
Essential Learning: New Hampshire PACE 
 

Why This Topic 

By the time of C!E’s establishment in 2013, the shift from time-based accounting of learning to 
competency-based credentialing was well underway in New Hampshire, part of a statewide effort to 
dismantle an inequitable education system and replace it with one capable of promoting every learner’s 
identity, agency, and competency. But both state and locally-driven advancements were barreling 
toward a significant roadblock: a mismatch between local competency-based assessments and state 
systems for assessment and accountability. Despite having raised educators’ capacity to design and use 
performance-based assessments to measure students’ competencies, these gains had yet to move 
beyond classrooms to inform how the state determined whether students were progressing and 
whether teachers, schools and districts were succeeding. Progress was still measured through a 
stop-and-test, externally administered standardized assessment that had little utility to the 
competency-based learning occurring in classrooms. 

What would it take to bring state assessment and accountability systems in line with local advancements 
in competency-based learning, relying more on performance assessments that explicitly measure 
competencies? Could we rethink the design and respective roles of classroom, district, and state 
assessment so that the full system is coherent and rebalanced to prioritize improving learning and 
teaching as its primary purpose? What kind of investments in capacity-building would be required? 
Could it be done sustainably and at scale?  

These are some of the questions that have driven the design and evolution of New Hampshire’s 
Performance Assessment for Competency Education (PACE) initiative, and C!E’s support for it. 

 

Our Learning Process 

Through several rounds of conversation, New Hampshire state leadership and national thought leaders 
including Gene Wilhoit and Linda Pittenger began to challenge the current assessment and 
accountability paradigm, asking what might a new system look like that was truly aligned to promote the 
kinds of broader learning outcomes we are aspiring to for all students. As these conversations 
progressed, C!E drew from our knowledge base of both policy and practice to help identify opportunities 
and articulate the complexities of a new model for an education system, one where local, 
student-centered measures of learning were tied to developmental learning progressions and would 
ultimately inform state assessment and accountability. Stemming from these conversations, C!E’s Gene 
Wilhoit and Linda Pittenger and the Learning Policy Institute’s Linda Darling-Hammond helped articulate 
this model in the 2014 publication of “Accountability for College and Career Readiness: Developing a 
New Paradigm” –  nicknamed the “51st State Paper” because it was written as a model that a 
hypothetical 51st state, one with no legacy of standards based assessment, could readily adopt.  

Following the release of this paper, Paul Leather (then the Deputy of the New Hampshire Department of 
Education) took the model to New Hampshire’s superintendents who were leading the shift to 
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competency-based education in the state. The model garnered immediate interest tempered by one 
significant caveat: if they were to pioneer such a model, they needed space from federally-mandated 
state assessment and annual accountability requirements. They needed space to innovate. 

And so state Commissioner of Education Ginny Barry and Deputy Commissioner Paul Leather began to 
design a pilot initiative leveraging the “51st State” paper that could earn a waiver from the U.S. 
Department of Education’s accountability requirements. With the Center for Assessment’s Scott Marion, 
the Center for Collaborative Education’s Dan French, and the leadership of four prospective pilot 
districts, among others, New Hampshire leadership created a first draft of PACE.  

Through subsequent meetings, this group and other national organizations including C!E provided 
substantial review and feedback to help refine PACE to be high-quality, feasible for participating 
districts, and defensible to the U.S. Department of Education (USED), especially regarding issues such as 
validity, reliability, and comparability both among participating districts and relative to the state 
SmarterBalanced assessments. The model came to include novel designs such as grade span testing and 
state summative assessment audits in certain grades and subjects with both common and local 
performance assessment in interim years.  

In addition to supporting the quality of the assessment system design, C!E helped identify the systemic 
importance of teachers and their ability to bring to life the student-centered aspirations of PACE – that it 
not become merely a better set of tests imposed on classrooms but that it could fundamentally change 
the way both students and teachers experience assessment as an exercise of agency and an extension of 
student-centered learning. To promote such ownership, the design for PACE was oriented around 
content teacher-leaders as centerpieces for both assessment design and implementation. These 
teacher-leaders were regularly convened to develop and pilot common performance tasks, examine 
student work, calibrate scoring, and support one another.  

As PACE moved from design to implementation in an initial set of four pilot districts (and has now grown 
to include 20 districts), C!E continues to support learning from the implementation phase, both in 
ongoing thought leadership and by commissioning a formative evaluation by the Human Resources 
Research Organization (HumRRO) in 2017, supported by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the 
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation. 

Also in 2017, the NH Learning Initiative (NHLI) was formed as a state level intermediary to continue to 
advance the work of PACE and to expand the work beyond the original purpose of the state-federal 
accountability system to include local innovative teaching and learning practices in assessment for 
learning.  NHLI became an early grantee of C!E’s Assessment for Learning Project, and continues to 
develop the PACE model to include formative assessment, student co-led curricular unit development, 
and student exhibitions.  Both NHLI and the NH Department of Education joined the C!E-led State Level 
Performance Assessment Learning Community, (supported by Paul Leather, now with C!E).  Since 2018, 
the NH Team have further developed the PACE model to be one based on the C!E Transformative 
System Framework, where powerful development of leaders and educators is at the center of the effort, 
and data collected through the PACE accountability model is used to continually improve and advance 
the model. 
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Insights 

The formative evaluation of PACE completed by HumRRO provides multiple early insights including: 

● Strong evidence of stakeholder commitment to PACE, attributed to multiple opportunities for 
local decision-making and collaboration built into the pilot design, and to the integrated nature 
of assessment and learning which is seen as a welcome shift from the status quo. 

● Strong evidence that the assessments are based on sound test design principles, attributed to 
investment in partnerships that provide teacher training and collaboration around technical 
issues such as standard-setting, scoring audits, etc.  

● Strong evidence that performance assessments are successfully implemented, positively impact 
instruction, and deepen student learning, attributed to teacher training and supports provided, 
and teachers’ increased familiarity with the assessments due to their participation in the design 
and piloting of common tasks and/or their access to Lead Teachers, Content Leads, and an 
online bank of task materials. 

● Considerable evidence that assessment scores are accurate and reliable, attributed to teachers’ 
collaborative development of rubrics, field testing of common tasks, scoring calibration sessions, 
and double-scoring sample local tasks. 

Some contextual factors were found to be important, such as a district’s previous experience with 
competency-based education and participation in professional development for classroom use of 
performance assessment. Other caveats were also noted, such as the need to balance the length of a 
task against the value of insights gained from it; mitigate teachers’ tendency to focus more on common 
tasks than locally-developed tasks; and attend to parental concerns over how tasks are scored and how 
scores are reported. Such findings are further elaborated in the report recommendations. 

Of significance, the report corroborates what C!E hypothesized would be a crucial aspect of PACE: the 
deepening of teacher capacity through their extensive participation in pilot design and implementation. 
While acknowledging that “PACE requires a tremendous amount of work on the part of teachers,” the 
HumRRO report suggests that this orientation toward teacher-led design and implementation, and its 
resulting network of cross-district collaboration, has been a key factor contributing to PACE’s early 
success. “Teachers regularly commented that the cross-district collaborations are a great source of 
professional development, and that they greatly value those opportunities.” And, “[t]eachers routinely 
reported that the process of developing the common tasks greatly improved their own task 
development process and their approach to assessment.” The report recommends that as PACE 
expands, opportunities for collaboration should continue to be provided through additional training, 
support, and ongoing monitoring of the value teachers place on their participation. 

 

Future Provocations and Connections 

Current state systems of standardized assessment are disconnected from classroom learning and fall 
short of assessing the kinds of deeper learning outcomes critical to success in modern society.  While 
originally intended to surface inequities in the system, standardized assessments and the accountability 
systems surrounding them have narrowed the focus of learning and created a “blame game” that has 
not resulted in intended gains in learning and equity. States must find new ways to uphold equity while 

3 

 



bringing coherence across the classroom-to-state continuum and rebalance priority around promoting 
learning. 

PACE demonstrates a promising model for bringing state assessment and accountability systems in line 
with local efforts to develop learner competency and agency. Several aspects of PACE’s design – 
especially its attention to issues of technical quality and its investments in teacher capacity – can serve 
as models for other states desiring to dismantle ineffective education systems that reproduce inequity 
and transform them into systems of opportunity. 

Today, the reach of PACE extends beyond its inception as an innovative model for state assessment and 
accountability into a powerful system of learning that is driven locally in partnership with state and 
intermediary organizations such as the New Hampshire Learning Initiative. Several complementary 
strands of work – such as advancing student co-led assessment (an Assessment for Learning Project 
initiative) and developing and supporting Work Study Practices –  are being led at the district and school 
level in ways responsive to local context, while still informing broader systems transformation through 
peer networks and learning communities. 

In this way, PACE inspires a new model for innovation in which state system leaders collaborate in 
partnership with local communities. Those that are serious about innovating assessment systems would 
do well to forge deep partnerships that include pioneer district leadership, state education leadership, 
and intermediaries that can advise technical quality, support capacity-building, and help steward system 
learning. Indeed, such partnerships have been central to PACE’s success according to HumRRO’s 
formative evaluation, and have impacted how others including C!E think about how smart policies can 
support innovation. PACE’s model of shared leadership for innovation has directly influenced C!E’s 
articulation of the System Innovation Framework. 

 

Written by: 

Paul Leather - paul@leadingwithlearning.org 

Jenny Poon - jenny@leadingwithlearning.org 
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