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Across the country, states
stand at a defining crossroads.
More than any other level of
covernment, states hold the power
to shape the future of American
education—and with 1t, the future
of our economy,

This responsibility is not new—Dbut 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by outdated policies, legacy structures, and narrow measures of success, even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.




In 2024, high school seniors posted the lowest
scores ever recorded on the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP) in both reading
and math.' 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.?
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.®

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.*

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

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.® Employers are searching
for young people who can think critically, solve
complex problems, collaborate across differences,
and keep learning throughout their careers.®
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.® 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.




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.
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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 Qystem of
Policy Actions

Future-Focused
Learning Goals
Mastery-Based Credits

Core Competencies
K-16 Alignment

Powerful Learning
Experiences

Community-Led Redesign
Postsecondary Credits
Internships and Apprenticeships
Professional Development

Measures
That Matter "

Next-Generation Assessments
Redesigned Transcripts
Success Data
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