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From Aspiration to Practice
Most schools agree that students need more than content knowledge. Mission statements name 
skills like critical thinking, communication, and collaboration. Portraits of a graduate hang in lobbies. 
Strategic plans list capabilities alongside academic benchmarks.

But agreement isn’t action. Walk into most classrooms and ask students what skills they’re 
developing. Ask teachers how they build those capabilities. The answers get vague fast. The 
aspiration is real. The practice to match it is often missing.

This playbook exists to close that gap.

It builds on a 16-month collaborative investigation with twelve schools and programs across nine 
states, serving populations ranging from students experiencing homelessness to affluent suburbs, 
enrolling between 60 and 700 students, and preparing young people for every pathway from 
immediate career entry to four-year universities. Despite their dramatic differences, these schools 
all develop durable skills effectively. They do it through principles that transfer across contexts 
because they address fundamental conditions required for skill development, not tactics tied to 
particular settings.

The companion report, The Path Forward, documents the research in full: what we found, how we 
found it, and the student and educator voices that brought it to life. This playbook takes those 
findings and turns them into practices you can use.

What This Playbook Is (and Isn’t)
This is a practice guide, not a theoretical framework. The framework exists in the report and is 
summarized briefly in the next section. Here, the focus is on what to do: specific, grounded practices 
organized by where you are in this work, with guidance on how to start, what to watch out for, and 
what it looks like when it’s working.

This is also not a prescription. The twelve schools in the research didn’t look alike. They looked 
beautifully different while accomplishing similar purposes. Your implementation should reflect your 
context, your students, and your community. The practices here are starting points to adapt, not 
models to copy.
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How This Playbook Is Organized
The practices are organized into three pathways based on where you’re entering this work.

Pathway A: We’re Just Getting Started. For individual educators working within existing structures. 
These practices shift how students experience learning in your classroom without requiring 
schoolwide change. Start here if your school doesn’t yet have shared skill language, if durable skills 
development is new territory, or if you want to try things in your own classroom before advocating 
for broader adoption.

Pathway B: We’re Building Momentum. For teams, departments, or schools with some foundation. 
You have pockets of strong practice, maybe some shared language, maybe some authentic 
experiences happening. These practices connect and deepen what’s already underway, moving 
from individual effort to coordinated systems. Start here if some of this work is happening but it’s 
not yet consistent or connected across your school.

Pathway C: We Want Full Transformation. For school leaders and leadership teams ready for 
institutional redesign. These practices change structures: curriculum organization, assessment 
systems, advisory models, community partnerships, and how you communicate student 
development to families. Start here if you’re ready to reorganize what school is, not just improve 
what happens inside it.

You don’t have to start at Pathway A and work through sequentially. A school leader might read 
Pathway C first and then look at Pathway A to understand what classroom-level foundations need 
to be in place. An educator in a school that’s already doing some of this might start at Pathway B. 
The pathways are entry points, not steps.

Where Are You Now?
Before choosing a pathway, take a few minutes with these questions. They’re not a formal 
assessment. They’re a way to locate yourself honestly so you can start where it matters most.

Questions for educators:

Can your students name the specific skills they’re developing in your class, or would they say “I don’t 
know” or list content topics? If students can’t name the skills, Pathway A’s practices around visibility 
and naming are your starting point.

When students complete major work, do they reflect on what capabilities they built, or do they just 
ask what grade they got? If reflection isn’t a regular, graded part of your practice, Pathway A’s 
reflection and self-assessment practices will shift how students relate to their own development.

Does anyone besides you evaluate your students’ work? If every assignment is read only by the 
teacher who assigned it, Pathway A’s authentic audience practice introduces a dimension of 
learning that your classroom is currently missing.

Do you provide feedback on specific skills separately from content, or does one grade cover 
everything? If skills are invisible in your assessment, Pathway A’s skill-focused feedback practice 
makes them visible.

Questions for school leaders:

Do teachers across your school use shared language for the skills you want students to develop, 
or does every classroom have its own vocabulary (or none at all)? If there’s no shared framework, 
Pathway A practices can start in individual classrooms, but Pathway B’s cross-teacher tracking and 
Pathway C’s community framework development address the systemic need.
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Can you describe how students’ skill development progresses across years at your school, or does 
each year start fresh? If there’s no visible progression, Pathway B’s competency-based grading and 
synthesis events create it. Pathway C’s multi-year advisory and portfolio systems make it structural.

When families ask how their child is doing, does the conversation focus on grades, or can you 
describe specific capability development with evidence? If the answer is grades, Pathway B’s 
practices begin to shift that conversation. Pathway C’s competency-based reporting transforms it.

These questions aren’t exhaustive, and honest answers might point to different pathways for 
different dimensions of your work. That’s fine. You might be at Pathway B for assessment but 
Pathway A for community partnerships. Start where the need is greatest and build from there.

A Note on the Framework
The next section provides a concise summary of the research framework: three core principles, four 
amplifiers, and three beyond-skills outcomes. If you’ve read The Path Forward, it will be familiar. If 
you haven’t, it gives you the conceptual vocabulary you’ll encounter throughout the practices. It’s 
brief by design. The practices themselves are where the playbook earns its keep.

The Framework in Brief
This playbook builds on findings from a 16-month collaborative investigation with twelve diverse 
schools and programs across nine states. The full research and evidence base is available in the 
companion report, The Path Forward: How Schools Actually Help Learners Develop the Durable 
Skills They Need for School, Work, and Life. What follows is a concise summary of the framework 
that emerged from that research. If you’ve read the report, this will be familiar. If you haven’t, this 
gives you enough to work with.

Three Core Principles
Across every school in the study, regardless of size, setting, population, or the pathways students 
pursued, three principles appeared consistently. These aren’t a menu. It’s all three working together 
that creates transformation.

Principle 1: Make Skills Visible. Students can’t effectively develop skills they can’t see. These schools 
created explicit frameworks that make skills concrete, trackable, and part of daily practice. The 
frameworks looked different on the surface: three core tenets at one school, twenty competencies 
with digital dashboards at another, four phases of a universal design process at a third. But all of 
them made skills visible enough for students to understand what they’re developing, track their 
progress, and direct their own growth. When skills stay vague (“we value critical thinking”), 
development is accidental. When skills are named, defined, displayed, and assessed, development 
becomes intentional.

Principle 2: Create Authentic Experiences. Skills develop through genuine use in contexts where 
they actually matter. These schools don’t just simulate professional or civic life. Students write press 
releases that organizations publish. They design equipment for children with disabilities. They teach 
real lessons to real elementary students. They earn professional certifications. They create work 
that paying clients value. The work serves real purposes for real audiences, with real consequences 
when it falls short. Authentic experience creates motivation, complexity, and feedback that 
classroom exercises alone can’t match.

Principle 3: Integrate Fully. Skills can’t be add-ons. At these schools, skill development organizes all 
learning. Content is learned in service of building capabilities, not the other way around. Assessment 
measures both content and skills. Students can’t succeed with strong content but weak skills, or 
strong skills but weak content. When skills supplement a content-focused curriculum, they remain 
secondary. When skills become the organizing principle, transformation follows.
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Four Amplifiers
Beyond the three principles, four factors deepened and accelerated skill development when 
present. Think of these as multipliers: the principles work on their own, but these amplifiers intensify 
their impact. Not every school implemented all four fully, yet all developed durable skills through 
the three principles. The amplifiers help explain why some schools achieved particularly profound 
transformation.

Progressive Complexity. Matching challenge to readiness through graduated progression. 
Students who face full professional complexity before they’re ready get discouraged. Students who 
stay in simulation when they’re ready for authentic work get bored. The schools that calibrated this 
progression most carefully, whether across four years or compressed into a single semester, 
produced the strongest development. The specific model varied: some used multi-year arcs, 
others provided immediate immersion with intensive support, others allowed students to progress at 
individual rates. What mattered was the underlying principle: challenge grows as capability grows.

Sustained Relationships. Developing durable skills requires risk-taking: trying communication 
approaches that might fail, attempting leadership that might falter, accepting challenges 
where failure is genuinely possible. That kind of risk-taking demands trust that only sustained 
relationships provide. These schools created deep adult-student relationships through multi-year 
advisories, small cohorts, cooperating teacher partnerships, or intentional culture-building. The 
specific structure varied. The depth of knowing, and the calibrated support it enabled, did not.

Structured Reflection. Experience alone doesn’t guarantee learning. Students can complete 
meaningful work without recognizing which skills they developed or how to apply them elsewhere. 
Regular reflection protocols, connecting experiences to skill frameworks and pushing students to 
articulate what they learned, why it matters, and how they’ll use it, transform experience into 
durable, transferable learning. The schools where reflection was most developmental shared three 
qualities: it happened on a regular rhythm, it connected explicitly to skill frameworks, and it was 
genuinely used for goal-setting and development planning rather than filed and forgotten.

Attention to Context. Every student brings assets: cultural knowledge, community understanding, 
practical skills, personal interests. Schools that recognized and built from those assets created 
engagement enabling sustained practice. Schools that treated students’ contexts as irrelevant to 
academic work lost the engagement that skill development requires. This looked different 
everywhere: organizing all learning through hip-hop culture at one school, embedding students in 
local career pathways reflecting their rural community at another, spending three years engaging 
a community to define what their graduates need at a third. The unifying principle: meet students 
where they are and build from their strengths.

Three Beyond-Skills Outcomes
Schools implementing the principles with the amplifiers didn’t just develop skills more effectively. 
They also produced three outcomes that traditional education rarely achieves.

Agency. Students developed the capacity to direct their own learning and lives. Not because some-
one gave a motivational speech about taking ownership, but because skill development created the 
foundation (you can’t direct your own learning without metacognition, communication, and critical 
thinking) and authentic practice created the habit (you learn to seek opportunities by seeking them, 
not by being told to).

Professional Identity. Students came to see themselves as capable professionals rather than pas-
sive students. This shift, from “I’m learning about teaching” to “I am a teacher,” happened through 
extensive authentic practice proving capability. Identity drives continued development: people work 
to maintain competence in domains central to who they are.
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Informed Vision. Students developed clear, experience-based understanding of meaningful 
futures. They chose pathways based on what they’d actually done, not what they’d imagined. Both 
confirmation (“I know this is right for me because I’ve done it”) and informed rejection (“I know this 
isn’t for me, and that’s valuable too”) counted as success.

These outcomes matter whether students pursue careers, college, technical training, or some 
combination. They emerge naturally from the principles and amplifiers working together. The prac-
tices in this playbook are designed to create the conditions where they develop.

PATHWAY A: We’re Just Getting Started
For educators working within existing structures who want to begin developing durable skills 
intentionally.

You don’t need a new schedule, a new grading system, or a new school model to start this work. 
The practices in this pathway work within the classes you’re already teaching. Start with 
whichever resonates. Try one at a time or several at once. Build at whatever pace fits your context. 
Each practice is grounded in what we observed across twelve diverse schools where students 
develop sophisticated, transferable capabilities, and each one shifts how students experience 
learning in your classroom.

Together, these practices touch all three principles from our research: making skills visible, creating 
authentic experiences, and integrating skill development into how you teach and assess. They’re 
designed to reinforce each other, but none depends on the others to be worthwhile on its own.

A note for school leaders: each practice includes guidance on what structural support makes it 
work better. You don’t have to build all of that support before educators begin, but the “behind the 
scenes” notes show you where your investment matters most.

Practice A1: Name the Skills on Every Assignment
Students can’t develop skills they can’t see. Yet most assignments communicate only content goals. 
The skills embedded in the work, the analytical thinking, the communication, the problem-solving, 
remain invisible.

The fix is simple. On every assignment, name 1–3 specific skills it develops and briefly explain how. 
Not vague labels but concrete connections. “This develops critical thinking” tells students nothing 
actionable. “This develops critical thinking because you’ll evaluate three competing interpretations 
of the same evidence and argue for the one best supported” tells them exactly what capability 
they’re practicing and why.

From the research. STEM School Chattanooga organized all learning around just three skills 
(Collaboration, Critical Thinking, and Innovation) mapped to every rubric in every class. The 
simplicity meant everyone shared the same language, and by senior year students could articulate 
what each skill looked like across different contexts. At Da Vinci Schools in Los Angeles, the Design 
Process framework (Care, Conceptualize, Create, Critique) appeared on every wall and structured 
every subject. Students used it so constantly that it became automatic. One senior spontaneously 
applied it to plan her quinceañera.

In the classroom. Choose 3–5 skills that matter in your discipline. On every assignment, write: “This 
develops [skill] because [specific explanation].” Reference the skills when you introduce the work 
and when you give feedback. It takes two minutes per assignment. The payoff is that students 
begin seeing their learning as more than content acquisition.

Behind the scenes. The highest-leverage move a leader can make is adopting a shared skill 
framework, even just 3–5 terms, that every classroom uses. When students hear the same language 
in every class, skills become visible as transferable capabilities. Batesville High School in Indiana 



spent three years engaging their community to develop their Portrait of a Graduate. That depth is 
powerful, but you can start with a faculty conversation and refine over time.

What to watch out for. Skill naming becomes wallpaper if you only print it. The naming works when 
it becomes part of how you talk about learning: when you introduce assignments, give feedback, 
and ask students to identify what skills they used. You’ll know it’s working when students start using 
the skill language unprompted, when they can tell you which skills a given assignment develops 
before you tell them.

Practice A2: The Three-Question Reflection
Experience doesn’t automatically become learning. A student can navigate conflict in a group 
project, deliver a presentation under pressure, and walk away without ever recognizing what they 
built. The experience happened, but the learning stayed buried.

Three questions change this. After significant learning experiences, students answer: What did you 
learn? Why does it matter? How will you use this?

Each forces a different cognitive move. “What did you learn?” pushes past surface description 
toward genuine identification of capability. “Why does it matter?” requires connecting specific 
learning to broader significance. “How will you use this?” demands imagining future contexts where 
this learning applies, the transfer thinking that makes learning durable.

From the research. Cedar Falls CAPS in Iowa structures this cycle at weeks 6, 12, and 18 of their 
semester. The visible progression is striking: one student’s week 6 reflection on communication was 
essentially “I gave a presentation.” By week 18, the same student was analyzing how their 
communication adapted across different audiences and what still needed work. At the High School 
for Recording Arts in St. Paul, students process every significant experience through reflection 
prompts identifying what they learned and which skills they practiced. The requirement to name 
skills explicitly creates metacognitive awareness that simply participating in activities never does.

In the classroom. Schedule reflections weekly or after every major experience, whichever rhythm 
fits. The key is regularity. Grade for quality (15–25% of the assessment), not just completion, and 
provide examples showing the difference between surface reflection (“I worked with my team”) and 
sophisticated reflection (“I noticed I tend to take over when the group stalls, and I’m learning that 
asking a question is more effective than providing an answer”). Most importantly: have students 
revisit their own earlier reflections at least once per term. The moment a student reads their 
September reflection in December and sees how their thinking has changed is when reflection 
becomes genuinely meaningful.

Behind the scenes. Protect class time for this. Reflection assigned only as homework gets 
completed quickly, without genuine thought. Five to ten minutes of class time signals that this 
thinking matters. Share strong examples across departments so teachers can calibrate quality 
expectations.

What to watch out for. Two traps. First, accepting surface-level responses because grading 
reflections feels subjective. Develop a simple rubric distinguishing description from analysis from 
transfer. Second, never looking at reflections again after grading. Reflections that get referenced in 
future conversations (“You said you wanted to work on speaking up. How’s that going?”) become 
developmental tools. Reflections that get filed become compliance exercises. The clearest sign that 
this practice is working: students’ later reflections are visibly more sophisticated than their early 
ones, and students can articulate the difference when asked.

6



7

Practice A3: Student Self-Assessment Before Grading
In most classrooms, assessment flows one direction: teacher evaluates, student receives. Students 
learn to ask “What did I get?” rather than “How did I do?”

Flip the sequence. Before you grade a major assignment, have students evaluate their own work 
against the same rubric you’ll use. They rate themselves on each criterion and provide specific 
evidence justifying their ratings. Then you assess independently. The conversation comparing where 
you agree and where you diverge is where the deepest learning happens.

From the research. At One Stone in Boise, students build portfolios demonstrating competency 
development and make the case for their own growth using evidence, tagging work to specific 
competencies and writing reflections explaining how the work demonstrates each one. The 
system treats students as partners in assessment, not passive recipients. At Gibson Ek High School 
in Washington, students curate portfolio evidence and argue for competency levels using criteria. 
If a student believes their work demonstrates a higher level than their advisor assessed, they make 
that case with specific evidence. Both schools found that self-assessment accuracy improves 
dramatically over time. Students develop the internal standards they’ll need when external 
evaluators aren’t there, which describes most of life after school.

In the classroom. Share your rubric before students begin the assignment. When they complete 
the work, have them rate themselves on each criterion with a sentence of evidence: “I gave myself a 
3 on evidence use because I included four sources but didn’t address counterarguments.” Grade 
independently, then discuss: Where did we agree? Where did we disagree? What does the 
difference reveal? Over time, you’ll find students submitting stronger work because they’ve already 
evaluated it against the rubric before turning it in.

Behind the scenes. For this to spread, rubrics need to be accessible: written in student-friendly 
language, shared in advance, and treated as learning tools rather than scoring secrets. Leaders 
can support this by establishing the norm that students always know the criteria before they begin.

What to watch out for. Don’t skip the evidence requirement. Without it, self-assessment becomes 
guessing at what the teacher will give. And keep the comparison conversation developmental, not 
transactional. The point isn’t “here’s why you got a B” but “here’s what we each see in this work.” 
You’ll know this is taking hold when the gap between student and teacher ratings narrows over time, 
and when students start revising work before submitting it because they’ve already evaluated it 
against the rubric.

Practice A4: One Authentic Audience Per Term
In most classrooms, the only person who ever engages with student work is the person who 
assigned it. Students learn, implicitly, that their work exists to be graded, not to be used.

Replace one teacher-only assessment per term with an audience that has genuine interest in what 
students produced. This doesn’t mean a formal presentation to executives. It means finding people 
who care about the work’s quality because it serves a purpose they value.

From the research. At Batesville High School in Indiana, every sophomore sits for a mock interview 
with a community member they’ve never met. Approximately 35 volunteers rotate through in a 
single day. Students articulate their strengths and growth areas to professional strangers who 
evaluate using professional criteria, not teacher encouragement. One student who received 
feedback that she undersold her capabilities learned what self-advocacy actually means, a lesson 
no teacher comment could deliver with the same force. At NAF’s Academy of Law in Miami, Student 
Court exercises genuine judicial authority over the school’s discipline cases, with binding decisions 
affecting peers’ records. The audiences don’t have to be large or prestigious. Younger students, 
parents, local professionals, and community organizations all bring genuine interest that 
transforms how students experience their own work.
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In the classroom. Pick one assignment. Identify 3–5 people who’d have genuine interest in what 
students produce. Structure the experience so the audience responds honestly: provide criteria, 
encourage specific feedback, make clear that polite encouragement isn’t the goal. Debrief 
afterward: What was different about this audience versus turning work in to me? Start with a 
friendly audience and build toward more demanding ones over time.

Behind the scenes. Build a community roster, a list of people willing to serve as authentic audiences 
across classrooms. Batesville mobilized 35 volunteers; Cedar Falls brought 80 people to a design 
sprint. Those numbers happened because someone at the school level invested in community 
relationships. A leader who builds that roster gives every teacher access to authentic audiences 
without each one starting from scratch.

What to watch out for. Two risks. First, audiences who are too polite. Brief them that honest, specific 
feedback is the goal. Second, insufficient debriefing. A student who freezes during a presentation 
and never discusses it has had a bad experience. A student who freezes, processes it with you, and 
develops a strategy for next time has had a developmental one. The debrief is what transforms an 
event into learning. The practice is working when students describe authentic audience experiences 
as more meaningful than regular assignments, and when they start asking when the next one is.

Practice A5: Skill-Focused Feedback on One Major 
Assessment
Most feedback addresses content: whether the analysis was accurate, the calculations correct, the 
evidence sufficient. This matters, but it leaves invisible the skills students used to produce the work, 
their communication choices, collaborative behaviors, and thinking strategies.

On one major assessment per term, provide feedback on both content and specific skills, 
separately. Not a single holistic grade but distinct evaluations: “Your historical analysis was strong. 
Your communication needs work. The argument was buried in paragraph three when it should have 
led the paper.” That skill-specific comment names a transferable capability and gives the student 
something to work on that applies beyond this assignment.

From the research. At NAF’s Academy of Engineering in Birmingham, every project rubric includes 
criteria for both technical content and professional skills. Students can’t succeed with strong 
content but weak collaboration. When a Boeing engineer reviewed senior capstone work, his 
assessment was blunt: “Your documentation is better than some of our new hires.” That standard 
came from four years of specific, separated skill feedback alongside technical assessment. At GO 
CAPS Monett in rural Missouri, instructors distinguish two dimensions explicitly: “There’s the grade, 
and then there’s me evaluating you as you grow.” Both matter, but separating them ensures skill 
development doesn’t hide behind content scores.

In the classroom. Choose one major assessment. Add 1–2 skill criteria to the rubric, weighted at 
roughly 30–40% of the total grade. Be specific: not “communication” but “clarity of argument 
structure.” Provide separate feedback on content and skills. The weight matters. At 5%, students 
treat skills as optional. At 30–40%, they attend to them.

Behind the scenes. Leaders can support this by ensuring skill criteria appear consistently across 
departments so “communication” means roughly the same thing in English, science, and social 
studies. This doesn’t require identical rubrics, just shared understanding and regular calibration 
conversations.

What to watch out for. The most common failure is vague skill feedback: “Good collaboration.” This 
is as unhelpful as writing “Good job.” Skill feedback must be specific: “You consistently brought the 
team back to the criteria when discussion drifted. That’s effective collaboration. Next time, make 
sure quieter members contribute before the group commits.” Focus detailed feedback on the 1–2 
skill dimensions you identified rather than trying to address everything. You’ll see impact when 
students reference skill feedback in their reflections and when they set skill-specific goals for 
subsequent work.



Practice A6: Make Skills Visible in Your Classroom
Display 3–5 skills visibly in your classroom and reference them regularly. Not as decorative posters 
but as functional tools your students actually use.

The distinction between decoration and function is everything. Walk through most schools, and 
you’ll see posters listing skills. Ask students what those posters say, and many can’t tell you. The 
posters are wallpaper.

From the research. At Gibson Ek High School, each of twenty competencies appears on students’ 
digital dashboards as a tree that literally grows as evidence accumulates. Students could see gaps 
and take initiative. One student noticed insufficient writing evidence and independently designed a 
project to address it. That strategic self-direction is impossible when skills remain invisible. At 
Building 21 in Philadelphia, where 68% of students enter ninth grade significantly behind grade level, 
the competency framework is posted throughout learning spaces and referenced constantly. 
Students use it to understand where they are, set goals, and advocate for their own advancement. 
The framework isn’t decorative. It’s the tool students use to navigate their own development.

You don’t need digital dashboards or schoolwide systems to start. You need a visible display and a 
commitment to referencing it so often that students can’t forget it.

In the classroom. Post 3–5 skills where students see them daily. Include brief, student-friendly 
definitions. Reference them when introducing assignments, giving feedback, and asking students to 
reflect. Consider involving students in defining what the skills mean. When students put skills in their 
own language, they own the framework rather than receiving it. Track class-wide progress visibly to 
create shared investment in growth.

Behind the scenes. The transformative move is consistency across classrooms. When students 
encounter the same skills everywhere, those skills stop being “something my English teacher cares 
about” and become “capabilities I’m developing as a person.” A school leader who establishes a 
shared framework and ensures it appears in every classroom creates the conditions for students to 
experience skills as genuinely transferable.

What to watch out for. The framework becomes wallpaper if you let it. The antidote is 
frequency: referencing skills daily, asking students to identify which ones they’re practicing, and 
making skills part of your instructional language. At HSRA in St. Paul, skills are embedded so deeply 
in the school’s culture and daily practice that naming what they’re learning becomes second nature 
for students. That’s the target: when students reference the framework without being asked, it 
becomes functional rather than decorative.

Putting It All Together
These practices reinforce each other. Naming skills (A1) gives students vocabulary for reflections 
(A2). Self-assessment (A3) builds internal standards that make authentic feedback meaningful (A4). 
Skill-focused feedback (A5) gives students development targets to track against the visible frame-
work (A6).

A workable starting sequence, if you want one:

First: Post your skill framework (A6) and begin naming skills on assignments (Practice 1). These 
require minimal preparation and immediately shift the language of your classroom.

Next: Introduce the three-question reflection (A2) after a significant learning experience, using the 
skill language you’ve established.

Then: On a major assessment, add student self-assessment (A3) and skill-focused feedback (A5). 
Running these together creates the comparison conversation that builds internal standards.
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When ready: Add an authentic audience experience (Practice 4). By now, students have enough skill 
language and self-awareness to benefit from external feedback rather than being overwhelmed 
by it. 

But this is a suggestion, not a prescription. Enter wherever you are and build from there.

The question isn’t whether these practices are new. Some version of each exists in good classrooms 
everywhere. The question is whether they’re connected, whether naming, reflecting on, self-
assessing, and receiving feedback on skills all work together to make skill development intentional, 
visible, and student-owned. When they do, students stop experiencing school as a series of 
disconnected assignments and start experiencing it as deliberate development of capabilities they’ll 
carry into whatever future they choose.

PATHWAY B: We’re Building Momentum
For teams, departments, or schools with some foundation in place. You have shared skill language, 
some authentic experiences, or pockets of strong practice. Now the work is connecting, deepening, 
and making it systematic.

The shift from Pathway A to Pathway B is the shift from individual practice to coordinated effort. 
Pathway A practices work within one classroom. Pathway B practices require people working 
together: teachers sharing observations about the same students, partners committing for more 
than a single visit, departments aligning how they assess skills, and schools creating events where 
students synthesize learning publicly.

This is harder than it sounds. Coordination takes time, trust, and leadership support. But it’s where 
skill development starts compounding. When a student hears the same skill language from four 
teachers, tracks growth across multiple classes, presents to progressively more demanding 
audiences, and receives consistent skill-focused feedback everywhere, development accelerates in 
ways that isolated classroom practices can’t produce.

Practice B1: Cross-Teacher Skill Tracking
In most schools, each teacher sees one slice of a student. The English teacher knows a student 
writes clearly. The science teacher knows she struggles to collaborate in lab groups. The math 
teacher knows she asks sophisticated questions. Nobody sees the whole picture, and the student 
herself may not realize that the collaboration challenge showing up in science is the same skill she’s 
strong at in other contexts.

Cross-teacher skill tracking changes this. Multiple teachers use the same skill framework and share 
observations about individual students. The patterns that emerge are invisible from any single 
classroom.

From the research. At Building 21 in Philadelphia, teachers across all domains use the same 
competency framework and track student development collaboratively. Because the school 
replaced traditional courses with competency-based learning, teachers must coordinate to 
ensure students demonstrate growth across domains. Advisors synthesize observations from 
multiple teachers into a complete picture of each student’s development, sharing insights like “all 
your teachers see you growing in communication” or identifying patterns a single teacher would 
miss. At NAF’s academies in Birmingham, DC, and Miami, the four-year cohort model means 
teachers know students’ skill levels from previous years, can reference prior projects, and design 
activities that build systematically on established foundations.

In the classroom. Agree on a shared skill framework with colleagues (even 3–5 terms work). Use it 
when assessing major work. Once a month, spend 30 minutes discussing specific students: Where 
are they strong? Where are they struggling? Does the pattern hold across classes or shift by 
context? Share what you learn with students. “Your science and history teachers both see your 
critical thinking developing, especially how you evaluate evidence. Your collaboration looks 
different in different settings. Let’s talk about why.”
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Behind the scenes. This practice lives or dies on protected time. Leaders who schedule monthly 
cross-teacher conversations about student development, and protect that time from being 
consumed by logistics, make this possible. The tracking infrastructure can be simple: a shared 
spreadsheet, a common rubric, a standing agenda. What matters is that teachers talk about the 
same students using the same language on a regular rhythm.

What to watch out for. The conversations can drift toward behavior management (“she’s 
disruptive in my class”) rather than skill development (“her collaboration looks different in structured 
vs. unstructured settings”). Keep the focus on capabilities, not compliance. And share the insights 
with students. Cross-teacher tracking that stays in the faculty room doesn’t develop metacognition. 
Cross-teacher tracking that reaches students (“here’s what your teachers see across your classes”) 
does. You’ll know this is working when teachers start referencing each other’s observations 
naturally, and when students begin to see skills as transferable across contexts rather than 
class-specific.

Practice B2: Structured Community Partnerships
Pathway A introduced a single authentic audience experience. Pathway B moves from one-time 
events to sustained partnerships where community members provide ongoing feedback across a 
project’s life, not just a final evaluation.

The difference matters. A guest who visits once can offer a reaction. A partner who engages across 
a semester can push students to revise, raise their standards, and hold them accountable to 
professional expectations over time. The relationship creates stakes that a single visit can’t.

From the research. At One Stone in Boise, students run Two Birds Creative Studio, a professional 
creative agency serving clients including major corporations. The 78% client retention rate 
demonstrates that student work meets genuine business standards. Clients don’t engage as a favor 
to students. They return because the work serves their needs. At Cedar Falls CAPS in Iowa, business 
clients submit real project needs and engage with students through regular meeting cycles across 
the semester, roughly 8–9 client interactions per project. Students learn to prepare agendas, 
present progress, incorporate feedback, and adapt when the client’s priorities shift. One team 
creating social media content for a client discovered the client wasn’t using what they produced, 
and had to rethink their approach entirely: “It’s not about us. It’s about what they want.”

In the classroom. Identify one project this term where a community partner could provide ongoing 
feedback, not a single visit but 3–4 touchpoints across the project. The partner should have 
genuine interest in the work’s quality. Structure the interactions: students prepare updates, the 
partner responds honestly, students revise based on feedback. Coach students through 
professional communication before, during, and after each interaction.

Behind the scenes. Leaders build the partnership infrastructure that makes this sustainable. The 
research suggests a manageable commitment for partners is 8–12 hours annually, typically spread 
across quarterly engagements. Identify organizations with genuine needs students could address. 
Manage relationships at the institutional level so partnerships outlast any single teacher’s 
involvement. GO CAPS Monett in rural Missouri built their entire model around community career 
pathways, embedding students in local workplaces that reflected the region’s actual industries. The 
program started with two strands and, over ten years, grew to four strands across a seven-district 
consortium, all built on sustained local partnerships.

What to watch out for. Two risks. First, partnerships that are charitable rather than genuine: 
organizations engaging to “help students” rather than because they need the work. Charitable 
audiences are polite. Genuine partners hold students to real standards. Second, letting a 
partnership collapse after one semester. Commit partners for at least a year. Relationships that 
deepen over time create progressively richer learning experiences. At One Stone, long-standing 
client relationships allowed students to take on increasingly complex work because the clients 
trusted the program’s track record. The sign of a strong partnership: the partner contacts you 
about the next project before you contact them.
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Practice B3: Progressive Audience Ladder
Pathway A introduced one authentic audience. Pathway B structures a deliberate progression of 
audiences across a year or across grade levels, each building skills the next level requires.
The logic is simple: presenting to parents develops different capabilities than presenting to peers, 
which develops different capabilities than presenting to professionals. When you sequence these 
intentionally and teach students to adapt for each audience, you build communication 
sophistication that random audience exposure can’t match.

From the research. STEM School Chattanooga designed their four-year progression deliberately. 
Freshman year: peers with similar personality types. Sophomore year: community partners at the 
local museum with genuine expectations. Junior year: professional clients at Siskin Hospital with 
real needs and safety constraints. Senior year: engineers at the Tennessee Valley Authority with 
professional standards and minimal scaffolding. Each stage prepared for the next. At Da Vinci 
Design in Los Angeles, exhibition nights drew 200+ community members quarterly. Students 
presented to progressively larger and more demanding audiences across four years. One student 
who entered as “the most shy person ever” described dozens of presentations, from small-group 
freshman exercises to senior professional-level exhibitions, as the mechanism of her transformation.

In the classroom. Map out 3–4 audience levels for this year. A workable sequence: peers give 
feedback on drafts, then parents or family members see polished work, then community 
professionals evaluate against real-world standards. After each level, debrief explicitly: “What was 
different about presenting to professionals versus parents? What did you adjust? What do you 
need to develop for the next audience?” That debrief, where students articulate how they adapted, 
is where the metacognitive growth happens.

Behind the scenes. Leaders coordinate the audience pipeline so individual teachers aren’t each 
scrambling to find community members. Build a school calendar of public presentation events, at 
least two per year, where multiple classes showcase work to mixed audiences. Gibson Ek in 
Washington holds quarterly panel exhibitions where students present for 50 minutes to advisors, 
community members, family, and peers. Building 21 in Philadelphia structures exhibitions with 
progressive expectations by grade level: freshmen describe experiences, sophomores analyze their 
learning processes, juniors narrate growth stories, and seniors synthesize four years of 
development into a professional presentation.

What to watch out for. Don’t skip the teaching. Students need explicit instruction in audience 
adaptation before they face a new audience level. What changes when you present to a 
professional versus a peer? How do you adjust vocabulary, structure, and level of detail? Schools 
that assume students will figure this out through exposure alone find that some do and many 
don’t. Schools that teach adaptation explicitly before each new audience level see more consistent 
growth. The progression is working when students can articulate what they adjusted for a given 
audience and why, not just that they were nervous or it went well.

Practice B4: Competency-Based Grading on Key 
Assessments
Pathway A introduced skill-focused feedback on one assessment. Pathway B makes skill scoring 
systematic: students receive separate scores on specific skills across multiple assessments, creating 
visible development data over time.

This is where skill development becomes trackable rather than anecdotal. A single round of skill 
feedback tells a student where they are. Multiple rounds across a semester tell them where they’re 
going.

From the research. Cedar Falls CAPS uses a four-level proficiency rubric (Beginning, Developing, 
Proficient, Exemplary) across their five performance standards. The dual pathway to proficiency, 
where students can demonstrate either absolute mastery or significant growth, honors different 
starting points while maintaining high expectations. A student with severe speaking anxiety who 
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improved from “can’t speak” to “nervous but can present” earned recognition for growth, even 
though absolute skill level remained developing. At HSRA in St. Paul, students track their 
development through quarterly “Excellence Weeks” where they review their progress with advisors 
across all areas. The regular rhythm of assessment and reflection creates momentum: each 
check-in shows more growth than students expected, building confidence and investment in 
continued development.

In the classroom. Add 2–3 skill dimensions to your rubrics for major assessments. Use the same 
skill criteria across multiple assignments so students can see progression. Give students access 
to their own skill data across time, even if it’s just a simple chart showing their communication or 
collaboration scores across four assignments. The visible trajectory matters more than any single 
score. Connect this to Practice A2 (reflection): after seeing their skill progression, students reflect on 
what’s developing and what needs attention.

Behind the scenes. Leaders align skill criteria across departments so “collaboration” is assessed 
with shared understanding whether students encounter it in English, science, or social studies. This 
doesn’t require identical rubrics, just calibration conversations where teachers compare how they 
evaluate the same skill. Leaders also ensure that report cards or progress reports can 
accommodate skill scores alongside content grades, and communicate clearly to families what 
these scores mean and why they matter.

What to watch out for. The biggest risk is skill scores that don’t mean anything because they’re not 
calibrated. If one teacher’s “Proficient” is another’s “Developing,” students receive confusing signals. 
Regular calibration, even twice a year, where teachers score the same student work and discuss 
their ratings, prevents this. Also, resist the temptation to grade skills on completion (“participated 
in group work: check”). Skills need qualitative assessment with specific feedback, just like content 
does. The system is working when students can look at their skill scores across time and narrate 
their own development trajectory without prompting.

Practice B5: Semester Synthesis Events
Individual reflections (Pathway A) build metacognition within a single experience. Synthesis events 
ask something harder: students look across an entire semester, select evidence of growth from 
multiple classes and experiences, and narrate their development to an audience.

This is different from a showcase of best work. It’s a narrated growth story. Students don’t just 
display what they produced. They explain what they developed, how they developed it, and what it 
means for their continued growth.

From the research. Gibson Ek holds 50-minute panel exhibitions quarterly, where students present 
their growth across all competencies to panels of advisors, community members, family, and peers. 
Students organize presentations around internships, design labs, and personal projects, then field 
15–25 minutes of unrehearsed questions. Freshman presentations tend to be halting, heavily reliant 
on notes. By senior year, students present sophisticated work to audiences including university 
professors and field challenging questions with composure. The transformation happens through 
repeated practice, four times a year for four years. At STEM School Chattanooga, one student 
described looking back at a full year of weekly prototype reports and suddenly seeing her own 
growth: “I could see how my collaboration improved, how my critical thinking got more 
sophisticated. That’s not the same collaboration.” The synthesis revealed a pattern she’d missed in 
the week-to-week experience.

In the classroom. At semester’s end, have students select 3–5 pieces from across their classes that 
show meaningful growth. Not their best work, but work that demonstrates development. Students 
prepare a brief presentation (5–10 minutes) narrating what they learned, which skills developed, 
and what they want to work on next. Invite a small panel: another teacher, a parent, a 
community member. The panel asks questions. The student responds in real time. This is skill 
development through the assessment itself: communication under pressure, metacognitive 
synthesis, and the composure to field genuine questions about your own learning.



Behind the scenes. Leaders schedule these events, provide the physical and calendar space, invite 
community panelists, and establish school-wide expectations. The events need to be treated as 
consequential, not optional assemblies or celebration days. Building 21 structures exhibitions so that 
poor presentation directly impacts competency assessments. Gibson Ek makes exhibitions a 
graduation requirement. When synthesis events carry real stakes, students invest genuine effort. 
When they’re optional, they become performative.

What to watch out for. The events can become showcases rather than syntheses if students 
display polished products without narrating the growth process. Structure the presentation around 
development, not display. Prompts help: “Choose a piece that was difficult for you. What made it 
hard? What did you learn from the difficulty? How did that learning show up in later work?” Also, 
resist scheduling these only once a year. Quarterly or bi-annual events create a rhythm where 
students internalize synthesis as a regular part of learning, not an end-of-year performance. You’ll 
see real impact when students connect learning across classes in ways they hadn’t before the 
synthesis, and when the quality of their growth narratives deepens visibly from one event to the 
next.

Practice B6: Skill-Specific Mini-Lessons Before Practice
Most teachers assign group work and hope collaboration happens. They assign presentations and 
hope communication develops. They assign complex problems and hope critical thinking emerges. 
Sometimes it does. Often it doesn’t.

The alternative: explicitly teach specific skill components in brief, focused instruction before 
students practice them. Collaboration isn’t one thing. It includes facilitation, conflict navigation, 
equitable task division, and giving honest feedback without damaging relationships. Each can be 
taught.

From the research. STEM School Chattanooga uses a quarterly instructional cycle they call 
“model, guide, monitor, release.” The first time students encounter a skill in a new project, the 
teacher leads. The second time, the teacher works alongside the group. The third time, the teacher 
coaches only the student leaders. The fourth time, the teacher steps back. This cycle repeats with 
increasing complexity across four years, creating sixteen progressions from dependence to auton-
omy. At Batesville High School in Indiana, the DISC personality assessment program dedicates 20+ 
sessions of instructional time to helping every sophomore understand their own communication 
and collaboration tendencies. Students learn so thoroughly that one senior still highlights and 
annotates her personality report before every job interview years later.

In the classroom. Before a collaborative project, spend 10 minutes teaching one specific 
collaboration skill: how to facilitate a discussion so everyone contributes, or how to disagree with 
an idea without dismissing the person. Model what it looks like. Then have students practice it 
immediately in the upcoming activity. After the activity, debrief: “How did the facilitation technique 
work? What would you adjust?” The mini-lesson makes the invisible visible. Students can’t improve 
a skill they haven’t been taught exists.

Behind the scenes. Leaders support the development of a skill mini-lesson library that teachers 
across departments can draw from and contribute to. When a math teacher develops an effective 
10-minute lesson on “how to ask productive questions in a group,” that lesson should be available 
to the science and history teachers who face the same challenge. Professional development time 
spent building these shared resources pays dividends across every classroom.

What to watch out for. Two traps. First, teaching skills in the abstract without connecting to 
immediate practice. A mini-lesson on “conflict resolution” that isn’t followed by an activity where 
conflict might actually arise becomes a lecture students forget. The teaching must precede genuine 
practice. Second, teaching skills once and assuming they’re learned. Skills develop through repeated 
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practice with feedback. Return to the same skill component multiple times across the term, adding 
nuance: first teach basic facilitation, then teach facilitation when the group includes a dominant 
personality, then teach facilitation when the group is stuck and frustrated. The mini-lessons are 
landing when students name the specific skill they’re practicing during group work, not just 
afterward in reflection.

Putting It All Together
Pathway B practices create a system rather than a collection. Cross-teacher tracking (B1) gives you 
the data to know which skills students need. Mini-lessons (B6) let you teach those skills explicitly. 
Community partnerships (B2) and the progressive audience ladder (B3) give students increasingly 
authentic contexts to practice. Competency-based grading (B4) makes development visible across 
time. Synthesis events (B5) require students to make sense of their growth across all of it.

The connective tissue is coordination. These practices work because multiple adults are watching 
the same students through the same lens, using the same language, and building toward shared 
goals. That doesn’t happen by accident. It happens because someone, usually a school leader, 
decided that skill development matters enough to invest meeting time, calendar space, and 
professional development in making it systematic.

If you’re building momentum, the most important question isn’t “which practice should we start 
with?” It’s “who’s doing this with me?” One teacher trying Pathway B practices alone will struggle. A 
department, a grade-level team, or a small group of committed colleagues can make it work. Find 
your people, pick a practice, and begin.

PATHWAY C: We Want Full Transformation
For school leaders and leadership teams ready to reorganize around skill development. This is 
institutional work: structural change, multi-year timelines, and sustained commitment.

Pathway A shifts what happens in individual classrooms. Pathway B connects those classrooms into 
a coordinated effort. Pathway C changes the institution itself. The practices here ask fundamental 
questions about how your school is organized: What does curriculum serve? What does assessment 
measure? What do transcripts communicate? How are students known?

These are leadership decisions. They require political capital, community trust, patience, and the 
willingness to build something over years rather than semesters. The schools in our research that 
achieved the deepest transformation all made structural commitments that went beyond 
improving instruction. They reorganized what school is.

This is also where the research is most encouraging. The schools that made these structural 
commitments serve dramatically different populations, from students experiencing homelessness 
to affluent suburbs, from 80 students to 700. They don’t share budgets, geography, or student 
demographics. What they share is a conviction that skill development deserves institutional 
architecture, not just good teaching.

Practice C1: Skills-Organized Curriculum Design
Most curriculum design starts with content: What do students need to know in 10th grade English? 
What topics does AP Biology cover? Skills get layered on afterward, if at all.

The inversion is this: start with skill development goals, then select content that serves those goals. 
Instead of “How do we incorporate collaboration into our history unit?” ask “What content would 
best develop sophisticated collaboration, and how do we design the learning experience around 
that?”
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This doesn’t mean eliminating content. Students at the schools that did this most fully mastered 
rigorous academic material, often exceeding traditional schools. But the content served a different 
purpose. Students learned economics because understanding wage dynamics and housing 
markets enabled creating effective public service announcements about homelessness, not 
because the scope and sequence said to cover it in March.

From the research. At HSRA in St. Paul, a single PSA project on youth homelessness integrated six 
disciplines: economics, psychology, sociology, health, civics, and composition. Students researched, 
wrote scripts, recorded, edited, fact-checked, and engaged with local government. The academic 
content was rigorous. But it was organized by the skills the project developed (communication, 
critical thinking, creativity, character) rather than by subject-area coverage. A teacher there noted 
that students who barely engaged with economics as an abstract subject invested deeply when 
economic analysis helped them understand issues affecting their friends and families. At Da Vinci 
Design in Los Angeles, one educator captured the shift: “We’re not teaching English and sneaking 
in some communication skills. We’re developing communication as the primary goal, and students 
learn literature, rhetoric, and grammar as tools enabling that communication.”

In the classroom. Educators redesign units starting with “Which skills does this develop and how?” 
rather than “Which content does this cover?” This doesn’t require throwing out existing units. It 
requires reorienting them. A history unit on the Civil Rights Movement can be redesigned around 
persuasive communication: students study the movement’s rhetorical strategies not just as 
historical content but as models for their own advocacy on contemporary issues, culminating in 
work that serves a real audience.

Behind the scenes. This is fundamentally a leadership undertaking. It requires protected planning 
time, willingness to release some traditional content that doesn’t serve skill development, and 
sustained communication with families and boards about why curriculum is organized differently. 
Building 21 in Philadelphia replaced traditional courses entirely with problem-centered “studios,” 
six-to-twelve-week integrated modules organized around authentic challenges. That’s the radical 
version. But even incremental moves, redesigning one course per department per year around skill 
goals, create meaningful change when sustained over time.

What to watch out for. The gravitational pull of content coverage is powerful. Departments will 
drift back toward “we need to cover X” if there isn’t ongoing reinforcement that skills are the 
organizing principle. Leaders who revisit the question “what are we building capability toward?” 
regularly in planning conversations prevent this drift. Also, be honest about which content you’re 
releasing and why. Vague justifications invite pushback. Clear explanations (“We’re spending less 
time on X because Y develops the same content knowledge while also building communication and 
critical thinking”) build trust. The redesign is taking hold when teachers describe their courses in 
terms of what students can do rather than what topics they cover.

Practice C2: Multi-Year Advisory Systems
Brief relationships between students and adults, the standard in most schools, create a 
structural ceiling on development. A teacher who meets a student in September and loses them in 
June can build rapport and provide good instruction. But they can’t know a student deeply enough 
to calibrate challenge precisely, deliver honest feedback that lands as care rather than judgment, 
or witness transformation over time.

Multi-year advisory systems remove that ceiling. The same advisor stays with a small group of 
students for two to four years. The advisor knows each student’s full development arc: their 
patterns, their triggers, their evolving interests, how they process feedback, what motivates them, 
and what shuts them down. This knowing enables support that brief relationships structurally 
cannot provide.

From the research. At Gibson Ek in Washington, advisors work with 12–15 students for all four years, 
meeting weekly. When one student faced fifteen internship rejections, her advisor could coach her 
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through the disappointment because he knew her deeply, knew her perfectionism patterns, and 
knew she could handle the struggle with support. A new teacher meeting her that year might have
rescued her by arranging a placement. Her advisor knew that the persistence itself was developing 
the capabilities she needed. By senior year, the dynamic had shifted entirely: “As a freshman, he 
would be the one emailing. At this point, it has transitioned into me updating him on what I’ve done 
to further my learning.” At HSRA in St. Paul, the relational philosophy takes a different form. The 
school explicitly describes their approach as “family culture.” For their population (92% experiencing 
poverty, 40% experiencing homelessness, 60% justice-involved), this relational foundation isn’t a 
nice addition. It’s the precondition for everything else. The school’s outcomes, including a 90% 
graduation rate for students who traditional schools failed, validate that sustained relationships 
aren’t soft priorities but functional infrastructure.

In the classroom. Advisors use weekly meetings not for logistics or announcements but for genuine 
developmental conversations. They review skill data with students, set goals together, coordinate 
across teachers, and maintain the kind of knowledge that enables them to say “last year you 
struggled with this, and look where you are now.” The advisor role is coach, advocate, and witness 
to growth, not homeroom monitor.

Behind the scenes. This requires structural commitment: scheduling advisory time (weekly, 30–60 
minutes), assigning advisors to cohorts (15:1 or lower), keeping cohorts together across years, and 
protecting advisory from being repurposed for testing prep, announcements, or other institutional 
needs. Leaders also need to hire and evaluate for relational capacity, not just content expertise. 
One Stone in Boise hires coaches who prioritize relationship-building. Building 21 in Philadelphia 
uses advisors who coordinate across all of a student’s teachers. Da Vinci in Los Angeles maintained 
teacher-student relationships across multiple years through their pathway structure. The specific 
model varies. The commitment to sustained, low-ratio relationships does not.

What to watch out for. Advisory systems fail when they become logistical. If advisory time gets 
consumed by attendance, schedule changes, test prep, and announcements, the relational purpose 
is lost. Protect advisory fiercely. Also, not every adult is suited to deep advisory work. Some excellent 
content teachers struggle with the relational demands of sustained mentoring. Build in choice where 
possible, provide professional development in relational skills, and don’t force the model on 
educators who aren’t ready for it. The advisory system is working when students describe their 
advisor as someone who genuinely knows them and when they initiate conversations about their 
development rather than waiting to be asked.

Practice C3: Competency-Based Reporting to Families
Traditional transcripts reduce four years of development to a column of letter grades. An “A” in 
English tells families nothing about whether their student communicates effectively, thinks critically, 
or collaborates productively. A “C” in science tells them something went wrong, but not what.

Competency-based reporting shows families what their student can actually do. Instead of “B+ in 
History,” families see specific skill ratings across time: “Communication: Level 7, up from Level 5. 
Critical Thinking: Level 8. Collaboration: developing, with specific growth in conflict navigation.” The 
shift from “what grade did you get?” to “what can you do, and how are you growing?” changes the 
conversation at home, which changes the conversation at school.

From the research. Building 21 in Philadelphia replaced traditional transcripts entirely with 
competency-based reporting. Students progress through twelve levels in each competency 
domain, and families receive reports showing exactly where their student stands and how they’ve 
developed over time. Colleges accept these transcripts, and graduates report strong preparation 
for post-secondary life. The shift required extensive family communication. It wasn’t enough to send 
a new report card format. The school invested in helping families understand what the levels mean, 
how to read the reports, and why this approach tells them more about their child’s development 
than letter grades ever could. At One Stone in Boise, the Growth Transcript shows where students 
fall on an Emerging-to-Mastering continuum for each of 24 competencies, with narrative feedback 
from multiple coaches. Over 180 colleges now accept this as an alternative credential.
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Behind the scenes. This is one of the most politically complex Pathway C practices. Families are 
accustomed to grades. Colleges expect transcripts. Employers understand GPAs. Moving toward 
competency-based reporting requires sustained communication, patience with resistance, and 
evidence that the new system serves students. Start by supplementing traditional grades with 
competency reports rather than replacing them. Build family understanding over two to three years. 
Work with college counselors to ensure transcripts are understood by admissions offices. Several 
schools in the research navigated this successfully: Building 21’s competency transcripts are 
accepted by colleges, Gibson Ek’s Growth Transcripts are accepted by 160+ institutions, and One 
Stone’s by 180+. The precedent exists. But building local trust takes time.

What to watch out for. Don’t underinvest in family communication. The most common failure is 
sending a new report format without helping families understand it. If parents can’t interpret what 
“Level 7 in Communication” means, the new system creates confusion rather than clarity. Family 
guides, parent conferences structured around competency discussion, and student-led conferences 
where students narrate their own development using competency language all build the 
understanding that makes the system meaningful. The shift is working when family conversations 
move from “what grade did you get?” to “what are you getting better at?”

Practice C4: School-Wide Portfolio System
Individual teachers can ask students to compile work samples. Departments can maintain 
assignment archives. But a school-wide portfolio system, where every student maintains a 
portfolio organized by competencies across all courses and experiences, with all teachers 
contributing, creates something fundamentally different: a comprehensive, student-owned record 
of capability development that no single class or teacher could produce.

From the research. At Gibson Ek, portfolios are organized by competencies, not by course or 
chronologically. Students curate evidence from internships, design labs, personal projects, and 
academic work, tagging each piece to specific competencies with reflective commentary explaining 
how it demonstrates growth. Quarterly exhibitions require students to present portfolio evidence 
publicly, defending their competency claims to panels. The system treats the portfolio not as a filing 
cabinet but as a living argument for what the student can do. At One Stone in Boise, the portfolio 
process culminates in a “Curation of Me” presentation during the graduating year, where students 
synthesize their entire multi-year journey into a coherent narrative of capability development. The 
preparation takes months and demands deep reflection on who they’ve become and what they’ve 
built.

In the classroom. All educators help students identify portfolio-worthy evidence from their classes. 
The question shifts from “What’s your best work?” to “What demonstrates your growth in this 
competency?” Teachers contribute assessment data to the shared system and participate as 
panelists for each other’s students during presentations.

Behind the scenes. Leaders select and maintain the portfolio platform (digital is strongly preferable 
for long-term curation and cross-course integration). They establish a school-wide curation rhythm, 
typically quarterly. They design graduation requirements around portfolio quality, so the portfolio 
carries real stakes. And they connect the portfolio to post-graduation life: college applications, job 
interviews, scholarship presentations. At Batesville in Indiana, students still reference personality 
assessment materials from sophomore year in job interviews years later. At GO CAPS Monett, the 
capstone portfolio becomes a professional credential that students carry forward. When portfolios 
have genuine use beyond school, students invest in them differently than when they’re academic 
exercises.

What to watch out for. Portfolios become busywork if they’re just repositories. The curation mat-
ters more than the collection. Students need to select, reflect, and present, not just upload. Regular 
public presentations where students defend their portfolio evidence prevent the system from be-
coming a digital filing cabinet nobody opens. Also, ensure all teachers participate, not just the en-
thusiastic ones. A portfolio that represents three classes out of seven gives an incomplete picture 
and sends the message that skill development only matters sometimes. The portfolio system is 
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genuinely functional when students use it independently to prepare for conversations about their 
development, whether in advisory meetings, family conferences, or post-graduation interviews.

Practice C5: Professional Immersion Programs
Pathway A introduced one authentic audience. Pathway B built sustained community partnerships. 
Pathway C goes further: students spend substantial time, 80 to 150 or more hours, performing 
genuine professional work in real workplaces. Not observation. Not shadowing. Actual contribution, 
with professional supervision and feedback.

This is where professional identity forms. Students who teach real children for 1,500 hours don’t say, 
“I want to be a teacher.” They say, “I am a teacher.” Students who earn EMT certification through 
genuine clinical training don’t speculate about healthcare careers. They know from experience 
whether emergency medicine suits them. Both confirmation and informed rejection are valuable 
outcomes.

From the research. At Batesville High School in Indiana, every senior spends every Monday, all year, 
in a professional workplace. 100% participation, not just high-achievers. Three full-time coordinators 
manage 50+ partnerships. The universality ensures equity: professional learning isn’t reserved for 
students who’ve already demonstrated success. At GO CAPS Monett, students accumulate 
hundreds of hours in embedded professional settings. One student earned full EMT certification, the 
same credential held by working paramedics, after persisting through over 1,000 pages of material. 
Her career vision, formed through authentic immersion, carried her through the difficulty: “Without 
that mindset, I would have been defeated, because it’s been hard, it’s been really hard.” At Gibson 
Ek, students spend two days per week in self-directed internships beginning freshman year. The 
school requires students to find their own placements, a deliberate choice that develops capabilities 
the internship itself can’t teach: professional communication, persistence through rejection, and the 
agency to create their own opportunities.

In the classroom. Educators integrate internship learning into academic work. Students connect 
professional experiences to skill frameworks, reflect on career insights, and use workplace 
challenges as material for academic projects. The immersion experience becomes richer when it 
feeds back into classroom learning rather than existing as a separate track.

Behind the scenes. This practice requires dedicated infrastructure: a coordinator (ideally full-time) 
managing placements and relationships, a preparation curriculum teaching professional 
expectations, competency-based evaluation tools for workplace supervisors, and regular 
check-ins processing experience and career insights. Leaders also ensure universal participation. 
When only select students access professional immersion, the practice reinforces existing inequities. 
When every student participates, it becomes the equity tool it should be. Cedar Falls CAPS 
demonstrates that meaningful professional immersion is possible even in compressed timeframes: 
their 18-week semester produces a 71-percentage-point increase in students’ confidence about 
career awareness.

What to watch out for. Two risks. First, placements that are observational rather than immersive. 
Students who shadow professionals learn what work looks like. Students who do the work learn 
what it requires. Push for authentic contribution. Second, internships disconnected from skill 
development. Without structured reflection connecting workplace experience to competency 
growth, students have interesting experiences but may not extract transferable learning. The 
reflection infrastructure (connecting back to Practice A2) ensures that immersion produces durable 
capability, not just resume lines. The immersion is achieving its purpose when students can 
articulate not just what they did at work but what capabilities they developed and how those 
capabilities transfer to other contexts.

Practice C6: Community-Developed Skill Framework
Pathway A suggested choosing 3–5 skills for your classroom. Pathway B aligned those skills across 
departments. Pathway C goes to the source: engage your community in defining what your 
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graduates need.

This is different from a committee drafting a Portrait of a Graduate over a summer retreat. It’s a 
sustained process, typically one to three years, involving parents, students, local employers, civic 
leaders, and educators in genuine dialogue about what capabilities matter most for the young peo-
ple in your community.

From the research. Batesville High School in Indiana spent three years engaging their community 
to develop their Portrait of a Graduate. Parents, students, business leaders, and educators all 
participated. The principal emphasized, “This isn’t what the administrators came up with. This is 
what our community came up with.” That ownership matters. When a framework belongs to the 
community, families see their values in it, employers recognize it as relevant, and students 
experience it as something larger than a school initiative. At GO CAPS Monett, the seven durable 
skills framework emerged from collaboration between instructors and community partners, 
reflecting the actual career landscape of rural Missouri. At HSRA in St. Paul, the framework grew 
from the school’s founding commitment to honoring youth culture as legitimate intellectual 
practice. Each process looked different. Each produced a framework that the community invested 
in because the community built it.

In the classroom. Educators participate in the framework development process and see their own 
values reflected in the result. When teachers help build the framework, they adopt it because they 
own it, not because it was handed down. The framework then becomes the shared language 
connecting all other practices in the playbook.

Behind the scenes. Leaders design and facilitate the engagement process. This means resisting 
the temptation to import a framework from elsewhere, even a good one, because imported 
frameworks don’t carry community ownership. It means ensuring diverse voices are genuinely 
included, not just the parents who show up to every meeting. And it means patience: the process 
takes time, and shortcuts produce frameworks that look good on paper but don’t change practice.

The research found something striking about this process. Schools that engaged authentically with 
the question “What do our graduates need?” consistently arrived at skills matching what research 
identifies as most durable and transferable, even without consulting the research literature. 
Communities know what matters. When you ask them honestly, they tell you. And when the answer 
comes from them rather than from a report, they act on it.

What to watch out for. Two traps. First, building a beautiful framework that never becomes 
functional. A Portrait of a Graduate displayed in the lobby but never referenced in rubrics, 
assignments, or assessment is decoration. The framework must connect to every other practice in 
this playbook: naming skills on assignments, reflection prompts, competency-based grading, 
portfolio systems, and reporting to families. Second, treating the framework as finished. 
Communities evolve. The framework should be revisited periodically, not annually (that creates 
instability), but every three to five years, to ensure it still reflects what the community values. The 
framework is alive when students, teachers, families, and community partners all use the same 
language when talking about what students are developing, and when that language shows up in 
conversations that nobody organized.

Putting It All Together
Pathway C practices form an architecture. The community-developed framework (C6) establishes 
what matters. Skills-organized curriculum (C1) ensures all learning serves that framework. 
Multi-year advisory (C2) creates the relationships enabling deep development. Competency-based 
reporting (C3) communicates development to families in meaningful terms. The portfolio system 
(C4) documents it comprehensively. Professional immersion (C5) provides the authentic context 
where skills consolidate into professional identity and informed vision.

These practices don’t all happen at once. A realistic timeline looks more like years than semesters. 
Year one might focus on the community framework process (C6) and advisory system design (C2). 



Year two might pilot competency-based reporting (C3) alongside one department’s curriculum 
redesign (C1). Year three might launch school-wide portfolios (C4) and expand professional 
immersion (C5). The schools in our research that achieved full transformation built over three to five 
years, refining as they went.

The most important insight from those schools: this work is never finished. One Stone in Boise 
describes their approach as “Living in Beta,” a philosophy borrowed from software development. 
Adults openly solicit student feedback, adjust structures based on input, and acknowledge 
imperfections rather than performing institutional certainty. The schools that transform most 
deeply are the ones willing to keep transforming, treating their own practices with the same growth 
mindset they ask of their students.

The question for leaders considering Pathway C isn’t whether your school can do this. The twelve 
schools in our research prove that schools of every size, setting, and population can. The question is 
whether you’re willing to commit the years, the political capital, and the sustained attention it 
requires. The evidence says it’s worth it. The students in those schools, developing agency, 
professional identity, and informed vision alongside sophisticated durable skills, are the proof.

Learning From What Happens
You will not get these practices right the first time. This is not a warning. It’s a finding.

Batesville High School’s DISC self-awareness program didn’t launch at 82% student satisfaction. It 
launched at 65%. The first year involved 10 sessions with mixed feedback, confusion about purpose, 
and inconsistent implementation. The school didn’t defend what they’d built. They listened, adjusted, 
and tried again. Year two expanded to 15 sessions with clearer objectives. Year three reached 20+ 
sessions with full integration across the student experience. The improvement came from treating 
implementation as something to learn from, not something to get right.

One Stone in Boise took this further. When a student publicly critiqued inconsistencies in the 
mentoring system and the Growth Transcript implementation, the school didn’t treat it as a 
problem. They treated it as information. The student’s willingness to speak honestly, and the school’s 
willingness to listen, was evidence that the culture was working.

The playbook asks educators to help students develop metacognition, iteration, and growth 
mindset. Those same capabilities apply to your own practice. Three habits make the difference.
Pay attention to what actually happens, not what you hoped would happen. When you try a 
practice, watch closely. Are students engaging with the three-question reflection or completing it 
mechanically? Is the authentic audience providing honest feedback or being polite? Are self-
assessments becoming more accurate over time or staying disconnected from your evaluations? 
The gap between intention and reality is where learning lives.

Ask students what’s working. They know. A simple mid-semester conversation (“Which of the things 
we’ve been doing this term has been most useful for your learning? Which feels like busywork? 
What would make it better?”) provides information no amount of self-reflection can generate. The 
schools in our research that improved fastest were the ones that treated students as partners in 
design, not just recipients of practices.

Make adjustments and try again. Batesville didn’t abandon DISC when Year 1 feedback was mixed. 
They refined it. One Stone didn’t scrap their Growth Transcript when a student identified 
implementation gaps. They improved it. The practice of noticing what’s not working, diagnosing 
why, and adjusting is the same practice the playbook asks you to teach students through reflection. 
Apply it to your own implementation.

This doesn’t require elaborate systems. It requires honesty and a short memory for the version that 
didn’t work. The schools that achieved the deepest transformation in our research weren’t the ones 
that implemented perfectly. They were the ones that implemented, learned, and kept going.
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What Comes Next
This playbook is a starting hand, not the whole game.

The practices here are drawn from what we learned alongside twelve schools doing this work in 
contexts as different as rural Missouri and urban Philadelphia, serving 60 students and 700, 
preparing young people for careers, college, and everything in between. The principles beneath 
those practices held across every setting we studied. They’ll hold in yours.

But a playbook can only take you so far. It can describe a practice, ground it in evidence, and warn 
you about common pitfalls. It can’t sit with you in your specific context and help you adapt to your 
specific students, your community, or your constraints. That part is yours.

The students in your school possess the same capability as the students you’ve encountered in 
these pages: students who learned to direct their own research, who developed professional 
identities through authentic practice, who formed clear visions for their futures grounded in genuine 
experience. The difference between those students and yours isn’t potential. It’s structural. When 
schools create the conditions for intentional skill development, transformation becomes a reliable 
outcome rather than a hopeful aspiration.
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