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T om Rooney sees competency-based 
education—supported by digital 
learning tools—as the path to build-
ing a better school district.

The superintendent of the 4,200-student 
Lindsay Unified School District in California, 
Rooney set in motion this school year a plan to 
move to a system in which students progress 
not on the basis of their age or a set school 
calendar, but by demonstrating proficiency on 
learning objectives. 

Educators in the district are aware that the 
transition will undoubtedly hit some bumps 
in the road, as do most districtwide school im-
provement efforts. But school leaders entered 
the school year feeling well prepared because 
the district has been gradually putting compe-
tency-based education, or CBE, in place since 
the 2009-10 school year. 

The move to competency-based education—
also known as proficency-, standards-, and 
performance-based education—by Lindsay 
Unified and other districts will likely give 
them a head start in preparing for the new 
demands of the Common Core State Stan-
dards, experts point out, and in their ability 
to use technology more effectively to personal-
ize learning.

“We have these practices that are ingrained 
in the traditional public education system 
that are not consistent with principles of 
learning and not consistent with how most of 
the rest of the world operates,” says Rooney.

“Prior to kindergarten, everyone learns to 
talk at a different time,” he continues. “They 
get potty-trained at different times, but sud-
denly when you get to kindergarten, you’re 
placed in this box, and you’re given the kin-
dergarten curriculum because you’re five, not 
because you’re ready for it, or even if you al-
ready know it all. Kids learn in different ways 
on different time frames.”

National advocates for competency-based 
education echo those sentiments, pointing out 
economic and policy forces that are building 
momentum for such an approach. 

“We’re in a place right now with the forces 
of global competitiveness, the adoption of 

common core, all of these new learning mod-
els, and the desire to do student-centered, 
personalized learning—you can’t really do 
that in a time-based system,” says Susan D. 
Patrick, the president and chief executive of-
ficer of the International Association for K-12 
Online Learning. The Alexandria, Va.-based 
iNACOL is a fervent advocate for competency-
based education. 

“Common core is a game changer because 
it’s going to allow us to be able to share best 
practices and knowledge of skills across 
states, and it’s going to keep the innovators 
that are developing online content from hav-
ing to reinvent the wheel in 50 states,” says 
Patrick. The ability of states to collaborate will 
allow more districts to be able to implement 
pedagogies like competency-based education 
without having to start from scratch, she says. 

Along with a number of other partners, 
such as the National Governors Associa-
tion, MetisNet, Jobs for the Future, and the 
American Youth Policy Forum, iNACOL 
recently launched an initiative called Com-
petencyWorks that aims to promote compe-
tency-based education and provide resources 
for educators who are interested in learning 
more about the model. 

The CompetencyWorks organizers hope 
to bring innovators together and help share 
their experiences with more schools and dis-
tricts.

The concept is not new, but several factors 
have contributed to renewed interest in the 
structure, says Patrick. 

“What’s different now is that [previously 
it] had to be entirely paper-based,” she says. 
“Now, with all of the new online and blended 
learning tools, teachers have a whole set of 
resources that can help them work with stu-
dents on their learning goals. Teachers have a 
way to manage the personalization and allow 
the different pacing to happen in a very struc-
tured, goal-oriented way.”

In addition to helping teachers differenti-
ate instruction for students, new technologies 
are giving rise to more powerful and detailed 
information systems that can help track stu-
dents at the level of granularity that CBE re-
quires, says Christine Sturgis, the founder of 

the Santa Fe, N.M.-based education consult-
ing company MetisNet, one of the partners of 
CompetencyWorks. 

 “[CBE] creates an enormous amount of 
data about students and teachers and teacher 
effectiveness,” she says. New information sys-
tems are needed to make “data-rich and in-
formed decisions,” adds Sturgis. 

Based on conversations at a competency-
based-learning summit held in March 2011, 
Sturgis and Patrick published a five-part 
working definition of CBE. Under the defini-
tion, students advance upon mastery, com-
petencies are broken down into explicit and 
measurable learning objectives, assessment 
is meaningful for students, students receive 
differentiated support based on their learn-
ing needs, and learning outcomes emphasize 
competencies that include the application and 
creation of knowledge. 

However, re-engineering schools to a compe-
tency-based model is not a silver bullet, and 
creating competencies must be done thought-
fully and carefully to be successful, Sturgis 
explains in a paper about designing compe-
tencies, published by CompetencyWorks.

“If the competencies, learning objectives, 
and rubrics are not designed well, students 
may become bored by low expectations, frus-
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“Competency-
based education 
challenges some of the 
structures that we 
think may be there to 
support students, but 
may actually be 
limits.”
JASON ELLINGSON
Superintendent, Collins-Maxwell Community 
School District
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trated by high-level competencies without 
adequate scaffolding embedded in the learn-
ing objectives, or disengaged through incon-
sistent feedback from flawed rubrics,” the 
paper says. “Although it is obvious, it cannot 
be overstated: Well-designed competencies are 
one of the essential elements for high-quality 
competency education.”

‘Pace Does Matter’

Empowering students and making sure 
they know exactly what it is they should be 
learning and how it can be demonstrated is a 
key component of CBE, its advocates say.

“Learners really understand where they’re 
at and where they’re going next,” says Rooney, 
the Lindsay Unified superintendent. 

To create their learning objectives, officials of 
his district brought together 30 teachers and 
about a dozen administrators to go through 
the California state education standards for 
grades K-12 and realign the information into 
need-to-know learning objectives. The district 
also worked with the Marzano Research Labo-
ratory, run by educator Robert J. Marzano, to 
help design the new curriculum. 

In addition, the group created a set of as-
sessments to go with the curriculum to evalu-
ate how well students learned the material.

After several years of tweaking those stan-
dards and piloting them in classes, the district 
moved to CBE officially in 2009-10 with the 
incoming class of 9th graders. 

Teachers, who under the new system are 
now called learning facilitators, scrapped the 
traditional grading scale and moved to a 0-4 
rubric, where a 3 is the minimum passing 
standard and 4 indicates that a student has 
gone above and beyond the requirements of 
mastery. 

Although students in Lindsay Unified are 
still grouped into grade levels, each student is 
also grouped by a content level (readiness lev-
els 1-13), so the learning facilitator knows ex-
actly where every student falls in each subject 
area by content level. The district also built in 
more flexibility with scheduling so that stu-
dents can move from one content level to the 
next without having to wait for the semester 
to end. 

In addition, students receive frequent and 
meaningful feedback from their learning fa-
cilitators, Rooney says. In the new information 
system, teachers, students, and parents can 
check to see students’ exact progress in each 
content area at any point in time. 

But just because students now learn at 
their own pace does not mean that students 
can take multiple years to get through one 
content level, emphasizes Rooney. “Pace does 
matter,” he says. “Our system is about increas-
ing the rigor and holding everyone account-
able—administrators, learners, and learning 

facilitators.” 
Students who are more than two content 

levels below their grade levels receive individ-
ualized learning plans to help them catch up 
to their peers. Those students are allowed to 
test out of certain parts of the curriculum that 
they may already know to increase their pace.

Ultimately, though, what CBE comes down 
to is good teaching, Rooney says. Providing 
good feedback, making sure that students 
learn what they need to know before they 
move on, and differentiating instruction for 
each student is what good teachers have al-
ways done, he says. 

The Boston Day and Evening Academy, an 
alternative high school in the Roxbury section 
of Boston that serves overage, undercredited 
students, has been using competency-based 
education since it opened 17 years ago, says 
the director of curriculum and instruction, 
Alison Hramiec. 

The school, which does not use a traditional 
grading scale or group students by grade lev-
els, has broken down each yearlong course 
into 11-week classes so that students have 
more flexibility to move from one class to the 
other. 

“With this population of students in par-
ticular, they leave school, they have poor at-
tendance, different situations arise, and they 
may fall behind in that class,” Hramiec says. 
In a traditional school, she says, “when they 
get back to school, everyone’s far ahead, and 
there’s no flexibility to get those kids caught 
up.” 

But at the Boston Day and Evening Acad-
emy, students have the flexibility to start up 
where they left off, she says.

Like Lindsay Unified, the Boston Day and 
Evening Academy has spent several years 
aligning the curriculum with state standards 
and breaking it down into need-to-know com-
petencies. 

“You start with [the standards] and from 
there pull out what you believe are the en-
during understandings,” says Hramiec. “Those 
are the big learning objectives that are the 
ones you want students to carry with them 
ten years from now.” 

All students must demonstrate competen-
cies independently and multiple times to 
move on, she says. They are given many op-
portunities to practice mastery informally 
before the actual assessment.

Protecting Innovators

One state that has taken the lead in com-
petency-based education is New Hampshire, 
which in 2005 eliminated the Carnegie unit, a 
seat-time-oriented way of accounting for stu-
dents’ academic progress. Schools in the state 
were given until the 2008-09 school year to 
move from a time-based to a mastery-based 

system. 
Those regulations extend to the statewide 

online public high school, the Exeter, N.H.-
based Virtual Learning Academy Charter 
School, or VLACS, which has been compe-
tency-based since it opened in 2007. 

When students take and complete courses 
at VLACS is flexible, allowing students to 
move at their own pace. They can complete 
courses in 10 weeks or take as long as 36 
weeks, says Steve Kossakoski, the chief execu-
tive officer of the school. 

Students must score at least a 75 or greater 
on all competency-based assessments, out of a 
possible 100, in addition to receiving a passing 
average score on all the assignments (not just 
the ones pegged as competencies) in order to 
pass. 

To help brick-and-mortar schools in the 
state meet the mastery-based requirements, 
VLACS has begun offering competency-recov-
ery classes for students in regular schools who 
have fallen behind. 

“In a traditional school, one of the things 
they’ve struggled with is what do you do with 
a student who hasn’t met competency in a 
world where everything is attendance-based?” 
says Kossakoski. In the competency-recovery 
courses that VLACS offers, the courses are 

“ Prior to kindergarten, 
everyone learns to talk at 
a different time. They get 
potty-trained at different 
times, but suddenly 
when you get to 
kindergarten, you’re 
placed in this box, and 
you’re given the 
kindergarten curriculum 
because you’re five, not 
because you’re ready for 
it, or even if you already 
know it all. Kids learn in 
different ways on 
different time frames.”
TOM ROONEY 
Superintendent, Lindsay Unified School District
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P erhaps no segment of educators is 
more enthusiastic about the transi-
tion to the Common Core State Stan-
dards than those who work in virtual 

schools or in blended learning environments 
that mix face-to-face and online instruction.

With the standards’ emphasis on deeper 
learning, collaboration, and applied knowl-
edge, some proponents of online education 
suggest their adoption could lead to the 
passage of policies that are more friendly to 
effective online learning. Meanwhile, many 
online programs are already practicing the 
other changes inherent in common-stan-
dards adoption, such as the use of computer-
based online assessments.

“Opening up these learning trajectories 
and pathways through the common core—
this is where we can really take advantage 
of tools and content in the digital environ-
ment,” says Susan D. Patrick, the president 
and chief executive officer of the Interna-
tional Association for K-12 Online Learning, 
or iNACOL, located in Vienna, Va. 

Because of that, leaders in virtual educa-
tion have begun preparing for the transition 
and, in some cases, launching projects that, 
while not directly related to the common 
core, may stand to benefit greatly from its 
implementation.

For example, online content repositories 
have grown greatly in the number of reposi-
tories and quantity of learning objects—in-
dividual items of digital educational con-
tent—thanks largely to the movement to 
align those learning objects to the common 
English/language arts and math standards 
and share them around the country.

At the same time, efforts to institute cer-
tification of teachers for online instruction 
also appear to have gained steam from the 
belief that the common standards could help 
push momentum for the recognition of those 
credentials across state borders.

One of those efforts, the Leading Edge Cer-
tification program launched in January by 
Computer-Using Educators, a professional 
association in California, has aims already of 

becoming a nationally recognized credential. 
And Mike Lawrence, the executive director 
of the Walnut Creek-based group, says the 
implementation of the common standards 
will help ensure that the curriculum for the 
certification program is widely applicable.

 “It was very much in our minds as we 
embarked on the project,” Lawrence says. 
“Without a common bar to demonstrate pro-
ficiencies, it’s difficult to know whether [the 
certification is] going to work for your online 
program.”

Lawrence acknowledges that policy discus-
sions are a big distance away from getting 
states to recognize certification from other 
states, but says he sees the adoption of the 
standards as a potential catalyst in that pro-
cess.

“Just the fact that you have states talking 
to each other with a common language for 
the first time ever, that opens doors,” he says. 

Emphasizing Innovation

At the Council of Chief State School Offi-
cers’ Innovation Labs Network, the strategic-
initiatives director, Linda Pittenger, is trying 
to drive some of those discussions and open 
those doors, not only around online learn-
ing, but also around the broader spectrum 
of educational innovation. (The Washington-
based CCSSO partnered with the National 
Governors’ Association to lead the common-
standards movement.)

The Innovation Labs Network is a nine-
state coalition supported by the CCSSO 
that Pittenger says will address challenges 
relating to how to supplement the next-gen-
eration assessments created to test the com-
mon core by two separate consortia, how to 
personalize education while meeting those 
standards, and how to expand educational 
options for students and educators.

Pittenger, who previously served as the 
director of secondary and virtual learning 
for the Kentucky Department of Education 
and the state’s virtual school, says none of 
the nine states in the network is obligated 
to take a particular approach toward solving 
any of those problems. The idea of the model 
instead is to enable a quicker and more re-
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broken down into smaller units so students 
only need to go through the parts of the 
class that they didn’t pass the first time. 

Interest in the competency-recovery 
classes has jumped from about 200 stu-
dents the first year it was offered to 1,400 
students in the last school year, says Kos-
sakoski. 

The Washington-based Council of Chief 
State School Officers has brought together 
nine states, including New Hampshire, in 
its Innovation Lab Network to build new 
models of education that empower learners. 
Members of the network challenge the sta-
tus quo with six design principles for trans-
formation, one of which is performance-
based learning. 

“We want [states] to wrap around [innova-
tive schools and districts] and protect them 
like a cocoon,” says Gene Wilhoit, the presi-
dent of the CCSSO. 

The Common Core State Standards have 
helped pave the way for innovative learning 
models such as CBE, says Wilhoit.

However, while innovation is happening 
in pockets around the country, large-scale 
statewide movements are rare, he says. 

To push that progress along, the Innova-
tion Lab has identified diagnostic tools that 
need to be developed and more effective in-
tervention strategies for teachers.

One of the most recent states to join the 
CCSSO’s Innovation Lab is Iowa, which has 
begun to explore the idea of competency-
based education. It granted districts in the 
state access to seat-time waivers after a 
forum about CBE held in December 2011. 

The 500-student Collins-Maxwell Com-
munity School District, about 40 miles north 
of Des Moines, is one that has taken advan-
tage of the change in policy. 

“Competency-based education challenges 
some of the structures that we think may be 
there to support students, but may actually 
be limits,” says Jason Ellingson, the super-
intendent of the rural district, who also sits 
on the state’s task force on CBE.

Although the district has not rolled out 
a proficiency-based education system, it is 
taking steps to encourage organic growth of 
the model, officials say. 

For instance, this school year, the district 
will be giving out iPads to all of its K-12 
students. While elementary school students 
will leave the devices at school overnight, 
middle and high school students will be al-
lowed to take the devices home with them. 

“We feel that those tools are going to be 
pushing the idea of personalized learning, 
and we think that’s going to help the dis-
cussion around competency-based educa-
tion,” says Ellingson.
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?
QUESTIONS 
TO ASK

Will states open policies to a 
common teacher certification?

Can virtual schools afford  
to fund proctored exams?

Do virtual schools have an edge  
on teaching to the standards?

Will standards lead to more 
educational choice?

Are standards-driven digital 
projects helping online learning?

2.

3.

 5.

1.

4.

liable exchange of information and insights from any 
efforts at reinventing a portion of a particular state’s 
educational system.

But Pittenger sees online and blended learning as a 
likely vehicle for some of the states in the coalition of 
Iowa, Kentucky, Maine, New Hampshire, New York, 
Ohio, Oregon, West Virginia, and Wisconsin. She says 
this is particularly an answer for increasing educa-
tional options and allowing a more flexible course of 
study.

“You’re looking at more digital, open educational re-
sources and modularity,” Pittenger says. “And I think 
this is one of the reasons that virtual learning, and on-
line learning, is such a natural part of these kinds of 
environments. ... These are all characteristics of the sort 
of learning environments we are looking for.”

The Florida Virtual School, the largest state-spon-
sored online school in the country, is having to rethink 
its curricula because of the common standards—just 
like all schools, virtual or brick-and-mortar, in the par-
ticipating states. Cindy Dulgar, a curriculum specialist 
and the resident subject-matter expert on the common 
core for the FLVS, suggests that virtual education may 
be a good fit for standards that place a greater empha-
sis on skills application and collaboration.

Focus on Effectiveness

For the past several months, Dulgar and her team 
have been delving into the content of the school’s 
courses in English/language arts and mathematics, the 
two subject areas of the new standards. They’ve been 
cross-checking to see where that content covers the 
necessary standards that are part of the course, and 
noting where gaps exist between current content and 
future standards.

During that process, Dulgar says, she’s become in-
creasingly confident that the transition, while spurring 
some content changes, will in general be a natural one.

“The live lessons we do, the discussion-based assess-
ments we do, ... those pieces are definitely going to help 
us make the shift,” she says. “I think the shift will cause 
us to change the way we do some of those things, but it 
will just be better.”

That’s not to say virtual schools won’t encounter their 
own difficulties during the adoption process, says Pat-
rick of iNACOL. For example, the idea of having to give 
proctored online assessments could present funding 
challenges for virtual schools that have traditionally 
not had to build in the costs of facilities or face-to-face 
personnel, she says. For better or worse, she adds, the 
standards may also provide a more thorough and com-
parable measure of the quality of online and blended 
learning offerings at a time of increasing questions 
about the quality of online learning content.

“Now we can start to focus resources on high-quality 
curricula that are similar across 45 or 46 states,” Pat-
rick says. “The outcome of that is to start to be able to 
look at online courses and modules of online courses 
and value-judge them on effectiveness. 

“We could talk about that before, but it’s been difficult 
to do when there’s so many disparate standards.”


