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10 Principles Of
Competency-Based 
Learning



Applying the Principles
Review the ten principles and code the 
principle that: 

• makes sense to you and squares with your 
thinking 

• is circling around in your head because 
you’re still wondering about it 

• might be a challenge to implement and might 
encounter roadblocks



Learning Standards
1. All learning expectations are clearly and 

consistently communicated to students + families 

2. Student achievement is evaluated against 
common learning standards and performance 
expectations that are consistently applied to all 
students

10 Principles of Competency-Based Learning



Assessment Practices
3. All forms of assessment are standards-based and 

criterion-referenced 

4. Formative assessments measure learning 
progress during the instructional process 

5. Summative assessments are integrated tasks 
requiring transfer of knowledge and skills, 
application, and performance in novel settings

10 Principles of Competency-Based Learning



Grading + Reporting
6. Academic performance is monitored and 

reported separately from behavior and work 
habits 

7. Academic grades communicate learning 
progress and achievement 

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

10 Principles of Competency-Based Learning



Instructional Strategies
9. Students can demonstrate learning progress 

and achievement in multiple ways 

10. Students are given opportunities to make 
important decisions about their learning

10 Principles of Competency-Based Learning



Applying the Principles
Review the ten principles and code the 
principle that: 

• makes sense to you and squares with your 
thinking 

• is circling around in your head because 
you’re still wondering about it 

• might be a challenge to implement and might 
encounter roadblocks



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



Shared understanding of core principles 
of competency-based learning.

Outcomes



Shared understanding of a conceptual 
framework for competency-based learning.

Outcomes



Identification of entry points for 
implementing competency-based learning 
in a personalized learning system.

Outcomes



Outcomes
Develop and refine summative assessments 
aligned with competencies and performance 
indicators using tools and protocols 



THE  
WHAT 
 



COMPETENCY-BASED 

A stand-alone intervention

LEARNING
IS NOT



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



PRIORITY 
STANDARD

LEARNING 
TARGETS

POWER 
STANDARDS

GRADUATION 
STANDARD

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

PERFORMANCE 
INDICATORS

PROFICIENCY 
STANDARDS

COMPETENCIES

DESCRIPTORS

MASTERY  
OBJECTIVES

MEASUREMENT 
TARGETS

BENCHMARKS

(Un)Common Terms for “Standards” 



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



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



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



Mastery

Competency

Proficiency
=

=



UNIT THEME

Learning Targets

Performance Indicators

COMPETENCYConceptualized by Robin Wilson
ELA Coordinator Henry County Schools



Graduation 
Competency

Performance 
Indicators

Learning 
Target

Conceptualized by Robin Wilson
ELA Coordinator Henry County Schools



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

A Graduation Competency 
Is...



A Graduation Competency

Content Area Competency 3:  
US HISTORY: 



A Graduation Competency

Cross Curricular Competency:  
Problem Solving  



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

A Performance Indicator



Is measurable.

A Performance Indicator



Students can demonstrate their 
performance over time. 

A Performance Indicator



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

A Performance Indicator



A Performance Indicator

 Analyze how historical contexts and 
enduring themes shaped and continue 
to shape people’s perspectives.



The component parts of a performance 
indicator - that is, the performance indicator 
has been broken down into a series of 
progressive steps and digestible chunks.

Learning Targets Are...



A Learning Target

Connect the themes of the speech to 
a contemporary issue impacting 
Native Americans. 



THE LIVING  
PYRAMID  

EXPERIENCE





Transcripts and 

Report Cards

Transcripts and 
Report Cards

Progress 

Reports

Teacher 

Feedback

Content-Area

Graduation Competencies
5–8 competencies for each content area

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

achievement of graduation competencies

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

achievement of performance indicators

Cross-Curricular

Graduation Competencies 
5–8 competencies taught in 

 all content areas

YES

YES

NO

NO

Body of Evidence
Students demonstrate achievement of competencies through 

 a body of evidence evaluated using common rubrics

Verification of Proficiency
Students demonstrate achievement of content-area 
graduation competencies 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

Competency-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.



Instructions…

The Living Pyramid Experience 
•Read the competency/mastery statement. 

•Position yourself within the pyramid on one 
of the four levels according to where you 
think your statement best fits. 



Converse with up to two others within your level 
about your specific statement, noting differences 
(if any).



HOW DID YOU
DO?



THE  
HOW 



Schools communicate clear learning targets and standards for 
each lesson and unit 
Schools build instruction and assessments in alignment with these 
standards 
Schools use formative assessment to adapt instruction, to 
diagnose weaknesses, and to deliver targeted interventions and 
supports 
Schools provide feedback, grading and reporting that reflects the 
learning targets and standards

How does Competency-Based Learning 
Change School Practice?



Why  
Competency-Based  

Learning?



Because...
... our students are 
empowered when they 
know the goals and can 
take charge of their 
learning. 

...our students deserve 
work that is challenging, 
complex and authentic. 

...our students deserve 
responsive classrooms 
and schools. 

 



Robert Marzano pointed out that at one 
time there were 3,500 performance 
indicators across 14 content areas K-12.

So many standards...



“You would have to change schooling from 
K-12 to K-22. The sheer number of 
standards is the biggest impediment to 
implementing standards.” 

— Robert Marzano (2001) 

...so much time!



ELA Grade

Q1 73

Q2 70

Q3 70

Q4 68

Final 70.25
Sebastian  

11th Grade ELA



Comprehend complex literary and 
informational texts. Meets

Interpret complex literary and 
informational texts. Does Not Meet

Write clear and coherent arguments. Does Not Meet 

Produce clear and coherent informative 
and narrative writing. Meets

Develop and strengthen writing. Meets

Conduct research projects. Incomplete

Initiate and participate effectively in a 
range of discussions. Meets

Present information and supporting 
evidence, conveying a clear perspective. Meets

Habits of Work Does Not Meet

Sebastian 
11th grade 

ELA



Standards Instruction+

Feedback Assessment Scoring

Cognitive 
Demand

Intention

Alignment in a Traditional Model

Reality



Scoring 
Criteria

Instruction + 
Feedback Scoring

Standards

Alignment in a Competency-Based Model

Cognitive 
Demand

Assessment 
Design Demonstration



http://greatschoolspartnership.org/pinellas/

Resources

http://greatschoolspartnership.org/pinellas/


A Graduation Competency

Content Area Competency 3:  
HISTORY 

http://greatschoolspartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/History-performance-indicator-task-neutral-rubric-History.docx.pdf


A Graduation Competency

Cross Curricular Competency:  
Problem Solving  

http://greatschoolspartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Scoring-Criteria_Problem-Solving_July-2017.pdf


The Role of Design in 
Summative Assessments 



Assessment Review Rounds Template 



ALIGNMENT: 
How well aligned is the task to the 
competencies, indicators, and standards 
being assessed?

Assessment Design



ACCESSIBILITY: 
How easily can all students understand the 
task and determine how to demonstrate what 
they know and can do?

Assessment Design



TRANSFER: 
How relevant is the task? Does it require 
application to a new situation?

Assessment Design



RIGOR: 
How challenging is the task? Does it provide 
an opportunity for students to “exceed”?

Assessment Design



SCORING: 
Are the scoring criteria clearly defined?

Assessment Design



Use the design guide to self-assess your 
assessment, or project. 
Take note of both warm/cool feedback for each 
descriptor 
We will do a general share of what we learn as a 
group to help identify next steps 

Your Turn…



VALID and
RELIABLE

results 
that are

COMPARABLE

across
STUDENTS, 
COURSES, 
SCHOOLS, 

DISTRICTS, or 
STATES

LESS

Student Choice
in Learning

OPTION 1
COMMON 

Learning 
Experiences 

COMMON 
Demonstration 

Tasks

COMMON 
Scoring
Guides

UNIQUE 
Learning 

Experiences 

COMMON 
Demonstration 

Tasks

COMMON 
Scoring
Guides

OPTION 3

UNIQUE 
Learning 

Experiences 

UNIQUE 
Demonstration 

Tasks

COMMON 
Scoring
Guides

OPTION 4

MORE

Student Choice
in Learning

VALID and
RELIABLE 

results

UNIQUE 
Learning 

Experiences 

UNIQUE 
Demonstration 

Tasks

UNIQUE 
Scoring
Guides

OPTION 5

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

Assessment Pathways Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model

COMMON 
Learning 

Experiences 

UNIQUE 
Demonstration 

Tasks

COMMON 
Scoring
Guides

OPTION 2



What’s swirling around in your 
head?

What squares with your thinking?

What three things are important 
to remember?

What’s one action step you will  
take next?



Reflection and Next Steps



http://greatschoolspartnership.org/pinellas/

Resources

http://greatschoolspartnership.org/pinellas/


Questions?



Thank You
Steve Sell


Senior Associate

ssell@greatschoolspartnership.org

482 Congress Street, Suite 500

Portland, ME 04101

207.773.0505

greatschoolspartnership.org

mailto:ssell@greatschoolspartnership.org
http://greatschoolspartnership.org

