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What If……
What if education stakeholders at every level of the system had a role in defining and measuring success? What if 

accountability systems emphasized mastery over time, aligning more closely with the expectations of both college and career 

so everyone is academically challenged and has the opportunity to succeed? What if these systems produced comprehensive 

and readily-available data on student, educator, and system performance that enabled decision-makers to improve every 

level of the system in real-time? What if policymakers and practitioners worked together to build a competency-based 

accountability system where all of this was possible? 

Exploring the Shift to Competency Education 
A Snapshot of Current Policy Conversations

Shared Accountability

Points of Consensus
(A majority of the competency-based practitioners and advocates surveyed agree)

• State standards should align to postsecondary and workforce competencies. 

•  States should create a performance index to evaluate district and school performance on  

multiple measures.

•  States should have significant flexibility over the design of their performance index, but every index 

should incorporate the following common design elements:

>   Cover three domains:  Academic Knowledge, Postsecondary and Career Readiness, and Social 

and Emotional Competencies.

>   Disaggregate data by subgroup.

>   Balance a set of universal goals and performance measures with those unique to the state’s and/

or district’s vision for success. 

>   Incentivize deeper levels of mastery by tracking, throughout the school year, the percentage of 

students that progress from off-track, to on-track, to advanced. 

• States should establish a process to continuously improve their accountability systems.

Emerging Issues
(Challenging issues raised by competency-based practitioners and advocates)

•  What are the universal goals and indicators that all states should, at a minimum, include in their  

accountability indices?

• How much value should the system assign to each accountability domain?

• What constitutes proficiency?

•  Should accountability systems include other domains such as school climate, multiple pathways, and  

systems accountability?

•  How should states use the index to inform accountability decisions involving the ranking and 

interventions of schools and districts?

Shared Accountability
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What If……
What if assessments shifted from evaluative, end of year instruments to a balanced system that enhances the quality 

of teaching and learning in the classroom and validates readiness for success in college and career? What if formative, 

classroom-embedded assessments helped educators customize and align instruction so students could focus on challenging 

concepts necessary for advancement? What if summative assessments enabled students, through more meaningful 

opportunities, to show they had mastered competencies and can advance to higher levels when they are ready? What if 

policymakers and practitioners worked together to build this balanced system of assessments?  

Exploring the Shift to Competency Education 
A Snapshot of Current Policy Conversations

Points of Consensus
(A majority of the competency-based practitioners and advocates surveyed agree)

• States should adopt a balanced system of assessment that includes the following components:

>   A statewide summative assessment in math and English language arts that validates local 

determinations of competency. This assessment can be implemented at the end of a school year 

or as a series of smaller, interim exams that aggregate to an end-of-year score.

>   Performance assessments that states and/or districts may incorporate into the state’s 

accountability system that are of high technical quality and aligned to state standards. 

>   Formative assessments that guide all instructional decisions including when to administer 

summative assessments and when to apply supports and interventions.

>   Flexibility for students to demonstrate mastery of standards and aligned competencies in 

different but comparable ways such as earning credit for prior learning experiences, taking opt-

out assessments before the start of the school year, or demonstrating mastery on a performance 

assessment aligned to individual interests or topic of study. 

>   Flexible testing windows that allow students to demonstrate mastery of standards and 

competencies when they are ready and to advance upon completion.

Emerging Issues
(Challenging issues raised by competency-based practitioners and advocates)

• What next steps are needed to align current standards-based assessments to competencies?

•  Should states continue to administer an annual summative assessment at the same time each year to 

students in a specific grade? 

•  What steps need to happen to develop assessments that align to research-based learning 

progressions instead of grade levels?

•  What strategies will help states and districts build capacity to implement performance assessments 

that are comparable in rigor and free from bias?

• What steps need to happen to develop  assessments of social and emotional competencies?

Productive Assessment
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CALL TO ACTION

What If……
What if the education system let students progress at their own pace but provided personalized and adaptive supports to 

ensure every student remained engaged and on track to graduation? What if educators were empowered with high-quality 

digital tools and resources to differentiate instruction and catch problems before they arise, nearly eliminating the need 

for end-of-year, after-the-fact interventions? What if policymakers and practitioners worked together to build this type of 

system so every student had the flexibility and support to succeed?  

Exploring the Shift to Competency Education 
A Snapshot of Current Policy Conversations

Points of Consensus
(A majority of the competency-based practitioners and advocates surveyed agree)

•  States and districts should build personalized and adaptive systems of supports that embody the six 

elements found in high-performing, competency-based learning environments:

 1)  Community Engagement and Ownership of Vision – Community partners serve as architects 

of vision and school design, teaching partners, and providers of wrap-around supports.

2)  Student Ownership through Transparency of Standards, Competencies, and Learning 

Targets – Students have a clear understanding of the standards and competencies required for 

advancement as well as clear performance expectations for each level of learning. 

3)  Teaching and Learning Aligned to Achievement Level and Pace, Not Age – Educators group 

students by achievement level, where they will get the support or challenge they need.

4)  Real-Time Access and Use of Student Achievement Data – Access to real-time student 

achievement data helps educators group and regroup students.

5)  Learning Experiences Shaped by Student Voice and Choice – The learning process 

incorporates student voice and choice including preferred topics, learning styles, and method of 

demonstrating mastery. 

6)  Emphasis on Content Knowledge and Social and Emotional Competencies – Mastery of 

academic knowledge and social and emotional competencies is required for advancement.  

Emerging Issues
(Challenging issues raised by competency-based practitioners and advocates)

•  How do we remove policy barriers that make it challenging to design and scale new learning models, 

to use time in different ways, to reallocate resources, to group students by performance level instead 

of age, and to create new teaching roles? 

• How should policymakers and the field define a “rigorous pace”? 

•  What structural and policy changes are necessary to provide all students with access to rigorous and 

diverse learning pathways?

• What strategies will help eliminate the cultural stigma of removing grade levels?

Personalized & Adaptive Supports
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Many in the field of education reference the shift to a personalized, competency-based system of education as a 

moral imperative. It is certainly an economic imperative that is critical to the success and prosperity of our nation. 

Our survey results demonstrate high demand for a shift to competency education with over 85% of respondents 

expressing interest in the approach, yet just over 50% have taken steps to incorporate competency-based elements 

in their schools and districts. The difference in these two numbers clearly illustrates that policy barriers such as 

a time-based system of accountability and assessment continue to prevent many advocates from implementing 

competency-based strategies.

As thought leaders gathered in Dallas, Texas to discuss solutions to some of these policy barriers, clear consensus 

emerged in a number of policy areas. Participants agreed that standards used for accountability should include 

knowledge, skills, and social and emotional competencies and should be measured using a performance index instead 

of a single data point created by one assessment. Further, states should continue to disaggregate data by subgroups, 

have flexibility in the selection of accountability measures, incentivize deeper levels of mastery, and integrate a 

continuous improvement process.

Participants also agreed that states should adopt a balanced system of assessments that validates student mastery 

and provides real-time feedback so stakeholders can make necessary improvements to maximize learning gains. 

Further, there should be multiple pathways for students to show mastery, and students should be permitted to 

complete assessments when they have mastered the material, not during a pre-determined testing window.

The adoption of competency-based accountability and assessment policies must accompany improvements in the 

nation’s system for supporting and intervening in schools. Interviews with competency-based practitioners revealed 

six essential elements to a comprehensive supports and interventions system including: community engagement and 

ownership of vision; student ownership through transparency;  teaching and learning aligned to achievement level, 

not age;  real-time access and use of student data;  experiences shaped by student voice and choice; and emphasis on 

content knowledge and social and emotional competencies.

A number of important policy points of consensus emerged throughout this deep dive as well as additional issues 

that will require further consideration. For instance, what are the essential goals and accountability indicators 

all states should use to measure success? Should these indicators include items beyond academic content? How 

should these indicators be weighted in a performance index? And how should states use this index to improve the 

performance of all schools?

Equally challenging concerns surfaced about the usefulness of current assessments which are not aligned with 

college and career ready competencies, including social and emotional skills, or learning progressions instead 

of grade-level achievement. While this certainly must be remedied, it raises the question of the value of annual 

summative assessments in a competency-based system. Further, how do we create the policy flexibility to design and 

scale new models of support and intervention that respond to a new assessment system? Also, how do we eliminate 

the cultural stigma of eliminating the grade level while designing a new system that gives students access to diverse 

learning pathways that allow students to advance at their own, rigorous pace?

As competency-based models continue to replicate around the country, policymakers and practitioners must work 

together to establish systems of accountability, assessments, and supports and interventions that better enable 

transformation of the education system. While this paper does not offer concrete solutions for all of the pressing 

issues, it does incorporate key data, research, and voices from the field that will be crucial as policymakers continue 

to shape an environment that better supports the shift toward competency-based education.

Conclusion


