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Samsung Solve for Tomorrow Challenge 

 

Northern Cass 6th-12th graders had the opportunity to participate in the Samsung Solve 

for Tomorrow competition where students could submit a solution to a community 

problem. The Samsung Solve for Tomorrow Contest encourages educators and learners 

to solve real-world issues in their community using classroom skills in science, 

technology, engineering and math (STEM). The community problem a group decided to 

address was carbon monoxide poisoning. Living in North Dakota, we are more 

susceptible to carbon monoxide poisoning because of the snow and ice that can block 

our pipes and in turn trap carbon monoxide in our homes. After countless hours, we 

have a group of 7th grade girls that have been announced as state winners. This is a huge 

accomplishment as there were thousands of submissions and only 100 winners 

throughout the U.S. We were the only group from North Dakota to get chosen. By 

winning state, McKenley, Maleah, and Brooklyn won $15,000 in technology for 

Northern Cass.  

 

McKenley, Maleah, and Brooklyn are in the process of preparing their submission for 

nationals. They are hard at work preparing for this next step. Please join me in 

congratulating them in this amazing accomplishment and cheering them on as they 

progress.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

Upcoming Events 

Feb 10th- Gearing Up for 

Kindergarten 6:00 PM 

PTO Mtg 6:30 PM 

Feb 14th- School in Session- Storm 

Makeup Day 

Feb 17th- No School 

Feb 18th- Board of Education Mtg 

5:30 PM 

Feb 19th- 2-hour late start- 10:30 AM 

Feb 21st- CTE Fair 

Feb 24th- Gearing Up for 

Kindergarten 6:00 PM 

March 2nd- PTO Mtg 6:30 PM 

March 2nd-6th-  

Missoula Children’s Theatre 

Book Fair 

 

 

 

 

NOTE: 

When emailing the school regarding 

your child’s bus plans, please make 

sure to include the bus/route # or the 

driver’s name to eliminate the office 

staff having to look it up when they 

contact the driver. 

http://www.northerncassschool.org/


From Steiner: 

 

At Northern Cass, we believe every learner can change the world; therefore, we will provide a world class 

education. To be able to do this, we follow our Collective Commitments which guide the daily behavior of 

educators.  These commitments are ‘what’ we do at Northern Cass.   

 

• ‘We are dedicated and passionate about relationships, teaching & learning, self-reflection, acknowledging 

greatness, and support of the Northern Cass community’ 

• ‘We are driven toward continuous improvement’ 

For this newsletter, I would like to share some thoughts from a book I recently finished:  What You Do Is Who 

You Are:  How to Create Your Business Culture by Ben Horowitz.  The book was enlightening, and it caused me 

to self-reflect on many levels. 

 

1. Your own perspective on your organization’s culture is not that relevant. He certainly didn’t mean your 

perspective isn’t important.  However, he did feel we often put too much ‘stock’ in what we believe and 

that often fails to capture a realistic view of our organization.  It links to the Stockdale Concept (Good to 

Great).  You must confront your reality in order to move your organization to greatness.  When an 

organization assesses its culture, it must do so in a comprehensive manner which gathers feedback from all 

stakeholders. 

2. Define the qualities you seek in your employees.  In the book, a story is shared about Uber’s CEO (Travis 

Kalanick) and the qualities he sought in employees.  He believed vision, quality obsession, innovation, 

fierceness, execution, scale, communication, and super-pumpedness were key.  These are not your typical 

qualities.  Uber has issues not because they are looking for workers with these qualities, but because these 

qualities are in opposition to their cultural code.  Culture will trump everything.  Even if an employee 

possesses these qualities, the culture will not allow the application of them.  For example, they had a 

cultural believe of the best idea wins.  This created competition which led to rules not being followed and 

a toxic culture was created.   Quality and culture go hand in hand. 

3. Virtues are what you do while values are what you believe in.  This was eye-opening.  In organizations, 

we often use the terms synonymously.  They are not the same and the distinction is important.  It is like the 

old cliché ‘your actions speak louder than words’.  Virtues are actions and values are words.  In 

organizations, we often speak about values.  When organizations struggle, it is when virtues and values no 

longer align.  A great organization must understand the difference and be deliberate in making sure they 

are aligned. 

4. Suresh Khanna (AdRoll) believed people who were smart, humble, hard-working, and collaborative were 

most important to the success of an organization.  This isn’t anything we don’t know.  However, the one 

word that made me reflect was smart.  He believed smart meant you were ‘disposed’ towards learning.  

People who are smart are committed towards continuous improvement.  It has little to do with IQ and 

more to do with willingness.  He also said hard work was important.  However, didn’t believe you needed 

to work 80 hours per week and abandon your family and personal life. He believed you should work as 

hard as necessary to ‘do the best work of your life’.  If you leave your job each day and know you did the 

best you could, people will respect you and your culture will benefit.  

I’m committing to reading two books/month for the rest of the year.  I’m going to focus on business books 

related to culture. Although public education is not a business, there are many things we can learn from how they 

operate.  As we transform our district, culture has dipped.  This was expected as this is common with 2nd order 

change.  Therefore, it is important to understand our current culture from a variety of perspectives in order to 

rebuild and reimagine a culture which is truly world class. 

 

 

 

 



One Day at a Time Fundraising Update 

 

This fundraiser is to help achieve our ‘Big Hairy Audacious Goal’ of any learner who wants to attend college 

getting one year ‘free’.  It we fill the board (pay the amount for the day of the year), we would make $66,000.  It 

is an opportunity to provide our leaners with college courses to help them become the best version of themselves.  

If your child has benefited from this opportunity, please consider donating to this great cause. If your child will 

be taking dual credit courses in the future, please consider donating to this great cause.   

We have raised $7,505.  In order to help us achieve our goal of filling the ‘board’, let’s complete February. For 

examples, February 1st is $32.  Each day beyond adds to that total. 

February: 1 ($32), 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 17, 18 23, 24, 25, 26, 28 

Please contact me at Cory.Steiner@northerncassschool.com to purchase your day. 

Citizen’ Committee Update 

 

The committee held its community meeting on Thursday, January 30th at Northern Cass.  They shared who was 

on the committee, the process utilized, key data, the proposed plan, the tax impact, why now, and engaged in 

round table discussions.  The presentation is available on-line as is a recording of the event.  There is also a tax 

calculator which can help you estimate the impact on your taxes.  Finally, the plan is to increase 5 mills to fund 

this project.  The previous project needed 24 mills.  The impact on taxes has been reduced by 75% and the cost of 

the project has been lowered from $9.1 million to $6.2 million.  The committee will meet soon and prepare a 

recommendation to the Board of Education.  Stay tuned for an update after the board meeting on February 18th. 

 

 

mailto:Cory.Steiner@northerncassschool.com


2020 Speech Results 

North Sargent – Jan 25th 

Natalie Tegtmeier – 8th in Serious Prose, 5th in Persuade 

Silver Anderson – 8th in Entertain 

Angela Brayton – 8th in Storytelling 

Natalie and Silver – 1st Place in Serious Dramatic Duo – State Qualifying 

Next Tournament is Feb 8th in Enderlin. 

 

Dance 

 

Congratulations to the Northern Cass Rosettes on their performance at State Dance. The team placed 2nd in Hip Hop, 3rd in 

Jazz, and 3rd in Pom.  

 

 



WACKY WINTER WEEK 

 

Wacky Winter Week is February 18th-21st. The dress up days will be as follows: 

 

Tuesday Feb 18th- PJ Day 

Wednesday Feb 19th- Fandom Day 

Thursday Feb 20th- Music Day 

Friday Feb 21st- Celebrity Day 

 

The Snowball dance will be Friday Feb 21st from 9-11 PM. $5 entrance fee for the dance. 
 

Donkey Basketball 

 

Thank you to all community members who helped support the Donkey Basketball fundraiser.  This event was planned by 

the Northern Cass Sports and Entertainment Marketing class, and the funds raised went to help fund Dollars for Scholars, 

DECA and ASU courses. 

   

  

 

   

 

 

Date Night BINGO! 

 

Come join us for Date Night Bingo on Saturday February 22nd at the Harwood Community Center. $50 ticket includes a 

meal, drink and 20 bingo games with prizes totaling nearly $8,000 (each prize is valued between $200 - $500). There will 

also be a wine pull and silent auction.  Social hour starts at 5:00 PM, dinner at 5:30 PM and bingo at 6:30 PM.  All 

proceeds will be donated to the Northern Treks Jaguar Treks for their trip to Europe in June 2020.  Bring your date or come 

alone!  This is a 21 and over event.  To purchase a ticket or for more information, please 

email angiemessner1@gmail.com, Hovland.heather@gmail.com or call Jane Matejcek @ 701-238-7749. 

 

mailto:angiemessner1@gmail.com
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Pancake Breakfast and Bake Sale 

 

Come join us Sunday February 23rd from 8:00 AM to 12:00 PM at the Argusville Community Center for a Pancake 

Breakfast and Bake Sale. Proceeds will benefit the Choir Trip to Tennessee. 

 

Poetry Out Loud 

 

On January 16th, Northern Cass welcomed Jessie Veeder, a writer and performer from Watford City, ND.   Jessie visited 

several high school classrooms, offering the students some creative insight, performing several original pieces, and 

challenging students to create and recite their own poetry.  

Jessie’s visit was sponsored by a North Dakota Council on the Arts “Poets in Schools” grant.  This project is affiliated with 

the annual Poetry Out Loud competition which takes place each January in classrooms throughout the United States. 

Winners at the school level advance to state competitions. Poetry Out Loud culminates in a national contest held in 

Washington, D.C.  

Northern Cass students have been participating in Poetry Out Loud since 2009, sending several students to the state 

competition over the years.  

The Northern Cass Poetry Out Loud Recitation Competition wrapped up on January 30th.  Learners in grades 9-11 

competed first at the classroom level, reciting one poem from the Poetry Out Loud website.  Nine students moved on to the 

school final.  At the school final, the students presented two poems.  Kylie Howatt won the competition and will be 

representing Northern Cass at the POL State Competition on February 24th in Bismarck.  

Back Row (L to R) Samantha Bosch, Kylie Howatt, Mary Jodock, Forrest Deltener, Landon Nicholas 

Front (L to R) Silver Anderson, Natalie Tegtmeier, Sherise Eagen 

Not Pictured: Kyle Froehlich 

 

 

 

 

 



3rd Grade Art 

 

Mrs. Margerum's learners loved learning about the art of printmaking from Mrs. Glaser (Northern Cass's High School Art 

Educator). They were able to work collaboratively with their peers using the tools needed to make their art! 

 

   
 

 
 

DECA 

 

Congratulations to the DECA team on a great performance at the Emerging Leaders Conference in Valley City-VCSU on 

Wednesday January 29th. 

 



NURSES’ CORNER: SLEEP REQUIREMENTS 

 

A good night’s sleep is crucial to feeling and performing well during the day.  Children from 3 to 5 years need 

approximately 10 to 13 hours of sleep a day, while children 6 to 13 need 9 to 10 hours daily, children 14 to 17 years need 8 

to 10 hours a day and young adults 18 to 25 need 7 to 9 hours a day.  

 

Suggestions for helping your child get enough sleep include. 

 Establish a set bedtime hour and stick to it, even on weekends 

 Develop a ritual associated with going to bed, for example a warm bath, a story, cuddling with Mom or Dad, etc 

 Start "winding down” about 1/2 hour before bedtime; try to avoid strenuous activities, scary movies, electronic devices, 

etc 

 Tell your child in advance when bedtime is and give reminders, such as: 1/2 hour till bedtime, 20 minutes till    

bedtime, 10 minutes till bedtime, etc 

 Remove TV’s, computer and other “gadgets” from the bedroom  

 

If you have questions or comments, please contact your school nurse or other health care provider. 

 

UPSTART Opportunity 

 

State Superintendent Kirsten Baesler sent out a memo November 25th regarding the UPSTART Kindergarten Readiness 

Opportunity for all North Dakota Children entering Kindergarten in 2021.  She was also featured in a video explaining the 

UPSTART Kindergarten Readiness Opportunity for North Dakota.   

Video Link: North Dakota Superintendent Kirsten Baesler & UPSTART 

As the North Dakota UPSTART Director, I wanted to reach out and ask for your help in spreading the word about the 

program to your families in your school and community.  There are no eligibility requirements other than living in North 

Dakota and starting Kindergarten fall of 2021.  

In working closely with Superintendent Baesler, Assistant Superintendent Lori Maztke, other Directors at DPI and School 

Administrators across the state; July 2019 marked the first class of UPSTART! We began with over 200 North Dakota 

children participating. These children will graduate UPSTART in July 2020 and will be Kindergarten ready! 

 Registration is now open at https://www.waterfordupstart.org/ for children to begin UPSTART this August with over 500 

open slots to fill.    I am also happy to provide you with more information about UPSTART as well as hard copy or e-copy 

flyers to hand out to parents and families. 

  

FREE to both families and school districts, this program is funded through a grant from the U.S. Department of 

Education called Education, Research, and Innovation (EIR).   

  

WHAT FAMILIES WILL RECEIVE 

 

·     Research-based, efficacious, award-winning reading and math/science instruction delivered to each child for 

15-20 minutes daily 

·     Weekly family support through a family education liaison to encourage the family through literacy knowledge, 

preparation for supporting a school-age child, and usage tracking. This personalized support is available in over 20 

languages. 

·     All necessary hardware, software, and infrastructure for each family (including a dell laptop for each family, 

software, and internet when needed). 

·     Software licenses for all children in the home, including those who are not participating in the program 

directly, but may require additional reading, math, and science support.  

·     Pre/Post Assessment and efficacy research. 

If you have any questions, please give me a call or zip me an email.  You may also reach out to Superintendent Baesler’s or 

Assistant Superintendent Maztke’s office. I am looking forward to helping serve the children and families of North Dakota! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AVQfDPTuTYE&feature=youtu.be
https://www.waterfordupstart.org/


 



 



 



 
 

 

 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 



 
 

 
 
The Missoula Children’s Theater will be at Northern Cass 
the week of March 2-7. They will be presenting Beauty Lou 
and The Country Beast!  Auditions will be after school 
March 2 for any K-12 learners that would like to be 
involved.  After rehearsals all week, the learners will 
perform on Friday, March 6 at 7:00pm and Saturday, 
March 7 at 10:30am.    
Watch for a note sent home with details about auditions! 
 
 
 
 

 



Audition Notice 
Who:  Any student in grades K-12. 

What:  Speaking and non-speaking roles in the 

MCT production, Beauty Lou and the Country Beast 

When:  Monday, March 2, 2020 

2-hour Group Audition from 3:45 to 5:45PM.  

(Must stay entire two hours.) 
Where: PTO will provide snack in the commons at 

3:30 for all who try out.  

 
Also needed: Students willing to work as assistant directors and on stage and lighting crews. 

These students must participate in the audition, too. Adults are also needed to assist with 

costumes and make up. 

 

Although many parts are available, not everyone is guaranteed a role in the play. Those 

students who are cast MUST clear their after-school schedules for the rehearsal week. Each 

student in the play will receive two free tickets to the production.  
 

Fees?: There are no fees to participate. Snack is provided for all who audition on Monday, and all 

cast members that stay after school during the week-long rehearsals. A light supper will be 

provided for the few (usually older) cast members that remain for the later rehearsal on Monday. 

A half-hour supper break is scheduled from 5:45 to 6:15 on Tuesday through Thursday, where 

some cast members need to provide their own sack supper. Friday’s supper will be provided by 

NCS Booster Club. 
 

Performances are 7 PM on Friday, March 6th & 10:30 AM on Saturday, March 7th. 
 

COMPLETED FORM (below) MUST BE RETURNED TO STUDENT’S 

TEACHER prior to audition, or student will be sent home on the bus. 

 

PLEASE RETURN BY February 25th! 
____  YES!! My child will be staying after school on Monday, March 2nd for the MCT Audition. 

 

Parent Signature _________________________Parent Phone__________________ 
 (child’s signature) 
 

I, _____________________________, understand that if I get a part in “Beauty Lou 

and the Country Beast,” I will attend every required practice and performance. Quitting 
is not an option. 
 

Child’s Full Name _____________________________ 

Child’s Grade & Teacher:____________________________ 



 

 

 

 



 



Brave before Perfect: Transforming Learning in Rural North Dakota  
Practitioner’s Guide to Next Gen Learning 

Northern Cass School District in North Dakota makes quick wins- not quick fixes- to personalize learning. 

Northern Cass has emerged as an incredible bright spot for transforming learning and adopting good practices from across the 

nation. I think they are going to be the shining star for the rest of North Dakota. — Barry Sommer, director of advancement at 

Lindsay Unified School District, Lindsay, CA 

Communities may call it next gen learning, deeper learning, personalized learning, or something unique to their local context, but 

the will to redesign education is gaining traction. Schools and districts are transforming themselves to place students at the center 

of their learning and provide equitable opportunities to develop skills and knowledge for lifelong success. With numerous 

exemplars available to learn from, more and more educators are asking, We know what we want learning to look like at our 

school, but how do we make the change?  

In response to questions like this, NGLC is committed to exploring not only what next gen learning can look like but also what 

next gen change can look like. This month’s edition of Friday Focus: Practitioner’s Guide to Next Gen Learning focuses on 

one district’s transformation story—the journey toward personalized, competency-based learning at Northern Cass School 

District 97 in Hunter, North Dakota.  

Barry Sommer from Lindsay Unified School District, Northern Cass’s mentor district, describes Northern Cass’s progress as 

“remarkable.” According to Barry, who was featured in this Practitioner’s Guide story from 2018 about Lindsay Unified’s own 

decade-long learning redesign, “Northern Cass is only in their second year of implementation of personalized learning, but they 

are rocketing forward at all levels with significant support from all stakeholders. Already, every learner is being impacted by a 

very well thought out system.” 

To tell Northern Cass’s transformation story, I spoke to Cory Steiner, the district’s superintendent, along with director of 

personalized learning Tom Klapp and personalized learning coach Jessica Stoen, to find out how such significant change 

unfolded in the district, including: 

• Shifts in adult mindsets  

• Key changes in educator practice 

• Assets that enabled the change 

A Monumental Shift in Thinking about School 

Shouldn’t every kid get meaningful learning? And if it’s good for every kid, then we have to blow up school. Total 

transformation. This is not the school it was two years ago. — Cory Steiner, superintendent of Northern Cass School District 97 

At Northern Cass the transformation began when educators grappled with powerful ideas through book studies, including texts 

from outside the field of education. For example, Tom credits reading Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the 

Leap...and Others Don't by James C. Collins as a “monumental event” that helped educators “find our why for change and 

get away from the kind of mission statement every school has and never refers to.” For Jess and 20 of her colleagues 

participating in a teacher leadership academy, the seminal book was Inevitable: Mass Customized Learning: Learning in the 

Age of Empowerment by Chuck Schwahn and Beatrice McGarvey. 

According to Jess and Tom, discussions of books about organizational change, leadership, cultural trends, and the structural 

changes required to meet all learners’ needs prompted educators to ask the question, “How do we make our learning 

environment meaningful for all kids?” Tom adds,“It was just an activity in a class. It was never intended to go this far, but 

those discussions led to a sense of ‘we have to do this.’” 

At about the same time, Cory had the opportunity to visit Lindsay Unified School District, where he first met Barry and saw 

performance-based learning in action. “It was a game changer,” he recalls. “It allowed us to see what could be.” 

https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=15817eb8c4&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=3b4a2cfae9&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=cc816f9c9b&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=cc816f9c9b&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=61b2d497cc&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=61b2d497cc&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=206ad062f7&e=913ecd4718


 

Like many schools and districts in the NGLC community, a key early step at Northern Cass involved rethinking the district’s 

graduation requirements to reflect the skills, knowledge, and dispositions learners need to thrive in a changing world—

what Northern Cass calls “choice-ready skills.” According to Barry, however, the process they used to develop the Northern 

Cass Portrait of a Graduate also required new ways of thinking about the role learners should play in all aspects of their 

learning.  

Today, Barry reports that Northern Cass “shines in learner agency,” but Cory recalls that early iterations of the new graduate 

profile were “one hundred percent created by adults, and kids were not invested. So we got kids involved and redesigned it. As 

part of our strategic planning, we held community events and talked about [the portrait of a graduate] with higher ed, the 

community, and the students. They can speak powerfully about what they learn and how they learn. A real learners’ mindset 

came out of that work.” 

Not only did learners co-create the graduate profile, they continue to define the choice-ready skills and rise to what Cory 

calls “the challenge to make it part of the daily life” at school. For example, Jess describes Northern Cass’s “first ten” 

approach in the elementary grades: “For the first ten days each year, we focus on choice-ready skills. Learners choose their own 

words to define them, being intentional about what skills like leadership and accountability mean and the different ways they 

could show them.” 

Practices for Personalization 

Personalization, learner agency, and proficiency-based grading are key practices Northern Cass has adopted to enable all learners 

to develop choice-ready skills. Learners co-create a personalized learning plan to learn, practice, and demonstrate content 

proficiency at their own pace. Self-pacing, according to Tom, “is one of the things that comes up loud and clear from kids as 

meaningful to them.” 

Jess illustrates with the story of how, at a convening of educators, one learner described the experience of self-pacing. She recalls 

how “a guest asked the panel of Northern Cass students, ‘What has personalized learning done for you?’ and the learner 

answered that ‘as a special education student, I have always felt I held other learners back, but with self-pacing I don’t feel that 

way anymore.’” According to Jess, “it was very emotional for us adults and vulnerable for him. But that is why we are doing 

what we are doing.” 

To support a self-paced approach, Northern Cass uses flexible grouping strategies instead of traditional age-based 

grades. Learners are assigned to learning levels based on their current level of academic proficiency, which may vary by subject 

area. “It’s very fluid,” Tom explains. “Cohorts are regrouped every few weeks based on level. No one is ever just stuck for a 

year.” 

 

 

Even very young learners in Northern Cass School District 97 exercise agency around where and how they learn. (Courtesy of 

Northern Cass School District) 

 

https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=5ce9f50a06&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=5ce9f50a06&e=913ecd4718


 

Although self-pacing is a notable example, flexibility seems to be a recurring theme in the descriptions Cory, Jess, and Tom 

provide about adult practice in Northern Cass schools. In addition to the pace of learning, learners exercise considerable 

agency in determining how and where they learn. According to Cory, it’s a common occurrence to hear “pre-K students 

explaining not only how they are learning but why and what’s best for how they learn.” Jess observes that learners as young as 

six years old are “not only choosing where they work, they are also thinking about why they would choose that place.” 

According to Cory, flexibility around where and when learning can take place includes authentic learning outside of the school—

from archeological digs for dinosaur bones to internships and industry certifications. For example, when one learner at the high 

school level wanted more music classes than her small school could provide, Northern Cass educators helped organize 

independent learning to support her love of music. Cory explains, “Now she is creating a capstone based on composing and 

performing music in a public concert and taking college courses to do it.” 

Tom cites similar stories of personalized, passion-driven learning experiences, such as a learner whose independent study 

involves writing a novel and working with a publisher, a group of learners interested in education who use their school’s learning 

management system (LMS) to design coursework using authentic tools, and another learner who designed an advanced project, 

“not just in English or math but in all content areas. We co-designed a project that accomplished 12 standards at once.” 

Tom sums up Northern Cass’s learner-centered approach this way: “We hear what our kids want and do whatever we can to 

make it happen.” What is more, Cory adds, designing learning is a collaborative effort, with learners and educators working 

together. “It’s not a ‘we vs. them’ mindset. There’s a lot more of ‘us’ now.” 

Working in tandem with personalized learning at Northern Cass is proficiency-based grading, which Tom identifies as another 

key lever for transforming learning in the district. In place of letter grades, educators use proficiency scales to measure learner 

progress, from Level 1 (Emerging) to Level 4 (Extended), with Level 3 indicating proficiency in a standard or choice-ready skill. 

“Personalized learning and proficiency-based grading go together well,” Tom says, “because it’s not about getting some arbitrary 

point value. We focus on learning. When kids focus on that and not just getting things done to get an A, that’s when it 

transforms learning in the building.” 

 
Northern Cass “Jag Ambassadors” answer questions about personalized learning at the North Dakota Personalized, Competency 

Based Learning (NDPCBL) convening in December 2019. (Courtesy of Northern Cass School District) 

 

Assets and Challenges 

“Brave before perfect” is the mindset. Just do what’s best for kids. It’s not easy but being hard is not evidence that it’s wrong. — Cory 

Steiner 

The Northern Cass educators I spoke to are committed to proficiency-based grading as an essential pillar of their model, but they 

acknowledge that the shift away from traditional grades presents more of a challenge than other changes. Tom reports, “The 

mindsets around grading have been around for a long time. Proficiency-based grading is an odd concept to throw at them. It's not so 

much opposition as a lack of understanding.” 



Fortunately, Northern Cass has partners in the effort to transform the way educators, learners, and parents talk about learner 

achievement. One of these partners is the Mastery Transcript Consortium (MTC), an organization dedicated to rethinking the high 

school transcript to reflect learners’ unique skills, strengths, and interests. Northern Cass serves as a beta site for MTC’s transcript 

prototype. With MTC’s support, Cory explains, the district “is trying out a proficiency-based transcript. Developing something that 

gives information and evidence on what students can do is a piece that we need. We are talking to universities and sharing what our 

transcript means. The universities have been supportive, and we plan to strengthen those partnerships.” 

Finding new and better ways to communicate the full breadth of young people’s learning, Tom adds, “can give higher ed or an 

employer a clearer picture of who the kid is and not a random number that says what they are worth. There is so much more to each 

human being that will make them successful and valuable to your organization.” 

Another key partner is Lindsay Unified School District, which supports Northern Cass’s systemic change through their Lindsay 

Leads initiative, with funding from the Bush Foundation. Barry recalls Cory’s first school visit this way: “We met [Northern Cass 

leaders] and knew right away we would like to support, connect, and learn from these folks.”  

“Lindsay Unified has worked really closely with us and given us lots of real-time support. Our kids are even connecting via Zoom and 

Instagram,” says Cory. “Barry has been amazing.” Tom adds, “They’ve been kind of a big brother to us, very open and willing to share 

resources. We try to do the same and pass on our knowledge. It’s a ripple effect.” 

It’s clear from talking to Barry and the educators at Northern Cass that human capital has been the greatest asset in the effort to 

transform district schools. Barry gives quite a bit of credit to Cory. “I have to highlight that a significant part of their success has been 

skilled leadership,” he says. “Cory is a real visionary for second-order change.” 

Cory, for his part, praises the educators in his district, saying, “It takes a lot of effort and empathy to put aside what’s best for adults—to 

be truly learner centered—and boy do our people work. There are lots of other schools up the road in Fargo where they could teach. 

There are easier options, but they have not taken them. Teachers stay here because the right work is always the right work.” 

 

 

 

https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=d0986fb1e7&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=fbc5193fe1&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=fbc5193fe1&e=913ecd4718
https://nextgenlearning.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=bdc8a5bef17213050b64aa9a0&id=d3a488eabf&e=913ecd4718


 
 



 


