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A “WAIT & 
Waterfall” 
Question

• Type your response in the chat but WAIT to push 
“post” … until I say “waterfall”

• Why do you think memorization has reigned supreme 
in assessment for so long?
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Students answer the question, “What does it 
really mean to be competent?”

(https://education-reimagined.org/why-memorization-traditional-learning/)
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Overview
• The Big Picture of CBE - “Validation Pitstops”

• Apply the 7 characteristics of competency-
based education to develop …

– CBE Task-Neutral Performance Scales (Academic
Competencies + Personal Skills/Work Practices)

– A Range of Comparable Assessments & Rubrics

– Use “Actionable” Formative Assessment in 
Instructional Planning
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An Updated Definition for CBE
(Levine & Patrick, 2019)

1. Students are empowered daily to make important decisions about 
their learning experiences, how they will create and apply 
knowledge, and how they will demonstrate their learning.

2. Assessment is a meaningful, positive, and empowering learning 
experience for students that yields timely, relevant, and 
actionable evidence.

3. Students receive timely, differentiated support based on their 
individual learning needs.

4. Students progress based on evidence of mastery, not seat time.
5. Students learn actively using different pathways and varied 

pacing.
6. Strategies to ensure equity for all students are embedded in the 

culture, structure, and pedagogy of schools and education 
systems.

7. Rigorous, common expectations for learning (knowledge, skills, 
and dispositions) are explicit, transparent, measurable, and 
transferable. 

5

Some implications for CBE
assessment and evidence-based grading 

1. Students have ownership over learning
2. Assessment is meaningful, positive, empowering
3. Students receive timely differentiated support
4. Students advance upon demonstrated mastery
5. Students learn actively, using different pathways
6. Academic & Personal competencies ensure 

equity
7. Competencies are explicit, rigorous, and 

measurable - transfer & creation of knowledge 
6
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1
Design, Adopt, 
and Refine K-12 
Competencies 
(Agreed-Upon 

Learning Goals)
2

Analyze and 
Align 

Competencies: 
Standards or 

Skills, Intended 
Rigor, “I can…” 

statements

3
Create 

Performance 
Scales:

Use 
Progressions to 

Guide 
Instruction and 

Assessment

4
Develop and 

Pilot 
Performance 
Assessments: 

Support 
Student-
Centered 

Pathways of 
Learning

5
Collect 

Evidence:
Verify Methods 
and Guidelines 

for BOE, 
Grading, and 

Reporting

The Big Picture of CBE -
Validation “Pit Stops”

© Hess, Colby, & Joseph (p. 74, 2020)

The BIG Picture: 
Key Components of 

Competency-Based (CB) 
Systems [1]

• Clear, agreed-upon 
expectations: Competencies = 
Foundation
– Measurable & manageable 

to support implementation 
(e.g., grain size, 
number/grade or content 
area)

– Valid (aligned with intended 
standards, DOK, transferable 
skills)

– Provide instructional 
guidance: what to teach, how 
to scaffold along a learning 
continuum, signals indicators 
progress along the way
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The BIG Picture: 
Key Components of 

Competency-Based (CB) 
Systems [2]

• Performance Scales (for each 
competency)
– describes a progression of 

performance
– ensures comparable, high-quality 

task and rubric development, 
reliable scoring, deeper learning 
ACROSS classrooms

• Instruction, access, and feedback in a 
competency-based system: student 
centered, flexible, supportive, 
relevant 

• Verification methods for evidence-
based grading and building a valid CB 
body of evidence (BOE)
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Two Types of Competencies
Hess, Colby, & Joseph (pp. 61-63, 2020)

• Academic Competencies
– Build “Progressions” by Content Area
– Approximately 6-8/grade level
– Lead to (far) transfer of learning

• Personal Success Skills Competencies – Research 
used to build the progressions
– Social Emotional Learning (SEL)
– Critical & Creative Thinking
– Collaboration
– Goal Setting & Self Monitoring
– Metacognitive/Self-Direction Strategies
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Student Self-Reflection

(Hattie effect size 0.75)

Students’ Ability to 
Transfer Learning 

(Hattie effect size 0.86)
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Academic 
Competencies

One way to think about the complexity 
of learning targets (I can…)

at each DOK level

• DOK 1 = Acquire a Foundation
• DOK 2 = Apply, Connect, Conceptualize
• DOK 3 = Deepen & Construct Meaning
• DOK 4 = Extend & Broaden Meaning
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NEAR 
Transfer

FAR 
Transfer
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CBE Tool #5

Hess, Colby, & 
Joseph

(p.83, 2020)

Teacher Clarity

(Hattie effect size 0.75)

A Performance Scale Establishes

14

Comparable (CRITERIA) for task and rubric 
development and scoring across courses/teachers; 

Planning instruction/learning targets and formative 
assessment; and

Progress monitoring (I CAN…) and student 
reflection/self-assessment.
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Designing Competency-Based Scales 
that Guide Assessment Uses 

Standards form the instructional support as 
pathways (progressions) to achieve mastery of a 
given competency
• Some standards are considered “foundational” and 

taught earlier using formative assessments
• Other standards are prioritized and reinforced because 

they can be combined for deeper understanding
• Demonstrating mastery of a single standard in isolation is 

not the same as demonstrating mastery when applied in 
a complex task, performance, or project for a 
competency
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Developing CB Performance Scales

1. WRITTEN TO BE “TASK NEUTRAL.” 
2. INCREASING COMPLEXITY AND COGNITIVE 

DEMAND (DOK) ARE REPRESENTED 
3. USE DESCRIPTIVE LANGUAGE 
4. ARE WRITTEN IN STUDENT-FRIENDLY LANGUAGE
5. GRAIN SIZE OF COMPETENCY MATTERS
6. DESCRIBE HOW STUDENTS DEVELOP EXPERTISE 

OVER TIME
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First, describe “proficient” 
performance

CBE Tool #6

(Hess, Colby, 
& Joseph, 

2020)

18

Self-Direction 
Competencies
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Brandt, 2020
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Making Connections: 
From Performance Scale – To Performance Task – To Rubric 

Performance Scale
(I can…)

Performance Tasks? Criteria for Scoring 
Rubric

• I can plan and carry 
out research on a 
historical topic.

• I can analyze events 
and link past to 
present.

• I can communicate 
my learning in a 
variety of ways.

• I can evaluate and 
reflect on my 
progress.

• Research skills
• Accuracy of events, 

theories, concepts
• Analyze the 

impact over time

• Reflect on what it 
means for my 
future

• Set goals and 
identify strategies 
used successfully

?

Rubric Wording Aligns with the Performance Scale
Hess PLC Tool # 11:Rubric Quality Review

1. Adjacent performance levels are qualitatively different; 
reflect how learning naturally progresses with instruction

2. Uses descriptive language; avoids subjective and judgmental 
language  

3. Emphasizes quality (e.g., valid sources) over quantity (e.g., 3 
sources)

4. All performance levels stated in the positive – what IS 
happening

5. Describes excellent rather than perfect performance

6. Descriptors and criteria match increasing levels of rigor for 
task expectations 

7. Wording is “kid friendly” 22
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The Performance Assessment Continuum
(Hess, Colby, & Joseph, p. 65)
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Project-Based 
Learning (PBL)

A High School 
Literacy 
Example

© Delaney, 
Moore, & 

Hardy, 
Proviso East

Rhetorical Analysis Competency:
• The student will analyze how an author’s content 

and rhetorical choices communicate a text’s 
purpose.

Learning Targets: 
• I can determine the author’s theme and purpose 

when viewing a piece of persuasive media.  
• I can view a piece of persuasive media and 

identify the rhetorical strategies used by the 
author.

• I can evaluate the impact of an author’s use of 
rhetorical strategies in a piece of persuasive 
media.

• I can compare and contrast the use of rhetorical
strategies between authors on a particular topic.

• I can effectively use rhetorical strategies in my 
communication with others that best fit my 
audience to prove my point of view.

• I can reflect on my learning – about self and 
about content

24
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A “Task Neutral” Performance Scale

25

CBE Tool #6

Hess, Colby, 
& Joseph

(p. 91, 2020)

First, describe 
“proficient” 
performance

26Hess, Colby, & Joseph (p. 100-102, 2020)
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Stop & Reflect

How do these 
three choices 
support the idea 
of a task neutral 
performance 
scale (same 
competency, but 
different 
evidence)?
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Traditional Grading Systems

1. Based on assessment methods (quizzes, tests, homework, projects, etc.). 
One grade/entry is given per assessment.

2. Assessments are based on a percentage system. Criteria for success may 
be unclear.

3. Use an uncertain mix of assessment, achievement, effort, and behavior to 
determine the final grade. May use late penalties and extra credit.

4. Everything goes in the grade book – regardless of purpose.

5. Include every score, regardless of when it was collected. Assessments 
record the average – not the best – work.
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CB Grades are Based 
on Evidence Produced 

for Each Step of the 
Performance Scale
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An 
Assessment 
Portfolio 
“Metaphor”

31
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Body of 
Evidence

Summative 
Assessments

Daily Learning Targets 
Assessed Formatively

Body of Evidence:
• Multiple competencies – academic and 

personal success skills over time
• Course-based and cross-curricular
• Multiple assessment types and data
• Evaluated using common holistic rubrics or 

guidelines for “standard setting”
• Uses: graduation or advancement, transcripts

Daily Learning Targets:
• 1 or parts of 1 competency 
• All levels of performance  

scale – mostly formative
• Multiple assessment types 

and formats
• Uses: plan lessons, provide 

supports,  determine 
progress

Performance Scales Link
Formative-Summative Assessments

© Hess, Colby, & Joseph (Fig. 3.17, p. 112, 2020)

CB Summative Assessments:
• 1 or more competencies 
• Multiple assessment types and 

formats, including personal 
reflections, self-assessments

• Uses: grading, reporting, BOE
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In summary…

CBE is a system in which students move from 
one level of learning to the next based on their 
understanding of pre-determined competencies 
without regard to seat time, days, or hours. 

A competency-based system may utilize a 
standards-based report card to communicate 
student learning; however, in a CBE system, 
evidence-based reporting uses a “Body of 
Evidence” (student work samples)
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Recommended Resources
• BEST Delf-Direction Toolkit - https://www.best-future.org/
• Brandt. (2020). Measuring student success skills: A review of 

the literature on self-directed learning. 
https://www.nciea.org/library/assessing-21st-century-skills-
resources

• Essential Skills and Dispositions Developmental Framework.
(2015). https://www.inflexion.org/essential-skills-and-
dispositions-development-frameworks/

• Hess (2018). A Local Assessment Toolkit to Promote Deeper 
Learning. Corwin
– Hess PLC Tools 9 and 11, http://www.karin-hess.com/formative-and-

performance-assessments

• Hess, Colby, & Joseph (2020). Deeper Competency-Based 
Learning: Making Equitable, Student-Centered, Sustainable 
Shifts. Corwin 34
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Recommended Resources

• Levine & Patrick (2019). What is competency-based 
education? An updated definition. Retrieved at 
https://www.inacol.org/resource/what-is-competency-
based-education-an-updated-definition/.

• NH Model Competencies - Retrieved at 
https://www.karin-hess.com/materials-for-workshops-
and-keynotes

• Video & article: Why Does Memorization Reign Supreme 
in Traditional Learning? INSIGHTS (09 MAY 
2018) POSTED BY ULCCA JOSHI HANSEN, EDUCATION 
REIMAGINED. https://education-reimagined.org/why-
memorization-traditional-learning/
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