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TESTIMONY ON SB 2196 
Senate Education Committee 

January 26, 2021 
by Ann Ellefson, Director of Academic Support 

 (701) 328-2488 
Department of Public Instruction 

 
 
 
Mr. Chairman and members of the committee: 

 My name is Ann Ellefson, Director of the Office of Academic Support of the North Dakota 

Department of Public Instruction (NDDPI). I am here today representing NDDPI to provide 

supportive testimony for SB 2196, which provides for the establishment of a North Dakota 

competency framework and provides flexibility regarding the requirements for instructional time.  

 Although personalized, competency-based education might be a new star in the spotlight for 

North Dakota, the concepts and ideas have been around for some time. The KnowledgeWorks 

Foundation, a well-known, established organization supporting competency-based education, has 

over twenty years of experience in supporting education reform and transforming educational 

systems. Since 2016, State Superintendent Kirsten Baesler has leaned on KnowledgeWorks as 

coaches and thought partners in redefining education for the students of North Dakota.  

 When SB 2186 was passed by the legislative assembly in 2017, I had the privilege to work 

with a cross department team in the development, rollout, and support of the innovative education 

programming bill. Also, during the 2016-2017 school year, I personally was introduced to the 

phenomenal organization that has grown to be a true partner to education in North Dakota—

KnowledgeWorks. Together the NDDPI and KnowledgeWorks secured a five-year commitment of 

philanthropic dollars to support transformational systems change in North Dakota. This opportunity, 

referred to as North Dakota Personalized, Competency-Based Education (ND PCBL), was open to 
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all districts throughout the state and today, three years later, we continue to work with four districts 

on innovative change. I have enclosed a full list of districts operating under the Innovative 

Education Program flexibility as well as those who have submitted formal inquires (Attachment A). 

As the department lead for this work, I continue to feel privileged to work so closely with these 

districts. It has provided the state education department great insight on the complexity and logistics 

of transforming educational systems and informed our practices moving forward.   

 The Department of Public Instruction has provided written support for a variety of 

competency-based education bills during this 67th legislative assembly. Superintendent Baesler 

testified in support of HB 1135 addressing the state scholarship and the use of proficiency-based 

grading systems (Attachment B); and I recently testified in support of the K12 Coordination 

Council’s proposal HB 1111 which would provide a legislative management study of competency-

based learning and innovative education programs. (Attachment C). The department strongly 

believes that personalized, competency-based learning systems are a way for North Dakota schools 

and districts to better meet student needs by addressing each students’ unique learning styles and 

personal strengths.  

 In order to ensure that the important and necessary strides being made in SB 2196 are long-

lasting and effective, the department asks the committee to consider the following: 

• Stakeholder review and engagement. Over the last eight years, the department has worked 

tirelessly to ensure inclusive voices are represented in the work we do. The proposed North 

Dakota competency framework process deserves the same. The department hopes a suitable 

process can be developed that includes working with the legislative body, the state education 

agency, and school/district stakeholders (including students and families) in the review and 

development process.   
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• The North Dakota competency framework will be a sister framework to other similar 

structures (i.e., North Dakota subject area standards, state requirements for elementary and 

secondary schools). It is important to note that these frameworks do not move forward with 

a one-and-done approach. Rather, there needs to be an established process that supports the 

evolution for the framework to be reviewed, further developed, and revised on a regular 

basis. Education department administration and oversight of the process for establishing the 

North Dakota competency framework will be important. 

• Flexibility addressing graduation requirements. When referring to SB 2196, people often 

reference it as the “graduation pathway bill” implying the flexibility granted by these 

statutory changes would allow for greater flexibility in student graduation. High school 

diploma and graduation requirements are addressed in NDCC 15.1-21-02.1; 15.1-21-02.2; 

and 15.1-21-02.3. So, for this bill to be effective in creating flexibility in diploma and 

graduation requirements, we suggest referencing NDCC 15.1-21-02.1; 15.1-21-02.2; and 

15.1-21-02.3 on page 1 line 17 of the bill in lieu of NDCC 15.1-21-01 and 15.1-21-02. The 

current citation in the bill addresses what a public school must offer to be an approved 

school. In my close work with districts pursuing or implementing personalized, 

competency-based learning structures, I believe their students would benefit most if 

additional flexibility were granted around graduation requirements. 

The department believes these adjustments will ensure a solid foundation for developing, sustained 

support to schools and districts, and a product that can withstand the test of time, providing 

opportunities for many more students in the decades to come.  

 This concludes my testimony. I would be happy to answer any questions. 
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Attachment A 
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Attachment B 
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Attachment C 

 


