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INTRODUCTION

In 2017, ExcelinEd released Policy, Pilots and the Path to Competency-Based Education: A National 
Landscape. This survey of state law and policy on next generation learning identified and reviewed 
policies in 24 states that promoted personalized and competency-based education, removed obstacles 
and supported new models for public K-12 education. While there are many real obstacles to innovation 
in education, there are also many perceived barriers; one of our most interesting findings was that many 
states already had more flexibility than they realized. 

Now, two years later, there is even wider recognition that the traditional, one-size-fits-all model is no 
longer meeting the needs of students or their communities. K-12 education systems are considering 
ways to move to student-centered approaches that ensure students graduate with the knowledge and 
skills necessary for college or career. This 2019 report, State Progress Toward Next Generation Learning: A 
National Landscape, identifies next generation learning programs across the country and presents seven 
Key Policy Components for state leaders to consider on their paths to innovation.

What Is Next Generation Learning?
ExcelinEd’s strategy to advance mastery-based, personalized learning expanded in 2018 to encompass a 
broader range of innovative models and approaches comprehensively described as next generation learning. 
This strategy reflects and is intended to support a wide variety of state approaches because the process of 
redesigning education will be unique to each state’s context. So, it’s essential that states embark on this 
journey with a clear understanding of why they are pursuing next generation learning.

In Colorado, for example, the Innovation Schools Act of 2008 encourages diverse approaches to education 
and provides schools and districts greater control over certain educational areas to encourage innovation. 
Utah’s Competency-Based Education Grants Program was designed to improve educational outcomes 
in public schools through mastery-based learning and other strategies. These and other state examples 
examined in this paper all fall under the umbrella of next generation learning.

Learn more about next generation learning at ExcelinEd.org.

Introduction

https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/ExcelinEd.PolicyPilotsAndThePathToCBENationalLandscape.Spring2017.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/ExcelinEd.PolicyPilotsAndThePathToCBENationalLandscape.Spring2017.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/innovation/next-gen-learning/
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INTRODUCTION

Clearing the Way for Next Generation Learning
Next generation learning prioritizes innovative, student-centered practices to ensure every student 
succeeds. But the transition from conventional, one-size-fits-all systems to systems that identify 
and adapt to student needs cannot be achieved without the commitment of local leaders to try new 
approaches. The hallmark of next generation learning programs is the opportunity for participating 
school districts or schools to identify the state laws and policies that present obstacles to 
innovation and improvement and to request exemption from them. It is nearly impossible for 
schools to make the shift to next generation learning models without permission to rethink many of the 
state rules that define current systems—such as seat time, course credit requirements and age-based 
progression policies. 

Taking Advantage of Existing Flexibility
As a first step to support next generation learning, states often identify policies that are believed to 
thwart innovation. But embarking on a sweeping overhaul of law and policy is not only a daunting 
process, it is, in most cases, not a necessary or advisable first step.  

Existing Flexibility
WAIVERS

Interest in student-centered approaches has 
led nearly every state legislature to create or 
expand authorizing provisions under which a 
state board of education or chief state school 
officer can consider and approve requests 
for waivers from state law and regulations. 
Many of these provisions provide specifically 
for waivers from seat time requirements or 
minimum hours of instruction.

PROGRAMS

Thirty-three states and Washington, D.C., 
have established general innovation or 
pilot programs to explore next generation 
learning. Most next generation program 
statutes offer much broader flexibility 
than waivers. General innovation and pilot 
programs often allow exemptions that are 
generally on par with those available to 
charter schools. 

Our research shows 
that most states have 
already established 
flexibility authority that 
can be used to promote 
next generation 
learning. 



State Progress Toward Next Generation Learning: A National Landscape    |    ExcelinEd.org 3

INTRODUCTION

Some states still need 
to create a program 
to incentivize next 
generation learning, and 
many states can take steps 
to strengthen or expand 
existing programs. 

This report identifies 
challenges states may 
face as they pursue next 
generation learning and 
offers clear guidance to 
consider as they design 
general innovation or pilot 
programs to meet the 
needs of their students and 
communities. As states 
create new programs or 
advance existing ones, 
policymakers should 
thoughtfully define what 
their vision for next 
generation learning is—and 
is not. This vision could 
consider everything from 
the role of technology 
in the classroom to the 
educational outcomes the 
program is working toward.

K-12 leaders and 
practitioners are often 
unaware of existing 
opportunities to design 
and implement next 
generation systems. 

State leaders must do more 
to build understanding 
of existing opportunities 
and how school leaders 
can secure waivers or 
exemptions from regulations 
that stifle innovation. Often 
state education agencies 
are unaware of programs 
that have been in place for 
a long time or that were 
created for a different 
purpose. Opportunities 
for flexibility must be 
cataloged and effectively 
communicated to schools. 
Some states are beginning 
to prioritize this. In Idaho, 
for example, lawmakers took 
action to require the state’s 
department of education 
to “conduct a statewide 
awareness campaign to 
promote understanding  
and interest in mastery-
based education…”  
(Idaho Code § 33-1632, 2018)

Most states are missing 
out on opportunities to 
use data from waivers to 
drive needed regulatory 
reform. 

State leaders must ensure 
systems are in place to 
collect the data needed to 
evaluate the success and 
impact of next generation 
learning programs. The 
underlying premise of 
these programs is that 
burdensome policies stand 
in the way of schools being 
able to evolve. Identifying 
the most frequently 
requested waivers—and 
the reasons why and 
proposed solutions— will 
provide policymakers 
valuable information as they 
make systemic changes.  
Currently only a few 
states—including Arkansas 
and Colorado—report 
information on waivers. 

3 Challenges to Next Generation Learning 

1 2 3

Our realization of the extent of existing flexibility, led us to search more deeply to understand why 
there’s a widely held belief that schools don’t have flexibility opportunities when, in fact, they often do. 
We have identified three immediate challenges which we seek to address through this report.

https://legislature.idaho.gov/statutesrules/idstat/title33/t33ch16/sect33-1632/
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About This Report
Today, state legislators and policymakers can learn from an expansive body of strong state policy. Thinking 
through all aspects of any proposed next generation learning program—from purpose to implementation 
to evaluation—can inform new program design or enhance and strengthen existing programs. 

This report builds off of our 2017 findings, Next Generation Learning Policy Toolkit and Transitioning to 
Student-Centered Learning Policy Briefs to offer state leaders, particularly legislators, information and 
resources to advance next generation learning for students. In this report, you will find:

nn An up-to-date landscape analysis of state efforts toward next generation learning.

nn Policy examples reflecting the varying approaches states have taken to promote innovation.

nn Insights into current and emerging state policy opportunities.

nn State policy recommendations based on existing state examples, research and engagement. 

Inside This Report
PART 1 
National Landscape Overview provides a look at the current national 
landscape based on our updated 50-state survey of state programs.  

PART 2 
7 Key Policy Components offers a detailed summary of state 
efforts and recommendations aligned to each component.

“Innovation” means a new 
or creative alternative to 
the existing instructional 
and administrative 
practices that is intended 
to improve academic 
performance and learning 
for all students.

Unifying Themes Across States
Each state has its own vision for next generation 
learning and will chart its own course for supporting 
innovative schools. Yet some unifying themes—or 
commonalities—have emerged across a number of 
states from the way they define innovation to how 
they use waivers from state regulations to enable new 
practices to take root. For example, policymakers in 
Arkansas, Kentucky and Mississippi have codified a 
definition of innovation that, with minor variations 
from state to state, includes the following: 

https://www.excelined.org/innovation/next-gen-learning/
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states
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PART ONE

This report reflects data and information gathered during a spring 
2019 review of next generation learning programs in all 50 states  
and Washington, D.C. 

Specifically, we searched each state’s code and state education agency 
regulations and website to identify provisions (i.e., waiver authority) and 
programs that promote innovation as an explicit or implicit purpose. As 
nearly every state legislature was in session during the research phase 
of this paper’s development, we identified relevant bills and tracked 
them through enactment or the end of the state’s session. Throughout 
this process, we also updated information on programs identified in our 
2017 report, including some program expansions, rule and regulation 
promulgations as well as some program expirations. See the Appendix for 
more details on this report’s research scan overview.

Research and analysis reveal steady growth in the establishment of next 
generation learning programs across the country. Whereas most of this 
growth can be attributed to the enactment of state legislation, we also 
note many programs that have been created by state boards of education 
or state education agencies without legislative encouragement or 
mandate. To support these efforts, several state agencies incentivize and 
support local action through various strategies. These include developing 
guidance, training and other resources; recognizing exemplary models 
of next generation learning; and planning grants awarded through a 
competitive process.

Research 
and analysis 
reveal steady 
growth in the 
establishment 
of next 
generation 
learning 
programs 
across the 
country.

National Landscape Overview
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OVERVIEW

Program Types
This report distinguishes between programs that are codified (statutory) and those that are not 
(non-statutory). We also distinguish between general innovation programs in statute and pilot  
programs in statute. 

Statutory Programs

GENERAL INNOVATION PROGRAMS

General innovation programs are ongoing or open-ended efforts. Even if the number of participants may 
be limited or subject to incremental increases in these programs, the intent is to create a “permanent” 
pathway for schools and local education agencies (LEAs) to seek out and utilize flexibility from state laws 
and regulations and other support for the implementation of next generation learning opportunities. 

Spotlighting state efforts requires us to draw some bright lines. So, in this report and other resources 
linked throughout the report, we categorize state programs as general innovation programs if they do not 
have a well-defined next generation learning focus and, instead, give participants broad discretion to use 
waivers or exemptions from state law and regulation.

PILOT PROGRAMS

We consider a pilot program to be any small-scale (i.e., with a cap on participation), time-limited effort 
that is used to prove the viability of a model or approach. To be considered a pilot in this report, the 
program must provide some parameters on the types of models or approaches that will qualify for pilot 
participation, such as mastery-based education pilots. 

Non-Statutory Programs

Many non-statutory programs have a next generation learning focus that made them appropriate for 
inclusion in this report. These include programs that are established through state board regulations or 
state commissioner initiatives in the absence of legislative mandate. 

There is wide variation in the opportunities for and benefits of participation in these statutory and non-
statutory programs—access to grant funding, approval of flexibility requests and collaboration with other 
participants in a network to name a few. In instances where the purpose of a program is to support school 
improvement or to reward good performance with flexibility, we try to note the degree to which the 
program’s flexibility provisions can be used to advance next generation learning even though a participant 
is not required to do so. 



State Progress Toward Next Generation Learning: A National Landscape    |    ExcelinEd.org 7

OVERVIEW

*The primary purpose of the next generation learning programs in Florida, North Carolina
and Washington is to support school improvement or to reward good performance with flexibility.
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Statutory

INNOVATION 
PROGRAM

Does not have a 
narrowly-defined 
next generation 
learning focus. 
Gives participants 
broad discretion to 
use waivers from 
state regulations.

Statutory

PILOT 
PROGRAM

Small-scale, time-
limited efforts to 
test the viability 
of an approach. 
Provides 
parameters on 
the approaches 
that qualify for 
participation.

Non-Statutory

INNOVATION OR 
PILOT PROGRAM

Has a next 
generation learning 
focus. Established 
through state 
board regulations 
or state 
commissioner 
initiatives.

Expired/Terminated

INNOVATION OR  
PILOT PROGRAM

No Program 

Next Generation Learning Programs in the U.S. 
This map shows current state policies related to next generation learning programs.  
It is intended only to reflect state law and policy foundations. It does not attempt to 
describe the status of program implementation. 
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*See the Appendix for information on states.

Findings and Trends
In our review of next generation learning programs in all 50 states and Washington, D.C., we identified 
the following findings.

FINDING ONE

33 states and Washington, D.C., are or will soon be administering a next 
generation learning program.

24
STATES 

have at least one  
general innovation 
program in statute.

5
STATES 
have statutory 

programs in both 
the general and pilot 

categories.

10
STATES 
have at least  

one pilot program 
in statute.

3
STATES 

have programs that 
are both statutory  
and non-statutory.

7
STATES & D.C. 

have a non-statutory 
next generation 

learning program. 

9
STATES  

have established  
programs that are 
explicitly or solely 

focused on  
mastery-based  

education.
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FINDING TWO 

Since 2016, at least 15 states have created new next generation learning programs. 
The approaches taken by state policymakers are varied, but all have taken steps to 
give schools flexibility to find new solutions to existing challenges. 

Colorado established the 
High School Innovative 
Learning Pilot Program. 
This cutting-edge policy will 
allow schools to design and 
promote innovative learning 
opportunities for students to 
develop the knowledge and 
skills they need to successfully 
transition to college or career.

Florida enacted the Principal 
Autonomy Program Initiative 
in 2016. This general 
innovation program seeks to 
allow principals to operate 
schools in a way that produces 
significant improvements in 
student achievement. 

Idaho enacted the Local 
Innovation School Act in 
2016. This general innovation 
program allows schools and 
districts to evaluate existing 
laws and administrative rules 
to receive flexibility from laws 
and policies that impede local 
autonomy.

Illinois established the 
Competency-Based Education 
program in 2016. This pilot 
program promotes and 
incentivizes competency-
based learning programs.

Indiana enacted the Coalition 
of Continuous Improvement 
School Districts in 2018. This 
general innovation program 
focuses on providing flexibility 
and innovation to improve  
student outcomes.

Massachusetts created the 
Innovation Schools program in 
2017. This pilot program seeks 
to improve school and student 
achievement.

Michigan enacted the 
Competency-Based Education 
Pilot Grant in 2017. This pilot 
program has the goal of 
supporting student success 
through competency-based 
education.

Minnesota created the 
Innovation Research Zones 
Pilot Program in 2017. This 
general innovation program is 
designed to improve student 
and school outcomes.

Montana lawmakers passed 
legislation in 2019 for a general 
innovation program that 
creates a funding mechanism 
for districts implementing 
Transformational Learning 
Programs.

Nevada created the 
Competency-Based Education 
Network in 2017. This pilot 
program intends to provide 
competency-based education 
and create a network to 
study approaches to using 
personalized learning and 
competency-based education. 

North Carolina enacted the 
Innovation School District and 
Innovation Zones program in 
2016. This general innovation 
program is focused on 
improving student outcomes 
in low-performing schools.

North Dakota enacted 
the Innovation Education 
Program in 2017. This general 
innovation program was 
created to allow schools to 
have individualized missions, 
goals and objectives to meet 
the needs of their students.

Rhode Island enacted 
the School and Family 
Empowerment Act in 2016. 
This general innovation 
program seeks to provide 
an opportunity to support 
more high-performing and 
innovative schools within 
public education in the state.

Utah enacted the 
Competency-Based Education 
Grants program in 2018. 
This pilot program seeks 
to improve educational 
outcomes in public schools.

Virginia created the School 
Divisions of Innovation in 
2017. This general innovation 
program allows for exemption 
from regulatory provisions 
and alternative school policies 
to meet the diverse needs of 
students.
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FINDING THREE

Since 2016, at least 6 states have amended or expanded existing next generation 
learning programs.

Illinois lawmakers, for example, expanded the state’s Competency-Based High School Graduation 
Requirements pilot program to include all grade levels and amended the program to allow LEAs to apply 
in collaboration.

Utah lawmakers adopted amendments to the Competency-Based Education Grants Program to, among 
other things, eliminate a cap on participation and to strengthen requirements regarding the acceptance of 
competency-based education transcripts by institutions of higher education.

Arkansas

Colorado

Illinois

Indiana

Kentucky

Utah

FINDING FOUR

In 6 states, next generation learning programs have sunset, been suspended or 
otherwise terminated.

Indiana

Iowa

Kansas

Ohio

Oregon

Pennsylvania

FINDING FIVE

In 13 states, there are no known next generation learning programs.

Alaska

Arizona

California

Delaware

Hawaii

Louisiana

Maryland

Missouri

New Jersey

New Mexico

New York

South Dakota

Vermont
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Many K-12 innovation programs share a common aim of encouraging 
new and creative approaches by providing district and school leaders 
and teachers with greater autonomy over key decisions. Most of 
these programs also offer participants the ability to seek flexibility—
often in the form of a waiver—from requirements of state law and 
policy that hinder or prevent innovation intended to improve student 
achievement or enhance academic opportunities. 

In creating any policy to authorize or require the establishment of 
a next generation learning program, state leaders should aim to 
support local efforts to create a school-, district- or community-wide 
vision for next generation learning. A vision in which all students 
have access to high-quality learning opportunities and supports that 
are personalized to individual strengths, interests and needs. 

ExcelinEd has 
identified seven 
Key Policy 
Components 
for states to 
consider when 
designing 
general 
innovation or 
pilot programs.

PART TWO

7 Key Policy Components
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POLICY COMPONENTS

Below, each Key Policy Component is described and illuminated with specific policy opportunities 
and examples. By considering each component, policymakers and other stakeholders can create 
strong foundations for next generation learning programs and begin to address the three 
challenges described above.

Based on existing state examples and experience, ExcelinEd has identified seven Key Policy Components 
for states to consider when designing general innovation or pilot programs. These seven components 
encourage participation and provide guidelines to ensure programs follow the state’s vision for next 
generation learning while protecting participating students and ensuring school accountability. Best of all, 
these components allow for a completely unique state approach to next generation learning.

www.ExcelinEd.org  

NEXT GENERATION LEARNING 
Key Policy Components  

ExcelinEd Policy Toolkit  - 2019

INTRODUCTION 
Each student deserves a high-quality education that meets their needs, but the conventional, one-size-fits-all system 
of education anchored in the industrial age leaves too many students behind. Next generation learning reimagines 
learning for the 21st century by providing innovative educators flexibility and support to meet the needs of all 
students.  

States can use innovation and pilot programs to send a signal of support for innovation and the need for change, 
enabling the incubation and scaling of 21st-century education pathways. A key component of these programs is the 
provision of a mechanism for flexibility from state-level policy obstacles that can prevent schools from implementing 
certain innovations. 

“Our current public education system is not intentionally hostile to effective innovation, but the 
existing structures, policies and traditions work against it at every turn.”  

Personalized Learning at a Crossroads, Center for Reinventing Public Education, June 2018 

Based on existing state examples and experience, the following are suggested elements of a sound policy for states to 
consider that wish to design innovation or pilot programs. These seven elements encourage participation while 
providing safeguards. Best of all, they allow for a completely unique state approach to next generation learning.  

1. PURPOSE STATEMENT 
Innovation is a broad term that can be difficult to define. Rather than crafting a definition that may ultimately be too 
restrictive, this section provides an opportunity for states to describe their purposes, intentions and goals. This section 
can also be used to spotlight desired areas of emphasis such as personalized learning, STEM or college and career 
pathways. Ultimately, the purpose is to provide a mechanism for districts to apply for flexibility to address old 
problems with new innovative solutions.  

2. INNOVATION PLAN: PROCESS AND ADMINISTRATION

To be designated a School of Innovation, districts must first submit an innovation plan. The primary goal of the plan is 
to ensure that applicants are truly ready and prepared to implement their proposal. Applicants that are not approved 
should be given specific feedback that can be addressed and the opportunity to reapply. Schools must demonstrate a 
willingness to depart from the status quo and redesign existing practices. Applications should feature more than the 
implementation of a new program or technology. Please note that these programs may simultaneously include grants. 

Design Considerations 
• Who will administer the program? Who will approve applications? The role of the state superintendent

and the state board of education will vary from state to state. 
• Should there be required timelines for approvals? For example, a requirement that the department

respond within 60 days and if applications are not approved the department identifies reasons why. 
• How long does the program designation last for approved applicants? Three to five years is common but

optional. However, enough time must be allotted not only for full implementation but for a thoughtful 
design and planning phase. 

DEEPER DIVE

View Next Generation Learning: Key Policy 
Components from ExcelinEd’s Next Generation 
Policy Toolkit to learn more! 

7 Key Policy 
Components

Evaluation  
and Reports

Student  
Protections

Innovation 
Network

Flexibility 
Request

Innovation  
Plan Process and 
Administration

Innovation  
Plan  

Requirements

Purpose 
Statement

https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.NextGenLearning.PolicyComponents.2019.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.NextGenLearning.PolicyComponents.2019.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.NextGenLearning.PolicyComponents.2019.pdf
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Any next generation learning program should have 
a purpose statement that establishes two things in 
clear, unambiguous terms: 

1. What do the program authorizers want to
encourage schools to do? 

2. Why do they want to do this?

Developing a well-defined purpose statement 
requires states to have an idea of what K-12 
educational opportunities in the state need to 
look like in the near future in order for students to graduate with the knowledge and skills necessary to 
succeed. 

A few states have defined innovation or next generation learning, but they may, ultimately, find a 
definition to be too restrictive. Instead, states can consider beginning this work by creating a next 
generation learning vision. This vision will enable and encourage innovation at the school level, for the 
benefit of all students, and with the support and partnership of local school districts.

Fewer than half of states with statutory innovation programs adopted a purpose statement. Of those 
that have, they are often described in the legislative findings or intent. Some states focus their program’s 
purpose on incentive funding, while others describe the purpose as gathering additional insights through a 
pilot program. STATE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND EXAMPL

STATE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND EXAMPLES

Based on existing state examples and broader research and engagement, we recommend that states 
wishing to create or modify next generation learning programs consider the following actions.

Create a Bold Vision

Clearly describe the next generation learning opportunities all students in your state should be able to 
experience. This vision could emphasize specific state focus areas—such as personalized learning or 
STEM—and the broad parameters within which change may unfold. By being clear on vision, policymakers 
can give the state education agency or designated administering entity a good sense of direction to  
guide implementation.

Rhode Island’s statutory Declaration of Policy provides that empowerment schools in the state are 
created to serve the General Assembly’s commitment to developing and supporting strategies that 
foster cultures of excellence, innovation and continuous improvement. These schools “shall have 
unprecedented levels of regulatory and statutory flexibility; school-based autonomy…flexibility in school-
based instructional policies and professional practices defined through shared leadership; and be 
uniquely positioned to create compelling learning environments...” (Rhode Island General Laws § 16-3.2-1)

In focusing on this Key Policy Component, 
states can consider the following policy 
recommendations as they craft their purpose 
statement.

nn Create a Bold Vision 

nn Identify a Clear Intent

KEY POLICY COMPONENT 1  

Purpose Statement

http://www.ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Inside-RIDE/Empowerment/Article_11-EmpowermentActText.pdf
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Alabama adopted legislative findings describing the purpose of the state’s Innovative School System. 
The Alabama legislature specifies that to further the goals of public education, each school system 
should be able to have maximum possible flexibility to meet the needs of all students. Further, there is 
a “critical need for innovative models of public education that are tailored to the unique circumstances 
and needs of the students in all schools and communities…” And to better serve students and better 
use available resources, “local boards of education, local school systems, and parents need the ability to 
explore flexible alternatives…” (Alabama Code § 16-6D-3)

Mississippi’s statutory authorization for the creation of Districts of Innovation defines innovation as “a 
new or creative alternative to existing instructional and administrative practices intended to improve 
student learning and student performance of all students.” Through statute, the legislature directs the 
board of education to promulgate administrative regulations in which “acceptable areas of emphasis for 
innovation” are identified. (Mississippi Code Annotated § 37-179-1)

Define a Clear Intent

Explain why the state’s vision for next generation learning is best advanced through this approach and 
how the state’s goals for students may be achieved. If possible, provide insight on what the program 
authorizers and administrators seek to learn from the program and what will follow.

Colorado specifies in statute that the purpose of the Innovation Schools Act of 2008 is to: grant schools 
and districts greater ability to meet the educational needs of their student populations; encourage 
diverse approaches to learning and education; and to encourage innovation in education by providing 
schools and districts greater control over certain educational areas.  
(Colorado Revised Statutes § 22-32.5-102)

Utah’s Competency-Based Education Grants Program statute is more detailed than most, at least 
with regard to intent. The statute states: “There is created the Competency-Based Education Grants 
Program...to improve educational outcomes in public schools by advancing student mastery of concepts 
and skills through the following core principles: (a) student advancement upon mastery of a concept 
or skill; (b) competencies that include explicit, measurable, and transferable learning objectives that 
empower a student; (c) assessment that is meaningful and provides a positive learning experience for a 
student; (d) timely, differentiated support based on a student’s individual learning needs; and (e) learning 
outcomes that emphasize competencies that include application and creation of knowledge along with 
the development of important skills and dispositions. The grant program shall incentivize an LEA to 
establish competency-based education within the LEA...” (Utah Code § 53F-5-502)

Florida’s statute authorizing the creation of the District Innovation School of Technology permits school 
boards to operate innovation schools for the purpose of “developing the innovative use of industry-
leading technology while requiring high student academic achievement and accountability in exchange 
for flexibility and exemption from specified statutes and rules.” (Florida Statutes § 1002.451)

http://alisondb.legislature.state.al.us/alison/CodeOfAlabama/1975/Coatoc.htm
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=45f60cac-80f8-42d7-8705-fa7d3e18d5f8&config=00JABhZDIzMTViZS04NjcxLTQ1MDItOTllOS03MDg0ZTQxYzU4ZTQKAFBvZENhdGFsb2f8inKxYiqNVSihJeNKRlUp&pddocfullpath=%2fshared%2fdocument%2fstatutes-legislation%2furn%3acontentItem%3a8P6B-82S2-8T6X-74B4-00008-00&pddocid=urn%3acontentItem%3a8P6B-82S2-8T6X-74B4-00008-00&pdcontentcomponentid=234190&pdteaserkey=sr1&pditab=allpods&ecomp=kgw7kkk&earg=sr1&prid=9e46731c-bba0-401b-b242-07526f03cae7
https://www.cde.state.co.us/choice/innovationschoolsstatute
https://le.utah.gov/xcode/Title53F/Chapter5/53F-5-P5.html?v=C53F-5-P5_2018012420180124
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?mode=View%20Statutes&SubMenu=1&App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=1002.451&URL=1000-1099/1002/Sections/1002.451.html


State Progress Toward Next Generation Learning: A National Landscape    |    ExcelinEd.org 15

POLICY COMPONENTS

Key Questions

At the earliest stages of next generation learning program design, state policymakers should consider 
some key questions, including:

What do you want to see a few years from now? 

Minnesota’s Innovation Research Zones Pilot Program, created by the legislature, was enacted to improve 
student and school outcomes, as well as to allow districts and charter schools to research and implement 
innovative education programming models designed to better prepare students for the 21st century. 
(Minnesota Laws, 2017 1st Special Session, Chapter 5, Article 2, § 52)

To what extent do existing state laws, regulations and programs feature the development of next 
generation learning models or innovation as their purpose? 

Explore possible amendments to the existing program rather than the creation of a new one. 

West Virginia’s legislature enacted amendments to the state’s existing Innovation in Education Act in 
the 2019 session. The legislation adds mastery-based learning as a new category under the state’s existing 
Innovation in Education program. (West Virginia Code § 18-5E-8)

Is it best to create a pilot program or a more open-ended general innovation program? 

With a pilot program, participating schools could be supported in designing, implementing and validating 
tightly defined models or strategies during a defined period. The results of the pilot can then be used 
to inform future state policy-level action. A longer-term and perhaps more expansive program could 
be appropriate if states are not looking to promote specific models but rather want to make the same 
opportunities and resources available to all schools to address the unique needs of their students and 
communities.

Minnesota’s Experimental and Flexible School Year Programs, authorized by Minnesota statute, creates 
a pilot program designed to improve instructional quality, increase cost-effectiveness, make better use of 
community resources or available technology, or establish an alternative eligibility intended to identify 
pupils in need of special education services. (Minnesota Statutes § 124D.12; Minnesota Administrative 
Rules § 3500.1000)

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/laws/2017/1/Session+Law/Chapter/5/#laws.2.52.0
http://www.wvlegislature.gov/wvcode/code.cfm?chap=18&art=5E#01
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/124D.12
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/3500.1000/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/3500.1000/


State Progress Toward Next Generation Learning: A National Landscape    |    ExcelinEd.org 16

POLICY COMPONENTS

Requirements for program participation, whether 
through an application or innovation plan approval 
process, should ensure the participants are prepared 
for success. Applicants should have a defined 
vision for next generation learning, have involved 
stakeholders and community members in planning, 
and be prepared and able to complete their plan. 
Program authorizers should define program 
priorities and plan requirements, such as criteria 
for participation and performance expectations, or 
provide administrators with guidance on establishing 
plan requirements in regulations. 

State expectations for a school or district’s 
innovation plan or program application should be 
crafted with brevity and simplicity in mind and 
with attention given to avoiding the creation of 
bureaucratic barriers that restrict participation. Most programs provide participants with flexibility to 
define their next generation learning vision, and in doing so, design an approach that is right for the 
applicant’s local community and specific context.

In focusing on this Key Policy Component, 
states can consider the following policy 
recommendations as they develop their 
innovation plan requirements.

nn Identify Explicit Goals

nn Keep It to the Essentials

nn Ensure a Broad Base of Support

nn Require Demonstration of LEA Support

nn Give Schools Time to Demonstrate Progress 

KEY POLICY COMPONENT 2  

Innovation Plan Requirements

Who Applies—School or District? 

States have taken many different approaches. States may 
create innovation zones, provide innovation-focused grants 
or offer official innovation school/district designations. 
Many pilot programs also include charter schools. ExcelinEd 
recommends authorizing schools of innovation—but with 
the district, as the official local education agency (LEA), 
being the official applicant. Districts can apply for as many 
schools as allowed in law.
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STATE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND EXAMPLES

Identify Explicit Goals 

The only way states and local leaders can determine program progress and success is by establishing a 
foundation for evaluation up front. Just as state policymakers should be clear on their vision and intent, 
innovation plans developed and implemented by schools should identify short- and longer-term goals that 
reflect local vision and context. These goals should be ambitious yet achievable. From here state and local 
leaders can begin to identify what they will need to collect during the term of the program. 

Kentucky’s Districts of Innovation statute requires a district applying for participation in the program 
to establish goals and performance targets as part of its innovation proposal. These may include, “...1. 
Reducing achievement gaps among groups of public school students by expanding learning experiences 
for students who are identified as academically low-achieving; 2. Increasing pupil learning through 
the implementation of high, rigorous standards for pupil performance; 3. Increasing the participation 
of students in various curriculum components and instructional components within selected schools 
to enhance students’ preparation at each grade level; 4. Increasing the number of students who are 
postsecondary-ready; and 5. Motivating students at different grade levels by offering more curriculum 
choices and student learning opportunities to parents and students within the district…”  
(Kentucky Revised Statutes §160.107)

Some state statutes and regulations describe how innovation plan goals and performance targets will be 
used, in part, to monitor and evaluate innovation program participants. 

West Virginia has established a program under which an Innovation in Education school enters into 
an operational agreement with the county board. This includes any conditions which must be met, any 
material term of the plan (e.g., curriculum, budget, school schedule, etc.), a process for amending or 
refining the Innovation in Education plan, annual performance targets, a process for monitoring and 
evaluating the overall performance and student success, any information needed for accountability and 
reporting, a process for improvement plans and intervention procedures. (West Virginia Code § 18-5E-5)

Keep It to the Essentials 

If districts and schools are to truly reimagine systems and learning, they will need time and space to 
design and plan. States should guard against establishing requirements for the program application or 
innovation plan that go beyond the basics of: the school’s vision and goals for next generation learning; 
evidence of commitment to innovation; and support from school personnel, parents, the LEA and the 
community. Schools should be regularly evaluating progress and making real-time adjustments to ensure 
they are meeting learning goals; the state evaluation should just confirm this self-evaluation. Overly 
prescriptive or bureaucratic applications can themselves be a barrier to innovation. States have taken a 
variety of approaches. Some have very detailed plan requirements.

Colorado’s Innovation plan requirements are perhaps the most detailed. They include: statements of 
the school’s mission, including why designation as an innovation school would enhance the schools’ 
ability to achieve its mission; descriptions of innovations the school would implement; list of programs 
within the school that would be affected; improvements that the public schools expect to achieve; 
estimate of cost savings; evidence of stakeholder support; and a list of waivers that will be required. 
(Colorado Revised Statutes § 22-32.5-104)

https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/law/statutes/statute.aspx?id=46302
http://www.wvlegislature.gov/wvcode/code.cfm?chap=18&art=5E#01
https://www.cde.state.co.us/choice/innovationschoolsstatute
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However, simpler may be better. As procedural lessons are learned, statutory changes will not be required 
to make adjustments.

Nebraska limits innovation grants only to those programs whose plans indicate to the state board of 
education that the program is sufficiently innovative and will have a high chance of success.  
(Nebraska Statute § 79-1054)

Arkansas’ statute on Schools of Innovation simply requires a school district to submit its school of 
innovation application, following local board approval, to the commissioner of education for approval. It 
directs the state board of education to adopt rules to administer the program, including details on the 
application requirements and processes for review, approval and amendment of applications.  
(Arkansas Code § 6-15-2802 and § 2803)

Ensure a Broad Base of Support

States should require applicants to show meaningful parent, educator and community engagement as well 
as a long-term community outreach and stakeholder communication plan. Robust engagement and long-
term planning can help ensure the sustainability of innovation in the face of implementation challenges 
and changes in leadership or staff.

Massachusetts’ statute creating the Innovation Schools program requires an innovation plan 
committee of not more than 11 individuals to, among other things, “assure that appropriate stakeholders 
are represented in the development of the proposed Innovation School; and... provide meaningful 
opportunities for the stakeholders to contribute to the development of such school.”  
(Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 71 § 92)

Mississippi’s Districts of Innovation application requirements, defined in statute, include “...
documentation of a critical mass of parental, community, educator and business support and capacity to 
effect a change,” as well as, “evidence of teacher collaboration and shared leadership within the district 
and the schools…” (Mississippi Code § 37-179-1)

Require a Demonstration of LEA Support

District-level support is essential to school-level implementation. A resolution adopted by the local board 
supporting the plan and anticipated timeline for implementation goes far in demonstrating support. 
Similarly, the LEA should be able to identify the resources, support and assistance it will provide—
including what flexibility will be given from local policies and procedures to support implementation.

Illinois’ statute establishing the Competency-Based High School Graduation Requirements Pilot provides 
that an application for participation in the program “must identify the community partners that will 
support the system’s implementation” and requires the state superintendent of education to develop 
an application that requires demonstration of commitment from the school district superintendent, the 
president of the school board of the district, teachers within the school district who will be involved with 
the pilot program implementation, a community college partner and a higher education institution other 
than a community college. (Illinois Compiled Statutes, Chapter 110, § 148/20 and § 148/25 )

https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=79-1054
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=4f956329-fc72-4477-89cb-6bdac1320327&pdistocdocslideraccess=true&config=00JAA2ZjZiM2VhNS0wNTVlLTQ3NzUtYjQzYy0yYWZmODJiODRmMDYKAFBvZENhdGFsb2fXiYCnsel0plIgqpYkw9PK&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A58S5-5PJ0-R03J-R346-00008-00&pdcomponentid=234171&pdtocnodeidentifier=AAGAACAAGABDAAD&ecomp=bgqfkkk&prid=627d8815-4ab9-4652-b0da-df6fb17f3c87
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=7d0dc1d9-2f97-4ff8-9e81-ad8ac0c92d1b&pdistocdocslideraccess=true&config=00JAA2ZjZiM2VhNS0wNTVlLTQ3NzUtYjQzYy0yYWZmODJiODRmMDYKAFBvZENhdGFsb2fXiYCnsel0plIgqpYkw9PK&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A58S5-5PJ0-R03J-R347-00008-00&pdcomponentid=234171&pdtocnodeidentifier=AAGAACAAGABDAAE&ecomp=bgqfkkk&prid=4f956329-fc72-4477-89cb-6bdac1320327
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleXII/Chapter71/Section92
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=9e46731c-bba0-401b-b242-07526f03cae7&config=00JABhZDIzMTViZS04NjcxLTQ1MDItOTllOS03MDg0ZTQxYzU4ZTQKAFBvZENhdGFsb2f8inKxYiqNVSihJeNKRlUp&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A8P6B-82S2-8T6X-74B4-00008-00&pddocid=urn%3AcontentItem%3A8P6B-82S2-8T6X-74B4-00008-00&pdcontentcomponentid=234190&pdteaserkey=sr1&pditab=allpods&ecomp=kgw7kkk&earg=sr1&prid=535d6aad-d380-4b82-8b35-942cd65f9d22
http://ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/100/PDF/100-0599.pdf
http://ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/100/PDF/100-0599.pdf
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Maine’s statutes on Innovative, Autonomous Public Schools, Innovative Public School Zones, and 
Innovative Public School Districts provide for both school-initiated innovation plans and local school 
board-initiated innovation plans. For school-initiated innovation plans, a public school or a group of 
two or more public schools may submit an innovation plan to the local school board. Board-initiated 
innovation plans allow school boards to initiate and collaborate with one or more public schools within 
the school administrative unit to create one plan. Any school that may be affected under a board-
initiated plan is required to have the opportunity to participate in the creation and implementation of 
the plan. (Maine Statutes § 6213)

Give Schools Time to Demonstrate Progress

It takes time to show results. Consequently, states should consider giving schools of innovation sufficient 
time to demonstrate progress and, ultimately, success. Schools should have a year or more in which to 
focus on planning and design and then to prepare for implementation.

While states should give schools this time to demonstrate progress, schools should also be continuously 
monitoring their own progress to improve outcomes and build support with stakeholders by 
communicating successes. With this approach, schools will be able to course correct throughout the 
year—rather than waiting for a state evaluation to identify issues.

Utah’s Competency-Based Education Grants Program is perhaps the best example of statutorily 
defined expectations—and grant funding—for three essential phases of work leading to the validating 
and scaling of next generation learning strategies. There is a separate grant application process 
and requirements for Planning Grants, Implementation Grants and Expansion Grants. Each process 
addresses a number of the state policy recommendations identified throughout this report.  
(Utah Code § 53F-5-503 to § 54F-5-505)

North Dakota’s Administrative Code provides for regulations for Innovative Education Programs within 
the state, encouraging planning and design prior to implementation of the program. Regulations encourage 
schools, school districts and nonpublic schools to submit an innovative education program planning 
proposal, followed by an implementation proposal. The planning proposal and process requires the 
participation of stakeholders. (North Dakota Administrative Code § 67-19-03)

http://www.mainelegislature.org/legis/statutes/20-a/title20-Asec6212.html
https://le.utah.gov/xcode/Title53F/Chapter5/53F-5-P5.html?v=C53F-5-P5_2018012420180124
https://le.utah.gov/xcode/Title53F/Chapter5/53F-5-P5.html?v=C53F-5-P5_2018012420180124
https://www.legis.nd.gov/information/acdata/pdf/67-19-03.pdf
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Legislators can boost interest among potential 
school district or school participants by establishing 
in statute a well-designed process and guidelines for 
next generation learning program administration. 

Virtually all next generation learning programs 
require potential participants to submit information 
for review and approval—usually by the state board 
of education or chief state school officer. While there 
are some promising state initiatives that provide 
some level of support to all interested districts and 
schools, this report focuses primarily on programs 
with a process for accepting or designating qualified 
participants. We encourage all states to work toward 
full participation by every school and district in the 
state rather than simply picking a small number of winners. 

Without getting overly prescriptive, state leaders should consider establishing a timeline for decisions to 
be made regarding program participation and by which applicants not selected for participation will be 
provided written feedback on their submission. 

In focusing on this Key Policy Component, 
states can consider the following policy 
recommendations as they develop and  
administer their innovation plan process:

nn Delegate Program and Process Design

nn Offer Timely Responses 

nn Define Participation Terms

nn Give Written Feedback

KEY POLICY COMPONENT 3  

Innovation Plan Process and Administration

Operating Agreements 

Depending on the state context, it might also be appropriate 
to require participants to enter into an operating agreement or 
contract with the entity administering the program to clearly 
establish the terms of participation. 

The Alabama State Department of Education has, for example, 
created an Innovation Zone/Flexibility Application which serves 
as the basis for a Flexibility Contract. This sets forth a local 
school system’s request for relief from specific state mandates 
in exchange for a commitment to implement an Innovation Plan 
to meet accountability benchmarks and five-year targets. A 
local school system’s superintendent and board president must 
both sign the application and certify compliance with Flexibility 
Contract and Innovation Plan requirements in ordered to be 
considered an Innovative School System.
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STATE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND EXAMPLES

Delegate Program and Process Design 

As lawmakers create next generation learning programs, they can inadvertently impede future progress by 
prescribing too much in state statute—thus requiring future changes to also be made in statute. Instead, 
states should carefully consider which details of the application process and program administration 
should be prescribed in statute and which can be determined by the delegated agency in regulation or 
guidelines. 

When delegating program and process design to the delegating agency (state board of education or state 
education agency), legislators should consider providing direction on the core process elements such as 
eligible participants, timelines, amendment and resubmission opportunities and participation term and 
renewal. 

Legislators should consider taking the following steps, as appropriate, when authorizing a new next 
generation learning program.

nn Identify who will review and approve submissions for participation.

nn Identify who will be responsible for program implementation and ongoing administration.

nn Identify the length of time or term of participation for program participants, with or  
without the possibility of renewal. 

In most instances, this will be either the state board of education and/or state education agency. As 
such, the statute could require many of the program design details and administrative procedures to be 
provided for in rules or regulations. 

Indiana’s Innovation Network School requires the state board of education to approve or disapprove a 
submitted plan. (Indiana Code § 20-25.7-4-3)

Virginia’s statute providing for the establishment of School Divisions of Innovation requires the state 
board to “promulgate regulations for the designation of School Divisions of Innovation…”  
(Virginia Education Code § 22.1-212.29) 

Arkansas statute specifies that the state commissioner of education may approve a public school as a 
School of Innovation. (Arkansas Code § 6-15-2802)

States should carefully consider which details 
of the application process and program 
administration should be prescribed in statute 
and which can be determined by the delegated 
agency in regulation or guidelines. 

http://iga.in.gov/legislative/laws/2018/ic/titles/020#20-25.7
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/22.1-212.28
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=76341b2b-7a8c-4677-8eb7-87009d5aea1c&nodeid=AAGAACAAGABDAAD&nodepath=%2FROOT%2FAAG%2FAAGAAC%2FAAGAACAAG%2FAAGAACAAGABD%2FAAGAACAAGABDAAD&level=5&haschildren=&populated=false&title=6-15-2802.+School+of+innovation+designation+--+Rules.&config=00JAA2ZjZiM2VhNS0wNTVlLTQ3NzUtYjQzYy0yYWZmODJiODRmMDYKAFBvZENhdGFsb2fXiYCnsel0plIgqpYkw9PK&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A58S5-5PJ0-R03J-R346-00008-00&ecomp=k357kkk&prid=a10817bd-9ba0-4b9b-8589-84cd286985df
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Offer Timely Responses

A transparent and efficient process should afford applicants timely feedback so that school plans can be 
implemented as designed following approval. It should also provide program administrators with clarity 
regarding authorizer intent. In most instances it is reasonable to require state board or state agency 
decision-making within 60 days of receipt of any plan or application. Some state statutes specify timelines 
for review and approval or disapproval of applications.

Alabama’s application process requires the Alabama Department of Education to send written 
notification of approval or non-approval within 60 days. (Alabama Department of Education, Submission 
and Approval Process) 

Indiana’s statute authorizing Performance Qualified School Districts and High Schools requires the 
state board to act upon a high school’s waiver request not later than 60 days after the waiver request is 
submitted to the state board. (Indiana Code § 20-24.2-3-3) 

Oklahoma statutes require the state board of education to approve or disapprove the requests for 
school empowerment programs and the empowerment plan within 90 days of receipt.  
(Oklahoma Statute § 70-3-129.11) 

 

Define Participation Terms 

With a pilot program, the term of participation will be defined. 
Three to five years is common, but optional. Some innovation 
programs also establish a specific term for participants, as well as 
provisions for renewal.  A term of five years is generally appropriate 
for both pilots and innovation programs. With any defined term 
of participation, enough time must be allotted not only for full 
implementation but also for a thoughtful design and planning phase. 

Oklahoma’s School District Empowerment Program statute limits an approved request and plan to be 
for no longer than three years. Prior to the beginning of the third year, the school district may apply for 
renewal of the approved request and plan. (Oklahoma Statute § 70-3-129.11) 

 

Mississippi’s statute on Districts of Innovation establishes an initial approval period of five years 
and, “each renewal of a district of innovation shall not exceed five (5) years and shall comply with 
administrative regulations promulgated by the board pursuant to this statute.”  
(Mississippi Code § 37-179-1)  

A term of five years is 
generally appropriate 
for both pilots and 
innovation programs. 

https://www.alsde.edu/Pages/innovations.aspx
https://www.alsde.edu/Pages/innovations.aspx
https://codes.findlaw.com/in/title-20-education/in-code-sect-20-24-2-3-3-nr2.html
http://ok.elaws.us/os/70-3-129.11
http://ok.elaws.us/os/70-3-129.11
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=9e46731c-bba0-401b-b242-07526f03cae7&config=00JABhZDIzMTViZS04NjcxLTQ1MDItOTllOS03MDg0ZTQxYzU4ZTQKAFBvZENhdGFsb2f8inKxYiqNVSihJeNKRlUp&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A8P6B-82S2-8T6X-74B4-00008-00&pddocid=urn%3AcontentItem%3A8P6B-82S2-8T6X-74B4-00008-00&pdcontentcomponentid=234190&pdteaserkey=sr1&pditab=allpods&ecomp=kgw7kkk&earg=sr1&prid=535d6aad-d380-4b82-8b35-942cd65f9d22
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Give Written Feedback

By requiring that written feedback be provided to applicants whose submissions are not approved, 
states offer districts or schools the chance to reflect on the feedback, make improvements that 
are reflected in plan amendments and reapply for participation in the program. While quite a few 
state statutes require that applicants be given an opportunity to amend and resubmit a plan, few 
explicitly require that the applicant be provided with written feedback. 

It is important to note that feedback is helpful for accepted applications as well. The comments 
can help to strengthen implementation and establish a long-term pattern of communication and 
interaction with the state agency. 

Colorado statutes require feedback if a local school board rejects the plan that was submitted. 
This feedback must include a written explanation of the basis for this decision. The public 
school or group of schools that was applying for Innovation School status are then authorized to 
resubmit an amended innovation plan. (Colorado Revised Statutes § 22-32.5-104) 

Alabama’s statute authorizing innovation schools requires the state board of education to 
promulgate rules and regulations that include an, “outline of procedures and necessary steps that a 
local school system shall follow, upon denial of an original resubmission, to amend and resubmit an 
innovation plan and school flexibility contract for approval.” (Alabama Code § 16-6D-6)  

https://www.cde.state.co.us/choice/innovationschoolsstatute
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief5MovingBeyondSeattime.November2018.pdf
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There is one common component across most next 
generation learning programs: the opportunity for 
schools to apply for flexibility from state statutes, 
regulations and policies that may hinder full 
implementation of the school’s innovation plan. 
However, for policymakers to gain the knowledge 
these initiatives were designed for, the applications 
and requirements for these requests must be designed 
appropriately.

There are three critical flexibility design components 
to which next generation learning program authorizers 
appear to have given only cursory consideration. 
Yet state policymakers need these components to 
understand and learn from their investments in next 
generation learning.

Policymakers need to provide regular reports on waiver requests—including details on waivers granted 
and denied and the rationale for each decision. Policymakers should also receive timely feedback from 
schools on the impact of waivers to determine the need for additional legislative and/or regulatory 
reform. In the absence of this information, state policymakers will be hindered in their efforts to learn 
from their work to support next generation learning.

STATE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND EXAMPLES

Define a Scope of Flexibility

States should determine what is in and out of the state’s scope of flexibility. For example, state law or policy 
should prohibit exemptions from any requirements designed to protect student and educator health, safety 
and civil rights. Additionally, limitations on exceptions from federal and state assessment and accountability 
requirements are often justified. Some states also prohibit waivers from state laws regarding the fair 
dismissal of educators, public employee retirement, financial management and collective bargaining.

In focusing on this Key Policy 
Component, states can consider the 
following policy recommendations as 
manage flexibility requests.

nn Define a Scope of Flexibility

nn Require a Rationale for 
a Flexibility Request

nn Allow Waiver Requests 
at Any Time 

DEEPER DIVE

View the brief Moving Beyond Seat-Time 
in ExcelinEd’s Transitioning to Student-
Centered Learning Series to learn more!
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MOVING BEYOND SEAT-TIME 
Transitioning to Student-Centered Learning:  

Policy Solutions for States 
November 2018 

While working with states to implement innovative student-centered learning policies and programs, ExcelinEd has 
identified policies and practices that hinder new student-centered learning models. Transitioning to Student-
Centered Learning: Policy Solutions for States is a policy brief series dedicated to addressing these challenges.  

THE CHALLENGE OF FUNDING SEAT-TIME  
A common goal of many innovative approaches in education is to maximize student learning in and outside of the 
traditional school day, classroom or even campus. Cutting-edge school leaders seek to capitalize on the learning 
already happening in and outside of school while simultaneously creating new extended learning opportunities. 

However, these school leaders quickly discover state policies that reinforce seat time become an obstacle to 
innovative approaches that are more student-centered. 

Seat-time policies have long tentacles and extend far beyond Carnegie units and credits. Often, state funding for 
schools is based on the number of hours of instruction a student receives—regardless of how much a student learns 
during that time. Consequently, seat-time policies don’t contemplate learning happening outside of the traditional 
school day or classroom, and they often create potential barriers and disincentives to deviate from the conventional, 
standardized school model. 

DECOUPLING SEAT-TIME FROM FUNDING

Untangling the web of policies based on time spent in school will be laborious and transformative. In the meantime, 
there are proactive steps states may consider taking to support new learning opportunities without having to 
fundamentally alter a state’s funding system.  

Redefine “Instruction”  

As schools seek to innovate and break away from the traditional paradigms of time, place and pace, they will have to 
update the antiquated notion of what “instruction” is and is not. States can redefine instruction as a teacher’s 
facilitation of student learning of specific competencies, using a variety of delivery mechanisms and through various 
partners. This approach does not require an arbitrary distinction between the time students are working directly with 
teachers, with community partners, in groups or in self-directed activities. Teachers still play a central role; however, 
they facilitate and validate student learning that may be supported by technology and community partners. 

Redefine “Hour” 

Traditionally, states fund “hours” of instruction. In fact, states often have exacting rules about how to count time 
between classes, at recess or in study halls. Elementary schools are typically allowed to use the master schedule that 
applies to all students. However, middle and high schools must count the hours of instruction for every individual 
student. The use of a student’s schedule—or even the use of time in general—to calculate funding creates obstacles to 
innovation.  

States can fund a course based on the equivalent hours it would normally be scheduled, with assurances that the 
course is covering the same skills and content. Florida, for example, funds online courses based on the equivalent 
hours a course would be scheduled in a brick-and-mortar school. The state has a statewide course directory which 
provides assurances that the same course offered in two different schools covers the same content and skills.  

KEY POLICY COMPONENT 4  

Flexibility Request

https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief5MovingBeyondSeattime.November2018.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief5MovingBeyondSeattime.November2018.pdf
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Rhode Island’s statutes provide clarity on what flexibility is available to an Empower School. (These 
schools operate under the district leadership of the superintendent and school committee but 
are managed collaboratively on site by the principal and the faculty.) The statute explains, “Upon 
registration of the empowerment school designation... the commissioner shall be deemed to have 
authorized all necessary variances from statutes and regulations enumerated in the application….
(b) Except as otherwise provided in this chapter, all statutes, regulations, and collective bargaining 
agreement terms and conditions shall apply to empowerment schools.”  
(Rhode Island General Laws § 16-3.2-2 and § 16-3.2-3)

Indiana’s Innovation Network Schools statute is perhaps the most straightforward approach taken 
by a state. It clearly identifies three categories of law and regulation from which Innovation Network 
Schools are automatically exempt: statutes applicable to a governing body or school corporation; state 
board rules or guidelines, except those regarding teacher licensure; and local regulations or policies 
unless specifically incorporated into an innovation network school agreement. The statute further 
defines a limited set of statutes that do apply to these schools, including statutes applicable to charter 
schools and those regarding staff performance evaluations as well as employment of teachers and other 
personnel in charter schools. (Indiana Code § 20-25.7-4-8)

Require a Rationale for a Flexibility Request

States should consider requiring schools seeking flexibility to first identify any existing laws or policies 
that are or are likely to impede implementation of their innovation plan. Waiver requests should include 
a description of the innovative practices schools seek to implement and how the waiver would facilitate 
next generation learning. By requiring this, program authorizers create the opportunity for local leaders to 
highlight policy barriers which might be addressed by future legislative or regulatory action.  

Florida requires that any application to the District Innovation School of Technology program: 
demonstrate how the school districts meet and will continue to meet the requirements in statute; 
identify how the school will accomplish the purposes and guiding principles of Innovation Schools of 
Technology; identify and provide supporting documentation for the purpose and impact of each waiver; 
and confirm that the school board remains responsible for the operation, control and supervision of the 
school. (Florida Statutes § 1002.451)

Maine’s statutes on Innovative Public School Zones and Innovative Public School Districts require 
an applicant’s innovation plan to include, “A listing of the programs, policies and practices within 
the school, zone or district that would be affected by the innovations identified by the school, zone 
or district and the manner in which they would alter current programs, policies and practices. The 
programs, policies or practices may include, but are not limited to: (1) A description of any research-
based educational program to be implemented; (2) The length of the school day and the school year; (3) 
The student promotion and graduation policies; (4) The assessment plan; (5) The budget; and (6) The 
staffing plan…” Plans must also include, “A description of any statutory requirements applicable to public 
schools or school administrative unit policy requirements that would need to be waived for the school, 
zone or district to implement the identified innovations.” (Maine Rev. Statutes § 6213)

http://www.ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Inside-RIDE/Empowerment/Article_11-EmpowermentActText.pdf
http://www.ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Inside-RIDE/Empowerment/Article_11-EmpowermentActText.pdf
http://iga.in.gov/legislative/laws/2018/ic/titles/020#20-25.7-1
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?mode=View%20Statutes&SubMenu=1&App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=1002.451&URL=1000-1099/1002/Sections/1002.451.html
http://www.mainelegislature.org/legis/statutes/20-a/title20-Asec6212.html
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Allow Waiver Requests at Any Time

When creating a next generation learning vision and plan, school and district leaders are unlikely to fully 
understand the specific provisions of law and regulation that are likely to impede progress. They almost 
certainly have ideas or perceptions about policy barriers to innovation but should not be expected to 
provide a finite list until implementation is underway. As long as they are meeting existing program 
commitments, participating schools should be allowed to make flexibility requests, or seek amendment of 
prior requests, at any time throughout their next generation learning program work.

West Virginia’s state board of education rules regarding Innovation in Education school designation is 
ideal in that requests for exceptions may be submitted at any point during the Innovation in Education 
designation. (West Virginia SBE Rules § 126-75-4)

Maine’s statutes on Innovative Public School Zones and Innovative Public School Districts provide a 
detailed but manageable approach to amending waiver requests. “If the school board, in collaboration 
with one or more public schools...revises an innovation plan...the school board may request additional 
waivers or changes to existing waivers of the requirements of laws and rules as necessary to 
accommodate the revisions to the innovation plan, and the commissioner shall grant the request unless 
the commissioner concludes that the waivers or changes to existing waivers would be likely to result 
in a decrease in academic achievement in the school, zone or district, or would not be fiscally feasible.” 
(Maine Revised Statutes § 6213)

Wisconsin Districts of Innovation, pursuant to guidelines of the state education agency, must obtain 
prior approval of the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction “...whenever any substantive changes 
are made to the innovation plan outlined herein, including changes to goals or metrics or any additional 
waivers that may be needed to achieve the innovation request.” (Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction, Districts of Innovation)
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MAXIMIZING ASSESSMENT FLEXIBILITY Pt.1 
Transitioning to Student-Centered Learning:  

Policy Solutions for States 
September 2018 

While working with states to implement innovative student-centered learning policies and programs, ExcelinEd has 
identified policies and practices that hinder new student-centered learning models. Transitioning to Student-
Centered Learning: Policy Solutions for States is a policy brief series dedicated to addressing these challenges.  

THE CHALLENGE OF STANDARDIZED STATE ASSESSMENT SCHEDULES 
A hallmark of many new student-centered instructional models is a shift away from student progressions defined by 
age-based grade levels to individualized progressions predicated on mastery of key content and skills. Similarly, 
educators seek to break-free of traditionally-defined courses to package content in new and creative ways.  

As momentum builds for new student-centered learning models so does the tension between the federal and state 
requirement to evaluate each student’s proficiency on grade-level standards once a year and the desire to break 
free of the traditional paradigms of time, place and pace.  

A recent report by the Center on 
Reinventing Public Education 
(CRPE) noted that although the 
vast majority of principals 
interviewed felt they had ample 
flexibility to implement 
personalized learning, assessment 
requirements were frequently cited 
as restrictive. 

One common “pain point” highlighted in research from Bellwether Education Partners is the presence of “year-end 
summative assessments that focus exclusively on grade-level content and limited end-of-year testing windows” which 
prevent students from demonstrating proficiency when they are ready. The potential solutions below echo the 
recommendations included in this research. 

As more innovative, student-centered models emerge, our traditional, state-level standardized assessments will 
eventually need to adapt to reflect systems where “age-defined grade-levels take a back seat to students’ 
individualized progressions.” 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS TO PROVIDE ASSESSMENT FLEXIBILITY

State assessment design is guided by a combination of federal and state mandates, appropriations, tight procurement 
regulations and test security concerns. An evolution of state assessments will be incremental and take time, but there 
are practical steps states can consider to begin the transition and provide more flexibility.  

Recommendation: Explore Opportunities to Implement Flexible Testing Windows 

• Beginning with any new assessment contracts, states should consider opportunities for more flexible test 
administration during the procurement process with the goal of allowing students to demonstrate mastery 
when they are ready. This may mean allowing districts or schools to administer the state summative 
assessment once per quarter or on demand once students have completed the content. 

• Prior to contract expiration, states can consider issuing a request for information (RFI) to determine potential 
capacity, cost and test security concerns and communicating the results to the state board of education and 
legislature. 

“What [teachers] have done is to allow students to progress based on their 
ability within a unit, but because testing is at a specific time, especially 
in courses like algebra, they don't want them getting so far ahead. So we 
are working within the confines that are established by the state.”  
 

School district leader quoted in CRPE’s report  
Personalized Learning at a Crossroads  
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MAXIMIZING ASSESSMENT FLEXIBILITY Pt.2 
Transitioning to Student-Centered Learning:  

Policy Solutions for States 
September 2018 

While working with states to implement innovative student-centered learning policies and programs, ExcelinEd has 
identified policies and practices that hinder new student-centered learning models. Transitioning to Student-
Centered Learning: Policy Solutions for States is a policy brief series dedicated to addressing these challenges.  

THE CHALLENGE OF EVOLVING ASSESSMENTS 
As we outlined in Maximizing Assessment Flexibility Part 1, as more innovative, student-centered models 
emerge, our traditional, state-level standardized assessments will eventually need to evolve to measure 
proficiency and progress in new ways.  

A Vision for the Future of Testing 

In the future, we expect that all 50 states will have systems of next-generation assessments that are built around 
student-centered learning. These systems will be technology enabled, more efficient, adaptive, available to students 
whenever they are ready and will provide multiple, real-time measures of student progress toward mastery. These 
systems will better support new forms of teaching and learning without sacrificing our ability to safeguard and monitor 
accountability, quality and equity.  

Although most states are not yet ready to adopt this vision of testing, every state has the opportunity to make 
significant improvements to their assessment systems with the flexibility provided by the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA). These improvements will build the foundation for a next generation system of assessments and address some of 
the pushback against assessments many states have experienced.  

Of note, ESSA requires any assessment to provide evidence of valid, reliable and comparable results. 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS TO BEGIN THE TRANSITION TO INNOVATIVE ASSESSMENT MODELS

An evolution of state assessments will be incremental and take time. Developing new assessments requires substantial 
technical and financial investment, as well as political will. Many of the assessment strategies required for this vision 
remain untested and unproven, but there are practical steps states can consider to explore new options carefully and 
thoughtfully. 

Recommendation: Maximize the Flexibility and Opportunity to Innovate Provided by ESSA 

Leverage Technology 
• Continue the transition to online assessments to accelerate both delivery and scoring of assessments, as well as the 

use of innovative item-types to measure higher order skills that paper-and-pencil tests cannot assess.  
• Explore a transition to adaptive testing that includes out-of-grade-level items while still reporting grade-level 

proficiency thus maximizing a state’s ability to capture range of learning and measure growth.  

Modify the Approach 
• Consider administering a set of interim tests throughout the year that can be rolled up into a single annual result 

for each student. Ideally, this approach will decrease overall student assessment time. States will need to 
determine the cost-effectiveness of this approach and ensure there is no duplicative testing. 

• See Maximizing Assessment Flexibility Part 1 for recommendations on flexible testing windows.  
• Determine if the state’s vision for a new state assessment system will warrant application for the ESSA Innovative 

Assessment and Accountability Demonstration Authority. Under this umbrella, states can begin to test drive next 
generation assessment systems in a subset of districts in lieu of the statewide assessment. The flexibility afforded 
to states with approved applications allows for a deliberate and phased in rollout. 

DEEPER DIVE

View the briefs Maximizing Assessment 
Flexibility: Part 1 and Maximizing Assessment 
Flexibility: Part 2 in ExcelinEd’s Transitioning 
to Student-Centered Learning Series to 
learn more!

http://apps.sos.wv.gov/adlaw/csr/readfile.aspx?DocId=32049&Format=PDF
http://www.mainelegislature.org/legis/statutes/20-a/title20-Asec6212.html
https://dpi.wi.gov/open-enrollment/applications
https://dpi.wi.gov/open-enrollment/applications
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief5MovingBeyondSeattime.November2018.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief5MovingBeyondSeattime.November2018.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief2AssessnentFlexibility.September2018-1.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief2AssessnentFlexibility.September2018-1.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief3AssessnentFlexibilityPart2.September2018.pdf.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief3AssessnentFlexibilityPart2.September2018.pdf.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
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Several states have taken steps to support schools 
with their transition to next generation learning 
by establishing an innovation network. Innovation 
networks can be formal, even required by statute, or 
less formal, as many are designed by a state education 
agency out of the recognition that next generation 
learning work is best advanced through collaboration. 
Through these networks—or incubators as one state 
calls them—schools can collaborate, share successes 
and promising practices, brainstorm solutions to 
challenges and identify policies that hinder implementation. 

State leaders are often network administrators and conveners. In this role, they should provide technical 
assistance, take steps to remove barriers to innovation (such as through guidance documents and training) 
and develop state resources to support program expansion. 

Unfortunately, only a few next generation learning programs establish an innovation network. Presently, 
even fewer states define the technical assistance and other supports participating schools or districts 
can expect to receive through their network. State policymakers have an opportunity to get more out of 
their efforts to spur innovation by providing technical assistance and creating space for collaboration and 
mutual support.

STATE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND EXAMPLES

Identify Network Goals

To ensure the state network is providing the greatest possible opportunities for schools of innovation 
to collaborate, states should define clear goals for their networks. ExcelinEd’s Next Generation Learning 
Model Policy identifies four goals states can consider as they create their networks: (1) increase statewide 
knowledge and understanding of school innovations; (2) provide opportunities for schools of innovation 
to collaborate and share resources and lessons learned; (3) develop information, materials and other 
applicable resources for use across the state, districts and schools; and (4) identify data and metrics to be 
used to evaluate success, progress and growth for recommendation to the chief state school officer.

Kentucky created an Innovation Lab Network, a partnership between local school districts and 
the Kentucky Department of Education. This network was designed “to provide a space for sharing 
innovative strategies and learning about ways to transform [the] education system.” Participating 
districts learn from each other and from experts about innovation in education. Kentucky also 
participates in the Council of Chief State School Officers Innovation Lab Network, which encourages 
work among peer states to “advance new models of learning that can best prepare all students for 
success in the 21st century.” (Kentucky Department of Education, Innovation Lab Network; CCSSO, 
Innovation Lab Network)

In focusing on this Key Policy Component, 
states can consider the following policy 
recommendations as they develop  
innovation networks.

nn Identify Network Goals

nn Develop a Plan for State Support

KEY POLICY COMPONENT 5 

Innovation Network

https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.NextGenLearning.ModelPolicy.2019.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.NextGenLearning.ModelPolicy.2019.pdf
https://education.ky.gov/school/innov/Pages/Innovation-Lab-Network.aspx
https://ccsso.org/topics/innovation-lab-network
https://ccsso.org/topics/innovation-lab-network
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Idaho legislators first codified and then, in spring 2019, expanded the state’s Mastery-Based Education 
program. The initial bill directed the state department of education to take several specific actions 
“to move Idaho toward a mastery-based education system.” These actions include: (1) establishing 
a committee of educators to “identify roadblocks and possible solutions in implementing mastery 
education and develop recommendations for the incubator process;” and (2) facilitating the 
development of an “incubator process and assessments of local education agencies to identify the initial 
cohort of up to twenty (20) local education agencies.” 

Recently enacted amendments eliminate the cap on participation and formalizes the Idaho Mastery 
Education Network. The legislation also directs the department to facilitate and maintain the  
network to: advise the superintendent and state board of education on the progress of the transition  
to mastery-based education; develop recommendations for continued implementation; implement 
relevant state policies; and provide network resources to school districts.  
(Idaho Code § 33-1632; Idaho Senate Bill 1059, 2019)

Develop a Plan for State Support

Innovation is, by definition, new territory for school leaders. 
Likewise, determining how best to support innovation will 
require state agencies to depart from their traditional roles. 
Considering this, the state education agency should consider 
developing its own plan—with state board of education input 
or approval as appropriate—for administering a network of 
next generation learning schools. 

Rather than a rigid enforcer of policy, state agencies must 
determine how to empower school leaders to explore the 
most effective approaches to improving educational outcomes.  
Policymakers should consider whether the state education 
agency may contract with a third-party provider for  
network administration. 

Nevada established a network as part of the state’s statutory pilot program. This network of program 
participants have regular meetings that focus on what other states are doing to encourage innovation, 
updates on pilot site actions, policy research, legislative updates and professional development 
opportunities. (Nevada Revised Statutes § 389.200 to § 389.230)

Idaho’s recent amendment of statutes regarding the Idaho Mastery Education Network, highlighted 
above, specify that the state department of education must “provide network resources, including 
professional development, coaching and best practices to Idaho public school districts and charter 
schools.” (Idaho Senate Bill 1059, 2019)

Rather than a rigid 
enforcer of policy, state 
agencies must determine 
how to empower school 
leaders to explore 
the most effective 
approaches to improving 
educational outcomes.

https://legislature.idaho.gov/statutesrules/idstat/Title33/T33CH16/SECT33-1632/
https://legislature.idaho.gov/sessioninfo/2019/legislation/S1059/
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/NRS/NRS-389.html#NRS389Sec200
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/NRS/NRS-389.html#NRS389Sec200
https://legislature.idaho.gov/sessioninfo/2019/legislation/s1059/
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Next generation learning innovations and the 
flexibility provided to establish new models are 
strategies designed to benefit students. However, 
while pushing the boundaries of time, place and 
pace, educators and policymakers must take steps 
to ensure all students succeed developmentally and 
academically.

It is important to require adherence to federal and 
state laws and policies governing school safety, 
bullying and harassment, civil rights, educational and 
support services for students with disabilities and others, etc. But states must be aware that transitioning 
to next generation learning models may inadvertently expose students to obstacles. These obstacles 
could include challenges in transferring to another school, securing admission to post-secondary learning 
opportunities and accessing financial aid or scholarships.

STATE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND EXAMPLES

Ensure Seamless Transfers
Many new learning models focus on the mastery of key concepts of skills regardless of the time, place and 
pace in which they are acquired. This approach often leads to the elimination—or at least blurring—of 
conventional age, grade, course and time-based structures. As a result, report cards and transcripts may 
not feature traditional elements such as grade point average (GPA) or class rank. These nontraditional 
transcripts from schools of innovation can mean students have to repeat coursework if they transfer to 
more traditional schools.

To address this, K-12 state policymakers can work in cooperation with local leaders to ensure for the 
seamless transfer (i.e., without the need to repeat coursework) of students transferring from a school 
of innovation. To date, only two states have addressed these policies in statutes that establish next 
generation learning programs.

Utah establishes protections for competency-based students who transfer within the LEA to another 
school or to another LEA that does not have a competency-based education program. This statute 
specifies the student may not be “penalized by being required to repeat course work that the student has 
successfully completed, changing the student’s grade, or receive any other penalty related to the student’s 
previous attendance in the competency-based education program.” (Utah Code § 53F-5-507)

West Virginia statute also provides protections for students who transfer from a mastery-based education 
school to another school within the county or any other county in the state that does not have a mastery-
based education program. This statute prohibits the schools from penalizing those students by requiring 
them to repeat course work covering content that the student has already successfully mastered or by any 
other penalty related to the student’s previous attendance in the mastery-based education program.  
(West Virginia Code § 18-5E-8)

In focusing on this Key Policy Component, 
states can consider the following policy 
recommendations as they develop  
student protections:

nn Ensure Seamless Transfers

nn Facilitate Postsecondary Access

KEY POLICY COMPONENT 6  

Student Protections

https://le.utah.gov/xcode/Title53F/Chapter5/53F-5-S507.html
http://www.wvlegislature.gov/Bill_Text_HTML/2019_sessions/RS/bills/hb2009%20ENR.htm
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Facilitate Post-Secondary Access

Non-traditional transcripts can also place high school graduates at a disadvantage when applying for 
admission to colleges and universities as well as financial aid and scholarships. Policymakers must also 
establish policies and partnerships that ensure fair and equitable access for admission to institutes 
of higher education as well as scholarships and financial aid for graduates of schools implementing 
innovative school models or using non-traditional diplomas and transcripts. This issue deserves much 
greater attention that it has received to date.

Utah statute requires institutions of higher education to “recognize and accept on equal footing as a 
traditional high school diploma a high school diploma awarded to a student who successfully completes 
an education program that uses, in whole or in part, competency-based education…” A recent bill signed 
by the governor in Utah specifies this shall be for purposes of admission, scholarships and other financial 
aid consideration. This statute goes one step further and requires institutions of higher education to 
cooperate with LEAs to facilitate the advancement of any student who attends a competency-based 
education program as well as cooperate in the development of an LEA plan or program.  
(Utah Code § 53F-5-507)

West Virginia also requires institutions of higher education to recognize and accept credentials and 
diplomas awarded to students who have shown content mastery gained through mastery-based education 
“on equal footing as a traditional high school transcript and diploma.” (West Virginia Code § 18-5E-8)

State and local leaders can help protect students by involving higher education 
system representatives in next generation program design from the earliest days 
through implementation and administration. However, to have real impact, K-12 
leaders should enlist higher education partners in identifying the competencies 
students need to master in K-12 in order to move on to credit-bearing work in 
post-secondary settings.

Illinois’ statute establishing the Competency-Based High School 
Graduation Requirements Pilot Program provides that an application for 
participation in the program “must identify the community partners that 
will support the system’s implementation.” The statute also “requires the 
state superintendent of education to develop an application that requires 
demonstration of commitment from the school district superintendent; 
the president of the school board of the district; teachers within the school 
district who will be involved with the pilot program implementation; a 
community college partner; and a higher education institution other than a 
community college.” The Illinois State Board of Education has included state 
higher education representatives as partners in articulating the program’s 
competencies. (Illinois Compiled Statutes, Chapter 110, Section 148/20 and  
Section 148/25)

Ohio’s statute authorizing the state’s Competency-Based Education Pilot 
requires that competency-based education offered by a participating 
district, school or consortium of districts incorporates partnerships with 
post-secondary institutions and members of industry.  
(Ohio Revised Code §733.30)
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HIGHER EDUCATION REQUIREMENTS 
Transitioning to Student-Centered Learning:  

Policy Solutions for States 
August 2018 

While working with states to implement innovative student-centered learning policies and programs, ExcelinEd has 
identified policies and practices that hinder new student-centered learning models. Transitioning to Student-
Centered Learning: Policy Solutions for States is a policy brief series dedicated to addressing these challenges. 

THE CHALLENGE OF HIGHER EDUCATION ADMISSION, SCHOLARSHIP & FINANCIAL AID REQUIREMENTS

A frequent challenge noted by educators and parents is that nontraditional transcripts can place high school graduates 
at a disadvantage when applying for admission to colleges and universities as well as financial aid and scholarships.

Many new learning models focus on the mastery of key concepts of skills regardless of the time, place and pace in 
which they are acquired. This approach often leads to the elimination—or at least blurring—of conventional age, grade, 
course and time-based structures. As a result, report cards and transcripts may not feature traditional elements such 
as grade point average (GPA) or class rank.

Despite the benefits of mastery-based learning models, many parents are justifiably concerned that nontraditional 
transcripts and report cards could hinder their children’s prospects for college admission or render them ineligible for 
certain scholarships or financial aid. For educators, these concerns translate into time-intensive efforts to convert 
mastery-based outcomes to traditional course grades—as well as a broader wariness of exploring more innovative 
approaches to evaluate student achievement. 

Research from the RAND Corporation noted similar challenges and recommended that “Innovative schools should have 
the flexibility to develop nontraditional grading systems that support the school model, and policymakers could 
consider limiting the need to convert grades back to a traditional letter grade for reporting purposes.” 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS TO ENSURE FAIR & EQUITABLE ACCESS

Traditional requirements for college admission, scholarships and financial aid will need to evolve for the next 
generation of K-12 learning opportunities. These are practical steps states can consider now to start the transition. 

1: Amending Necessary Policies to
Accommodate Innovative Models & Transcripts

In-state postsecondary opportunities should not be more 
difficult to access for graduates of schools with innovative 
models or non-traditional report cards and transcripts nor 
should schools be required to request waivers.

Taking proactive steps to ensure fair and equitable access 
for applicants with nontraditional transcripts is neither 
difficult nor unprecedented. Many states already have 
policies for students enrolled in home education programs, 
and institutions of higher education regularly accept non-
traditional transcripts and diplomas from international 
applicants. States should consider extending these
practices and flexibilities to support the efforts of 
innovation schools and educators. This flexibility is 
necessary to ensure fair and equitable access. 

2: Designing Accommodations for State Data 
System Requirements

Though schools implementing or transitioning to new 
learning models may request and be granted flexibility 
from policies, it is often practical data system 
requirements that prove to be the biggest challenge.

States often have common applications for admission to 
state colleges and universities or statewide systems for 
high schools to upload student information. These systems 
were created to simplify and expedite the process for 
students and families, as well as the institutions.
However, these data system requirements have become 
an obstacle for schools seeking to innovate grading and 
reporting processes by requiring data fields innovative 
schools may not provide. An alternative entry process can 
eliminate this burden. 

https://le.utah.gov/xcode/Title53F/Chapter5/53F-5-S507.html
http://www.wvlegislature.gov/Bill_Text_HTML/2019_sessions/RS/bills/hb2009%20ENR.htm
http://ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/100/PDF/100-0599.pdf
http://ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/100/PDF/100-0599.pdf
http://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Other-Resources/Competency-Based-Education-Pilot/hb64_Competency-Based-Education.pdf.aspx
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief1HigherEducation.August2018.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief1HigherEducation.August2018.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief1HigherEducation.August2018.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief1HigherEducation.August2018.pdf
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POLICY COMPONENTS

Innovation programs exist to improve outcomes for 
students by providing support for change and statutory 
or regulatory flexibility. While getting those details 
right is difficult, state policymakers must not overlook 
the need to adequately provide for the collection 
and reporting of program data, progress monitoring, 
program evaluation and continuous improvement.

All new education programs and initiatives are subject 
to scrutiny from policymakers, media and parents. 
However, the level of scrutiny state innovation and 
pilot programs face is often heightened since these 
innovative programs are, by definition, untested. 
Because most existing general innovation or pilot 
programs are relatively new, they do not have a track record of success yet. In fact, many schools and 
districts participating in these programs are still in the design and planning phase, so they don’t have a track 
record at all. As such, little empirical data is available for states to reference when developing a program or 
measuring the full impact of innovation and pilot programs on students and their outcomes. 

STATE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND EXAMPLES

Determine How Impact Will Be Measured

Applicants should be given the flexibility to propose desired outcomes that are unique to their proposals, 
but the state must define a set of metrics that will be used consistently for all participants. States should 
provide clear examples of metrics and indicators that include, at a minimum, student engagement, 
instructional practices, performance on assessments (formative, benchmark and summative), high school 
success and post-secondary success. State policymakers should also require program participants to 
identify progress measures that will be reported and other data that will be made available to the state 
and other stakeholders, including parents, the community and state-level policymakers.

Oklahoma Administrative Rules specify that each School District Empowerment Program application 
shall clearly identify and describe the “expected student performance levels to be demonstrated and 
evaluated as a result of the proposed deregulation, waiver or participation…”  
(Oklahoma Administrative Rules § 210:35-3-228)

Connecticut expands on the usual expected outcomes requirement and requires an innovation plan to 
include discussion of the following measurable goals: student attendance; student safety and discipline; 
student promotion, graduation and dropout rates; student performance on the statewide mastery 
examination; progress in areas of academic underperformance; progress among subgroups of students, 
including low-income students, limited English-proficient students and students receiving special 
education; and a reduction of achievement gaps among different groups of students.  
(Connecticut General Statutes § 10-74h)

In focusing on this Key Policy Component, 
states can consider the following policy 
recommendations as they develop evaluations 
and reports:

nn Determine How Impact Will Be Measured 

nn Plan and Prepare for Data Collection

nn Have a Plan to Communicate Progress

nn Initiate Systemic Change

KEY POLICY COMPONENT 7  

Evaluation and Reports

http://www.oar.state.ok.us/oar/codedoc02.nsf/frmMain?OpenFrameSet&Frame=Main&Src=_75tnm2shfcdnm8pb4dthj0chedppmcbq8dtmmak31ctijujrgcln50ob7ckj42tbkdt374obdcli00_
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_164.htm#sec_10-74h
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Plan and Prepare for Data Collection

If states identify early on what data will need to be collected to accurately evaluate the impact of 
innovation and pilot programs at each stage of implementation, both state and local leaders will be able 
to identify what data exists and how others will be created. Furthermore, education leaders can also 
decide how to set up state and local data systems to identify students participating in state programs and 
for which period they participated. This will make it possible to evaluate the impact of programs on long-
term student outcomes such as high school graduation and postsecondary success. 

State summative assessments will be able to provide some of the data necessary, but participating schools 
should be asked to identify what formative and interim assessments will be used. Full participation in data 
collection and evaluation activities should be made clear on any state  
program applications.

Utah incorporated the Program Quality Indicators suggested in ExcelinEd’s Evaluating Impact policy 
brief into the state’s Competency-Based Education Framework. The Framework notes that, “To 
measure the Utah Competency-Based education program quality in the pilot, it is important to identify 
the correct indicators and the timing for the associated data collection.” The indicators were also 
incorporated into the state’s Competency-Based Education Planning Grant application. 

Have a Plan to Communicate Progress

A thoughtful evaluation plan informs parents, teachers, the community, policymakers and more about 
what is working and what isn’t in next generation learning programs. An evaluation should: provide 
local leaders with the information necessary for continuous improvement and for ongoing community 
engagement; meet legislative expectations by demonstrating program impact, highlighting barriers to 
success, and options for expansion; and arm state administering agencies with data to inform the design 
and delivery of technical assistance, targeted support and cross-participant collaboration. High levels of 
transparency will help build trust in the program and evaluation process. 

ExcelinEd’s Next Generation Learning Model Policy includes the following recommendation: The 
Department shall develop an evaluation plan that informs parents, teachers, the community and 
policymakers about the status of the innovation network, including successes, challenges and progress made 
toward established goals. 
The evaluation plan shall include:
a. Performance indicators that include but are not limited to measures of:

i. Student Engagement
ii. Instructional Practices
iii. Performance on Assessments (formative, benchmark, and state)
iv. High School Success
v. Post-Secondary Success

b. Timeline of when reports will be produced (including interim reports)
c. Persons, organizations or entities that may conduct the evaluations
d. Data required from schools
e. Communication strategy for parents, teachers and the community
f. Annual reports to the Governor, the President of the Senate and the Speaker of the House articulating

the findings, implementation milestones, and outcomes as outlined above. The report shall also include
a list of requested and approved flexibility requests as well as any statutory recommendations.

https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief4EvaluatingImpact.October2018.2.pdf
https://www.schools.utah.gov/file/93b6b3c0-85c7-47e5-9f1b-3677b1c9603b
https://www.schools.utah.gov/file/fee6ffcf-e7d4-43ad-96b1-3e4956f7c1de
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.NextGenLearning.ModelPolicy.2019.pdf
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North Dakota’s Innovative Education Program regulations require participants to describe the 
evaluation measures that will be used to monitor the progress of program implementation. The 
regulations also require participants to evaluate how the program has improved the delivery of 
education, improved the administration of education, provided increased education opportunities for 
students or improved the academic success of students. Participants must have an evaluation plan 
for using multiple measures as the regulations require that, “Early stages of evaluation must include 
measures, such as attendance, disciplinary incidents, student engagement, student voice, student 
and parent surveys, and evidence of improved instructional practices...Mid-stages and later stages 
of evaluation must include measures of student performance, including academic content skills, 
performance indicators, as well as proficiency and growth measures.”  
(North Dakota Admin. Code § 67-19-03-04)

Nebraska’s statute requires Innovation Grant Program applicants to specify measurable objectives 
“for improving education outcomes for early childhood students, elementary students, middle school 
students, or high school students or for improving the transitions between any successive stages of 
education or between education and the workforce.” Statute also dictates “the method for annually 
evaluating progress toward a measurable objective, with a summative evaluation of progress submitted 
to the state board and electronically to the Education Committee of the Legislature …”  
(Nebraska Revised Statutes § 79-1054)

 
INDICATORS TO MEASURE PROGRAM QUALITY 

It is important to identify the correct indicators and the timing for the associated data collection to 
appropriately measure state innovation pilot and program quality. While student outcomes should remain 
at the core of evaluating the impact of state programs, many of the recommended indicators below are 
particularly valuable in measuring innovation pilot and program effectiveness when student outcome  
data is limited.

DEEPER DIVE 

View the brief Evaluating Impact in ExcelinEd’s Transitioning to 
Student-Centered Learning to learn more! 

 

www.ExcelinEd.org  

 

EVALUATING PROGRESS AND IMPACT 
Transitioning to Student-Centered Learning:  

Policy Solutions for States 
October 2018 

While working with states to implement innovative student-centered learning policies and programs, ExcelinEd has 
identified policies and practices that hinder new student-centered learning models. Transitioning to Student-
Centered Learning: Policy Solutions for States is a policy brief series dedicated to addressing these challenges.  

THE CHALLENGE: EVALUATING PROGRESS AND IMPACT 
All new education programs and initiatives are subject to scrutiny from policymakers, media and parents. However, the 
level of scrutiny state innovation and pilot programs face is often heightened since these innovative programs are, by 
definition, untested. 

Because most existing state innovation or pilot programs are relatively new, they don’t have a track record of success 
yet. In fact, many schools and districts participating in these programs are still in the design and planning phase so 
they don’t have a track record at all. As such, little empirical data is available for states to reference when developing 
a program or measuring the full impact of innovation and pilot programs on students and their outcomes.  

Though challenging, it’s critical that states can evaluate, report and communicate the progress and impact of their 
innovation and pilot programs.  

RECOMMENDATION: DEVELOP A THOUGHTFUL EVALUATION PLAN

States must understand that the transition to student-centered learning will not happen overnight. As states begin this 
transition, there are practical steps they can take to ensure they develop thoughtful evaluation plans to support their 
long-term vision for innovative pilots and programs. 

Evaluation Plan Objectives 

A thoughtful evaluation plan informs parents, teachers, the community, policymakers and more about what is working 
and what isn’t. The evaluation plan should:  

• Supply local leaders with the information 
necessary for continuous improvement and 
building community support. 

• Meet legislative expectations by providing 
the information needed to build continued 
support and potentially expand the program. 

• Identify the issues schools are encountering 
and the resources needed to overcome them.  

• Highlight policy obstacles and potential 
solutions. 

• Provide as much transparency as possible, 
building trust in the program and evaluation 
process. 

  

“States [should] have a plan in place for knowing if or when 
and how to scale up. States can identify processes for 
evaluating the design and impact of small-scale pilots to 
determine what aspects of the innovations are working, 
under what conditions, and for which students. Conversely, 
the evaluation could also be designed to identify innovations 
that do not meet their promise, even after adequate time to 
adjust implementation to improve results.” 

Taken from Achieve’s report Creating Innovation Zones to 
Advance the Promise of Competency-Based Pathways 

 

https://www.legis.nd.gov/information/acdata/pdf/67-19-03.pdf
https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=79-1054
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief4EvaluatingImpact.October2018.2.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
https://www.excelined.org/transitioning-to-student-centered-learning-policy-solutions-for-states/
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief5MovingBeyondSeattime.November2018.pdf
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Program Quality Indicators*

Taken from ExcelinEd’s brief Evaluating Impact.

Leading  
Indicators
During  
Implementation

Student Engagement 
nn Absenteeism rates
nn Student surveys

Instructional Practices 
nn Teacher survey of instructional practices
nn Administrative observations
nn Teacher turnover by teacher effectiveness
nn External observation for fidelity of implementation 
nn Trend in students needing added instructional support/interventions

Primary  
Indicators
Once Fully  
Implemented  
for at Least  
Three Years

Performance on Local Formative and Benchmark Assessments
nn Percent of students demonstrating at least a year’s worth 

of improvement or more in core subject areas
nn Percent of students demonstrating proficiency at a specific level in core subject areas
nn Percent of students on-track to be college/career ready by 

the end of high school in core subject areas

Performance on State Standardized Assessments
nn Percent of students making at least a year’s worth of growth in math and ELA
nn Percent of students performing at proficient or above in math and ELA
nn Percent of students on-track to graduated college/career 

ready by the end of high school in math and ELA

Long-Term  
Indicators
Student  
Outcomes  
Post-Graduation

High School Success 
nn Percent of students graduating in 4-years or less
nn Percent of student graduating with a college/career ready diploma (if offered in state)
nn Percent of students who have completed a rigorous high school curriculum:

cc Math—Completed Trigonometry or higher
cc Science—Completed Biology, Chemistry or Physics

nn Percent of students proficient in a specific vocational/technical skill
nn Percent of students demonstrating college/career readiness:

cc Percent of students performing at the college ready benchmarks on college admissions 
tests (SAT/ACT)

cc Percent of students having earned college credit in high school
cc Percent of students having earned an industry certification

Postsecondary Success 
nn Percent of students enrolled in 2- or 4-year college within two years of graduation
nn Percent of students who persisted from their 1st to 2nd 

year of college within 3 years of graduation
nn Percent of students in 2- or 4-year college who enrolled in at least one remedial course
nn Percent of students with an industry certification
nn Percent of students not enrolled in college who have a full-time job with benefits

*All outcomes should always be disaggregated by subgroups.

https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/ExcelinEd.Innovation.PersonalizedLearning.TransitioningtoStudentCenteredLearningSeries.Brief4EvaluatingImpact.October2018.2.pdf
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Initiate Systemic Reform

Thoughtful preparation at the outset of program participation should include the establishment of a 
process by which schools reflect on successes and challenges—particularly the impact program flexibility 
has had on their efforts and recommendations for future statutory and regulatory reforms. Through this 
process, practitioners, administrators and policymakers will be able to determine whether exemptions 
from laws and regulations have had a positive impact on innovation. With this information they can then 
work together to make needed changes.

Program administrators can facilitate this process by reporting on the specific provisions of law and 
regulation for which waivers were requested, approved and denied. Working together, the administering 
agency and program participants can then identify barriers that may be preventing participants from 
realizing the full benefits of flexibility. 

The Arkansas Department of Education reports include a summary of waivers granted to more than 
25 percent of entities requesting waivers under four opportunities created for schools and districts to 
seek flexibility. The Frequently-Granted Waivers report identifies the top topics of waivers (teacher 
licensure, flexible schedule and curriculum) and the number and percentage of entities receiving a 
waiver in that area.

Colorado’s state education agency makes public a report listing of every waiver granted  
(by code section) for Innovation Schools with legislative recommendations.

http://www.arkansased.gov/public/userfiles/Learning_Services/District_Waiver_Requests/Frequently-Granted_Waivers_12_30_16.pdf
https://www.cde.state.co.us/choice/statewaivers-innovationschools
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As this report indicates, there are dozens of 
examples of meaningful advancement of next 
generation learning.

Each year, more states advance opportunities for 
schools to implement next generation learning 
strategies. Today, there are over 30 statutorily created 
next generation learning programs in effect and 
several others that have been established by state 
board of education and state education agencies. At 
least 15 states have created new programs since 2016. 

This expansion signals growing consensus that next 
generation learning requires change. States must 
address policy to achieve personalized approaches or 
allow schools and districts to transition to mastery-
based education. 

But the goal of pilot programs, innovation initiatives 
and waivers must be bigger and bolder than the 
implementation of effective programs. Ultimately, 
every LEA and school must have the flexibility and 
support to meet the needs of each student they serve.

For this to happen, state policymakers will need to work together on processes that allow lessons learned 
at the local level to be shared and analyzed to inform future policy. In doing so, they should consider the 
following questions.

nn Are next generation learning programs in our state producing the desired outcomes?

nn What impact is flexibility from state laws and regulations having on the work schools 
and districts are doing to implement and improve their innovation plans? 

nn Are there other barriers state leaders can remove or problems they can help solve?

With this information in hand alongside the resources and state examples provided in this  
report, policymakers will be better positioned to create programs and systems that meet  
the needs of every student.

What’s Next ?

Ultimately, every LEA and 
school must have the flexibility 
and support to meet the needs 
of each student they serve.
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Appendix A: Research Scan Overview 
 
 
 
 
 
  
This research scan overview reflects data and information gathered during a spring 2019 review of state 
next generation learning programs in all 50 states and Washington, D.C.  Distinctions are made between 
programs that are codified (statutory) and those that are not (non-statutory). We also distinguish between 
general innovation programs in statute and pilot programs in statute.   

There is wide variation in the opportunities for and benefits of participation in these statutory and non-
statutory programs—access to grant funding, approval of flexibility requests and collaboration with other 
participants in a network to name a few. In instances where the purpose of a program is to support school 
improvement or to reward good performance with flexibility, we try to note the degree to which the 
program’s flexibility provisions can be used to advance next generation learning even though a participant 
is not required to do so.

nn General innovation programs are ongoing or open-ended efforts. Even if the number 
of participants may be limited or subject to incremental increases, the intent is to 
create a “permanent” pathway for schools and local education agencies (LEAs) to 
seek out and utilize flexibility from state laws and regulations and other support for 
the implementation of next generation learning opportunities. See Column 2.

nn We consider pilot programs to be any small-scale (i.e., cap on participation), time-limited 
effort that is used to prove the viability of a model or approach. To be considered a pilot in this 
report, the program must provide some parameters on the types of models or approaches that 
will qualify for pilot participation, such as mastery-based education pilots. See Column 3.

nn Many non-statutory programs have a next generation learning focus that made them appropriate 
for inclusion in this report. These include programs that are established through state board 
regulations or state commissioner initiatives in the absence of legislative mandate. See Column 4.

nn The final category of programs in the table, below, are those that have 
expired, been terminated or are currently inactive. See Column 5.

There is wide variation in the opportunities for and benefits of participation in these statutory and non-
statutory programs—access to grant funding, approval of flexibility requests and collaboration with other 
participants in a network to name a few. Because spotlighting state efforts requires us to draw some 
bright lines, we categorize state programs as general innovation programs if they do not have a narrowly-
defined next generation learning focus, instead giving participants broad discretion to use waivers or 
exemptions from state law and regulation in ways that policymakers hope will result in new or creative 
alternative to the existing instructional and administrative practices. In instances where the purpose of a 
program is to support school improvement or to reward good performance with flexibility, we try to note 
the degree to which the program’s flexibility provisions can be used to advance next generation learning 
even though a participant is not required to do so.  

Research Scan Overview  

APPENDIX 
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APPENDIX

Next Generation Learning Programs in the U.S.

State Statutory 
Innovation Program

Statutory  
Pilot Program

Non-Statutory 
Innovation or  
Pilot Program

Expired/Terminated
Innovation or  
Pilot Program

Alabama Innovative School Systems 
and Schools

Alaska

Arizona

Arkansas Districts of Innovation Opportunity 
Culture Pilot1 

California

Colorado Innovation Schools High School 
Innovative Learning 
Pilot Program

Connecticut Innovation Schools2 

Delaware

Florida District Innovation School of 
Technology Program

Principal Autonomy Program3  

Competency-Based 
Education Pilot 
Program

Georgia Georgia Innovation Fund4

Hawaii

Idaho Local Innovation School Mastery-Based 
Education

Illinois Competency-
Based High 
School Graduation 
Requirements  
Pilot Program

Indiana Innovation Network Schools

Continuous Improvement 
School Districts

Freeway School Corporation 
and Freeway School Program

Performance Qualified 
School Districts and High 
Schools5

Career Pathways 
Pilot Program6

Iowa Innovation Zone 
Schools7  

Competency-Based 
Education Grant 
Program8 

Kansas Kansas Can School 
Redesign Project

Coalition of 
Innovative Districts9

Kentucky Districts of Innovation
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Next Generation Learning Programs in the U.S.

State Statutory 
Innovation Program

Statutory  
Pilot Program

Non-Statutory 
Innovation or  
Pilot Program

Expired/Terminated
Innovation or  
Pilot Program

Louisiana

Maine Innovative, Autonomous 
Public Schools - Innovative 
Public School Zones - 
Innovative Public  
School Districts

Maryland

Massachusetts Innovation Schools

Michigan Competency-Based 
Education Pilot 
Grant

Minnesota Innovation Research Zones 
Pilot Program

Minnesota 
Experimental and 
Flexible School Year 
Programs Pilot

Mississippi Districts of Innovation

Missouri

Montana Transformational  
Learning Programs10 

Nebraska Innovation Grant Program11 

Nevada Competency-Based 
Education Network

New 
Hampshire

New Hampshire 
Performance 
Assessment of 
Competency 
Education

New Jersey

New Mexico

New York

North  
Carolina

Innovative School District/
Innovation Zones12 

Opportunity 
Culture Pilot13 

North  
Dakota

Innovative Education 
Program

Ohio Innovative Education  
Pilot Program14

Competency-Based 
Education Pilot15



State Progress Toward Next Generation Learning: A National Landscape    |    ExcelinEd.org 40

APPENDIX

Next Generation Learning Programs in the U.S.

State Statutory 
Innovation Program

Statutory  
Pilot Program

Non-Statutory 
Innovation or  
Pilot Program

Expired/Terminated
Innovation or  
Pilot Program

Oklahoma School District 
Empowerment Program

Oregon Credit for 
Proficiency Pilot16

Pennsylvania Personalized 
Learning Grants17

Rhode Island Empowerment Schools

South  
Carolina

Schools of Choice Innovative 
Approaches and 
Locally Designed 
Subject Area 
Courses

Proficiency-Based 
Systems

South  
Dakota

Tennessee Competency-Based 
Education Pilot

Texas Districts of Innovation

Utah Competency-Based 
Education Grants 
Program

Vermont

Virginia School Divisions  
of Innovation

Washington Innovation  
Schools 18

West Virginia Innovation in Education Innovation in 
Education - 
Mastery-Based 
Schools

Wisconsin Districts of 
Innovation

Wyoming Wyoming Trust Fund for 
Innovation Education19

District of 
Columbia

Design Lab
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Endnotes to Next Generation Learning Programs in the U.S. Table

1	 Opportunity Culture is an initiative of Public Impact. Further information is available at www.opportunityculture.org.

2	 These schools are limited to priority school districts only.

3	 Very limited application. To participate, a school district must identify three schools that have received at least two 
school grades of “D” or “F” during the previous three school years and identify three principals who have earned a 
highly effective rating on the prior year’s performance evaluation.

4	 The Georgia Innovation Fund is authorized under Georgia Code 20-14-26 [Part 2. Office of Student Achievement]. 
Pursuant to this Code section, the office may establish a nonprofit corporation to be designated as the Public 
Education Innovation Fund Foundation to promote public-private partnerships between businesses, nonprofit 
organizations, institutions of higher education, local school systems and public schools for the purpose of improving 
student achievement. The Foundation is authorized to receive donations from taxpayers for the purpose of awarding 
grants to public schools for the implementation of academic and organizational innovations to improve student 
achievement—with priority given to schools that have performed in the lowest 5 percent of schools in this state 
identified in accordance with the statewide accountability system established in the state plan pursuant to the 
federal Every Student Succeeds Act, and for the dissemination of information regarding successful innovations to 
other public schools in this state. Funds received by the Foundation for this purpose may be awarded through a 
competitive grant process administered by the office. 

5	 Performance Qualified School Districts and High Schools in Indiana are limited to the highest performance category 
schools and school corporations.

6	 The Indiana Career Pathways Pilot Program was limited to schools that participate in the Innovation Network 
Schools program. The statute specifies this program expired on July 1, 2018.

7	 Innovation Zone Schools in Iowa is now inactive.

8	 The Competency-Based Education Grant Program in Iowa is repealed on July 1, 2019.

9	 The state agency website for Kansas’ Coalition of Innovation Districts states: “This website has expired on 3/27/2019 
- pending renewal or deletion.”

10	 As it is currently defined in statute, the participants only have three years to participate in the program and receive 
funding.

11	 The Innovation Grant Program in Nebraska is a competitive grant program.

12	 The Innovation School Districts and Innovation Zones in North Carolina are limited to low-performing schools only.

13	 Opportunity Culture is an initiative of Public Impact. Further information is available at www.opportunityculture.org.

14	 The Innovative Education Pilot Program is intended to encourage innovative practice and is a general innovation 
program.

15	 The statute for the Competency-Based Education Pilot specifies this program is in effect through the 2018-2019 
school year.

16	 In 2004, the Oregon Department of Education began a two-year pilot project with seven LEAs selected to 
implement the Credit for Proficiency policy (which allowed LEAs to give students the opportunity to earn graduation 
credits based on competency instead of the Carnegie Unit).

17	 This state agency initiative in Pennsylvania is a non-statutory grant program. According to the Pennsylvania 
Department of Education website, the funding for this program ended in 2017.

18	 Washington’s program provides participants with recognition only for their use of next generation learning strategies 
or other innovative strategies. However, there is no mechanism by which participants can request flexibility. The 
state education agency website notes that this program had been suspended for the 2016-2017 school year in order 
to ensure alignment with the federal Every Student Succeeds Act.

19	 The Wyoming Trust Fund for Innovation Education is a grant program.




