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IMPROVE OUTCOMES 
THROUGH LEARNER-CENTERED EDUCATION  
 Leadership Summit Discussion Draft, December 5, 2016  

Oregon’s Vision for Education 

• Oregonians attain higher levels of education than ever before, in particular this includes student populations 
traditionally left out or behind. This elevates the life prospects of individuals and meets the competitive 
needs of the Oregon economy. 

• All students (not just most) learn, advance, and attain the knowledge, skills, and credentials they desire. 

• We accomplish this by focusing policies and systems to 1) address education gaps and disparities before 
kindergarten, 2) support and scale best student-centered practices in teaching and learning that are 
achieving desirable, equitable student outcomes and 3) connect education more closely to careers and good 
paying jobs in demand. 

What’s at Stake 

Stronger education outcomes directly determine Oregon’s prospects for achieving the three key goals of the 
Oregon Business Plan – to grow jobs, raise incomes, and reduce poverty.  

Oregon has made a good start on education transformation, but much more needs to be done. Since 2011 state 
legislators and education officials have assembled an impressive array of legislation, policies, and investments to 
prompt system changes and better outcomes for learners. Meanwhile, individual schools and educators have 
been breaking the mold and employing practices that are engaging and motivating students to achieve and 
advance. Still, these efforts have not yet reached critical mass and our overall education outcomes still fall below 
our aspirations. Just as worrisome, gaps in education opportunity and outcomes remain far too wide for 
students from groups that have been historically underserved.   

Summary and Recommendations 

Raising Oregon’s education outcomes and doing so inclusively is critical to the life prospects of Oregonians 
and to the Oregon economy. Since 2011 Oregon has made notable headway in restructuring education 
governance and investment. With this framework in place, it is time to shift our focus to learning, and to the 
learning process and environment. In particular, it is time to direct greater encouragement and support to 
policy makers and practitioners who want to make headway in creating P20 education with the learner at its 
center.  

Why? The world is changing and learning must change with it. The way schooling is structured and 
conducted has been based implicitly on old industrial models, running students through grades in fixed-age 
groups and a time-based model of instruction where learning may or may not occur. More often than not, 
this dominant model is geared to the needs of institutions for efficiency, convenience, and capture or control 
of funding. The focus has to shift to students: what they need and what works for them – and not just most 
of them, but all of them.  

To do that Oregon should: 

• Support efforts to scale student-centered education. 
• Support and elevate educators. 
• Reimagine student assessment and demonstration of learning. 
• Advance birth to 3rd grade success. 
• Connect education to careers through CTE and STEM education. 
• Substantially increase high school and postsecondary completion. 



2 
 

Transforming education outcomes and equity are critical to the Oregon economy and to the life prospects of 
Oregonians and their communities. Economic competition has increased in other states and countries, and there 
is a premium on education for state and regional economies, for employers, and for individuals. Education is vital 
to individual aspirations, stable families, civic engagement, and strong communities. Conversely, lack of 
education dims the prospects of individuals and increases community instability and social costs. There is a high 
correlation between lack of education and poverty. 

Oregon’s 40-40-20 Attainment Goal 

Oregon has set a strong aspirational goal. Forty percent of Oregon adults should have a bachelor’s degree or 
higher, another 40 percent should have at least an associate’s degree or other technical credential, and the 
remaining 20 percent should have at least a high school diploma that represents a high level of academic and 
work readiness skills. 

In addition to these high level goals, Oregon can achieve near-term wins by connecting education more closely 
to career and job opportunities in demand. Degrees and certificates associated with career technical and STEM 
education are in demand throughout the Oregon economy. Preparing more Oregonians for high-demand jobs 
that pay good wages will expand the personal prospects of individuals, keep Oregon’s companies and economy 
more competitive, raise family incomes, strengthen the middle class, promote equity, and reduce poverty. 

CTE and STEM education also have other benefits. They engage students, instill in them good work habits, and 
motivate them to stay the course. They also support fundamental skills development, including critical inquiry, 
logical reasoning, and creative problem solving. 

Oregon’s Challenge 
Increasing Oregon’s attainment output is a tremendous lift, and by any number of indicators we have a lot of 
work at hand to reach our goals. Troubling indicators include middling NAEP reading and math scores, a 76 
percent high school graduation rate in four years, a low percentage of recent high school graduates that enroll in 
college, and underwhelming postsecondary attainment rates. The two figures below illustrate the pathways and 
attainment rates of a representative cohort of more than 41,000 Oregon students who were sophomores in 
2003-04 through age 25 nine years later. Among all students in the class, the first figure, only 22 percent 
received a four-year credential, and only 6 percent a two-year degree or certificate. The second figure shows 
even lower attainment for students eligible for free and reduced cost lunch at school, a marker for poverty. 
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What’s Not Working 

Our current mediocre outcomes result from an education system that was designed in and for an earlier time. 
It’s still largely a time-based system that moves students along in batches with too little variation in learning 
pace and learning experiences suited to their individual differences. This system largely functions as though 
every student learns at the same pace, without tailoring instruction to a student’s level of achievement or 
understanding. In such a time-based system, too many students fall behind and drop out or move on even when 
they haven’t mastered the material. A time-based system can also short change high achieving students by 
failing to make sure they have access to accelerated learning, thus leaving them frustrated and disengaged  

In this system, too many children get off to a weak start and then struggle to grow and advance, especially 
students from low-income backgrounds and communities of color. At-risk children who don’t access high-quality 
early learning experiences are 25 percent more likely to drop out of school, 50 percent more likely to need 
special education, and 60 percent less likely to attend college. We need a new design for teaching and learning. 

The Need for Student-Centered Learning 

At this juncture and with the framework it has in place to transform education, Oregon should shift its focus to 
statewide scaling of student-centered teaching and learning, as defined below, preschool through college. 
Elements of this effort should include 1) expanding exemplary student-centered teaching and learning where it is 
already established in various Oregon classrooms and schools, 2) encouraging its adoption in other schools 
where it is not now practiced, and 3) making it the core of study for teacher candidates in college and university 
teacher training programs, along with ongoing teacher professional development. In addition, the scaling of 
student-centered teaching and learning should closely tie in CTE and STEM education as a way to better 
motivate and inspire students and to connect more of them to well-paying jobs and careers. 

The Need for Student-Centered Assessment 

Assessment, too often reduced to the simplest testing, is a powerful corollary to learning as well as system 
accountability. Multiple forms of assessment – diagnostic, formative, summative – all have a useful role in a 
student-centered system, and should be deployed in a range of formats in which students can demonstrate 
learning progress. The new federal education law, Every Student Succeeds Act, calls for multiple measures of 
student achievement and grants states great flexibility on assessment. This presents a great opportunity for 
Oregon to build an assessment system that focuses on student performance and growth, regardless of grade 
level.  
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Fortunately, Oregon has done pioneering research and planning on such a system. In 2015 a partnership of the 
Oregon Department of Education, the Oregon Education Association, the Confederation of Oregon School 
Administrators, business groups, and education thought leaders created A New Path for Oregon: System of 
Assessment to Empower Meaningful Student Learning. This plan, based on the principles we advocate here, can 
form the foundation of a new accountability system as well as assessment that guides instruction on a real-time 
basis. Adoption of this plan would have a powerful influence in scaling student-centered teaching and learning.  

Student-Centered Teaching and Learning. This approach to pedagogy is based on the proposition that students 
have powerful capacity to learn wherever they are and by a variety of experience. Such learning engages and 
motivates students far more than passive listening. The best teachers unleash that learning capacity and 
motivation rather than attempting to be a conduit that “delivers” knowledge or skills. In this approach, learning 
is the constant and time is the variable, rather than the other way around.  

In this context, these are the main characteristics of student-centered teaching and learning: 

• Students advance on mastery of well-defined, high standards, demonstrating at each stage that they are 
ready for the next.  

• Learning is deeper than content knowledge. It emphasizes creation and application of knowledge plus skills 
and dispositions important in work and life: critical thinking, problem solving, collaboration with others, 
effective verbal and written communication, responsibility, good judgment, tenacity, and a constructive 
frame of mind.  

• Learning objectives and how they are assessed are explicit and clearly understood by students. Student 
attainment of these objectives is demonstrated by students and assessed by teachers (and students) in a 
variety of ways. 

• Assessment – whether diagnostic, formative, or summative – is meaningful and an ongoing part of the 
student’s learning experience.  

• Learning is varied, engaging, personalized, and student owned. Students receive rapid differentiated 
supports based on individual needs. 

• Student P20 pathways are smooth and students clearly understand their options and opportunities along 
those pathways. 

• Equity in student opportunity, learning process, and supports is paramount, affirming that everyone can 
learn and succeed. The diverse cultural characteristics of learners are affirmed and integrated as assets 

The new design that we envision eliminates the walls between academic and applied learning, between in-
school and out-of-school learning, between schools at all levels, and between educators and employers. A 
number of community based organizations have demonstrated that they can support or achieve impressive 
outcomes with learners from preschool through high school, especially children from low-income homes or 
communities of color. Effective community models should also be included in the mix of resources funded to 
produce better outcomes. By the same token, employers and community organizations should be included as 
venues where students acquire competencies and credit for learning. 

A fundamental element of a student-centered system is recognizing and preparing teachers to be respected 
professionals – afforded excellent preparation programs in student-centered principles and practices, given time 
to collaborate and improve their practice, and empowered to guide the learning of each student with the 
student as an active rather than passive learner.  

It Takes All of Us 

Transforming learning will require effort from all parties: parents, educators, business and civic leaders, policy 
makers, and thought leaders. 

Parents and educators must be on board. Teachers, in particular, are central to this effort. It falls to them to 
create an engaging learning environment, set standards, help students understand leaning targets and 
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measures, facilitate learning experiences, and provide scaffolding and other supports to help students in their 
efforts to advance. 

Teachers, in turn, should be accorded every support possible at the school and governance level. In K-12, for 
example, key support elements include district-level commitment, building-level leadership in instructional 
improvement, and teacher collaboration on standards and practices. This requires that principals and teachers 
themselves be part of a professional learning community and that they be afforded time in the school day for 
collaboration to grow in their understanding and skills and to improve practice. These support elements are 
equally needed at the postsecondary level in instances where faculty are willing to foster student-centered 
learning. 

Oregon needs a new design that eliminates the walls between academic and applied learning, between in-school 
and out-of-school learning, between schools at all levels, and between educators and employers. A number of 
community based organizations have demonstrated that they can support or achieve impressive outcomes with 
learners from preschool through high school, especially children from low-income homes or communities of 
color.  

Effective community models should be included in the mix of resources funded to produce better outcomes. By 
the same token, employers and community organizations should be included as venues where students acquire 
competencies and credit for learning. 

Successes to Build On 

The past decade schools and teachers at various locations throughout the state have been applying and refining 
best practices in student-centered teaching and learning that help students excel and move forward. These 
practices have the potential to be scaled statewide. More recently, Oregon has built a policy, governance, and 
budgeting framework to support such practices, and better learning, achievement, and attainment in general 
from PreK through 20. As it recovers from the Great Recession, Oregon is directing more funding to education. 
All of these factors form a foundation for adopting and scaling a new education design that helps more students 
excel. 

Scalable Best Practices. At the grass roots, individual schools at various locations around Oregon are breaking 
the old mold and employing practices that are engaging and motivating students to achieve and advance.  

• At Earl Boyles Elementary in the David Douglas district, some 90 preschoolers are part of a program that 
brings parents, educators and the community together to help ensure students are ready for kindergarten 
and for success in third grade and beyond. 

• At high schools from Scappoose to Medford to Madras teachers are engaging students in student-centered 
learning focused on high, clearly defined standards that they achieve at their own pace and in a variety of 
ways.  

• Sherwood High School’s Bowmen Fab Lab students are absorbed in hands-on learning of computer 
controlled manufacturing, 3D printing, and other technologies that involve job and career capabilities that 
pay well and are in demand. 

• At Woodburn the school district is achieving some of the best high school completion rates in the state 
through a combination of strong community involvement, dual language learning, and student-centered 
teaching and learning. 

• In Eastern Oregon two community colleges and Eastern Oregon University are partnering with a local 
education service district and high schools in the Eastern Promise program, which affords high school 
students early college courses and credit through early college credit/dual enrollment. Other regions are 
exploring this model. 

• Community colleges have created a student success center and have increased the number of 
certificates and degrees by 160 percent since 2007.   
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• At Oregon Health and Sciences University the School of Medicine is shifting the bulk of medical student 
learning away from a traditional model based on seat time and lectures to one based on clinical simulations 
and other hands-on experience to achieve 43 essential competencies.  

Policy, Governance, and Budgeting Framework. Since 2011 state legislators and education officials have 
assembled an impressive array of legislation, policies, and investments to prompt system changes and better 
outcomes for learners. A Chief Education Officer is now charged to oversee the formulation of education policy 
and investment, break down barriers to a seamless PreK through 20 system, and assure system performance and 
accountability. The state’s investments and interests in state universities, community colleges, and student 
financial aid are managed by a Higher Education Coordinating Commission (HECC).  

Oregon has also made real progress in shifting to outcome-based budgeting in education. This form of budgeting 
tailors state investments to long-term strategies and specific desired outcomes. For example, Oregon has 
achieved: 1) changes in funding formulas for university completion and career technical education (CTE), 2) 
system investments in a variety of special efforts such as collective impact hubs, data systems, culturally 
responsive teaching, and mentoring, and 3) short-term strategic investments such as CTE and STEM grants.  

A New Support Framework for Early Learners and their Families. The 2015 Legislature created a blueprint for 
vastly increasing the quality and capacity of publicly funded preschool programs for children from low-income 
families. Funding was secured to add approximately 1,400 additional children to the program in 2016-17 with a 
vision of ultimately serving all low-income children in Oregon.  

Dedicated Investment in Quality Teaching. As noted above, teachers are central to student success. Recognizing 
that, Oregon created the Network for Quality Teaching and Learning in 2013 to invest in teaching excellence. The 
Governor’s Council on Educator Advancement recently issued its findings and recommendations for guiding the 
network. 

Recommendations for 2017 and Beyond 

1. Support efforts to scale student-centered education at all levels. 
• Form a coalition of insightful stakeholders, thought leaders, and educators to launch a long-range 

initiative to urge and support statewide scaling of student-centered education. 
• Build understanding of and commitment to student-centered education among legislators, education 

and business leaders, and other stakeholders.  

2. Support and elevate educators. 
• Implement the recommendations of the Governor’s Council for Educator Advancement. 
• Ensure that Oregon’s work in educator advancement prioritizes student-centered teaching and learning, 

including CTE and STEM.    
• Improve recruitment, preparation, induction, career advancement opportunities, and retention of 

educators. 

3. Reimagine student assessment and demonstration of learning. 
• Adopt and support implementation of a new learner assessment system based on the principles and 

recommendations advocated in A New Path for Oregon: System of Assessment to Empower Meaningful 
Student Learning.  

• Use the flexibility provided in ESSA to adopt and support student-centered assessment. 
• Explore the role of alternative credentials (such as badging) that allow students to demonstrate 

learning. 
4. Advance Birth to 3rd Grade Success. 

• Invest in home-based and school-based childhood health and development (parenting skills, 
developmental health, dental health, mental health services, intervention for special education, and 
efforts to reduce absenteeism and support learner success) 

• Maintain and expand high-quality preschool through Preschool Promise. 

5. Connect Education to careers through CTE and STEM education. 
• Merge CTE and STEM policy and investment initiatives by restructuring the STEM Investment Council as 

the CTE-STEM Investment Council.  
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• Implement Oregon’s STEM Education Plan.  
• Align math standards and assessments across the P20 continuum. 
• Ensure that the implementation of Ballot Measure 98 builds upon the existing CTE-STEM policy 

framework. 

6. Substantially Improve High School and Postsecondary Completion. 
• Align high school diploma requirements with real world needs of employers and postsecondary 

education.  
• Identify and invest in policies and practices that improve high school, community college, and university 

student persistence to completion, including transition points between these levels. 
• Invest in postsecondary student success strategies, including guided pathways, and student affordability 

programs such as the Oregon Opportunity Grant and Oregon Promise.  
• Support the work of Student Success Center to scale best practices across the community colleges. 

 
 
 


