
In a Proficiency-Based System

October 29, 2015 
LIS Regional Network Meeting

Instructional Practice



PRESENTERS

Courtney Jacobs, Senior Associate 

Craig Kesselheim, Senior Associate

TODAY’S

From the Great Schools Partnership



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



I can envision examples of proficiency-
based classroom practices

Outcomes



I can make recommendations to my team 
about proficiency-based practices

Outcomes



Agenda
Introduction and Guiding Questions

Ten Principles of PBL

Classroom Practices + Structures

Goals + Next Steps

Questions?



What might you expect to see, hear, and 
feel in a proficiency-based classroom?

Turn and Talk…



Guiding Questions

Where am I going?

PBL is driven by the same questions  
for teachers and students 



Where am I now?

Guiding Questions
PBL is driven by the same questions  
for teachers and students 



How can I close the gap?

Guiding Questions
PBL is driven by the same questions  
for teachers and students 



Over the past decade, the movement to adopt proficiency-based approaches to teaching, learning, and graduating has 
gained momentum throughout the United States, as more educators, parents, business leaders, and elected officials 
recognize that high academic expectations and strong educational preparation are essential to success in today’s 
world. Schools use proficiency-based learning to raise academic standards, ensure that more students meet those 
higher expectations, and graduate more students better prepared for adult life.

To help schools establish a philosophical and pedagogical foundation for their work, the Great Schools Partnership 
created the following “Ten Principles of Proficiency-Based Learning,” which describe the common features found in the 
most effective proficiency-based systems:

1. All learning expectations are clearly and consistently communicated to students and families, including long-
term expectations (such as graduation requirements and graduation standards), short-term expectations (such 
as the specific learning objectives for a course or other learning experience), and general expectations (such 
as the performance levels used in the school’s grading and reporting system).

2. Student achievement is evaluated against common learning standards and performance expectations that are 
consistently applied to all students regardless of whether they are enrolled in traditional courses or pursuing 
alternative learning pathways.

3. All forms of assessment are standards-based and criterion-referenced, and success is defined by the 
achievement of expected standards, not relative measures of performance or student-to-student comparisons.

4. Formative assessments measure learning progress during the instructional process, and formative-assessment 
results are used to inform instructional adjustments, teaching practices, and academic support.

5. Summative assessments evaluate learning achievement, and summative-assessment results record a 
student’s level of proficiency at a specific point in time.

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

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

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

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

Ten Principles of
Proficiency-Based Learning
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Principle 4
Formative assessments measure learning 
progress during the instructional process, and 
formative-assessment results are used to inform 
instructional adjustments, teaching practices, and 
academic support.



“The studies related to feedback underscore the 
importance of providing feedback that is instructive, 
timely, referenced to the actual task, and focused on 
what is correct and what to do next” 

-Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Shute, 2008

Research says…



It’s not  
formative assessment  
if it doesn’t  
inform instruction! 



Formative Assessment 

Learning Target

Teacher, Peer 
and/or Self 

Interpretation or 
Diagnosis

Student Response

Adjust/ Modify 
Instruction if 
Necessary



Assessments 
Inform 
Instruction

https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/student-daily-assessment


How is Formative Feedback 
used by you and your colleagues 

to inform instruction?

What’s next for you  
and for your school?



Principle 10
Students are given opportunities to make important 
decisions about their learning, which includes 
contributing to the design of learning experiences 
and learning pathways.



“There is an extensive body of research showing that 
students will persevere more in the face of challenge when 
tasks have value for them—they find them interesting or see 
them as serving short- or long-term goals that are important 
to them. Students may need support in knowing how to 
connect the dots between the work they are doing and the 
purposes it may serve in their lives, or support in discovering 
and fostering interests.”  

—Shechtman, N.,  DeBarger, A. H., Dornsife, C., Rosier, S., & Yarnall, L. (2013). Promoting 
Grit, Tenacity, and Perseverance: Critical Factors for Success in the 21st Century. 

Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education. 

Research says…



Behind the Veil

Simulation Project Video



Simulation Project
Cross-Disciplinary Learning Targets: ELA, Honors Elective, Social Studies
Developed by: Pre-AP Junior Honors Seminar Class

Measurement Topics:
• ELA: Speaking and Listening: Step 1 Honors Elective: Comprehension and 

Collaboration 

• ELA: Honors Seminar Elective: Speaking and Listening: Use of digital media in 
presentations to enhance understanding and learning 

• ELA: Writing: Types and Purposes: Level 8: Informative/Explanatory 

• Social Studies: US History: Level 4: Social and Political Reform 

• We will invite the student body, faculty and our Superintendent to the viewing of 
our documentary, which will take place within 2 weeks after vacation in a school 
assembly



Assessment Pathways Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model
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We believe that reliability results from the careful alignment of demonstrations tasks and instruction with intended learning outcomes. Comparability is 
possible when teachers assess student work with task-neutral common scoring guides and have time to calibrate their understanding and use. The graphic 
below represents five general learning pathways and how they can be assessed. While each of these has instructional value, only the first four will lead to 
greater comparability over time because they are assessed using common scoring criteria. We believe that these pathways are valuable and represent the 
many ways educators are personalizing learning for students in a proficiency-based learning system.

COMMON 

or  UNIQUE 
Demonstration Tasks 



What are your next steps?

Where are you now?



 

 
Assessment + Instruction 

In a Proficiency-Based System 

 

 

Question Teacher’s Role Student’s Role School Leader’s Role 

Where am I 
going? 

§ Give students clear statements of 
the performance indicators and 
learning targets 

§ Unpack performance indicators and 
learning targets with students 

§ Share exemplars of student work 

§ Put learning targets and 
indicators in my own words 

§ Develop a clear understanding 
of quality work (ideally using 
scoring criteria and exemplars) 

§ Consider what I know and can 
do based on targets, indicators 

§ Guide and support teachers with 
research-based professional 
development 

§ Build time into the school day, 
week and year for professional 
learning and planning to ensure 
consistency among teachers’ 
expectations for student learning  

Where am I 
now? 

§ Pre-assess student knowledge & 
skills 

§ Give students specific, descriptive 
feedback 

Reflect: 

§ What are my strengths?  

§ What do I need to work on? 

§ Support professional learning group 
review of student work to ensure 
consistency in calibration of what 
“proficiency” looks like 

How do I close 
the gap? 

§ Help students self-assess and set 
goals 

§ Ensure feedback consists of advice 
that is clear and can be acted upon 

§ Deliver nonjudgmental feedback 
within an environment that 
celebrates mistakes as learning 
opportunities 

§ Design learning opportunities to 
focus on one learning target or 
aspect of quality at a time 

§ Differentiate learning opportunities 
to meet varying student needs 

§ Set measurable, attainable 
goals 

§ Respond to feedback  

§ Use mistakes as learning 
opportunities 

§ Expect to make multiple 
attempts and don’t give up 

§ Embrace a variety of learning 
opportunities 

§ If unclear about feedback or 
expectations, ask. 

§ Lead and support regular analysis 
of student learning data 

§ Conduct regular classroom visits to 
offer formative feedback on 
instructional practices that support 
equitable learning opportunities 

§ Communicate student learning 
progress with parents and the 
broader school community 

§ Advocate for those students whose 
learning needs are not being met in 
the daily learning environment 

 



Highlight “Where can I go next?”

Highlight “Where am I now?”



Questions?



THANK YOU
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