
 

 

 

Why is proficiency-based learning important? 
 

 
A critical goal for proficiency-based learning is the elimination of persistent achievement and 
opportunity gaps. Proficiency-based learning can provide equitable, relevant, and rigorous learning 
opportunities that engage all students and foster the skills, knowledge, and habits of work necessary 
to be successful in the 21st century. Students live in a global society where technology puts 
information at their fingertips and allows them to interact with others around the world in an instant. 
Today’s educational systems are responding to this ever-changing world by providing learning 
opportunities that require students to communicate effectively, engage in creative problem-solving, 
collaborate virtually and face-to-face, and apply critical thinking skills. Across the nation, our 
educational systems have not met the needs of all students. Vermont has joined with a number of 
other states to do something different. 
 
A proficiency-based educational system requires transparent expectations for learning where time is 
the variable and learning is the constant. This system includes explicit, measurable, and transferable 
learning targets that can clarify expectations necessary to demonstrate proficiency. Students and 
educators document student progress; academic strengths and challenges are noted. Strategies and 
supports for meeting those challenges are identified and put into place. 
 
Equity for Each and Every Student 
A proficiency-based education system benefits all by allowing students to progress at their own pace 
and creating the space and time to do so. Students are given sufficient time to finish assignments and 
meet learning targets. Educators respond to individual learning needs by providing timely, 
differentiated feedback and support. If students do not initially meet expectations for proficiency, 
they are given additional opportunities to demonstrate proficiency without penalty. Those who 
progress quickly might dig deeper into the content or move onto learning new concepts. Students 
eligible for special education services are expected to meet the same requirements as their 
nondisabled peers in an accommodated and/or modified manner.  Proficiency-based learning must 
exist in a learning environment that fosters strong social and emotional development and encourages 
high achievement for each and every learner.  
 
Student Engagement 
Proficiency-based learning systems provide opportunities for students to be the drivers of their 
educational experiences, increasing engagement as well as intrinsic motivation. Engagement is also 
enhanced by relevant, real world learning opportunities that require problem solving, creative 
thinking, and leadership. There is an expectation for struggle as a productive part of the learning 
process. In a proficiency-based system, transparent learning targets can allow for greater 
personalization so students can pursue learning in the contexts of their passions. Learning 
opportunities can be connected to students’ interests and areas of expertise in order to support a well-
rounded education. There is greater flexibility for where, when and how students learn. Student voice 
and choice are valued and acted upon. 
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Moving Beyond High School 
A well-educated citizenry is essential for the health of a democratic society regardless of the paths 
students follow after graduation. A focus on transferable skills in proficiency-based systems improves 
students’ abilities to be successful in college and career settings. Additionally, more and more colleges 
and universities are moving away from the clock and embracing a model of proficiency-based 
education where credit is earned by the ability to apply knowledge and skills in a variety of settings. 
Although colleges and universities have always accepted a diversity of transcripts,  sixty-seven public 
and private institutions of higher education from across New England have provided statements 
committing to the acceptance of proficiency-based transcripts and narratives for college entrance. 
These institutions recognize that the ability to demonstrate and apply learning is essential for success 
in our world today.  
 
Resources:  
Looking Under the Hood of Competency-Based Education: The Relationship Between Competency-
Based Education Practices and Students’ Learning Skills, Behaviors, and Dispositions by Erin Haynes, 
Kristina Zeiser, Wendy Surr, Alison Hauser, Lauren Clymer, Jill Walston, Catherine Bitter, and Rui 
Yang, American Institutes for Research, June 2016. 
 
Reaching the Tipping Point: Insights on Advancing Competency Education in New England by Chris 
Sturgis, Competency Works, October 2016.  
 
What is proficiency-based education? by Chris Sturgis & Susan Patrick, Competency Works, February 
2013.  
 
Proficiency-Based Learning Key Staff: 
Pat Fitzsimmons, Team Leader 
Emily Titterton, Arts Specialist  
Martha Deiss, Global Citizenship Specialist 
Kathy Renfrew, Science Specialist 

http://www.greatschoolspartnership.org/proficiency/collegiate-support/
http://www.greatschoolspartnership.org/proficiency/collegiate-support/
http://www.air.org/resource/looking-under-hood-competency-based-education-relationship-between-competency-based
http://www.air.org/resource/looking-under-hood-competency-based-education-relationship-between-competency-based
http://www.competencyworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/CompetencyWorks_Reaching-the-Tipping-Point.pdf
http://www.competencyworks.org/about/competency-education/
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