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Mastery-Based Learning:

Is it Good for Gifted Learners?
By Dr. Jennifer Riedl Cross and Dr. Stephen Schroth, NAGC Conceptual Foundations Network

M

astery-based learning, also called competency-based or
proficiency-based learning, is a program of personalized,
differentiated education where students’ progress is based
on their successful achievement of learning objectives, rather than
prescribed “seat time” in a specific grade level. Typically, these
programs require students to demonstrate proficiency through
frequent assessments before advancing to the next learning activity
or objective. Several states, such as Iowa and New Hampshire,
are currently exploring the implementation of competency-based
education programs in their districts, which will improve educational opportunities for gifted children in the regular classroom—
but only if administered properly.
While mastery-based learning is more likely to be considered
for secondary school students, with the proper supports, schools
at all levels can successfully put mastery-based learning programs
in place. Important considerations include:
• Students in mastery-based programs should receive differentiation according to their individual learning needs.1
• Assessments that demonstrate degree of mastery must be
grounded in the disciplines that they measure—not other skills,
such as teacher-pleasing behaviors.
• Technology may be used as the platform for student learning
(online courses) and for the assessment of student progress, but
not exclusively; students still require teacher interaction and
guidance.
• The program offers a continuum of services to gifted children
as they progress from K–12.
The potential benefits of quality mastery-based learning opportunities for gifted students are great, but not in all circumstances.
Parents who are interested in exploring this learning option for
their gifted child, should review the accompanying chart and
share with administrators, teachers, and other parent advocates
to help educate others on how to structure and support masterybased learning programs in their state or district.
Ultimately, successful mastery-based learning programs focus
on the students’ needs, not those of a school system, business, or
technology provider. In fact, learning opportunities should not
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be limited to those that can be offered by the classroom teacher,
the school, or the district. Rather, teachers, administrators, and
parents should work to find the best opportunities for children,
whether these take place at the school site or elsewhere (e.g.,
mentorships, early entrance). 0
The NAGC Conceptual Foundations Network believes that a
strong conceptual and theoretical framework is needed for
the field of gifted education to advance. The network focuses
on theory, concepts of giftedness, philosophical foundations,
historical perspectives, perspectives from outside the field,
and trends, issues, and future directions so the field can
build appropriate curriculum, identify students, and conduct
research.

Resources
Competency Works
www.competencyworks.org
Great School Partnership
www.greatschoolspartnership.org
U.S Department of Education: Competency-Based Learning or
Personalized Learning
http://www.ed.gov/oii-news
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Is mastery-based learning a good option
for gifted students in the regular classroom?
YES, it’s a good option when…

NO, it’s not a good option when…

Lessons to be mastered are advanced enough to
challenge high-level thinkers.

The highest level of mastery in a subject is below
what a gifted student can accomplish.

Teachers are able to support student learning at
all levels, including those at the highest levels of
achievement.

Teachers are expected to focus on students primarily
at the lowest levels of proficiency to bring them up to
an average level of achievement.

The program is supported by all stakeholders,
including teachers, staff, administrators, school
boards, parents, community members, and
legislators.

There is resistance by important stakeholders (e.g.,
teachers, administrators, parents) who are needed to
make the program successful.

Teachers are trained to appropriately assess highlevel learning.

The program is based entirely on assessments
tested by computer: While some learning can be
assessed through automation, high-level learning
often requires the judgment of well-trained teachers.

Students are able to move through the standards in
all subjects at an appropriate pace. Some students
may be advanced in one area, while working at an
expected (or lower) level in others.

Students do not receive the appropriate scaffolding
to progress at an appropriate pace.

The program offers a continuum of services to gifted
children as they progress from K–12. For gifted
students to move as rapidly as they are capable, the
program must be available at all levels, with options
for those who master the entire curriculum early to
advance (e.g., early university entrance).

The program is only offered for part of a student’s
academic career: If an elementary program does not
feed a similar program for middle school and then
high school, the early acceleration alone provides
little opportunity for students to fully develop their
talents.

There are opportunities for students to explore topics
(continue learning) after they have achieved mastery
of the related standard.

Mastery of a standard and/or area of study signals
the end of the teaching/learning process.

Age is not a barrier to progress.

Students who are achieving at a level higher than
most of their age mates are not allowed to progress
at an appropriate pace.

“Fair” means each child receives the levels of
challenge and support he or she needs.

“Fair” involves structures and policies designed to
ensure that no child learns something another child
has not.

“Mastery” is defined similar to ways as practiced in
the discipline.

Mastery involves completing certain school-based
tasks unrelated to those of practitioners in the field.
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