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Our education system is a massive 
investment in young people. 
The return on that investment 
should yield critical thinkers 
able to navigate vast amounts of 
information, solve problems, and 
create value. It should develop 
entrepreneurs who address critical 
needs by taking risks, creating 
jobs, and generating wealth. 
It should help foster activists 
committed to improving the 
human condition; health care 
workers to improve standards 
of living and care; politicians 

committed to democratic value, 
transparency, and progress; 
scientists to address our planet’s 
greatest challenges, and more. 

Instead, the system we have 
developed over the last 150 years, 
while efficient at delivering 
information, fails to produce 
returns equal to the investment in 
our country’s students. 

The primary and secondary 
education years are crucial for 
forming character, habits, work 
skills, and more. 

Our system  
of education  
is broken.
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And yet, here’s how 
education typically works:

1.

2.

3.

PASSIVE STUDENTS
Students are told to sit still, listen, and take notes for 
hours each day, five days per week. They are grouped 
in cohorts of the same age and are required to move 
together in lock-step through standardized curricula. 
The experience is more like an industrial production 
process than an organic growth and development one. 

CONTENT WITHOUT 
RELEVANCE
Much of education is focused on memorizing 
predefined content from textbooks or teacher lectures. 
Most of this content comes without context, has little 
relevance to students’ daily lives, and provides little 
help in understanding the world around them and 
navigating it successfully. 

PERVASIVE TESTING
Schools worldwide today focus entirely on output in the 
form of test results. Students are required to prove their 
memorization skills over and over and are graded on 
their ability to recall information under time pressure. 
Testing is of course efficient for schools, but offers very 
little to students (other than practice with tests). 

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/
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When was the last time any 
problem you encountered in life 
followed this model? 

If you need to file your taxes, you don’t sit down for an 
hour lecture about taxes and then take a 15-minute quiz 
about how much you can remember from that lecture. 
You look at the requisite forms, research terms and 
concepts you don’t understand, and then you complete 
the forms. Learning looks like growing competency, 
not regurgitating facts.

What the world needs is an education infrastructure 
that helps young people prepare for success in a rapidly 
changing world, helps them develop the skills needed 
to navigate it, and enables them to achieve beyond 
the limits we can test them on today. The COVID era 
has further exposed the systemic challenges with our 
approach to education, to a point where many school 
leaders are now taking action to innovate with vision 
and courage to make a lasting change. 

Even though the problems have been clearly identified 
for the last 50 years, attempts to solve them inevitably 
fail. So what changes are needed, and how do we make 
them in a way that sticks? 

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/


Why the Future of Private High Schools is at Risk  5

A Better Way 
In our Quest Forward Learning program, which is now available to private 
and charter schools, we decided to take on the three challenges directly 
and create alternative solutions that build upon and reinforce each other: 

1.

2.

3.

ACTIVE, ENGAGED LEARNING
A learning model that helps students understand that they are 
practicing as learners (instead of memorizing content), and see 
learning as the work they do with support from their teachers.  

A SKILLS-FORWARD,  
ALL-DIGITAL CURRICULUM
A high school curriculum that includes clear skills frameworks 
and embeds skills practice across all subjects. Students acquire 
high-value abilities that are essential for success in high school, 
post-secondary education, and in their careers. 

FEEDBACK-FOCUSED 
ASSESSMENT
An assessment system for student work products specified in 
the curriculum that always generates feedback for academic 
growth and skills mastery. 
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1.
ACTIVE, ENGAGED LEARNING 

Students shouldn’t be passive consumers of facts. 
Their curiosity should be the active driver of their 
education. 

To solve this problem, we began with an in-depth 
literature review of Learning Science research to 
better understand how young people engage and 
learn. From that review, we identified five Principles 
for Learning, which can easily be applied in any 
learning setting: 

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/
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Learning Requires Action 
We believe that to learn, we must be active and 
engaged, driving the process of discovery, the process 
of building understanding, and the practice of skills. We 
learn by asking questions about the world and seeking 
answers, by testing potential solutions to problems, by 
making things, and by iterative trial and error. Being a 
mere observer does not lead to capability; only active 
engagement with people and the world around us does. 

Learning Improves with Practice 
While knowledge can accumulate through discovery, 
skill-building requires dedicated, persevering practice. 
As lifelong learners, we identify skills we can improve, 
and then practice them over days, months, and years 
to refine and advance the impact and outcomes of our 
work.

We Learn Better Together 
It is impossible to gain skills and real insights without 
connecting to and receiving feedback from others. 
Peers, mentors, family members, and subject-matter 
experts all drive learning and personal growth. 
Collaborating with others inspires creativity and 
innovative thinking. Similarly, sharing our discoveries 
and successes is an important impetus for learning. 

Learning Happens Everywhere, 
and Always 
This is evident from watching small children — they 
learn constantly, wherever they go, and without formal 
instruction, classrooms, or learning materials. This 
pattern holds for all ages: We can learn wherever we 
are, but only if we possess the skills to seize those 
opportunities. 

Learning Drives Personal Growth 
Meaningful learning is not just concept acquisition. It 
is a personal process that changes how we understand 
ourselves, the world around us, and our place in it. 
Quest Forward Learning broadens our understanding 
of the world, the skills we need to work in our 
communities and beyond, our sense of identity, and 
our ability to solve a variety of challenges. As we grow 
personally, we begin to define ourselves as lifelong 
learners, able to embrace and master new challenges 
and opportunities with curiosity, creativity, and 
determination. 

In the schools in our Quest Forward Network, we  
have seen a major shift in student engagement as a 
result of these Principles. When applied to schedules, 
to instruction, to curriculum selection and to teacher 
professional development — and when taken seriously 
— students become active, hard working learners with 
a focus on growth, while teachers shift to working as 
Socratic mentors and coaches.

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/
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A SKILLS-FORWARD,  
ALL-DIGITAL CURRICULUM 
Since students now live and learn in the information 
age, they should not spend most of their time 
memorizing facts and testing themselves on 
successful memorization. 

Content-forward education disengages students 
and trains them not to grow, take risks, and keep 
learning. Based on our Principles, we designed a 
complete high school curriculum for information-age 
students, with the following attributes: 

2.

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/
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Project-Based. 
Presenting problems to be 
solved in a project format 
engages students much better 
than presenting facts to be 
memorized. Project-based 
learning places a high value on 
the learning process (instead 
of just the result), requiring 
students to develop answers 
and test them, instead of simply 
looking them up. Our projects, 
called “quests,” each have 
their own narrative structure 
and flow, and then curate 
existing material as resources 
to help students solve the 
quest’s “driving question.” 
Students can own quest 
progress and completion, work 
independently or in groups, 
and solve problems that matter 
to them.

Skills-Forward. 
Our curriculum builds on a 
framework of self, learning, 
and work skills that students 
should practice extensively 
through their high school 
career. Skills mastery requires 
extended practice (think of 
the 10,000 free throws needed 
to become a good basketball 
player), and students focus as 
much on this practice as they 
do on academic content. As a 
result, their work is never done 
— they can always dig deeper 
and practice more. Unlike 
academic content, skills are 
also portable in a different way 
and will shape each student’s 
post-secondary education and 
career success. Read more on 
our skills framework in this 
blog post1.

Digital. 
It comes as no surprise that most 
curricula are digital only as PDF 
copies of physical textbooks.  
We chose to build our curriculum 
in a “digital first” mentality, 
which enabled us to take the 
project-based approach, student 
ownership, and an engaging 
process to a new level. Instead 
of static textbooks, we created 
quests as interactive sequences 
of activities, many of which 
students can complete on their 
own. We then build full courses 
by grouping quests — as required 
or student-choice — into well-
scaffolded levels with “mastery 
levels” interspersed as necessary. 
The digital-first approach also 
enables our schools to continue 
learning operations seamlessly 
from anywhere, regardless of 
their ability to bring students 
into their building. It also 
ensures that the investments 
schools make in curriculum 
remain up to date.

Differentiated. 
Each student comes with 
different abilities, learning 
backgrounds, and interests, 
and the curriculum should 
support each student uniquely. 
By building a curriculum 
entirely from short quests and 
enabling significant latitude 
for students to adjust the 
breadth and depth to suit their 
abilities and interests, we 
achieve learning differentiation 
and student support that is 
impossible with one-size-fits-all 
curricula.

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/
https://www.opportunityeducation.org/the-skills-high-school-students-need/
https://www.opportunityeducation.org/the-skills-high-school-students-need/?org=736
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FEEDBACK-FOCUSED 
ASSESSMENT 
There is near-universal agreement that testing does 
not help learning, and students, teachers, parents 
and school leaders suffer from testing fatigue. 

Testing also reinforces content-driven curriculum 
and instructional approaches, as these are easier 
to test than process and skills-forward curriculum, 
forcing learning into established approaches.

3.

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/
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We decided to implement all assessments as 
formative only, but in a way that collects vast 
amounts of data. For each quest, students 
demonstrate learning through work products, 
or “artifacts,” which reflect the student’s 
academic learning and their skills practice. 
Teachers then evaluate these artifacts and 

the process of creating them for evidence of 
intended learning and intended skills growth.

In each assessment, the teacher and student 
discuss how the student can improve their 
performance in each of the dimensions or 
skills, both as regards the next version of the 

current artifact and as regards future efforts. 
Students learn to expect several iterations of 
re-work of their artifacts as the norm, instead 
of the traditional once-and-done testing 
mentality. 

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/
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Active students who fully invest 
themselves in a relevant, engaging 
curriculum that develops academic skills 
and knowledge while helping students 
develop the mindset, habits, and skills  
of value creators. 
Teachers and students work in an open, 
transparent environment where data 
drives continual improvement while 
ensuring that every student can be  
met where they are and taken  
to where they want to go. 

Solutions that 
Transform 
Learning
The three vexing problems can be overcome provided the 
solutions to each reinforce the solutions to the others. This is 
what we have achieved with Quest Forward Learning.  
The result is a transformation, replacing the three problems 
with an example of what learning should be for every student:

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/
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This is the 
education all 
students deserve. 
This is the 
education that 
our country 
needs.

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/transform-your-high-school/


You Can Make  
the Change 
If you feel that you are not getting enough value 
from your curriculum, your teacher professional 
development activities, your technology 
investments — you are not alone. 
Most schools make changes every year in these areas, and 
most leaders and teachers suffer from change fatigue as a 
result. 

If you want to make systemic improvements to your school, 
you will benefit from using similar “ingredients” to the ones 
described above:

• A clear set of values that shape the design and 
implementation of your improvements  
(similar to our principles).

• A curriculum that creates open-ended, student-
motivated learning, likely in a project-based approach  
(similar to our quests).

• A shift to more formative assessments, including  
the use of such assessments to generate performance 
data. 

If you are interested to see how Quest Forward Learning 
can support these transformations at your school, please 
contact us at: www.opportunityeducation.org/meet. 

https://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/schedule-a-call/
http://www.opportunityeducation.org/us/schedule-a-call


Opportunity Education is a 
charitable foundation dedicated  
to developing and supporting  
life-changing learning programs  
for young adults worldwide. 

Since 2005, we have supported over 
1 million students in 11 countries 
with educational materials and 
programs. 

Quest Forward Learning is our 
offering for high schools, helping 
them transform their curriculum, 
instructional model and assessment 
methods within one year.  

Opportunity Education was  
founded and is funded by  
Joe Ricketts, founder and former 
CEO of TD Ameritrade.

Learn More
To learn more about Quest Forward 
Learning, and to apply to use it in 
your school, visit:
www.opportunityeducation.org/
transform

www.opportunityeducation.org
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