement is context-based,  
not one-size fits all

We Believe



Review the critical elements and 
research-base of a competency-based 
learning system

Outcomes



Explain how equity plays a role in a 
competency-based learning system

Outcomes



Locate and engage with resources to 
support implementation at a local level

Outcomes



Equity, Personalization, and Rigor

Ten Principles of Competency-Based Learning

Standards

Assessment

Grading + Reporting

Personalization

Closing

Agenda



Materials for Today

http://www.greatschoolspartnership.org/leap/

http://www.greatschoolspartnership.org/leap/


Norms
• Respect time 
• Monitor “air time” 
• Listen well 
• Respect differences 
• Support a culture of possibility 
• Freely attend to personal needs 
• Foster good humor 
• Maintain confidentiality

What else do you need in order  
to do your work well today?



What are the critical elements of the 
learning system that support student 
success?

Austin’s Butterfly

Guiding Question



COMPETENCY

is a student’s ability to transfer learning  
in and/or across content areas.



Transcripts and 

Report Cards

Transcripts and 

Report Cards

Progress 

Reports

Teacher

Feedback

Content-Area

Graduation Standards
5–8 standards for each content area

Performance Indicators

5–10 indicators for each cross-curricular and 
content-area standard that move students toward 

mastery and the achievement of graduation 
standards

Learning Objectives

Learning objectives guide the design of curriculum 
units that move students toward mastery and the 

achievement of performance indicators

Cross-Curricular

Graduation Standards
5–8 standards taught in all 

content areas

YES

YES

NO

NO

Body of Evidence
Students demonstrate achievement of standards through a 

body of evidence evaluated using common rubrics

Verification of Mastery
Students demonstrate achievement of content-area 

graduation standards through their aggregate performance 
on summative assessments over time 

Summative Assessment
Graded summative assessments are used to evaluate 

the achievement of performance indicators

Formative Assessment
Ungraded formative assessments are used to 

evaluate student learning progress

Graduation

Requirement
Reporting 

Method

Assessment 

Method

Mastery-Based Learning Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model



Performance Indicators

Learning Targets

Graduation  
Standards

21st Century Skills

What Makes It Competency-Based?

Limited number, transferrable, 
verified, equitable outcomes & 
flexible pathways

Feedback against clear criteria 
Opportunity to revise/improve 
Opportunity for choice/voice

Introduce, practice, apply —> 
Learn, do, reflect

Graduation  
Proficiencies



PBL is not a “thing”—it’s a constellation of 
practices supported by research. 

Some of the research is new; some is from 
seminal works in education.

Research Overview



• Read the document and identify two principles:

- the principle that is most aligned with your plans for 

personalization 
- the principle that might challenge your plans for 

personalization 

• At your table, discuss your selections and share what 
led you to your conclusions.  What do you notice?

Ten Principles of  
Proficiency-Based Learning



Research Give and Go
1. Read your research brief. 

2. Boil it down to 1-2 sentences. 

3. Go find 4-5 more pieces of research 
from other people. 

4. Return to your group.



Research Give and Go

Using the research you’ve gathered, 
summarize what you’ve learned. 

What do you need + want to keep in mind as 
you move this work forward in your school?



A suite of practices resulting from the 
thoughtful combination of best practices 
currently used by expert educators with 
solid support in the literature

IS

COMPETENCY-BASED 
LEARNING



COMPETENCY

is a student’s ability to transfer learning  
in and/or across content areas.



TRANSFER
“Transfer is affected by the degree to which 
people learn with understanding rather than 
merely memorize sets of facts or follow a fixed 
set of procedures;              

the research also shows clearly that “usable 
knowledge” is not the same as a mere list of 
disconnected facts.”   

Bransford et. al, How People Learn, 1999



10 Principles Of
Competency-Based 
Learning



Standards



1
Competency-Based Learning Principle

All learning expectations are clearly 
and consistently communicated to 
students and families—long-term, 
short-term, and general



2
Competency-Based Learning Principle

Student achievement is evaluated 
against common learning standards 
and consistently applied 
expectations. 



Self-Assessment Tool 
for Secondary Learning

An Internationally Benchmarked



GLOBAL BEST PRACTICES
12



GLOBAL BEST PRACTICES
12

“…prioritized learning 
standards in every content 
area so that the most essential 
content, skills, and habits of 
mind are covered in depth…”



Developing Content-Area 
Graduation Competencies



Graduation Competency

Performance Indicator

Learning Target



The Envelope Please…
Order the statements in the envelope 
on your table from broad to specific



A standard that focuses instruction 
on the most foundational, enduring, 
and leveraged concepts and skills 
within a discipline.

A Graduation 
Competency Is…



To what extent is this statement at the 
heart of understanding the content area 
and to what extent does it align with 
national & state standards?

Foundational Lens:



To what extent does this statement 
provide students with knowledge & skills 
that will be of value beyond a particular 
point in time (ie, test, unit)?

Endurance Lens:



Will this provide knowledge and skills 
that will be of use in multiple disciplines?

Leverage Lens:



Apply the attributes of a responsible 
and involved citizen to affect a real-
world issue based on a local need.

Social Studies
Civic Engagement



Understand and analyze the 
characteristics, functions, and behavioral 
interactions within an ecosystem as 
demonstrated through the integration of 
scientific and engineering practices and 
crosscutting concepts (LS 2)

Science
Life Sciences: Matter + Energy 
in Organisms and Ecosystems



What do students need to do to meet 
the expectations for the content area 
right now? 

How is that similar/different from the 
sample standards?

Table Discussion







Developing Content-Area 
Performance Indicators



Describes or defines what students need 
to know and be able to do to demonstrate 
mastery of a graduation standard.

A Performance Indicator



Is measurable. 

A Performance Indicator



Students can demonstrate their 
performance over time. 

A Performance Indicator



The aggregation of proficiency on 
these performance indicators 
measures whether a student has met 
the graduation standard. 

A Performance Indicator



Analyze how people influence 
government and work for the common 
good. (MLR B2 D)

Social Studies
Civic Engagement



Develop a model to describe the 
movement of matter among plants, 
animals, decomposers, and the 
environment. (5-LS2-1)

Science
Life Sciences: Matter + Energy



Add





Assessment



3
Competency-Based Learning Principle

	 All forms of assessment are 
standards-based and criterion-
referenced—not relative; not a 
student-to-student comparison.



4
Competency-Based Learning Principle

 Formative assessments measure 
learning progress during the 
instructional process.  The results 
inform instruction and support. 



5
Competency-Based Learning Principle

 Summative assessments 
evaluate a student’s level of 
proficiency at a specific point in 
time. 



Amanda Ripley: 
Ask the Kids

https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=49&v=-42hks_qvf0

https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=49&v=-42hks_qvf0


English Language Arts
Sample Graduation Standards and Performance Indicators

A. Demonstrate an understanding of the 
organization and basic features of print. (RF.1)

B. Demonstrate an understanding of spoken words, 
syllables and sounds (phonemes). (RF.2)

C. Know and apply grade level phonics and word-
analysis skills in decoding words. (RF.3)

D. Read with sufficient accuracy and fluency to 
support comprehension. (RF.4)

English Language Arts: Reading Foundations

READING FOUNDATIONS
Understand concepts of print and basic conventions of English (CCRF). Proficiency in this area should be demonstrated by the end of grade 5, at which point 
students should apply these skills into their daily reading routine.

Fifth-Grade Performance Indicators Eighth-Grade Performance Indicators High School Performance Indicators

Applied in reading comprehension and 
interpretation performance indicators.

Applied in reading comprehension and 
interpretation performance indicators.

A. Determine the theme of a story, drama or poem 

from details in the text; summarize the text. 

(RL.2)

B. Determine two or more main ideas of a text and 

explain how they are supported by key details; 

summarize the text. (RI.2)

English Language Arts Graduation Standard 1

READING COMPREHENSION
Read and comprehend appropriately complex literary and informational texts independently and proficiently. (CCRA 10)

Fifth-Grade Performance Indicators Eighth-Grade Performance Indicators High School Performance Indicators

A. Determine the theme or central ideas of the 

text, analyze its development including its 

relationship to character, setting, and plot, and 

provide an objective summary. (RL.2)

B. Determine a central idea of the text, analyze 

its development including its relationship to 

A. Determine two or more themes or central ideas 

of a text and analyze their development over the 

course of the text, including how they interact 

and build on one another to produce a complex 

account; provide an objective summary of the 

text. (RL.2)

This work by Great Schools Partnership and the Maine Department of Education is licensed under a 

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.
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Multiple assessments are used to 
determine mastery…All teachers use 
common scoring guides that provide 
detailed descriptions of required 
learning proficiencies and expected 
levels of performance.



Designing Scoring Criteria   
Before You Start

Consistency in 
Structure

Levels of proficiency are named and consistently 
applied throughout the school within the common 
scoring scale (i.e. Does not meet, Partially meets, Meets, 
Exceeds or 1, 2, 3, 4)

Common Phrasing • Phrases defining each level of proficiency are 
structured in a similar manner  

• For example, phrases all begin with an active 
verb, “I can,” “Students are able to” 



“…if I don’t look carefully at the types of 
thinking required by the standard, I most likely 
will miss teaching and assessing at the 
appropriate level of rigor.” 

—Jan Chappuis (2014) 

Alignment



Scoring criteria describe levels of proficiency for each 
performance indicator.

Performance 
Indicators Does Not Meet Partially Meets Meets Exceeds

Students will be able 
to develop appropriate 
research questions. 
( CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.WHST.
11-12-7)

I can list some 
specifics about a 
topic that would 
help develop my 
understanding

I can identify broad 
questions that are 
relevant to my 
studies and focus 
my research

I can construct 
open-ended 
questions that build 
on one another and 
require evidence and 
support

I can analyze my 
own research 
questions to refine 
them based on my 
earlier questions and 
learning

Designing Scoring Criteria 




Scoring criteria describe levels of proficiency for each 
performance indicator.

Performance 
Indicators Does Not Meet Partially Meets Meets Exceeds

Students will be able 
to develop a model to 
describe the 
movement of matter 
among plants, 
animals, 
decomposers, and the 
environment. 
( 5-LS2-1)

I can label/sort a 
food chain.

I can identify 
examples of energy/ 
matter transfer 
within an 
ecosystem.

I can accurately 
model the 
movement of matter 
within an ecosystem.

I can model how 
human interactions/ 
impacts can alter the 
flow of energy 
throughout the 
ecosystem.

Designing Scoring Criteria 




• Are task neutral 
• Are aligned with cognitive demand in the 

performance indicator 
• Include all elements of the performance indicator 
• Describe complexity rather than frequency 
• Focus on what students can do 

Scoring criteria:

Crafting Scoring Criteria 
Design Guide: 5 Components



In your packets, find the sample scoring criteria 
and the Design Guide for Scoring Criteria. 
  

Applying the Design Guide 



Design Guide for Scoring Criteria    
 

Traits of Scoring Criteria Weaker Statements Stronger Statements 

Is the criteria task neutral? lists tasks or elements specific to this 
assessment 
 
ex: Analyzes the Articles of Confederation 
and Constitution for similarities and 
differences 

can be applied to a variety of 
assessments and tasks 
 
ex: Analyzes primary source documents 
independently and in relation to other 
primary source documents 

Do the criteria use a clear taxonomy of 
thinking skills?  Does the level of 
thinking expressed in the “meets” 
match that of the Performance 
Indicator? 

uses verbs not included on taxonomies of 
thinking (such as understands) 
 
uses verbs from different level of thinking 
than that of the Performance Indicator to 
describe “meets” work 

applies the levels of thinking in a chosen 
taxonomy (Bloom’s, Webb’s, etc.) 
consistently 
 
 
 

Are all elements of the Performance 
Indicator included? 

leaves out elements of the Performance 
Indicator 

includes all elements of the Performance 
Indicator 

Do the criteria describe complexity and 
quality rather than frequency? 

emphasizes only frequency rather than 
cognitive demand 
 
ex: criteria include use of rarely, never, 
frequently, 1,2,3, etc. 

describes what a student knows and is 
able to do at each level of proficiency 

Do the criteria describe the complexity 
and quality positively? 

at “partially meets” or “does not meet” 
levels, describes only deficiencies in 
student work rather than what a student 
can do. 

describes what a student includes and 
does at each level of proficiency 
 

     
            March 3, 2015 
 



Working with your colleagues, apply the 
design guide to the first set of scoring criteria

Applying the Design Guide

• Would you classify these as strong or weak? 
• If they are weak, how can they be strengthened?



Unpack the Performance Indicator
What skills and knowledge does this performance 
indicator describe? 

Step One:

Designing Scoring Criteria 
Process



Designing Scoring Criteria   
Skills + Knowledge Review

9/10 Fiction/Non Fiction

Performance Indicator I Can.. Need to Know
c. Determine or clarify the 
meaning of word and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative, 
connotative, and technical 
meanings; analyze the impact 
of specific word and phrase 
choices on meaning and tone 
(4,Language 4,5)

• I can figure out precisely 
what an author means by 
each word in a text. 

• I can tell the difference 
between when an author 
intends a word to be 
understood literally and 
when an author is using a 
words as part of a figure of 
speech. 

• I can analyze how the 
author’s word choices affect 
his or her meaning or tone.

• parts of speech 
• sentence structure 
• context clues, parallel text, 

footnotes 
• the tools of figurative 

language (similes, 
metaphors, 
personification) 

• vocabulary; connotation/
denotation, figurative 

• tone



Describe Proficiency
Step Two:

Designing Scoring Criteria 
Process

Describe the level of cognitive demand that will be met at 
each level of proficiency within this indicator. 

Craft a statement describing student work that “meets” 
expectations for that particular performance indicator.



• Frequently 
• Reliably 
• Rarely 
• Never

Avoid Terms  
Focused on Frequency



• Create 
• Evaluate 
• Explain 
• Describe

Use Terms  
Focused on Cognitive Demand



Classroom Observation Bloom’s Taxonomy Level
Reference Chart 
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LEVELS + DEFINITIONS SAMPLE QUESTIONS SAMPLE ACTIONS SAMPLE PRODUCTS

CREATING
Putting new elements together 
to form a coherent or functional 
whole; reorganizing elements into 
new patterns and structures

How would you design...
What would happen if...
How could you think 
differently about...

Hypothesizing
Designing
Constructing

Story
Poem
Film
Multimedia Project 
Song
Painting
Sculpture

EVALUATING
Making judgments based on 
criteria or standards

How would you justify 
your posiiton?
What data support your 
conclusions?
How would you prioritize 
the evidence?

ANALYZING
Breaking down material into 
its constituent parts and 
determining how the parts relate 
to one another and to an overall 
structure and purpose

What are the pros and 
cons?
How do the parts fit 
together?

Testing
Critiquing

Differentiating
Parsing
Deconstructing

Debate
Report 
Investigation 
Conclusion 
Verdict

Survey
Database 
Graph/Chart 
Spreadsheet 
Outline

APPLYING
Carrying out and using a 
procedure in a given situation

What actions will lead to 
the result?
What could happen next?
Which events could not 
have happened?

Executing
Implementing

Experiment
Illustration
Demonstration
Interview
Journal

UNDERSTANDING
Constructing meaning from 
instructional messages, including 
oral, written, and graphic 
communication

Can you outline?
Can you clarify?
What is the main idea?

REMEMBERING
Retrieving relevant knowledge 
from long-term memory

How many?
Who was it that?
How would you 
recognize?
When did this happen?
Can you describe?

Clarifying
Categorizing
Summarizing
Matching
Explaining

Recognizing
Recalling

Explanation
Definition
Recitation
Collection

Worksheet
List
Reproduction

Churches, Andrew. Bloom’s Taxonomy, Blooms Digitally. Tech & Learning. (2008)

Adapted from Anderson, L.W. and Krathwohl, D. (Ed.), (2001). A Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching, and Assessing: A revision of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy of educational objectivies, complete edition. New York: Longman.

Curriculum Institute. Bloom’s Critical Thinking Cue Question. (2012). CurriculumInstitute.org. 

NOTE: Sample products are illustrative purposes only—they are not intended to be an observation checklist. Obervers should not make 
recording decisions based on the presence or absence of these sample products, but rather on the level of cognition students are utilizing.

© 2013 Great Schools Partnership 



General Disaggregate

One descriptive statement for each 
performance indicator

More detailed description based on 
unpacking of PI.

I can analyze the impact of word and 
phrase choices on the meaning and/or 
tone in a text.

I can figure out precisely what an author 
means by the word choices in a text. 

I can tell the difference between when an 
author intends a word to be understood 
literally and when an author is using a 
word as part of a figure of speech

Designing Scoring Criteria 
Process



Describe Levels of Proficiency
Craft statements that describe what a 
student CAN do above and below “meets”

Step Three:

Designing Scoring Criteria 
Process



Performance 
Indicator 1 2 3 4

Formulate a long-
term personal health 
plan, incorporating 
decision-making and 
goal-setting strategies

I can list goals I 
have for my own 
health.

I can explain  ways 
I can reach a goal I 
set for my own 
health.

I can create a plan 
to meet immediate 
and long-term health 
goals. 

I can adapt my plan 
and evaluate my 
progress so I can 
continue to positively 
impact my personal 
health.

Designing Scoring Criteria 

Example

Health Education Graduation Standard 5- ADVOCACY, DECISION-MAKING AND GOAL-SETTING SKILLS:  Demonstrate the 
ability to use interpersonal communication and advocacy skills; make decisions; and set goals to enhance personal, family and 
community health. 



Tune Your Work

With the Design Guide

   

 

 

 
 

Design Guide for Scoring Criteria 
 

!
This work by Great Schools Partnership is licensed under a 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License!

January 12, 2015 

  

 

Traits of Scoring Criteria Weaker Statements Stronger Statements 

Are your criteria task neutral? lists tasks or elements specific to this 
assessment 
 
ex: Analyzes the Articles of Confederation 
and Constitution for similarities and 
differences 

can be applied to a variety of assessments 
and tasks 
 
ex: Analyzes primary sources documents 
independently and in relation to other 
primary source documents 

Does the criteria use a clear taxonomy of 
thinking skills?  Does the level of 
thinking expressed in the “meets” 
match that of the Performance 
Indicator? 

uses verbs not included on taxonomies of 
thinking (such as understands) 
 
uses verbs from different level of thinking 
than that of the Performance Indicator to 
describe “meets” work 

applies the levels of thinking in a chosen 
taxonomy (Bloom’s, Webb’s, etc.) 
consistently 
 
 
 

Have you included all elements of the 
Performance Indicator? 

leaves out elements of the Performance 
Indicator 

includes all elements of the Performance 
Indicator 

Does the criteria describe complexity and 
quality rather than frequency? 

emphasizes only frequency rather than 
cognitive demand 
 
ex: criteria include use of rarely, never, 
frequently, 1,2,3, etc. 

describes what a student knows and is 
able to do at each level of proficiency 

Does the criteria describe the complexity 
and quality positively? 

at “partially meets” or “does not meet” 
levels, describes only deficiencies in 
student work rather than what a student 
can do. 

describes what a student includes and 
does at each level of proficiency 
 

 



Protocol: Tuning Scoring Criteria

Process to Use in Your School

1 Assign Roles - Facilitator, Presenter, Note taker, Time keeper

2 Presenter - Share a limited set of draft scoring criteria + pose a 
focusing question (5 min)

3 Participants ask clarifying questions (2-3 min)

4 Examine scoring criteria using Design Guide (10-15 min)

5 Provide warm and cool feedback (10-12 min evenly split)

6 Presenter reflects on the take-away (2-3 min)



USE STUDENT WORK TO 
GROUND THE DISCUSSION  
AND REVIEW



Grading + Reporting



6
Competency-Based Learning Principle

	 Academic progress and 
achievement are monitored and 
reported separately from work 
habits, character traits, and 
behaviors such as attendance and 
class participation, which are also 
monitored and reported.



7
Competency-Based Learning Principle

	 Academic grades communicate 
learning progress and achievement 
to students and families, and 
grades are used to facilitate and 
improve learning.



Transcripts and 

Report Cards

Transcripts and 
Report Cards

Progress 

Reports

Teacher 

Feedback

Content-Area

Graduation Standards
5–8 standards for each content area

Performance Indicators
5–10 indicators for each cross-curricular and content-
area standard that move students toward proficiency 

and the achievement of graduation standards

Learning Objectives
Learning objectives guide the design of curriculum 
units that move students toward proficiency and the 

achievement of performance indicators

Cross-Curricular

Graduation Standards
5–8 standards taught in all 

content areas

YES

YES

NO

NO

Body of Evidence
Students demonstrate achievement of standards through a 

body of evidence evaluated using common rubrics

Verification of Proficiency
Students demonstrate achievement of content-area 

graduation standards through their aggregate performance 
on summative assessments over time 

Summative Assessment
Graded summative assessments are used to evaluate 

the achievement of performance indicators

Formative Assessment
Ungraded formative assessments are used to 

evaluate student learning progress

Graduation

Requirement
Reporting 

Method

Assessment 

Method

Proficiency-Based Learning Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model

This work by Great Schools Partnership is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.



• Grading ≠ Reporting 
• Proficiency-Based Learning ≠  

New Report Card   
• Start with teaching, learning and 

grading practices, not a new report card

Key Concepts



• Report Cards ≠ Step One

Key Learning in Our Work



• Clear Standards and Criteria 

• Consistent Assessment Practice 

• Consistent Grading Practices 

• Broad Base of Champions

Before Report Cards



Assessing, Grading, Reporting: Process 

Unit Design

Instruction

Formative Assessment
Supports/

Interventions

Students attempt  
Summative 
Assessment Task

Scoring - 
with rubric

Reporting 
Learning

Supports/
Interventions

Standards

Performance 
Indicators

Scoring 
Criteria

Designing 
Summative Task



• Assessment = Eliciting evidence of student 
knowledge and skill. 

• Grading = Practices used to arrive at 
judgments of proficiency 

• Reporting = Communicating student 
learning to a variety of audiences

Assessment, Grading, Reporting





Instruction



8
Competency-Based Learning Principle

	 Students are given multiple 
opportunities to improve their work 
when they fail to meet expected 
outcomes. 



9
Competency-Based Learning Principle

	 Students can demonstrate learning 
progress and achievement in 
multiple ways through differentiated 
assessments, personalized-learning 
options, or alternative learning 
pathways. 



10
Competency-Based Learning Principle

  Students are given opportunities 
to make important decisions 
about their learning, which 
includes contributing to the 
design of learning experiences 
and learning pathways. 



From Standards to Units

Unit Design

Instruction

Formative Assessment
Supports + 

Interventions

Students attempt  
Summative 
Assessment Task

Scoring - 
with rubric

Reporting 
Learning

Supports + 
Interventions

Standards

Performance 
Indicators

Scoring 
Criteria

Designing 
Summative Task



Design 
Relevant 

Instruction
learning experiences and 
formative feedback

Determine 
Acceptable 
Evidence

How students will 
demonstrate learning

Define  
Desired  
Results

What students will 
know and be able to do

Stages of Backward Design
Planning



Define  
Desired  
Results

Stages of Backward Design

Design 
Relevant 

Instruction
learning experiences and formative 
feedback ties to learning targets

Determine 
Acceptable 
Evidence

How students will 
demonstrate learning

What students will 
know and be able to do

Planning

Implementation

Reflection



Performance Indicators

Learning Targets

Graduation  
Standards

Guiding Principles 
21st Century Skills

Unit Design Template

STAGE 1: Desired Results

STAGE 2: 

Evidence of Student Learning

STAGE 3: Instructional Design



COMPETENCY-BASED 

School - Based Reflection + Planning

LEARNING



Policy

Engage school 
board in 

developing 
conceptual 

understanding 
about 

proficiency-based 
learning

Draft new and 
revised policies

Collect feedback 
on draft policies 
from faculty, staff, 
students, parents, 
and local officials

Establish a district wide proficiency-based 
committee

Engage faculty 
and staff in 
professional 

development on 
proficiency-based 

learning

Engage faculty in 
professional 

development on 
proficiency-based 
curriculum design 
and instruction

Engage faculty in  
professional 

development on 
assessment 

literacy

Develop Record 
Keeping Process, 
Transcript, and 
Report Card

Create 
communications plan 
for proficiency-based 

learning Engage students, parents, 
and the public about 

proficiency-based learning

Engage local media

Collaboratively develop the conceptual 
framework with faculty and staff

Develop 
cross-curricular 

graduation 
standards

Develop 
content-area 
graduation 
standards 

Develop 
performance 
indicators for 

cross-curricular and 
content-area 
graduation 
standards

Establish a school wide proficiency-based 
committee

Review existing 
policies

Refine policies 
based on
feedback

Adopt new and 
revised policies

Develop system for 
reporting on the 
achievement of 
student learning

Develop a process for 
verifying achievement 

of content-area 
standards 

Develop 
body-of-evidence 

assessment process 
for demonstration of 

cross-curricular  
graduation standards

Implement system for 
reporting on the 

achievement of student 
learning.

Community 
Engagement

Policy

Practice: 
Graduation 
Requirements

Practice: 
Instructional 
System



COMPETENCY-BASED 

1.  Where are we going? 

2.  What do we need to do? 

3. What resources do we need to do   
this?

LEARNING



Tools + Resources



www.greatschoolspartnership.org/leap

http://www.greatschoolspartnership.org/leap




How Does Proficiency-Based Learning Work?
How is it possible that a student can graduate from high school and yet be unable to read or write well, do basic 
algebra and geometry, identify major countries on a map, understand how our political system works, or explain 
the scientific method? While it may be difficult to believe, countless students graduate from high schools every year 
without the fundamental knowledge and skills they will need to earn a college degree, succeed in the modern 
workplace, or contribute meaningfully to their communities. How is this possible?

The answer is that many schools do not use teaching, testing, grading, and reporting methods that require students 
to prove they have actually acquired the most critically important knowledge and skills. In fact, high schools give 
out thousands of grades, report cards, and diplomas every year, but many of them would not be able to tell you 
what their students have specifically learned or not learned.

Luckily, there’s an alternative option for today’s schools: proficiency-based learning.

How It Works
 √ All students must demonstrate what they have learned before moving on. Before 

students can pass a course, move on to the next grade level, or graduate, they must demonstrate that 
they have learned what they were expected to learn. If students fail to meet learning expectations, 
they are given more support and instruction from teachers, more time to learn and practice, and more 
opportunities to demonstrate progress. Until they acquire the most essential skills and grasp the most 
important concepts, students do not move on to the next level.

 √ Teachers are very clear about what students need to learn. In every class, students know 
precisely what teachers expect—no guesswork required. The learning expectations for the course are 
clearly described and communicated, and students will know precisely where they stand throughout the 
course—for example, a student will know that she has achieved three of six expected learning standards, 
but that she needs to work harder to achieve the last three before she can pass the course. Importantly, 
her parents will also know precisely what she’s learned and what she may be struggling to learn.

 √ Common, consistent methods are used to evaluate student learning. In many schools, 
different learning expectations are applied from course to course, and different methods and criteria 
are used to evaluate what students have learned. Consequently, one Algebra I course in a school may 
be very challenging, for example, while another Algebra I course may be comparatively easy—and a 
B earned in the “difficult” course might actually represent stronger learning achievement than an A in 
the “easy” course. Proficiency-based learning applies the same standards to all students, while teachers 
use consistent methods of evaluating and reporting on student learning—everyone knows precisely what 
grades stands for and what each student has learned. As a result, grades mean the same thing from 
course to course, and schools can certify that students are prepared when they move on.

 √ While learning expectations are fixed, teachers and students have more flexibility. 
Even though learning expectations and evaluation methods are common and consistent, teachers can be 
given more flexibility in how they teach and students can be given more choice in how they learn. For 
example, teachers don’t need to use the same textbooks, assignments, and tests—as long as their students 
learn what they need to learn, teachers can develop new and more creative ways to teach. Similarly, 
students can be given an assignment—research an American president, for example—but they can choose 
which president to study or how they want to show what they’ve learned (one student may write an 
essay, while others may create a short documentary using archival photos or an audio podcast in the 
style of a presidential address). As long as students meet the course expectations—demonstrate a strong 
understanding of the election system, the executive branch of the federal government, and the role of the 
American president—teachers can teach and students can learn in the ways that work best for them.
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