
 
 
 

 

District Data Gathering Feedback Memo – Northern Cass 
 
Visit details 
WestEd researchers conducted a remote site visit in Northern Cass Public School District the 
week of November 29th, 2021, as part of the evaluation of the North Dakota Personalized 
Competency Based Learning (ND PCBL) initiative. The purpose of the visit was to gain an 
understanding of the progress in Northern Cass around PCBL implementation to date. During 
the data gathering, WestEd researchers conducted focus groups by video conference with 
various stakeholders including: 
 

• Four elementary educators (grades K-6) 

• Seven secondary educators (grades 7-12) 

• Six elementary learners (grades 3-5) 

• Four secondary learners (grades 6-11) 

• Two personalized learning coaches 

• Five parents 
 

The researchers also conducted interviews via video conference with the superintendent, 
elementary principal, secondary principal, and Dean of Learners. Additionally, researchers 
conducted remote observations of 15 classrooms recorded by the district using a Swivl 
including: 
 

• First grade English 

• Second grade 

• Third grade English 

• Third and fourth grade science 

• Fourth grade math 

• Fifth grade English 

• Fifth grade math 

• Seventh and Eighth grade English 

• Seventh and Eighth grade science 

• Eighth grade history 

• Ninth grade personal finance 

• Secondary English (2 classrooms) 

• Secondary math 

• Secondary science 
 



 
 

This memo summarizes observations and key takeaways from that data collection. The 
observations are organized by the district conditions from the KnowledgeWorks framework for 
implementing PCBL.  
 
Summary of initial themes from interviews and focus groups 
 
Shared Vision 

• The vision at Northern Cass is focused on meeting the needs of all learners and 
continuing to shift teaching and learning to a PCBL approach. 

• The district vision currently includes a focus on proficiency scales and a shift toward 
using the Marzano instructional framework. 

• The role of school leaders in achieving this vision is to support the progress, ensure 
goals are being met, and provide resources when needed. 

• One school leader shared that they monitor educator progress through check ins with 
and observations of educators as well as observing student progress on proficiency 
scales. 

• Learners shared that they were very familiar with the district’s Profile of a Graduate 
(POG) and that it was posted on the wall of each classroom. They also shared that 
educators frequently based their lessons on the POG. Secondary learners understand 
the POG as what you need to be successful in your learning. 

 
Culture 

• There was a common understanding that the culture at Northern Cass took a dip due to 
the covid-19 pandemic. There is still anxiety surrounding the pandemic and uncertainty 
about what the school year will look like. However, school leaders and educators shared 
that they felt the culture was starting to move in the right direction and become more 
positive. 

• Northern Cass uses “greatness cards” to help ensure all learners feel valued at the 
school. These are mailed home to learners as well as staff to share what an individual 
has done well. 

• Educators shared that there is more buy in into the transition to PCBL as educators are 
working to support one another in making changes. 

• Learners expressed a sense of a positive and accepting culture at the school. One 
learner shared that when you get to school, all the educators and principals are lined up 
to say good morning, which makes them want to attend. Another shared that they felt 
like the educators could name all the learners in the school and that they make it fun to 
learn.  

• There is an effort at the school to focus on social-emotional learning as well to help 
foster learner connections. 

• Parents shared a similar sentiment that the school was like a family/community and that 
they feel their children are able to have positive relationships with their educators. One 
parent shared that they felt that their child had someone to go to if there was ever a 
problem. 



 
 

 
Transparency 

• School leaders shared that there is a common language that has been developed around 
PCBL at the district. For example, the district created a document with approximately 50 
terms that is shared with everyone including families. 

 
Agency 

• At the start of this year, all educators took a pre-assessment related to the Marzano 
instructional framework to help them see where they were and where they can grow. 
From there, educators set individual goals along with a plan for how to reach those 
goals. 

• Learners generally do not set individual learning goals, however elementary educators 
shared that learners have personal learning plans that are created weekly. Secondary 
learners shared that goal setting at their level is primarily with class goals for getting 
work done. 

• Educators shared that there are opportunities to be on specific teams/committees to 
have a voice in the district, including a PCBL team, staff advisory council, and MTSS A - 
academic and B - behavior. 

• Elementary learners shared that they can give feedback on how they want to learn 
through classroom surveys and felt that the educators used the information to adapt 
teaching. 

• Parents also feel as though they have a voice in the school; the district sends surveys 
and hosts forums. They also felt that school leaders are willing to meet with parents to 
discuss concerns. 

 
Curriculum and Instruction 

• The extent of voice and choice in the classroom varies by educator. One educator 
shared that in math, the biggest choice that learners have is regarding pace, while 
another shared that their learners have choice in where in the room they learn. 

• Elementary educators shared that they frequently use choice boards which consist of 
“must do” items, followed by “may do” items.  

• Learners shared that within a class learners are generally on the same standard at the 
same time, but when it comes time for assessments, there is more flexibility in timing. 
Learners are also able to redo or edit assessments when needed until they meet 
standards. 

• Educators shared that at times, they struggle with increasing choice in the classroom. 
One shared that it was difficult to give up control in the beginning of their PCBL work, 
while another shared that in some subjects, it’s more difficult to give choices when 
there is not always a creative way to demonstrate learning. However, educators shared 
that they are open to learner input regarding options for assignments in addition to the 
choices offered. 

• A school leader shared that they have seen an increase in confidence and understanding 
among educators about the direction the district is moving in with PCBL, including using 



 
 

Empower, proficiency scales, and score four opportunities. Another shared that 
educators are becoming better at using proficiency scales and taking risks in the 
classroom. 

• Educators shared that they have noticed a change in learner engagement and their 
willingness to do coursework. Learners are also taking more ownership as they gain 
understanding on where they are in relation to the standards. A school leader shared 
one of the district’s focus areas this year is creating a shared understanding of what 
engagement is among the adults and the learners. The district plans to develop lessons 
designed around that definition of engagement. 

• Parents continue to display a lack of understanding of competency-based grading. 
Several shared that competency-based grading was confusing for both learners and 
parents to understand. Parents shared a desire to transition back to numbers-based 
grading so learners could have a clear understanding of the grades they received and 
make it easier to set goals of grades to work towards. E.g., improving a B+ to an A-. 

• Classroom observations showed evidence of learners spending time in groups and 
educators working with specific groups of learners or circulating between groups. It 
appeared that learners were intentionally grouped by educators. 

 
Assessment 

• At the secondary level, many of the assessment practices remain traditional. However, 
educators shared that at times, learners have approached them about doing different 
types of assessments, which they have allowed to replace the traditional assessment. 

• The district currently does not look at data directly related to inequities. However, PLC 
teams use assessment data to determine where learners are and to guide decision 
making about learner supports. For example, determining if a learner needs support 
from the MTSS team or backfilling is needed. 

• Assessment data is shared with learners and families through the district’s learning 
management system, Empower. Educators shared that they also conference with their 
learners to provide immediate feedback. 

• Learners shared that choice boards are used in their classrooms to allow them to choose 
how to show proficiency; these occur more in some classes than others. For example, in 
math, learners shared assessments are less likely to be personalized. 

 
Flexible Learning Environments 

• Northern Cass has a Director of College and Career Readiness who supports learners in 
finding internship or job shadowing opportunities both inside and outside of the school. 
In recent years, these opportunities have included learner internships at technology 
companies, non-profits, travel agencies, accounting firms, and with a physical therapist. 
Learners primarily drive themselves to these off-campus opportunities, but school 
leaders shared that they try to avoid letting transportation be a barrier to participation 
and will find alternatives transportation for learners if needed. Additional internship 
opportunities are available on campus, such as with the library, help desk, and 
classrooms.  



 
 

• Educators shared that learners sometimes have opportunities to obtain credit for doing 
things at home. For example, a learner was able to do a greenhouse project at home 
and document the process for class credit. 

• Learners are provided with flexibility within the classroom through seating options such 
as traditional desks or high-top tables. They are also able to advocate for themselves to 
work in the hallway if they need a quiet space to work outside of the classroom. This 
was also observed during the classroom observations where learners were at different 
locations around the room including sitting on couches or requesting to work in the 
hallway or library. 

 
Learner Supports 

• Learners shared that when they are struggling, they can ask their educator for support. 
Elementary learners shared that some educators have a ‘three before me’ rule where 
learners are encouraged to ask their peers for help prior to speaking with the educator. 
Secondary learners shared that they felt their educators are helpful in providing 
support. For example, one shared that their educator helped them set up a plan that 
included coming in after school or during resource time. For those that need support 
beyond this, learners are referred to the MTSS team. 

• During multiple classroom observations, individual learner conferences with educators 
were observed where the educator provided direct support to learners regarding 
content, their work, or assignments. 

• Supports are also provided for learners struggling nonacademically as well. The district 
works with a local nonprofit to offer free counseling services to learners on site. Parents 
shared that they felt that social-emotional and mental health are a priority and that the 
district is providing good, personalized supports to learners. 

• The district also has a social worker and food pantry on site to provide wrap around 
supports to learners and their families with the goal of eventually reaching a community 
school model. 

 
Professional Development & Learning 

• Educators shared that professional development is personalized to their specific needs. 
Once a month, educators are given a half day to use toward any type of professional 
development they choose. For example, some of these activities may include webinars, 
twitter chats, site visits to other schools, etc. The choices educators make are often 
related to their individual educator goals. 

• Professional development follows the same must do/may do format that is used with 
learners in the classroom. Educators are given a list of professional development 
activities that they must do, but then are provided a list of potential activities from 
which to choose based on their own needs and goals. Educators are also given the 
opportunity to request other activities that aren’t on the list as professional 
development opportunities. 

• The personalized learning coaches also use professional development time to provide 
coaching on the individual level and in groups. Recent coaching topics included how to 



 
 

provide authentic learning opportunities and what that looks like and means. There is 
also a goal to make learning relevant to all learners by considering the different cultural 
backgrounds that learners may have. For example, acknowledging that all learners do 
not celebrate Christmas and making sure to celebrate other traditions. 

 
Leadership Development 

• Northern Cass also has greatness celebrations. There is a new word each month and 
learners are chosen to be highlighted in these celebrations based on embodiment of the 
word. The peer leaders are responsible for choosing these learners. Learners are eligible 
to become a peer leader in fifth grade and complete an application and are then 
selected by the counselor. 

• Secondary learners can be a part of a learner panel, separate from the student council. 
These learners are selected to be on the panel and attend a meeting monthly to discuss 
what is going on at the school. A senior is also selected to be on the school board and 
attend those meetings. 

• Additional opportunities for learner leadership include the JAG Ambassador program, 
student council, and serving as a peer mentor for learners in younger grades. 

 
Other/Miscellaneous 

• School leaders and educators believe the PCBL work is sustainable long term. While 
leaders and educators recognize the value that comes from the support of 
KnowledgeWorks in advancing this work, they also believe that PCBL is best for the 
learners and therefore will continue long term. However, some educators shared that 
there was a concern of burn out due to all the changes. 

 
 
Reflections/Key Takeaways 
Northern Cass continues to make strong progress in the implementation of PCBL. The focus of 
this year is working on proficiency scales with educators and setting individual goals to reach 
those. There are systems of support in place including personalized PD to allow educators to 
meet their individual needs. While the culture at the school took a dip due to the pandemic, it 
appears to be slowly recovering. Learners felt as though they belonged at the school and 
seemed positive about the personalization of learning that allowed them to show their learning 
in different ways. The district continues to move forward with the PCBL work and addressing 
challenges as they arise with the support of the KnowledgeWorks team and the personalized 
learning coaches. 
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