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DURABLE SKILLS EDUCATION

Introduction
The Gap Between Aspiration and Reality

Walk into most American high schools and you’ll see bulletin boards proclaiming commitment

to “21st Century Skills” or “College and Career Readiness.” You’ll hear administrators describe their
focus on critical thinking and collaboration. But ask students what skills they’re developing, and
you’ll get blank stares. Ask teachers how they build these capabilities, and responses turn vague:
“We incorporate that into our lessons,” or “Students get that through group work.”

The gap between aspiration and reality reveals education’s persistent challenge: we know which
skills students likely need for success in whatever futures they choose to pursue, but we lack
coherent approaches to developing them intentionally and well.

The Skills That Matter

While the future of work isn’t fully predictable, scholars and employers consistently converge on the
capabilities that matter most. America Succeeds’ analysis of almost 76 million job postings identified
ten durable skills that transcend specific jobs, industries, and academic disciplines: Communication,
Leadership, Critical Thinking, Collaboration, Creativity, Metacognition, Character, Growth Mindset,
Mindfulness, and Fortitude. These aren’t technical skills tied to particular professions or content
knowledge bound to specific subjects. Theyre transferable capabilities enabling success across
contexts — the skills that allow an engineer to lead cross-functional teams, a teacher to navigate
diverse classrooms, an entrepreneur to persist through setbacks, a citizen to evaluate competing
policy claims, and a young person to pursue opportunities and build a life they actually want to live.

Pathsmith™ Durable Skills

Skill Definition

Communication | The ability to transmit and receive information, ideas, and instructions clearly,
accurately, and effectively in various forms and contexts within the
professional environment

Leadership The ability to motivate and guide a group of people toward achieving a
common goal or objective

Critical Thinking | The ability to analyze and evaluate information in order to make objective
and informed decisions

Collaboration The ability to work harmoniously with others, leveraging diverse strengths
and ideas to achieve common goals, and contribute positively to team
dynamics and outcomes

Creativity The ability to generate original and innovative ideas, solutions, and
approaches, fostering a dynamic and resourceful environment in
professional contexts

Metacognition | The ability to reflect upon and understand one’s own thinking processes,
enabling one to make informed decisions, adapt strategies, and continuously
enhance one’s own learning and problem-solving approaches



https://americasucceeds.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Durable-by-Design_July-2025-.pdf

Skill Definition

Character The ability to demonstrate ethical and moral qualities, including integrity,
accountability, and professionalism, which shape one’s behavior,
decision-making, and interactions in the workplace

Growth Mindset | The ability to demonstrate an inclination to embrace challenges, persist
through setbacks, and actively seek opportunities for learning and
development in order to achieve continuous personal and professional
advancement

Mindfulness The ability to practice staying fully present, attentive, and nonjudgmental in
one’s thoughts and actions, enhancing focus, emotional regulation, and
overall well-being in the work environment

Fortitude The ability to demonstrate inner strength and resilience in navigating difficult
situations, and display courage, determination, and composure while
overcoming challenges and pursuing goals in the professional realm

Source: Pathsmith™ Durable Skills Framework (America Succeeds / CompTIA)

These capabilities prove essential regardless of the path students take after high school. Educators
across settings, from community colleges and technical training programs to four-year
universities and apprenticeship coordinators, report that students often arrive with content
knowledge but struggle with the capabilities that success in any pathway requires (e.g., working
effectively in teams, persisting through difficulty, communicating clearly, directing their own
learning, thinking critically about complex problems, etc.).

Labor market data confirms the urgency. America Succeeds’ analysis of almost 76 million
employer job postings reveals that 76% now request at least one durable skill, with eight of the top
ten most-requested skills being durable capabilities like communication, leadership, and critical
thinking. Employers seek these skills nearly four times more frequently than top technical skills. And
as Al handles increasing percentages of technical tasks, the human capabilities of analytical
thinking, collaboration, creative problem-solving, and resilience become more essential, not less.
Democracy requires these skills too. Citizens must evaluate competing claims, communicate across
differences, think critically about information sources, and collaborate to solve community
problems. The challenges ahead, from climate change to technological disruption to democratic
erosion, cannot be met by people who possess content knowledge alone.

But the most fundamental reason these skills matter isn’t what colleges require or employers seek.
It's what they enable students to do with their lives. Students with these skills can identify what
matters to them and take action toward it. They can persist through challenges pursuing goals
they've chosen. They can direct their own continued learning throughout their lives where
knowledge and contexts constantly shift. Whether students choose to enter careers directly after
high school, pursue technical certifications, attend college, start businesses, or combine pathways,
these skills enable success in directions students choose rather than directions chosen for them.

More and more schools explicitly identify the need to develop these skills, often articulated in
“portraits of a graduate” or similar frameworks. District leaders point to these capabilities as
essential. Schools list them in mission statements and strategic plans. But very few are talking about
how. Through what specific practices, structures, and pedagogies? What does it look like when
schools succeed at this work across diverse contexts? That’s what this study set out to answer.



Our 16-Month Collaborative Investigation

To find out, we sought twelve innovative but highly diverse high schools and profession-based
programs. We deliberately selected schools representing varied contexts: urban, suburban,

and rural settings; schools serving 80 students to over 700; programs working with opportunity
youth experiencing poverty and homelessness alongside programs serving more advantaged
populations; schools where most graduates attend four-year universities and programs where
most enter careers directly; full-time high schools and part-time profession-based programs; well-
resourced environments and those operating with modest budgets.

The diversity was intentional. We wanted to understand not just whether particular schools could
develop durable skills in particular contexts but whether underlying principles existed that worked
across dramatically different settings. If we found practices succeeding only in well-resourced
suburban college-prep schools, the lessons would have limited applicability. But if we found
principles working across radical diversity, that would suggest transferable insights valuable to
many schools.

Over 16 months, we engaged in deep collaborative inquiry with these schools. In Spring 2024, we
conducted exploratory research with a subsample: initial site visits, interviews with school leaders,
focus groups with educators, and conversations with students about their experiences and
capabilities. Importantly, we approached each school by first understanding their own frameworks
and language for skills before introducing the durable skills framework. This sequencing ensured
we understood their authentic approaches rather than imposing external categories.

During the 2024-2025 school year, we expanded engagement with all twelve schools through
multiple methods: regular interviews with school and program leaders about their approaches and
evidence of impact; extensive engagement with teachers, advisors, and program instructors about
specific practices and day-to-day implementation; over 200 interviews and focus groups with
students, including longitudinal tracking of the same students across the year to understand
developmental trajectories; review of school frameworks, rubrics, assessment protocols, student
portfolios, and work products; and direct observation of exhibitions, client presentations, advisory
meetings, and other practices in action.

The research was intentionally collaborative, not extractive. We positioned the work as a
partnership, sharing emerging findings throughout the year, inviting educators into our analytical
process, and continually validating interpretations against their lived experience and observations.

School or Location Approx. Setting Key Student
Program Enroliment Demographics
Batesville High | Bates- Traditional ~700 (9-12) | Rural Working-class to
School ville, IN public high middle-class; tight-
school knit community with
concentration of
global
manufacturers
Building 21 Philadel- | Non-criteria ~400 (9-12) | Urban Predominantly
phia, PA | public school economically
within School disadvantaged; ~68%
District of Phila- enter 9th grade
delphia significantly behind
grade level; West
Oak Lane
neighborhood




Cedar Falls Cedar Semester- ~240-300 | Mid-sized | Juniors and seniors;
CAPS Falls, IA | long annually city 70% of Cedar Falls
intensive across 6 seniors by 2025
program strands
within
Cedar Falls High
School;
consortium with
5 partner
districts
Da Vinci Design | El Public charter ~550 (9-12) | Urban / 65.6% Hispanic/
Segundo, | school within suburban | Latino, 13.9%
CA (Los | Wiseburn Unified (draws African American,
Angeles | School District; from 80+ | 9.3% White; 45-50%
County) | part of Da Vinci zip codes) | free/reduced lunch;
Schools network open enrollment, no
prerequisites
Gibson Ek High | Issaquah, | Public school ~200 (9-12) | Suburban | 67-68% White, 10-11%
School WA within Issaquah Hispanic/Latino,
School District 8-10% Asian; 15-17%
(Big Picture free/reduced lunch;
Learning model) 25% documented
disabilities
GO CAPS Monett, | Profession- ~60-70 Rural Students from 7
Monett MO based program; |juniors and rural school districts
7-district seniors across the Greater
consortium annually Ozarks region
High School for |St. Paul, |Public charter ~200-220 | Urban 86% Black; 92% at/
Recording Arts | MN school below poverty; 40%
(HSRA) currently/recently
homeless; 60%
justice-involved at
enrollment; avg.
age 17, avg. 4.5 prior
schools
NAF Academy of | Birming- | Career academy | ~200 Urban Communities
Engineering ham, AL | within historically
(Ramsay | comprehensive underrepresented in
High high school (NAF engineering; many
School) | network) first-generation
college-bound
NAF Academy of | Washing- | Career academy | ~210 Urban Urban D.C. student
Health Sciences |ton, D.C. | within population; leverages
(Calvin comprehensive DC’s medical capita
Coolidge | high school (NAF assets
High network)

School)




NAF Academy of | Miami, FL | Career academy | ~150-180 Urban Highly diverse; many
Law (Alonzo | within immigrants and
and comprehensive English language
Tracy high school (NAF learners
Mourning | network)
Senior
High)

One Stone Boise, ID | Independent ~85-120 Mid-sized | Diverse starting
501(c)(3) non- (9-12) city points; sliding-scale
profit tuition;
organization accommodates

neurodiversity

STEM School Chatta- | Public magnet ~300 (9-12, | Mid-sized | 55.6% White, 17.2%

Chattanooga nooga, school (lottery 80 per city Black, 12.5%

TN admission) within | grade) Multiracial, 11.1%
Hamilton County Hispanic, 3.6% Asian
system

Reading the Table: The twelve schools and programs span 9 states, serve between ~60 and ~700 students, and include
traditional public schools, charter schools, magnet schools, career academies, nonprofit schools, and profession-based
programs. Student populations range from affluent suburbs to students experiencing homelessness and justice involvement.
Some prepare students primarily for four-year college; others prepare primarily for career entry; most prepare students for
whichever pathway they choose. The three NAF academies, while part of the same national network, operate in different

cities with different career foci and are counted as separate sites in the study.

What We Discovered

Despite remarkable diversity in size, setting, population, resources, and the pathways students
pursue, we discovered consistent patterns. Three core principles emerged across every successful

school:

1.

Clearly Identifying, Communicating, and Assessing Target Skills.
Schools created explicit, visible frameworks that make skills concrete and

trackable. These frameworks looked very different on the surface: some schools
organized around three core tenets, others around twenty competencies, still
others around a universal design process. But all made skills visible enough for
students to understand what they’re developing, track progress over time, and
direct their own growth.

Creating Authentic, Interest-Driven Experiences.
Skills developed through genuine use in real-world contexts with actual stakes.

Students wrote press releases that organizations actually published, designed
medical equipment for children with disabilities, taught real lessons to real
elementary students, earned professional certifications, and created hip-hop

that paying clients valued. The work mattered to real audiences and served real
purposes beyond grades.

Fully Integrating Skill Development into Curriculum, Pedagogy, and

Assessment.

Skills organized all learning rather than serving as add-ons to content-focused
instruction. Content was learned in service of building capabilities, and assessment
shifted from private tests to public demonstrations of competence.



We also identified four amplifying factors that, when present, dramatically deepened the impact of
the three principles:

1 Progressive Complexity.
® Matching challenge to readiness through graduated progression, ensuring
students are developmentally prepared for authentic experiences at each stage.

2 Sustained Relationships.
e Multi-year advisory systems or intensive mentoring creating the psychological
safety required for authentic risk-taking and growth.

Structured Reflection.
® Regular protocols transforming experience into transferable learning, building the
metacognitive awareness essential for continued development beyond school.

Attention to Context.
® Building on students’ cultural assets, interests, and community knowledge rather
than treating them as obstacles to overcome.

And we found something that surprised us. Schools implementing these principles, combined with
the amplifiers, didn’t just develop skills more effectively. They produced three beyond-skills
outcomes that traditional education rarely achieves:

Agency.
1' Students developed the capacity to direct their own learning and lives, moving
from dependence on adult direction to genuine self-determination.

2 Professional Identity.

e Students came to see themselves as capable professionals rather than passive
students, forming identities grounded in demonstrated capability through
authentic practice.

Informed Vision.

3 ® Students developed clear, experience-based understanding of meaningful futures,
choosing pathways based on what they'd actually done rather than what they’d
imagined or been told about.

These three outcomes matter whether students pursue careers, college, technical training, or other
pathways. And they emerge naturally when students develop sophisticated capabilities through
authentic practice in supportive relationships with structured reflection on their growth.

What This Report Provides

In the pages that follow, we show how schools develop the durable skills that empower students
for the lives they choose. The report is organized around the framework that emerged from our
research: three core principles, four amplifiers, and three beyond-skills outcomes.

Part I: The Three Core Principles presents each principle in detail, with student stories and
educator insights showing what clear identification, authentic experiences, and full integration look
like in practice across diverse schools.

Part Il: The Four Amplifiers explores how progressive complexity, sustained relationships,
structured reflection, and attention to context deepen and accelerate the work of the three
principles.



Part lll: Three Beyond-Skills Outcomes examines how the principles and amplifiers, working
together, produce agency, professional identity, and informed vision for the future.

The students in your school possess the same capability as the students you’ll meet in this report.
The difference lies not in student potential but in structural design. When schools make skills visible
and trackable, create authentic contexts for practice, and integrate skill development into
everything they do, transformation becomes not a hopeful aspiration but a reliable outcome. The
question isn’t whether your students can develop these capabilities. The question is whether your
school will create the conditions to support it.

Part I: The Three Core Principles

The three core principles we identified are not a menu to choose from. It’s not one or two of these
practices that create transformation. It’s all three working together in coherent, mutually reinforcing
ways. Clear frameworks tell students which skills matter and make development visible. Authentic
experiences provide contexts for practicing those skills with real stakes. Full integration ensures skill
development organizes all learning rather than appearing as an occasional add-on. When these
three align, schools create the conditions for intentional, comprehensive skill development serving
whatever futures students choose.

PRINCIPLE 1: Clearly Identifying, Communicating, and Assessing Target Skills

Traditional schools often claim to develop “21st century skills” without defining what those actually
mean in observable, developable terms. Posters list skills like “critical thinking” and “collaboration,”
but ask students what those skills mean or whether they’re developing them, and you’ll get blank
stares. Ask teachers how they build these capabilities, and their responses turn vague. The skills
remain perpetually fuzzy. Everyone agrees they matter, but no one can point to exactly what they
are or how to know whether students are developing them.

This vagueness makes intentional skill development impossible. Students can’t develop capabilities
they can’t see, understand, or track. Teachers can’t provide targeted feedback on skills that remain
abstract aspirations. Families can’t support development they can’t recognize.

The schools in our study solved this problem. They created explicit, visible frameworks that make
skills concrete and trackable. These schools didn’t all use the same language. Some called them
“core tenets,” others “competencies,” still others “habits of mind” or “performance standards.” But
across their diverse frameworks, we found consistent focus on capabilities that research identifies
as durable skills.

Importantly, these schools didnt arrive at their frameworks by consulting durable skills research.
They began with questions grounded in their own communities: “What do our graduates need to
succeed?” “What capabilities matter most for our students’ futures?” Yet when communities
engage authentically with these questions, they consistently arrive at skills matching what research
identifies as most durable and transferable. This convergence, which we’ll return to shortly, teaches
something important about what actually matters.

The frameworks also looked remarkably different from one another on the surface. To see just how

different, consider two students whose schools take contrasting approaches to the same
underlying challenge.

1
Sophia: Three Tenets Organizing Everything
Sophia entered STEM School Chattanooga as one of 80 freshmen selected by lottery from

over 200 applicants. On her first day, she learned that three words would organize her
entire high school experience: Collaboration, Critical Thinking, Innovation.

T All student names used in this report are pseudonyms



STEM School made a deliberate choice: radical simplification. Rather than tracking dozens
of competencies, they organized all learning around three core tenets. Principal Jim David
explained the reasoning: “We could have chosen twenty skills. But we asked: what can
our students, our teachers, our community partners actually hold in their minds? Three.
Everyone can remember three. And when everyone shares that language, the depth of
development becomes remarkable.”

The three tenets appear everywhere: in every classroom, on every project rubric, in every
reflection protocol. Each includes developmental progressions from freshman to senior
mastery. For Collaboration, freshman competency focuses on basic teamwork: listening,
contributing ideas, and completing assigned tasks. Senior competency requires
facilitating team processes, navigating conflict productively, and managing professional
relationships across organizations.

Sophia experienced this progression directly. “Freshman year, we learned to collaborate
with people just like us,” she explained. “Sophomore year, we had to work with one person
from each different personality type. Junior year, we’re managing complex projects with
multiple stakeholders. By senior year, we're collaborating with actual professionals in their
workplaces.”

The framework made this progression visible and intentional. Sophia didn’t just
accumulate collaboration experiences. She understood which aspects of Collaboration
she was developing at each stage, and what reaching the next level would require. This
awareness enabled her to direct her own growth rather than simply completing assigned
work.

Olivia: Seeing Her Growth Over Time

Where STEM School chose simplification, Gibson Ek chose comprehensiveness paired with
technology. The school identifies twenty specific competencies organized into five
categories: Personal Qualities, Communication, Social Reasoning, Empirical Reasoning,
and Quantitative Reasoning.

This could easily become overwhelming. But Gibson Ek solved the problem through a
digital competency dashboard that transforms abstract skills into visual, trackable
development. Each competency appears on students’ dashboards as a tree that literally
grows, changing from sapling to full canopy as evidence accumulates. Progress bars track
advancement in each area. Checkboxes indicate where growth is happening: through
independent projects, design labs, or internships.

Olivia, whose story we’ll follow throughout this report, used the dashboard to track her
development across four years. “I think the dashboard is very helpful,” she said. “We have
little trees next to each of our competencies. It’s a visual representation of our growth.”

More than just a display, the dashboard helped Olivia identify competencies she needed
to devote more attention to. “| can see exactly where I've grown and where | still need to
develop.”

The dashboard also served as a central tool for conversations between Olivia and her
advisor, Jef. Rather than vague discussions about “doing well” or “needing to improve,”
they could review her competencies together, examine evidence of growth, and
strategically plan what she would pursue next. The framework turned advising from
general encouragement into targeted development planning.



Two Approaches, Same Underlying Logic
Sophia’s three tenets and Olivia’s twenty competencies look completely different. But both
frameworks accomplish the same fundamental purposes.

They make skills concrete. Sophia knows exactly what Collaboration means at STEM School, with
clear progression from freshman to senior expectations. Olivia knows what each competency
means by hovering over descriptions on her dashboard.

They create visibility. Sophia sees the three tenets in every classroom and on every rubric. Olivia
sees her trees growing. Both students can track progress rather than guessing at their development.

They enable self-direction. Sophia can identify which tenet needs more attention and seek
experiences developing it. Olivia can look at her dashboard, spot gaps, and design learning
experiences to address them. Both students move from passive recipients of curriculum to active
directors of their own growth.

They provide common language. At STEM School, students, teachers, families, and community
partners discuss development using the same three terms. At Gibson Ek, everyone references the
same twenty competencies. Shared vocabulary makes productive conversations about growth
possible.

They show progression over time. Sophia understands that Collaboration expectations differ across
years. Olivia watches her trees fill in across semesters. Both frameworks communicate that skills
develop gradually through sustained practice, building what researchers call Growth Mindset: the
understanding that capabilities aren’t fixed but grow through effort.

The choice between three tenets and twenty competencies reflects different school philosophies
and contexts, with no one approach being superior. STEM School’s simplification works because
everyone can hold three ideas simultaneously, enabling remarkable depth. Gibson Ek’s
comprehensiveness works because technology makes tracking feasible, and students pursuing
self-directed internships need a framework capturing diverse competencies. What matters isn’t the
number of skills in the framework. What matters is that the framework becomes functional: actually
used by students daily to understand and direct their development.

Frameworks Across the Schools in Our Study
The schools in our study used a range of frameworks, all community-developed and all converging
on what research identifies as durable skills. The table below shows the diversity of approaches.

# of Skills/
Standards

School or Framework Notable Feature

Program

Batesville High

Portrait of a

7 attributes

Developed through 3 years of

School Graduate community engagement

Building 21 Competency 4 Replaces traditional courses entirely
Domains

Cedar Falls Performance 5 Competency-based progression with

CAPS Standards 4 levels (Beginning to Exemplary)

Da Vinci Schools

Design Process

4 phases (Care,
Conceptualize,
Create, Critique)

Universal framework applied across
every subject

Gibson Ek High | Competency 20 across 5 Visual digital tracking with growing
School Dashboard categories trees
GO CAPS Durable Skills 7 Explicitly named “durable skills”; intro-

Monett

duced at Leadership Summit




High School for | Hip-hop Integrated through | Skills embedded in artistic and
Recording Arts centered liberal culture academic practice
arts
NAF Career Academy | Career-specific + | Industry advisory boards shape skill
Academies Standards cross-cutting expectations
One Stone Competency Multiple across | Student-directed; tied to Growth
Framework domains Transcript
STEM School 3 Core Tenets 3 Radical simplification; all stakeholders
Chattanooga share language

These schools adopted their frameworks in a range of ways. Batesville’s Portrait of a Graduate
resulted from three years of community engagement involving parents, students, business leaders,
and educators. As Principal Andy emphasized: “This isn’t what Andy, Brian, Jen or myself came

up with. This is what our community of Batesville came up with.” Batesville then deepened the
framework’s impact by dedicating 20+ sessions of instructional time to a DISC self-awareness
program for every sophomore, helping students understand their own strengths, working styles,
and communication tendencies so thoroughly that one senior still highlights and annotates her
personality report before every job interview years later. Monett’s seven skills emerged from
instructor collaboration. Da Vinci’s Design Process grew from design thinking methodology. Yet all
converged on capabilities that research identifies as most transferable.

This convergence teaches something important. When schools engage authentically with the
question “What do our graduates need?”, they arrive at answers matching what research validates,
regardless of whether participants have read the literature. The specific language varies: some
call it “grit,” others “perseverance,” still others “resilience.” But the underlying capability that
researchers identify as Fortitude appears consistently. Some emphasize “reflection” while others
focus on “self-awareness,” but all develop what researchers call Metacognition. Communities know
what matters. Research confirms it.

What Clear Identification Creates in Students

When schools make skills visible and trackable, something shifts in how students relate to their own
development. The frameworks don’t just organize learning. They actively build the metacognitive
awareness that researchers identify as foundational for lifelong learning.

Consider the difference. In traditional school, a student completes a history project and receives
a grade: an A or a B. What has that student learned about their learning process? Very little. The
grade tells them whether the teacher judged their work satisfactory, but nothing about which
capabilities they developed, what strategies worked, or where to focus next.

But when Olivia completes internship work and reflects on which competencies it developed,
identifying that her press release writing advanced Communication, while stakeholder coordination
developed Social Reasoning, she’s engaged in something entirely different. She’s not asking “Did |
do well?” She’s asking, “What did | develop? How did | develop it? What do | need next?”

This kind of self-awareness, practiced regularly through interaction with visible frameworks,
becomes habitual. By senior year, students at these schools don’t need frameworks to prompt
reflection. They automatically analyze their learning, recognize which skills they’re using, and
identify growth opportunities. The frameworks have built metacognitive processes that persist
beyond school.

Visible frameworks also build Growth Mindset concretely. Traditional grading can undermine it: a
student receiving B’s in English all four years might conclude, “I'm a B student.” There’s no visible
evidence of growth, just repeated judgments of adequacy. But a student watching her competency
trees advance from saplings to a full canopy has concrete proof that effort produces development.
The visual representation of progression makes growth real in ways that grades never can.
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And perhaps most importantly, clear frameworks develop students’ capacity for self-direction.
Gibson Ek students don’t wait for teachers to assign competency development. They use the
dashboard to identify gaps, seek experiences addressing those gaps, and gather evidence of
growth. As one student explained: “When | feel stuck or don’t know what to work on, | look at my
dashboard. | can see which competencies need attention, and that helps me figure out what
internship to pursue or what personal project to design.” This represents a profound shift from
traditional schooling where teachers determine what students study and when. Visible frameworks
provide the information enabling intelligent self-direction, building the kind of agency students will
need when external structure decreases after high school.

PRINCIPLE 2: Creating Authentic Experiences for Skills Development

Clear frameworks identify which skills students should develop. But frameworks alone don’t build
capability. A student can know that Communication matters, see it displayed prominently, and track
it on dashboards, yet never actually improve without genuine opportunities to practice
communicating in contexts where it matters.

This is traditional education’s deepest failure in skill development: practice happens primarily
through artificial exercises divorced from authentic use. Students practice Communication by
writing five-paragraph essays for teacher audiences. They practice Collaboration through group
projects where individual work gets pooled into shared documents. They practice Critical Thinking
by answering textbook questions with predetermined right answers. These exercises develop some
capability, but they're pale shadows of the Communication, Collaboration, and Critical Thinking
required in professional and civic life.

The schools in our study create authentic experiences where skills develop through genuine use in
real-world contexts with actual stakes. Students write press releases that organizations actually
publish. They design medical equipment for children with disabilities. They teach real lessons to real
elementary students. They earn professional certifications identical to those held by working adults.
They create hip-hop that paying clients value. The work serves real purposes for real audiences, not
simulations where only grades are at stake.

But not all learning experiences need maximum authenticity. Sometimes structured practice serves
legitimate purposes: teaching foundational skills before students face real-world complexity,
allowing practice without consequences, and creating controlled environments for focused
development. The schools in our study operate along what we might call an authenticity spectrum,
strategically positioning students at different points based on readiness and learning goals.

Sophia’s Four-Year Journey: From Boats to TVA

We met Sophia in Principle 1, learning STEM School Chattanooga’s three core tenets. Over
four years, she experienced how those tenets develop through carefully graduated
challenge, a progression that reveals how schools can build capability through increasing
authenticity.

Freshman year began with boat-building. The engineering challenge was real, but the
social complexity was managed. The school grouped students by personality type, so
Sophia worked with teammates who approached problems similarly. “We learned to
collaborate with people just like us,” she explained. “We all have the same strengths, but
also the same weaknesses.” The projects had structure: clear timelines, defined roles, and
teacher scaffolding when teams struggled.

Sophomore year deliberately disrupted that comfort. Projects now required working with
teammates holding different personality types. Museum partnerships added external
stakeholders with genuine expectations. Sophia discovered that different personalities
brought valuable perspectives, and that conflict, when navigated productively, improved
outcomes.

"



Junior year brought a dramatic leap. Sophia’s team partnered with Siskin Hospital to
design adaptive equipment for a child with disabilities who wanted to be the school
mascot. Real children, real medical professionals, real safety constraints. “We had to email
them every week and check in and figure out what these kids needed,” Sophia explained.
When initial designs failed, her teacher, Mr. Carrasco, refused to accept adequate
solutions: “I think that this can be improved. You guys aren’t finished. There’s always room
for more improvement.” For at least a month, Sophia rebuilt elements of the design
multiple times, each iteration requiring genuine analytical thinking about what went wrong
and how to address competing constraints of safety, mobility, cost, and function.

Senior year with the Tennessee Valley Authority represented the culmination:
collaboration with actual TVA engineers on environmental monitoring with regional
implications, professional standards, and minimal teacher scaffolding.

Sophia’s reflection on this journey captures what the progression made possible:
“Sometimes I've had to give up some things that | felt were really good ideas and maybe
kind of a bit were attached to my pride for the good of the project and seeing the
success in other people.” This is advanced collaboration far beyond “work nicely with
others”: distinguishing ego from quality, valuing collective success, and handling
disagreement without taking it personally. Could she have developed this sophistication
if thrown into TVA-level work as a freshman? Almost certainly not. Could she have
developed it by staying in personality-matched boat-building for four years? Also no.
The progression matched challenge to readiness at each stage.

Grace: Immersion Over Progression

Where STEM School uses four years of graduated complexity, GO CAPS Monett
demonstrates a different path to authenticity: intensive immersion from the start. Grace
didn’t gradually work toward teaching. She was placed in elementary classrooms
immediately, teaching real children from day one.

Monett’s “embedded classroom” model means exactly what it sounds like: students attend
school inside professional settings. For the Teacher Education strand, students spend their
days in elementary schools. Not visiting. Not observing from the back. Teaching.

Grace accumulated over 1,500 hours of teaching practice across the program. She learned
classroom management not from textbooks but from managing actual classrooms where
techniques either worked or didn’t. She learned lesson planning by planning for specific
children whose needs she knew intimately. Early lessons were rough. But with each one,
she refined her practice, developing the ability to explain concepts at multiple levels,
adjust on the fly when children showed confusion, and read comprehension through body
language.

The immersion model works differently than STEM School’s progression. Rather than
gradually building toward authenticity, Monett places students in authentic contexts
immediately but provides intensive support: cooperating teachers in every classroom,
instructors available for consultation, and regular structured reflection on what’s

working and what isn’'t. Both approaches develop skills through authentic practice. The
choice between them depends on context: program duration (Monett is one year, STEM
is four), student readiness (Monett students have chosen a specific career pathway), and
available support infrastructure.
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Olivia: Self-Directed Search Building Agency

Gibson Ek creates authenticity through a third model: student-directed internship
placement. Where some schools arrange partnerships for students, Gibson Ek requires
students to find their own.

Olivia sent fifteen internship inquiry emails before finding her placement at a
sustainability organization. Fifteen professional communications. Fifteen rejections or
silences. For someone whose perfectionism and anxiety made “wrong choices” deeply
distressing, this could have been crushing. But Gibson Ek’s structure, combined with her
advisor Jef’s deep knowledge of her over four years, created conditions where the
difficulty became developmental rather than defeating.

Each rejection provided data, not judgment. With Jef’s coaching, Olivia refined her
approach: What can you learn from this? How can you communicate your interests more
clearly? The metacognitive work of analyzing what worked fed directly into building
resilience through setbacks. Eventually, she didn’t just find an internship; she found one
perfectly suited to her interests.

Gibson Ek’s insistence on student-directed search reflects a deliberate design choice. The
school could arrange internships. But that would eliminate the very capability they're
trying to develop. When adults solve problems for students, students learn to wait for
adults to solve problems. When Olivia found her internship after fifteen tries, she learned
she could solve hard problems herself. The difficulty of the search isn’t an unfortunate side
effect. It’s the point.

Once placed, Olivia’s work involved writing press releases that the organization actually
published, creating communication materials for genuine audiences, and corresponding
with professional partners where unclear writing created real problems. Her supervisor
provided professional feedback: not teacher feedback on assignments but evaluation of
work that mattered to the organization’s mission.

Kaveon: When Professional Work Pays

At the High School for Recording Arts in St. Paul, authenticity takes yet another form.
Kaveon arrived two years behind in credits, with minimal prior high school experience.
He describes himself at the start: “Low key, scared to talk to people.” Making eye contact
felt threatening. But HSRA built from his existing cultural expertise rather than dismissing
it, and through his music work, Kaveon developed professional-level creative capabilities.
In one project he valued especially, he created two songs and got paid for his work: “I did
two songs. Then | got paid for it.. | had two other people with me... but they wasn’t making
a song, so | just freestyled on it. And the dude liked it.”

Freestyling demands extraordinary capabilities: generating coherent lyrics in real

time, maintaining thematic coherence without preparation, performing under pressure,
reading audience energy, and recovering when improvisation falters. That Kaveon
developed these skills to a professional level demonstrates what becomes possible when
schools honor students’ cultural expertise as legitimate intellectual practice rather than
dismissing it as a distraction from “real” learning.

The paid work created developmental experiences that unpaid or simulated work cannot
match. When clients pay for your work, they signal that your capabilities have genuine
value beyond educational contexts. This external validation builds professional identity
and confidence that classroom success alone rarely produces.
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What Authentic Experiences Share

These four stories represent different points on the authenticity spectrum: Sophia’s graduated
progression, Grace’s intensive immersion, Olivia’s self-directed search, and Kaveon’s
professional-level creative work. Other schools in our study create authenticity in still other ways.
At One Stone in Boise, students run Two Birds Creative Studio, a professional creative agency
serving clients including Albertsons and Micron Technology, with a 78% client retention rate
demonstrating that student work meets genuine business standards. NAF Academy students
conduct forensic investigations requiring them to analyze staged crime scenes, defend
conclusions under cross-examination from classmates, and work with evidence that supports
multiple viable interpretations. In Miami, NAF’s Student Court exercises genuine judicial authority
over 100% of the school’s Level 1-2 discipline cases, with binding decisions that affect peers’
academic records, meaning that the skills students develop carry real consequences for real
people. Cedar Falls CAPS students face an 80-person audience, including business professionals,
within their first week through a design sprint with real client briefs. One student who froze mid-
presentation described the experience as “a catastrophe,” yet by semester’s end was “looking
forward to my final speech.” Brooke at GO CAPS Monett earned full EMT certification, the same
professional credential held by working paramedics, after persisting through over 1,000 pages of
material and a high-stakes professional exam.

Despite surface differences, authentic experiences across all these schools share essential
characteristics:

Real audiences beyond teachers. Sophia’s work served hospital patients and TVA
researchers. Olivia’s press releases reached organizational audiences. Kaveon’s performances
engaged paying clients. In each case, audiences evaluated work based on genuine needs and
professional standards, not just rubrics.

Genuine consequences. When Sophia’s designs failed, real children didn’t get the needed equip-
ment. When Olivia’s communication was unclear, real organizations faced problems. When Ka-
veon’s performances fell flat, clients were disappointed. These consequences, not just grades,
create the pressure that develops capabilities more deeplu.

Professional standards. The work had to meet quality expectations beyond “good for a

high school student.” Hospital staff evaluated Sophia’s designs as medical equipment.
Organizations evaluated Olivia’s press releases as professional communications. Audiences
evaluated Kaveon’s performances as art.

Student ownership. Whether through progression, immersion, self-directed search, or
professional production, students exercised genuine ownership. They made real decisions,
solved real problems, and dealt with real consequences. Teachers guided and supported but
didn’t rescue or manage everything.

No single model of authenticity is superior. The best approach depends on context: student
population, available resources, program duration, community partnerships, and institutional
capacity. Sophia’s four-year progression requires sustained institutional commitment to
coherent multi-year design. Grace’s immersion requires cooperating teachers in every
classroom. Olivia’s self-directed search requires support through inevitable failures and
assumes students have resources enabling independent networking. Kaveon’s professional
work requires building on existing cultural expertise.

The key insight isn’t which model to copuy. It’s that skills develop most powerfully through practice
that matters. When stakes are genuine, when audiences are real, when work serves actual
purposes beyond grades, that’s when the capabilities research identifies as durable skills develop
most deeply.

PRINCIPLE 3: Fully Integrating Skills into Curriculum, Pedagogy, and Assessment
Clear frameworks (Principle 1) tell students which skills matter. Authentic experiences (Principle 2)
provide contexts for practicing them. But without full integration into curriculum, pedagogy, and
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assessment, skills remain peripheral: something addressed occasionally rather than the organizing
principle of all learning. Traditional education treats durable skills as add-ons. A history teacher
might incorporate collaboration into a group project. An English teacher might emphasize
communication during a presentation unit. These efforts develop some capability, but skills remain
subordinate to content coverage. The curriculum organizes around subject matter. Assessment
focuses on content mastery. Skills get squeezed in around the edges.

The schools in our study don’t treat skills as supplements to content-focused curriculum. They
fundamentally reorganize education around skill development, with academic content serving skill
acquisition rather than the reverse. This represents what we call pedagogical inversion: skills
become the curriculum organizer, not an afterthought. And crucially, this doesn’t mean eliminating
content knowledge. Students at these schools master rigorous academic material, often at levels
exceeding traditional schools. But content learning happens in service of developing transferable
capabilities. Students learn economics not primarily to pass economics tests but because economic
analysis enables creating effective public service announcements about social issues. They learn
biology because biological knowledge enables conducting environmental monitoring. They learn
writing because clear written communication enables professional correspondence and
collaborative work.

HSRA’s PSA Project: One Assignment, Six Disciplines

The High School for Recording Arts’ public service announcement project demonstrates integration
at its most comprehensive. HSRA calls these integrated projects Creative Learning Productions, or
CLPs: student interest-driven, authentic, and interdisciplinary work designed to develop multiple
competencies simultaneously. Teacher Andrew described one such CLP: “I'm working with a
community service learning group of five students, and we got grants to create three PSAs. The first
one is addressing youth homelessness.” The project involved “researching, writing the script,
revising the script, recording it, video editing, fact checking, narrative perspective, storytelling.”
Through this single project, students engaged with “local administration and governments and
some of the citations and laws involved with homelessness... statistics, the impact economic... mental
health.. physical health... culture and current events... writing and public speaking.”

One authentic project integrating six subject areas. But notice what organizes the integration:

skill development, not content coverage. Students develop Communication by crafting public
messaging that engages audiences and motivates action. They develop Critical Thinking by
analyzing homelessness from economic, psychological, sociological, and health perspectives
simultaneously, the kind of multi-disciplinary analysis that single-subject study cannot produce.
They develop Creativity by designing compelling media, balancing gravity with engagement. They
develop Character by grappling with how to represent people experiencing homelessness
respectfully and without stereotypes.

The academic content is rigorous. Students learn economics principles about housing markets and
wage dynamics, psychological theories about mental health and trauma, sociological frameworks
about structural inequality, and rhetorical strategies for persuasive communication. But they learn
it because understanding these disciplines matters for work they care about, not because a
scope-and-sequence document dictates coverage.

Andrew explained the impact: “Students who barely engaged with economics when it was abstract
concepts in textbooks suddenly invest deeply when economic analysis helps them understand and
communicate about issues affecting their friends and families.”

Nadia: One Framework, Every Context

Da Vinci doesn’t teach their Design Process (Care, Conceptualize, Create, Critique) as a
unit in one class. The framework structures learning in every class, every day. Students
use it for science experiments, English papers, math problem-solving, and personal
challenges. Every classroom displays the four phases. Every teacher references them.
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The result is that students internalize the framework so deeply it becomes automatic.
Kayla, a senior, described using it for her cake decorating business: “I'll conceptualize, it’s
something | really care about, and then I'll conceptualize, I'll make my design, and then [l
execute it, and it does not always turn out how | want. And so that’s where | go in and | can
kind of critique myself and think about what | can do differently next time.”

Nadia, another student, reflected on how constant exposure across subjects shaped her
thinking: “Having it so entwined with every part of the school really does open up your
mind to how you can use it, really, anywhere in your life.” She found herself spontaneously
applying the framework to plan her quinceafiera: What do we care about for this
celebration? What are our options? Execute. What would we do differently?

This spontaneous transfer to life outside school is the ultimate evidence that a skill has
become durable. It didn’t happen through a single lesson or even a single course. It
happened because the framework was everywhere, all the time, across such varied
contexts that it became Nadia’s default approach to any complex problem. Katherine, an
educator, confirmed the long-term impact: “Former students tell us they still use the
Design Process years after graduation, planning weddings, starting businesses,
navigating career transitions.”

Building 21: The Most Radical Inversion

Building 21 demonstrates the most complete integration model in our study. The school doesn’t
offer “English 10” or “Algebra 2.” Students don’t accumulate credits through seat time in
subject-based classes. Instead, they progress through competency domains: Habits of Success,
Personal Development and Self-Reflection, NextGen Essentials, and Wayfinding.

A student demonstrates Communication competencies not by passing English class but by creating
multimedia presentations, leading community workshops, writing professional correspondence, and
facilitating team meetings. These activities require substantial content knowledge: understanding
rhetoric, mastering grammar, and analyzing audience psychology. But content learning happens in
service of competency demonstration rather than being the primary goal.

This structure produces distinctive outcomes. Students advance through competencies at individual
rates, moving quickly through areas of strength and taking more time where they need deeper
development. Gaps become visible and must be addressed before advancing, unlike traditional
grading, where students can pass courses with significant holes in capability. And motivation shifts
from external (earning grades) to internal (demonstrating genuine competence in capabilities
students know they’ll use beyond school).

One student described the transformation: “At my previous school, | studied for tests, took tests,
forgot information after tests. Here, I'm building capabilities | can actually use. I'm not trying to
remember what’s on the test. 'm trying to demonstrate | can communicate effectively, think
critically, collaborate productively. Those are completely different goals, and they produce
completely different learning.”

Building 21's model requires substantial structural change: new assessment systems, different
teacher roles, alternative transcripts, and extensive communication with families and colleges about
what competency-based progression means. But the school’s success, with colleges

accepting competency transcripts and graduates reporting strong preparation, validates that this
radical inversion works.

Assessment as Skill Development: Gibson Ek’s Exhibitions

Integration extends to how schools assess learning. Gibson Ek students present their learning
publicly through two formats. Panel exhibitions occur three times a year, where students stand
before advisors, community members, family, and peers for 50-minute presentations on their
growth across all competencies. Design Fairs are science-fair-style events where students display
major projects and engage visitors in conversation over two to three hours.
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These exhibitions develop skills through the assessment process itself. Students practice
Communication by presenting complex learning journeys and responding to unrehearsed
questions. They build Metacognition by synthesizing learning across diverse experiences. They
develop Fortitude by managing the genuine anxiety of public performance. As senior Kaia
described the panel exhibitions: “You're standing in front of people explaining your growth,
and they’re asking questions you haven’t prepared for.”

The repeated practice matters. Students present four times yearly for four years: sixteen total
exhibitions. Freshman presentations often involve halting explanations and heavy reliance on notes.
By senior year, students present sophisticated work to audiences, including university professors,
fielding challenging questions with composure. The transformation happens through authentic
high-stakes practice, repeated consistently over time.

Traditional assessment measures learning without developing capability. A student can take
hundreds of tests without developing Communication, Metacognition, or Fortitude. Public
demonstrations do both simultaneously: evaluating what students have learned while developing
the very capabilities research identifies as most durable.

What Integration Accomplishes

Across these examples, integration produces outcomes that treating skills as add-ons cannot.
Repetition across contexts consolidates skills. When Communication practice happens in every
class, every day, across professional correspondence, peer presentations, portfolio documentation,
and advisor conversations, the sheer volume of varied practice produces mastery that occasional
skill-building activities never achieve. Researchers studying skill development identify this varied
repetition as essential for consolidation: the point where capabilities become durable, automatic,
and transferable.

Students recognize skills as transferable. When Sophia uses the same three tenets across science
projects, engineering challenges, and professional partnerships, she learns that Collaboration and
Critical Thinking aren’t subject-specific. When Nadia applies the Design Process to quinceafiera
planning, she demonstrates the kind of spontaneous transfer that signals genuine durability.

Skills become automatic. One Stone students described initially applying their design thinking
framework consciously: “Okay, now I'm in the Ideate phase.” But with repeated use across all
projects, the framework became unconscious: “I don’t even think about it anymore. | just naturally
approach problems this way.” Cognitive scientists describe this as moving from controlled
processing (conscious, effortful) to automatic processing (unconscious, effortless). Skills reaching
this level are the most durable and the most likely to transfer to new contexts, because students
don’t have to remember to use them. They just do.

Full integration creates the conditions for this automaticity. By making skill development the
organizing principle of all learning rather than an occasional supplement, these schools ensure
students practice capabilities constantly across varied contexts, consolidating them deeply enough
to last.

Part II: The Four Amplifiers

The three core principles are necessary for intentional durable skills development. But our research
revealed four additional factors that dramatically amplify their effectiveness. These aren’t separate
principles to implement. They’re qualities that, when present, make skill development deeper, more
durable, and more transformative. Think of them as multipliers: the three principles work on their
own, but when amplified by these factors, their impact intensifies.

Schools implementing the three principles without these amplifiers develop skills adequately.
Students learn to communicate more effectively, collaborate more productively, and think

more critically. But schools implementing the principles with these amplifiers achieve the profound
transformations we documented: students developing not just skills but agency, professional
identity, and informed vision for meaningful futures.
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An important note: not every school in our study implemented all four amplifiers fully, yet all
developed durable skills through the three core principles. The amplifiers enhance and deepen
development but aren’t absolute prerequisites. Understanding them helps explain why some schools
achieve particularly deep transformation while recognizing that meaningful skill development can
happen through the three principles even without every amplifier present.

AMPLIFIER 1: Progressive Complexity

Skills don’t develop uniformly or instantly. They build through graduated challenge where each level
of complexity prepares students for the next. A student can’t collaborate effectively in professional
contexts without first developing foundational teamwork skills. They can’t handle the
communication demands of client presentations without first practicing peer presentations. Without
careful progression, authentic practice arrives either too early (producing discouragement) or too
late (producing boredom).

Sophia’s four-year journey at STEM School Chattanooga, which we traced in Principle 2, illustrates
this most vividly. Her progression from personality-matched boat-building teams to cross-
personality museum partnerships to Siskin Hospital’s real-world design challenges to near-
professional autonomy with TVA engineers followed a deliberate logic. Each year’s complexity built
on capabilities developed the previous year. As Mr. Carrasco explained, “Freshman collaboration
looks like ‘everyone be nice and do your part’ Senior collaboration looks like I'm giving up my
idea because | see yours serves the project better, and I'm genuinely happy about that.” That shift
doesn’t happen accidentally or overnight.”

But progressive complexity doesn’t require a four-year arc. It manifests differently depending on
context.

Graduated progression over years enables building sophisticated capability through careful
scaffolding. Each level prepares for the next, and students develop confidence through repeated
success at increasing complexity. For example, STEM School designs this into the curriculum
deliberately: freshman projects use personality-matched teams working on contained

engineering challenges, sophomore projects introduce cross-personality teams and external
partners like local museums, junior projects bring professional stakes with clients like Siskin Hospital,
and senior projects place students in near-professional roles with organizations like TVA. Principal
Jim David reflected on the logic: “We could throw freshmen into TVA-level work immediately. Some
might survive. But most would struggle, and many would learn that they can’t handle authentic
professional work, exactly the wrong lesson. By building carefully, we create success at each level.
Students develop confidence: ‘| handled boat-building, | handled museum work, | handled

hospital partnerships, | can handle TVA.” This approach takes time and requires sustained
institutional commitment to coherent multi-year design. But the accumulating confidence it builds,
grounded in demonstrated capability at each stage, is difficult to replicate through other means.

Immediate immersion with intensive support places students in authentic contexts from the start,
but compensates with strong scaffolding. At Gibson Ek, even freshmen spend two days weekly in
professional internships. There’s no “wait until you're ready” period. What makes this work is the
intensity of the support structure: four-year advisor relationships that provide safety when authentic
work proves overwhelming, a competency dashboard enabling students to self-assess readiness,
and student choice in selecting placements matching their confidence level. At GO CAPS Monett,
where the program runs just one year, students are placed inside professional settings from day
one, with cooperating teachers present in every classroom providing real-time guidance.
Progression still happens, just compressed. An instructor explained: “We can’t provide four-year
graduated progression. But in the time we have, students experience increasing responsibility and
decreasing scaffolding. A student’s first client project has more teacher guidance. Their second,
they’re more independent. By their final project, they're functioning almost autonomously.”

Student-directed pacing allows students to progress through competencies at individual rates
rather than moving through complexity as a cohort. For example, at Building 21, a student might
demonstrate advanced Communication competencies while still working on foundational
Collaboration. At Gibson Ek, a freshman who arrives confident and ready for challenge can pursue
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demanding internships, while a student needing more foundation can choose less complex
placements and build up. The competency dashboard makes this self-pacing possible: students can
see where they are, identify what’s next, and make informed choices about how much complexity to
take on. The progression is personalized rather than age-based, which means readiness, not grade
level, determines the challenge students face.

Exploration-to-specialization structures progressive complexity through breadth first, then depth.
Freshmen and sophomores explore all four career pathways: Architecture, Graphic Design,
Entrepreneurship, and Fine Arts. By junior year, students specialize, working with industry-standard
tools and professional partners in their chosen pathway. Javan, who entered uncertain between
animation, architecture, and engineering, dual-enrolled in graphic design and architecture for a
full year before committing. By senior year, his software mastery “shocked” working architects
who couldn’t believe a high school student commanded Revit and SketchUp at professional levels.
The progression from broad exploration to deep specialization ensures students choose pathways
based on authentic experience rather than assumption.

What matters isn’t the specific model but the underlying principle: matching challenge to readiness
produces stronger development than mismatched difficulty. When students succeed at appropriate
challenge levels, they build confidence for the next level. When support is calibrated to the

difficulty they face, struggle becomes productive rather than defeating. The schools that implement
this most deliberately share an understanding that throwing students into full complexity before
they’re ready produces discouragement, while keeping them in perpetual simulation when they're
ready for authentic challenge produces disengagement. The art lies in calibrating the progression.

The results of sustained progressive complexity can be striking. At Birmingham’s NAF Academy of
Engineering, students maintain professional-standard engineering notebooks across all four years,
documenting design decisions, test results, and iterations following the same protocols used in
industry. When a Boeing engineer reviewed senior capstone work, his assessment was blunt: “Your
documentation is better than some of our new hires.” That outcome doesn’t happen in a single
semester. It's the product of four years of graduated expectations, each building on the last.

AMPLIFIER 2: Sustained Relationships

Durable skills develop through practice, but practice requires risk-taking: trying commmunication
approaches that might fail, attempting leadership that might falter, tackling problems possibly
beyond current capability, and accepting challenges where failure is genuinely possible. That kind
of risk-taking demands psychological safety that only sustained relationships can provide.

Traditional schools’ brief, fragmented relationships make this difficult. Different teachers each year.
150 or more students per teacher. Interactions limited to class periods. Teachers with that many
students can’t calibrate challenge to individual developmental needs or know which students need
pushing versus support at any given moment. Students meeting new teachers each fall can’t build
trust quickly enough to risk the kind of authentic failure that real growth requires.

The schools in our study create sustained relationships through advisory systems, teacher looping,
small school structures, and intentional culture-building. These relationships don’t just feel better
emotionally. They functionally enable skill development that brief relationships cannot support.

Olivia and Jef: Four Years of Knowing

We've followed Olivia’s story across this report: her anxiety and perfectionism, her
competency dashboard, her fifteen internship rejections, and her sustainability
organization work. But understanding her transformation requires understanding her
relationship with Jef, her advisor for all four years.
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Jef worked with Olivia and 12 to 14 other students for their entire Gibson Ek experience.
Over four years of weekly meetings, he came to know her with unusual depth: her
perfectionism patterns and what triggered them, her anxiety sources, her evolving
interests, her communication strengths and gaps, how she processed feedback, and what
motivated her. This knowing, built across hundreds of conversations and observations
across varied contexts, enabled him to provide support and challenge that would have
been impossible in a brief relationship.

When Olivia faced fifteen internship rejections, Jef could help her process
disappointment without letting it become defeat. He knew the rejections triggered her
perfectionism: “Maybe I'm not good enough. Maybe | should give up and let you find an
internship for me.” A teacher meeting Olivia for the first time that year might have rescued
her, found an internship through adult connections, and removed the challenge causing
distress. But Jef knew that persistence through this setback would develop capabilities
Olivia needed. He knew she could handle it with support. His coaching reframed the
experience: “What can you learn from this rejection? Not what’s wrong with you, but what
information does this provide about how to communicate your interests more clearly?”

This only worked because the relationship had built trust over years. Olivia trusted that Jef
believed in her capability. She trusted he wouldn’t let her fail catastrophically. She trusted
that his pushing came from care.

Jef could also tell Olivia directly when her work wasn’t strong enough: “That explanation
wasn’t clear. This portfolio evidence doesn’t demonstrate the competency you’re
claiming.” Early in their relationship, this kind of honest feedback triggered her anxiety.
She interpreted “this needs improvement” as “you’re failing.” But over time, she learned
that Jef was committed to her growth regardless of current performance. The feedback
became information rather than judgment. “That shift,” Jef reflected, “from feedback as
threat to feedback as tool, required years of relationship building trust.”

By senior year, the relationship had fundamentally changed. Olivia described it herself: “As
a freshman, | was definitely very reliant on him. Jef would be the one emailing a potential
mentor for an internship, and | would sort of be on the back end of that.” But Jef
gradually shifted responsibility. “At this point my senior year, it has sort of transitioned
into me updating him on here’s what I've done to further my learning.” The shift from Jef
acting on her behalf to Olivia updating him on decisions she’d already made is the clearest
evidence of agency development in our data.

Ethan and Dan: Peer Professional Partnership

Not all sustained relationships require four years. Ethan’s transformation at Batesville
centers on a single year with Dan, his cooperating teacher in the music program. What
made the relationship powerful wasn’t duration alone but the nature of the dynamic Dan
created.

Dan didn’t treat Ethan as a student helper or teaching assistant subordinate to adult
authority. He communicated with Ethan as a peer colleague: asking his professional
opinion on how to address a struggling musician, involving him in curriculum planning,
and trusting him with genuine instructional responsibility. Ethan reflected on the shift this
required: “From teacher-student to peer-peer with adult professionals, that changed how
| saw myself.”

The peer-professional dynamic demanded capabilities that most high school students are
never asked to develop. Ethan had to engage in collaborative decision-making about
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instruction, offer honest professional feedback to an adult he might normally defer to,
navigate disagreement as a colleague rather than complying as a student, and share
genuine responsibility for young musicians’ development. Dan explained his reasoning: “I
could treat Ethan as a student I'm supervising, giving him small tasks while maintaining
all authority. But | asked: what if | treat him as an emerging colleague whose professional
judgment | genuinely value? That shift develops capabilities traditional hierarchical
relationships never touch.”

Over 1,000 hours of working alongside Dan in this dynamic, Ethan developed
Communication skills in a professional register most high school students never

practice, Leadership through genuine authority over instructional decisions, and a
professional identity grounded in being treated as someone whose judgment mattered.
The year-long relationship created enough depth for Dan to trust Ethan with real
responsibility and for Ethan to trust that Dan genuinely saw him as an emerging colleague.

HSRA’s Family Culture

At the High School for Recording Arts, sustained relationships take yet another form. HSRA explicitly
describes their approach as “family culture,” and for their student population, this relational
foundation proves essential. The school serves opportunity youth: ninety-two percent experience
poverty, forty percent experience homelessness, and sixty percent have had justice system
involvement. These are students whom traditional education has largely failed.

Tony Simmons, HSRA’s founding Executive Director, frames the relational philosophy through an
asset lens: “We want a young person to come into our school, no matter how much they may have
had their formal education disrupted, and know that we see their peculiar bent of genius.” The
school’s approach, which the HSRA profile describes as “interpersonal press,” treats relationship-
building not as a soft priority but as a structural precondition for learning, particularly for students
who have been failed and often actively harmed by the institutions meant to serve them.

Jasmine, a student, captured the difference: “The teachers are like family. They actually care about
you as a person, not just a student. They know what’s happening in your life, they support you
through hard stuff, they celebrate your successes.” Jamal contrasted it with previous school
experiences, describing HSRA as more of “a friendly, friendship relationship” than “strict teachers
just trying to boss around.”

For students who have experienced trauma, housing instability, or justice involvement, this
distinction is not cosmetic. Many distrust authority figures and resist hierarchical relationships that
feel controlling. HSRA’s family culture creates the conditions for skill development through two
mechanisms that traditional school relationships rarely provide. First, sustained belief despite
setbacks: when students’ lives create erratic attendance or incomplete work, HSRA teachers don’t
interpret this as a lack of commitment and disengage. They maintain a connection and continue
communicating a belief in capability. Second, cultural validation enabling engagement: students’
lived experiences and cultural practices aren’t treated as problems to fix. They're honored as
contexts to understand and build from. Tony Simmons explained: “When we create family culture
explicitly honoring who they are, when relationships communicate ‘you belong here exactly as you
are, students engage. And engagement enables the practice developing sophisticated capabilities.”

The outcomes suggest this relational approach works: 90% graduation rate for students who
traditional schools failed, 100% college acceptance for FAFSA completers, 82% reduction in criminal
justice contact, and 100% recent graduate employment. These numbers represent students who
arrived having failed in traditional school, often out of school for 18 months or more. The
relationships didn’t just feel supportive. They created the safety and trust, enabling everything else.

What Makes Relationships Developmentally Powerful
Across these examples, certain characteristics distinguish relationships that amplify skill
development from relationships that simply provide emotional comfort.
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Depth of knowing enabling calibrated challenge. Jef knew when to push Olivia and when to
provide grace. Dan knew when Ethan was ready for more instructional authority. HSRA teachers
knew which students needed which supports at which moments. This calibration requires the kind
of knowing that only sustained relationships create.

Trust enabling honest feedback. Students need to know where their capabilities actually stand. But
honest feedback requires trust that adults believe in their potential despite current gaps, and that
critique comes from commitment to growth rather than judgment of worth. Olivia learned over four
years that Jef’s feedback about competency gaps didn’t mean he thought she was incapable. Brief
relationships struggle to provide this kind of honesty because trust hasn’t had time to develop.

Witnessing transformation over time. Adults who know students over an extended time can

reflect back growth that students might not recognize in themselves. When Jef told senior Olivia,
“look how you’ve grown,” after four years of knowing her trajectory, it carried weight that praise
from a new teacher couldn’t match.

The schools in our study created these relationships through varied structures: multi-year advisories
at Gibson Ek, peer-professional partnerships at Batesville, and family culture at HSRA. At Building 21
in Philadelphia, where 68% of students enter ninth grade significantly behind grade level, the
advisory system pairs students with advisors across multiple years, providing consistent adult
support for students who often arrive with valid skepticism about whether school serves their
interests. The specific structure matters less than what it creates: depth of knowing, trust built over
time, ratios small enough for genuine relationships, and institutional commitment to relationships as
a priority rather than a luxury.

AMPLIFIER 3: Structured Reflection

Experience alone doesn’t guarantee learning. Students can complete projects without recognizing
which skills they used or how those capabilities developed. They can do authentic work without
transferring what they learned to new contexts. They can succeed through unconscious
competence without ever building the self-awareness that enables continued growth after high
school. Structured reflection transforms experience into transferable, durable learning. Regular
protocols requiring students to analyze their experiences, identify skill development, and articulate
what they’ve learned build what researchers call Metacognition: awareness and understanding of
one’s own thinking and learning processes. This capability proves foundational for lifelong
learning because students who understand how they learn can direct their own development long
after school structures disappear.

Charlotte: From Burden to Proof

STEM School requires students to complete prototype reports weekly throughout

every project. These aren’t just project updates. They're structured reflections explicitly
connecting work to the three core tenets. Each week, students answer: What progress
did we make? Which of the three tenets did we use this week, and how specifically? What
challenges did we face and how did we address them? What do we need to do differently
next week?

Charlotte initially experienced these reports the way most students do: as a burden. “The
prototype reports felt like extra work, just more stuff to do on top of the actual project.
We're building boats or designing medical equipment, and every week we have to stop
and write about it. It felt like interruption.”

Then she looked back at a year’s worth of reports. “I could see my growth. | could see how
my Collaboration improved from the first project to the last, how my Critical Thinking got
more sophisticated. Week 1, | wrote ‘we worked together” Week 12, I'm writing about how
we navigated conflict when teammates disagreed about design approaches and why the
compromise we reached served the project better than either original idea. That’s not the
same Collaboration.”
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That shift, from experiencing reflection as a requirement to recognizing it as a tool for
understanding her own development, itself demonstrates the metacognitive growth that
structured reflection produces. The weekly rhythm matters. It creates habit. By mid-year,
Charlotte didn’t just complete work and reflect afterward. She noticed skill usage while
working: “I'm using Critical Thinking right now to evaluate these design alternatives. I'm
practicing Collaboration by facilitating this team discussion.” This real-time awareness
represents advanced Metacognition, the kind of self-understanding that persists beyond
school.

The documented progression also builds Growth Mindset concretely. Charlotte had
evidence in her own words, across months, that her capabilities had developed. She
couldn’t claim skills were fixed traits when her own reflections proved otherwise. By senior
year, STEM students have completed over 100 prototype reports across multiple projects.
Reflection has become habitual rather than assigned.

Cedar Falls CAPS: Cyclical Deepening

Cedar Falls CAPS structures reflection differently: three formal evaluation cycles per semester at
weeks 6,12, and 18, each tied to the program’s five performance standards. Where STEM’s weekly
rhythm builds habit through frequency, Cedar Falls’ cyclical structure creates something else:
comparison opportunities.

Students examine their week 6 reflection alongside their week 12 and week 18 reflections, watching
their own thinking deepen across the semester. One student described the progression: “In my week
6 reflection, | wrote about Effective Communicator pretty basically: ‘| gave a presentation to our
client and answered their questions.” By week 12, I'm writing about how | adapted my
communication style based on whether | was presenting to business professionals or elementary
school teachers. By week 18, I'm analyzing how my communication has developed across the whole
semester and what | still need to work on. You can see the sophistication increasing.”

The visible increase in the sophistication of students’ own writing demonstrates the metacognitive
development that cyclical reflection produces. An instructor described what the three evaluation
points reveal: “Week 6 reflections often surprise students. They think they haven’t developed much
yet. But writing the reflection, they realize they have. Week 12, they're tracking real growth. Week 18,
they’re synthesizing across the whole semester. The three cycles create momentum: each reflection
shows more growth than they expected, building confidence and investment in continued
development.”

For each performance standard, students must provide evidence and answer three questions: What
did you learn? Why is it important? How will you use this in the future? The third question is crucial. It
pushes students beyond analyzing past experience toward anticipating future application, building
the transfer awareness that makes learning durable.

What Makes Reflection Transformative

Across the schools in our study, the reflection structures that actually develop metacognitive
capacity share three characteristics that distinguish them from the reflection journals many schools
assign and then file away unread.

Regular rhythm, not occasional prompts. STEM students reflect every week. Cedar Falls students
reflect at three structured points per semester. Gibson Ek students prepare for quarterly exhibitions
requiring synthesis across all competencies. The regularity creates habit. By senior year, students
don’t need protocols to prompt reflection. They do it automatically.

Explicit connection to skill frameworks. STEM students must connect their reflections to the three
tenets. Cedar Falls students must address the five performance standards. This connection makes
skill development conscious. Without it, students might develop capabilities without ever
recognizing what they’ve built or understanding how to apply those capabilities in new contexts.
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Genvuine use, not performative compliance. Students and teachers actually reference reflections for
goal-setting, development planning, and tracking growth. Charlotte, looking back at a year of
prototype reports to see her progression, is genuine use. Cedar Falls students using week 6
reflections to set week 12 goals is genuine use. The contrast with performative reflection is stark:
many schools require journals that get collected, checked for completion, and filed. Students
complete them because they're required, but never look at them again. The difference isn’t the
reflection format. It’'s whether reflection becomes a functional tool or a compliance exercise.

AMPLIFIER 4: Attention to Context

Students can’t develop skills they're too disengaged to practice. Traditional education often
alienates students by treating their cultural knowledge, interests, community contexts, and existing
capabilities as irrelevant to “real” academic work. Hip-hop isn’t music class material. Agricultural
knowledge isn’t science. Students’ lived experiences with poverty or housing instability are problems
to overcome rather than contexts to understand. This alienation undermines engagement, and
without engagement, skill development stalls.

The schools in our study build on students’ assets rather than treating them as obstacles.

This means different things in different contexts: organizing all learning through hip-hop culture,
embedding students in local businesses reflecting their community’s actual career landscape,
engaging a rural community for three years to define what their graduates need, or honoring the
diverse cultural backgrounds students bring to school. The unifying principle is that schools meet
students where they are and use their strengths as pathways to sophisticated capability
development rather than requiring students to abandon who they are to succeed academically.

Kaveon and HSRA: Hip-Hop as Intellectual Practice

We met Kaveon in Principle 2, where clients paid for his freestyle work. But understanding
why his development happened at HSRA and not at the traditional schools he’d previously
attended requires understanding how the school treats hip-hop.

At HSRA, hip-hop isn’t enrichment or a motivational tactic layered on top of traditional
academics. It's the organizing principle for all learning. The recording studio is the focal
point of the school, not an adjunct to classrooms. Tony Simmons, HSRA'’s founder,
describes the school as “a great liberal arts school” that uses hip-hop as its vehicle. The
liberal arts mission remains unchanged: developing sophisticated thinking, effective
communication, cultural literacy, ethical reasoning, and creative problem-solving. But the
pathway changes fundamentally.

This cultural centering accomplishes something traditional approaches struggle to achieve.
It validates that students’ existing knowledge has genuine value. Kaveon entered

HSRA with sophisticated hip-hop knowledge: rhythmic structures, lyrical techniques,
cultural references, performance practices, and artistic traditions spanning decades.
Traditional schools would likely dismiss this as irrelevant to academic work. HSRA
recognized it as intellectual expertise worth building on.

When students create hip-hop about historical events or social issues, they conduct

deep research to ensure accuracy, synthesize across domains by transforming formal
academic knowledge into rhythmic and metaphorical language, balance factual rigor with
artistic quality, and perform for audiences who respond with genuine engagement or
genuine disengagement. These are not lower-order tasks. An HSRA educator pushed back
on the assumption directly: “People ask if we're lowering standards by organizing around
hip-hop. We're doing the opposite. We're raising expectations by requiring students to
achieve professional-level work that audiences and clients actually value. Kaveon’s paid
freestyle work required more linguistic sophistication, more creativity, more cultural
knowledge, and more communication skill than any five-paragraph essay could develop.”
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The result is that students develop durable skills through cultural practice they already
value, rather than being asked to set aside who they are in order to learn. Kaveon didn’t
just develop hip-hop skills at HSRA. He developed sophisticated communication, including
the ability to move fluidly between academic registers and hip-hop vernacular. He
developed advanced creativity at a professional level. He developed the fortitude to
perform under high-stakes pressure. But all of that happened because HSRA built from his
existing expertise rather than ignoring it.

GO CAPS Monett: Honoring Rural Context
GO CAPS Monett’s attention to context looks completely different from HSRA's, yet operates on the
same underlying principle.

GO CAPS Monett serves rural Missouri students whose families work in agriculture, healthcare,
education, and local businesses. Many students plan to live and work in the region rather than leave.
Traditional college-prep curriculum implicitly communicates that valuable futures require leaving:
going away to college, pursuing careers unavailable locally. For students whose desires and values
center on remaining in their communities, this messaging alienates. It suggests their contexts aren’t
good enough, their communities don’t offer meaningful work, and their desire to stay reflects
limited ambition.

GO CAPS Monett inverts this entirely. The program builds around community career pathways:
Medicine and Healthcare (reflecting the local hospital and healthcare facilities), Teacher Education
(reflecting elementary schools needing educators), Agriculture (reflecting farms and agricultural
businesses central to the regional economy), and Global Business (reflecting local business needs).
The embedded classroom model places students inside these community workplaces,
communicating that careers available in Monett represent valuable, meaningful work worthy of
sophisticated skill development.

Hannah, in the Teacher Education strand, reflected on this validation: “l always wanted to teach, and
| wanted to teach here in Monett where | grew up. But sometimes | felt like that wasnt ambitious
enough, like | should want to go away to some big university and have some impressive career
somewhere else. GO CAPS showed me that teaching in my community is ambitious, it requires real
skills, it's meaningful work.”

GO CAPS Monett students also bring knowledge that traditional academics often dont recognize:
agricultural expertise from family farming, work experience from jobs held since a young age,
intimate understanding of local industries and community needs, and practical problem-solving
resourcefulness developed in rural contexts. The program builds from these assets explicitly.
Agriculture students’ farming knowledge becomes the foundation for advanced study of
agricultural science and business management. Teacher Education students’ experience with
younger siblings or community children becomes the foundation for professional teaching
capability.

An instructor captured the philosophy: “We’re not preparing students for careers somewhere else
someday. We're developing capabilities they can use right here, right now, in careers they can
pursue in their own community. That doesn’t mean limiting their options. The skills they develop
transfer anywhere. But it means honoring that choosing to stay and serve your community
represents a valuable pathway worthy of sophisticated skill development.”

Why Attention to Context Amplifies the Three Principles

HSRA and GO CAPS Monett illustrate a pattern we observed across the schools in our study: when
schools attend to who their students are and where they come from, the three core principles gain
traction in ways they otherwise can’t.
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Consider how context amplifies each principle. Clear frameworks (Principle 1) land differently when
they connect to students’ actual lives. Batesville’s Portrait of a Graduate emerged from three years
of community engagement, so students and families see their own values reflected in it. GO CAPS
Monett’s seven durable skills emphasize workplace readiness that makes immediate sense to
students embedded in local businesses. When frameworks feel like they belong to the community
rather than being imposed from outside, students invest in them.

Authentic experiences (Principle 2) engage students more deeply when they build from existing
interests and cultural practices. Kaveon’s thousands of hours of creative practice happened
because HSRA organized learning through hip-hop, not despite it. GO CAPS Monett students
accumulate extensive professional hours because the career strands reflect work they can see in
their own communities. When authentic experiences connect to what students already know and
care about, practice becomes more intensive, more sustained, and more likely to produce
sophisticated capability.

Full integration (Principle 3) feels relevant rather than arbitrary when skill development happens
through content and contexts that students recognize. HSRA students analyzing the economics of
homelessness for their PSAs are studying issues affecting their friends and families. GO CAPS
Monett students mastering anatomy for EMT certification are preparing for careers they can
pursue in their own town. The integration holds because the context gives it meaning.

Traditional deficit-focused approaches work against this amplification. When schools treat students’
cultural knowledge, community ties, work experience, and interests as irrelevant to academic work,
they cut themselves off from the very assets that make the three principles effective. The result is
frameworks students don’t connect with, authentic experiences that feel disconnected from their
lives, and integration that seems like someone else’s priority.

The principle applies in every setting, not just the specific contexts HSRA and GO CAPS Monett
represent. Every student population brings assets that schools can build from: suburban students’
diverse interests and family professional knowledge, urban students’ cultural resources and
community awareness, rural students’ practical expertise and local understanding. At One Stone in
Boise, attention to context extends to the institution itself. The school’s “Living in Beta” philosophy,
borrowed from software development, means adults openly solicit student feedback, adjust
structures based on input, and acknowledge imperfections rather than performing institutional
certainty. When students see the school modeling the same iterative improvement it asks of them,
they learn that honest assessment and willingness to change are strengths, not signs of failure. The
question isn’t whether assets exist. They always do. The question is whether schools recognize them
and use them as the foundation for the three principles, or try to implement those principles in @
vacuum.

Crucially, attention to context doesn’t mean lowering standards. HSRA holds higher expectations
than many traditional schools: students must achieve professional-level work that real audiences
value. GO CAPS Monett students pursuing EMT certification or teaching credentials master content
at the same professional levels required of any adult seeking those credentials. Attending to context
creates pathways to high expectations that students can engage with because the pathways honor
who they are and where they come from. That’s what makes it an amplifier: not a softening of rigor,
but a deepening of it.

Part III: Three Beyond-Skills Outcomes

The three core principles develop durable skills. Our data documents this clearly. Students at these
schools develop Communication, Collaboration, Critical Thinking, Creativity, Leadership,
Metacognition, Character, Growth Mindset, Mindfulness, and Fortitude through clear frameworks,
authentic experiences, and integrated assessment.

But schools implementing these principles with the four amplifiers produce something more.
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Students don’t just acquire capabilities. They become different kinds of learners, different kinds

of people. They develop agency: the capacity to direct their own learning and lives. They form
professional identities grounded in demonstrated capability rather than speculation. They

develop informed visions for meaningful futures based on what they’ve actually experienced, not
what they've imagined.

These outcomes aren’t separate from skills development. They emerge naturally when students
develop sophisticated capabilities through authentic practice in supportive relationships with
structured reflection on their growth. And they matter enormously for what happens after high
school. Research shows that students with strong agency persist through college challenges more
effectively than students with comparable skills but less self-direction. Students who've formed
professional identities through authentic practice choose careers more wisely and persist in them
longer. Students with informed visions based on real experience navigate postsecondary transitions
more successfully than students with vague aspirations.

Agency: The Capacity to Direct Your Own Learning and Life

Agency requires foundational skills. You cannot direct your own learning without Metacognition.
You cannot pursue self-identified goals without Commmunication. You cannot navigate self-directed
work without Critical Thinking and Fortitude. The schools in our study develop agency not through
motivational speeches about “taking charge of your learning” but by deliberately building the skill
foundation that agency requires, then creating conditions where students exercise genuine
authority over their own development.

Tyler: From Failing GPA to PhD Candidate

Tyler arrived at One Stone with a GPA below 2.0. By traditional metrics, he was a failing
student. But One Stone’s model gave him something traditional school never had: genuine
authority over his own learning.

The catalyst was direct. A director told him, “No one else will make this happen for you.
YOU are in charge.” At many schools, this would be empty rhetoric. At One Stone, it was
structural reality. The school’s student-directed model meant Tyler had actual authority to
pursue what engaged him and actual responsibility for making it happen.

Tyler used that authority to pursue intensive chess study, which led him to the Idaho State
Championship. But the deeper transformation was in how he approached learning itself.
One Stone’s Growth Transcript revealed capabilities that his GPA had hidden, and the
experience of directing his own learning built skills and confidence that traditional school
had never developed.

When Tyler reached college, he didn’t wait for opportunities. He applied the self-direction
One Stone had cultivated: independently contacting faculty about research opportunities,
reaching out to Idaho Department of Health epidemiologists, and applying to competitive
summer research programs. He described the pattern directly: “I feel like | learned from
my One Stone experience that opportunities aren’t really given to you, you have to really
go and seek them out.”

The results were extraordinary. Tyler worked with epidemiologists at the Idaho
Department of Health, completed an NIH-funded summer project at the University of
Missouri, and produced three publications as an undergraduate. By the time he applied to
PhD programs in psychometrics, he had transformed from a student whose GPA
suggested failure into a competitive doctoral candidate with a genuine research portfolio.

A One Stone educator reflected on the pattern: “We could arrange all research
opportunities for students ourselves. But what do students learn when we do everything?
They learn to wait for adults to solve problems. When we tell students “YOU are in charge’
and mean it, they develop agency alongside skills. The agency drives additional skill
practice, and the skills enable more sophisticated agency.”
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Olivia: From Directed to Self-Directing

Olivia’s story, which we’ve traced across this report, illustrates the same pattern through a
different trajectory. Freshman Olivia needed significant direction. Jef helped her identify
potential internships, coached her through application processes, and supported every
decision. By senior year, Olivia was directing IRB-approved research independently:
identifying research questions, designing methodology, securing university partnerships,
and presenting to academic audiences.

She described the shift herself: “As a freshman, Jef would be the one emailing a potential
mentor for an internship, and | would sort of be on the back end of that.” By senior year:
“It has sort of transitioned into me updating him on here’s what I've done to further my
learning.” The shift from Jef acting on her behalf to Olivia reporting on decisions she’'d
already made didn’t happen through a motivational speech. It happened because four
years of skill development through authentic practice, supported by a sustained
relationship and structured reflection, built the capabilities that made genuine self-
direction possible.

Agency also developed in students who started from very different places. At Building 21
in Philadelphia, Amaya arrived unable to ask for help. “Last year | remember | did not like
to ask for help at all,” she recalled. “And it sort of affected my grades because of that.”
Building 21’s competency-based structure, where progress is never penalized and revision
is always possible, created conditions where help-seeking became a strategy rather than
an admission of failure. By senior year, Amaya had discovered teaching as her calling
through authentic classroom experience, and she could articulate exactly how her
relationship to learning had changed: “I learned that it wasn’t bad for me to ask for help. It
honestly benefited me.” From silent struggle to strategic self-advocacy, in a school where
68% of entering freshmen arrive significantly behind grade level.

Professional Identity: Becoming Someone Who Does This

Professional identity forms when students develop sophisticated skills through extensive authentic
practice. The shift from “I'm learning about this” to “I am someone who does this” matters because
identity drives continued development in ways that skill acquisition alone does not. People work
to maintain competence in domains central to their identity. A student who identifies as a teacher
practices teaching not because it’s assigned but because that’s who they are.

Grace: “| Am a Teacher.”

We met Grace in Principle 2, accumulating over 1,500 hours of authentic teaching practice
at GO CAPS Monett. The identity shift those hours produced is captured in verb tense.
When Grace describes her future, she doesn’t say “I want to be a teacher” or “I'm planning
to teach.” She says, present tense: “| am a teacher.” And: “Teaching is really for me.”

This isn’t youthful confidence or career aspiration. It’s professional identity formed through
extensive authentic practice proving it. Grace taught real children across an entire school
year. She experienced what teaching actually demands: lessons that fall flat, classroom
management challenges that textbooks don’t prepare you for, and the particular
satisfaction of watching a child grasp something they’d struggled with. The sheer volume
of genuine professional work created an identity that brief experiences cannot produce.

That identity now drives her continued development. Grace doesn’t practice teaching skills
because a program requires it. She seeks additional classroom experiences, pursues
diverse grade-level exposure, and works to develop capabilities she knows her career will
demand, because maintaining her professional identity requires ongoing growth.
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Ethan: Peer Professional

Ethan’s identity formation at Batesville followed a different path. His shift came not from
volume of practice alone but from how Dan treated him: as an emerging colleague rather
than a student. Over 1,000 hours of working alongside Dan in a peer-professional
dynamic, Ethan came to see himself differently. “From teacher-student to peer-peer with
adult professionals, that changed how | saw myself.” He didn’t wonder vaguely whether
music education might interest him. He knew it engaged him deeply because he’d already
inhabited the role.

Both Grace and Ethan illustrate a pattern we observed across schools: professional
identity forms through the combination of extensive authentic practice and relationships
that treat students as capable. Neither volume alone (practice without professional
treatment) nor treatment alone (being called “professional” without demonstrated
capability) produces the identity shift. It takes both. At Da Vinci Schools in Los Angeles,
Javan spent years mastering industry-standard architecture software through his chosen
pathway. When his class visited a professional architecture firm, the working architects
“were shocked that we knew SketchUp and Revit and all these things that they use
personally.” More telling was the internal shift: “| started looking at the world in that light
as a designer,” Javan reflected, describing how he couldn’t walk past buildings without
analyzing their structure and aesthetics. He hadn’t just learned architecture skills. He had
become someone who thinks like an architect.

Informed Vision: Knowing What You’re Pursuing and Why

Most adolescents form career aspirations through limited information: television portrayals, brief
career day presentations, or interest inventories suggesting possibilities. They imagine futures based
on speculation, not experience. The disconnect between imagined futures and actual professional
realities leads to costly missteps: students pursuing degrees for careers they discover they dislike,
switching majors repeatedly, and entering fields only to leave within months.

The schools in our study enable students to form visions grounded in authentic professional
experience. Students don’t guess about careers. They experience them extensively enough to know
whether the work genuinely suits them.

Aaliyah: From Crime Scenes to Career Path

Adliyah’s interest in forensic science didn’t form through television crime dramas. It formed
through authentic investigation at NAF’'s Health Sciences Academy. The forensics unit
presented students with staged crime scenes: displaced furniture, simulated blood spatter,
and various evidence items. Students had to reconstruct what happened using scientific
analysis alone.

The work demanded genuine analytical thinking. The evidence could support multiple
interpretations, requiring students to evaluate which hypothesis best fit all available
information. When Aaliyah’s team presented findings, classmates acting as defense
attorneys challenged their conclusions, forcing them to defend their reasoning or revise
it in real time. The complexity was real even though the crime scene was staged:
ambiguous evidence, incomplete information, and the pressure of defending conclusions
against informed challenge.

Through repeated forensic investigations across the course, Aaliyah discovered the work
engaged her in ways she could only have recognized through doing it. The analytical
challenge, the puzzle-solving, the connection to justice, the scientific rigor: these weren’t
things a career description could have conveyed. She had to experience them.
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This informed vision now drives her development. Aaliyah didn’t wait for school to arrange
further experiences. She independently connected with the medical examiner’s office to
secure a summer internship. When she faces challenging college coursework in forensic
science, she persists not because she hopes the career might be interesting but because
she knows from experience that it is.

Brooke: Vision Enabling Persistence

Brooke’s story, which we encountered in Principle 2, illustrates how informed vision
sustains effort through genuine difficulty. Her nursing career path with emergency
medicine specialization didn’t come from vague notions that healthcare sounds
meaningful. It formed through hospital rotations, EMS ride-alongs, and direct interaction
with medical professionals at GO CAPS Monett. She discovered that emergency medicine
engaged her deeply: the adrenaline, the problem-solving, the immediate impact on
patients’ lives.

That vision, formed through authentic exposure, is what carried her through the “over
1,000 page textbook” for EMT certification. “Without that mindset, | think | would have been
defeated,” she reflected, “because it's been hard, it’s been really hard.” Students without
informed vision often abandon difficult work when challenge increases. Brooke persisted
because she knew from experience, not speculation, that the destination was worth the
effort.

The pattern holds even in compressed timeframes. At Cedar Falls CAPS, where students
participate for just one semester, 92% report confidence in awareness of local career
opportunities after the program, compared to just 21% at the start. That 71-percentage-
point shift in 18 weeks demonstrates that informed vision doesn’t require years to develop
when authentic exposure is sufficiently intensive.

And informed vision doesn’t always point toward conventional pathways. At Batesville
High School, Leanne launched a greenhouse business generating over $200,000 in annual
revenue while still in high school. The authentic entrepreneurial experience showed her
exactly what she needed to learn next, and it wasn’t what she’d originally planned.

She chose community college business courses over the four-year university path she’d
always assumed she’d take, because demonstrated capability revealed that building
something now made more sense than preparing to build something someday. Vision
formed through genuine experience sometimes redirects plans in ways that speculation
never would.

How Agency, Identity, and Vision Interconnect
These three outcomes develop through interconnected processes, not in isolation.

Skills enable agency. Olivia couldn’t direct her own research without Metacognition, Communication,
Critical Thinking, and Fortitude. Tyler couldn’t seek out research opportunities without the self-
direction One Stone cultivated. The capabilities come first; agency follows as their natural
expression.

But agency also develops skills. Because Olivia was genuinely directing her own research, she
practiced Communication more intensively, exercised Critical Thinking more extensively, and
demonstrated more Fortitude than any assigned project would have required. Tyler’s self-directed
pursuit of research opportunities built capabilities that structured coursework never demanded.
Skills enable identity formation. Grace couldn’t claim “I am a teacher” without actually developing



teaching capabilities through 1,500 hours of authentic practice. Ethan couldn’t inhabit a peer-
professional role without developing the Communication and Leadership it required.

But identity also drives skill development. Because Grace identifies as a teacher, she continues
developing teaching capabilities beyond program requirements. The identity motivates practice
that deepens the skills that reinforce the identity.

Skills enable informed vision. Brooke couldn’t form a realistic emergency medicine vision without
experiencing authentic medical work. Aaliyah couldn’t discover her passion for forensic science
without doing genuine investigative analysis.

But vision also motivates skill development. Because Brooke has a clear vision of the nursing career
she wants, she persists through overwhelming content. Because Aaliyah knows forensic science
engages her, she independently seeks out opportunities to deepen her expertise.

The three outcomes are synergistic, each reinforcing the others. Agency creates the conditions for
identity formation (you become someone who does something by choosing to do it and persisting).
Identity clarifies vision (knowing who you are helps you see where you're going). Vision sustains
agency through difficulty (knowing why you’re working hard keeps you working hard). The schools
producing all three outcomes simultaneously, rather than developing skills in isolation, create
graduates who don’t just possess capabilities but know who they are, where they’re headed, and
how to get there.

This is what the three principles and four amplifiers produce when they work together. Not just
skilled students, but young people equipped to build lives they actually want to live.

Conclusion: An Invitation to Transform

What This Research Makes Clear

Over 16 months of collaborative inquiry with twelve schools serving dramatically different
populations in dramatically different contexts, we found the same thing: when schools deliberately
and intentionally focus on developing durable skills, students’ futures transform. Every finding in this
report emerged from partnership with these schools, validated through their practitioners’ expertise
and their students’ voices, not imposed from outside.

The schools in our study aren’t exceptional institutions with unique advantages. Gibson Ek serves
roughly 200 students in suburban Washington. HSRA serves students experiencing homelessness
and justice involvement in St. Paul. Batesville is a rural public school in Indiana. GO CAPS Monett
operates in a small Missouri town. STEM School Chattanooga uses lottery admission. Building 21 is
an open-enroliment district school in Philadelphia. Da Vinci runs project-based charter schools in
Los Angeles. One Stone is a small nonprofit school in Boise. Cedar Falls CAPS and NAF Academies
are part-time programs complementing traditional high schools. Their budgets range from modest
to adequate. Their student populations range from affluent to deeply underserved.

Yet all of them develop durable skills effectively. All of them produce graduates who can
communicate clearly, collaborate productively, think critically, and direct their own learning. Many
of them produce the deeper outcomes we documented: agency, professional identity, and informed
vision for meaningful futures.

They accomplish this through the same underlying principles. They make skills visible and trackable
through frameworks that students engage with daily. They create authentic experiences where
capabilities develop through genuine use with real stakes. They integrate skill development into
everything rather than treating it as an occasional add-on. And when they amplify these principles
with progressive complexity, sustained relationships, structured reflection, and attention to students’
contexts, the transformation deepens.
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These principles work not because of anything unique about these twelve schools but because they
address fundamental conditions required for skill development. They work in small schools and
programs embedded in large ones. They work with students pursuing four-year universities and
students entering careers directly. They work with affluent populations and students experiencing
poverty. They work because the underlying logic, making skills visible, practicing them authentically,
and integrating them fully, applies wherever learning happens.

The Work Continues

Identifying what works is necessary but not sufficient. Schools need support adapting these
principles to their specific contexts, honoring their own frameworks and goals while learning from
the patterns we’ve documented.

This is why our work extends beyond this report. We are developing companion resources designed
to help educators, school leaders, and district leaders move from understanding to action:

A practical playbook detailing implementation approaches adapted to varied contexts: how to build
clear frameworks when you don’t have sophisticated technology, how to create authentic
experiences when partnership infrastructure doesn’t yet exist, how to integrate skill development
when traditional structures create barriers, and how to cultivate the amplifiers within your existing
constraints.

Individual school profiles providing deeper portraits of how each of the twelve schools implements
these principles in their specific setting, showing the varied approaches to common principles that
enable schools to find models resonating with their own situations.

The goal isn’t a single model. A rural school serving students entering local careers will implement
these principles differently than an urban school where most students continue to four-year
universities. A small alternative school will look different from a large comprehensive high school. A
semester-long program will create different structures than a four-year school. The schools in our
study didn’t all look alike. They looked beautifully different while accomplishing similar
developmental purposes. Your implementation should similarly reflect your context, your students,
and your community’s values.

The Invitation

The students in your school possess exactly the same capability as the students in this report.
Sophia entered STEM School Chattanooga as a capable but uncertain freshman and left as
someone who could collaborate with TVA engineers and subordinate her ego for her team’s
success. Olivia entered Gibson Ek paralyzed by perfectionism and left to direct her own IRB-
approved research. Tyler entered One Stone with a GPA below 2.0 and left with the self-direction
that would carry him to three undergraduate publications and a PhD program. Kaveon entered
HSRA after traditional schools had failed him and left as a professional artist whose clients paid for
his work. Grace entered GO CAPS Monett wondering if teaching might suit her and left saying, “I am
a teacher”

These students are not unlike your own. The difference lies not in student potential but in structural
design. When schools create the conditions for intentional skill development, transformation
becomes a reliable outcome rather than hopeful aspiration.

The question isn’t whether your students can develop the durable skills they need for meaningful
lives and successful futures. The question is whether your school will create the conditions to
support it. The evidence is clear. The principles are documented. The schools implementing these
approaches welcome visitors and openly share their learning. The invitation is extended.

How will you embrace the path forward?

32



\&-'IAMERICA

SUCCEEDS

PATHSMITH"

DURABLE SKILLS

America Succeeds
1390 Lawrence Street, Suite 200
Denver, CO 80204

www.AmericaSucceeds.org
info@AmericaSucceeds.org


https://www.linkedin.com/company/america-succeeds/
https://www.instagram.com/pathsmithdurableskills/

