
1

The Future  
is High School

2026
Executive Summary

10 Policy Actions. Every State.  
One Nation-Defining Opportunity.

A Strategy for State Leaders  
to Accelerate Learning,  
Work, and American Renewal.

Executive Summary of the  
2026 National Report



This responsibility is not new—but it is uniquely American. Education is not 
mentioned in the U.S. Constitution, yet it has always been a bedrock of 
American success and innovation, and the authority for schooling has 
always rested with the states. Especially in this moment—when the federal 
role has narrowed and economic pressures are intensifying—the responsi-
bility for preparing a new kind of workforce to thrive in a new kind of economy  
has never been more consequential.

Nowhere is the need for change more urgent than in high school. High 
schools sit at the intersection of education, economy, and citizenship: they 
are where young people prepare for college, careers, and civic life—and 
where states build the workforce and shared prosperity of the future. High 
schools are not too late; they are the linchpin.

Yet today’s high schools were not designed for this moment. They are governed 
by outdated policies, legacy structures, and narrow measures of success, even  
as the world is changing faster than ever. The result is clear in the data.

Across the country, states  
stand at a defining crossroads. 
More than any other level of 
government, states hold the power 
to shape the future of American 
education—and with it, the future  
of our economy, workforce,  
and communities.
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In 2024, high school seniors posted the lowest 
scores ever recorded on the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) in both reading 
and math.1 That means nearly one in three young 
people entering adulthood—stepping into the 
workforce or higher education—struggles to grasp 
the main point of a newspaper’s opinion piece.2 
Nearly half are likely to have trouble splitting  
a bill and calculating a tip in a restaurant or 
understanding the consequences of annual 
credit card interest.3

And students moving through high school now 
face equally steep challenges: In 2023, our nation’s 
13-year-olds entered high school with the weakest 
reading performance in 50 years and the lowest 
math performance in more than three decades.4

Students themselves are telling us what’s wrong. 
Too many are absent—nearly one in four are 
chronically so5—citing boredom, stress, and irrele-
vance as top reasons for disengaging.6 Too few 
say they feel prepared for life after high school.7

The case for change is unmistakable. Students 
need schools that truly prepare them for the 
future they’re stepping into. Employers need 
graduates who can do more, know more, and 
adapt more than ever before in a world where  
automation and artificial intelligence are reshaping 
work and daily life.8 Employers are searching  
for young people who can think critically, solve  
complex problems, collaborate across differences,  
and keep learning throughout their careers.9 
Economists call these “durable competencies.” 
They are essential not only for long-term  
success at work but also for life—and yet most 
state standards never systematically address 
these critical skills.

Across the country, there are already extraordinary 
examples of transformed high schools—proof 
points that show what’s possible and how to do it. 
Decades of research now confirm what adolescent 
learners need, what neuroscience tells us about the 
teenage brain, and what successful systems change 
requires.10 Together, they point to a clear and 
hopeful path forward.

The XQ report suite—The Future Is High School—
is organized around those learnings. It lays out 
10 policy actions (encompassing 22 related policy 
moves) that together create a new system for 
assessing and supporting high school success 
for every student, in every state.  These actions 
build upon decades of research; our own work with 
communities to implement high school redesign; 
the science of learning; and insights from educa-
tors, school administrators, and district and state 
partners. And they organize around the funda-
mental foundations of educational excellence: 
clear goals, powerful learning experiences, and 
measures that truly matter.
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Future-Focused  
Learning Goals 
States must set clear expectations for what 
students should know and be able to do—reflecting 
today’s and tomorrow’s world, not yesterday’s. That 
means integrating academic standards with deeper, 
durable competencies like problem- 
solving, collaboration, and adaptability. These goals 
should be visible, measurable, and systemically 
embedded across instruction, assessment, and 
graduation requirements.

​​Powerful Learning  
Experiences
Learning needs to be engaging, relevant, and 
applied across time, place, and disciplines. 
Students should have opportunities to explore 
complex ideas through real-world problems, 
supported by high expectations, meaningful 
relationships, and access to experiences beyond 
the classroom—including college courses, work-
based learning, and community partnerships. 
School culture should reinforce belonging and 
meaning, fostering strong relationships among 
students and adults in a climate where students 
can explore ideas, express themselves, get 
feedback, and form positive identities.

Measures  
That Matter
Traditional transcripts and summative test scores 
tell only part of the story. Students need oppor-
tunities to demonstrate mastery throughout the 
year, across varied contexts, and in ways that reflect 
genuine learning. This includes performance-based 
assessments, modern credentials, and public 
reporting of outcomes that reflect not just gradua-
tion, but what happens next.

These actions are concrete, measurable, and 
most importantly, actionable.
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A System of  
Policy Actions

Measures  
That Matter

Next-Generation Assessments

Redesigned Transcripts

Success Data

Policy Action 8

Policy Action 9

Policy Action 10

Powerful Learning 
Experiences

Community-Led Redesign

Postsecondary Credits

Internships and Apprenticeships

Professional Development

Policy Action 4

Policy Action 5

Policy Action 6

Policy Action 7

Future-Focused  
Learning Goals

Mastery-Based Credits

Core Competencies

K-16 Alignment

Policy Action 1

Policy Action 2

Policy Action 3
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A System of  
Policy Actions
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Ten Policy Actions  
for Modernizing  
High School Systems 

This inaugural report is written for state leaders, 
policymakers, and everyone working to make 
high school a powerful engine of opportunity,  
mobility, and progress. It’s meant to be used—not 
just read. Whether you are shaping legislation, 
designing a pilot, leading a coalition, or rethinking 
systems statewide, the tools to act are here.  
The moment is urgent. The path is clear. And the 
future is already being built.

Note: Policy Actions 6, 8, 9, and 10 may be partially met by states. Please see the 
“Policy Overview, Methodology, and National Landscape” chapter for XQ’s detailed 
policy research criteria and state-by-state findings.
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Where States Stand—and What It Takes To Lead 

Expand flexibility to award credit 
based on demonstrated mastery, 
not seat time 

Met by 32 states 

Why it matters: Modernizing how students earn 
credit enables high schools to focus on genuine 
learning, not minutes spent in a classroom. 

What this means: State policy permits districts 
to award credit based on demonstrated student 
competency in every course, not solely in special 
circumstances like credit recovery.

Policy Action 1

Establish statewide graduate 
profiles aligned to academic and 
real-world competencies

Met by 32 states + D.C. 

Why it matters: A graduate profile sets the North 
Star for what graduates should really know and 
be able to do: not just pass courses, but leave 
demonstrably ready for college, career, and 
citizenship. These profiles help align state systems, 
prepare young people for a changing future,  
and ensure every student gets the kind of learning 
that matters most. 

What this means: States have adopted a public 
“Profile of a Graduate” or similar framework that 
includes durable competencies and is integrated 
into policy or guidance.

Policy Action 2

Align high school graduation 
requirements with public post-
secondary eligibility and use 
direct admissions to streamline 
the pathway

Met by 22 states + D.C.  

Why it matters: All students should be empowered 
to pursue postsecondary education, whether directly 
after high school or later in life. Yet in most states, 
students can graduate from high school and still 
be ineligible for entrance to public college—without 
even knowing it. And those who are eligible face 
an overcomplicated admissions process.   

What this means: Students who meet high school 
graduation requirements also fulfill coursework 
required for admission to the state’s public univer-
sities. Institutions directly admit eligible students 
without making them submit multiple, complex 
application forms.

Policy Action 3



Invest in community-led  
high school redesign initiatives

Met by 5 states  
+ D.C. 

Why it matters: A truly community-led high school 
redesign process will produce stronger school models  
and earn widespread local buy-in and support at 
the same time. High school students, families, 
educators, and civic leaders must have agency 
to design models that address the community’s 
unique needs and leverage local resources.     

What this means: States provide resources and 
technical support for local school communities to lead  
high school transformation, with room to innovate.

Policy Action 4

Policy Action 5

Ensure universal access to 
advanced coursework and  
college credit opportunities

Met by 38 states + D.C.

Why it matters: Every student deserves a fair chance 
to challenge themselves, work hard, and get a 
head start on postsecondary credits and lifelong  
success—which is exactly what advanced coursework 
is all about. Taking even one rigorous college-level  
course during high school leads to positive 
outcomes later in life. While access is growing, 
too many students—especially in rural and 
low-income communities—still don’t have access 
to this advanced coursework.  

What this means: States guarantee that all  
high school students have access to AP, IB, dual 
enrollment, or Early College courses with  
goals and strategies for equitable participation.

8



9      9

Award credit for rigorous 
work-based learning, including 
internships and apprenticeships

Met by 46 states + D.C.
4 states partially meet criteria

Why it matters: High-quality work-based learning 
gives students the chance to explore potential 
career pathways, gain valuable workplace experience,  
and graduate with critical knowledge and compe-
tencies necessary for success beyond high school. 

What this means: State policy allows students to earn  
graduation credit for work-based learning aligned 
with rigorous, state-defined quality standards.

Policy Action 6

Policy Action 7

Invest in educator preparation  
for student-centered, deeper 
learning models

Met by 23 states 

Why it matters: Teachers matter most when it 
comes to student learning, and they are eager to 
adopt student-centered approaches. States can 
empower them by providing the time, tools, and 
support to lead the work.  

What this means: States update teacher preparation  
requirements and provide professional learning 
focused on project-based, competency-based, 
or interdisciplinary instruction—not just one-time 

“PD” sessions.



Pilot and scale next-generation 
assessments of mastery and 
deeper learning

Met by 0 states 
14 states partially meet criteria

Why it matters: Emerging technology presents 
new opportunities to rethink assessments from 
the ground up. When, how, and what we assess 
can be redesigned to capture deeper learning 
and durable competencies, along with academic 
knowledge and skills.  

What this means: State policy authorizes or requires  
the use of performance-based assessments  
that measure mastery of competencies like  
collaborative problem-solving.

Develop modern transcripts 
that reflect a broader range  
of student achievement

Met by 0 states 
12 states partially meet criteria

Why it matters: Traditional transcripts show 
courses, grades, and GPAs. But they say little 
about what students actually know and can  
do in support of lifelong learning. 

What this means: States support or require tran-
scripts that capture demonstrated competencies, 
credentials, artifacts, or experiences—not just  
seat time and grades. 

Report postsecondary  
enrollment and completion 
data by high school

Met by 12 states
27 states + D.C. partially meet criteria

Why it matters: We can’t improve what we don’t 
measure. Without clear data on what happens 
after high school, success remains guesswork.  

What this means: States publicly report disaggregated  
data, by high school, on students’ postsecondary 
enrollment, persistence, and credential completion.

Policy Action 8

Policy Action 9

Policy Action 10
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These 10 policies are not a checklist. 
They constitute a dynamic framework of 
interconnected, mutually reinforcing lead-
ership actions. Taken together, they shift 
the purpose of high school: from com-
pliance to preparation, from coverage 
to mastery, and from systems built for the 
past to ones designed for the future.  

To support this work, XQ has developed 
50 individual state reports and one for the 
District of Columbia. Each is a concise 
profile of where that state stands, where 
the opportunities lie, and what actions 
can be taken next. All of this is available 
through a new, interactive digital platform 
that allows users to compare policies 
across states, access tools and resources, 
and track progress over time. The report 
also highlights some of the most promis-
ing and instructive examples we’ve seen 
across the country: state and local efforts 
that show what’s possible when bold policy 
meets community-driven design. 

Momentum for high school transformation 
is already building. Across the country, state 
leaders, educators, and communities are 
advancing bold policies and pioneering new 
school designs, shaped by local priorities, 
strengths, and contexts. The opportunity 
now is to connect these efforts, scale what’s 
working, and ensure that every student, in 
every community, has access to a high 
school experience that prepares them for 
what’s next. 

High school isn't the only lever for change, 
but it is one of the most powerful. And  
it's where the future of everything begins.

We Want To Learn from You 

We know this report doesn’t capture 
everything. In every corner of the country, 
there are communities pushing boundaries, 
educators leading innovation, and state 
leaders finding new ways forward. We’ve 
highlighted some of the most powerful 
examples we’ve seen, but we know there 
are more out there. Scan the QR code 
below to share what we’ve missed. 

If you’re doing this work, or know someone 
who is, we want to hear from you. 

Let's learn together— and build the future 
of high school together.

Use this QR code to share stories 
about high school transformation 
in your state or community.
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The National Landscape: 
State Policies to Advance  
High School Transformation

Policy Actions by State

Number of Policies Met

Progress
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Total Policy Actions Met by Each State 
(Alphabetical)

Note: Policy Actions 6, 8, 9, and 10 may be partially met by states. Please see the “Policy Overview,  
Methodology, and National Landscape” chapter for XQ’s detailed policy research criteria and  
state-by-state findings.
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Progress Status
Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially Meets

Not Yet Met

Alabama	 5/10; 1*

Alaska	 1/10; 2*

Arizona	 2/10

Arkansas	 5/10; 1*

California	 2/10; 1*

Colorado	 5/10; 2*

Connecticut	 4/10; 1*

Delaware	 4/10; 1*

District of Columbia	 5/10; 1*

Florida	 1/10; 2*

Georgia	 4/10

Hawaii	 5/10; 1*

Idaho	 5/10; 2*

Illinois	 3/10; 1*

Indiana	 6/10; 1*

Iowa	 6/10

Kansas	 4/10

Kentucky	 5/10; 3*
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Total Policy Actions Met by Each State 
(Alphabetical)

Note: Policy Actions 6, 8, 9, and 10 may be partially met by states. Please see the “Policy Overview,  
Methodology, and National Landscape” chapter for XQ’s detailed policy research criteria and  
state-by-state findings.
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Progress Status
Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially Meets

Not Yet Met

Louisiana	 4/10; 1*

Maine	 5/10; 1*

Maryland	 4/10; 1*

Massachusetts	 2/10; 1*

Michigan	 6/10; 2*

Minnesota	 6/10

Mississippi	 3/10

Missouri	 3/10; 1*

Montana	 4/10; 1*

Nebraska	 3/10; 1*

Nevada	 4/10; 2*

New Hampshire	 4/10; 1*

New Jersey	 2/10; 1*

New Mexico	 5/10

New York	 3/10; 2*

North Carolina	 5/10; 2*

North Dakota	 6/10; 2*
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Total Policy Actions Met by Each State 
(Alphabetical)

Note: Policy Actions 6, 8, 9, and 10 may be partially met by states. Please see the “Policy Overview,  
Methodology, and National Landscape” chapter for XQ’s detailed policy research criteria and  
state-by-state findings.
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Progress Status
Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially Meets

Not Yet Met

Ohio	 3/10; 1*

Oklahoma	 6/10; 2*

Oregon	 3/10; 1*

Pennsylvania	 3/10; 1*

Rhode Island	 6/10; 2*

South Carolina	 5/10; 1*

South Dakota	 4/10 ; 1*

Tennessee	 4/10; 1*

Texas	 5/10

Utah	 6/10; 2*

Vermont	 5/10

Virginia	 6/10; 1*

Washington	 6/10; 1*

West Virginia	 4/10; 1*

Wisconsin	 4/10; 2*

Wyoming	 4/10; 2*
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Across the country, state 
leaders, educators, and 
communities are advancing  
bold policies and pioneering  
new school designs, 
shaped by local priorities, 
strengths, and contexts.
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This is an extraordinary 
challenge and a historic 
opportunity to lead:  
to shape systems, unlock  
potential, and take  
part in a nation-defining 
renewal, starting with 
high school.
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Dear Reader:

XQ’s new report, The Future is High School, carries a message that is both crucial 
and urgent. Our country depends on the excellence of its high schools, and our high 
schools depend on the excellence of their teachers.

Every day, we are fortunate to interact with smart, curious, ambitious young people 
who want nothing more than to be great teachers. The desire to be great also applies 
to veteran teachers, who come to us because they understand the continuing need to 
update their knowledge and refine their craft.

And the task they face as high school teachers today is daunting: fostering students’ 
deep understanding of foundational knowledge while simultaneously supporting them 
in acquiring durable skills, such as critical thinking, collaboration, and adaptability, 
that enable them to apply their knowledge in new and unfamiliar contexts.

Both of us are in the business of preparing excellent teachers for our nation’s schools, 
as well as school leaders who can deliver on the promise of this report. But their 
ability to serve with excellence depends on the coherence and quality of the systems 
that surround and support them in the process of teaching and learning.

We believe that XQ’s compelling new report sets the policy context for systems within 
which excellent teaching and learning can thrive. Its recommendations will raise the  
bar for teachers and school leaders—but it will also raise the bar for states, students, 
and schools of education. To meet the challenges of the future, our high schools  
must change, and it will take all of us to get it done.

Carole G. Basile

Dean, Mary Lou Fulton College for 
Teaching and Learning Innovation  
at Arizona State University

Shael Polakow-Suransky

President, Bank Street College  
of Education

“XQ” and “High School is the Future of Everything”  
are trademarks of XQ Institute.
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Introduction

High schools have the power to shape lives, economies, and nations. 

When our high schools are thriving, the ripple effects reverberate up  
and down the educational spectrum. Strong high schools ignite excellence  
in K-8, improve postsecondary completion, and strengthen career  
readiness. Over time, these benefits multiply and compound, leading  
to an educated and engaged citizenry, stronger economic growth, and 
greater competitiveness on the world stage. 

But that stage is shifting rapidly. Our young people are growing up at a  
time when the economy and workforce are in constant flux. And high 
schools must keep pace. 

We live in an age of self-driving taxis, blockchain, 
and renewed interest in space exploration. The 
public launch of ChatGPT placed a powerful form 
of generative artificial intelligence (AI) within  
the reach of every American. As of October 2025,  
800 million people worldwide were using it on a  
weekly basis—double the 400 million active weekly 
users in February of the same year.1 Tens of millions  
more use tools developed by other AI companies. 

This rapid shift opens up a whole new world of career  
possibilities, but it also stands to have an enormous 
disruptive effect on the workforce. Up to 12 million 
U.S. workers will have to find new jobs as tasks 
become automated.2 Others will need to learn how  
to partner with AI to complete job tasks formerly 
performed entirely by humans.3 The implications 
will be even more profound as businesses expand 
their use of agentic AI—systems that can plan and 
execute multi-step, real-world tasks with minimal 
human oversight.4 Coupled with the pace and scale 

of technological and social change more broadly,  
the intelligent age is nothing less than a clarion  
call for a new kind of American high school.

Today’s K-12 students will inherit this new era,  
one in which human success will be powered 
as much by what economists call durable 
competencies—the ability to build on existing 
knowledge to rapidly learn new skills, solve 
complex problems, collaborate on diverse teams,  
and master ever-evolving technologies—as by 
technical know-how.

Unlike job-specific technical skills, these 
transferable competencies can be deployed  
in a range of different job contexts, across  
career sectors, and over a lifetime. In times 
of rapid technological change, durable 
competencies equip workers with the flexibility  
and versatility needed to adapt to any new 
challenge or opportunity that comes their way.5
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Even within a single, stable job setting, durable 
competencies are likely to be in high demand.  
For example:

•	 An investigation of 76 million job postings 
revealed that eight in 10 of the most requested  
skills were durable competencies. Employers 
sought the top five durable skills nearly four times 
more frequently than the top five technical skills.6

•	 A U.S. government analysis of federal jobs data 
found that durable competencies are required 
for in-demand jobs across all education levels, 
and occupations expected to grow the fastest 
between 2019 to 2029 “require a mix of soft skills 
and process skills that help a person acquire  
knowledge quickly, such as active learning and 
critical thinking.” 7

•	 According to a 2024 survey of employers 
worldwide, the top five competencies companies  
require today are analytical thinking; resilience, 
flexibility, and agility; leadership and social 
influence; creative thinking; and motivation and 
self-awareness. By 2030, employers anticipate a 
significant increase in demand for technological 
skills; creative thinking; agility; and curiosity and 
lifelong learning.8

Mastering these and other essential competencies  
requires an entirely new kind of educational 
experience—one that traditional high schools  

were never designed to deliver. Our urgent  
national priority must be to transform the high 
school experience to match the realities of  
a transformed world. 

Fortunately, advances in neuroscience, cognitive 
psychology, and the learning sciences have  
yielded new insights into how young people 
learn—and what they need to be successful  
in high school and beyond.9 

The high school years are an especially fertile time  
for brain development. Neuroplasticity is as 
present in the adolescent brain as it is from birth  
to five years old. During the high school years, 
there are big changes in the parts of the brain that 
control reasoning, planning, and self-control.10  
Even IQ can increase during the teenage years.11 
The researcher Caroline Hoxby, whose own 
studies have underscored the developmental 
importance of the adolescent years, put it this 
way: “If you are going to make an intervention to 
improve advanced cognitive skills, you need  
to hit early adolescence because that is when the 
brain is most responsive.”12

This growing awareness of adolescence as a 
critical period of development has contributed 
to a robust body of research over the last two  
decades, one that has shed light on the modes  
of instruction that offer the deepest and “stickiest” 
learning benefits for students. For example:

Mastering these and other essential 
competencies requires an entirely  
new kind of educational experience— 
one that traditional high schools were  
never designed to deliver.
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•	 Learning deepens when it is active, not passive. 
Teenagers are more likely to absorb and retain 
information when they engage with challenging 
content, make meaning from what they learn, 
connect new learning to what they already  
know, and apply new knowledge and skills to 
real-world challenges. 

•	 Integrating academic knowledge with other 
cognitive and durable competencies enables 
what the National Academy of Sciences refers 
to as “deep learning”—learning that can  
be applied in a variety of different contexts.13   
As a result, durable competencies should  
always be deeply intertwined with—not “in addition  
to” or layered “on top of”—academic instruction. 

•	 Durable competencies strengthen and 
reinforce the acquisition of knowledge  
and skills in academic disciplines like literacy,  
math, science, and history. In effect, durable 
competencies have a dual power for students. 
They provide knowledge and skills that are 
increasingly necessary for the workforce, 
while also supporting proficiency in academic 
coursework during high school. 

•	 The context in which a student learns plays 
a crucial role in the quality of their learning. 
Students learn best when they have, for example,  
trusting relationships with the adults around 
them and a strong sense of belonging to their 

school community. Students who feel a strong 
sense of belonging have higher grades, better 
attendance, and fewer disciplinary problems 
than their peers who feel disconnected from 
school. They also graduate at higher rates  
and are more likely to enroll in college.14 

Research shows that when educators act on  
these insights, students benefit. A study of  
over 160,000 Chicago students revealed that 
high schools fostering multiple dimensions of 
student development in 9th grade set students 
on a stronger path to success in high school  
and beyond. Helping students grow in areas such 
as school connectedness, academic engagement, 
study habits, and perseverance had up to twice 
as much impact on graduation and college-going 
rates as improving test scores alone.15

Learning in next-generation high schools will 
reflect both of these shifts—technology’s impact 
on the workforce and the latest insights into  
how young people learn. Ultimately, that will mean 
moving beyond the time-based system known 
as the Carnegie Unit, which once helped fuel 
American greatness but now stymies innovation 
at every turn.  

Introduction
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XQ launched in 2015 with an open call to reimagine  
high school, inviting communities nationwide to  
form teams and dream big about how high schools  
could better prepare students to flourish in a rapidly  
changing world. We supported those teams 
with insights from learning science, adolescent 
development, and effective school practices, 
along with a structured design process to turn 
their visions into reality. 

The response was remarkable: 10,000 people 
from 49 states formed 700 teams, proposing bold,  
innovative high school designs. A decade later,  
XQ reaches more than 50,000 high school students  
through partnerships, tools, and resources, across 
nearly 200 sites.

Over the past decade, we’ve learned that families, 
educators, and students have a strong desire to 
create more engaging, empowering high school 
experiences for all young people. But desire isn’t 
enough. They need tools and resources to guide 
this complex work. XQ is working alongside 
our partners to create a comprehensive toolbox 
guided by the science of learning, our decade of  
collaboration with schools and systems nationwide,  
and hundreds of conversations with experts  
and community innovators. This toolbox includes:

•	 XQ Learner Outcomes and Competencies: 
Rigorous, scientifically-based benchmarks, 
intertwined with standards, that describe what 
students must know and be able to do to truly 
thrive in today’s world.

•	 XQ Design Principles, Design Journey, and 
Educational Outcomes Audit and Analysis (EOAA):  
Tools to help communities assess their starting 
point and design high school experiences  
that enable students to master the full set of 
academic, cognitive, and durable competencies 
they will need to succeed.

•	 XQ Math Badging and XQ Math: A student-
centered, proficiency-based approach to  
high school mathematics, XQ Math Badging 
breaks traditional courses into 23 smaller, 
standards-aligned badges, each with targeted 
assessments. Built on this foundation, XQ 
Math is a coherent, year-long Algebra 1 course 
that integrates project-based learning and 
competency-driven activities. It can be adopted 
as a full course or in modular pieces, allowing 
flexibility for educators and students.

•	 The CF+XQ Learning Experience (LX) Initiative:  
A partnership with the Carnegie Foundation  
for the Advancement of Teaching to create  
and test learning modules aligned with the 
XQ Learner Outcomes. These resources make 
powerful learning experiences accessible to 
high school teachers and students everywhere. 
(See “Making the Vision Accessible: The 
CF+XQ LX Initiative” at the end of this chapter 
for more details.)

•	 “The First Class” and XQ PowerUps: “The First 
Class” is a documentary film that follows the 
complex journeys of the founding educators 
and the first cohort of students at Crosstown 
High, an XQ School in Memphis, Tennessee. 
The XQ PowerUps leverage footage from that 
film to provide aspiring and current educators 
with a self-guided series of professional learning 
modules based on the XQ Design Principles 
and deep research into inquiry-driven, project-
based learning. Completion of the modules  
earns educators a certificate of completion 
from Arizona State University.

Why XQ?

Introduction
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Devised in 1906, the Carnegie Unit 
segmented academic subjects into 
year-long courses and daily classes, 
all based on standardized units  
of time, often called “seat time.” 
The Carnegie Unit brought order  
to secondary education, offering  
a common system for structuring  
the school day, awarding credits, and 
granting diplomas. It established 
a universal “architecture” for high 
school learning at a time when 
thousands of communities were 
founding their first public high 
schools—and when Americans 
commonly graduated into jobs  
on the factory floor. 

But today, that architecture is showing its age, 
trapping educators and students alike in systems 
and structures that were never intended to  
deliver the kinds of experiences that can engage, 
inspire, and empower today’s young people. 

Four out of five high school teachers (82 percent) 
believe it is important for schools to provide 
students with hands-on experiences to apply 
what they are learning through work in their 
community. Yet fewer than half of high school 
teachers say that their schools are “very” or 

“fairly” successful in developing students’ ability 
to apply knowledge and skills to real-world 
situations (48 percent) or in making courses 
relevant to students’ future and applying what  
they are learning outside of school (46 percent).16   

In a world that demands a rich mix of academic 
knowledge and skills coupled with durable 
competencies, most educators operate in a  
system that awards credit for completing 
courses that meet for a specified number of  
hours per year, whether or not students  
have fully mastered the knowledge and skills  
taught in the class.

The consequences of this century-old approach  
are increasingly impossible to ignore. Students 
who are highly engaged in their learning are  
10 times more likely to say they feel prepared for  
the future than students who feel bored and 
unchallenged.17 But too many young people are 
feeling exactly this way—and educators and 
students alike are sounding the alarm. Three in 
five secondary teachers (60 percent) say that  
lack of student interest in learning is a “very” or 

“fairly” big problem, and an additional one in  
four (26 percent) agree it is “somewhat” a problem.18 

A New Vision 
for High School 
Learning

Introduction
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Indeed, record numbers of teenagers are simply  
staying home. The percentage of students chronically 
absent from school surged from 15 percent in 2018  
to 28 percent in 2022, and it remains unacceptably  
high today—nearly 24 percent.19 While there is  
no single explanation for this trend, young people 
themselves are most likely to point to school being  

“boring,” “stressful,” or “pointless” as reasons for 
high rates of chronic absenteeism.20 

Less than half of 10th graders say that they get to  
use their thinking skills rather than just memorizing  
things in school (46 percent) or get to develop 
their own ideas in school (33 percent).21 Fewer 
than two-thirds of our nation’s high schoolers  
say that their schoolwork challenges them in a 
good way (57 percent).22

This crisis of disengagement not only poses 
serious risks for adolescents’ social development, 
but it is also accompanied by ongoing declines  
in student achievement. In 2024, high school seniors 
scored at the lowest levels ever recorded on 
national reading and math tests. One in three 
12th graders failed to demonstrate even a basic  
level of reading skills, and 45 percent failed to 
do so in math. And, although 82 percent of 12th 
graders said they had been accepted to a college 
or a technical training program, only 35 percent 
had college-ready reading skills.23

On the 2022 international PISA assessment, 
American 15-year-olds performed worse in 
mathematics than they had at any point in the 
nearly twenty-year history of the test. One in 
three U.S. teens struggles with practical, real-life 
math problems—things like converting from one 
currency to another, finding the quickest route 
between point A and point B, or figuring out  
the best car to buy based on a few facts like price 
and fuel capacity.24 

With sliding student achievement and so many 
students feeling disengaged, it should come as little 
surprise that fewer than two-thirds of high school 
students say they feel prepared for the future.25

“Where I came from, 
it’s like pencil, paper, 
lecture. When you 
come to Crosstown, 
it’s completely 
different.” 

� Crosstown High student  

At Crosstown High in Memphis, Tennessee, 
students identified patterns in health 
statistics by partnering with St. Jude Children’s 
Research Hospital to examine cancer  
rates and treatment outcomes. In biology, 
they mastered key scientific concepts  
through a semester-long exploration of how 
humans can someday live on Mars.

Introduction
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Abolishing the Carnegie Unit and the constraints 
it puts on learning is critical to beginning to 
resolve these challenges. We need a bold, modern 
architecture for high school education—one that 
empowers transformative teaching and learning, 
sparking a new era of creativity and innovation in 
the intelligent age. 

So, what exactly will the new American high 
school look like? 

There is no single blueprint. High schools should 
emerge from a community-led design process  
in which young people and adults come together 
to imagine a school that meets the unique needs 
and aspirations of their community. At the same 
time, while there is no one “right” model, every high  
school should reflect three foundational elements:  
future-focused learning goals, powerful learning 
experiences, and measures that matter. 

Future-Focused Learning Goals: Student success  
looks different today than it did a century ago.  
In a world in which most people will hold multiple 
jobs over the course of a lifetime, academic 
knowledge alone is not enough. Our goals for what 
students should know and be able to do must  
evolve to reflect the realities of today’s workforce  
and world. This means integrating durable 
competencies—being able to take initiative, 
communicate and collaborate, apply knowledge 
in new and unfamiliar situations, design  
solutions to real-life problems, and more—with 
traditional academic state standards to create  
a broad and rigorous set of learner outcomes. 
The achievement of these outcomes should serve 
as a north star to coordinate efforts systemwide. 

Powerful Learning Experiences: As learning 
goals evolve to reflect a fuller set of knowledge 
and skills, instruction will need to evolve,  
too. In transformed high schools, learning is 
multidimensional, project-based, high interest, 
authentic, rigorous, and expansive in the use 
of space and time. (See “Making the Vision 
Accessible: The CF+XQ LX Initiative” at the end  

Every high school 
should reflect 
three foundational 
elements: future-
focused learning goals, 
powerful learning 
experiences,  
and measures  
that matter.

of this chapter for more details). Learning  
isn’t ruled by clocks, boxed into classrooms,  
and limited by what’s in a textbook. Instead, 
students learn by connecting with community 
resources and experts, stepping into the role  
of self-motivated creators, designers, and problem  
solvers who tackle real-world challenges. ​​​​​ 
School culture reinforces belonging and meaning,  
fostering strong relationships among students  
and adults in a climate where students can explore  
ideas, express themselves, get feedback, and 
form positive identities.

Measures That Matter: Assessing student mastery  
of academic, cognitive, and durable competencies  
requires more than classroom quizzes and 
periodic tests that provide only a snapshot of  
a student’s capabilities. Students must be able  
to show what they have learned and what they  
can do throughout the school year. Next-
generation transcripts and credentials will offer  
valuable, life-long currency because they 
communicate, “Here are the powerful competencies  
I’ve mastered and here’s what I can do with them.” 

Introduction
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These three elements—future-focused learning 
goals, powerful learning experiences, and measures  
that matter—are key to creating high schools 
capable of preparing students for a workforce 
defined by continuous and rapid transition. 

Fortunately, the movement to reimagine high 
school is giving birth to this new generation 
of schools—places that show what is possible 
when community members come together  
to rethink what rigorous learning can look like, 
and school leaders build on that original vision 
through ongoing, iterative improvement. In these 
transformed high schools, students are learning 
in ways that better equip them to thrive in an 
uncertain future. They are exercising greater 
agency, connecting with real-world experts and 
resources, learning outside the classroom and 
school building, and creating fresh solutions to 
authentic problems. 

Improving high school outcomes has the 
potential to dramatically change not only the 
trajectories of the young people they serve,  
but also the economic prospects of the country  
as a whole. Research shows that improved 
reading and math skills can raise an individual’s 
salary by $11,000 to $21,000 annually, adding 
up to hundreds of thousands of dollars over the 
course of a lifetime.26 Over a 20-year period,  
the U.S. could add $4.7 trillion to its economy just 
by increasing the math skills of workers in STEM 
jobs. Researchers are also starting to engage 
in research to document the positive economic 
impact of durable competencies, such as problem 
solving and teamwork.27

State leaders have the power to accelerate 
grassroots efforts in communities across the 
country. They can signal urgency, galvanize action, 
and convene stakeholders around solutions.  
Most importantly, they can adopt policies that 
empower communities to reimagine high  
school learning, while removing obstacles to  
broad-based, sustained transformation.  

“It’s a cool experience 
being able to help 
people in the medical  
field while we’re still 
in high school. It’s a 
lot of pressure, but 
a good pressure you 
want to feel.” 
� Iowa BIG student  

In Cedar Rapids, students at Iowa BIG 
collaborated with medical professionals  
at UnityPoint Health and St. Luke’s Hospital  
to design better occupational therapy  
puzzles for young children. In the process,  
they learned how to code software  
and use 3D printers to build prototypes.

Introduction



Transforming high school isn’t just about changing  
what happens in classrooms—it’s about aligning 
the systems that shape student opportunity. 
Forward-thinking states are taking on the hard 
work of breaking down bureaucratic silos that 
have long separated K-12, higher education, and 
workforce development. It’s not easy. It means 
reimagining legacy structures and fostering  
deep collaboration across agencies that have  
traditionally been siloed. But the payoff is 
powerful: a more coherent, connected, and 
student-centered approach to preparing  
young people for the future.

In 2023, Ohio passed landmark legislation creating  
the nation’s first Department of Education and 
Workforce. “We can’t separate education from 
workforce—it’s inseparable,” says Director  
Steve Dackin.28 The move reflects a fundamental 
shift: high school is no longer seen as the end  
of a pipeline, but the beginning of a flexible, skills-
based journey.

Colorado is also leading in efforts to reduce silos 
across agencies and to support students’ seamless 
transition from high school to postsecondary and 
the workforce. In 2025, Governor Jared Polis issued 
an executive order calling for state agencies—from 
higher education to economic development—to 
collaborate on “reimagining the postsecondary 
talent development system.”29 It builds on Colorado’s  
longstanding efforts to “blur the lines” between high  
school, higher education, and work-based learning.30

In Georgia, Governor Brian Kemp has called  
on the state to cultivate “all the graduates that 
[Georgia] businesses need … [by] lining up all 
agencies working together to educate students.”31 
Through GEORGIA MATCH—one of the largest 
state-run direct admissions initiatives—high school  
seniors are automatically admitted to participating 
colleges and technical schools.32 In addition, the  
state’s Office of Student Achievement, which 
works across seven state agencies, has developed  
a public dashboard with insights about how  
diploma requirements align with university entrance  
standards, providing students and families with 
the visibility necessary to confidently navigate 
postsecondary pathways.

These and other nationwide efforts reflect a growing 
consensus: meaningful high school transformation  
requires that states eliminate silos between 
school and workforce systems. 

The payoff is powerful:  
a more coherent, 
connected, and student-
centered approach to 
preparing young people 
for the future.

Governors Leading:

Eliminating 
Silos To Support 
Transformation
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Governors Leading: 5 Ways To Elevate 
High School Transformation

•	 Convene a cross-sector high school 
transformation task force: Bring together 
leaders from K–12, postsecondary, workforce, 
economic development, and communities  
to co-develop a statewide vision and 
implementation strategy for modernizing  
high school.

•	 Launch a statewide redesign initiative with 
dedicated resources: Champion a program or 
state initiative that provides resources  
for communities and districts to redesign 
high schools aligned to future-ready goals, 
including work-based learning and mastery-
based learning models.

•	 Direct the Department of Education to issue 
guidance on flexibilities: Empower local 
innovation by clarifying and expanding the  
use of existing flexibilities—such as credit  
for competency, seat time waivers, or transcript 
redesign—through formal guidance or  
executive order.

•	 Integrate high school goals into workforce and 
postsecondary alignment strategies: Use your 
executive authority to direct collaboration 
across state agencies—modeled after efforts 
in Ohio, Colorado, and Georgia—to ensure high 
school transformation is embedded in broader 
talent and economic development plans.

•	 Highlight high school innovation in public 
forums: Use the State of the State address, 
local site visits, student roundtables, and 
op-eds to elevate student-centered models, 
drive demand, and signal that high school 
transformation is a top priority for the 
administration.  

“There were a lot of 
real-life applications 
with this project—not 
just helping people 
get water but things 
that we can apply  
to our own lives with  
other daily challenges.” 

� Latitude High student

At Latitude High in Oakland, students tackle  
meaningful, creative projects with professionals 
in the community while mastering competencies  
and earning the course credits necessary 
to qualify for admission to California’s state 
university systems. Concerned about the  
impact of water shortages on their communities, 
two students built a device that produces 
drinkable water by collecting and processing 
moisture from the air.

Introduction



1.	 Multi-dimensional. 
Each LX addresses a combination of academic 
content standards plus a selection of durable 
competencies tied to the XQ Learner Outcomes, 
such as Original Thinkers for an Uncertain World  
or Generous Collaborators for Tough Problems.

2.	Project-based. 
An LX launches a project that lends itself to  
real-world problem solving and deep exploration,  
both inside and outside the classroom,  
and culminates in an authentic work product.

3.	High interest. 
LXs are intellectually stimulating and relevant 
to students, sparking curiosity while enabling 
students to take ownership, make choices, and 
explore new ideas and emerging passions.

4.	Authentic. 
An LX provides a genuine rationale for the 
learning and work students do, the products 
they create, and the audiences with whom they 
share those products—“real work” rather than 
merely “school work.”

5.	Rigorous. 
Every LX requires intellectually challenging, 
grade-level work from all students, backed up by 
performance tasks, feedback, and assessments—
meaningful measures of progress and mastery.

6.	Expansive in use of time and space. 
With a length of three-six weeks, each LX is long 
enough to accommodate the arc of an authentic 
project incorporating opportunities to learn 
outside the classroom, yet short enough to allow 
for a variety of experiences across the span of a 
full high school course.

Making the Vision Accessible: 

The CF+XQ LX Initiative
XQ and the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching are producing and testing a collection of 
learning modules. These CF+XQ Learning Experiences 
(LXs) are designed to be taught in three to six weeks. 

Every LX shares six “must-have” characteristics, based  
on what we know about the needs of today’s young 
people and the science of adolescent learning.
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boom that powered economic growth, landed 
Americans on the Moon, and won the space race 
for the United States.38 

Our more recent history includes similar 
bipartisan action. In the 1990s, Americans came 
together across sectors and political parties 
to raise academic performance and improve 
educational outcomes in what became known  
as “the standards-based reform movement.” 
That state-led movement played a critical  
role in raising academic expectations nationwide.

Two high-profile national education summits 
bolstered the movement. The 1989 summit, 
convened by President George H.W. Bush and  
49 of the nation’s governors, adopted six bold 
national education goals focused on high academic  
standards and improved student outcomes. 

The 1996 summit, convened by governors and 
business leaders, reinforced the commitment  
to high academic standards and strengthened 
the role of the private sector in keeping 
educational improvement at the forefront of 
national priorities. Together, these summits 
helped build a shared vision for excellence  
in American education and laid the groundwork 
for major pieces of federal legislation such as 
the 1994 Goals 2000 Act and the 1995 Improving 
America’s Schools Act.

We can and must take similarly bold action in our 
own time. The United States invented universal 
high school education. Now we must reinvent it. 

American leadership in the world is no accident of  
history. It is the legacy of policymakers from both 
sides of the aisle who recognized that our national 
well-being depends on the ability of our schools to 
ignite the ambitions and potential of young people.  
Our innovation and vitality as a nation are nothing 
less than the return on our enduring commitment 
to educational excellence. 

Indeed, the United States invented free, universal, 
public high school education, a bold and 
transformative response to the need to better 
prepare young people for the evolving jobs  
of the early 20th century.33 That invention made 
Americans the best educated people in the  
world, fueled our expanding economy, and paved 
the way for U.S. leadership during and after  
World War II.34 Other countries took decades  
to catch up.35

The United States would embrace the challenge 
of educational transformation again in the latter 
half of the century. In 1957, President Eisenhower 
called on the country to respond to the Soviet 
launch of Sputnik with “resourcefulness and vigor,”  
flagging education as a top priority.36 Less than a 
year later, Congress passed the $1 billion National 
Defense Education Act (NDEA), a landmark 
education bill designed to bolster teaching and 
learning for the dawning Space Age.37

The NDEA earmarked a third of the investment 
for grants to states to expand and improve 
secondary science, math, and foreign language 
instruction. State leaders responded with just  
the kind of resourcefulness and vigor the president  
had called for. Along with investments in scientific 
research, the NDEA unleashed a technological 

A New Vision,  
an Age-Old 
Consensus
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Bold, transformative change in education requires 
state leadership. We need new tools, systems, 
and structures to overcome the pull of the status 
quo and replace the conventions of seat time. 
Working together, states and communities can 
enact a new vision for high school education, 
one that will pay massive dividends to students, 
families, communities, and the nation as a whole. 

This work will not be easy. It will take all of us, from  
all walks of life, spanning the ideological spectrum 
and bringing to bear our distinctive American 

“resourcefulness and vigor,” to transform our nation’s 
high schools. Our students deserve no less. Our 
families demand no less. Every state will benefit. 
And our nation will be stronger for it.

Fortunately, a growing number of communities 
and statehouses across the country recognize 
the essential role high schools play in our national 
well-being. As of the time of publication, every 
state has adopted at least one key policy among 
the 10 XQ has identified as important for high 
school transformation. Nearly three in four states 
have adopted four or more.

State leaders from both sides of the aisle are 
blazing the path forward, building on a long  
history of bipartisan action to ensure that American  
education remains a model for the world.

But there is a long way to go. Education, like other 
policy domains, is a complex ecosystem. Policy 
action in one area often depends on policy action 

in another. For example, a majority of states—
three in five—now give permission to districts 
to award credit based on learning instead of 
seat time, an essential step toward abolishing 
the Carnegie Unit. But without new modes of 
instruction, assessment, and credentialing, high 
school schedules and learning experiences in 
most communities look much the same as they 
did a hundred years ago. 

Similarly, it is insufficient to simply expand learning  
goals to encompass durable competencies.  
Indeed, there have been previous promising 
efforts to broaden the definition of student 
learning to encompass skills like critical thinking 
and creative problem-solving. But these efforts 
have been limited in impact because teachers 
and students remained stuck in a rigid, time-
based system. 

The 10 policy actions presented in this report are 
mutually reinforcing, working in tandem to bring 
about the change required to adequately prepare 
young people for the future. Their potential 
rests in their connections to each other, and the 
ability to weave them together to form a tapestry 
of state law that supports meaningful, lasting 
change. Rather than viewing them as a roadmap, 
in which each policy action must be taken in 
sequence, state leaders should understand 
them as a set of puzzle pieces that, when fitted 
together, constitute a new, more rigorous vision 
for school success.  

Policy Overview,  
Methodology, and  
National Landscape
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Methodology

Phase 1   
Developing the Policy Actions

To identify the 10 policy actions that have the 
most transformative potential and positive impact 
on high school, we asked some fundamental 
questions, including: 

•	 Which policies have stifled or spurred innovation 
in our XQ partner schools and districts? 

•	 Which policies create obstacles to the adoption 
of innovative strategies, like project-based 
learning? Which policies present barriers to 
enabling students to earn credit for “anywhere, 
anytime” learning? 

•	 Which policies can create incentives for high 
school transformation or mitigate the challenges 
associated with implementation? 

•	 How can states help communities and educators 
adopt new, transformative high school models?

To find answers to these and other questions, we 
drew on our more than a decade of experience 
working with communities to implement high school 
redesign; data and research including policy-
related research, and findings from the science 
of learning; and insights from educators, school 
administrators, and district and state partners. 

In the end, we identified 10 policy actions that  
are critical for implementing high school 
transformation at scale, each building toward  
one of the three foundational elements of  
a transformed system of high school: future-
focused learning goals, powerful learning 
experiences, and measures that matter. 

While each policy is important in its own right, 
their real power is in how they interconnect to 
create a dynamic framework for state action.  
We believe this suite of policies will help states 
and communities enact a new vision for high 
school education unshackled from seat time—
one that equips students with the broad range  
of competencies, knowledge, and skills they need  
to thrive in college, career, and life.

Phase 2  
Developing the Policy Criteria
We created operational definitions for each  
policy action by developing criteria for 
determining whether each state has adopted  
the policy in question. 

Again, we drew on XQ’s on-the-ground work with 
partner schools and districts over the last decade; 
the best available external research and evidence; 
and conversations with educators, experts, and 
policy leaders.

Next, we pressure-tested the criteria by conducting  
a preliminary state scan, refining the criteria 
as necessary to maximize validity in assessing 
policy adoption within each state and reliability  
in assessing policy adoption across states.

Phase 3   
Evidence Collection  
and Analysis
For each policy action, we reviewed publicly 
available guidance, regulations, and statutes 
relevant to determining whether the state met 
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the criteria. We supplemented the scan of official 
policy documents by reviewing a range of 
additional sources, such as information provided 
on state department of education websites, 
press releases, and material from other state 
agencies. For some policy actions, we examined 
relevant resources and tools, such as, for Policy 
Action 10, specific types of information about 
postsecondary enrollment and success published 
on state data websites. (See Appendix II for a table  
listing key types of evidence for each Policy Action.)

We did not consider the following information  
in determining whether a state met the criteria  
for policy adoption:

1.	 The time frame in which the policy was adopted.  
We counted all policies that are “on the books” 
as having been adopted no matter when they 
were adopted, with the exception of targeted 
initiatives that are no longer actively being 
implemented, such as expired grant programs 
or pilot programs.

2.	The extent or quality of implementation  
of policies. Implementation is, of course, crucial  
for achieving maximum positive impact 
for students and educators. We discuss 
considerations for implementation in a  

“What You Can Do” sub-section for each  
policy action.

3.	The extent or quality of tools, resources,  
and initiatives, when those are encompassed 
within the criteria for a policy action. For 
example, we did not evaluate the quality  
or comprehensiveness of a state’s Portrait  
of a Graduate when evaluating whether  
the state met the criteria for Policy Action 2.

Phase 4  
Final Confirmation and Refresh

During summer 2025, we offered every state the  
opportunity to preview the results of our research  
for their state, both to confirm the findings and 
to discuss the state’s emerging priorities. In an  
effort to ensure this report includes the most 
current information possible at time of publication, 
we also refreshed the evidence base for every 
state by conducting a systematic review of bills 
passed during summertime legislative sessions; 
information added to official state websites; 
additional rulemaking; newly announced initiatives 
or programs being launched; and other evidence 
relevant to each Policy Action. We conducted a 
final update during fall and early winter of 2025, 
just prior to publication.

These findings therefore reflect research conducted 
between August 1, 2024, and December 1, 2025,  
ensuring that all policy information included is 
as up-to-date as possible at the time of publication.  
It is our intent for this report to become a regular 
and ongoing source of data and information for  
states. With that in mind, this report should be 
viewed as a baseline against which year-over-year 
improvements can be measured.

Policy Overview, Methodology, and National Landscape
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A State Policy Framework for  
High School Transformation
Future-Focused Learning Goals
•	 Grant all districts flexibility to credit learning based on competency rather  

than seat time (Policy Action 1)

•	 Identify the core competencies necessary for high school graduates  
(Policy Action 2)

•	 Align high school graduation requirements with eligibility for the state’s public  
higher education institutions and directly admit students (Policy Action 3)

Powerful Learning Experiences
•	 Invest in community-led high school redesign and provide flexibility and  

guidance to empower innovation (Policy Action 4)

•	 Give all high school students the opportunity to earn postsecondary credits  
(Policy Action 5)

•	 Credit high school students for work-based learning and apprenticeships  
(Policy Action 6)

•	 Invest in professional development tools and resources for educators, focused  
on project-based and competency-based learning strategies (Policy Action 7)

Measures That Matter
•	 Implement the next generation of assessments that measure competencies  

along with academic knowledge and skills (Policy Action 8)

•	 Redesign student transcripts to communicate the full breadth of student  
competency (Policy Action 9)

•	 Publish data on student postsecondary success for every high school  
(Policy Action 10)

Policy Overview, Methodology, and National Landscape
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Policy Action States Criteria

Policy Action 1

Grant all districts flexibility  
to credit learning based  
on competency rather than  
seat time

32 meet 
this policy 
criteria

The state has a policy that allows districts to award 
credit toward graduation for demonstrations  
of learning rather than seat time. The policy must: 

•	 grant all districts automatic permission to award  
credit for learning, not seat time, without the need  
for waivers; and 

•	 allow districts to award mastery-based credits on  
a schoolwide basis, not just to individual students  
on a  case-by-case basis; and 

•	 be clear and explicit enough for educators to know  
they are in compliance with state rules for awarding 
credits and granting diplomas.

Policy Action 2  
Identify the core  
competencies necessary  
for high school graduates

32 + D.C. 
meet this 
policy 
criteria

The state has identified the core competencies that  
students should develop before they graduate from 
high school, as evidenced by adopting either  
(1) a Portrait of a Graduate/Profile of a Learner or  
(2) a similar college-and-career competency 
framework or standards.

Policy Action 3

Align high school graduation 
requirements with eligibility  
for the state’s public higher 
education institutions and  
directly admit students

22 + D.C. 
meet this 
policy 
criteria

The state’s high school diploma requirements align with 
the eligibility requirements to apply to the state’s public 
flagship institution of higher education or the state has 
adopted a direct admissions program that (1) provides 
proactive notification to students of admission; (2) 
includes participation of multiple 4-year institutions; (3) 
does not limit eligibility to top-performing students; and 
(4) is available to all public high schools. 

For this study, we identified a single flagship university in 
each state, typically the “main campus” for the state public 
university (for example, University of Michigan-Ann Arbor).

Policy Overview, Methodology, and National Landscape



19

Powerful Learning Experiences

Policy Action States Criteria

Policy Action 4

Invest in community-led high 
school redesign and provide 
flexibility and guidance to  
empower innovation

5 + D.C. 
meet this 
policy 
criteria

The state (1) currently funds a grant program that 
exclusively supports local high school transformation; 
and (2) provides flexibility to innovate (for example, 
through waivers or an innovation zone or status); and 
(3) offers guidance on the adoption and implementation 
of research-based design principles to ensure quality 
and accountability, including the participation of parents, 
students, educators, business and community leaders,  
and other stakeholders.

Policy Action 5  
Give all high school students 
the opportunity to earn 
postsecondary credits

38 + D.C. 
meet this 
policy 
criteria

The state requires all high schools to offer advanced 
coursework that enables students to earn college credit  
or the state directly offers access to advanced coursework 
options, either in-person or virtually. Advanced coursework 
opportunities could include dual credit or dual enrollment 
courses, Advanced Placement (AP), International 
Baccalaureate (IB), or early college.

Policy Action 6

Credit high school students 
for work-based learning and 
apprenticeships

46 + D.C. 
meet this 
policy 
criteria

4 states 
partially 
meet

The state has (1) published policy or guidance on 
implementing high-quality work-based learning; and (2) 
adopted clear policies for when and how students earn 
credit toward graduation upon successful completion 
of work-based learning experiences; and (3) adopted a 
robust definition of high-quality youth apprenticeships. 

States can partially meet the criteria for Policy Action 
6 either by meeting the first two criteria for this policy 
action or by meeting the third criterion.

Policy Action 7

Invest in professional 
development tools and 
resources for educators, 
focused on project-based  
and competency-based 
learning strategies

23 meet 
this policy 
criteria

The state (1) funds professional learning for teachers 
in effective instructional approaches that integrate 
academic and durable skills, such as project-based or 
competency-based learning; or (2) requires preparation 
in those approaches for pre-service teachers; or (3) funds 
a pilot program in those approaches that includes 
professional learning for educators; or (4) has published 
resources for educators that provide models and 
exemplars of those approaches, along with guidance  
to support their implementation.

Policy Overview, Methodology, and National Landscape



20

Measures That Matter

Policy Action States Criteria

Policy Action 8  
Implement the next  
generation of assessments  
that measure competencies  
along with academic  
knowledge and skills

0 meet 
this policy 
criteria

14 states 
partially 
meet

The state is implementing the next generation of 
assessments that measure essential academic  
knowledge and skills coupled with durable competencies.

States can partially meet the criteria for this policy 
action by piloting innovative assessment approaches.

Policy Action 9  
Redesign student transcripts  
to communicate the  
full breadth of student 
competency

0 meet 
this policy 
criteria

12 states 
partially 
meet

The state has adopted a new student transcript, badging,  
or record system, such as learning and employment 
records (LERs), that communicates the full range of 
student knowledge, skills, and competencies. States need 
both the infrastructure for new transcript systems  
and the competency-based evidence to be included. 

States can partially meet the criteria for this policy  
action by piloting new approaches to credentialing.

Policy Action 10  
Publish data on student 
postsecondary success  
for every high school 

12 meet 
this policy 
criteria

27 states 
+ D.C. 
partially 
meet

The state transparently and publicly reports, for each  
high school, disaggregated data on graduates’ 
enrollment and progress in postsecondary education.  
Progress could include data on success during the 
first year of college, persistence beyond the first year  
of college, or graduation from college.

States can partially meet the criteria for this policy action 
by transparently and publicly reporting disaggregated 
data on graduates’ enrollment in postsecondary 
education for each high school, even if they do not 
yet report comparable data on graduates’ progress in 
postsecondary education.
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Many kinds of policies impact high school 
education and the students who attend public  
schools, either directly or indirectly. In developing  
the 10 policy actions spotlighted in this report, 
we focused on those actions that most directly 
impact the transition away from a seat-time-
based system of secondary education to one 
that embodies future-focused learning goals, 
powerful learning experiences, and measures 
that matter. 

Two additional areas, both of which must be 
addressed across the entire K-12 education system  
and in coordination with other state-level 
agencies, warrant special discussion: student 
mental health and the digital divide. The 
importance of these two policy areas goes  
far beyond high school, touching the entire  
system of K-12 education and requiring coordinated  
action across agencies at the state level. 

Supporting Student Mental Health
In 2023, U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy 
sounded an alarm about a national youth 
mental health crisis. His announcement, while 
critically important for galvanizing action, was 
likely unsurprising to thousands of educators, 
administrators, parents, and caregivers who  
have witnessed firsthand the growing mental 
health challenges our children are facing.  
The data cited by Dr. Murthy in announcing the 
crisis paint a dire picture of the challenges  
we face as a nation: “Recent national surveys  
of young people have shown alarming  
increases in the prevalence of certain mental 

health challenges—in 2019, one in three high  
school students and half of female students 
reported persistent feelings of sadness or 
hopelessness, an overall increase of 40 percent 
from 2009.”39 These challenges have only 
increased since the pandemic. 

State and federal policymakers have answered 
the call and are taking action to address the 
crisis by increasing funding for the provision of 
mental health services to children and young 
adults who need them, fostering coordination 
across agencies and providers, and providing 
training to educators and administrators to better  
equip them with the knowledge and skills they 
need to support students in their care. A number 
of state and district leaders have also taken 
steps recently to ban cell phone use in school, 
a move made, in part, to address the potential 
impact of social media on adolescent well-being. 
While the impact of these steps remains to be 
seen, more clearly needs to be done to ensure 
that every child and adolescent experiences  
the quality support and services they need. 

Although this report does not address student  
mental health directly, the policies recommended  
are foundational for fostering the kind of  
school environments that support students’ 
mental health and wellness. Indeed, over the  
past several years, new research has documented  
clear links between the conditions and climate 
students experience in school and teen mental 
health outcomes. For example:

Addressing Student 
Mental Health  
and the Digital Divide
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•	 A 2024 study concluded that “schools could 
enhance the mental health of young people  
by creating a school climate that students view 
as positive, including positive peer relationships, 
caring and respectful adults, and effective 
school leadership and involvement.”40

•	 A 2023 study found that, “As Black adolescents’ 
sense of school belonging decreased, they were 
35 percent more likely to be at risk for suicidal  
ideation and attempts. Findings from our study  
support the assertion that the school microsystem  
plays a substantial role in modifying the risk of 
suicidal behavior among Black youth.”41

In short, innovative teaching and learning practices  
will be most effective when they are accompanied 
by a supportive school environment, one that fos-
ters belonging and cultivates trusting relationships 
between students and the adults around them. 

Closing the Digital Divide
In January 2024, the U.S. Department of Education  
released its latest National Educational Tech-
nology Plan (NETP). At the heart of the plan is 
a challenge to education leaders—particularly 
state leaders—to ensure that every student has 
the opportunity to take part in rich, engaging 
learning experiences powered by technology.42 

Technology is no longer a “nice-to-have” feature  
of our K-12 education system. And state education  
leaders must take steps to modernize K-12 edu-
cation to catch up with a world that has already 

made the transition from analog to digital.  
A critical goal of this work is closing the three 
digital divides that are the focus of the NETP: 

•	 The digital access divide: Ensuring students 
have connectivity in school and at home,  
and devices so they can access digital content 
and learning experiences 

•	 The digital use divide: Improving how students 
use technology to engage their learning

•	 The digital design divide: Supporting educators 
to expand their capacities to effectively use 
educational technology 

The good news is that state leaders have been 
taking steps—before and during the pandemic 
and to this day—to address these divides.  
A recent survey of state leaders conducted by  
the State Educational Technology Directors 
Association (SETDA) found that 85 percent of 
respondents are implementing a broadband  
initiative in their state.43 As new and more powerful 
technologies, such as artificial intelligence, gain 
prominence in education, it will be incumbent  
on state leaders to keep pace with the world  
so their students are prepared to thrive in it.
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The National  
Landscape

Our state-by-state analysis identified many bright  
spots across the nation. From coast to coast  
and everywhere in between, there is growing  
recognition of the need to bridge the gap 
between what conventional high school is designed  
to provide and the demands of a modern work-
force and world. 

Nearly three in four states plus D.C. have adopted 
at least four of the policy actions. Since the most 
successful implementation efforts are the result 
of multiple policies working together in tandem,  
it’s encouraging that 10 states have six policy 
actions in place. 

Even so, our analysis revealed significant oppor-
tunities for state leaders to take action to adopt 
the full range of policies necessary to support 
high school transformation. In fact, every state 
has room to grow.

Finally, there are two cutting-edge policy actions  
for which no states have yet met the criteria—Policy  
Action 8, regarding next-generation assess-
ments, and Policy Action 9, covering redesigned 
student transcripts. While these policy actions 
should be viewed as aspirational at this juncture, 
promising and innovative early-stage efforts  
are already underway in some states. For example, 
three states are now piloting math badging— 
a system that uses digital badges to credential  
students’ math knowledge. And five states 
have joined an effort to create next-generation 
assessments that can reliably capture student 
progress in mastering a broader set of learning 
outcomes, including durable competencies.

Accordingly, although no state has taken action 
on all 10 policies, our research uncovered many 
states in every region of the country that can 

offer models. To that end, each policy action 
section of the report includes state spotlights. 
The heat map below showcases the variance 
in the number of policy actions implemented, 
underscoring the areas in which more focused  
policy action may be needed.

Top Trends
•	 Based on evidence collected and analyzed 

through December 1, 2025, all 50 states and D.C. 
meet the criteria for at least one policy action.44

•	 Nearly three-quarters of the states (36 states 
plus D.C.) have adopted four or more policy actions. 

•	 22 states plus D.C. are leading the way with  
five or more policy actions in place. Among those  
states, 10—Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, 
North Dakota, Oklahoma, Rhode Island, Utah, 
Virginia, and Washington—are setting the pace 
with six policy actions in place.

•	 There are four policy actions for which the 
majority of states meet the criteria: flexibility  
to award mastery-based credits, identifying 
core competencies for graduates, ensuring  
access to postsecondary coursework and 
credits, and crediting students for high-quality 
work-based learning. 

•	 There are two policy actions for which no states 
have yet met the criteria: next-generation 
assessments and redesigned transcripts. Both 
are intentionally aspirational. Later chapters 
highlight states that are making progress on those  
policy actions through piloting new approaches 
and developing the infrastructure necessary 
for statewide implementation. 

Policy Overview, Methodology, and National Landscape



24

�Momentum​ for high 
school transformation​  
is already building. 
Across the country, state 
leaders, educators, and 
communities are advancing  
bold policies and pioneering  
new school designs, 
shaped by local priorities, 
strengths, and contexts.
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The National Landscape:  
Policy Actions by State

Number of Policies Met

Progress
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Total Policy Actions Met by Each State 
(Alphabetical)

Note: Policy Actions 6, 8, 9, and 10 may be partially met by states. Please see the “Policy Overview,  
Methodology, and National Landscape” chapter for XQ’s detailed policy research criteria and  
state-by-state findings.
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Progress Status
Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially Meets

Not Yet Met

Alabama	 5/10; 1*

Alaska	 1/10; 2*

Arizona	 2/10

Arkansas	 5/10; 1*

California	 2/10; 1*

Colorado	 5/10; 2*

Connecticut	 4/10; 1*

Delaware	 4/10; 1*

District of Columbia	 5/10; 1*

Florida	 1/10; 2*

Georgia	 4/10

Hawaii	 5/10; 1*

Idaho	 5/10; 2*

Illinois	 3/10; 1*

Indiana	 6/10; 1*

Iowa	 6/10

Kansas	 4/10

Kentucky	 5/10; 3*
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Total Policy Actions Met by Each State 
(Alphabetical)

Note: Policy Actions 6, 8, 9, and 10 may be partially met by states. Please see the “Policy Overview,  
Methodology, and National Landscape” chapter for XQ’s detailed policy research criteria and  
state-by-state findings.
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Progress Status
Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially Meets

Not Yet Met

Louisiana	 4/10; 1*

Maine	 5/10; 1*

Maryland	 4/10; 1*

Massachusetts	 2/10; 1*

Michigan	 6/10; 2*

Minnesota	 6/10

Mississippi	 3/10

Missouri	 3/10; 1*

Montana	 4/10; 1*

Nebraska	 3/10; 1*

Nevada	 4/10; 2*

New Hampshire	 4/10; 1*

New Jersey	 2/10; 1*

New Mexico	 5/10

New York	 3/10; 2*

North Carolina	 5/10; 2*

North Dakota	 6/10; 2*
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Total Policy Actions Met by Each State 
(Alphabetical)

Note: Policy Actions 6, 8, 9, and 10 may be partially met by states. Please see the “Policy Overview,  
Methodology, and National Landscape” chapter for XQ’s detailed policy research criteria and  
state-by-state findings.
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Progress Status
Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially Meets

Not Yet Met

Ohio	 3/10; 1*

Oklahoma	 6/10; 2*

Oregon	 3/10; 1*

Pennsylvania	 3/10; 1*

Rhode Island	 6/10; 2*

South Carolina	 5/10; 1*

South Dakota	 4/10 ; 1*

Tennessee	 4/10; 1*

Texas	 5/10

Utah	 6/10; 2*

Vermont	 5/10

Virginia	 6/10; 1*

Washington	 6/10; 1*

West Virginia	 4/10; 1*

Wisconsin	 4/10; 2*

Wyoming	 4/10; 2*
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How Many Policy Actions  
Does Each State Meet?
D.C. is not included in state counts but meets Policy Actions 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6.

Number of policy actions met
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From coast to coast 
and everywhere in  
between, there is growing  
recognition of the  
need to bridge the gap 
between what  
conventional high 
school is designed  
to provide and the  
demands of a modern 
workforce and world.
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Mastery-Based 
Credits

Core Competencies

K-16 Alignment

Policy Action 1

Policy Action 2

Policy Action 3
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Policy Action 1: Mastery-Based Credits

Mastery-
Based 
Credits

Policy Action 1
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34Policy Action 1: Mastery-Based Credits

Why Mastery-Based Credits Matter

State policy plays a major role in defining how students earn credits 
to meet graduation requirements. Traditionally, these policies have 
been grounded in “seat time.” 

State policies define seat time in many different ways: “Carnegie 
units,” “clock hours,” “teacher contact hours,” “hours of bona fide 
instruction.” But the message those policies send is the same: put 
in your time, do the minimum to pass, and earn the credit—even if 
you haven’t truly mastered the subject. As a result, many students 
don’t acquire the full range of knowledge and skills necessary to 
succeed in college or in the modern workplace.

States driving a new vision of high school teaching and learning can 
adopt policies that give all districts the option to award credit  
for demonstrated mastery of academic knowledge, skills, and 
durable competencies. By enabling students to progress and 
earn credits through demonstrations of what they have learned—
and what they can do with their knowledge and skills—state 
leaders can help ensure that students graduate with employable 
competencies that support success in college, work, and life.

Grant all districts flexibility  
to credit learning based  
on competency rather than  
seat time
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But the benefits don’t end there. When state 
leaders allow communities to design learning that 
values mastery over minutes, they open up a 
whole new world of possibilities for students and 
educators. For example, mastery-based credits 
can help educators extend learning beyond the 
school building and into the community, such  
as at work-based learning sites. And they enable 
students to accelerate their educational progress 
and get a head start on college and careers.

With mastery-based credits, students can take 
more ownership of their own learning, growing  
in confidence to become self-driven, self-directed  
learners for life. Educators can address student 
disengagement by designing extended, relevant, 
real-world projects that spark student interest, 
illuminate potential career pathways, and ignite 
lifelong passions. Leaders can adopt next-
generation approaches to assess and credential 
learning, like badging, that are rooted in mastery 
and measure a broader range of knowledge and 
skills in more flexible and authentic ways (Policy 
Actions 8 and 9).

Purdue Polytechnic High School (PPHS), a  
STEM-focused high school in Indianapolis, leverages 
the state’s mastery-based credit policy to 
deliver more personalized, flexible learning that 
takes place in nine-week project cycles rather 
than year-long courses and daily class periods. 
Students can, for example, receive credit for 
engaging, hands-on learning experiences, often 
undertaken in collaboration with industry partners. 

One group of PPHS students, inspired by 
professionals at Corteva Agriscience to imagine 
how the world can feed nearly 10 billion people  
by the year 2035, created an app that helps reduce  
waste by detecting whether food is still good  
to eat or should be trashed or recycled. “I used  
to believe that the problems our community 
faced were impossible to solve,” one student 
said. “Working with industry partners showed  
me that no effort is too small, and it can lead  
to innovative ideas.”  

With mastery-based credits, 
students can take more ownership 
of their own learning, growing in 
confidence to become self-driven, 
self-directed learners for life.
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How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action

Every state provides some measure of flexibility from seat time.45 That’s 
because the U.S. has seen two waves of state policymaking on this topic.  
In the period from the 1970s to early 1990s, states recognized the need  
to provide flexibility in special circumstances—for students who required 
more time, or less time, to graduate, for example. Sometimes the flexibility 
even provided options for students to navigate graduation requirements 
after missing too many “snow days.”

That kind of “legacy language” in state laws and 
regulations can create confusion about what’s 
permitted and what’s not. For example, California’s  
graduation requirements include a paragraph 
about credit flexibility that dates back to legislation 
passed nearly 50 years ago. Most districts interpret 
that paragraph as requiring high schools to provide  
alternative ways for individual students to earn 
credits based on exceptional circumstances. But 
others might interpret it as allowing for more  
proactive efforts to transform teaching and learning  
on a schoolwide basis.

More recently, states have crafted policies explicitly  
meant to encourage districts to implement new 
kinds of instructional approaches that break free 
from the hold of the Carnegie Unit, such as com-
petency-based learning. Our own work with states, 
districts, and schools has shown that three criteria 
in particular are essential for communities to invest 
the time and resources necessary to reimagine 
the high school experience: 

•	 Grant all districts automatic permission  
to award credit for learning, not seat time,  
without the need for waivers.  

•	 Allow districts to award mastery-based credits  
on a schoolwide basis, not just to individual  
students on a case-by-case basis.

•	 Be clear and explicit enough for educators  
to be sure they are in compliance with state rules  
for awarding credits and granting diplomas.



This report examines only one kind of seat time 
policy: state rules governing course credits and 
diplomas. While those policies are the most critical  
for high school transformation, it’s important to 
note that seat time requirements have, over the 
past century, infiltrated a host of other policies 
governing high school education. 

For example, most states have policies on “instruc-
tional time,” rules for school calendars that require  
districts to offer a minimum number of minutes  
or hours in a school year, week, or day. Many states 
tie their school funding formulas to those calendar 
requirements as well.

Many Kinds of  
Seat Time Policies

State leaders are often reluctant to provide  
flexibility on school calendar rules because they 
view them as safeguards that protect student 
learning opportunities. However, a few states 
have begun to offer conditional flexibility to 
communities that are deeply engaged in high 
school transformation. 

For example, Colorado regulations require high 
school calendars to include at least 1,080 hours  
of “planned instruction” annually, resulting in  
at least 1,056 hours of “actual instruction” per year. 
Districts can lose state funding when their  
hours fall short. But in 2021-22, the state launched 
a High School Innovative Learning Pilot Pro-
gram allowing participating districts to waive that 
requirement in order to provide students with 
opportunities to learn outside the school building.

37Policy Action 1: Mastery-Based Credits



Clear, Explicit Policies That Give Automatic Permission To Award  
Credit for Learning, Not Seat Time, on a Schoolwide Basis

Source: XQ analysis based on 50-state scan of state policies and Table 203.30 in National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_203.30.asp. Note: This analysis does not include Washington, D.C.

64%

36%

Percentage of States
Yes No

Percentage of Grade 9-12 Students  
in Those States

Yes No

47%

53%

Less Than  
Meets the Eye
Nationally, the potential to transform high school learning through mastery-
based credits (Policy Action 1) isn’t as widespread as the results of the state 
scan might suggest. That’s because fewer than half of U.S. high school 
students attend school in a state with a clear policy allowing all districts 
to grant credits based on mastery rather than seat time on a schoolwide  
basis. Currently, four of the five states that enroll the most students—California, 
Florida, New York, and Illinois—do not have such a policy.
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State of the States for Policy Action 1

32 States Meet  
This Policy Action

Today, 32 states grant all districts flexibility to credit 
learning based on competency rather than seat time. 
These states have automatic, explicit, and schoolwide 
policies for awarding mastery-based credits. 

Policy Action 1: Mastery-Based Credits
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State of the States for

Meets the  
Policy Action

Not Yet  
Met

Status

Policy Action 1

32 states meet 
this policy action

Policy Action 1: Mastery-Based Credits



41

Provide guidance and technical  
assistance to help communities  
leverage credit flexibility to transform 
student learning experiences. 

Three in five states now give all districts permis-
sion to award credits based on learning instead 
of seat time on a schoolwide basis. Yet in most 
communities, high school schedules and learning  
experiences still look much the same as they  
did a hundred years ago. That’s because localities  
need tools, guidance, and technical support to  
do the hard work of transforming daily teaching 
and learning.

After introducing seat time flexibility in 2012, 
Iowa’s leadership followed up with a reflection 
and action planning tool, as well as guidance 
describing different scenarios through which 
students could earn credit by demonstrating 
competency. Similarly, Indiana’s 2020 publication  
INnovate: Flexibility Guide for Indiana’s K-12 
Schools describes how district leaders can leverage  
the state’s seat time flexibility to advance innovation. 

Evaluate your state’s flexibility  
provisions against the criteria. 

Some policies on the books were passed decades  
ago, well before the modern movement toward 
high school transformation and often with the 
goal of providing flexibility for individual students  
in exceptional circumstances. Others are provisional,  
granting flexibility if a district submits a waiver 
request or takes part in a pilot program. As a starting  
point, state leaders should examine their existing 
policy and consider two questions:

•	 Does this policy make it clear to district leaders 
that they can—and should—award credit to all  
of their students based on demonstrations of 
their learning?

•	 As written, is the policy sufficient to support 
high school transformation in any community 
across the state? 

If the answer to either question is no, policy makers  
can explore opportunities to adopt policies that 
meet criteria for Policy Action 1.

What You Can Do
Providing flexibility is only the starting line. States can spark real  
innovation by equipping districts with tools for leveraging credit  
flexibility to transform classroom practice and learning experiences. 
Leaders can also link mastery-based credit policies to other initiatives, 
such as pilot programs that enable leading districts to design and refine 
new personalized-learning strategies. Credit flexibility also calls  
for next-generation assessments and redesigned transcripts that can 
measure and credential a broader range of student knowledge and 
skills in more authentic ways.

Policy Action 1: Mastery-Based Credits
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Weave seat time flexibility into other 
state policies. 

To ensure seat time flexibility becomes a catalyst  
for more engaging student learning experi-
ences, state leaders can explore opportunities  
to leverage other policies to incentivize local  
communities. For example, they can create a high  
school transformation grant program (Policy  
Action 4) to empower local communities to explore  
approaches to teaching and learning that aren’t 
bounded by seat time. 

“Can We Stop The Clock?  
Replacing Seat Time With Mastery”
The Hoover Institution (2021)

Moderated by Stephen Bowen, then-deputy director for state leadership 
at the Council of Chief State School Officers, this recording of a Hoover 
Institution Success Initiative session features an expert panel discussion 
about moving from seat time to mastery.

Policy Action 1: Mastery-Based Credits
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Iowa
Iowa was an early adopter of policies to enable a 
shift from seat time to a more competency-based 
approach to awarding credit toward graduation. 
In 2012, state leaders introduced credit flexibility 
by expanding Iowa’s official definition of a “unit” 
and creating an explicit opportunity for school 
systems to award credit for demonstrations of 
learning rather than seat time. 

“A unit is a course which meets one of the following criteria: it is 
taught for at least 200 minutes per week for 36 weeks; it is taught 
for the equivalent of 120 hours of instruction; [or] it requires the 
demonstration of proficiency of formal competencies associated 
with the course according to the State Guidelines for Competency-
Based Education.”

The state then followed up with guidelines to support competency-
based education (CBE), including a reflection and action planning 
tool for districts interested in transitioning to CBE. These included 
policy guidance describing different scenarios through which 
students can earn credit by demonstrating competency rather than 
fulfilling seat time requirements. Iowa’s robust policy flexibility  
has made it possible for programs like Iowa BIG to provide high 
school students in Cedar Rapids with opportunities to engage  
in multidisciplinary projects in collaboration with community  
or industry partners.

States Leading the Way



44

States Leading the Way

Indiana
For over a decade, Indiana has been a national 
leader in driving a new vision for high school 
education focused on better preparing students 
for their next step. Prior to 2011, Indiana defined  
a “credit” as “satisfactory completion of a course …  
that includes a minimum of two hundred fifty 
(250) minutes of instruction per week for one (1) 
semester for a school operating on a traditional 
schedule.” That same year, the state board of 
education adopted a new definition of credit based  
on student “demonstration of proficiency against 
the academic standards in a course,” which 
empowered the development of new high school 
models, like Purdue Polytechnic High School in 
Indianapolis. In 2020, the state provided additional 
guidance to districts in INnovate: Flexibility Guide 
for Indiana’s K-12 Schools, which clearly articulates 
that all districts are fully authorized to award credits  
based on a student’s proficiency.46 
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Why Core Competencies Matter

Academic knowledge and skills will always be critically important. 
But in a nation with a fast-evolving economy and workforce, 
academic learning alone is no longer sufficient. Recognizing the 
need for high school students to cultivate a broader set of skills,  
a growing number of states have engaged educators, families, 
business and postsecondary leaders, and students to reimagine  
the fullness of what graduates should know and be able to do in 
order to thrive in college, career, and life.

States that adopt a broader vision for student success typically 
articulate these core competencies in a “Portrait of a Graduate” 
(sometimes called a “Profile of a Learner” or a “Graduate Profile”), or 
in a student competency framework. These profiles and frameworks 
go beyond academic knowledge and skills to incorporate 
competencies such as self-discipline, initiative, resilience, creativity, 
and problem-solving—the kinds of durable competencies that 
employers demand, families want, and research confirms to be 
critical for lifelong success.

Identify the core  
competencies necessary  
for high school graduates
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When educators integrate core competencies into  
high school learning experiences, they empower 
students to more fully prepare for success in the 
current and future workforce. An investigation  
of 76 million job postings nationwide revealed that  
eight in 10 of the most requested skills were 
durable competencies.47 According to a 2024 survey,  
the most in-demand competencies among 
companies worldwide include analytical thinking; 
resilience, flexibility and agility; leadership and 
social influence; creative thinking; and motivation 
and self-awareness.48 

States are seeing similar trends in their own work-
force data. A 2024 study by the North Carolina 
Department of Commerce showed that the 
competencies described in the North Carolina 
Portrait of a Graduate are important for every  
occupation in the state. It also found that occupa-
tions with the strongest demand for the Portrait’s 
competencies pay more and are projected to grow 
more in the future.49

Students who develop such competencies enjoy 
more success during their school years as well. 
That’s because durable competencies strengthen 
and reinforce the acquisition of knowledge and 
skills in disciplines like literacy, math, science, and 
history. In effect, durable competencies have a 
dual power for students. They provide knowledge 
and skills that are increasingly necessary for  
the workforce while also supporting proficiency  
in academic coursework during high school.

Finally, a graduate profile or other description  
of core competencies can offer a “North Star” for 
reimagining the entire high school experience,  
a common vision for student success that can 
guide policymakers, local leaders, educators,  
and families as they come together to drive trans-
formation efforts locally and statewide.  

Read North Carolina’s  
Portrait of a Graduate

Brought to you by:
Statewide Portrait Design Team  |  NC Department of Public Instruction  |  NC Department of Commerce  |  NC Chamber of Commerce

BEST NC  |  NC Community College System  |  UNC System  |  NC Independent Colleges and Universities  |  MyFutureNC

N O R T H  C A R O L I N A

PORTRAIT GRADUATEof a

EMPATHY LEARNER’S MINDSET

COLLABORATIONADAPTABILITY

CRITICAL THINKINGCOMMUNICATION

PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY
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•	 A Portrait of a Graduate/Profile of a Learner (POG/POL), or

•	 Similar College-and-Career Competency Framework or Standards

To meet the criteria for this policy action, a state will 
have identified the core competencies that students 
should develop before they graduate from high school, 
as evidenced by adoption of either:  

How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action

A graduate profile or other 
description of core competencies 
can offer a “North Star”  
for reimagining the entire  
high school experience.
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State of the States for Policy Action 2

Thirty-two states and D.C. have identified the competencies  
graduates need for success after high school. Of these, 
19 states and D.C. have adopted a Portrait of a Graduate 
or Profile of a Learner, while the rest have adopted another 
type of competency framework.

32 States and D.C.  
Meet This Policy Action

Policy Action 2: Core Competencies
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State of the States for

Meets the  
Policy Action

Not Yet  
Met

Status

Policy Action 2

32 states and D.C. 
meet this policy action
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The best graduate profiles integrate durable competencies with academic 
knowledge and skills and reflect shared aspirations from a broad group of 
stakeholders including high school students, families, and industry lead-
ers. Leading states make sure the profile comes with rubrics, indicators, 
and tools that make it actionable in classrooms and leverage it as a North 
Star to align statewide education policies and initiatives.

Elevate stakeholder input  
and student voice. 

The first step to creating a Portrait of a Graduate  
is to engage key stakeholders, including families,  
educators, employers, higher education repre-
sentatives, and community leaders to articulate  
the skills and knowledge they believe students 
need to be successful. Ideally, the process should  
incorporate the voices of high school students,  
giving them a seat at the table so their experiences  
and their aspirations for their own education can 
inform the collective vision.

Advance a broader set of  
competencies that matter. 

A Portrait of a Graduate should not be limited 
in its vision for student success. In addition to 
capturing academic content knowledge—which 
will always be important—the portrait should also 
include career skills and durable competencies 
like critical thinking, creative problem-solving, 
and the ability to build on existing knowledge  
to rapidly learn new skills. While the specific  
language may vary, the core competencies tend 
to be somewhat similar across existing Portraits  
of a Graduate, perhaps indicating that, despite 
political and other differences, communities tend  
to want the same outcomes for their young people.

What You Can Do

Policy Action 2: Core Competencies



Make the Portrait a launch  
pad for ongoing support. 

It is important to remember that a Portrait of  
a Graduate is the beginning of the high school 
transformation journey, not the end. Its value 
derives from what state leaders do with it. In states  
leading this work, like Kentucky, the Portrait 
of a Graduate or Learner Profile has served as 
the jumping off point for the development of 
resources for educators—such as rubrics, frame-
works, and guides—to support the adoption of 
learning models that advance the shift from seat 
time to demonstrations of student proficiency. 

Use the Portrait as a touchstone  
for policy alignment. 

The competencies in a state’s Portrait of a Graduate  
or competency framework should be woven into 
other policies and systems, such as next-generation  
assessments (Policy Action 8), redesigned tran-
scripts (Policy Action 9), and robust data systems 
and reporting (Policy Action 10). States that align 
their Portraits of a Graduate and competency 
frameworks to other policies are well positioned  
to advance a coordinated agenda to support high 
school transformation by establishing the  
conditions necessary for those efforts to succeed.

A Portrait of a Graduate  
is the beginning of the  
high school transformation  
journey, not the end. 

“States Sketch ‘Portraits of a Graduate’”
National Association of State Boards of Education (2022)

This short publication from NASBE describes how four states— 
South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and Washington—developed  
Portraits of a Graduate and the lessons they learned along the way.
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Grassroots Momentum:

Local Leadership  
in Mayfield, Ohio

In the village of Mayfield, Ohio, the public schools are guided by an 
educational vision that goes beyond state academic standards. It’s called  
the Portrait of a Mayfield Wildcat. When Superintendent Michael J. Barnes  
was invited back to lead the district in 2021, he decided it was time to give 
that portrait a refresh.
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“At the onset, we asked ourselves the question: 
How has the world changed in the last five to 10 
years? And as a result of that change, what skills, 
abilities, and habits of mind do our kids need to 
thrive in a complex and ever-changing world?” 
said Barnes. “For heaven’s sake, COVID, we had  
a global pandemic.”

The portrait reflects a collaborative effort among 
educators, students, families, and other community 
members, according to Barnes. (The original  
portrait was created when Barnes was an assistant  
superintendent in Mayfield. He left to lead another 
northeast Ohio school district, then returned to 
Mayfield as superintendent.)

The Portrait of a Mayfield Wildcat 
describes four core competencies  
students should master before  
graduation, with scholarship and  
personalization as key drivers:  
collaboration, critical and creative 
thinking, curiosity, and communication.  
The district calls the portrait its 
“North Star.”

Adopting the portrait prompted district leaders 
to rethink student learning experiences, including 
how to provide students with what the district 
calls “voice and choice.” At Mayfield’s one and 
only high school, this is evident in a recent  
reorganization that allows students to choose from  
several pathways, from a traditional, eight-classes- 
a-day format to several options permitting varying  
levels of flexibility. The most unconventional is 
dubbed simply The Option. 

Essentially, The Option is what the superintendent 
calls a “fully customizable school day,” where  
students might attend a few traditional classes, such  
as math or English, but also work independently 
outside of those classes. Students often spend 
that time in an open work space, also called  
The Option. In addition, they might head out  
into the community for an internship or other 
work-based activity.

Mayfield senior Charlie Brunello switched from 
the traditional, eight-classes-a-day format to  
The Option his junior year. 

“I just wasn’t connecting, and I was thinking about 
a trade for my profession, like an EMT, but I knew 
something had to change,” he recalled. “So I went 
into The Option in my junior year, and it was like a 
breath of fresh air.”

His daily schedule at the 1,200-student high school  
includes three classes in a traditional setting, but 
for Algebra 2 and English he works independently 
to meet the course requirements rather than 
attending class in person. The experience, Charlie 
said, has helped him discover more about himself. 

“I kind of found who I was,” he said. “Like service 
learning, helping people who are less fortunate. 
And it also gave me a value and goal in life.” Charlie  
also saw his GPA rise.

Paige Zenovich, a teacher in The Option program, 
said the Portrait of a Mayfield Wildcat provides 
a valuable “touchpoint, or a North Star: This is 
what we’re aiming for.”

She noted that the district is currently devel-
oping a set of student “portrait projects that are 
embedded in the curriculum” at certain grade 
levels. In addition, the portrait is part of the conver-
sation after administrators conduct classroom 
observations, Zenovich said.

“I kind of found 
who I was.”
— Mayfield senior Charlie Brunello

Policy Action 2: Core Competencies
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Mayfield has 
drawn considerable 
attention, and a  
lot of visitors, for its  
work to reimagine  
the learning  
experience in ways 
that help students 
master real-world 
competencies.



56

With regard to The Option, Zenovich emphasizes 
that the design includes certain guardrails to 
make sure students stay on path while taking 
advantage of the flexibility it allows.

“Students have to touch base with me at least 
once each day,” Zenovich said, and she helps  
to keep them organized. “Time management 
is the biggest issue that we try to help them 
understand, and model.”

Mayfield has drawn considerable attention, and 
a lot of visitors, for its work to reimagine the 
learning experience in ways that help students 
master real-world competencies. Just recently,  
a group of about 50 educators from Missouri came  
for a visit, according to the superintendent.

Michael Duncan, the president and CEO of 
Battelle for Kids, a national nonprofit that has 
supported portrait work around the country, 
said Mayfield stands out as an especially strong 
example of bringing a portrait to life.

“Mayfield City Schools has had the courage and 
the support of their community to redefine time. 
Time is the great barrier to transitioning learning 
environments into deeper learning environments,” 
Duncan said.

“What they’ve done brilliantly is that, even with 
The Option, there are still very high expectations 
and students are mentored and coached through 
the whole process,” he said.

The Portrait of a Mayfield Wildcat has resonated 
with many families, said Meghan Perez, the 
president of the Gates Mills Elementary Parent 
Teacher Group in Mayfield. She personally finds  
it compelling for her two elementary-age children. 
As a parent, Perez said, the portrait provides “the 
kinds of attributes that I hope to see in my own kids,” 
such as being able to work effectively with others,  
a desire to learn and understand the world around  
them, and an ability to problem-solve and come 
to solutions.

Stepping back, Superintendent Barnes, who 
often gets invited to speak about his experience, 
believes the portrait is helping the school system 
deliver a great education, in combination with the 
increased flexibility offered through six choices,  
or “learning modalities,” that students are afforded.

”Comprehensively, the achievement scores at 
Mayfield High School continue to rise, and one  
of the reasons they continue to rise is because  
we have empowered students to have more say  
so over how they learn,” he said. 

“Think about college, the military, the trades: 
Nobody is hovering over your shoulder,”  
Barnes said. “We just assumed all of these years  
that a kid can’t do that at the high school level.”

The superintendent added, “We’re not perfect,  
but we’re onto something.”  

Policy Action 2: Core Competencies
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Kentucky
Over the last decade, Kentucky has become a leader  
in supporting local innovation to drive school 
transformation. The state’s United We Learn vision 
for education emphasizes “Vibrant learning 
experiences for every student; encouraging 
innovation, especially around assessment; [and] 
creating a bold new future for Kentucky’s schools 
through collaboration with our communities.”50

To support that vision, in 2023, the Kentucky Board of Education 
adopted a statewide Portrait of a Learner that defines a set of core, 
real-world competencies that all Kentucky graduates should attain. 
The Portrait includes mastery of challenging academic content and 
skills like communication, collaboration, and adaptability. 

Crucially, Kentucky also published a guidance document called 
Developing Competencies, Performance Outcomes and Indicators 
for Portrait of a Learner. The guidance offers detailed explanations 
and definitions for each competency, including model indicators 
and performance outcomes—a critical step toward making 
competencies actionable and measurable. Together, United We 
Learn and the Kentucky Portrait of a Learner reflect a shift away 
from a system of education grounded in seat time and a narrow 
vision of student success and a shift towards flexibility and support 
for local communities and schools to adapt to the needs of a 
changing world.

States Leading the Way
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North Dakota
Since 2018, North Dakota has been a national 
leader in its efforts to support personalized 
competency-based learning as a driver for 
student success after high school in the modern 
workforce. During that year, the North Dakota 
Department of Public Instruction partnered with  
KnowledgeWorks to launch a five-year North 
Dakota Personalized, Competency-Based Learning 
Initiative to support pilots in a handful of districts  
and a broader learning community across the state  
focused on creating learning experience resources 
for schools and educators. 
At the heart of that work is the state’s Portrait of a Graduate and 
the North Dakota Learning Continuum, providing districts with a 
model competency framework that they can either adopt in full or 
use as a starting point for their own frameworks. In 2021, the state 
passed legislation permitting any district to waive seat time rules 
for awarding credit (Policy Action 1) by formally adopting a local 
mastery learning framework.

States Leading the Way

58



Policy Action 3: K-16 Alignment 59

K-16 
Alignment

Policy Action 3



60

Why K-16 Alignment Matters

The research is clear: The value of a college degree continues 
to increase,51 most teenagers aspire to go to college,52 and higher 
education levels improve economic outcomes for both individuals 
and states.53 Yet too many students face significant hurdles on the 
pathway to postsecondary education—and the many benefits a 
seamless pathway can bring. 

One big barrier is basic eligibility for four-year public colleges and 
universities. Many students don’t realize until too late that the 
courses they’re assigned in high school do not meet the college 
entry requirements of public university admissions offices.54 This is 
because, in many states, the coursework required for a standard 
high school diploma isn’t aligned with the eligibility criteria for 
public college admission.

Align high school graduation 
requirements with eligibility 
for the state’s public higher 
education institutions and 
directly admit students

Policy Action 3: K-16 Alignment
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The cumbersome college admissions process 
presents another big barrier. Three in four young 
people feel the process is too complex and fear 
that even one small mistake in their application  
could limit their chances. Over half say that 
applying to college has been more stressful than 
anything else they have done academically.55  
The result? One in four high school students starts  
a college application but never submits it— 
with students in lower-income, less-educated 
communities having the most “false starts” even 
when they are fully qualified.56

Across the country, state leaders are showing what’s  
possible when policies and programs are used  
to knock down these barriers, highlighting steps 
states can take to ensure that students’ college 
aspirations are within reach. First, states can align  
high school graduation requirements with the 
coursework needed for college eligibility. In states  
with multiple diploma options, the “default” diploma  
should meet public college entrance standards. 

Second, states can create “direct admissions” 
programs that proactively notify high school seniors 
that they’ve earned a guaranteed place at one 
or more public institutions of higher education—
without the need to submit a full application and 
typically requiring only a simplified form to confirm 
acceptance. Like college-aligned diploma policies,  
direct admissions policies ensure a more seamless  
pathway for students to postsecondary educa-
tion. Idaho, the first state to adopt such a policy 
in 2015, saw a significant increase in enrollment  
in the state’s public universities.57

To be sure, today’s teenagers want choices. Not  
every student will earn a four-year degree. Students  
need new, more flexible pathways that enable 
them to pursue their goals while navigating a rapidly 
evolving economic landscape. 

But we also know that today’s students will need 
to become tomorrow’s highly agile workers and 
lifelong learners. They will need to be prepared 

Over the course of their lives, today’s  
students may need to move from  
work to education to training and back  
again—perhaps many times.
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not just for work or postsecondary education, 
but for both work and postsecondary education. 
Over the course of their lives, they may need to 
move from work to education to training and back 
again—perhaps many times, as challenges  
arise and opportunities present themselves.

For some, college might come later as they learn 
what is necessary for advancement in their field 
or to enter new careers in our rapidly changing 
labor market. A recent Wall Street Journal profile 
described surging enrollment in college nursing 
programs among men in their late twenties  
and early thirties. Among them was a 28-year-old  
former welder now studying nursing at Johns 
Hopkins University. He realized that his trade was  
at risk of being automated by robots, and he 
wanted a career that drew on his problem-solving 
skills.58 His story isn’t uncommon: 34 percent  
of U.S. undergraduates are 25 or older.59 

Moreover, research tells us the value of a college 
degree continues to increase. According to a 2024  
study by Georgetown University’s Center on Edu-
cation and the Workforce, “economic opportunity 
will increasingly favor workers with higher levels  
of education and training.” By the year 2031, 

“while there will be good jobs on every educational 
pathway, only 15 percent will be available to  
workers on the high school pathway, compared  
to 66 percent on the bachelor’s degree pathway 
and 19 percent on the middle-skills pathway.” 60

And make no mistake: Greater educational  
attainment bolsters not only individual earnings 
but also state economies and our U.S. economy  
as a whole. Economists estimate that the 6.7 percent  
increase in college degree attainment observed 
in the decade between 2010 to 2020 will raise U.S. 
workers’ lifetime earnings by $14.2 trillion.61

That might be why most teenagers still aspire  
to earn a college degree. In a national survey  
conducted in August 2025, 70 percent of high 
school students expressed a desire to enroll in 
college immediately following graduation, and 

67 percent of those students said they’d like to 
attend a four-year institution. Overall, nearly three 
in four American high schoolers (72 percent) 
believe that earning a bachelor’s degree will be 
important to achieving their lifetime goals.62

The last decade has rightly seen renewed interest  
in career and technical education (CTE) pathways 
for high school students. Sometimes, however, the  
enthusiasm for CTE can raise questions about 
whether such pathways should only be for students  
who have no plans to attend college. The best 
pathways blend high-quality CTE with rich and 
rigorous academic learning to prepare students for  
all of the challenges and opportunities the future 
holds. (See “Grassroots Momentum: Local Lead-
ership at Thomas A. Edison Career and Technical 
Education High School” at the end of this chapter.)

Every student deserves the kind of promise that  
a third of states have embedded into their diploma 
policies: If you earn a standard high school 
diploma, you will be eligible to apply to the state’s 
public colleges and universities—now or in the 
future. A growing number of states have recognized  
that the time has come to offer another kind of 
promise: Meet minimum qualifications for entry, and  
you will be directly admitted to public institutions  
of higher education.

And let’s remember: K-16 alignment isn’t only 
about educational opportunity for students but 
also about workforce preparation and economic 
development. As Sonny Perdue, former Governor 
of Georgia and current Chancellor of the Georgia 
University system has said of that state’s direct 
admissions program, “A trained higher education 
workforce is what attracts employers to Georgia  
and supports our economy. … We started this 
because we believe higher education is valuable 
to everyone.” 63  
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Across the country,  
state leaders are showing 
what’s possible when  
policies and programs  
are used to knock  
down barriers, highlighting  
steps states can take  
to ensure that students’  
college aspirations are 
within reach.
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How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action

•	 A default diploma policy that aligns course-
work required for graduation with the courses 
necessary to be eligible for the state’s flagship 
institution of public higher education. To meet 
the criteria for this policy action, a state must 
align its basic high school diploma requirements  
with the minimum college eligibility requirements  
for the state’s flagship institution of higher 
education.64 If the flagship institution includes 
specific course requirements—such as Algebra II 
and lab science—the graduation requirements 
must align to those specific courses, in addition  
to meeting the credit requirements for the subject 
in general (for example, three credits of math). 

	 Flagship campuses are publicly-funded land  
grant institutions to which students should  
be able to apply if they meet diploma require-
ments set by public authorities. These 

campuses have historically been enhancers  
of economic opportunity. One quasi-experimental  
study found that attending a state flagship 
campus can have a substantial, independent 
impact on later earnings.65

	 To be sure, just as not every student will pursue 
a four-year college degree, not every student 
who does so will aim for the state’s flagship public  
university. Some will apply to private higher 
education institutions, others to community 
colleges, and still others to public four-year 
universities with fewer eligibility requirements 
than the flagship campus. However, examining 
alignment with the flagship institution offers 
a common, understandable benchmark to 
establish the baseline national landscape across  
states in this inaugural analysis.

To meet the criteria for this policy action, a state will have 
adopted policies that reinforce K-16 alignment  
by adopting one or both of the following policies: 

•	 A direct admissions program that proactively 
notifies qualified high school seniors that they 
have guaranteed admission to one or more 
institutions of public higher education. To qualify  
based on this criterion, the direct admissions 
policy must:

•	�Provide proactive notification to students  
of admission; 

•	�Include participation of multiple 4-year  
institutions; 

•	�Not limit eligibility to top-performing students  
(as distinguished from “Top 10%” automatic 
admission policies or policies requiring addi-
tional coursework); and 

•	�Offer participation to high schools across 
the state. (We designate direct admission  
pilot programs as “in progress” until 
expanded statewide.)
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State of the States for Policy Action 3

Twenty-two states and D.C. meet the criteria for this 
policy action. Of those, 17 states and D.C. have adopted 
high school diploma requirements that align with the 
minimum eligibility requirements for the state’s flagship 
public university. (Seven specify the number of credits 
students must earn in different subjects, not specific 
courses they must complete; these states are aligned  
by default.) Eleven states have direct admissions programs  
in place. Six states—Georgia, Idaho, Illinois, North Carolina, 
Texas, and Wisconsin—have both policies in place.

22 States and D.C.  
Meet This Policy Action

Policy Action 3: K-16 Alignment
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State of the States for 22 states and D.C. 
meet this policy action

Meets the  
Policy Action

Not Yet  
Met

Status
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The most effective alignment efforts reflect true collaboration between  
K-12 and higher education leaders reaching agreement on shared 
expectations for high school exit and college entry. State leaders can 
thoughtfully scale direct admissions by starting with a pilot program  
that expands to include more high schools and colleges over time. 
Streamlining pathways to postsecondary education means no student  
discovers too late they were shut out of college and every diploma opens  
doors to higher education, career opportunities, and lifelong learning.

Ensure diploma requirements align  
with the state’s vision for high school 
student success (Policy Action 2). 

A state’s Portrait of a Graduate or competency 
framework should reflect a consensus among  
key stakeholders—including students, families, 
educators, higher education leaders, and employers—
of the knowledge, skills, and experiences students 
should have before they graduate. It’s important 
that diploma requirements reflect that vision. 
For instance, if stakeholders want to encourage 
students to explore work-based learning oppor-
tunities in high school, the diploma requirements 
should allow space for students to pursue  
those experiences while still satisfying the academic  
requirements needed to earn a diploma with  
college eligibility.

Coordinate the development of new 
diploma requirements with in-state 
public institutions of higher education 
and leading employers. 

Before states adopt changes to their diploma 
requirements, it is imperative that leaders  
determine how those changes will affect student 
eligibility for in-state public universities. If proposed  
diploma requirements create misalignment  
with college eligibility requirements, state leaders  
must work in concert with public university  
leaders to adjust accordingly. Students must 
have confidence that the diploma they earn  
will enable them to apply to public universities  
in their state. Involving employers in these 
efforts can ensure that policy actions are informed  
by the demands of the new and future economy. 
For many students pursuing higher education, 
this means success in the labor market.

What You Can Do

Policy Action 3: K-16 Alignment



Develop and expand direct admissions  
programs to serve all students  
and a wide range of state institutions 
of higher education. 

Direct admissions programs can remove significant  
barriers for students who are eligible for and 
interested in pursuing college but uncertain about 
how or whether to apply. To unlock the full potential  
of these programs, states can expand beyond pilot  
initiatives and design systems that are inclusive,  
streamlined, and easy to navigate. Programs should  
provide proactive notifications to eligible students,  
reflect a range of public higher education options— 
including regional universities and community 
colleges—and ensure participation from high 
schools across the state. Successful direct  
admissions programs are grounded in student 
data already collected by states (such as GPA, 
coursework, and test scores where applicable)  
and work best when coordinated with other 
supports, such as FAFSA completion campaigns, 
financial aid advising, and summer transition 
programs. States can also continuously analyze 
program outcomes to identify and close gaps  
in participation and enrollment. By scaling and 
formalizing direct admissions policies, states  
can send a powerful signal to students: College  
is not just possible—it’s already within reach.

“Bridging the Gap: How States 
Are Aligning High School with 
Postsecondary Success”
ExcelinEd (2025)

This resource from ExcelinEd explores how 
Indiana, Utah, and Georgia are aligning  
high school graduation with postsecondary 
success through redesigned diplomas, 
guaranteed admissions, and personalized 
matching. These strategies expand access 
and connect students to college, career,  
and military opportunities while strengthening 
workforce readiness.
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At many public high schools, the divide is often 
clear: Students are either college-bound or on 
a career and technical education track. And the 
latter sometimes means fewer opportunities  
and lower wages. But in Queens, N.Y., an innovative  
campus—one that literally has CTE emblazoned  
in its name—rejects that dividing line.

“We always try to push the mindset that CTE, it’s 
not an alternative to college, it’s a gateway to it,” 
said Navindra Haripersaud, an assistant principal 
at Thomas A. Edison Career and Technical High 
School, which serves some 2,300 students. The 
school offers seven career pathways and 13  
discrete CTE programs (or “career tracks”), more 
than any other New York City public high school. 
Examples include architectural drafting, automo-
tive technology, graphic arts, and robotics. The 
most recent addition is interactive game design.

Grassroots Momentum:

Local Leadership  
at New York City’s 
Thomas A. Edison  
Career and Technical 
Education High School

Career Opportunities at Edison CTE High School

CTE Pathways Career Tracks

Visual Arts Graphic Arts 
Digital Media  
Interactive Game Design

Information Technology IT Specialist  
IT Security  
IT Networking  
Software Development

Automotive Automotive Technology  
Collision & Refinishing

Engineering Architectural Drafting

Medical Medical Assisting

Electrical Electrical/Solar Installation

STEM Robotics & Drones
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Most Edison graduates, about 90 percent, go 
on to college within a year or so, according to 
Haripersaud, who oversees CTE at Edison and  
is himself a 2009 graduate of the school. For 
those who don’t, their academic preparation and 
the credits required to receive an Edison diploma 
keep their options open.

For example, some students who earn an industry 
certificate in Edison’s electrical pathway participate 
in apprenticeships with New York City Transit that 
may lead to entry-level jobs with attractive pay and 
benefits straight out of high school. The 36-month 
apprenticeship pays more than $50,000 per year 
and includes comprehensive benefits. 

Senior Gabrielle Salins values the combination of 
college-oriented coursework, including Advanced 
Placement classes, with CTE pathways—in her 
case, information technology. 

“Students at Edison are more prepared for the 
workforce. We’re more prepared to adapt, not 
just as students, but as industry professionals,” 
said Gabrielle, who plans next fall to attend  
Stony Brook University, part of the State University  
of New York system.

Edison has cultivated an array of relationships 
beyond the school walls to facilitate opportunities 
for students in industry, nonprofits, and govern-
mental organizations, including companies such 
as Apple, Google, and BMW. The high school was 
selected to participate in two initiatives launched 
by New York City Public Schools, FutureReadyNYC,  
and the Modern Youth Apprenticeship Pilot  
Program. With FutureReady, for example, students  
gain knowledge and real-world, paid experience 
in the fields of business and finance, education, 
healthcare, technology, and—beginning in the 
2025-26 academic year—“human & social services”  
and “HVAC and building decarbonization.”

Gabrielle and other students highlight Edison’s 
strong focus on developing durable compe-
tencies for success in an ever-changing world. 

Co-developed by teachers and student leaders, 
Edison’s five essential skills are the heart of the 
enterprise and are embedded across the curriculum: 
communication, collaboration, giving and receiving  
feedback, design thinking, and professionalism.

“If you look at job ads around the country, there 
are certain things employers are always looking 
for, right?” said Edison educator Philip Baker, who 
also runs the school’s research and development 
department in partnership with special education 
teacher Danielle Ragavanis. “People who are  
good at communication. People who can collab-
orate. … People who can give feedback to others, 
receive feedback themselves, think through goals.”

Senior Jessica Baba—who is in the architectural 
“shop,” as students refer to career tracks—echoes 
the sentiment about Edison helping students thrive 
in the real world. For example, she believes the 
school has changed her relationship with failure.

“Our school is really good at teaching us that  
we can fail,” Jessica said. “They understand  
that we are still children, but they treat us as adults. 
And they know we’re going to make mistakes  
in the process.” 

Jessica added: “Our school tries  
to challenge us to do things that  
we normally wouldn’t do in order  
to grow. So, by making mistakes,  
by failing sometimes, we eventually  
learn from our failures, and that  
is what generates success.”

Edison students are frequently low-income and 
the first in their families to be going to college.   
Among graduates who head directly to college, 
two thirds enroll at State University of New York 
campuses or the City University of New York, often 
with the help of New York State scholarships. 
Many end up juggling college with part-time jobs, 
and the workforce skills and industry certifications 
they obtain at Edison help them earn a better wage 
even as they work on a postsecondary degree. 
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Graduates who opt to head straight into the 
workforce, about 10 percent, tend to hit a wall 
when it comes to career advancement, Hariper-
saud explained. “Sometimes, they can only go  
so far and they need to get back into the cycle 
for college,” he said.

In fact, Haripersaud draws on his own life experience 
when it comes to the limitations that come without 
postsecondary education. After high school grad-
uation, he had no interest in college, so he enlisted 
in the U.S. military, only to discover later that his 
desire to work in the field of education required  
a college degree, and more. 

“I was just so against going to [college],” he recalled.  
“And look at me, I had to come back and do my 
master’s degree.”

The school’s combination of academic rigor  
and career prep delivers impressive results when 
it comes to student outcomes. Edison students 
are far more likely to graduate on time, complete  

The school’s combination  
of academic rigor  
and career prep delivers  
impressive results.

advanced coursework, and enroll in college 
compared with their peers locally and statewide. 
(See “Excelling at Edison CTE High School.”)  

The school makes an effort to ensure that students’  
academic courses align with their career pathways.  
For example, Haripersaud said guidance coun-
selors encourage students in particular pathways, 
like electrical or automotive, to take physics as 
one of their science courses. In fact, they often 
urge students to take four years of math or 
science—even though the state requires only 
three to earn a diploma.

“The future is so uncertain at the moment, because 
technology is so rapidly evolving; we need to build 
students who are also adaptable,” said Baker. “So 
the last thing you want to do is the traditional high 
school approach.”

His colleague, Danielle Ragavanis, agreed. “We’re 
preparing them for anything, and that’s the point.”
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Excelling at Edison CTE High School

97%
of students graduate on time in four 
years, compared with 83% citywide.

96%
of students score proficient  
on state English exams by the  
time they graduate, compared  
with 81% citywide.

71%
of students score proficient on  
state math exams by the time  
they graduate, compared with  
48% citywide.

91%
of students complete college-  
and career-ready coursework,  
exams, and certifications by the  
time they graduate, compared  
with 62% citywide.

60%
of graduates earn an Advanced 
Regents diploma, compared with  
22% citywide.

84%
of students graduate on time in  
four years and then go on to enroll  
in college, workforce training, or a 
service program within six months 
(including military service),  
compared with 64% citywide.

Sources: New York City Public Schools and the New York State Department of Education.  
Figures represent data published as of June 2025.
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Rhode Island
Over the last decade, Rhode Island has become 
a leader in statewide commitment to high school 
transformation—most notably, by adopting new 
diploma requirements in 2022 through a process 
that was bolstered by evidence and informed by 
widespread community input. The work leading to 
the adoption of the Readiness-Based Graduation 
Requirements began in 2019, when state leaders 
partnered with XQ to conduct an Educational 
Outcomes Audit and Analysis (EOAA).66 The findings  
showed that, although 80 percent of seniors 
wanted to go to college, only 60 percent took  
courses needed even to apply to public institutions  
such as Rhode Island College or the state flagship 
University of Rhode Island—and only 52 percent 
were passing those courses.67 
When confronted with the data, the state’s K-12 Council challenged 
the Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE) to find solutions. 
After presenting an initial proposal to the Council, state leaders held 
seven public hearings and four town halls across the state to discuss 
the EOAA findings and the proposed graduation requirements. 

The new diploma policy makes college-readiness coursework the 
“default” for all students beginning with the class of 2028, though 
it provides flexibility to substitute other courses with informed 
consent of parents or guardians. The state’s FAQs about the policy 
change make the intent crystal clear: “We do not want to close  
the door to opportunities for students because of the courses they 
took when they were 13 and 14 years old or for a graduate to find 
themselves ineligible to attend our state colleges and universities.”68 
Importantly, Rhode Island’s new diploma policy also fully frees high 
schools from the hold of the traditional Carnegie Unit (Policy Action 
1), emphasizing that “seat time and instructional minutes shall not 
be a consideration in the issuance of credit.” 69

States Leading the Way
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North Carolina
State leaders in North Carolina have adopted 
a number of policies that support high school 
transformation, including steps to ensure that 
every student who completes the state’s Future-
Ready Course of Study earns a diploma that 
meets the requirements for the University of 
North Carolina system.70

In 2024, the University of North Carolina (UNC) system  piloted  
NC College Connect, a direct admissions program  for North Carolina 
public high school seniors who completed their junior year with a 
GPA of 2.8 or above. In October, seniors receive a letter notifying 
them where they have been automatically admitted. To claim their 
admission, students need only submit a simple five-question form 
through a centralized portal. Every community college in the state 
also participated, and North Carolina Independent Colleges and 
Universities (NCICU) piloted its own direct admissions program.

For 2025-26, NC College Connect expanded beyond the pilot phase 
to include the participation of 11 universities in the UNC system, all 
58 community colleges, and 29 private institutions through NCICU—
for a total of 98 colleges and universities. The new program, which 
is supported by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 
has the potential to streamline college admissions for more than 
70,000 high school students each year. 

North Carolina shows how it is possible to go beyond alignment of 
diploma policies to make the transition to public higher education 
more seamless, leveraging both policy and relationships with higher 
education to remove barriers young people face as they launch 
their postsecondary journeys.
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Invest in community-led  
high school redesign and  
provide flexibility and  
guidance to empower innovation

Why Community-Led Redesign Matters

State policymakers can ensure that high school transformation 
reflects the aspirations and needs of local communities by creating 
initiatives that explicitly empower local stakeholders—students, 
families, employers, community and cultural leaders and, of course,  
educators—to take the lead in the design process. 

Unlike conventional “top-down” processes of school redesign 
or “turnaround,” a truly community-led process can produce 
stronger school models and earn community buy-in and support 
at the same time. The initiative should provide design guidelines, 
relevant research and data, flexibility and other incentives, and funding 
that inspire and empower local communities to take on the 
demanding work of reenvisioning the high school experience  
of their students. 

Policy Action 4: Community-Led Redesign
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Strong mission and culture—a clear set of 
school values that unify stakeholders around  
a common purpose

Meaningful, engaged learning—interdisciplinary  
and engaging strategies that help students 
develop content knowledge and complex skills 

Caring, trusting relationships—personal 
connections between students and adults, and 
between students and their peers, to help them 
develop holistically

With the right supports, communities take up 
this challenge with enthusiasm. When XQ invited 
communities across the country to engage in 
a design challenge in 2015, more than 10,000 
people representing nearly 4,000 communities 
across 49 states answered our call to propose 
student-centered designs for 21st-century learning.

As part of that national challenge, XQ provided 
community teams with guidance and materials 
during a design journey informed by the XQ 
Design Principles, six research-backed elements 
of effective high schools based on best practice 
and the science of teaching and learning. 

Teams of community members came together to 
articulate what they wanted their students to know  
and be able to do before designing their own  
distinctive school models and learning experiences,  
using the Design Principles as a framework. 

Rather than a one-size-fits-all approach, the XQ  
challenge produced radically different, high-quality  
school models that met the goals of community-
led design teams and capitalized on unique local 
resources. Since then, Rhode Island and D.C. have  
used the same design principles and community-
led process to reimagine high schools on a 
statewide and systemwide scale.

High school redesign requires ongoing community 
support and buy-in, which means that progress  
can only be sustained when local communities 
are empowered to design their own solutions to 
the common challenge of ensuring that each and 
every student graduates prepared for success 
after high school.

Youth voice and choice—authentic, ample 
opportunities for students to build autonomy, 
develop agency, and develop their identities

Smart use of time, space, and tech—
nontraditional approaches to when, where,  
and how students learn

Community partnerships—connections that 
open up real-world learning opportunities  
for students to gain valuable experiences that 
help them envision life beyond high school

The XQ Design Principles

Policy Action 4: Community-Led Redesign
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Progress can only be sustained  
when local communities  
are empowered to design  
their own solutions.

How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action

•	 The state has a grant program or provides other state funding to local 
communities to support high school design; and

•	 The state provides flexibility to innovate (e.g., through waivers or an 
innovation zone or status); and

•	 State policy offers guidance on a design process that ensures high quality 
and accountability, including requiring participation of a broad range of 
stakeholders in the high school design journey, including parents, students, 
educators, business leaders, and community leaders.

To meet the criteria for this policy action,  
a state must demonstrate the following:

Policy Action 4: Community-Led Redesign
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State of the States for Policy Action 4

Five States and D.C. 
Meet This Policy Action

Today, five states—California, New Mexico, North Carolina, 
Rhode Island, and Virginia—plus D.C. have programs in 
place to support communities in developing innovative 
high school models.

Policy Action 4: Community-Led Redesign
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Meets the  
Policy Action

Not Yet  
Met

Status

5 states and D.C.  
meet this policy action

State of the States for
Policy Action 4
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Community-led redesign initiatives will be most successful in states that 
offer districts true flexibility to think big and reinvent the high school 
experience, including freedom from seat time requirements. By coupling 
resources with flexibility, states empower districts and schools to co-design  
high school experiences alongside students, families, and employers. 
Excellence requires everyone—and sustaining excellence requires authen-
tic community agency and meaningful, ongoing participation. Leaders 
can also build networks of participating schools to share lessons learned, 
ensuring that grassroots solutions can spread and scale across the state.

Establish flexibility from seat  
time and articulate expectations  
for student success. 

The first two policy actions are critical starting 
points for a state’s high school transformation 
efforts. Ensuring school systems can award  
students credit based on their learning unshackles  
the redesign process from the constraints of 
seat time and allows communities to innovate 
and adopt rigorous instructional approaches 
and engaging learning experiences for students. 
Meanwhile, adopting a Portrait of a Graduate  
will set clear expectations for what students need  
to learn prior to graduation that can serve  
as a North Star for high school redesign efforts. 

Ensure that student voice is central. 

Redesign efforts need to be community-led, 
incorporating the voices of educators, parents, 
industry leaders, and, most importantly, students.  
To develop high schools that students can  
believe in and commit to, students need to be  
at the center of the design process, sharing  
their aspirations and ambitions, their reflections 
on their current schools, and their hopes for  
a new, reimagined high school experience. XQ’s  
Design Journey and Youth Voice Toolkit provide  
a wealth of resources that communities can  
use to meaningfully engage students and  
incorporate their voice in the design process. 

What You Can Do

Policy Action 4: Community-Led Redesign
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Listen to and learn with  
your communities. 

The community-led redesign process creates a 
singular opportunity for state leaders to engage 
in meaningful conversations with communi-
ties—including students!—to better understand 
unique and common needs and opportunities to 
ensure success. These discussions may help state 
leaders identify additional flexibilities that would 
remove barriers to high school redesign or develop 
resources that would benefit every community  
and every design journey across the state. 

Encourage partnership. 

As noted above, rethinking the high school experi-
ence is hard, but local communities do not need 
to operate in isolation or reinvent the wheel in 
search of transformation. Innovative efforts are 
underway in states across the country, featuring 
partnerships with industry, civic and cultural orga-
nizations, and organizations that have expertise 
in the adoption of new instructional approaches. 
State leaders can help identify partners who  
can work with communities to ensure the success 
of their redesign efforts.

“Youth Voice Toolkit”
XQ

The Youth Voice Toolkit is a comprehensive resource designed 
to support high school students to drive change within their high 
school communities.

Students need to be at the center 
of the design process, sharing 
their aspirations and ambitions. 

Policy Action 4: Community-Led Redesign
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Rhode Island
In 2018, Rhode Island partnered with XQ to launch 
a statewide initiative to rethink high school.  
The RI+XQ Challenge featured interactive design 
sessions that brought together community 
stakeholders—students, educators, industry 
partners, and families—to engage in a guided 
process of rethinking their community’s school. 
Participants from all of the state’s 64 public  
high schools took part.
Those initial sessions resulted in 20 schools receiving planning grants  
in June 2019, with several schools continuing their redesign journey 
as XQ partner schools. Trinity Academy for the Performing Arts (TAPA)  
received two-year transformation funding and became part of 
XQ’s Community of Practice, a diverse group of innovative schools 
nationwide that learns from and with one another, alongside leading 
education researchers and experts.

Rhode Island’s partnership with XQ also produced statewide research 
findings, based on the in-depth Educational Outcomes Audit and 
Analysis (EOAA), that laid the groundwork for the state’s adoption 
of new Readiness-Based Graduation Requirements. Beginning  
with the class of 2028, all graduates will be eligible for the University 
of Rhode Island and Rhode Island College (Policy Action 3).

States Leading the Way
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New Mexico
New Mexico leaders have taken a number of  
steps to advance high school transformation across 
the state. Most notably, in January 2022, the  
New Mexico Department of Education collaborated  
with the LANL Foundation to publish the New  
Mexico Comprehensive College and Career Pathways  
Assessment Report. The report served as the 
launching pad for the NM Innovation Zones 
initiative, a statewide effort to transform the 
state’s high schools.71 
During the 2023-24 school year, 47 high schools—approximately 
20 percent of the state’s high schools—and their school districts 
received funding to participate in the NM Innovation Zones initiative 
to rethink pathways for college and career readiness by leveraging 

“grassroots solutions with wisdom from local communities.” 72 The 
number of participating high schools and school systems increased 
to 51 in 2024-25.

States Leading the Way
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Why Postsecondary Credits Matter

High schools should be springboards of opportunity, ensuring 
that postsecondary education and training is available to every 
student. Beyond aligning diploma requirements with public college 
admissions criteria (Policy Action 3), states can expand opportunity 
by offering all students access to advanced, college-level coursework 
that allows them to earn postsecondary credits while still in high 
school. That can include, for example, Advanced Placement (AP), 
International Baccalaureate (IB), dual enrollment or dual credit, 
and postsecondary CTE-focused courses.

Studies show that taking even one advanced class predicts positive 
outcomes later in life, including college-going, choice of college 
major, and lower student loan debt—all of which in turn predict 
greater success in the labor market.73 The benefits begin in high 
school: According to the Education Trust, “When students have 
access to advanced coursework opportunities, they work harder 
and are more engaged in school, have fewer absences and 
suspensions and higher graduation rates.”74 Finally, students  
who earn postsecondary credits in high school can use them  
to reduce college tuition costs and shorten the time it takes  
to earn a degree.

Policy Action 5: Postsecondary Credits

Give all high school students 
the opportunity to earn 
postsecondary credits
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Advanced coursework can support career readiness  
as well. In Washington State, for example, the  
CTE Dual Credit program allows students to earn  
college-level credit in high school through 
industry-aligned courses that blend rigorous 
academics with technical and workplace skills. 
These credits can be applied at any community  
or technical college in the state.

Despite these benefits, many students still don’t 
have access to such opportunities. Only 69  
percent of high school students say their school 
offers advanced coursework for earning postsec-
ondary credit.75 Among parents with children  
who are not enrolled in a dual enrollment course, 
73 percent said they’d like their child to enroll  
in one—an “unmet demand” seen across all 
income levels.76

National data have long shown that access to 
advanced courses varies across different kinds 
of high schools. A survey conducted in 2025 
revealed that 79 percent of high schools serving 
relatively few students of color offer advanced 
courses of some kind, compared with 67 percent 
of high schools enrolling a high percentage of 
such students.77 

Every student deserves a fair chance to challenge 
themselves, work hard, and get a head start on 
postsecondary credits and lifelong success—which 
is exactly what advanced coursework is all about.

Every student deserves a fair chance 
to challenge themselves, work hard, 
and get a head start on postsecondary 
credits and lifelong success.
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Studies show that taking  
even one advanced  
class predicts positive 
outcomes later in life.

How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action
To meet the criteria for this policy action, a state will 
require that all high schools offer advanced coursework 
that enables students to earn college credit, or it will 
directly offer statewide access to advanced coursework 
options either in-person or virtually.

Policy Action 5: Postsecondary Credits
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State of the States for Policy Action 5

Thirty-eight states and D.C. have policies in place that 
ensure all high schools offer advanced, credit-bearing 
coursework in high school.

38 States and D.C.  
Meet This Policy Action

Policy Action 5: Postsecondary Credits



38 states and D.C. 
meet this policy action

Meets the  
Policy Action

Not Yet  
Met

Status

State of the States for
Policy Action 5
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Beyond ensuring access, state leaders can maximize benefits to students 
by offering college-level courses free of cost, expanding course offerings, 
shifting to “opt out” policies, and transparently reporting data on outcomes. 
Ideally, advanced coursework is available to every student, in every  
community, along with the support students and teachers need to succeed.

As a starting point, align graduation 
requirements with eligibility for pub-
lic institutions of higher education 
(Policy Action 3). 

Every high school student who passes the required  
coursework to earn a basic diploma should be 
confident that they are eligible to apply to the 
state’s public institutions of higher education. 

Identify opportunities to increase 
the number of students eligible for 
advanced coursework. 

Even if state policies meet the criteria for this  
policy action, students may find themselves  
ineligible to take advanced coursework due to prior 
learning decisions—possibly taken as early as 
elementary school. Policies like Texas’ automatic 
enrollment for advanced mathematics coursework 
help remove barriers that may prevent students  
from taking the rigorous courses that would prepare  
them for college-level work. These policies send  
a clear message that every student, in every 
community, can and should participate success-
fully in these courses.

What You Can Do

Policy Action 5: Postsecondary Credits
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Help establish multiple options for 
college-level coursework that can 
earn students postsecondary credit. 

State leaders should work with higher education 
institutions and other providers to ensure that 
every student, in every community across the 
state, has access to advanced courses in a wide 
range of subjects. Of equal importance, states 
can help students leverage the credits they earn 
by requiring in-state institutions to accept the 
credits and by supporting articulation agreements 
across institutions and across state lines.

These policies send a clear 
message that every student,  
in every community,  
can and should participate  
successfully in these courses.

“On Ramp to College:  
A State Policymaker’s  
Guide to Dual Enrollment”
Jobs for the Future (2021)

This guide shows how dual enrollment can 
serve as an “on ramp” to postsecondary 
education for students who are otherwise 
unlikely to attend college, highlighting 
successful statewide dual enrollment efforts  
and offering a step-by-step plan for 
policymakers to create successful programs 
and review their current approaches.

Policy Action 5: Postsecondary Credits
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Texas
Policy makers in Texas have established a solid 
foundation for high school transformation 
through efforts to support college and career 
readiness for every student across the state. 
To that end, the state has adopted policies to 
align high school diplomas to college entrance 
requirements (Policy Action 3) while providing  
high school students with opportunities for 
advanced coursework and work-based learning.  

States Leading the Way

Texas law requires all school systems to offer students the 
opportunity to earn 12 or more semester hours of college credit 
through different course options, including dual enrollment, AP,  
and IB.78 Eligibility is open to all students enrolled in high school 
who meet the prerequisite course requirements. Dallas ISD has 
proven to be an exemplar in increasing dual credit experiences 
for Black, Latino, and economically disadvantaged students and 
outpacing the state average. In the 2022-23 school year, 873 high 
school students earned associate degrees (60+ credit hours),  
and the dual credit success rate rose to 79 percent—a jump of five 
percentage points from the previous year.79 

Additionally, Texas is one of a handful of states that has implemented 
an automatic enrollment policy requiring eligible students to “opt out”  
of middle school advanced courses rather than requesting to be 
admitted to them. The state’s commitment to the college and career 
readiness of its high school students also extends to the state’s data 
and reporting systems, which present disaggregated information 
on postsecondary enrollment and attainment by high school.
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Washington
Washington State is a national leader in transforming  
high school education through its focus on 
mastery-based learning and expanding access  
to advanced coursework. In the class of 2023,  
90 percent of graduates completed at least one 
dual credit course (including AP, IB, postsecondary 
CTE, or other postsecondary-level coursework).80 
In 2011, the legislature passed a policy requiring every high school 
to work towards the goal of offering enough advanced courses to 
enable students to earn a full year’s worth of postsecondary credits 
before graduation. The policy also requires schools to inform 
students and their families about the opportunity and encourage 
students to consider 12th grade a “launch year” to get a head start 
on their postsecondary education and career preparation.

In addition, in 2019, Washington State became the first in the nation  
to adopt a policy that requires all eligible students to be automatically  
enrolled in advanced coursework unless they actively decline 
to participate. A recent study of the policy—dubbed Academic 
Acceleration—found that it increases enrollment in advanced 
coursework, especially for students who traditionally are less likely to 
take such courses, without negatively impacting students’ grades.81

States Leading the Way
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Why Internships and Apprenticeships Matter

High-quality, work-based learning (WBL) opportunities enable students 
to explore potential career pathways, gain valuable workplace experience, 
and graduate with critical knowledge and competencies necessary for 
success beyond high school.

For Jesus, a 2025 graduate of Latitude High in Oakland, California, a worksite 
visit during his first year of high school sparked an unexpected passion  
for aviation. “I really just fell in love as soon as I walked into the hangar,” 
he recalls. “I learned everything about the airframe of the airplane, the 
engine parts, everything about the weight and balance and aerodynamics. 
The whole process of it has been really intriguing to me.” 

Jesus pursued his new interest by completing a full internship in an aviation 
shop. “The whole internship process is based on the student trying to build 
those connections and network outside of their bubble” says Jesus, who is 
now in college. “I’m really proud of my ability to be professional, and to really 
grow and be mature.”

Credit high school students 
for work-based learning and 
apprenticeships

Policy Action 6: Internships and Apprenticeships



Defining WBL and 
Youth Apprenticeships

Federal definition of work-based learning  
in the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical 
Education Act of 2006: “[S]ustained interac-
tions with industry or community professionals 
in real workplace settings, to the extent 
practicable, or simulated environments at an 
educational institution that foster in-depth, 
firsthand engagement with the tasks required 
in a given career field, that are aligned to  
curriculum and instruction.” 87

Definition of high-quality youth apprenticeship  
adopted by the Partnership to Advance for 
Youth Apprenticeship (PAYA): “Apprenticeship  
is a proven education and workforce strategy that 
combines paid, structured on-the-job training  
with related, classroom learning. A youth appren-
ticeship is a structured, work-based learning 
program designed to start when apprentices 
are in high school. High-quality youth  
apprenticeship programs are built on partnerships  
that include employers, high schools, and 
providers of postsecondary education, most 
often a community college. High-quality youth 
apprenticeship programs include the following 
four core elements: 

•	 Paid, on-the-job learning under the supervision  
of skilled employee mentors; 

•	 Related, classroom-based instruction; 

•	 Ongoing assessment against established 
skills and competency standards; 

•	 Culmination in a portable, industry recognized 
credential and postsecondary credit.” 88
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Students, parents, and industry leaders place 
tremendous value on such opportunities. In fact, 
teens rank “skills for future employment” as  
the most important thing to learn at school.82 

But the demand for WBL far exceeds supply.  
Nearly eight in 10 high school students (79 percent)  
express interest in participation in work-based 
learning experiences.83 Yet only 62 percent of 
U.S. high schools offer formal WBL programs. 
Among those schools, a mere 20 percent of stu-
dents participate, on average, largely because 
opportunities like internships remain limited.84 
Among parents whose children are not partic-
ipating in an internship or apprenticeship, 74 
percent express interest in such programs—an 

“unmet demand” that is consistently high across 
all income levels.85

Policymakers on both sides of the aisle have 
begun to respond to this growing demand.  
In 2024 alone, state legislatures enacted a total  
of 46 distinct policies related to WBL and 
industry partnerships.86 

Expanding access is a crucial first step—but 
access alone isn’t enough. To deliver real impact, 
WBL programs must be high quality. That means 
offering meaningful, rigorous experiences that 
build skills and open doors to good jobs in 
growing fields, all while helping students grow 
into capable, confident learners.

Unfortunately, when programs lack structure 
or purpose, students, families, educators, and 
employers can come away disappointed. Without 
a strong learning focus, WBL risks becoming  
just another version of “seat time.”

State leaders can safeguard quality by clearly 
defining what high-quality WBL and youth 
apprenticeship programs should look like—and  
by providing guidance and support for effective 
implementation. They can also ensure that stu-
dents who complete these programs earn 
credit toward graduation.



Oakland’s Latitude High integrates work-based 
learning into its fundamental design, providing a 
continuum of “Extended Learning Opportunities” 
that grow in challenge and duration as students 
grow in maturity and competence.

9th graders visit workplaces throughout Oakland, 
gaining a deep understanding of the kinds of 
careers they might aspire to in their community. 
All 10th graders “job shadow” a variety of adults  
in various Bay Area organizations. Every 11th grader  
completes a full month-long internship. Seniors 
have the choice to seek out an extended internship  
opportunity or to participate in a creative 
multimedia challenge.

Nationally, fewer than an estimated one in five  
high school students has a formal work-based 
experience in any given year. In contrast, Latitude’s  
innovative design delivers WBL to every student  
in every grade level every year, leveraging a broad  
set of community partners to customize  
WBL experiences as students hone their career 
interests over time.

Well-planned, high-quality work-based learning 
experiences can have profound value for high 
school students. For example, Miles, a member 
of Latitude’s class of 2024, is pursuing a college 
degree and career in the healthcare industry 
based on a passion he explored while interning 
with Cardea Health during his junior year. Xavier,  
a class of 2023 graduate, is pursuing a college 
degree in aviation after interning with two  
pilots and learning to fly an airplane in high school.

Importantly, students at Latitude don’t have to 
choose between preparing for work and preparing  
for college. In 2024, three in four Latitude grad-
uates (73 percent) successfully completed all 
academic coursework necessary to be eligible for 
the University of California and California State 
University systems, compared with only 52 percent 
of graduates statewide.89 (See Policy Action 3.)

Work-Based Learning Is a Four-Year Journey 
for Students at Latitude High

How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action

To meet the criteria for this policy action, a state will have:

•	 A published policy or guidance on implementing high-quality work-based learning; and 

•	 Clear policies for when and how students earn credit toward graduation upon successful  
completion of work-based learning experiences; and 

•	 A robust definition of high-quality youth apprenticeships.

105Policy Action 6: Internships and Apprenticeships



4 states partially meet the criteria

State of the States for Policy Action 6

Forty-six states and D.C. have policies in place that 
define and give students credit for completion of 
high-quality work-based learning experiences and 
offer apprenticeship programs aligned with a national 
benchmark of quality.

46 States and D.C.  
Meet This Policy Action
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4 states partially meet 

46 states and D.C. 
meet this policy action

States can partially meet the criteria for Policy Action 
6 either by meeting the first two criteria for this policy 
action or by meeting the third criterion.

State of the States for
Policy Action 6

Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially 
Meets

Not Yet  
Met

Status
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The best work-based learning blends practical hands-on experience, 
opportunities to apply academic knowledge and skills, and a focus  
on developing durable competencies. State leaders can elevate WBL  
by providing clear guidance and tools while highlighting local  
exemplars. Ideally, employers and higher education are not just involved,  
but co-leading efforts to expand high-quality WBL in collaboration  
with state officials.

Integrate durable  
competencies into 
work-based learning 
strategies. 

High-quality WBL experi-
ences offer a perfect setting 
for students to develop the 
kind of durable competencies 
employers increasingly demand. 
States that adopt a Portrait 
of a Graduate or competency 
framework (Policy Action 2) can 
link the competencies to WBL 
policies so that students,  
educators, and employers can 
identify key competencies for 
the job in question and collect 
evidence of student progress in 
mastering the competencies.

Ensure diplomas  
matter for success  
in the workforce. 

In addition to aligning with 
entry requirements for public 
higher education (Policy Action 3), 
diploma policies should reflect 
a vision for high school that 
includes work-based learning 
and career pathways, creat-
ing opportunities for students 
to earn credentials that matter 
both for employers and post-
secondary institutions. 

Take steps to expand 
high-quality work-based  
learning—in particular 
apprenticeship  
programs—across  
the state. 

From grants to corporate incen-
tives to data systems, states are 
employing a wide array of strat-
egies to support the expansion 
of high-quality work-based 
learning experiences. The goal: 
to ensure that every student, 
regardless of where they live,  
can access high-quality work-
based learning opportunities 
in their community. 

What You Can Do
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State leaders can safeguard 
quality by clearly defining what 
high-quality WBL and youth 
apprenticeship programs should 
look like—and by providing 
guidance and support for effective 
implementation.

Incorporate workforce readiness into  
state data and accountability systems. 

State data and accountability systems should help  
families, educators, policymakers, and students 
understand if their high schools are satisfactorily 
performing their primary objective: preparing  
students for success in life. This should include 
data and metrics of student success after high 
school, whether in postsecondary institutions, the 
workforce, and/or the military.

Invest in community-led high school 
redesign (Policy Action 4) to explore 
how creative uses of time and space 
can expand access to high-quality WBL. 

Ideally, work-based learning should be embedded 
in the core design of the high school experience 
rather than being an “add-on” available to only 
a few students. But schoolwide approaches to 
WBL require creative thinking about schedules 
and calendars. Transformed high schools like  
Purdue Polytechnic High School in Indianapolis,  
Latitude High in Oakland, and Dunbar High  
School in D.C. are showing how schoolwide  
transformation can support an integrated  

“WBL for all” design.
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Every Wednesday, seniors Denim Johnson and 
Labiba Kahn leave their high school campus to 
spend half the day at the District of Columbia 
National Guard headquarters, a few miles east of 
the U.S. Capitol. The two students at Dunbar High 
School in D.C. have internships: They handle tasks 
such as helping soldiers and staff track inventory  
in the facility’s stock room.

Denim and Labiba are part of a growing effort 
by District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) 
to provide career preparation and work-based 
learning as part of the educational experience 
before high school graduation. Along the way, 
the students are learning valuable lessons for 
success in the workforce and life. 

Labiba volunteered an example, recalling a day  
she was absent because of an illness and neglected  
to inform the National Guard team. The staff 
pressed her on the matter later: “They said, ‘Why  
weren’t you there?’“ she recalled. “I feel like that  
was a lesson for me, that I need to communicate  
with these people,” Labiba said. “I thought,  
‘OK I think I made a mistake.’ But it bettered  
my communication skills.”

Most seniors at Dunbar take part in internships. 
Those opportunities run the gamut, such as working  
at local government agencies, the U.S. Department 
of Energy, federal and D.C. courts, libraries, and the  
Humane Rescue Alliance. Students earn an elective  
academic credit for their internships, the majority 
of which take place off campus.

“Dunbar’s model is centered on leveraging the 
city as a classroom. And they are right in the 
center,” said Constance Parham, the Director  
of Innovation and Design for DCPS.

The internship element of the school redesign 
reflects a key XQ policy priority: providing  
high-quality, credit-bearing, work-based learning  
opportunities for students. Parham said she’s 
been struck by the positive impact on participat-
ing students.

“I definitely see the level of thoughtfulness and 
increased awareness of what is needed in a 
workplace setting that [students] did not have 
previously, which was pretty powerful,” she said.

The internship experiences—reinforced in weekly 
reflections during a student advisory class—aim 
to enrich the seniors’ educational experience and 
expand their horizons. This school year, roughly 
three-quarters of Dunbar seniors participated. All 
eligible seniors take part in the program.

Work-based experiences are also available to other  
DCPS students, including through the Advanced 
Internship Program, which provides paid and cred-
it-bearing internships for students in the Career 
and Technical Education (CTE) program, and the  
paid, summertime Career Ready Internships. Both 
programs serve several hundred students each year,  
Parham said. In 2020, the city launched a modern 
youth apprenticeship program called CareerWise DC,  
with the support of CareerWise USA, CityWorks DC, 
and the Federal City Council. That program is  
still growing, with one Dunbar student participating 
in 2024-25.

Grassroots Momentum:

Local Leadership  
in Washington, D.C.
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Most seniors at Dunbar  
take part in internships. 
Those opportunities run the 
gamut, such as working at  
local government agencies, 
the U.S. Department of  
Energy, federal and D.C. 
courts, libraries, and the  
Humane Rescue Alliance. 
Students earn an elective  
academic credit for their  
internships, the majority of  
which take place off campus.
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Students like Denim and Labiba have benefitted 
from a few perks beyond their job itself at the  
D.C. National Guard, like chatting with the facility’s  
commanding officer, Major General John C. 
Andonie. “He sat with us for about 30 minutes 
on the first day,” Labiba recalled. “He talked  
with us about our future. He also talked about his 
experiences in the military.”

As for Denim, the National Guard experience helped  
him decide his next step after graduation: “Through  
the internship, I enlisted in the Army,” he said, and 
will report for duty in August. Denim said he was 
accepted to a couple of four-year colleges  
but decided to complete military service first.

Not all Dunbar internships involve leaving campus. 
Senior Curtis “Justin” Taylor interns under the 
direction of student experience coach Nakisha 
Yates. Justin helps with an array of tasks,  
including scheduling field trips, creating invoices 
and surveys, managing spreadsheets, and even 
reaching out to school vendors.

“My responsibilities have been growing over time,” 
Justin said. He recalled times when he was not 
keeping up with his duties. The repercussions made 
a lasting impression: “I was avoiding responsibility,”  
he said. “Learning to take that up for myself, 
developing accountability even when no one is 
watching, that is something huge that I took from 
this [internship].”

Justin also shared some of the competencies  
he has cultivated through the experience.

“There were a lot of transferable 
skills that I gained,” he said. “Time 
management is a huge one, com-
munication, integrity. And then also, 
developing the attitude of being  
able to complete tasks, that is some-
thing I can take with me when I …  
go to college.”

In fact, Justin was accepted and plans to attend 
the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor next fall.

Dunbar’s aspiration to create a school-wide vision 
for work-based learning grew out of its partici-
pation in DC+XQ, a multi-year, community-driven 
partnership to rethink what high schools can  
be and make those visions a reality. In 2022, the 
school was selected to be among the first  
cohort of DCPS high schools to begin implementing 
its design. (See Policy Action 4.)

Parham notes that in a traditional public school, 
“constraints and requirements can make school 
leaders and educators feel like there is not a lot 
of wiggle room for creativity” in rethinking the 
school experience. “This pushed the district to 
think about what we are flexible about. … We also 
did visits to other XQ schools across the country, 
like Purdue Polytechnic, that inspired us a lot.”

“State Policy Playbook to Advance Youth Apprenticeship”
National Governors Association (2022)

The National Governors Association has compiled a state policy playbook, 
outlining specific actions that governors and other state leaders can take to 
foster high-quality youth apprenticeship. 
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The hope, Parham said, is that DCPS can increase 
the number of students and schools that partici-
pate in internships, apprenticeships, and dual 
enrollment programs, “all of which require more 
flexibility and creative scheduling.” She added, 

“First you need to navigate the speed bumps. 
Hopefully, through the innovative work underway 
at Dunbar, we can get proof points and have a 
process and a model.”

One of the driving forces behind Dunbar’s intern-
ship program was a desire to “address rising 
disengagement with postsecondary ambitions” 
among students, said Oumar Diallo, Dunbar’s 
redesign director. School leaders wanted to “bring 
the future to students, to put students in spaces 
where they could be thinking about what they 
would be doing in five or six years, and not just 
talking about it.”

One powerful way to drive this home, he said, is 
requiring all students to complete a “capstone 
project,” where they develop and present a slide 

deck about their internship experience to their 
peers and educators. “There is a very elaborate 
rubric that we have put together. We try to treat it 
like a celebration.”

Dunbar is still early in its experience with intern-
ships, which launched on a schoolwide basis in 
2023-24. But Parham is hopeful other DCPS  
schools will follow suit, not only with internships 
but also with additional ways to rethink how  
students spend their time.

Meanwhile, Dunbar is working to expand the 
support provided to students in the internship 
program, with more time and attention paid 
upfront to prepare them for the experience. The 
school is also looking to cultivate additional 
workplace opportunities in the city.

“The internship is really there to position students 
so they can see themselves in a future that is 
empowering and dignifying,” Diallo said.

“Learning to take that up 
for myself—developing 
accountability even when  
no one is watching—that  
is something huge that I took 
from this [internship].”

‑ Justin Taylor, Senior at Dunbar High School
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Colorado
Colorado is a national leader in reimagining the  
education-to-career pipeline, with high schools 
playing a critical role in that work. By breaking 
down traditional barriers between K-12, higher 
education, and the workforce, state leaders have  
expanded work-based learning and apprenticeship  
programs, incentivized local innovation, and 
explored new assessment and accountability 
models with the goal of supporting the 
development of the durable skills demanded  
by a modern economy. 
To further advance that objective, in September 2023, Governor 
Jared Polis issued an executive order to expand work-based 
learning opportunities across the state. The Colorado Department 
of Education, in collaboration with the Office of the Future of Work, 
has developed a Work-Based Learning (WBL) Continuum. The 
state’s framework categorizes WBL activities into three main areas: 
Learning ABOUT Work, Learning THROUGH Work, and Learning 
AT Work. Each category is defined with quality expectations to 
guide districts and employers in implementing effective programs. 
Districts have the authority to determine which industry certificates 
to include and to allow for credit accumulation. 

In addition, Colorado founded the nation’s first CareerWise 
youth apprenticeship program in 2016. Since then, CareerWise 
Colorado has seen more than 1,400 apprentices hired by over  
120 employers, offering students opportunities across a variety 
of pathways and occupations.

States Leading the Way
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Georgia
State leaders in Georgia have taken a number 
of steps to support workforce readiness and 
work-based learning through initiatives like the 
GeorgiaBEST@School program, which provides 
resources and frameworks for educators and 
students starting as young as pre-kindergarten. ​​
State leaders also support partnerships between 
schools, businesses, and technical colleges to 
create relevant work-based learning opportunities 
that align with industry needs and prepare 
students for future careers. 
In addition, Georgia developed quality guidance on the implementation  
of work-based learning that is an exemplar for other states. Offering  
a robust rubric for evaluating work-based learning programs across 
24 standards, the guide clearly articulates how these programs can 
meet or exceed the expectations of the state. Students are able to earn  
credit for work-based learning placements through internships 
and youth apprenticeships. Designated Work-Based Learning 
Coordinators are, among other things, responsible for ensuring that 
WBL placements are properly accounted for in students’ fulfillment 
of graduation requirements.

States Leading the Way
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Why Internships and Apprenticeships Matter

Teachers are the foundation of any effort to reimagine the high  
school learning experience and improve student outcomes. As schools  
shift from traditional time-based class periods to more flexible,  
student-centered learning models, educators will face new challenges— 
and new opportunities—that require significant shifts in professional 
practice. State leaders can support this transition by equipping teachers 
with the tools, resources, and professional learning needed to explore 
and adopt innovative instructional strategies.

Most high school teachers have limited experience with approaches  
that integrate academic knowledge and durable skills—such as 
competency-based and project-based learning—where students 
earn credit by demonstrating mastery. Adopting these methods 
requires new knowledge grounded in the science of learning, deep  
shifts in daily practice, and a clear understanding of the student 
competencies adopted by the state or district (Policy Action 2).

Invest in professional development 
tools and resources for  
educators, focused on project-
based and competency-based  
learning strategies

Policy Action 7: Professional Development
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For all of these reasons, redesigning the high school 
experience must include robust, ongoing support 
for educators. This support can include professional  
development opportunities, pilot programs 
focused on building capacity, and access to high- 
quality examples of powerful learning experiences 
that integrate durable competencies. Educators 
also need opportunities to test and refine these 
approaches in real-world settings.

Teachers are ready to lead this transition. A 2024 
Education Week survey found that while only  
13 percent of teachers had experience with  
competency-based instructional approaches,  
69 percent expressed interest in learning more  
or trying them in their own classrooms. More  
than half expected their districts to implement 
competency-based education within five years. 
The biggest barrier? A lack of support for making 
the transition, according to educators, with  
half citing “teachers don’t know how to do it”  
as a major concern.90

Teachers expressed similar enthusiasm for  
project-based learning in a 2021 survey, with 78 
percent saying it would benefit their students.91 
When asked why, they cited “student voice  
and choice” in the learning process; a focus on 
real-world problems of interest to students;  
and the way that project-based learning builds  
on student strengths to develop confidence.92

If America’s high schools are engines of opportunity, 
teachers are the fuel that keeps them running. 
Research consistently shows that teachers have  
a significant impact on student learning and later 
life success.93 But we also know that teaching  
is a demanding profession. To truly transform 
high schools, we must give teachers the support  
and resources they need—and deserve—to 
design the powerful learning experiences today’s 
students require.

If America’s high schools are engines  
of opportunity, teachers are the fuel  
that keeps them running. 
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Teachers are ready to lead 
this transition. A 2024  
Education Week survey 
found that while only  
13 percent of teachers  
had experience with  
competency-based  
instructional approaches,  
69 percent expressed  
interest in learning more  
or trying them in their  
own classrooms.
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•	 Funding professional learning for teachers in effective instructional 
approaches that integrate academic and durable skills, such as  
project-based or competency-based learning; or

•	 Requiring preparation in those approaches for pre-service teachers; or

•	 Establishing and funding a pilot program in those approaches that  
includes professional learning for educators; or

•	 Publishing resources for high school educators that provide models  
and exemplars of those approaches, along with guidance to support  
their implementation.

How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action

To meet the criteria for this policy action, a state must 
devote resources to developing the capacity of high 
school educators and leaders to implement learning 
models that integrate durable competencies with 
academic knowledge and skills, by:

Policy Action 7: Professional Development
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As a starting point, identify the core 
competencies necessary for high 
school graduates (Policy Action 2). 

Articulating clear expectations about the knowledge  
and skills students need to acquire before they 
leave high school is critical. As in both Utah and 
South Carolina, a state Portrait of a Graduate  
can serve as the touchstone for the development  
of resources, guides, and professional development  
opportunities for educators, who can in turn bring  
the state portrait to life through the design and 
implementation of new instructional models. 

Ensure professional learning 
opportunities and resources are 
research-based and effective. 

In developing tools and professional learning 
opportunities for educators, state leaders should 
ensure that those resources align with the  
science of adolescent learning and development 
and incorporate research-based design princi-
ples for effective professional learning. Finally, 
professional learning opportunities should be 
job-embedded and provide opportunities for  
educators to collaborate with and learn from peers.

What You Can Do
The best professional development is job-embedded, collaborative, and 
content-specific. State leaders can support innovative staffing and  
scheduling models that empower high school teachers to take the lead 
on their own learning. Leading states invest in teachers as innovators, 
empowered to design transformative learning—and supported to succeed.

Policy Action 7: Professional Development
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State of the States for Policy Action 7 

Twenty-three states have policies and programs in place that 
meet the criteria for this policy action. All of those states meet 
the criteria by offering some combination of professional 
development; pilot programs; or tools and guidance. None of 
those states require teacher education programs to provide 
pre-service teachers with training as part of the pilots currently 
underway. State pilots are designed to implement effective 
instructional approaches and provide resources and supports  
for educators to integrate academic and durable skills, such 
as project-based learning and competency-based instruction.

23 States Meet  
This Policy Action

Policy Action 7: Professional Development
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23 states meet  
this policy action

Meets the  
Policy Action

Not Yet  
Met

Status

State of the States for
Policy Action 7

Policy Action 7: Professional Development
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Utah
For over a decade, Utah has been recognized as a  
national leader in making the shift to a personalized,  
competency-based approach to learning that  
is driving high school redesign across the state.  
At the heart of the state’s efforts is a focus on  
building the capacity of local leaders and educators  
to lead innovative, new learning experiences that  
integrate academic content with durable skills. 
The touchstone for that work is the state’s robust 
Personalized, Competency-Based Learning (PCBL)  
Framework. The Framework is based on the state’s  
Portrait of a Graduate, which serves as the foundation  
for a multitude of educator-facing resources, 
including a Portrait of a First Year Teacher and 
accompanying competencies for educators.  
To further support local educators and leaders, in 2016, the Utah  
Legislature authorized a competency-based education grant 
program; the first cohort of six Utah pilot school districts received  
planning grants in 2019. Now known as the Personalized, Competency-
Based Learning Grant, this program continues to provide planning and  
implementation grants to new cohorts of local schools and districts.

States Leading the Way
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South Carolina
In 2017, South Carolina state leaders and educators  
began a statewide initiative aimed at transforming 
education through a personalized, competency-
based approach. This shift was grounded in the 
state’s Profile of a Graduate, a vision that defines 
the skills and competencies students need  
for success in college, career, and citizenship.  
Recognizing the importance of educator support 
in realizing this transformation, state leaders  
took early steps to invest in professional learning. 
They established a Personalized Learning Team 
and launched the PersonalizeSC website, offering 
resources such as coaching, workshops, and live 
events to guide educators and school leaders in 
adopting personalized learning strategies.  
As the initiative evolved, South Carolina began to refine its approach— 
shifting from broad, individualized learning models toward more 
structured, curriculum-based professional learning. This shift aims 
to ensure that educators are not only familiar with personalized 
practices, but also equipped with high-quality instructional materials  
and aligned training to consistently implement the competencies 
outlined in the Profile of a Graduate. The South Carolina Competency-
Based Learning program now plays a key role in this effort, 
emphasizing curriculum coherence, instructional alignment, and  
collaborative professional learning that supports sustainable, 
systemic change across schools and districts.

States Leading the Way
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Measures  
that Matter

Redesigned 
Transcripts
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Why Next-Generation Assessments Matter

State assessments play a critical role in providing information to 
leaders, educators, students, and families about the “North Star” 
of the entire educational enterprise: progress toward attainment 
of learning goals that equip students for success after high school. 
However, today’s assessments measure only a slice of the outcomes 
we want for our students—mastery of academic knowledge and skills 
in subjects like math, science, and English. 

As states adopt core competencies that describe a broader vision 
of student success (Policy Action 2), they will need to implement 
next-generation assessments that widen the lens on learning 
to reliably measure mastery of durable competencies alongside 
academic knowledge and skills.

Both kinds of learning are vital. Research has long shown that solid 
academic knowledge and skills—the kind measured by traditional 
assessments—contribute to greater student success both during 
and after high school.94 But recent evidence suggests that durable 
competencies matter just as much, if not more, especially when 
combined with strong academic skills.95

Implement the next generation 
of assessments that measure 
competencies along with 
academic knowledge and skills

Policy Action 8: Next-Generation Assessments



In addition, today’s statewide assessments tend  
to capture learning at a single point in time, typically  
the end of the school year. And the results are 
often released too late to provide actionable 
feedback to teachers, students, and families. 
According to a 2023 survey conducted by Education  
Week, only 25 percent of classroom educators 
believe state-mandated academic assessments 
are useful to the teachers in their school.96

States need new kinds of assessment solutions—
ones that are more integrated into daily learning, 
provide frequent and actionable feedback,  
and capture both academic knowledge and 
durable competencies.

Some leading states are already advancing 
this work. Several are piloting “badging” systems, 
including participants in the XQ Math Badging  
initiative. Others are exploring innovative methods 
to assess problem-solving and critical thinking.

For example, five states are partnering with Skills 
for the Future, a partnership between Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching and 
ETS to co-design and pilot new tools that assess 
durable skills alongside academic competencies.  
In 2025, the partners launched pilots focused on 
three core competencies: collaboration, commu-
nication, and critical thinking.97 The partnership 
is exploring how to capture evidence from oral,  
written, and digital student work, and experimenting  
with cutting-edge assessment modules such as 
AI-driven simulations.

Let’s be clear: Developing these next-generation 
assessments will require time, resources, expertise,  
and cross-sector collaboration. But emerging 
technologies—like simulations, gaming, and virtual 
reality—are expanding what’s possible. And the 
work already underway in leading states promises 
significant progress over the next few years.

How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action
To meet the criteria for this policy action, a state must be 
implementing next-generation high school assessments 
that measure essential academic knowledge and skills 
coupled with durable competencies (for example, the kinds  
of competencies captured in a state’s Portrait of a  
Graduate or student competency framework, as described  
in Policy Action 2).
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Research has long shown that 
solid academic knowledge 
and skills—the kind measured 
by traditional assessments—
contribute to greater student 
success both during and 
after high school. But recent 
evidence suggests that durable 
competencies matter just as 
much, if not more, especially 
when combined with strong 
academic skills.
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No States Meet  
This Policy Action
14 states partially meet the criteria

State of the States for Policy Action 8

Although leading states have stepped up to design and 
test out new forms of assessment, those efforts are still  
in the early stages of development.

Policy Action 8: Next-Generation Assessments



133

Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially 
Meets

Not Yet  
Met

Status

0 states meet  
this policy action
14 states partially meet 

States can partially meet the criteria for this 
policy action by piloting innovative assessment 
approaches.

State of the States for
Policy Action 8
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Next generation assessments must be accompanied by transformed  
learning experiences that help students acquire the knowledge,  
skills, and durable competencies these new assessments will measure.  
As states pilot new assessments, they can also provide support  
for educators to implement student-centered instruction that enables  
deeper learning.

As a starting point, identify the core 
competencies necessary for high 
school graduates (Policy Action 2). 

New assessments should measure and align with 
the broad knowledge and skills that stakeholders 
agree high school students should learn before 
they graduate, as reflected in a state’s Portrait of 
a Graduate or competency framework. 

Grant all districts flexibility to credit 
learning based on competency rather 
than seat time (Policy Action 1). 

By connecting the awarding of credits toward 
graduation to demonstrations of student learning, 
state leaders will create a need for—and an 
incentive to develop—new assessments that can 
support new systems for credentialing learning, 
such as badging systems. 

What You Can Do

Policy Action 8: Next-Generation Assessments



“A New Vision for Skills-Based Assessment”
ETS and the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (2023)

This preliminary report from the “Skills for the Future” initiative analyzes 
common frameworks for describing durable competencies and  
discusses technical considerations for next-generation assessments  
that could measure such skills.

Invest in community-led high school 
redesign along with professional 
development tools and resources for 
educators (Policy Actions 4 and 7). 

High schools must provide students with 
engaging, hands-on learning experiences, both 
within and outside the classroom, that will  
help them acquire the knowledge and skills  
that new assessments will measure. 

Pilot the design and implementation 
of assessments with local districts 
and educators. 

Before states can adopt new assessments that 
may inform state and federal accountability 
systems, leaders will need to work with local 
educators and administrators to pilot the 
assessments and ensure their validity and reliability.

States need new kinds of assessment 
solutions—ones that are more  
integrated into daily learning, provide  
frequent and actionable feedback, 
and capture both academic knowledge 
and durable competencies.
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Idaho
State leaders in Idaho have established a strong 
foundation for high school transformation  
by adopting seat time flexibility, developing  
a set of college and career readiness 
competencies, and ensuring that students  
who earn a diploma are eligible for the  
state’s institutions of higher education. 
Building on this foundation, in 2022 state leaders embarked on  
an exciting initiative in partnership with XQ to rethink high school 
math with a focus on demonstrations of student learning through 
new approaches to assessment. Idaho’s Math Badging  
pilot program explores the use of a competency-based math 
framework and aligned assessments to rethink students’ third 
year of math coursework and build stronger career pathways for 
students. Rather than testing the ability to memorize formulas, 
performance assessments ask participating students to model 
real-world problems to demonstrate their mastery of rigorous  
math concepts and earn badges that might ultimately inform the 
redesign of student transcripts (Policy Action 9). 

States Leading the Way
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Skills for  
the Future
Five states—Indiana, Nevada, North Carolina, 
Rhode Island, and Wisconsin—have partnered  
with the Carnegie Foundation and ETS to  
co-develop and pilot next-generation 
assessment tools. Critically, these states aren’t 
just offering pilot sites. Instead, “state partners 
are actively engaged at each step of the 
process—from developing and testing through 
implementation.” 98 The first pilots—focused  
on assessing critical thinking, collaboration, and 
communication skills—launched in early 2025.

States Leading the Way
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Why Redesigned Transcripts Matter

The high school transcript has been a staple of K-12 education for 
over a century. Indeed, the factors that drove the invention of the 
Carnegie Unit in 1906—the rapid growth of high schools across an 
expanding nation and the need to standardize college admissions—
also created a need to keep a consistent record of a student’s 
coursework and grades.

Unfortunately, today’s high school transcripts—which look largely 
the same as they did a century ago—offer only a narrow, two-
dimensional view of students, conveying little about their mastery 
of knowledge and competencies and even less about their 
accomplishments within and out of school. Like the Carnegie Unit, 
the conventional high school transcript is a relic of a bygone era:  
an innovation that once served an important purpose, but whose 
time has passed.

Redesign student transcripts  
to communicate the full breadth 
of student competency

Policy Action 9: Redesigned Transcripts
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Take, for example, a traditional transcript that shows  
a “C” in 9th grade algebra. What does that grade 
actually tell us? What course material did the student 
truly understand, and what learning gaps remained?  
Even if the transcript could answer such questions,  
it still wouldn’t convey the student’s mastery  
of the kinds of durable competencies described 
in a state’s Profile of a Graduate.

As states and communities reimagine high school,  
students need new types of transcripts and learning  
records—ones that go beyond a list of courses 
and grades and enable students to communicate, 

“Here are the competencies I’ve mastered—and 
here’s what I can do with them.”

Redesigned transcripts can carry greater value  
as students transition into higher education, 
career training, and the labor market, enabling 
graduates to showcase their unique strengths  
and capabilities in ways a traditional transcript 
never could. By incorporating new ways to 
credential learning—such as digital badges—
these transcripts can reflect knowledge and  
skills gained both in and beyond the classroom 
and support credit toward graduation based  
on demonstrated mastery.

Finally, it’s clear that students themselves readily 
see the value of redesigning the traditional 
school transcript. As one student participant  
in a transcript redesign pilot told us, “Using the 
mastery transcript, I love that way more than 
traditional grading.” (See “Grassroots Momentum: 
Local Leadership in Fort Wayne, Indiana” at the 
end of this chapter.)

How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action
To meet the criteria for this policy action, a state will have 
adopted a new student transcript, badging, or record 
system, such as learning and employment records (LERs), 
that awards students badges or other types of credentials 
for demonstrating the requisite knowledge, skills, and 
competencies. States need both the infrastructure 
to demonstrate student competencies and also the 
artifacts (e.g., badges) to be included.



States and communities are exploring different  
ways to capture and communicate student 
mastery of the knowledge, skills, and competencies  
students should develop during high school. Here 
are a few of the most common approaches and 
how they relate to one another.

Redesigned Transcripts
A redesigned, digital transcript includes evidence 
that the student has mastered competencies 
such as problem-solving in addition to information  
about coursework completed. Learners have 
voice and choice in the evidence they use to 
demonstrate learning and mastery of key com-
petencies. States and districts that participate in  
the Mastery Transcript Consortium are creating 
Mastery Transcripts that fully replace the  
traditional transcript in high schools ready to shift 
away from conventional course grades.

Learning Records
Some partners in the Mastery Transcript  
Consortium are using Mastery Learning Records  
as a bridge to transition to a full Mastery Tran-
script, and some are issuing Mastery Learning 
Records to complement traditional student 
transcripts. (See “Grassroots Momentum: Local 
Leadership in Fort Wayne, Indiana” at the end  
of this chapter to learn how one midwestern  
community is piloting Mastery Learning 
Records to complement official transcripts.)

Digital Badges
A digital credential that recognizes a student’s 
achievement, skill, or competency in a specific 
area. Each badge includes metadata detailing  
what was learned, how it was assessed, and  
who issued it, often with links to evidence of the 
student’s work. Digital badges capture a broader 
range of learning and can be shared in student 
portfolios to highlight progress and accomplish-
ments and generate currency for colleges and 
employers. Badges can be incorporated  
into redesigned transcripts and mastery-based  
learning records.

Transcripts, Badges,  
and Learning Records

Policy Action 9: Redesigned Transcripts 141
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State of the States for Policy Action 9

No States Meet  
This Policy Action
12 states partially meet the criteria

While a number of states are engaging in pilot programs 
or developing learning and employment record (LER) 
systems that have the potential to serve as the foundation 
for a new transcript system, there are currently no states 
that have redesigned transcripts with the complete 
infrastructure necessary for systemwide implementation. 

Policy Action 9: Redesigned Transcripts
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Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially 
Meets

Not Yet  
Met

Status

0 states meet  
this policy action
12 states partially meet 

States can partially meet the criteria for this policy action by 
piloting new approaches to credentialing.

State of the States for
Policy Action 9
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Adopt a Portrait of a 
Graduate or similar 
competency framework  
(Policy Action 2). 

A new transcript system that 
meets the criteria of this policy 
action will need to align with 
the expected learning goals—
the knowledge, skills, and 
competencies—for high school 
students that are often reflected 
in a Portrait of a Graduate. 

Beyond redesigning transcripts, state leaders can work with higher 
education and employers to ensure these transcripts are recognized as 
valid, credible signals of student readiness. The goal should be transcripts 
that open doors because they clearly demonstrate what graduates can 
do—digital, lifelong learning portfolios that employers value and potential 
employees can use to demonstrate skills and know-how.

Launch a high school 
redesign initiative and/
or programs that equip 
educators for high 
school transformation. 

A new transcript system has 
little value if educators and  
students are unprepared to 
offer and participate in these 
broader learning experiences 
and use new transcripts.  
Likewise, school systems that  
are deeply engaged in the  
assessment work should 
inform the development and 
piloting of the system. 

Explore new  
assessments. 

Awarding students credit based 
on demonstrations of learning 
and a broader set of knowledge  
and skills requires new 
approaches for measuring  
student learning and the  
acquisition of those skills. 

What You Can Do

Policy Action 9: Redesigned Transcripts



Issue badges with currency. 

The credentials students earn and that are reflected  
in the new transcript system must have meaning 
for, and be valued by, institutions of higher edu-
cation and employers. Optimally, these badges  
or credentials will be developed by school systems,  
higher education institutions, and employers in 
concert. This is where state leadership is paramount,  
supporting the collaboration between the necessary 
parties—including developers of the technical 
infrastructure—and ensuring that there is trust  
in the credentials students earn. 

Develop the necessary technical 
infrastructure.

These new transcript systems will need to capture 
student learning—and credit for that learning— 
both inside and outside of the classroom. Students  
must also be able to easily share their transcript 
and communicate their mastery of learning 
objectives with higher education institutions and 
employers. Technology platforms—such as the 
digital wallet developed in North Dakota—will be 
critical to ensuring that new transcript systems 
are seamlessly accessible and shareable. 

As states and communities reimagine  
high school, students need new types of 
transcripts and learning records—ones  
that go beyond a list of courses and grades  
and enable students to communicate,  

“Here are the competencies I’ve mastered— 
and here’s what I can do with them.”
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A typical morning for Cash Gaines, a high school 
senior in Fort Wayne, Indiana, is spent in class-
rooms, much like millions of other U.S. students. 
But his afternoons are anything but standard 
fare. He works as an intern at a steel fabrication 
business three days a week, and he also has 
been collaborating with several other students 
on a year-long research project for Indiana  
University Fort Wayne.

The topic of their research? Seeking to better 
understand why Indiana’s college-going rate 
hasn’t rebounded since a big drop in 2020, when 
the pandemic shutdown disrupted education. 
The students have engaged in both quantitative 
and qualitative research, as well as data analytics  
and visualization. They even presented their 
findings to the Northeast Indiana Colleges and 
Universities Network.

Such activities are not unusual at Amp Lab, both 
a program and innovative learning environment 
in the Fort Wayne School District that aims to 
help students “explore their passions, apply their 
talents, and contribute to making our community  
a better place.”

Participating students typically spend half the 
day taking core academic classes in a high 
school building and the other half at Amp Lab,  
located on the Electric Works campus, an 
impressive, renovated facility a few blocks from 
downtown Fort Wayne that houses an array  
of offices, restaurants, and business innovation 
centers. Amp Lab participants also spend time  

Grassroots Momentum:

Local Leadership in  
Fort Wayne, Indiana

out in the larger Fort Wayne community working 
with businesses and nonprofits. Some, like Cash, 
even take on formal internships.

“With Amp Lab, we chose to use entrepreneurship  
as the vessel and vehicle for all students, and 
how we connect that entrepreneurial spirit to their  
chosen path,” said Riley Johnson, the director 
of Amp Lab. “For some of our students, the true 
definition of entrepreneurship comes to life,  
and for others it’s more of a tool belt.”

But the program does more than just offer 
engaging, non-traditional learning experiences. 
Amp Lab has an intentional focus on enabling 
students to develop the kind of competencies 
that will help them tackle complex problems and 
thrive in the real world long after they graduate.

These competencies aren’t easy to convey in  
a conventional report card or transcript, which  
is why Amp Lab has adopted a mastery-based 
learning record that does a far more detailed 
and nuanced job of conveying skills and knowl-
edge. The Amp Lab record documents exactly 
which competencies students have mastered, 
such as intuitive agility, collaborative intelligence, 
and—yes—entrepreneurial spirit.

“Using the mastery transcript, I love that way 
more than traditional grading,” said junior Alexis 
Muhammad, explaining that, for instance, it 
allows her to show, “How have you pivoted, or how  
have you persisted this week?”

Policy Action 9: Redesigned Transcripts
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The program does more 
than just offer engaging,  
non-traditional learning 
experiences. Amp Lab  
has an intentional focus on  
enabling students to develop  
the kind of competencies 
that will help them tackle  
complex problems and 
thrive in the real world 
long after they graduate.
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Amp Lab Student Competencies 

Intuitive agility

Emotional intelligence

Collaborative intelligence

Leadership development

Entrepreneurial spirit

Financial insight

148

On a recent day, Alexis was creating her business 
card for the entrepreneurial venture she planned 
to launch: a preteen fashion line.

The Amp Lab program serves about 400 students  
each year, with applicants accepted based  
on a lottery. They can participate as high school 
juniors and/or seniors. Since its launch in August 
2022, Amp Lab has worked with about 120 com-
panies, nonprofits, and government organizations, 
Johnson said.

At Amp Lab, each competency represents a specific  
skill or set of skills that may be discipline-specific 
or cross-disciplinary, according to Johnson. “We 
took our state [academic] standards and catego-
rized them along those six competencies.”

To earn competencies, learners build a portfolio  
of evidence from a variety of experiences, which 
is reviewed by Amp Lab staff. Learners are then 
awarded the competency or given feedback on how 
to advance their portfolio to demonstrate mastery.

Students still receive traditional credit (with letter 
grades) on a conventional transcript. “Their 
Amp Lab experience shows up as three classes,” 
Johnson said. But they are also “collecting  
and validating evidence” aligned to the Amp Lab 
competencies. “So, when students depart Amp  
Lab, they have a portable, tangible document 

that highlights how they have either grown or  
mastered the skills that we say are important  
at Amp Lab,” he said.

The program has attracted a host of industry  
and community partners. Students get the chance  
to hone their competencies by engaging with 
organizations such as New Millennium Building 
Systems, where Cash is interning, the Fort  
Wayne city hall, a sports agency, and the Parkview 
Mirro Center for Research and Innovation. 

One project with the Parkview Mirro 
Center was to help it develop  
marketing materials for the Safe Sleep  
program, which aims to ensure  
families follow best practices for when  
infants sleep alone. Two participating 
students, who continued working with  
Mirro after they entered college, even 
got the chance to present their work 
at an industry conference.

“I can’t even fathom having the resumes that my 
interns have even before graduating college,”  
said Alyssa Ehinger, an innovation project specialist  
at the Parkview Mirro Center.

Policy Action 9: Redesigned Transcripts



149Policy Action 9: Redesigned Transcripts 149

Just recently, more than 30 Amp Lab students 
helped to create guides and videos for Fort 
Wayne Neighborhoods in collaboration with the  
city and local businesses.

Amp Lab, which is classified as a career and  
technical education program, collects a variety  
of data to gauge the impact on students,  
according to Johnson. Here are a few highlights:

•	 100 percent of students have engaged in at 
least one authentic work-based learning expe-
rience, with 75+ hours of embedded or off-site 
learning engagement.

•	 50 percent have earned 6+ college credits in 
entrepreneurship and business management 
from a four-year university.

•	 99 percent of Amp Lab students have graduated  
high school (with 20 percent deemed off track 
for graduation when they entered the program).

•	 Overall student academic performance, based 
on GPA, has increased.

The Amp Lab program tends to draw a lot of  
visitors these days.

“I tell them Amp Lab is not a model that is meant 
to be packaged and sold,” said Johnson. “Our 
job is to be the best version of ourselves for Fort 
Wayne and northeast Indiana.”

His hope is that visitors seeking to learn from  
Amp Lab are inspired “to figure out what your 
version of Amp Lab is.”

Both Alexis and Cash highly recommend Amp  
Lab to other Fort Wayne students.

“Not everyone does best in the traditional school,” 
Cash said. “But when they come to Amp Lab, they 
thrive while working on projects.” And, he said, the 
experience has profoundly impacted his college 
and career plans.

“Even if you are not planning to open your own 
business, you gain so many skills here that you 
can take with you,” Alexis said. “Amp Lab is an 
experience I wouldn’t trade for the world.”

At Amp Lab, each  
competency represents  
a specific skill or set  
of skills that may be  
discipline-specific  
or cross-disciplinary.

Policy Action 9: Redesigned Transcripts
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North Dakota
Since 2018, North Dakota has been a national 
leader in its efforts to support personalized, 
competency-based learning as a driver to prepare 
students to succeed in the modern workforce. 
That year, the North Dakota Department of Public 
Instruction collaborated with KnowledgeWorks 
to launch a five-year North Dakota Personalized, 
Competency-Based Learning Initiative to support 
pilots in a handful of districts and a broader learning 
community across the state. 
In parallel with these efforts, the state has also been a national 
leader in developing the technical infrastructure that could serve 
as the foundation for a new high school transcript. In 2022, North 
Dakota announced the launch of an LER system and first-of-its-
kind digital wallet that will give learners more ownership of their 
credentials and allow them to share a digital transcript with  
college admissions officers. The platform is a critical piece of technical 
infrastructure, serving as a precursor to the development of 
competency-based badges that could have currency with higher 
education institutions and employers—work that is currently 
underway in the state.

States Leading the Way
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Utah
State leaders in Utah have been supporting  
the transition to personalized, competency-
based education for over a decade by, 
among other things, funding a Personalized, 
Competency-Based Learning Grant program 
and developing resources such as the 
Personalized, Competency-Based Learning 
(PCBL) Framework based on the state’s  
Portrait of a Graduate (Policy Action 7). 
Efforts to reimagine education in Utah have also involved rethinking 
transcripts. In 2023, Utah launched a pilot program with the  
Mastery Transcript Consortium to develop new competency-based 
learning records that align with the state’s Portrait of a Graduate 
and Personalized, Competency-Based Learning (PCBL) initiatives. 
Participants include a number of districts that have received PCBL 
grants to support their school redesign efforts.99

States Leading the Way
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Why Success Data Matter

Purdue Polytechnic High School (PPHS) offers a powerful example 
of the importance of postsecondary success metrics. PPHS opened 
in 2017 with a bold mission: dramatically increase the number of  
Indianapolis graduates who qualify for and enroll at Purdue University.  
Thanks to its strong partnership with the university, PPHS knows  
it is delivering on that promise. By 2022, PPHS had single-handedly 
tripled the number of Indianapolis public high school graduates 
who enroll at Purdue University’s flagship campus each year.100

Over time, however, school leaders have widened their focus. 
Is PPHS’s innovative model—centered on STEM and real-world 
learning—also preparing more students for higher education 
more broadly, and for success in well-paying careers? Fortunately, 
because PPHS operates in Indiana, they’re able to begin 
answering those questions.

Publish data on student 
postsecondary success  
for every high school

Policy Action 10: Success Data



154Policy Action 10: Success Data

In 2022, for example, 60 percent of Black  
PPHS graduates enrolled in college—twice the 
Indianapolis average of 30 percent and well 
above the statewide rate of 45 percent. Students 
from low-income families enrolled in college at 
a rate of 58 percent compared with 27 percent 
districtwide and 39 percent statewide. PPHS 
graduates are also keeping pace with their peers 
across Indiana in college success metrics like 
credits earned and persistence into the second  
year.101 In time, school leaders will be able to  
track degree completion and even employment 
outcomes, and they will be able to assess  
the postsecondary success of subsequent  
graduating classes.

PPHS leaders know they are fulfilling their promise  
to students and families because Indiana has built 
a longitudinal data system, and state agencies 

use that system to transparently report on how 
graduates progress after high school. No single 
high school could follow its graduates so pre-
cisely, nor could any district. In this case, it truly 
does take a state.

Statewide data and reporting systems don’t just 
benefit school leaders and staff. Families can  
use the data to make informed decisions about 
their student’s education and to advocate for 
additional resources or schoolwide improvements. 
According to one national poll, about one in  
three students said such school-level data would  
be helpful to understand whether they are prepared  
for their next steps after high school.102 Finally, 
these systems also inform policymakers, helping  
them identify changes that may be needed in 
order to improve the quality of a state’s education  
system and the life outcomes of its students.

How States Satisfy  
the Criteria for  
This Policy Action
To meet the criteria for this policy action, a state must transparently  
and publicly report, for each high school, disaggregated  
data on graduates’ enrollment and progress in postsecondary 
education. Progress could include data on success during  
the first year of college, persistence beyond the first year  
of college, or graduation from college. 

Some states have started to capture and report success in the 
workforce, while others have chosen to incorporate postsecondary  
success measures into school accountability systems.103 For  
this inaugural report, and as states continue to develop their  
longitudinal data and reporting systems, XQ has set a baseline 
bar for public reporting on postsecondary success.
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Statewide data and  
reporting systems  
don’t just benefit school  
leaders and staff.  
Families can use the 
data to make informed 
decisions about their 
student’s education and  
to advocate for additional  
resources or schoolwide 
improvements.
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State of the States for Policy Action 10

Twelve states publish reports for every high school 
that include information about postsecondary enrollment 
and success—such as credit accumulation or degree 
attainment—disaggregated by student groups.

12 States Meet  
This Policy Action
27 states and D.C. partially meet the criteria

Policy Action 10: Success Data
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States can partially meet the criteria for this policy action by 
transparently and publicly reporting disaggregated data on 
graduates’ enrollment in postsecondary education for each 
high school, even if they do not yet report comparable data 
on graduates’ progress in postsecondary education.

Policy Action 10

Meets the  
Policy Action

Partially 
Meets

Not Yet  
Met

Status

12 states meet  
this policy action
27 states + D.C. partially meet 

State of the States for

Policy Action 10: Success Data
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Across the United States, school districts—especially  
large urban centers serving nearly a third of our 
nation’s students—face a critical hurdle: Outdated 
and fragmented data systems hinder their ability 
to fully leverage EdTech investments, particularly 
the safe and effective deployment of AI-powered 
applications. Long-standing issues severely limit 
innovation and the capacity to respond nimbly to 
student needs. Recognizing and addressing these 
roadblocks is the first step towards unlocking a 
new era of educational possibility.

At XQ, we envision a future in which every student  
benefits from the seamless, secure flow of informa-
tion that supports their individual learning journey.  
AI tools help teachers plan lessons based on live  
student-level data and tailor interventions to address  
each student’s needs. Next-generation forms of 
assessment and credentialing, such as the XQ Math  
Badging System, are customized based on  
up-to-date data and classroom-level information  
(Policy Actions 8 and 9).

Our work, in partnership with Emerson Collective 
and building on the foundational efforts of groups 
like the Ed-Fi Alliance, Project Unicorn, 1EdTech, 
and CoSN (Council of School Networks), aims to 
catalyze the development of this modern data 
infrastructure. We will steer the development of 
open-sourced blueprints for systems that enable 
safe data interchange, foster interoperability, 
streamline partner onboarding, and ensure coher-
ence across the EdTech ecosystem. This isn’t just 
about solving today’s problems, it’s about building 
the data foundations for the next generation of 
teaching and learning tools.

Catalyzing the Next 
Generation of Education 
Data Systems

To bring this vision to life, we are collaborating 
with forward-thinking districts. The Los Angeles 
Unified School District (LAUSD), the nation’s 
second-largest, is an early partner, working with  
us under the leadership of Superintendent 
Alberto Carvalho to catalyze and accelerate the 
modernization of its massive data infrastructure. 
Our collective aim is to tackle systemic gaps in 
granular classroom data, district-vendor sharing, 
and operational infrastructure—all vital for truly 
data-informed, AI-enhanced education.

However, this journey requires strategic investment,  
multi-year commitments, and, crucially, a broad 
coalition. Therefore, we also are bringing together 
national organizations and funders working to 
build standardized solutions and blueprints that 
most districts cannot develop autonomously. 

While states play a vital role in maintaining data 
systems for K-12 accountability and tracking  
postsecondary success, the innovative, AI-powered  
experiences that transform daily teaching and 
learning rely on robust, dynamic school-level data.  
These are the district systems that capture  
rich, real-time information needed to personalize 
learning and provide targeted support.

State policymakers have a critical role to play,  
not just in managing state-level data, but in  
championing, supporting, and potentially requiring  
the development of modern data infrastructures  
within their districts. By fostering these next-gen-
eration systems, states can empower educators, 
enable a vibrant EdTech ecosystem, and ultimately,  
help create more effective learning environments 
for each and every student. We invite you to join 
us in catalyzing this essential transformation  
for America’s students.

Policy Action 10: Success Data
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States can foster cross-agency collaboration among K-12, higher education,  
and workforce systems to capture success in the workforce as well as in  
postsecondary education and thoughtfully integrate these newly collected  
metrics into school-level reporting systems. Ideally, postsecondary data 
drive continuous improvement across the state, delivering insights that 
leaders need to act along with tools to ensure continuous improvement.

Improve collaboration  
across agencies.

Many of the shortcomings in today’s data systems 
arise from the siloing of data in individual state 
agencies. For instance, ideally postsecondary suc-
cess data would also include the need for remedial 
coursework (see Mississippi) and workforce 
participation and success (see Colorado). But state 
data systems have not advanced systematically  
to include labor and workforce outcomes. 

State leaders can take steps to remove these barri-
ers, requiring better cross-agency collaboration and 
data sharing between the state departments of 
education, higher education, workforce, and labor. 
As states invest in next-generation assessments 
and credentialing systems (Policy Actions 8 and 9), 
they will need to continue to develop their state 
longitudinal data systems to track and report on 
those new measures.

Make progress on Policy  
Actions 1 through 9. 

Ideally, state reporting and accountability systems 
should align with a state’s future-forward learning 
goals and vision for high school success (Policy 
Actions 1-3). The insights from reporting systems 
should also be actionable. Establishing policies and 
systems that enable high schools to provide stu-
dents with learning experiences that prepare them 
for the outcomes reflected in reporting systems 
(Policy Actions 4-7) will ensure that schools and 
systems can respond to the data in state reports. 

While it isn’t necessary for state leaders to meet 
each of the other nine policy actions before 
embarking on the development of new reporting 
systems, making progress toward those policy 
actions will improve the impact of state reporting 
systems by creating a more coherent secondary 
education system.

What You Can Do

Policy Action 10: Success Data
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Colorado
Colorado is a national leader in reimagining the 
education-to-career pipeline, with high schools 
playing a critical role in that work. State leaders 
have dismantled traditional barriers between K-12, 
higher education, and the workforce in order to 
expand work-based learning and apprenticeship 
programs, incentivize local innovation, and explore 
new assessment and accountability models—all 
with the goal of supporting students’ development 
of in-demand durable competencies. 
The state’s focus on the postsecondary success of its students 
extends to the state’s data system. Colorado’s Pathways to 
Prosperity Statewide Longitudinal Data System enables users to 
answer questions like “Are graduates enrolled in higher education?” 
and “Are graduates working?” for any high school graduating class. 
In addition, the system provides data aligned to critical metrics of 
postsecondary success, including enrollment in higher education, 
first-year persistence, and credit attainment. Moreover, Colorado 
is one of only a few states to include data on enrollment in out-of-
state institutions of higher education.104

States Leading the Way

Colorado is one of only  
a few states to include  
data on enrollment in  
out-of-state institutions  
of higher education.
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Mississippi
In 2018, state leaders launched the “Mississippi 
Succeeds Report Card,” a model for state data 
and reporting systems aimed at providing valuable 
information about schools to families, school 
leaders, and community members.
In addition to student performance and growth data, the report 
card transparently communicates information on graduation 
pathways and postsecondary enrollment, career fields, and the 
performance of students in their first year of college. The Report 
Card allows users to compare a school’s data with comparable 
information for the school district and the state, alongside 
disaggregated results for student groups. 

The system hosts a wealth of information on the success of the state’s  
students after they graduate, providing a vivid picture of the higher  
education institutions students are attending—public or private,  
in-state or out-of-state, two-year or four-year—along with their fields  
of study, whether they are attending full time or part time, gaps 
between high school graduation and postsecondary enrollment,  
and how graduates perform in their first year of college. 
Mississippi is also one of a handful of states that reports on 
student enrollment in remedial courses, information that is 
critical to improving outcomes for students during and after high 
school and postsecondary education.105

States Leading the Way
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162Conclusion

At a time when artificial intelligence and other tech-
nologies are fundamentally reshaping the workforce 
and world, state leaders can empower high schools  
to meet the moment. 

This report offers guidance and insights to support that 
work. We encourage state leaders to identify the actions 
that align with their communities’ needs and begin the 
work of setting them into motion.

XQ stands ready to support these efforts. We invite anyone  
working to reimagine high schools to connect with us—
share context, ask questions, update us on progress, 
or offer ideas to advance transformation in your state. 
Let’s do this together.

Conclusion
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Many organizations are working to inspire, inform, and 
support localities and states in their efforts to reimagine 
the high school experience. XQ has learned much from 
them, both for this report and for all of its ongoing work. 

Moreover, many of those organizations have produced 
useful publications and other resources that speak to  
the topics covered in this report and might be of interest 
to readers who want to learn more about those topics. 
Below are just some of the organizations that have inspired  
and educated us, followed by a QR code to access a list 
of resources we think can be helpful to state leaders and 
others engaged in this vital work.

But we also want to hear from you: What resources have 
you found especially enlightening and helpful? Which 
would you recommend to state leaders or others? Please 
use the QR code below to let us know.

Appendix I:  
Inspirations and  
Additional Resources



Inspirations
Organizations Listed in the Additional 
Resources or Featured in the Report

•	 The National Association of State  
Boards of Education

•	 The Carnegie Foundation for  
the Advancement of Teaching

•	 The Hoover Institution 
•	 The Education Futures Council  

at the Hoover Institution
•	 The Council of Chief State School Officers
•	 America Succeeds
•	 Getting Smart
•	 Battelle for Kids
•	 Jobs for the Future
•	 American Student Assistance
•	 Bellwether Education Partners
•	 National Governors Association
•	 Excel in Ed
•	 Partnership to Advance Youth  

Apprenticeship (PAYA)
•	 Arizona State University

•	 ETS
•	 The Aurora Institute
•	 The Education Commission of the States
•	 Education Strategy Group
•	 Data Quality Campaign
•	 WestEd
•	 CASEL
•	 Minnesota Office of Higher Education
•	 College in High School Alliance
•	 Community College Resource Center
•	 Career Ladders Project
•	 Advance CTE
•	 United States Department of Labor
•	 United States Department of Commerce
•	 United States Department of Education
•	 Career and Technical Education  

Research Network
•	 The Learning Agency

Use this QR code to explore a wide range  
of additional resources on high school  
transformation and each of the policy actions.

Appendix I: 
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Policy Action Resources Primarily 
Referenced

State Example

Policy Action 1: 
Grant all districts flexibility  
to credit learning based  
on competency rather than 
seat time

State Statute, State Board  
of Education Policies 

Iowa: 281.12.5(14) explains the 
following as an option for a unit 
of course credit: “requires the 
demonstration of proficiency of 
formal competencies associated 
with the course according 
to the State Guidelines for 
Competency-Based Education  
or its successor organization.”

Policy Action 2: 
Identify the core competencies 
necessary for high school 
graduates

State Department of 
Education documentation  
on website

Kentucky Portrait of a Learner

Policy Action 3: 
Align high school graduation 
requirements with eligibility 
for the state’s public higher 
education institutions and 
directly admit students

State Statute, State Board 
of Education Policies, State 
Department of Education 
Programs

North Carolina High School 
Graduation Requirements;  
College Connect

Policy Action 4: 
Invest in community-led high 
school redesign and provide 
flexibility and guidance to 
empower innovation

State Department of 
Education Programs and 
Partnerships

New Mexico High School 
Transformation Innovation Zones

Policy Action 5: 
Give all high school students 
the opportunity to earn 
postsecondary credits

State Statute, State Board 
of Education Policies, State 
Department of Education 
Programs

Texas (TEC) §28.009 requires 
“Each school district shall 
implement a program under 
which students may earn the 
equivalent of at least 12 semester 
credit hours of college credit in 
high school.”

Appendix II: 
Key Types of 
Evidence for State Policy Research
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Policy Action Resources Primarily 
Referenced

State Example

Policy Action 6: 
Credit high school students 
for work-based learning and 
apprenticeships

State Statute, State Board 
of Education Policies, State 
Department of Education 
Programs

Colorado Work-Based  
Learning (WBL) Continuum; 
CareerWise Colorado

Policy Action 7: 
Invest in professional 
development tools and 
resources for educators,  
focused on project-based  
and competency-based 
learning strategies

State Department of 
Education Programs and 
publicly available resources

Utah Personalized, Competency-
Based Learning (PCBL)

Policy Action 8: 
Implement the next generation 
of assessments that measure 
competencies along with 
academic knowledge and skills

State Department of 
Education Programs and 
publicly available resources

Skills for the Future: Five states—
Indiana, Nevada, North Carolina, 
Rhode Island, and Wisconsin— 
are currently engaged in a project 
to explore next-generation 
assessments focused on 
knowledge and skills that matter  
for success after high school.

Policy Action 9: 
Redesign student transcripts  
to communicate the full  
breadth of student competency

State Department of 
Education Programs and 
publicly available resources

National Governor’s Association 
Skills-Driven State Community  
of Practice

Policy Action 10: 
Publish data on student 
postsecondary success  
for every high school

State Department of 
Education report cards, 
State Department of Higher 
Education data sources

Mississippi Succeeds  
Report Card
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