
Northern Cass School District 

“Doing the right things for kids is hard, but I always tell people, ‘hard’ is not a piece of evidence that 

something’s wrong.” 

These words from Superintendent Dr. Cory Steiner became a mantra. Steiner and his team at Northern 

Cass School District in North Dakota were working hard to stand up a bold new way of learning for their 

students, but they kept running up against a hard reality: the system itself was derailing their vision. 

They knew there was only one solution.  

“We decided to tear down the system and rebuild,” Steiner said. Core to their innovation was a 

competency-based learning model, which advances students on mastery of standards versus grades or 

even grade levels. “It’s been the hardest work in our careers but also the most fulfilling.”  

Northern Cass School District (NCSD), located about 25 miles northwest of Fargo, is a consolidated 

district that serves six very small, rural communities.  

“We are literally located in a cornfield,” Steiner said. By geographically situating the school facility 

between the rural communities it serves, district leaders gained local support to consolidate buildings, 

programming, and services for the 660 preK-12 learners it serves.  

Now in year four, the competency-based model is making strides. “We are slowly eliminating grade 

levels. We no longer have percentage or letter grades,” Steiner said. Instead, a proficiency scale guides 

articulation of learning mastery into credits. 

North Dakota’s governor, state education superintendent, and legislators have been very supportive of 

such new learning models. In 2021, the state passed two key pieces of legislation. Senate Bill 2196 

allows schools to develop competency-based learning pathways. House Bill 1478, the “Learn 

Everywhere” bill, enables districts to provide articulation paths for mastery obtained outside of school.  

“This allows us to build a really comprehensive pathway program to graduation that looks very 

different,” Steiner said. Instead of requiring students to take four years of English, Steiner explained, a 

competency approach says, “Here’s the standards. Tell me how you’ve mastered them.” 

NCSD designs its programming to that end. For instance, a growing number of paid internships allows 

students to master skills and standards outside of school. As students submit evidence of their work-

based learning, the school can articulate the learning to specific standards or course credits through a 

system of proficiency scales. 

For example, one student working as a marketing assistant was able to demonstrate mastery in several 

communications standards. Another student in a welding internship also mastered several work-related 

communication skills and received credit.  

As a result, instead of spending class time rehashing standards they have mastered elsewhere, students 

can more deeply explore college and career interests. By exposing students to multiple fields of study as 

early as possible to see what clicks, Northern Cass students gain the advantage of eliminating fields that 

ultimately don’t match their interests, passions, or strengths, while zeroing in on those that do.  

Providing curriculum for the competency-based model has been a challenge. While NCSD had some 

online course options in place, their offerings were limited by the loads their staff could realistically 



carry. Steiner said when he learned about ASU Prep Digital, he was intrigued. A few phone calls led his 

team to Arizona to learn more.  

They liked what they saw. 

“It was solid,” Steiner said, regarding the reaction he and his team had as the ASU Prep Digital team 

reviewed its foundations, quality checks, process and commitments. In addition to providing college 

access, what sealed the deal was the high-quality and highly supported learning experience ASU Prep 

Digital offered—all while adding no burden to his staff.  

“Beside the teacher, students get a success coach,” said Steiner, “so I know they are getting the support 

they need. They are still high school students. They need that.”   

Results have been spectacular. Students at NCSD earned 434 college credits last year. “Well over 350 of 

those came from ASU,” Steiner said. “We basically earned three years of college degrees in a year 

because of this partnership!” 

“We were delighted to be part of the truly creative work at Northern Cass,” said Teresa King, National 

Director of Partnerships for ASU Prep Digital. “It is a great fit with our own mission to build new school 

models by leveraging the benefits of digital environments to make learning everywhere a reality. The 

high level of student engagement at Northern Cass is the best evidence that what they are doing is 

working.” 

Students at Northern Cass especially like the flexible college options, whether a 7-week course, an open 

enrollment (move at your own pace) option, or the full 16-week option. Students can go far beyond 

basic core college courses to truly explore within their fields of interest before investing college dollars.  

When students connect with a particular field of study and are ready to move forward, the benefits are 

significant. One student interested in social work completed almost all of her social work coursework 

before graduating from high school. Another graduated with a year of college under her belt and told 

Steiner that without those credits, “I wouldn’t have been going to college. We couldn’t afford it. Now, 

we can.’”  

The kicker is that NCSD pays for the college credits, both through general funds and through fundraising. 

“We think it’s an equity issue. Students should be able to take as many courses as they want.”  

With the augmented course offerings available through ASU Prep Digital, students also have more high 

school course choices. When students have scheduling gaps, the staff helps them explore their interests 

to choose an appropriate course. Though NCSD formerly contracted with other vendors, according to 

Steiner, “It will all be ASU Prep Digital going forward. We won’t go with anyone else because it’s been 

such a great experience.”   

Steiner expects that NCSD will eliminate grade levels completely within a couple of years, noting that 

students will still work in groups guided by diagnostics and socially appropriate age ranges. For NCSD 

students, the willingness of the district to be transformative has paid off in spades.  

Students are now saying, “We don’t think about credits anymore. We think about learning.”  

In Steiner’s words, “That’s a beautiful thing.” 



### 

Sidebar 

The Challenge: 

To support and complement their competency-model, Northern Cass wanted to augment course 

offerings without adding to teachers’ course loads. 

(NOTE – this sidebar could be edited down to key words and infographic. See example below) 

 

The Solution: 

ASU Prep Digital was able to immediately bolster course offerings while also enabling students to earn 

concurrent college credit and explore college majors. 

The Results 

The augmented course list provided flexibility while retaining a high level of rigor.  Northern Cass 

students earned more than 350 college credits in the 2020-21 school year despite the pandemic 

disruption. 

Potential pull quotes (choose what works): 

“Doing the right things for kids is hard, but I always tell people, ‘hard’ is not a piece of evidence that 

something’s wrong.” 

“We don’t think about credits anymore. We think about learning.” 

“It will all be ASU Prep Digital going forward. We won’t go with anyone else because it’s been such a 

great experience.”   


