
SUCCESS FOR ALL 

COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION IN EAST 
ST. LOUIS SCHOOL DISTRICT 189 

Overview 

SCHOOL PROFILE 

Gordon Bush Alternative Center 
� East St. Louis, Illinois 
� Rolling enrollment of between 150 and 200 students in 

Grades 5–12 
� Serves District 189 students who need a smaller, more 

supportive environment to address a variety of academic 
and social-emotional needs 

� School Mission Statement: At Gordon Bush Alternative 
Center our mission is to build a safe, nurturing, and respectful 
environment that maximizes the wellness of the whole 
student and equips them with skills for lifelong learning. 

Gordon Bush Alternative Center (hereafter, Gordon Bush) in East St. 
Louis School District 189 serves a unique and important role in the 
district and the community. District 189 serves approximately 5,200 
students, many who rely on the schools for basic needs like food and 
safety, and nearly all students enter the district at risk for academic 
issues due to extreme poverty and other factors: 

� 100% of the district’s students qualify for free or reduced- 

price lunch

Region 9 Promising  

Practices is a series of brief 

publications highlighting 

successful programs and 

innovations across Illinois 

and Iowa, featuring districts 

working to creatively solve 

perplexing problems. Through this 

series, Region 9 seeks to spur ideas and 

connections among educators and leaders 

in the region who are looking for real-world 

examples they can learn from and emulate.  

This edition of Promising Practices features 

Gordon Bush Alternative Center in East 

St. Louis, Illinois, District 189, and the 

competency-based education program 

the school implemented to answer the 

following question: How can we ensure our 

teaching methods meet the specific needs 

of everyone in our diverse student body? 

East St. Louis
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 � Approximately 4% of the district’s students qualify as homeless 

 � 97.2% of students are African American, and 1.3% are Hispanic,  

with 1.1% English language learners 

 � 13% of students have a diagnosed disability (qualifying for special 

education services) 

Because Gordon Bush is an alternative program serving Grades  
5–12, the Gordon Bush teachers provide essential support to some 
of the district’s students who are the most vulnerable. Students are 
referred to Gordon Bush for a variety of reasons, including academic 
achievement issues, attendance or behavior challenges, and social-
emotional need. Gordon Bush began implementing a competency-
based education (CBE) model as part of the Illinois CBE Pilot in 2018. 
The school has seen significant progress since that point as it works  
to meet the needs of students. 

District Story 

Gregory Turner, social studies teacher and CBE coordinator for Gordon Bush, came into the program 2 years into the pilot, 
inheriting it from two dedicated educators who had put tremendous effort into the launch but had struggled to gain traction. He 
kicked off his efforts to jump-start the program by engaging the community: “I held several meetings with community members 
where we did a kind of gallery walk—I asked them to write down what they thought their children needed to be successful.” The 
responses were consistent and well aligned to a CBE approach, and Turner and the Gordon Bush team incorporated CBE into 
the student competencies they were developing. Engaging the community, along with meetings and book studies, helped build 
community support. Turner then developed mentoring relationships with Illinois peer schools in the Chicago area and Peoria  
Illinois, and a district in New Hampshire. These relationships helped Turner and his team learn from the experience of schools  
that had implemented CBE and translate those lessons learned into programmatic decisions. 

One strategy the Gordon Bush team applied from this peer learning 
was staged growth of the program. The CBE pilot started with 10th-
grade science and grew from there. Briana Morales, English language 
arts teacher, cited strong school leadership as a catalyst for staff buy-
in as the program expanded beyond one content area at one grade 
level: “Former Principal Dr. Tesha Robinson and current Principal 
Darnell Spencer are huge proponents of CBE.” 

The heart of the program is personalized learning paths for every 
single student in the school. This program includes student voice 
and choice in what and how students learn and the opportunity to 
demonstrate competency in multiple ways and at their own pace. 
Turner noted that the transition to this model did not happen 
overnight for all staff. 

As the pilot expanded to a full-school program, the team saw its 
share of challenges. The district as a whole was not as eager to go 
all-in on CBE at the same rate as the staff at Gordon Bush. Also, the 
nature of the students referred to Gordon Bush created challenges 

per Morales: 

“In terms of both our CBE program and 

our approach as a school in general, I think 

that the relationships that we have with 

our students are paramount to providing 

them the education they need. Having those 

two things work in hand in hand is very 

important because a lot of our students are, 

in crisis every single day, facing trauma on 

a daily basis. The personalized approach 

of CBE lets us build relationships with the 

students and respond to all their needs to 

make sure that they’re in the right mental 

space to be able to learn.” 

—Briana Morales, English Teacher 

“Educators had to pivot a complete 180 

degrees away from what they were used to 

doing. All content is connected to a standard 

and building towards proficiency, and if it 

doesn’t fit into that we don’t do it. So every 

time there was an opportunity for training 

for me or for staff, I took advantage of it. 

Over the next couple of years, the climate 

and culture in the building changed to 

support CBE. The beauty of it was once they 

got it, the conversation changed in team 

meetings, our data meetings, our leadership 

meetings, everyone started having different 

conversations about teaching and learning” 

—Gregory Turner, CBE Coordinator 

https://www.isbe.net/Pages/CompetencyPilot.aspx
https://www.pths209.org/Page/1
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Because we are a referral school, a lot of our students move back and forth between their home school and our school, and 

there is, overall, a lot of family mobility in and out of the district. We get new students at different times, coupled with chronic 

absenteeism, makes it hard to individualize and personalize learning experiences when not every kid is there every day. And, 

like a lot of other schools and districts, we lost a lot of kids when we switched to remote learning because of the pandemic. 

Morales also cited Principal Spencer’s experience as a building leader in another East St. Louis school as a factor in his support: 

“He’s seen our kids in their previous environments and knows their struggles and how we can shape our program to address them.” 

As a result, Gordon Bush stands out as an exemplar in District 189. The district’s strategic plan cites the school’s efforts to create 

proficiency scales for all Grades 6–12 content areas, tools, processes, and curricular resources as key efforts to help continue the 

districtwide CBE implementation plan. Morales acknowledged that things like standardized tests and traditional instructional 

models, while contributing factors to the oppression of students who are historically marginalized, for example, students in East. 

St. Louis, are “hard to let go of districtwide, but we’re able to help show that non-traditional learning is still learning; it’s still 

valid and can actually be more equitable for our students.” 

Evidence in Action 

The team at Gordon Bush built the CBE program on the foundation of an evidence-based 

approach to learning design, coupled with comprehensive professional development. 

Approach to Teaching and Learning. The academic approach to Gordon Bush’s CBE 

program is built on a set of cross-subject competencies that align to the school’s 

graduate profile. The CBE leadership team, including Principal Spencer, Turner, 

Morales, and former Academic Interventionalist Twyla Lee, designed the crosswalk of 

competencies for the different subjects, which maps to the characteristics they want 

the students to possess once they finish high school. The team then designed a set 

of proficiency skills that enable student assessment. The team’s work created the 

conditions for teachers to develop a personalized learning path for each student.  

The competencies that comprise the graduate profile are interdisciplinary by design 

and intended to enable students to develop skills such as critical thinking, creativity, 

and empathy. This academic approach fosters staff collaboration and, 

per Morales, makes the difficult work of designing competency-based 

assessments go more smoothly. 

The personalized learning paths allow teachers at Gordon Bush to meet 

students where they are academically. Many students come to the school 

behind grade level. For example, Morales shared that, in her 11th- and 

12th-grade English classes, 

[The] majority of my students come in reading between a third- and 

fifth-grade reading level. But they could be sitting next to someone 

who might be reading on grade level, who is next to a kid who might 

be reading at eighth grade. 

In situations like this, personalization allows students to maximize the 

knowledge they already possess and pushes them to grow into their  

own capabilities. 

Content Area Competencies

Independent Research

Should be designed as original research and practice in presenting the results of an investigation.
This pursuit must culminate in the student's own contribution to a discipline, whether in the form of

fully-supported conclusions or in the form of a creative effort". In other words, the goal of
independent research is to answer a question, not simply to gather information. Unlike independent

study, independent research projects must have the potential to yield new knowledge.

Problem Solving

The process of working through the details of a problem to reach a solution regardless of content or
environment . Problem solving may include mathematical, systematic or analytical operations and can be a

gauge of an individual's critical thinking skills.

Interpretation and Prediction

Content knowledge and skill acquisition that provide the optimal prediction possible, naturally resulting in
arrival to the correct answer in relation to evidence submitted.  The results exemplify this insight by

interpreting convolutional and multi-layer concepts associated with all content areas.

Text Analysis

A method of data analysis that closely examines either the content and meaning of texts or their
structure and discourse. Including various forms which treat popular culture texts as those

embedded in social, political, and cultural meaning, an approach utilizing textual analysis examines
cultural products saturated with narratives, ideologies, and discourse.

Expression of Ideas

To show, manifest, reveal, or display feelings as in speaking, writing, or in some form of art The
expression of ideas or feelings is the showing of them through words, actions, or artistic activities.

expression is the way that your face looks at a particular moment. It shows what you are thinking or
feeling.

Mathematical Reasoning

Enables a student to make use of all other mathematical skills. ... Mathematical reasoners are able
to reflect on solutions to problems and determine whether or not they make sense. They appreciate

the pervasive use and power of reasoning as a part of mathematics.

Scientific Literacy

Scientific literacy is the knowledge and understanding of scientific concepts and processes required
for personal decision making, participation in civic and cultural affairs, and economic productivity. It
also includes specific types of abilities. In the National Science Education Standards, the content

standards define scientific literacy.
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Because students are able to work at their own pace to 

progress through competencies, teachers at Gordon Bush 

understand that they need to teach things like study skills 

and time management in addition to academics. They work 

to build structures, such as tracking logs that lay out the 

proficiency scale and all its requisite skills and activities, to 

support students in learning these skills. The tracking logs 

allow students to record the ways they have demonstrated 

competency, along with their reflections about their progress. 

Teachers also support student development of other 21st 

century skills, such as collaboration and resilience, through 

tools and exercises that engage students in developing their 

own classroom norms and expectations. 

Turner compared the proficiency scales to a rubric with performance-based assessments built in: 

Students can see that they’re trying to approach Level 3, which is Independent Mastery. They can see on the scales the 

activities they can work on to reach Level 3 and what they would need to do to reach Level 4 (Exceeding), which typically 

involves some sort of original demonstration of learning. 

These tools allow students to see the full trajectory of learning and give them a sense of ownership and agency. Teachers 

couple these tools with ways for students to demonstrate competency to their peers. For example, teachers use classroom 

progress maps and end-of-year symposiums in which students present their accomplishments to their peers and other teachers, 

demonstrating that they are ready to progress. 

Comprehensive Professional Development. When Turner assumed his leadership role, he knew professional development 

would be important for the school’s staff and him: 

I took advantage of all the professional development, books, everything I could get my hands on. I also leveraged our 

peer schools—I went to site visits on weekends, over the summer and talked to the staff, talked to the teachers, the 

administration, and they let me borrow their playbooks. I took their playbooks, brought them back and adjusted it for  

our staff and students, and used that as the base for professional development. 

He also made a CBE book study part of the school’s new teacher program—he leads new teachers through a “book club” to  

build capacity and initiate new staff to the CBE culture.

https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Finnovationhub.air.org%2Fsystem%2Ffiles%2F11_12%2520PS_%2520Generating%2520Narratives.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Clrowe%40air.org%7C21f407db30124fb27a5b08daa6ed4d50%7C9ea45dbc7b724abfa77cc770a0a8b962%7C0%7C0%7C638005835883910118%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=em%2FLIn0QegGNWgRZ0jbyDQsoXCB4xHvLV8ZC%2BvQ2iY4%3D&reserved=0
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Turner also knew that he would need to build sustainability into his program, particularly because funding was limited and 

could be uncertain. He uses funding from the district, as well as Title I funding, and then leverages the people resources in the 

building to make sure all teachers get what they need: “I knew I needed to create my own experts, to identify the teachers like 

Ms. Morales who were doing some really amazing things. I made sure they got trained to lead.” The cadre of in-house experts 

creates tools and resources that feed into the school’s summer CBE training academy, as well as training days throughout the 

year. Turner cited the support of Principal Spencer as key: “To keep costs down, sometimes we schedule training during the 

regular work day, and our administration has been amazing. They support us 100%. They give us training days every month.” 

Turner also cited the school’s partnership with Dr. Robert Marzano as an instrumental resource. As the district looks to expand  

the CBE initiative in the coming years, Gordon Bush will have in-house experts ready to meet the challenge. 

Results in Action 

Gordon Bush has experienced promising success 

throughout its CBE journey. Turner includes the 

following information in his elevator pitch: “CBE 

is without question the most comprehensive, 

student friendly, empowering framework 

for teaching and learning.” The model works 

particularly well for the Gordon Bush student 

population; if a student misses school for 

any reason, the student can resume progress 

and continue working toward the next step 

on the proficiency scale. Turner’s elevator 

pitch continues: “It empowers students in any 

context, and the way we’ve built the program 

has created experts in our building.” Morales 

called CBE a catalyst for students who haven’t 

experienced success in traditional education 

to tap into their potential through a different 

way to show their talents. She also said that 

CBE encourages teachers to do more formative 

assessment and to value that data equally to 

summative assessment: “Our kids are being 

assessed 24/7 in CBE, whether its authentic 

assessment of the evidence of learning they 

generate or teacher anecdotes.” The school 

makes use of other tools to round out the data 

picture, including Exact Path to help populate 

student learning paths, enable enrichment, 

and make personalized recommendations for 

interventions. Per Morales, “My students have 

averaged 35 points of growth, and every kid but 

one demonstrated growth on our assessments.” 

EVIDENCE SNAPSHOT 

What’s the difference between traditional systems of K–12 education 
and CBE? 

Traditional System CBE 

1. Narrow view of academic  
 outcomes 

1. Expansive view on education  
 for lifelong learning skills 

2. Fixed mindset 2. Growth mindset 

3. Bureaucratic, hierarchical system  
 that does not support inclusivity  
 and cultural responsiveness 

3. Empowering, responsive system  
 that builds trust and challenges  
 inequity 

4. High variability to determine  
 proficiency 

4. Consistent in expectation in  
 mastery of knowledge and skills 

5. Opaque learning objectives and  
 performance expectations 

5. Transparent with clear and  
 explicit expectations 

6. Time-based advancement 6.  Mastery of learning advancement 

7. Curriculum based 7. Emphasis on student voice  
 and agency 

8. One-size-fits-all assessment 8. Performance-based assessment1 

What does research say about CBE? 

Although the impact on student outcomes varies on how schools and 
teachers implement competency-based learning,2 competency-based 
learning is associated with the following: 

 � Increased student engagement, motivation, and deeper learning3, 4 

 � Higher state test scores5 
 � Faster mastery of materials6  
 � Increased learning capacity, such as self-management and 
preparation for class7  

https://www.marzanoresources.com/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_content=21MBAC-&utm_campaign=Marzano%20Resources%20-%20Brand%20-%20General&campaign=%7bcampaign%7d&creative=368599628393&keyword=marzano&matchtype=b&network=g&device=c&gclid=CjwKCAjwvsqZBhAlEiwAqAHElWsRlnkvC373ZV5fRiRaq9G7nP5M8922IG5flk7L5WjLndH1K1yiRRoCobIQAvD_BwE
https://www.edmentum.com/products/exact-path
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What’s Next? 

Next steps for CBE at Gordon Bush are planned at two levels. Turner indicated that, at the building level, Gordon Bush 

has two big milestones: making all the school’s courses available as online learning opportunities in a CBE format through 

the student information system and creating partnerships with a community college and businesses to enable vocational 

education opportunities for high school students. The school learned, through COVID-related pivots to remote learning, 

that online options could solve some of the school’s truancy and transiency issues. By enabling CBE online, the school hopes 

to provide the same personalized, nurturing experience for students who struggle to get to the building for a variety of 

reasons but want to continue to progress. The vocational education partnerships will enable students to tap into their talents 

and interests, earn work experience, and earn an income. Some Gordon Bush students struggle to attend school because 

they need to work to help support their families. The vocational program will aim to help students earn both income and 

graduation credits through experiences that put them on a path to career readiness. Principal Spencer’s work to acquire 

accountability waivers for seat time, along with efforts to map jobsite vocational experiences to the competencies in the 

school’s graduate profile, make this program possible. 

At the district level, Gordon Bush staff aim to be an exemplar for District 189. The district’s 2022–26 strategic plan includes 

goals related to expanding existing CBE courses and developing new CBE courses for the other middle schools and the high 

school, as well as goals to train more teachers and administrators on CBE and performance-based assessments. Turner aims 

to be involved in that work. He also sees the potential to go beyond: “The goal I told our team is that I want us to be that 

school that everyone wants to come and work with to learn how to make CBE work for all kids.” 

Learn More 

� Gordon Bush Alternative Center Website 

https://www.estl189.com/Page/21 

� Illinois CBE Pilot 

https://www.isbe.net/Pages/CompetencyPilot.aspx 

� CBE Toolkit 

https://www.air.org/resource/cbe-360-survey-toolkit 

Get in Touch 

� Gregory Turner, CBE Coordinator  |  gregory.turner@estl189.com 

� Marshal Conley, Project Lead, Region 9 Comprehensive Center  |  mconley@air.org 

� Region 9 Comprehensive Center  |  https://region9cc.org/

https://www.estl189.com/Page/21
https://www.isbe.net/Pages/CompetencyPilot.aspx
https://www.air.org/resource/cbe-360-survey-toolkit
mailto:gregory.turner@estl189.com
mailto:mconley@air.org
https://region9cc.org/
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Copyright © 2022 American Institutes for Research®. All rights reserved. 

This material is in the public domain. While permission to reprint is not necessary, publication should be cited. The material is prepared by the Region 9 Comprehensive Center under Award 
#S283B190010 for the Office of Program and Grantee Support Services (PGSS) within the Office of Elementary and Secondary Education (OESE) of the U.S. Department of Education and is 
administered by the American Institutes for Research®. The content of the document does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the PGSS or OESE or the U.S. Department of Education 
nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government. 19

23
7 

v3
_1

0/
22

Endnotes 

1 Sturgis, C., & Casey, K. (2018). Designing for equity: Leveraging competency-based education to ensure all students succeed 
(CompetencyWorks Final Paper). iNACOL. 

2 Evans, C. M., Landl, E., & Thompson, J. (2020). Making sense of K-12 competency-based education: A systematic literature 
review of implementation and outcomes research from 2000 to 2019. The Journal of Competency‐Based Education, 5(4), 
e01228. 

3 Haynes, E., Zeiser, K., Surr, W., Hauser, A., Clymer, L., Walston, J., Bitter, C., Yang, R. (2016). Looking under the hood of 
competency‐based education: The relationship between competency‐based education practices and students’ learning  
skills, behaviors, and dispositions. American Institutes for Research. 

4 Sturgis, C., & Casey, K. (2018). Designing for equity: Leveraging competency-based education to ensure all students succeed 
(CompetencyWorks Final Paper). iNACOL. 

5 Patrick, S. (2021). Transforming learning through competency-based education. State Education Standard, 21(2), 23–29. 

6 Patrick, S. (2021). Transforming learning through competency-based education. State Education Standard, 21(2), 23–29. 

7 Patrick, S. (2021). Transforming learning through competency-based education. State Education Standard, 21(2), 23–29. 

https://www.air.org
https://www.air.org

	COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION IN EAST ST. LOUIS SCHOOL DISTRICT 189
	Overview
	SCHOOL PROFILE

	District Story
	Evidence in Action
	Results in Action
	EVIDENCE SNAPSHOT
	What does research say about CBE?


	What’s Next?
	Learn More
	Get in Touch
	Endnotes
	About AIR




