
       Competency-Based Learning Using an Interactive 

Notebook in Social Studies 

    What Is Competency-Based Learning? 

Competency-based learning (CBL) is an educational approach where: 

• Students advance upon mastery, not time spent. 

• Learning is personalized, flexible, and student-driven. 

• Success is measured by the demonstration of skills and knowledge, not just test scores. 

• Feedback is timely and specific, encouraging revision and growth. 

 

       How the Interactive Notebook Supports Competency-

Based Learning 

1. Personalized Evidence of Mastery 

The notebook becomes a living portfolio of what the student can do: 

• Students complete and curate entries that demonstrate understanding of key standards 

(e.g., historical thinking, source analysis, civic reasoning). 

• Each notebook page can align with a specific competency or skill, such as: 

o Cause and Effect in History 

o Map Interpretation 

o Understanding Primary Sources 

o Argument Writing with Evidence 

2. Student Ownership and Goal Setting 

• Students can track progress by tagging pages with the competencies addressed (e.g., 

“Competency 3: Analyzes multiple perspectives in historical documents”). 

• Include progress trackers or reflection pages where students: 

o Set goals 

o Reflect on learning 

o Revisit and revise earlier entries 

3. Demonstration of Growth Over Time 

• Notebooks show development, not just one-time performance: 

o Early vs. revised map skills 

o First vs. final argument writing 



o Changes in understanding of historical events or civic issues 

4. Differentiated and Flexible Work 

• Students choose how they demonstrate competency: 

o One may use a timeline, another a comic strip, another a compare-contrast 

chart—all on the same competency. 

o The left-side “output” pages encourage creative and critical engagement tailored 

to student strengths. 

5. Transparent Feedback and Revisions 

• Teachers provide feedback directly in the notebook. 

• Students are encouraged to revise entries to improve or deepen their understanding, 

meeting the competency more fully. 

6. Alignment to Rubrics and Standards 

• Each entry can be assessed against a clear rubric that reflects: 

o Content knowledge 

o Skill demonstration 

o Clarity and thoughtfulness of reflection 

• Competency rubrics can be posted in the front of the notebook for self-assessment. 

 

    Example: Demonstrating a Competency 

Competency: “Evaluates the causes and consequences of a historical event” 

Right Page – Teacher Input 

• Reading notes on the Trail of Tears 

• Graphic organizer of causes and effects 

Left Page – Student Output 

• A journal entry written from the perspective of a Cherokee leader 

• Reflection paragraph: “What were the three most significant consequences of the Indian 

Removal Act, and why?” 

• Labeled: “Competency 2 – Cause and Effect Analysis” 

 



   Benefits of Using Interactive Notebooks for CBL 

Benefit Description 

Visual evidence of learning Clearly shows what each student knows and can do 

Ongoing feedback loop Supports mastery through revision 

Student voice and choice Honors different learning styles and strengths 

Growth mindset Promotes improvement over time, not perfection at first try 

Easy progress tracking Both student and teacher can assess mastery at a glance 

 

     GENERAL PLAN FOR SETTING UP AN 

INTERACTIVE NOTEBOOK – SOCIAL STUDIES 

       1. Materials Needed 

• Composition or spiral-bound notebook (college- or wide-ruled) 

• Glue sticks or tape 

• Scissors 

• Colored pencils or markers 

• Sticky notes (optional) 

• Highlighters 

 

       2. Notebook Sections 

A. Title Page (Page 1) 

• Student name 

• Class and period 

• Teacher name 

• Year or semester 

• Decorative cover (optional) 

B. Table of Contents (Pages 2–4) 

• Reserve 2–3 pages for logging entries 

• Add columns: Date, Topic, Page #, Activity Type 

C. Notebook Rules/Expectations (Page 5) 



• Clear rubric or checklist for organization, neatness, and use 

D. Unit Tabs or Color Codes 

• Use tabs, washi tape, or color-coded edges to separate units 

 

    3. Left Side vs. Right Side Structure 

Page Side Purpose Type of Activity 

Right Side "Teacher Input" Notes, graphic organizers, readings 

Left Side "Student Output" Reflections, drawings, analysis, creative responses 

    Example: 

• Right Page: Map of Ancient Egypt + Vocabulary 

• Left Page: Student’s annotated map + journal entry as an Egyptian merchant 

 

             4. Common Elements by Unit 

Each unit includes: 

• Unit Cover Page: Title, essential question, student-drawn visuals 

• Key Vocabulary Foldables 

• Primary Source Documents 

• Timelines or Sequencing Charts 

• Cause/Effect Charts 

• Compare & Contrast Diagrams 

• Map Skills Practice 

• Exit Tickets or Weekly Reflections 

• Interactive Quizzes or Graphic Organizers 

 

          5. Sample Entry Types 

Entry Type Description 

Bell Ringers Quick warm-up Q&A based on prior learning 

Essential Questions Written response at beginning and end of unit 

Cornell Notes For lecture or reading comprehension 



Entry Type Description 

Foldables Vocabulary, timelines, governments 

Mini-Projects One-pager, comic strip, persuasive poster 

Primary Source Analysis Document-based question (DBQ) 

Reflection Prompts “If you lived in this time…” or “What would you change?” 

 

   6. Assessment & Grading 

Create a rubric or checklist for periodic checks: 

Criteria Points 

Table of contents updated 5 

All entries complete 10 

Organization and neatness 5 

Creativity and engagement 5 

Reflections show insight 5 

Total 30 pts 

Use weekly checks, unit checks, or a peer review day. 

 

  7. Maintenance Tips 

• Set a regular day for updates (e.g., Fridays) 

• Use sticky notes to mark missing entries 

• Keep a master copy for absent students 

• Offer digital alternatives (Google Slides or Docs) if needed 

     INTEGRATING COMPETENCY-BASED GRADING 

WITH INTERACTIVE NOTEBOOKS IN SOCIAL 

STUDIES 

 

  CORE IDEA 

Competency-based grading (CBG) focuses on what students can do with what they’ve learned. 

The interactive notebook becomes a daily, tangible portfolio of those competencies in 



action—recording evidence of learning, student reflections, revisions, and creative 

demonstrations. 

 

        A. STRUCTURE: HOW TO ORGANIZE THE 

NOTEBOOK FOR CBG 

  1. Table of Contents 

• Add a Competency Tag column to each entry (e.g., “C1: Uses geographic tools” or “C3: 

Evaluates historical causes”) 

  2. Unit Pages or Tabs 

• Each unit starts with: 

o Essential Question 

o List of relevant competencies 

o Student self-rating section (1–4 scale) 

  3. Activity Pages 

Each activity includes: 

• Title, Date 

• Page number 

• Clear competency label (e.g., "Competency 2: Analyzes primary sources") 

• Space for student reflection and self-assessment 

• Room for teacher comments and revision notes 

 

          B. COMPETENCY EXAMPLES 

Competency Code Description 

C1 Uses maps and geographic tools to analyze patterns and relationships 

C2 Analyzes causes and effects of key events 

C3 Evaluates multiple perspectives in historical sources 

C4 Constructs historical arguments using evidence 

C5 Connects past to present in civic or global contexts 

 



    C. STUDENT EXAMPLE 

Notebook Entry – Page 12 

Activity: DBQ on the Boston Massacre 

Competency: C3 – Evaluates multiple perspectives 

Right Side: Documents + teacher scaffolded questions 

Left Side: Student’s response analyzing Loyalist and Patriot viewpoints 

Self-assessment: “I think I’m a 3 because I gave evidence from both sides but could add more 

context.” 

Teacher Comment: “Great use of quotes—next time, include the author’s POV. Revise for a 4.” 

 

      D. GRADING: FROM TASK COMPLETION TO 

COMPETENCY MASTERY 

   Grading Scale Example (Per Competency) 

Level Description 

4 – Mastery Consistently applies skill independently and insightfully 

3 – Proficient Applies skill with accuracy and minimal support 

2 – Developing Partial understanding, needs guidance 

1 – Beginning Limited or no demonstration of the skill yet 

Students can revise notebook entries to improve their level. 

 

         E. TRACKING PROGRESS 

     Inside the Notebook 

• Competency Tracking Page (inserted before or after Table of Contents): 

Competency Date Attempted Page # Score Date Revised Final Score 

C1 9/15 6 2 9/22 3 

C2 9/18 10 3 — 3 

C3 9/25 12 2 9/29 4 



    Teacher’s Gradebook 

Use a standards-based gradebook: 

• Grade by competency rather than assignment 

• Most recent or highest attempt counts 

• Overall course grade = weighted average of competencies 

 

   F. SAMPLE RUBRIC TEMPLATE (for Notebook 

Entries) 

Criteria Level 4 Level 3 Level 2 Level 1 

Use of 

Evidence 

Uses multiple, relevant 

pieces of evidence; 

insightful connections 

Uses relevant 

evidence with 

clear connection 

Some evidence 

used but weak 

connection 

Little or no 

evidence used 

Analysis 

Deep, thoughtful 

explanation of ideas and 

historical context 

Clear analysis 

with some depth 

Basic explanation, 

limited depth 

Vague or 

inaccurate 

explanation 

Organization 
Clear, logical structure; 

well-labeled and neat 

Mostly organized 

with few issues 

Some structure; 

may be messy 

Disorganized or 

incomplete 

Reflection 

Thoughtful reflection 

showing self-awareness 

and growth 

Reflects with 

some insight 
Basic reflection 

No reflection or 

effort shown 

 

        G. TEACHER TOOLS & STRATEGIES 

• Provide student-friendly competency charts in the front of notebooks 

• Use sticky notes or stamps for formative feedback 

• Allow notebook checks every 2 weeks for quick revision opportunities 

• Use color codes or icons to tag mastery levels (e.g.,    = 4,     = 2) 

 

       H. STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY 

• Know their current level for each competency 

• Seek feedback and revise work 

• Use the notebook as a study tool and a record of growth 


