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Executive	Summary	
 
 In the 127th Legislative Session, An Act to Implement Certain Recommendations of the 

Maine Proficiency Education Council (S.P. 660 - L.D. 1627) was passed into law as Chapter 489 

amending the chaptered law An Act to Prepare Maine People for the Future Economy (S.P.439 - 

L.D.1422) passed in 2012 requiring Maine school districts to implement proficiency-based 

diploma requirements and standards-based education systems. 

 Beginning in 2012, to further understand these proficiency-based diploma policies within 

the state and global context as well as the implementation work in local schools and school 

administrative units. The Maine Legislature's Joint Standing Committee on Education and 

Cultural Affairs has requested for the past five years that the Maine Education Policy Research 

Institute's (MEPRI) annual work plan include studies designed to compile data, examine progress 

and explore impacts regarding implementation of this state policy within local institutions and 

school districts across the state.  

 In 2016-2017, Phase V of this study shifted from the general perceptions and practices of 

schools and districts implementing proficiency-based high school diploma systems (as explored 

in Phases I-IV) to the examination of the policy implications within key programs, contexts and 

populations. This report shares research conducted to examine the alignment of proficiency-

based diploma systems with college eligibility and admissions requirements as well as identify 

postsecondary career entry requirements and attributes of high quality workers.  

 Findings suggest that most college admissions, scholarship selection and athletic 

eligibility processes still heavily rely on traditional components, such as grade point average, 

standardized test scores, course selection and grades. Admissions officers indicated that a 

precise, informative school profile and clear transcript with student information that could be 

compared to other applicants was important. Although participants in this study said they had not 

received many proficiency-based high school transcripts yet, they communicated that it would be 

critical to explain changes and felt proposed changes have the potential to be a "less reductive 

way of evaluating students." Representatives from Maine businesses and professional 

organizations described high quality entry-level job applicants as dependable and positive with a 

strong work ethic as well as being adaptable to changing markets or leaders. Employers said that 
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they expected high school graduates to demonstrate a common level of basic literacy in reading, 

writing, mathematics and technology. Many participants from Maine businesses emphasized that 

their organizations needed employees who understood local as well as global economic systems 

and demonstrated collaboration in a team-oriented environment in addition to solid 

communication skills.  
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Proficiency-based High School Diploma Systems in Maine:   
Implications for College and Career Access 

 
Maine Education Policy Research Institute 

 

Context:	National	Standards-based	Education	
 Although present in education practice and theory for decades, the publication of A 

Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), provided standards-

based education greater traction in U.S. public schools. In the following two decades, several 

states (e.g., California, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, North Carolina and Texas) and 

professional organizations (e.g., American Association for Advancement of Science; National 

Council of Teachers of English; National Council of Teachers of Mathematics) began integrating 

work involving standards-based education methods. In 1994, Goals 2000: Educate America Act 

(PL 103-227) was developed to assist states in creating statewide academic standards and created 

momentum for the nationwide movement towards standards-based education to obtain related 

funding (Armour-Garb, 2007; Cross, 2004). 

 In 2001, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was passed. Using the 1964 Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) as a precursor and receiving bipartisan support, NCLB 

embraced a standards-based accountability approach by requiring annual standardized testing 

and Adequate Yearly Progress for schools to receive Title I funding. Since NCLB was signed 

into law in 2001, many school districts across the U.S. have worked to implement standards-

based education. Nationally, forty-six states and the District of Columbia have adopted the 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS), which identify content area skills and knowledge 

students should be able to demonstrate in Mathematics and English Language Arts so as to be 

college and career ready by the completion of high school.  

 Correspondingly, a number of national evaluations of CCSS have examined the 

implementation and impact of standards-based education on student outcomes. The findings 

suggest that many states have varied definitions of proficiency and dissimilar standards 

(Carmichael et al., 2010; Jennings & Bearak, 2014; Lee, Liu, Amo & Wang, 2014; Phillips, 

2016; Porter, Polikoff & Smithson, 2009). A lack of common operational definitions may 

complicate the attempt to draw causal conclusions regarding the "success" of standards-based 
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education from related literature as well as local efforts to analyze internal data or implement 

experimental interventions with fidelity. However, it is evident that the interrelated and 

contextual nature of implementing related standards-based policies must be recognized in order 

to better understand intended and unintended impacts (Honig, 2006; Young & Lewis, 2015).  

 While research evidence from Maine supports findings from the national literature which 

emphasize that changes must be implemented at the systems-level in order to yield the intended 

results of increased college and career readiness (Chrispeels & Gonzalez, 2006; Noell & Gansle, 

2009; Stump & Silvernail, 2014). The contexts of schooling cumulatively inform students' real 

experiences across their classrooms, institutions, districts and communities, with each level 

working concurrently to put these reforms into practice. 

Context:	Proficiency-based	Education	Policy	&	Research	in	Maine	
 Culminating standards-based work from earlier decades, the Maine Learning Results 

were adopted by the Maine Legislature as statewide K-12 education standards in 1997 with the 

passing of Resolve, Regarding Legislative Review of Chapter 131: Rules for Learning Results, a 

Major Substantive Rule of the Department of Education (H.P. 1093 - L.D. 1536). These 

standards, developed by Maine educators and educational leaders, included eight academic 

content areas as well as "Guiding Principles" that reflected expectations of high school graduates 

to demonstrate civic engagement in addition to certain habits of work and mind. Rule Chapter 

131 for the Maine Department of Education (MDOE) described the content standards to be in 

effect starting in 2012 as "College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards" for the included 

content areas. School districts aligned curriculum, local assessments and professional 

development to these standards in various degrees across the state during this time.  

 The Maine Learning Results: Parameters for Essential Instruction were reviewed and 

then updated in 2007, with critical changes to content areas standards and the guiding principles. 

At that time, legislation was passed requiring the annual state assessments to reflect students' 

proficiency levels as defined by the updated standards in Mathematics, Reading, and Science. In 

addition, the updated Maine Learning Results were formally integrated within state policies 

related to school funding and school accountability measures. Although a statewide attempt to 

require a common local assessment system based on the Maine Learning Results standards ended 
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unsuccessfully in this same year, practitioners had dedicated significant time across the past 

decades discussing standards with students as well as building standards-based curricula and 

assessments (Miller, 2001; Stump, Silvernail, Fallona & Moran Gunn, 2013; Stump & Silvernail, 

2014). In 2011, Maine adopted the Common Core State Standards in Mathematics and English 

Language Arts. Although state law and the Maine Constitution prohibit a mandatory statewide 

curriculum, the Maine Department of Education (MDOE) encouraged and supported local efforts 

to align curriculum and assessments to the state-developed Maine Learning Results.  

 In May 2012, the 125th Maine Legislature passed the chaptered law An Act to Prepare 

Maine People for the Future Economy (S.P.439 - L.D.1422). Within this mandate, Statute 4722-

A describes the required components of the proficiency-based high school diploma, which all 

public Maine school districts were expected to incorporate by 2018. In 2015, the MDOE granted 

extensions postponing the deadline for full implementation into 2020 for many public school 

districts in the state. Again, although curriculum, teaching practices, local assessments and 

learning materials are determined entirely at the district or school level, this state law required 

school administrative units to implement high school graduation requirements that were 

dependent upon students demonstrating proficiency in the eight content areas and guiding 

principles of the Maine Learning Results. In the 127th Legislative Session, An Act to Implement 

Certain Recommendations of the Maine Proficiency Education Council (S.P. 660 - L.D. 1627) 

was passed into law in Chapter 489. This more recent legislation amended the original 2012 

proficiency-based education law in several ways, including: 

• Adapting the timeline for mandated phase-in of local high school diploma requirements 

reflecting student demonstration of proficiency starting in 2020-2021 (four core content 

areas) and completing implementation in 2024-2025 (eight content areas and guiding 

principles); 

• Defining expectations of students with disabilities to "become eligible for a diploma by 

demonstrating proficiency in state standards established in the system of learning results 

through performance tasks and accommodations that maintain the integrity of the 

standards as specified in the student’s individualized education program by the student’s 

individualized education program team..." 
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• Requiring that schools must maintain a "permanent academic transcript" for each student, 

on which a school administrative unit must certify each student's achievement of 

proficiency in each content area and the guiding principles as well as report content area 

proficiency certifications to the Maine Department of Education; 

• Requiring the Commissioner adopt or amend rules by January 2, 2017 to "allow local 

flexibility and innovation" and "identify the manner in which the opportunities for 

learning in multiple pathways of career and technical education programs may be used to 

satisfy certain components of the system;" 

• Amending prior language of "student shall study" in all eight content areas to say that the 

school "shall ensure sufficient opportunity and capacity through multiple pathways for all 

students to study and achieve proficiency" in the required eight content areas. 

 Maine's education history reveals a strong tradition of standards-based education with on-

going, complex implementation occurring in schools and classrooms across the state reinforced 

by substantial investment and support from various local business organizations and education 

reform agencies. This work has been underscored by the proficiency-based high school diploma 

systems mandated and updated in the most recent state legislation. To further understand these 

proficiency-based diploma policies within the state and global context as well as the 

implementation work in local schools and school administrative units, the Maine Legislature's 

Joint Standing Committee on Education and Cultural Affairs has requested that the Maine 

Education Policy Research Institute's (MEPRI) work plan for the past five years include studies 

designed to compile data, examine progress and explore impacts regarding implementation of 

this state policy within local institutions and school districts across the state. MEPRI is a 

nonpartisan research institute funded jointly by the Maine State Legislature and the University of 

Maine System, with a mandate to collect and analyze education information and perform 

targeted education research for the Legislature.  

 A summary of each phase of this ongoing study's findings is presented below. Detailed 

evidence from this year's targeted research regarding college and career access as part of Phase V 

work is discussed in the "Findings" sections of this report. 
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Phase I: Preliminary Implementation of Proficiency-based Diploma Systems in Maine  

(A School Level Analysis) 

 In 2012, MEPRI conducted an initial study that examined the preliminary development, 

costs and impacts of standards-based school programs being implemented in Maine. Nine public 

institutions, including those representing various configurations of grades PK-12, served as case 

studies in which this approach was being practiced in some or all classrooms.  

 This study revealed that Maine educators and educational leaders were working diligently 

to embrace and apply the underlying philosophies of standards-based education as well as build 

systems applicable to their local context. Institutions beyond the initial phase of shifting belief 

structures and school culture were grappling with the logistics of implementing some of the 

changes they saw as necessary within curriculum, scheduling, staffing and reporting 

achievement. Further discussion of the findings from Phase I of this study of Maine public 

institutions may be found in the report, Preliminary Implementation of Maine's Proficiency-

Based Diploma Program, or available at <www.usm.maine.edu/cepare>. 

Phase II: Implementation of Proficiency-Based Diploma Systems in Maine  

(A District Level Analysis) 

 After sharing the findings and recommendations of Phase I with the Maine Legislature's 

Joint Standing Committee on Education and Cultural Affairs and in the publication of the report 

mentioned above, a second year of the study was commissioned in 2013 to focus on school 

districts that were in the process of systemically implementing S.P.439-L.D.1422. Phase II 

examined the systemic benefits and challenges of putting this state law into practice. Findings 

revealed that district leaders were working attentively to implement these policies with fidelity. 

District leaders also indicated that a key goal of their implementation was developing practices 

and policies that were beneficial to all students in their district even when practitioners were 

faced with challenges of creating common definitions, developing practical learning 

management systems and finding resources to support their work. Further discussion of district 

implementation of the law examined in Phase II of this study may be found in the report, 

Implementation of a Proficiency-Based Diploma System in Maine: Phase II - District Level 

Analysis, available at <www.usm.maine.edu/cepare>. 
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Phase III: Implementing Proficiency-Based Diploma Systems in Maine  

(An Analysis of District-Level High School Graduation Policies) 

In 2014, the MDOE required public school districts to submit a Confirmation of 

Readiness or an Extension Application outlining the policies and practices in place and planned 

for implementation of a proficiency-based diploma system. Subsequently, the MDOE provided a 

response letter with feedback and recommended action to each district as well as conducted 

several in-person district visits. Maine's law S.P.439-L.D.1422 required students to demonstrate 

proficiency in eight content areas (English Language Arts, Mathematics, Science and 

Technology, Social Studies, Health Education and Physical Education, Visual and Performing 

Arts, Career and Education Development as well as World Languages) in order to earn a high 

school diploma. This third phase of the MEPRI study focused on high school graduation 

requirements in the content areas of English Language Arts (ELA), Mathematics and Science. 

Many of the district policies and proposals were intended to eventually apply to all eight 

mandated content areas. However, ELA, Mathematics and Science were the areas with the most 

substantial level of implementation and established policy development within local districts at 

this point. 

In Phase III of the study, a comprehensive examination of the application documents, 

practices, policies and standards of several case study districts provided insights into the 

development of local high school graduation policies aligned with Maine's proficiency-based 

diploma legislation. In addition, high school administrators and district leaders in case study 

districts were interviewed and discussed the continued impact of this state policy on their local 

district and institutions. Participants indicated that building a proficiency-based diploma system 

had encouraged more professional collaboration in institutions, improved transparency in 

communication about student achievement, and had inspired school improvement efforts in some 

districts. The data revealed that districts were working diligently to align PK-12 curricula and 

policies to their local standards as well as developing common language and expectations within 

the district. However, comparing the academic content standards and definitions of proficiency 

from various school districts across the state highlighted many practices and policies that were 

not common statewide. Implementing this state policy appeared to require substantial 

professional work. School and district administrators suggested that they wanted greater clarity 

and consistency from the state level with regard to the required components of the law. But, local 
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stakeholders also adamantly supported the retention of local control over defining proficiency 

benchmarks and developing standards that were perceived as accessible and relevant to their 

student population. Further discussion of high school graduation policies examined in Phase III 

of this study may be found in the report, Proficiency-based Diploma Systems in Maine: 

Implementing District-level High School Graduation Policies (Phase III Technical Policy 

Report), available at <www.usm.maine.edu/cepare>. 

Phase IV: Implementing Proficiency-Based Diploma Systems in Maine 

(A Longitudinal and Updated District Level Analysis) 

 Phase IV of this study collected data from qualitative interviews and document analysis 

in six case study school districts in 2015. Three of these districts had been involved in at least 

one year of Phase I-III of this study, allowing for exploration of ongoing implementation 

practices and comparing perceived challenges and benefits from initial implementation to later 

stages. School districts were still at various stages of implementation and utilizing proficiency 

benchmarks and language to describe content standards that were varied across the state yet 

increasingly common within a district. Findings from Phase IV suggested that school districts 

made great strides and were continuing work to improve interventions to support students who 

did not meet the standards. Where these proficiency-based diploma systems had been enacted, 

increased communication and strategies for remediation were reported as advancing student 

performance and contributing to an enhanced culture of learning. This work encompassed 

increased collaboration among teachers, families and leaders surrounding students' progress, and 

many educators spoke of the benefits of "breaking down the walls" of the teaching profession. 

School and district administrators described public relations and systems-wide strategies that 

facilitated communication within their organizations and the community at large as well as the 

challenges of implementing this state mandate. 

Further discussion of impacts of implementation examined in Phase IV of this study may be 

found in the report, Proficiency-based High School Diploma Systems in Maine: Local 

Implementation of State Standards-based Policy, available at <www.usm.maine.edu/cepare>. 
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Phase V: Implementing Proficiency-Based Diploma Systems in Maine  

(Implications for College and Career Access, Special Education, Career and Technical 

Education, and High School Graduation Standards) 

 In 2016-2017, Phase V of this study shifted from the general perceptions and practices of 

institutions and districts implementing proficiency-based high school diploma systems to the 

examination of the policy implications within key programs, contexts and populations. 

Document review and interviews were conducted with college admissions' personnel to gather 

data regarding alignment of proficiency-based diploma systems and college eligibility and entry 

requirements. In addition, leaders and representative personnel from and Maine businesses and 

the U.S. military were interviewed to identify postsecondary career entry requirements and 

attributes of high quality workers. Another area of inquiry in this phase of the study included 

analysis of data from interviews with leaders and educators in Special Education to examine the 

perceived challenges, benefits and impacts of this diploma policy on students with identified 

disabilities and special education programming provided by Maine's public PK-12 school 

districts. In addition, qualitative case studies of a sample of Maine Career and Technical 

Education centers and regional vocational programs were conducted. Finally, a single school 

district case study was incorporated into this phase of the research to closely examine Maine 

public educators' and school administrators' interpretations and perceptions of establishing 

standards and defining proficiency levels in content areas and developing district-level policies 

for proficiency-based high school graduation policies. 

 Therefore, Phase V of this study examining implementation of Maine's proficiency-based 

high school diploma policy explores several facets of the immediate and wider contexts of 

schooling in a series of three reports. This report focuses on the contexts of postsecondary 

opportunities, specifically college and career access. In this way, Part I of this Phase V report 

shares existing research literature regarding college access and readiness as well as empirical 

data from document review and interviews with college admissions personnel. Part II of this 

Phase V report offers a review of research literature about career access and readiness as well as 

workforce trends and empirical data from qualitative interviews with leaders from businesses, 

professional organizations and the U.S. military. 
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Review	of	Literature	(Part	I	-	College	Access)	
Due to substantial shifts in the economy through recent decades, which privilege the 

attainment of a postsecondary degree for long-term economic and personal stability, students 

have become subject to repeated messages regarding the importance of higher education. On 

average, individuals with a two- or a four-year degree earn between 50 and 100 percent more 

annually as compared to their counterparts who have only a high school diploma ($36,000, 

$46,000, and $23,500, respectively) (Aud et al., 2010). In the past decade, studies have shown 

that students’ postsecondary aspirations to attend college have become nearly universal in the 

early years of high school (Conley, 2008; Perna, 2010). However, only about two thirds of all 

seniors enroll in college in the fall following high school graduation, and a smaller proportion 

graduate from college (Tuitt et al., 2011). These evident gaps in college aspirations, access and 

success suggest that students’ postsecondary trajectories are often riddled with various obstacles, 

which ultimately influence their readiness to make the academic and social transition to college.  

Defining	College	Readiness	

Definitions of college readiness vary widely in both research and practice. Scholars have 

put forth a general definition of college readiness as the culmination of students’ aggregate 

experiences in formal and informal educational settings that provide them with the skills required 

to transition into and succeed in higher education (Conley, 2007). Despite efforts to expand 

opportunities for college readiness, there is evidence that students’ need for remedial education is 

greater than ever, with 42 and 36 percent of students requiring remedial coursework at two- and 

four-year colleges, respectively (Conley, 2013).  However, this commonly used definition fails to 

capture the dynamic nature of developing college readiness and the multiple domains of 

readiness required for students to make a successful transition to and through college (Conley, 

2014; Nagaoka et al., 2009). In recent years, definitions of readiness have expanded to include 

"noncognitive skills" as well as evidence of academic success. In addition to content mastery, 

another critical facet of academic readiness is students’ accumulation and demonstration of the 

academic behaviors required to succeed in college settings. These skills include problem solving, 

group work, and the ability to manage one’s time and responsibilities (Nagaoka, Farrington, 

Roderick, Allensworth, Keyes, Johnson, & Beechum, 2013). Collectively, the development and 

demonstration of such skills are found to enhance students’ preparation in transitioning to and 

succeeding in college and career. 
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Despite evidence of particular domains of college readiness, there is no singular blueprint 

for what culminates in academic college readiness; however, many scholars have identified key 

facets of readiness (e.g., Adelman, 1999, 2006; Bryan, Young, Griffin, & Henry, 2015; Lee, 

2012). For example, Adelman (1999, 2006) defined a college preparatory curriculum as four 

years of English, four years of math (including calculus, pre-calculus, or trigonometry), three 

years of science (including two lab sciences), two years of foreign language, and two years of 

social studies. Mazzeo (2010) suggested that students who enroll in an additional year of social 

studies and foreign language were more likely to be college ready than their peers who did not. 

In addition to pursuing a college preparatory curriculum, scholars highlight the importance of 

students’ demonstration of curricular rigor, including honors, Advanced Placement (AP), and 

International Baccalaureate (IB) coursework, wherever available (Adelman, 2006; Jackson, 

2012; Mazzeo, 2010). In Maine, researchers have identified four school-level indices for college 

readiness: timely high school graduation, academic preparation, postsecondary aspirations, and 

postsecondary persistence (Silvernail, Sloan, Paul, & Linet, 2014). In combination, college 

readiness is positioned as a topic of interest for educational practitioners and postsecondary 

admissions professionals alike, as it helps to facilitate the transition from high school to college. 

Potential	Role	of	Proficiency-based	Education	in	College	Readiness	

The contexts in which students attend secondary school as well as available individual 

and institutional supports influence students’ skill development towards college readiness. In 

recent years across the U.S., there has been an increased commitment to the expansion of 

proficiency-based PK-12 education as an approach to improving postsecondary readiness. To 

date, sixteen states (including all six New England states) have enacted state legislation or state 

board actions related to proficiency-based, mastery-based or competency-based education (Deye, 

2016) and numerous other states are conducting pilot projects or implementing related reforms. 

Such efforts seek to shift students’ primary and secondary learning experiences from seat time 

and credit accumulation to broadening opportunities for scaffolded, personalized learning 

through enhancing opportunities to provide students with the knowledge and skills necessary for 

college and career success (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016; Conley, 2014). This has been a response to 

the prevalent practices of high-stakes testing and sanctions-driven education reform, which 

illuminated the gap between the requirements for high school graduation and college readiness 

(Darling Hammond, Wilhoit, & Pittenger, 2014; Kirst & Venezia, 2005).  
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Not only are proficiency-based efforts in PK-12 schools seen as a means to expanding 

potential opportunities for students to command agency of their own learning experiences, they 

are also seen as allowing more holistic approaches to grading and assessment, moving beyond 

singular standardized tests as the primary measure of achievement (AASA, 2016). Recent 

research has found a relationship between the establishment of a proficiency-based approach in 

PK-12 education institutions with increased student engagement, expanded systems of 

intervention for students who demonstrate learning struggles, and indicators of increased 

collaborative work (Conley, 2013), which align with some aforementioned "non-cognitive" 

characteristics of college readiness. 

Understanding	Factors	Contributing	to	College	Access	

Existing research has identified myriad factors that influence a high school graduate's 

selection of and matriculation in higher education immediately following high school. Although 

postsecondary aspirations are nearly universal by tenth grade (Conley, 2008), only 70 percent of 

students enroll in higher education. This gap may be attributed to a complex array of factors that 

contribute to and obstruct students’ access to higher education. From offering rigorous academic 

options (Oseguera, 2012) to the creation of a college-going culture (Corwin & Tierney, 2007), 

schools have a substantial impact on students’ postsecondary preparation and access. Scholars 

have identified a high school's capacity to provide college counseling is a significant contributing 

factor in a student's pursuit of and access to postsecondary education (McDonough, 1997, 2005). 

Guidance practices must be comprehensive, including identifying well-matched institutions to 

which a student should apply (Smith, Pender, & Howell, 2013), dispensing accurate information 

about deadlines and specific requirements of individual institutions' admissions process (Avery 

& Kane, 2004), as well as offering information regarding the complex array of financial aid 

options (Bettinger, Terry Long, Oreopolous, & Sanbonmatsu, 2012). Once enrolled in college, 

students may encounter a number of potential barriers to their success, including affordability 

(Perna, 1998), family demands (Valadez, 2008), and access to supportive resources to help 

facilitate the transition (Deil-Amen, & López Turley, 2007). When students enroll in a 

postsecondary institution that meets their academic, social, and financial needs, they are more 

likely to graduate from college in a timely fashion.  

While many proficiency-based education approaches implemented in PK-12 school 

systems embrace comprehensive efforts to increase their student population's college readiness, 
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research is needed exploring the connecting factors relating proficiency-based education 

approaches to barriers and facilitators within the area of college access. One area with emerging 

research relevant to college access focuses on proficiency-based education in secondary schools 

as it relates to the process of college applications and admissions. 

Proficiency-based	Reporting	and	College	Admissions	in	New	England		 	

Across New England, there is evidence of expanded commitment to proficiency-based 

education over the last ten years. Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont have been leaders in 

state and local policy supporting proficiency-based (or competency-based or mastery-based) as 

well as related education reform approaches. Similarly, Massachusetts, Connecticut and Rhode 

Island have expanded opportunities for adoption of such approaches in individual schools. With 

the implementation of proficiency-based high school diploma system, students’ college 

application materials may change significantly. Thus, as states have moved towards an expanded 

acceptance of proficiency-based, competency-based or mastery-based methods of reporting 

student achievement and educational experiences, there has been enhanced discussion 

surrounding how this material will be considered in the postsecondary admissions process. 

Traditionally, indicators considered for college admissions have included cumulative 

grade point averages, evidence of rigorous course selection, and standardized test performance 

(AASA, 2016). Preliminary evidence is mixed, suggesting that some admissions professionals do 

not believe that the shift to proficiency-based diplomas would necessarily adversely affect 

applying students (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016) while other college admissions administrators 

indicated that adoption of certain proficiency-based reporting practices could omit critical 

information from a student's application materials currently used to distinguish applicants for 

admission (Silvernail et al., 2014). A proficiency-based reporting approach is perceived as a 

more holistic review by some college admissions personnel citing the inclusion of “habits of 

work” (defined as attendance, participation, and effort) and cross-cultural knowledge and skills 

as particularly relevant to admissions decisions (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016). Accommodations for 

diverse transcripts have always been a part of the admissions review process, and to date, 68 of 

the approximately 250 public and private institutions of higher education across New England 

(NEBHE, 2016) have stated "that students with proficiency-based grades and transcripts will not 

be disadvantaged in any way" (NESSC, 2016). However, admissions professionals’ feedback 

also highlights the importance of developing comprehensive yet concise school profiles that 
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allow for contextual understanding of proficiency-based transcripts and enhance efficiency in the 

admissions process while providing information required for students to be eligible for college 

scholarships and athletic participation (Stump, Doykos, & Fallona, 2016). 

Methodology	(Part	I	-	College	Access)	
 The fifth phase of this ongoing research includes a series of studies examining the 

impacts of implementing proficiency-based diploma systems within the immediate and wider 

contexts of public schooling in Maine. This report includes research exploring implications of 

proficiency-based diploma policy within the contexts of college and career access. Part I of this 

report shares information from investigation of the implications of Maine's proficiency-based 

high school diploma policy as it relates to students’ access to postsecondary education and was 

guided by the following research question: 

As Maine's PK-12 public school systems begin to implement proficiency-based high school 

diploma systems, what are the implications for access to postsecondary education institutions 

in Maine? 

Sample	

 During the fall of 2016, MEPRI researchers from the University of Maine (Orono) 

conducted document review and gathered information from interviews with admissions 

personnel from five postsecondary institutions in Maine. In order to explore how Maine’s 

proficiency-based high school diplomas and credentials are impacting the college admissions 

process and students’ access to college, a sample of five public and private, large and small post-

secondary institutions in Maine that represent different levels of selectivity were included. Table 

1 describes the sample of institutions, with names of private institutions excluded for 

confidentiality purposes. Information on enrollment and acceptance rates is approximate based 

on data collected from interviews and public websites. Acceptance rates within some high 

demand health and nursing programs were substantially lower than the overall institutional 

acceptance rates listed in the table. 
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Table 1. Sample of Maine Post-Secondary Institutions in the Study 

School Name Public/ 
Private 

4 year or 
2 year 

programs 

Admissions 
Type 

Undergraduate 
Enrollment 

2016 

General 
Acceptance 
Rate 2016 

University of 
Maine Public 4 year 

General & 
Program 
Specific 

9,300 90% 

University of 
Southern Maine Public 4 year General 6,125 90% 

Eastern Maine 
Community 

College 
Public 2 year 

General & 
Program 
Specific 

2,615 80% 

Liberal Arts 
College Private 4 year General less than 2,000 less than 20% 

Business-
oriented 

University 
Private 4 year 

General & 
Program 
Specific 

2,700 80% 

 

 

Data	Collection	&	Analysis	 	

 For each school in our study sample, researchers first collected information on college 

admissions requirements from the institution’s website and then interviewed an admissions 

officer (see Appendix A for Phase I interview protocol). The interview collected information 

about both the institution’s requirements for admission as well as their experience with and 

perceptions of proficiency-based high school transcripts. Topics included the following: 

•  Minimum requirements for acceptance to the general undergraduate program and 

requirements for specific degree programs. 

• Additional or preferred credentials for admission. 

• Most important criteria for admissions decisions. 

• Changes in high school transcripts observed by admissions staff as high schools transition 

to proficiency-based high school diploma systems. 

• Challenges in using proficiency-based high school transcripts for college admissions 

decisions. 
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• Opportunities with the transition to proficiency-based transcripts. 

• Suggestions to facilitate the use of proficiency-based transcripts for college admissions. 

To narrow the scope of this inquiry, researchers focused on five undergraduate degree programs 

representing some areas of high employment opportunity in the coming years, both professional 

training programs and a liberal arts program. The undergraduate degree programs highlighted in 

this report include: nursing, engineering, education, business, and English. Not all of the 

institutions have degree programs in all five areas, so information was collected only for the 

programs they do offer.  

 Data analysis included developing a profile of each school, using a table to summarize 

minimum and preferred credentials for admissions generally and across the five degree program 

areas (see Appendix B). Interview data were summarized for each school and then compared 

across institutions, to allow for descriptions of patterns and themes.  

Findings	(Part	I	-	College	Access)	
Minimum	Requirements	for	College	Admission	

 The following is a summary of the minimum requirements for admission to the five 

institutions contacted for this study. Additional information can be found in the data tables in 

Appendix B.    

 Most of the postsecondary institutions in our sample had general or “direct entry” 

admissions, where students were admitted to the school and then later declared their program 

major. By contrast, two institutions allowed students to apply for admission to specific degree 

programs.  

The minimum requirements for admission for these institutions varied depending on the 

degree of selectivity for the institution and the degree program. Required credentials 
considered for admission typically included: Grade point average (GPA), standardized test 

scores, and courses taken in high school. Grade point average for high school coursework and 

standardized test scores such as the SAT were reported as important credentials for admissions 

decisions in all of the institutions but less so for the selective, private college and the two-year 

community college (EMCC).  
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Across the institutions in our sample, the minimum GPA expected or required varied 

from 2.0 up to 2.67. The highly-selective private college did not specify a minimum GPA 

required and reported that they placed more emphasis on other evidence of the student’s 

accomplishments although the average GPA was above 3.50. Program-specific admissions 
trends in nursing and engineering programs reported requiring higher GPAs, higher 

standardized test scores, and additional advanced coursework in math and science as 

compared to general admissions (see tables in Appendix B for these requirements). Acceptance 

rates for health and nursing degrees were reported to be substantially lower than the overall 

institutional acceptance rates (approximately 6% at the University of Maine and 30% at the 

business-oriented private college and EMCC) compared to nearly 80% for general admissions 

acceptance rates at public institutions.  

In terms of standardized testing, the highly-selective private college followed a growing 

national trend away from a strong reliance on testing results for admissions decisions. An 

admissions representative indicated that they do not require students to submit test scores, but 

they do use that information when provided. The community college (EMCC), because of their 

non-traditional student applicants, also did not require SAT or ACT scores, but used placement 

tests (such as the Accuplacer) to determine students’ readiness for their degree programs and 

course enrollment. Other institutions also used placement or SAT/ACT test scores to determine 

course enrollment or specific program acceptance, with test score requirements varying by 

institution and program. 

Maine’s policy for standards-based education systems and proficiency-based high school 

diplomas requires public schools to “certify that the student has engaged in educational 

experiences relating to English language arts, mathematics and science and technology in each 

year of the student's secondary schooling” (S.P. 660 - L.D.1627) beginning in 2017 but does not 

mandate credit hours or course completion. High school and post-secondary coursework was 

prevalently cited as an important credential by all the institutions in our sample. Admissions 

officers said they looked at students' course grades and level of rigor along with the school 
profile to explain the available curriculum and academic demand of students' course 

pathways. It was reported that admissions staff used this information as indicators of the extent 

to which students challenged themselves and also to determine that students have the proper 

preparatory courses for their intended program of study.   
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Most of the institutions in our sample indicated an expectation that students would have 

four years of high school English and courses in math, science and other subjects, although the 

expectations for these courses varied across the institutions depending on the degree of 

selectivity and program-specific expectations. For example, the highly-selective private college 

in our study indicated that it did not have a prerequisite high school program or number of 

courses, but said the typical entering first-year student would have had four years each of 

English, foreign language, mathematics, social science and three to four years of laboratory 

sciences. In another example, University of Maine's College of Engineering and the School of 

Engineering Technology required the following courses to be completed by applicants: "English 

(4 units), Algebra 1 & 2, Geometry, History (2 units), one senior level math (select from 

trigonometry, pre-calculus, or calculus)" (University of Maine, 2016).  Additionally, science 

high school course completion requirements for these College of Engineering applicants 

included Chemistry and Physics while applicants for this institution's School of Engineering 

Technology should have completed one additional science and Physics. The community college 

(EMCC) expected general admissions prospective students to have earned at least one high 

school credit in math and the nursing program had a prerequisite of successful completion of 

college-level anatomy and physiology and "nursing dosage" prior to being eligible for their 

program. 

 It was also noted that eligibility for certain scholarships (including merit 

scholarships) and NCAA athletic participation also required core high school course 
completion and a minimum high school GPA. For example, NCAA Division I requires 

college-bound student-athletes to graduate from high school and complete 16 core courses with 

at least a 2.3 GPA. Core courses include four years of English, three years of math (Algebra 1 or 

higher), two years of natural/physical science (including one year of lab science if your high 

school offers it), two years of social science and other additional years of various other courses. 

However, core courses do not include "classes in non-core areas, fine arts or vocations such as 

driver education, typing, art, music, physical education or welding; personal skill classes such as 

personal finance or consumer education; classes taught below grade level, at a slower pace or 

with less rigor or depth-- often titled basic, essential, fundamental or foundational; or classes that 

are not academic in nature such as film appreciation, video editing or greenhouse management" 

(NCAA, 2016). In addition, "non-traditional" courses must meet multiple criteria to be accepted 
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as high school courses in terms of meeting NCAA athletic eligibility, including a "definite time 

period for completion," "regular interaction with a [certified or qualified] teacher for instruction," 

"prepare students for academic work at a four-year college" and other criteria (NCAA, 2016). 

This designation of "non-traditional courses" could correspond with Maine's "educational 

experiences" outside of the traditional semester or year courses, but designation as an approved 

core course would be determined by personnel at the NCAA Eligibility Center. 

Additional	or	Preferred	Credentials	for	College	Admission	

When considering additional or preferred credentials of college admissions applicants in 

the general admissions process, the institutions in our sample noted the importance of transcripts 

indicating the rigor of a student's courses, such as the title of "advanced," "honors," or 

"Advanced Placement." Institutions in our study did not indicate that there were general course 

requirements for career education, health or physical education and commonly regarded 

coursework in visual and performing arts as preferred rather than required credentials, again 

depending upon the applicants' intended course of study. Although, applicants who had 

completed coursework in the arts and a world language were reported to be preferred by the 

University of Maine and the highly-selective private institution in this study. 

Other experiences that admissions officers in this study said benefitted applicants for 

admission to their institution included internships and extra-curricular activities. Additionally, 

interviews with admissions and letters from high school counselors and teachers were said to be 

considered key components of the college application materials. While a few institutions 

represented in this study did not put heavy importance on the admissions essay or no longer 

required an essay, the University of Maine, University of Southern Maine, and the highly-

selective private college still gave weight to a strong written essay. Again, program-specific 

admissions criteria emphasized rigorous experiences and coursework in an applicant’s field of 

study. 

Prioritized	Credentials	for	College	Admissions	

 Among the most important credentials for admissions decisions mentioned in the 
interviews for this study included the student's GPA, standardized test scores, rigor and 

scope of completed coursework, written essays, and letters of recommendation. However, 

the five institutions in our sample prioritized these credentials somewhat differently. Three of the 

five institutions in our study (UMaine, USM, and the business-oriented private college) indicated 
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that GPA and standardized test scores were among the most important credentials informing 

admissions decisions. Completed coursework was mentioned as among the most important 

credential in the interviews with three institutions (USM, the highly-selective private college, 

and EMCC). A strong, well-written essay was mentioned as among the most important 

credentials by three institutions (UMaine and the two private colleges). Counselor and teacher 

letters of recommendation were mentioned as among the most important sources of information 

by three institutions (USM, EMCC, and the highly-selective private college).  

When asked what additional credentials would be important for admissions decisions, 

some institutions' admissions personnel mentioned the campus interview and extra-curricular 

involvement. Still, all of the institutions in our sample emphasized that their approach to 

admitting students involved taking a holistic view of students’ credentials and all materials 

included in the application. Particularly if a student’s GPA or test scores were less strong, 

admissions officers indicated that they then relied more heavily on other sources of information, 

such as the essay, interview, and recommendations. 

Observed	Changes	in	Recent	High	School	Transcripts	

All five institutions in our sample reported that within the past year or more, they had 

received some student transcripts that provided information on students’ proficiency-based 
educational accomplishments. While none of the institutions had a system to track the number 

of applications using proficiency-based transcripts, the participants estimated that the numbers 

had been relatively low so far, ranging from only a “few” to roughly 10% (UMaine). It was 

noted that students applying from out-of-state as well as Maine students sometimes had 

proficiency-based transcripts. 

Admissions officers said that they expected the numbers of proficiency-based transcripts 

to increase in the coming years as more Maine high schools transition to proficiency-based 

diplomas and transcripts. Participants in this study were familiar with Maine's proficiency-based 

diploma policy and indicated that they have been talking to secondary schools and guidance 

counselors around the state to field questions about what information would be needed for the 

college admissions process. Admissions officers reported that some Maine high schools had been 

proactive in contacting colleges with proposed transcript changes and asking for suggestions or 

preferences to make sure they provided enough information in the transcript and school profile. 

The college admissions personnel in this study believed this effort had been very helpful to both 
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high schools and postsecondary institutions, and they strongly encouraged more high schools 

to communicate with colleges and universities about proposed changes. Admissions officers 

also reported receiving concerned calls from parents wondering how colleges would regard the 

use of proficiency-based transcripts. 

Admissions officers noted that there is no uniform approach currently evident 

among the proficiency-based high school transcripts they have seen. The examples that they 

had seen varied considerably both in form and content/ information provided by the secondary 

institution. For example, they reported that secondary institutions appeared to use a variety of 

labels and definitions for identifying proficiency, and transcripts or school profiles provided a 

range of description, from very little to extensive. Admissions officers said that, so far, most 

Maine high schools using proficiency-based transcripts were still including some type of 

traditional GPA information. It was noted that most Maine high schools still appear to report 

grades using a 100-point system, and some convert this to an equivalent A-F letter grade while 

others convert it to a 4.0 scale. Some Maine high schools were said to provide concise 

summaries of the how to interpret the proficiency scores. However, it was also reported that 

other institutions provided copious pages of narrative or sample work from the student with little 

to no explanation of what the proficiency ratings mean. One admissions office said,  

We’re very used to seeing non-traditional methods of grading, using a variety of different 

scales. Some use 100-point scale, etc. Most don’t compute a GPA. There is also more use 

of portfolios and proficiencies nationally...Transitioning to proficiency-based is not a 

problem. But how they provide information is so different.  

Challenges	with	Proficiency-based	High	School	Transcripts	

 Participants from the five postsecondary institutions admissions offices in this study 

shared some challenges they perceived with incorporating proficiency-based high school 

transcripts into the college admissions process. It was reported in these interviews that 

admissions personnel sometimes had more difficulty finding the information they needed and 

figuring out how to interpret the information provided in the proficiency-based transcripts they 

had seen. The institutions in our sample indicated there was a need for clear and concise 

information to interpret the proficiency levels or ratings developed by the school or district 

since these were not common across the state. College admissions officers indicated that while 

most secondary institutions did provide some information for this purpose, it varied in detail and 
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usefulness. Some institutions provided a definition of the proficiency levels along with a longer 

description. Others provided a detailed narrative of the student’s work.  

In addition to the need for defining the proficiency levels, college admissions officers in 

this study indicated that their decisions still put a strong emphasis on GPA. As mentioned above, 

a 4-point GPA was still required for merit and athletic scholarships. When proficiency-based 

transcripts do not include a GPA, admissions officers said they relied on the conversion scale 

provided by the secondary school. If the school did not provide a conversion scale, some 

participants indicated that admissions officers would attempt to estimate a score using the 

student's grades and a 4.0 scale. One admissions officer commented, “It’s just trying to take that 

extra step to convert the proficiency levels into an estimated GPA.”   

Further, most college admissions computerized data management systems for student 

application information still required the GPA to be entered. An admissions officer explained, 

“MaineStreet [computer data management system] requires that admissions enter a student’s 

GPA. But when institutions are using a proficiency level, there’s no GPA. We have to estimate 

one.” Admissions officers indicated it would require time and additional resources to implement 

any changes in computer systems to deal with non-traditional transcripts that do not include GPA 

information. Some admissions officers voiced concerns that trying to convert a proficiency level 

to a GPA may not always be fair for the student, especially students who may be on the 

borderline of receiving an award. One admissions officer commented,  

I worry about borderline students and even higher achieving students in regards to an 

admissions committee. It’s all dependent on the information given. If it’s clear, then it’s 

easy. If it’s a paragraph and paragraph without any quantitative measures, I can see it 

hurting [the student's opportunities]. 

Some of the admissions officers interviewed for this study did raise the issue that continued use 

and reliance on GPA may undermine the intent of a proficiency-based approach in the first place. 

However, they indicated that the admission process still placed heavy reliance on GPA for most 

colleges.        

 Another concern we heard in the interviews was that the proficiency-based transcripts 

were longer, included considerably more narrative to read and interpret, and therefore took more 

time and effort to review than traditional transcripts.  Some comments to this effect included the 

following:   
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• "The main challenge is the extra time that going over proficiency based transcripts 

can take. This could become a problem when there are more to review." 

• "It does not have an impact on the decision, but how long it takes to make a decision. 

It takes more time and slows down the process, and will be more so as more schools 

make this transition." 

• "If lots of high schools begin using this approach, it will take a bit longer to review 

applications and transcripts. It may slow the process. We may also need to call 

guidance counselors in some cases for more information." 

For example, one admissions officer reported that their office had received a 17-page narrative 

describing a student’s work, which was an overwhelming amount of information. The 

admissions personnel in this study said they had not yet determined how to deal with this type of 

transcript. Given that many secondary institutions in Maine had yet to transition to a proficiency-

based diploma and transcript, college admissions staff expected the number of these transcripts 

to increase over the next few years as the mandated deadline for implementation was realized. 

College admissions staff in this study raised concern about the increased time and perhaps 
staffing needed to handle proficiency-based transcripts and emphasized that it was important 

for secondary institutions to clearly define and explain their proficiency scores or levels. 

College admissions officers also said their offices looked beyond the GPA to the level of 

coursework students have completed. Consistently, we heard that college admissions put 

considerable weight on students demonstrating a pattern of engaging in college preparatory or 

advanced coursework, as an indicator that students have taken advantage of the most rigorous 

courses available in their secondary institutions. Therefore, having a transcript that listed course 

titles (not just standards) appeared important for college admissions processes. In addition to a 

list of courses completed, college admissions officials also said they relied on the school profile 

document provided by the secondary school to explain the school’s curriculum and what course 

pathways and levels were available. Other information, such as the percentage of students in the 

school who completed advanced courses or achieved higher levels of proficiency, was also 

mentioned as helpful. One admissions officer explained the importance of the school profile and 

some comparative information on the student’s program of study by saying,  

We cannot do our job without the school profile! It’s very important—the keystone to 

understand the grading scale, the courses offered, etc. We prefer not to make a decision 
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without the school profile. Some institutions are under-resourced and don’t have a school 

profile... Sometimes we don’t have information evaluating the rigor of the student’s 

program compared to other students in the school. The Common Application asks 

counselors to provide this, and some counselors don’t provide that, but it is so essential. 

Opportunities	with	Proficiency-based	High	School	Transcripts	

One opportunity that admissions officers mentioned with regard to using proficiency-

based transcripts was that it encouraged the college admissions review process to increase 

attention to the whole student. Traditional transcripts may encourage a focus on GPA and 

standardized testing scores, but admissions staff said they felt that the proficiency-based models 

provided an opportunity to place more weight on other criteria. One admissions officer said, 

“The idea of shifting to learning from testing is a good thing.” It was noted that the shift would 

be a positive change in how colleges evaluate students’ abilities. Another admissions officer 

described the shift to looking at other credentials and information as a positive change also, 

"Proficiency-based transcripts force us to think more about how students learn in the U.S.  
It’s a less reductive way of evaluating students. It may also make us look more carefully at 

extracurriculars." 

 Another potential opportunity participants in this study suggested may be provided by 

proficiency-based transcripts was less emphasis on GPA, class rank, or other traditional 

quantitative measures. College admissions personnel admitted that changing this emphasis could 

reduce the emotional stress high school students experience regarding such competitive rankings. 

In this way, a proficiency-based approach was considered by participants in this study as a 

possible method to encourage students to focus on the bigger picture of their learning 
rather than numeric indicators. An admissions officer discussed proficiency-based education, 

saying,  

[It] takes the pressure off to be better, the best student. For institutions with intense 

competition, this helps to alleviate this pressure for students . . . so not just excelling 

academically but working together, being kind, how much do you know, rather than GPA 

as important. 

Some admissions officers noted that Maine high schools were still in the early stages of 

implementing this policy requiring proficiency-based high school transcripts, thereby providing 

opportunities for school districts to examine some of the models being used, share ideas, and 
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adopt practices that appear to be working well. One admissions officer said, “We have the 

opportunity to hold up institutions that are doing [proficiency-based high school transcripts] well 

so that other institutions can get on that format.” Some secondary institutions were 

experimenting with different models and styles of transcripts that used proficiency-based 

scoring, and college admissions officers reported that they were reviewing those models and 

providing feedback to institutions. For example, a Maine school-support organization, Great 

Schools Partnership (2016), developed models for proficiency-based high school report cards 

and transcripts and "recommend[s] that institutions include all necessary explanatory information 

that colleges, employers, recruiters, and others will need to interpret and fully understand the 

transcript." 

Suggestions	for	Development	of	Proficiency-based	High	School	Transcripts	

The admissions officers interviewed for this study from various colleges and universities 

across the state offered suggestions for ways to facilitate the use and interpretation of 

proficiency-based transcripts in the college admissions process.  

First, admissions staff praised the proactive efforts of several school districts and 

secondary institutions around the state for reaching out to college and university 

admissions offices to talk about their plans for implementing proficiency-based transcripts. 

This effort to open lines of communication was said to help K-12 school districts understand 

what information admissions officers needed to see on transcripts and helped admissions offices 

better anticipate what kinds of information high schools would be sending to describe their 

students’ work. Admissions officers reported that their staff routinely communicated with and 

visited secondary institutions around the state, and they welcomed contact from secondary 

institutions. A comment to this effect was the following: “Just call the admissions office if you 

have questions. Communicate with them. Let them look over a sample transcript document and 

provide explanation of the proficiency levels.” 

This importance of sharing information to explain the high school's method of reporting 

proficiency ratings was the most-often mentioned suggestion in our interviews. To accomplish 

this, admissions officers suggested that secondary institutions provide, at a minimum:  

1) Clear, concise definitions or explanations of proficiency scores or ratings;  

2) A comparable conversion from the proficiency scoring scale to a 4.0 GPA scale;  
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3) A school profile that outlines the school curriculum and available pathways for 

meeting graduation requirements; 

4) Documentation of the courses--subject area and level of rigor--successfully 

completed by the applicant; 

5) Information to compare the applicant's selected program of study and 

accomplishments to that of other students in the high school.  

Taken as a whole, participants in this study indicated they wanted secondary schools to 

make it easier for college admissions officers to find relevant information on the 

transcripts, but also to provide enough information explaining any non-traditional 
components of the transcript and student scores. Participants said: 

• "Conversion to GPA has been helpful." 

• "A quick and clear snapshot is best, in addition to extra information. Too much 

information without explanation could hurt a student’s review." 

• "The more information we have the better decision we can make. The more 

information on the evaluation scale and what those proficiency ratings mean the 

better. How many students are reaching proficiency in the school? How many are 

taking rigorous courses, etc.? We need to understand if students are going above 
and beyond basic proficiency." 

College admissions officers in this study suggested that public school districts across Maine 

collaborate in order to adopt more consistent approaches and effective models of 
proficiency-based transcripts when possible. A college admissions participant said, "The 

amount of anxiety on this is intense...Every school feels like they are taking this on alone, and 

they should be talking to one another." While most of the college admissions officers in this 

study indicated a willingness to be flexible and work with the transcripts they received, they 

nonetheless acknowledged that it would greatly facilitate the process if there was not such wide 

variation in districts’ approaches to transcripts.  

Finally, college admissions officers indicated they were hearing more and more from 

concerned parents and guidance officers, who were asking how the proficiency-based transcripts 

would be received and accepted by colleges and universities. A college admission officer said,  
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It would be helpful to have information we can share with parents about these changes 

and how it may or may not affect admissions decisions. We would also like information 

on how this has worked at other institutions that are reviewing these applications, as well 

as in other states. 

The college personnel said they were trying to reassure secondary institutions, parents, and 

students that they were working with the new transcripts and would continue to review them, but 

they indicated that they would also encourage school districts to develop their own 

communication with parents about proficiency-based transcripts.  

Conclusions	

 To date, colleges represented in this study reported seeing relatively low numbers of 

college admissions applications that included a proficiency-based system for reporting student 

academic work on high school transcripts. College admissions officials interviewed for this study 

indicated that they were accommodating secondary schools that are currently using these 

proficiency-based high school transcripts and working with high schools to generate information 

needed for review of applications. However, they also voiced strong concerns about the high 

variation in different formats of high school transcripts and information they received regarding 

students' achievement and academic work. They were concerned about the extra time and 

information needed to interpret some of these transcripts. In addition, many scholarship 

programs and NCAA eligibility requirements still mandated that students' GPA was reported on 

a 4.0 scale, which may or may not be included with proficiency-based transcripts. Overall, 

participants' comments in this study suggested that they would not be prepared to deal with high 

numbers of proficiency-based transcripts, especially those lacking a conversion to a 4.0 GPA 

scale, in the near future.  

 College admissions personnel indicated that public PK-12 school districts in Maine 

appeared to be using many different approaches to proficiency-based reporting. Parents and high 

school professionals had reportedly indicated to colleges that they were uncertain about what 

information is needed for appropriate and manageable materials and format in the college 

application. Greater collaboration across Maine's school districts was suggested in order to 

reduce variation in transcript models in use and to make sure sufficient information about a 

student’s academic record and a school’s curriculum were included in the student’s application 

for college admission. Further, parents and students have voiced concerns and anxiety about how 
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proficiency-based transcripts would be understood and utilized by colleges. Participants 

suggested that information about proficiency-based diplomas and college admissions 

processes/requirements should be clearly and thoroughly communicated to parents, students, and 

other public groups to reassure stakeholders that colleges will continue to accept non-traditional 

transcripts and applications while clarifying mandatory reporting information that must be 

included to be eligible for certain programs, degrees or awards. 

 

Review	of	Literature	(Part	II	-	Career	Access)	
 
 The ultimate goal of PK-12 education is to apply learning to ongoing endeavors in 

adulthood that contribute to improving oneself, the community and the world. Numerous 

pathways offer opportunities for that application: professional work, continued education, 

parenthood, volunteer work, artistic expression, travel, and more. Many individuals explore the 

pathway of a professional career, through necessity of financial earning or intellectual pursuit or 

both. Understanding the essential elements that contribute to a successful career is a combination 

of intrinsic and extrinsic characteristics (Gattiker & Larwood, 1988) matching personal interests, 

skills and dispositions with a sustainable work environment that can provide financial stability as 

well as individual fulfillment while contributing to the profession or greater good (Arthur, 

Khapova & Wilderom, 2005; Judge et al., 1999). Being ready for this professional endeavor and 

having the opportunity to access such pathways are two key components of career success (Ng et 

al., 2005; Seibert & Kraimer, 2001), which also involve numerous factors related to social 

norms, family expectations, educational experiences, community contexts, and more. In this 

way, defining career readiness and understanding factors contributing to career access are a 

complex, interwoven enterprise. However, some common characteristics of high quality workers 

and expected workplace skills or dispositions are shared among employers, business leaders as 

well as researchers and educators.  

Role	of	Postsecondary	Education	in	Determining	Career	Readiness	

 This section of the report focuses on examination of access to careers at entry level 

positions, which may or may not require a high school diploma. However, the vast majority of 

research literature regarding career readiness identifies postsecondary education experiences or 

degree attainment as a prerequisite to career. In fact, many of the definitions of "college and 
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career readiness" in literature describe college course pathways, majors or degree type with 

minimal reference to attributes of career readiness applicable to workers with a high school 

diploma or less. Therefore, we include a brief subsection here to examine research and data that 

may contribute to this emphasis on the inclusion of college experiences in the definitions of 

career readiness evident within literature.  

 Determining if an individual is truly ready for his/her chosen career includes many 

factors, such as the occupation, position level, financial obligations, personal interests and more. 

However, holistic definitions of a "career-ready" workforce can highlight essential skills, 

dispositions or knowledge that may be prerequisites for entering certain professions or accessing 

specific jobs. Many education and business organizations have engaged in efforts to 

communicate the critical components for postsecondary readiness with conceptual definitions 

that combine college readiness and career readiness (e.g. Achieve, ACT, College Board, Lumina 

Foundation, Council of Chief State School Officers, Educate Maine, Envision Maine and others). 

This work underscores the related nature of career readiness and postsecondary education.  

 Individuals with a postsecondary degree earn between $442,000 (Associate's Degree) and 

$1.5 million (Bachelor's Degree) more in wages throughout their lifespan than their peers with 

only a high school diploma (U.S. Census, 2011). It is predicted that 63 percent of jobs in the U.S. 

will require a postsecondary degree or certification by 2018 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). 

"Postsecondary education has become the preferred and the most effective economic leveler, 

serving as an engine for mobility," (Carnevale & Strohl, 2010, p.72). Schooling has also been 

found to correlate with national economic returns: Hanushek and Woessmann (2008) indicate 

that "each additional year of schooling increased the average [Gross Domestic Product] growth 

rate by about 0.37%" (Mattern et al., 2014). Such statistics have influenced the most common 

current definitions of career readiness to identify a college degree as a critical precursor to 

lifelong career success. 

 Numerous professional pathways require postsecondary degrees or certifications to even 

be eligible for application, so access to careers and occupations that offer longer-term stability, 

family living wage and professional opportunity often reflect this prerequisite of college 

readiness and completion. Extending the view of career readiness to successful professional 

work throughout a lifetime is critically important to understanding the value of a living wage, 

sustainable employment and financial planning in later life. For example, an unmarried high 


