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Mastery-Based Learning: 
Building Capacity for Equity 
and Excellence



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



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



In equitable, personalized, rigorous learning for 
all students leading to readiness for college, 
careers, and citizenship

We Believe



Thoughts
A Few Opening



What happens when we 
base learning on time?



If these kids aren’t physically 
growing at the same rate, why 

would we assume they will 
mentally learn at the same rate?



Why would we assume giving 
every student the same time will 

result in equitable outcomes?

=



Equity demands different resources, 
approaches, and strategies  
for different students



Practice 
makes 
perfect…



STUDENT 1 STUDENT 2 STUDENT 3 STUDENT 4

First Try F A C A

Second Try D B C A

Third Try C C C A

Fourth Try B D C A

Fifth Try A F C A

Final Grade C C C A

…except in school grading
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This doesn’t



> Photo by US Department of Ed

This counts



> Photo by Jenni Scott

This doesn’t



?What else seems 
inconsistent in our  

beliefs about learning?



What else seems inconsistent 
in our beliefs about learning?

• Assuming that an A = A = A 

• Assuming any 4 credits in math represent  
the same depth of learning 

• Combining effort—behavior, homework, 
attendance—and academic results into a 
single grade 

• Expecting all students to demonstrate  
all learning the same way



Mastery?
What is



SHIFTING CONCEPTS

What do we 
need to 
improve?

What needs 
to stop? What remains the same?



10 Principles Of
Mastery-Based 
Learning



All learning expectations are clearly 
and consistently communicated to 
students + families

…including long-term expectations (such as graduation 
requirements/standards), short-term expectations 
(specific learning objectives for learning experiences), and 
general expectations (performance levels used in the 
school’s grading and reporting system).
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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.
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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.
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Formative assessments measure 
learning progress during the 
instructional process

…and formative-assessment results are used to inform 
instructional adjustments, teaching practices, and 
academic support.
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Summative assessments - which are 
integrated tasks requiring transfer of 
knowledge and skills, application, and 
performance in novel settings -

… evaluate a student’s level of proficiency at a specific 
point in time.
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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.
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Academic grades communicate 
learning progress and achievement

…to students and families, and grades are used to 
facilitate and improve the learning process.
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Students are given multiple opportunities

…to improve their work when they fail to meet expected 
standards.
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…through differentiated assessments, personalized-
learning options, or alternative learning pathways.

9 Students can demonstrate learning 
progress and achievement in  
multiple ways



Students are given opportunities 
to make important decisions about 
their learning

…which includes contributing to the design of learning 
experiences and learning pathways.
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Table Conversation

What principles excite you? 
What principles concern you?



What are we learning?
Grain Size Matters

Pathways Come Through 
Assessment

Equity is Attainable
Policy is Pivotal



Grain Size Matters



Transcript and 

Report Cards

Transcript and 

Report Cards

Progress 

Reports

Feedback 

to Student

Content-Area

Cluster Competencies

5-8 competencies per content area

Performance Indicators
5-10 indicators per content-area competency

Unit-Based Learning Objectives
Guided by essential questions, teachers use daily learning 

targets to create progressions that move students toward the 

demonstration of performance indicators

Cross-Curricular

Graduation Competencies

5-8 school-wide competencies

YES

YES

NO

NO

Demonstration by Body of Evidence
Portfolios, exhibitions, and other culminating 

demonstrations of learning are assessed

Verification and Proficiency
Student progress toward the achievement of 

competencies is determined and reported

Common School-Wide Assessments
Common summative assessments ensure greater 

consistency in the evaluation of student learning

Formative Teacher Assessments
Ongoing formative assessment is used to evaluate 

student learning progress

Required for 
Graduation

Reporting 

Method

Assessment 

Method

Mastery-Based Learning Simplified

Cross-Curricular Graduation Competencies define a set of significant learning concepts that are not within the domain of a single content area, but are 
embedded in multiple areas. These are drawn from the Mathematical Practices of the Common Core, the Characteristics of Students Who are College and 

Career Ready from the ELA Common Core, and associated Connecticut state standards.

Content-Area Graduation Competencies define a set of significant learning concepts in each content area. These are drawn from the Math Common Core and 
English/Language Arts Common Core and associated Connecticut state standards.

© 2015 This work by Great Schools Partnership and the Connecticut State Department of Education is 

licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.



Graduation Competency

Performance Indicator

Learning Target



David Ortiz



Batting 
Average .284

Slugging .547

Home 
Runs 503

RBIs 1641





Stolen 
Bases 15

Strike 
Outs 1664

Bunting ?



Would you want 
Big Papi on 
your team?



Transcript and 

Report Cards

Transcript and 

Report Cards

Progress 

Reports

Feedback 

to Student

Content-Area

Cluster Competencies

5-8 competencies per content area

Performance Indicators
5-10 indicators per content-area competency

Unit-Based Learning Objectives
Guided by essential questions, teachers use daily learning 

targets to create progressions that move students toward the 

demonstration of performance indicators

Cross-Curricular

Graduation Competencies

5-8 school-wide competencies

YES

YES

NO

NO

Demonstration by Body of Evidence
Portfolios, exhibitions, and other culminating 

demonstrations of learning are assessed

Verification and Proficiency
Student progress toward the achievement of 

competencies is determined and reported

Common School-Wide Assessments
Common summative assessments ensure greater 

consistency in the evaluation of student learning

Formative Teacher Assessments
Ongoing formative assessment is used to evaluate 

student learning progress

Required for 
Graduation

Reporting 

Method

Assessment 

Method

Mastery-Based Learning Simplified

Cross-Curricular Graduation Competencies define a set of significant learning concepts that are not within the domain of a single content area, but are 
embedded in multiple areas. These are drawn from the Mathematical Practices of the Common Core, the Characteristics of Students Who are College and 

Career Ready from the ELA Common Core, and associated Connecticut state standards.

Content-Area Graduation Competencies define a set of significant learning concepts in each content area. These are drawn from the Math Common Core and 
English/Language Arts Common Core and associated Connecticut state standards.

© 2015 This work by Great Schools Partnership and the Connecticut State Department of Education is 

licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.



Pathways Come 
Through Assessment



Assessment Pathways Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model

© 2015 This work by Great Schools Partnership is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

RELIABLE and 
COMPARABLE

results across
STUDENTS, 
COURSES, 
SCHOOLS, 

DISTRICTS, or 
STATES 

LESS

Student Choice
in Learning

COMMON 
Learning 

Experiences 

COMMON 
Demonstration 

Tasks

COMMON 
Scoring
Guides

UNIQUE 
Learning 

Experiences 

COMMON 
Demonstration 

Tasks

COMMON 
Scoring
Guides

UNIQUE 
Learning 

Experiences 

UNIQUE 
Demonstration 

Tasks

COMMON 
Scoring
Guides

COMMON

or  UNIQUE 
Learning Experiences 

UNIQUE 
Scoring
Guides

PATHWAY 5

COMMON 
Learning 

Experiences 

UNIQUE 
Demonstration 

Tasks

COMMON 
Scoring
Guides

MORE

Student Choice
in Learning

RELIABLE 
results

PATHWAY 4

PATHWAY 3

PATHWAY 2

PATHWAY 1

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 



Rather than 
Assessments

Think Evidence



Policy is Pivotal



The High Leverage Policy Framework



Leverage Points

The intended objectives of an 
educational policy or the entry 
points within the educational 
system that policy makers 
desire to influence.



Policy Features

The intentional, 
predetermined features of 
a policy—both written and 
unwritten—as it was initially 
crafted.



Policy Features

Policy Features determine:  
• The mixture between pressure (usually outlined in 

accountability expectations) and support (usually 
provided through appropriate educator 
development and/or financial incentives) 

• The breadth and/or specificity of the leverage point 

• Coherence with existing policies (or it identifies 
required policy changes) 

• Where best to locate the policy on a “goal-strategy” 
continuum



HIGH

LOW

PRESCRIPTIVE 
STRATEGY

GOAL-ORIENTED 
STRATEGY

Monitoring 
Requirements

Current School + 
District Capacity

Educator Ownership 
+ Local Control

Policy Features: Capacity Needs



HIGH

LOW

PRESCRIPTIVE 
STRATEGY

GOAL-ORIENTED 
STRATEGY

Monitoring 
Requirements

Current School + 
District Capacity

Educator Ownership 
+ Local Control

knowledge 
and skill gap 

requires 
professional 
development

Policy Features: Capacity Needs



HIGH

LOW

PRESCRIPTIVE 
STRATEGY

GOAL-ORIENTED 
STRATEGY

Monitoring 
Requirements

Current School + 
District Capacity

Educator Ownership 
+ Local Control

anger and 
aggravation 
creates poor 

implementation

Policy Features: Capacity Needs



Implementation Contingencies

The contextual factors and 
foreseeable contingencies 
that may arise during the 
implementation of a policy 
and that may influence how 
it is interpreted and enacted.



Personalized Learning Checklist
District and School Policy Checklist

✓ Graduation Requirements (Policy File IKF) 

✓ Multiple Pathways (Policy File IKFF) 
✓ Academic Recognition: Latin Honors and Grade Point 

Averages (Policy File IKD) 
✓ Transcripts (Policy File IKC) 
✓ Grading and Reporting System (Policy File IKA) 

✓ Dual Enrollment and Early College (Policy File IHCDA)  

✓ Assessment of Student Learning (Policy File ILA)



Personalized Learning Checklist
District and School Policy Checklist

✓ Promotion, Retention, and Acceleration (Policy File IKE) 

✓ Demonstrations of Learning, Exhibitions, and Capstone 
Projects (Policy File ILA) 

✓ Academic Interventions (Policy File JCDL) 

✓ Personal Learning Plans (Policy File ILAPL) 
✓ Portfolios (Policy Files ILA and ILAPL) 
✓ Attendance (Policy File JEA) 
✓ Academic Eligibility: Athletics and Co-Curricular 

Activities (Policy File JJIC)



Equity is Attainable



Personalized 
Flexible 
Pathways

Mastery-
Based 
Learning

District & 
School 
Accountability

Limited 
Likelihood of 
Equitable 
Learning

Personalized
Flexible 
Pathways

+

=

Increased 
Likelihood of 
Equitable 
Learning

=

Mastery-
Based 
Learning

+
Personalized
Flexible 
Pathways

+
High 
Likelihood 
Equitable 
Learning

=

Working for Equity



This Afternoon: Examples of 
Implementation That Can 

Lead to Inequity
1. Lack of calibration regarding mastery

2. Lack of adequate and/or timely support  

3. Limiting resources to select tracks or 

groups of students



?Where are other areas of practice that might 
lead to inequity in a Mastery-Based Learning 
system and how can we guard against it?  

What are some of your greatest fears 
regarding Mastery-Based Learning in terms 
of equity and special populations of 
students? And how can we guard against it?



Resources?
The Lift Is Big…



www.newenglandssc.org

Networking Through

www.capss.org

www.sde.ct.gov



www.competencyworks.org

On-line Resources

www.studentsatthecenter.org



Questions?



THANK YOU

482 Congress Street, Suite 500

Portland, ME 04101

207.773.0505

greatschoolspartnership.org

David Ruff

Executive Director

druff@greatschoolspartnership.org

    

Ted Hall

Senior Associate

thall@greatschoolspartnership.org

    

Christina Horner

Senior Associate

chorner@greatschoolspartnership.org


