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Introduction
To decrease high school dropout rates, improve student 
achievement, personalize learning and better prepare stu-
dents for postsecondary life, many states are rethinking the 
traditional ways students earn high school credit. Beyond 
time in the classroom, states are considering competency-
based systems, also referred to as proficiency-based credits. 
Policies in more than half the states currently provide 
students with the option to shift from the classroom time 
required to complete a course (also known as “seat time”) 
to mastery of skills and content.1 Some states use com-
munity assets and out-of-school time resources to allow 
and encourage teachers, schools, community partners and 
students to collaborate on credit-bearing expanded learn-
ing opportunities (ELOs), such as after-school and sum-
mer programs, internships and independent study. This 
structure capitalizes on the experience and expertise of 
many ELO providers to facilitate individualized learning, 
an approach that lends itself to competency-based credits; 
partnerships with schools ensure ample rigor and mastery 
for gaining credit. Outlined below are various state com-
petency-based education policies that include an allowance 
for earning credits during out-of-school time.

State Policies in Practice 
New Hampshire In 2005, the New Hampshire Board of 
Education began requiring high schools to assess students 
based on their mastery of course-level competencies and 
allowed ELOs as options to earn middle and high school 
credit. This allowance became a statewide requirement in 
2008. Four high schools piloted the credit-bearing ELO 
program and completed more than 1,000 individualized 
ELO programs during the 2009-2010 school year. Each 
school district designed and implemented their ELO pro-
grams, allowing students to earn credit for out-of-school 
time activities in social studies, civics, economics and other 
subjects. After-school workers and other community part-
ners were paired with participating students and teachers to 
facilitate and assess student learning.2 Surveys of the ELO 
pilot programs showed student growth in self-confidence 
and work readiness, and stakeholders indicated interest in 
sustaining and expanding ELO programs.3 The state Board 
of Education is now encouraging other school districts 
to adopt policies and begin offering credit-bearing ELO 
programs.

Rethinking “Seat Time:” State Approaches to Earning  
Credit in Out-of-School Time  

Ohio Senate Bill 311 (2007), 
the Ohio Core Curriculum Act, 
required the state Board of Education to adopt a plan to 
require all Ohio school districts to allow students to earn 
high school credit based on demonstrated subject area 
competency, instead of completed hours of classroom 
instruction. Students in Ohio now can earn high school 
credit by completing traditional coursework, showing mas-
tery of course content or pursuing “educational options” 
through the “credit flexibility” program. This program al-
lows students in all districts to create individualized learn-
ing plans for earning credit through out-of-school time 
pursuits such as after-school programs, educational travel, 
internships, community service, arts, music or sports. 
The Ohio State Board of Education currently is reviewing 
implementation of the Ohio Core policy in the 2011-2012 
school year to provide information for future versions of 
the program.4,5

Oregon A policy change by the Oregon state Board of 
Education in 2002 allowed school districts to award credit 
to high school students based on proficiency. Students can 
demonstrate their proficiency in a subject by traditional in-
class work or through documented out-of-school expanded 
learning experiences. The Oregon Department of Educa-
tion piloted proficiency-credit programs in seven schools 
between 2004 and 2006. In 2007, the state Board of Edu-
cation increased graduation requirements and allowed pro-
ficiency-based credits to fulfill some of these requirements. 
In 2009, the board adopted the Credit Options Rule, 
requiring all in-class work to be connected to a demonstra-
tion of proficiency or mastery of standards. Students now 
can earn credit through this standards-based system in the 
classroom, outside the classroom, through prior learning 
or through competency examinations.6  H.B. 2220 (2011) 
enhanced this by requiring student proficiency evaluations 
to include content-based assessments, criterion-referenced 
assessments and performance-based assessments.

Rhode Island In 2003, the Rhode Island Board of Regents 
passed new regulations that require high school students to 
“graduate by proficiency” by demonstrating achievement in 
standards-based content as well as applied-learning skills.7 
Schools now must offer students opportunities to complete 
“diploma assessments,” which include exhibitions, portfo-
lios, Certificates of Initial Mastery or end-of-course assess-
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ments, to demonstrate mastery of the required competen-
cies. Rhode Island also revised its Basic Education Code 
to require all school districts to develop and implement 
ELOs to fulfill academic and graduation requirements. 
ELOs, which can be used in combination with diploma 
assessments, further enforce the idea of applied learning. 
In 2012, the Providence After School Alliance has worked 
with schools to pilot various credit-bearing ELOs.8

Recent State Policy Actions
Iowa S.F. 2284 (2012) allows school districts to award high 
school credit to students based on their ability to demon-
strate mastery of required competencies, rather than on 
traditional time-based models. The law also created a task 
force to conduct a study of competency-based instruction, 
including standards, assessment models, professional de-
velopment and integration with the Iowa Core curriculum. 
Final task force evaluations and recommendations are due 
in November 2013.

Maine L.D. 1325 (2009) required that multiple pathways 
to learning—including apprenticeships, online classes, dual 
enrollment and technical education—be provided for all 
Maine students. L.D. 949 (2011) built upon L.D. 1325 by 
requiring high school students to demonstrate achievement 
in core learning areas to earn a standards-based diploma 
rather than a traditional time-based diploma. In 2012, the 
Maine state education commissioner created a strategic 
education plan that supported competency-based credits 
by encouraging ELOs and “anytime, anywhere” learning. 
Ten school districts in Maine have formally adopted the 
performance-based approach to learning.9,10

Michigan In 2010, the Michigan Legislature added the 
option of a seat-time waiver by amending the State School 
Aid Act of 1979. This amendment allows school districts 
to waive the minimum amount of school time required 
by offering students access to innovative programs such as 
experiential learning, online learning, work-based learn-
ing and continuing to work toward a high school diploma 
without physically attending high school.11 The Michigan 
Legislature currently is considering H.B. 5392, which 
would make the waivers permanent. 

Conclusion
The state policy examples discussed here encompass a 
wide range of approaches for students to meet high school 
graduation requirements, including seat time waivers, pilot 
programs and competency-based credit options. State poli-
cymakers who want to implement credit flexibility policies 
might think about doing so in stages by using waivers, pi-
lot programs or task force studies. In most implementation 
examples, community partners have played a key role in 
developing, facilitating and executing credit-bearing ELO 
programming. For this reason, state legislators may want 
to encourage and support partnerships between in-school 
and out-of-school education providers. Policymakers can 
facilitate such partnerships by defining or requiring school 
districts to clarify the oversight role of certified school per-
sonnel, allowing for coordination of resources across enti-
ties, removing barriers to data-sharing between schools and 
community partners and encouraging cross-professional 
development between in-school and out-of-school educa-
tion providers. A variety of options are available to states 
that seek to restructure how, where and when high school 
students can earn credits toward graduation.
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