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The mission of the College and Career Readiness and 

Success Center (CCRS Center) is to foster the capacity of 

vibrant networks of practitioners, researchers, innovators, 

and experts to build and sustain a system of support for 

states as they implement strategies to improve college and 

career readiness and the eventual success of their students. 

Mission
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CCRS Center
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Who? What? How? 

State education 

agencies 

(SEAs). 

Build SEA capacity 

to implement college 

and career readiness 

policies.

Provide technical 

assistance, including 

targeted and intensive 

support.

www.ccrscenter.org

Why? 

Support SEAs to 

plan for and 

implement the Every 

Student Succeeds 

Act (ESSA).

CCRSCenter@air.org

http://www.ccrscenter.org/
mailto:CCRSCenter@air.org


Engaging With Us
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Postevent feedback 

survey

Recorded webinar
http://www.ccrscenter.org/produ

cts-resources/ccrs-center-

webinars-events

http://www.ccrscenter.org/products-resources/ccrs-center-webinars-events
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The Traditional System . . .

Is built upon an 

institutional fixed 

mindset

Depends on extrinsic 

motivation

Is time-based

Has high variability in 

how teachers determine 

proficiency

Is organized to deliver 

curriculum efficiently 



Five Elements of Competency Education

Students advance upon 

demonstrated mastery.

Competencies include 

explicit, measurable, 

transferable learning 

objectives that empower 

students.

Assessment is a 

meaningful and 

positive learning 

experience.

Students receive timely 

and differentiated 

support.

Students develop and 

apply a broad set of skills 

and dispositions.

Competency Education intentionally designs the culture and 

structure of schools so that all students will succeed in being 

prepared for college, career, and life based on what we know 

about learning, engagement, and motivation. 



Personalization and 

competency education go 

hand in hand. 

Without competency 

education, personalization 

may result in variable 

achievement. 

Without personalization, it is 

unlikely that all students will 

achieve outcomes. 



A Snapshot of K–12 Competency Education State Policy (2012)



A Snapshot of K–12 Competency Education State Policy (2017)



Four Challenges 

• Equity

• Quality

• Meeting students where they are

• Policy fit for purpose



Pat Fitzsimmons
Team Leader, Proficiency-Based Learning



Act 77: Flexible Pathways to Graduation . . .

“means any combination of high-quality academic 
and experiential components leading to secondary 
school completion and postsecondary readiness, 

which may include assessments that allow the 
student to apply his or her knowledge and skills to 

tasks that are of interest to that student.”

http://education.vermont.gov/student-learning/flexible-pathways


Vermont Education Quality Standards

2120.7. Graduation Requirements: 

• Students need to demonstrate evidence of proficiency in locally 
determined graduation requirements.

• Graduation requirements include both content and transferable 
skills. 

• Students are expected to graduate in proficiency-based systems 
by June 2020. 

http://education.vermont.gov/vermont-schools/education-quality/education-quality-standards


Teams Aligned to the Education 
Quality Standards

Proficiency-Based
Learning Team

Personalized Learning 
Team

Multi-Tiered System   
of Supports

Education Quality 
Assurance



Establishing a Foundation

• Developed documents with a Vermont context: 
– What is proficiency-based learning?

– Why is proficiency-based learning important?

– What are the key characteristics of a proficiency-based system of education?

• Proficiency-based learning glossary

• Sample proficiency-based graduation requirements

• Transferable skills scoring criteria

http://education.vermont.gov/student-learning/proficiency-based-learning


Where Is Vermont Headed?
• Identifying “bright spots.”
• Convening networking meetings to develop a profile of a 

Vermont graduate. 
• Reviewing proficiency-based grading recommendations from 

national experts and identifying strengths and challenges of 
current practices. 

• Collaborating with the field to define the critical elements of 
a personalized learning plan (PLP) and examining how PLPs 
might differ from grade level to grade level.

• Working with instructional coaches to ensure that they have 
the tools and knowledge to work effectively with teachers. 

http://pln.education.vermont.gov/vermont-stories


Jen Sigrist, Director of Personalized 
Learning and Innovation
CBE Through a Local Lens

Van Meter Schools
Van Meter, Iowa
www.vmbulldogs.com #vanmeter

http://www.vmbulldogs.com/


Key Iowa Competency-Based Education (CBE) 

Milestones

http://tinyurl.com/CBE-IowaDE 

#IACompEd                                                                      IOWA Department of Education

2010

Established the 
Competency-

Based Education 
Task Force

2012

Created PK–12 
CBE guidelines

2012 

Passed Senate 
File 2284 

eliminating seat-
time 

requirements

2013

Funded a 10-district 
CBE Collaborative 

Network

House File 215 

2013–2018

CBE Collaborative 
leads development of 
statewide framework 

and strategic plan

Stop in 

funding 

July 2017

• Developing supports 
through AEA system

• State support through 
membership to CCSSO ILN

• Creating online spaces for 
continued discussion and 
collaboration



Entry Points Into the Work

• Van Meter Vision

• Standards-Based Grading

• A Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS or RtI)

• 21st-Century Learning Skills (our vision points)



Van Meter Vision Points

• Communication

• Collaboration

• Creativity and Innovation

• Problem Solving

• Thinking Globally

• Employability Skills

• Grit

https://sites.google.com/a/vmbulldogs.com/playbook/learner-behaviors/district-vision-statements-competencies
https://sites.google.com/a/vmbulldogs.com/playbook/learner-behaviors/district-vision-statements-competencies


Hang-Ups

• Common Vocabulary: What’s the difference between—
personalized, competency-based, standards-based, 
proficiency, and mastery?

• What does it look like?
– If you could just show me it, I’ll ”tweak” what I see.

• Logistics
– Schedule

– Space

– Keeping track of kids and standards



CBE Map (innovative configuration map)
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AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

Looking Under the Hood 

of Competency-Based Education
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Three Key Research Questions:

1. How do policies and practices 

differ between CBE and 

comparison schools?

2. What are students’ experiences 

of CBE in the classroom?

3. What is the relationship between 

students’ CBE experiences and 

their learning capacities?



AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

What do we really mean by CBE?

1. Learning targets
are explicit, shared with students, and based on rigorous college 

and career readiness standards.

2. Measurement of learning
is based on the mastery of specific learning targets rather than a 

student’s level of participation, effort, or time in the classroom. 

3. Instructional approaches 

and supports

are individualized to each student’s needs, are relevant and varied, 

and offer students ample opportunity to exercise independence and 

take responsibility for their own learning.

4. Assessment of learning offers students flexibility and choice in when and how they show 

what they learned.

5. Pacing and progression give students flexibility for taking more or less time to learn and 

require them to show what they have learned before earning credit 

or advancing.

6. When and where learning 

takes place

lets students learn and earn credit for activities that take place 

outside the school building and school day.
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AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

How might CBE benefit students?
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School-level 
CBE policies 
and practices

CBE 
classroom 
learning 

opportunities

Student 
experiences 

of CBE 

Positive 
changes in 
students’ 
learning 

capacities

Improvement 
in academic 
outcomes 



AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

Study of CBE

• Funded by the Nellie Mae Education Foundation

• Time frame: 2 years (January 2014–December 2015)

• Design 

– Descriptive and matched comparison study

– Examination of implementation and associations between students’ 

exposure to CBE and changes in learning capacities (CBE and comparison 

schools combined)

• Sample

– 10 CBE high schools from three states participating in the Council of Chief 

State School Officers (CCSSO) Innovation Lab Network (ILN): New 

Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Kentucky, and

– Eight comparison high schools. 

» Selected comparison schools with similar student demographics
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AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

Measures and Data Collection

30

Fall 2014 Spring 2015

Student Baseline Student Follow-Up 

Sample: Four CBE and four comparison 

schools

Sample: Four CBE and four comparison 

schools

Student surveys: ninth-grade students’ 

self-reported learning capacities:

 Mindsets and dispositions,

 Self-regulated learning, and

 Academic behaviors.

Student surveys: ninth-grade students’

 Self-reported learning capacities and

 Reports of CBE experiences.

Teachers and Administrators

Sample: All 18 CBE and comparison 

schools

Administrator survey 

Core content teacher survey (Grades 9–12) 



AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH 31

Clarity of Learning Targets
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Clarity of Learning Targets



AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

Key Finding: Teachers in CBE settings are more likely to 

report implementing CBE policies and practices in several 

areas.

• Learning targets

– Meeting with students individually 

to discuss learning targets

• Learning recognition

– Proficiency demonstrated to earn 

course credit

• Assessment

– Greater flexibility in retaking 

assessments and demonstrating 

competency in alternative ways

Instructional practices

– Greater use of technology

– Individual meetings with students 

to discuss their progress

– Personalized learning plans 

(PLPs) for all students.

Pacing

– Greater pacing flexibility for 

students
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AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

Key Finding: Lots of Variation!

• Substantial variation within 

schools.

34

• Many teachers in comparison 

schools report implementing 

practices commonly 

associated with CBE.



AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

Student Reports of Their CBE Experiences

There were no meaningful 

differences between student 

experiences in CBE and 

comparison schools in most 

areas, including:

– Clarity of learning targets

– Expectation that students meet 

learning targets to earn credit

– Opportunities to make 

decisions about their learning

– Opportunities to take online 

courses or learn outside 

school for credit

– Opportunities for retaking 

examinations

Differences: Students in CBE 

schools were . . .

– More likely to report having a PLP, 

and

– More likely to meet with an adult 

regularly to discuss their learning.
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AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

What is the link between student experiences 

of CBE features and outcomes?
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Clear learning 
targets

Intrinsic 
motivation and 

self-management



AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

What is the link between student experiences 

of CBE features and outcomes? (cont.)
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Expectation for 
demonstrated 

mastery to earn 
credit

Self-efficacy

Cognitive control

Intrinsic motivation



AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

What is the link between student experiences 

of CBE features and outcomes? (cont.)

38

Flexible course 
pacing

Self-efficacy

Intrinsic 
motivation
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What are your takeaways?
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What were our takeaways?
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• Exposure to CBE practices shows promise for benefitting students.

• Using the CBE label is not enough to ensure that students will be 

exposed to the full range of CBE practices.

• Consistent implementation at the classroom level is the key to 

outcomes!
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• User Guide

• Teacher and student CBE 

surveys

• Construct map

• Checklist, administration 

instructions, and sample 

consent forms

• Online survey template

• Technical appendix

http://www.ccrscenter.org/products-

resources/cbe-360-survey-toolkit

http://www.ccrscenter.org/products-resources/cbe-360-survey-toolkit
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The User Guide is organized 

around five key steps.
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AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

Free, Survey Monkey template
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AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH

How to Get Started?
1. Visit CCRS Center website to download materials.

2. Meet with your CBE colleagues to follow the User Guide.

3. Request Word versions and Survey Monkey templates 

that can be customized, when needed.

For more information, email CCRSCenter@air.org
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Questions?

53



CBE 360 Team
Wendy Surr, Senior Researcher

Krissy Zeiser, Senior Researcher

Catherine Bitter, Senior Research Consultant

Jessica Giffin, Researcher

Lauren Clymer, Research Associate

Olivia Briggs, Research Assistant

Jill Walston and Susan Therriault, Senior Quality Advisors
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College and Career Readiness and Success Center

1000 Thomas Jefferson Street, NW

Washington, DC 20007

800-634-0503

www.ccrscenter.org | ccrscenter@air.org
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