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Glossary
PBL: Project-based learning is student-driven and focuses on the process around a project rather
than the product. The projects are units in themselves; they are student-driven; they have a
driving question that leaves the trajectory open-ended; they offer opportunities for student
collaboration; they are assessed more broadly with cross-curricular competencies than strict
content standards, and they fit into a student portfolio.
POL: Project-oriented learning is teacher, content and sequence-driven: it focuses on the product or
capstones of a project.
SEL: Social emotional learning focuses on skills for managing emotions, relationships and noncognitive competencies like showing empathy for others.
CBE: Competency-based education is based on larger grain size skills like critical thinking,
communication, collaboration, character, creativity, and curiosity: It provides an assessment
framework for allowing students to progress towards demonstrating mastery. It is crosscurricular, encompasses learning outcomes including content knowledge but it is liberated
from time-based notions of learning progression.
SBG: Standards-based grading focuses on making learning more formative rather than summative,
and allows progression towards mastery based on learning standards.
Flex Blending: Independent progression through learning accompanied by increased instructional
support in small group breakouts as students need support. Use of technology and data are
fundamental as well as teacher collaboration.
LMS: A learning management system is a teacher driven technology platform that provides content
and assignments in a course.
PD:

Professional development in the form of teacher training.
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The Pivot Ahead for Independent Schools
I. Introduction
We received 153 independent school survey responses from 111 Heads of School and 42 Principallevel administrators from 35 states across the U.S. With around 1500 independent schools in the
U.S. this represents around 10% of the sector and therefore provides a very good sample size. In this
survey, we looked at the response of schools to the crisis in terms of the transition to remote learning,
we looked at the effect that would have on the Program going forward, we looked at the needs that
this sudden crisis has highlighted for schools and we looked at the likely impacts on enrollment. The
following charts provide a breakdown of the survey respondents by title, by grade levels that their
schools serve, by tuition levels and by the amount of students that they serve.
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II. Executive Summary
The Coronavirus crisis looks likely to affect independent schools much like the virus is affecting the
population and the country at large: schools with pre-existing conditions, schools without modernized
and timely testing capacity, schools without insurance or reserves, and schools like the elderly without
the capacity to change their circumstances, are the most vulnerable.
The crisis is expected to have a deep and lasting impact on the economy, much more serious
than the Great Recession and with it we see an incredibly important swing in the pendulum of
K-12. Already we are seeing global independent school marquee brands like Eton reducing tuition
by 30% or more and providing refunds for services not provided: these deflationary pressures pose
existential risks by themselves, but when combined with a customer reassessment of the overall value
position accompanying every recession, prospects are frightening. There is always a tension in K-12
between life-long learning, college prep, content, employability and skills. We see the shift to move
decisively across the board towards skills and employability with the significant dent that will be
made in the psyche of our customers by extraordinary unemployment not seen in generations, likely
higher taxes for the wealthy to pay for the stimulus, diminished investment portfolios, and reduced
income. Schools will at their peril ignore this highly likely shift and they will do so by doing business
as usual. In this context, here are some key takeaways from the 2020 survey results (from 153
participating schools nationwide) and how they compare with our previous surveys in 2014, 2016 and
2018.
Many of the recommendations around the survey data in this report can be found in our previous
Innovation Reports (available on www.oesisgroup.com under Research) starting with a focus on Online
and Blended Learning in 2015 (450 schools) on Professional Development, PBL & School Culture
in 2017 (250 schools) and on competency-based education (CBE), social emotional learning (SEL)
& project-based learning (PBL) in 2019 (150 schools). The sections after this Summary dive further
into the survey results, including breakdowns of enrollment expectations in all categories: Section 3
focuses on Program Implications, Section 4 focuses on the Enrollment Expectations of schools and
Section 5 focuses on the unavoidable Pivot that lies ahead for most schools- a pivot that we actually
see as aligned with financial sustainability.
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The data from the current survey, combined with previous survey data and our work with
independent schools yields the following conclusions:
1. PBL would be a better response but schools lack the curricular inventory.
In Table 5 below, the 2020 survey results identify the creation of more PBL inventory as the
primary need for schools (closely followed by SEL) in order to respond to further disruptions from
the crisis. With the CDC predicting potential additional outbreaks over the next 18 months and
therefore more potential closures, beginning with uncertainty over the start of the next school
year, these are not “nice to have” components, and more like imperatives. We gave schools four
choices to rank in order of preference: the top choice received the most points and the other
selections also received points but less according to their rankings.

Why would more PBL have been a better response than continuing traditional programs with
some combination of synchronous and asynchronous learning, which has been the default
response of schools over the last few weeks? PBL is defined to be much more engaging for
students: students engaged in PBL are very self-directed, creative, freed from the high anxiety
cycle of summative testing through formative assessment and immediate feedback, they can do it
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with their peers both online and in person, they can manage the technology that comes naturally
to them rather than wait for teachers to learn new tools, and they can begin at starting points that
interest them, where they know they possess skills and knowledge. Equity is as much at the center
here as the student; not the teacher nor the content nor the need to follow the sequence nor the
summative control that the traditional program embeds. What could be better during the day to
day at school, and when a disruption of this scale occurs?
Why is PBL not in the forefront of programmatic evolution as suggested by Table 5? There are
many possible reasons, some of which resulted from a misunderstanding regarding what PBL
actually means. Some schools thought they were doing PBL despite the refrain for years from all
quarters of the PBL world that schools, private and public, are not doing PBL. Instead they are
doing what is called project-oriented learning (POL). The difference is significant. POL begins
with a traditional unit of study, principally content-driven with the teacher and syllabus driving
pacing. The project is very much a product endpoint to a traditional sequence, a capstone of
sorts with very little student agency except in the final presentation of the learning that is a fairly
limited form of exhibition-prescribed design. What is compromised are the process benefits of
learning, the degree of personalized instruction, opportunity to create and fail, and the feedback
loop that is formative rather than summative. POL cannot be effectively deployed into a studentdriven asynchronous online environment, as the sequence and content needs to come with
it. With the flow of a PBL project, on the other hand, and its accompanying singular focus on a
big question, time intervals and sequence become less important, as PBL is more of a learning
continuum. Alternatively, some schools have clearly understood the differences between PBL and
POL, recognized the work and cultural challenges required to implement PBL, and simply felt
no compulsion to improve their product: their customer seemed ready to pay regardless and the
external arbiters of minimum quality for accreditation were equally unconcerned.
In Table 6 below in our 2016 survey that formed the basis for the Learning Innovation Report
2017, we asked the question to 250 schools, “what movements in programming would have taken
place a lot in five years’ time?” As Table 6 shows, 29.5% predicted that they would have “a lot” of
PBL by 2021.
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In Table 7
at that time
in our 2016
survey, 10.2%
reported that
they did “a lot
of PBL” as you
can see:
Fast forward to today and you will see that the PBL percentage has only grown from
10.2% four years ago (Table 7) to ONLY 10.5% today (Table 8)! Virtually no increase in
PBL adoption after a more ambitious forecast in 2016, suggests that either the misunderstanding discussed above or other programmatic priorities have displaced the growth of PBL, at the
longer-term peril of many
schools. In the Program
section, we look deeper
at the survey results and
how schools can navigate
the path to achieving the
priorities they have set for
themselves today. That discussion and data will bring
to light the risk of no PBL
growth.
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2. We lack the test kits for PBL and SEL at the teacher or the school level.
PBL does not function effectively, however, as a standalone pedagogy. Most schools lack the
testing arsenal for PBL and SEL to transform their overall programs, as they have not embraced a
school-wide, competency-based umbrella that turns the outcomes of a Learner Profile or Portrait
of a Graduate into a living set of performance metrics. Project-based learning, in particular,
requires a testing or assessment umbrella that is ideally rubric-based and looks beyond content
to the in-process development of skills: these skills can include content skills but are generally
cross-curricular competencies such as communication, collaboration and critical thinking. We
know many teachers who have developed their own rubrics for these skills in order to implement
real PBL and SEL in the absence of school wide cultural buy-in: these examples can be found in
our deep innovation webinar repositories. And here too is a link between SEL (Social Emotional
Learning) and PBL because many of these skills are central to SEL integration. Thus, SEL is
identified as another main priority. PBL and SEL must necessarily go hand in hand, and it is
often difficult to do one without the other. The alternative is a traditional environment in which
summative and standardized assessment dominates in many forms under the guise of rigor and
exclusivity but blocking the opportunities for intervention and personal growth except in the form
of damage control after the fact.
3. Online learning rightly has only a limited role in our school culture but blended learning has
significant value.
The pedagogical shock to the system that asynchronous and synchronous online learning has
dealt to the independent school culture and psyche is, one might say, natural, because they are
in some ways very alien practices. Online and blended learning, however, are a decade old in the
independent school world. When we surveyed the schools four years ago, the results in Table 9
below showed that these methods of learning were used “a lot” by only 2-4% of schools. Table 6
of the same report indicated that this would rise by 500% in five years to around 20% of schools
and enter the mainstream, but again we suspect this has not happened. Online and blended
learning must also be separated, as we did in the table below, because they represent very different
strategies and learning modalities.
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“PBL and SEL go hand in hand, something that we
have immersed through our K-8 Programs. We find
not only benefits in student
agency and student wellbeing,
but also at a teacher level
significant opportunities for
better scheduling and cost
management.”
Jim Eagan, Head of School, Synapse School (CA)
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The COVID survey data in Table 10 below indicates that there is great reluctance to implementing
anything other than “a little” of what has been deployed currently in the crisis (asynchronous
and synchronous learning separately or in combination) into mainstream programmatic practice
when the crisis subsides. This is, in our view, exactly the right thing to do if schools are planning
on implementing more blended learning as opposed to online learning. Online learning in
its mainstream form is largely asynchronous and this is a lower-priced model that could pose
deflationary expectations on independent school tuition by its association. We are therefore not so
worried by the lack of progress in the realm of online learning: the independent school proclivity
to use the consortium model as a way of loosely associating with online innovation rather than
embracing it, has ironically had less negative impact!

Blended learning remains a core element of what has to be the programmatic solution for
independent schools going forward as it provides a key strategy in competency-based education and
standards-based approaches. In particular, the model of Flex Blending used across K-12 provides an
excellent pedagogical model for supporting students, managing large content burdens and at the same
time being financially sustainable: we discuss this in Section 5.
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generate their own Co-Curricular Transcripts
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project evidence, and the facility then to
upload customized snapshots of themselves
into admissions application portals.
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4. Technology infrastructure out of sync with anticipated programs and pedagogies.
As schools begin to adopt PBL and integrated SEL under the CBE umbrella, the use of learning
management systems like Google Classroom, Canvas and Schoology (LMS), and the platforms
like Zoom and Google Meets will not meet the needs of students. We will not dwell on the
alternatives for life in the 21st century except to say that schools must look again at who controls
these platforms: the LMS is a teacher-driven platform with content and the assignments driving
the sequence. As schools pivot to more project-based and SEL pathways that they identified at the
top of the needs pyramid, a flexible student-driven pathway system integrated into an e-portfolio
platform like Portfolium and SeeSaw will be required. The portfolio is the transcript of the future
and schools should consider a project portfolio of academic and co-curricular accomplishments, as
vital in a skills-focused world.
5. A sudden focus on the Minimum Viable Product and Price.
We see the enrollment expectations in this 2020 COVID survey (profiled in Section 4) as heralding
a new but urgent focus on school budgets and business models for the future. With 75% of
schools seeing more than a minimal overall impact at the current time in every segment of their
student population from new students to full-pay families and international students, we see
schools looking afresh at everything from deficit budgeting, annual giving, athletic programming,
summer school income, course catalogs, memberships, teacher loads, reliance on international
student income, and more. School closures have refocused attention exclusively on the learning
process. This scenario may have an impact on enrollment by shifting the family focus to the
fundamental pedagogies of the learning experience and the ability of their children to be motivated
by the work set and to manage themselves. Investment of $30k+ per year over several years in
independent school education is going to garner increased focus on actual outcomes: Will the
price of skills development at an independent school (relative to free options) position students
better, not just in the college process, but for a possible dearth of the most valued workplace skills
the marketplace seeks and rewards. This challenge, along with the enrollment challenges detailed
in Section 4, will require schools to examine, perhaps for the first time in decades, what their
core minimum viable product is, and whether they can deliver it at an affordable price. For your
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admissions or enrollment management team, the challenge becomes a much deeper process in
this context than the use of marketing research techniques to learn applicant characteristics and
to capitalize on reaching the best prospective students. Will admissions officers be able to explain
how independent schools build valuable skill outcomes? Pointing to college lists, class size,
teachers with master’s degrees, and large course catalogs will not be enough.
It is not just schools that are learning this hard lesson in product management through this crisis,
but others that have allowed brand management to fall prey to ever-increasing customer demands
on choice. McDonalds recently reversed course by eliminating all-day breakfast after five years,
a service they had resisted for years, but customers had demanded: all-day breakfast made
customers delay breakfast purchases impacting breakfast sales in the mornings and it took away
from higher margin lunch purchases. McDonald’s decision reflects a strong product management
perspective, an understanding of what is core to the survival of the business, a laser focus on
conserving resources that are fundamental, and a capacity to act quickly (to pivot) and get ahead
of other threats to survival. The choice that students need is not a large catalog of courses but the
choice that comes with student agency, the choice that comes with projects, the choice that comes
with equitable starting points while they develop a discrete set of valuable skills.
6. There is good news: The solution and the need for schools to survive are aligned.
For reasons that we outline below, PBL will have to be one of the core pillars of not only
independent school learning excellence, but also financial survival. When combined
with proper planning, scheduling, and training, it is a much lower cost model to deliver than the
traditional teacher-centered system we still embrace today. We touch on the student-teacher load
numbers possible and the implications for PBL cost savings in Section 5. There are also ways
of preserving significant reliance on content through standards-based approaches that reduce
the anxiety burden and create room for a better schedule. The schedule is the primary axis of
cost allocation. For schools with up to 75% of their budgets being people costs, it is the schedule,
associated pedagogy, and the course of study that have to be the primary focus for sustainability
and survival. There is no time to build or re-build endowments, to develop better annual giving
strategies, or to rely on better marketing. The full-on focus must be on PBL, SEL and CBE, and

Page 19

Below is a screenshot of an OESIS-XP Video Library index page.
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Teacher Load with PBL
“If the project is student-centered, where the teacher gives a prompt, and
the students do the research transforming what they have learned into
their project, the teacher-manager can handle up to 40 students or more.
The project has to be student-driven. If the class is teacher-driven, there
will be bottlenecks. Think of the teacher as a manager, not an oracle. The
student brings work to the teacher and then guides to completion. The
teacher needs to do this project first, to learn the pitfalls, and be able to
guide the students from the point of experience.”
Jeff Robin, OESIS Network Leader and Founding Faculty Member, High Tech High (CA)
with it a much better long-term and short-term business model that results in an added-value
product. Schools have identified the need; now, they need to implement aggressively.
7. Traditional schools with significant endowments may survive the short-term but their need
to pivot now will ultimately be necessary as well.
The core question for schools now is leadership and teamwork. It is those two intangibles that are
difficult to survey, but will dictate schools’ ability to navigate and survive this crisis. The viewpoint
of OESIS is that this will be a much deeper economic crisis than the last one, beginning as it has
in the service sector and causing a deep and rapid impact on demand never seen, accompanied
by other misery, both personal and financial. The traditional schools are more vulnerable in this
quotient because they have to pivot from a highly ingrained and embedded notion of their own
excellence, that has been reinforced by the fruits of meritocracy. We expect schools to navigate
the shortfalls from the short-term challenges, but the medium term represents no less a risk if the
pivot does not begin in haste: Delaying now means more work, challenge, and obstacles later. To
further illustrate the last point, it is worth sharing what we heard at a Heads of School Conference
in Santa Barbara during the Great Recession 10 years ago: The then Executive Director of the
California Association for Independent Schools remarked in his opening that the average age of an
independent school that fails is around 80 years old.
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Meet Sanje Ratnavale
OESIS President and
Co-Chairman of PIVOT Transcript
Partnership
Sanje founded OESIS in 2012 and serves as the President
of what has grown to become the leading network
for innovation at independent schools (with now over
600 participating in our research, conferences, cohorts,
PD platforms, career placement and consulting): the
acronym OESIS grew from the initial focus on Online
Education Strategies for Independent Schools. He noticed that independent schools lacked both a
highly collaborative national network for faculty and a pedagogical growth mindset, as many of the
associations moved over decades to governance, leadership or accreditation focus and a celebration
of supposedly timeless inputs. Recently, Sanje has helped found and launch a new initiative called
PIVOT, a non-profit partnership between IMS Global Learning Consortium and OESIS, which aims
to help schools advance 21st-century designs of digital transcripts: comprehensive records that
capture more student learning from competencies to skills and more.
He has held senior administrative positions at independent schools including Associate Head of
School at a K-12 school for seven years, High School Principal for three years and CFO for seven
years. Sanje has taught Latin and History at the High and Middle School levels: his educational career
spans both British (Windlesham House School in Sussex) and American (Marlborough School in LA
and Sierra Canyon School in LA) independent schools, schools that are boarding, single-sex and coed institutions respectively. He was one of three founding administrators and the financial architect
of a brand new greenfield non-profit independent school built on the outskirts of Los Angeles into a
K-12 institution with 850 students, a 35-acre campus and $80 million in assets during his seven-year
tenure: Sanje led the raising and management of $60 million for the project from investors. Prior to
making a switch to education, Sanje spent 15 years in venture capital, investment banking and senior
C-level (CEO, COO, CFO) management. He was educated at Christ Church, Oxford University
(B.A. and M.A. in Law/Jurisprudence) and the British independent school system (Harrow School).
Sanje is based out of Santa Monica.
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Executive Summary
8. Root causes for the need of rapid change are the same as in the 2008 Great Recession.
Finally, we must ask, how could this predicament have happened to independent schools? If you
were to ask Senator Elizabeth Warren (MA) whom she would hold primarily responsible for the
predicament that the country found itself in 2008, she would without hesitation point to failed
self-regulation as the culprit that led banks to fail one after another. The banks thought they were
strong but nothing was further from reality. The same failure to self-regulate applies today to
independent schools. We now have a brand that seems to have suddenly discovered an inventory
problem (insufficient PBL and SEL), as well as a delivery problem (teacher training) and that for
years, has known it has a pricing problem. The first step for any school leader is to define the
realities of school programs and policies, and then examine solutions: We offer ours for the sector
as a whole in Section 5 — The OESIS 10-point Plan.
We are humbled by the trust that the large response of over 150 schools in less than a week to this
survey places on us. In keeping with the core of the OESIS brand, you have no doubt noticed that
we intend to be direct, provide solutions, and identify pitfalls, because time is short. As educators,
we are in the business of authentic feedback: Our mission from inception has been to help
schools change their learning models. As an OESIS member school you have all the professional
development resources in place and online, particularly in PBL, SEL, and CBE, to navigate a deep
pivot pedagogically. We have the largest video library of PBL PD content in the independent
school world; we offer eight- to 10-hour asynchronous pathways on PBL and offer these same
pathways with a Network Leader as a guide; we offer longer departmental PBL cohorts over a
semester, as well as workshops; we offer a deep partnership with Six Seconds, whose EQ Network
brings you extensive SEL resources. The same is true of CBE Pathways as they mirror the PBL
learning process.
“Very impressed with the excellent substance of this Report. While
crisis opens the door to fear, opportunity lies across the threshold.
Schools should leap to student-centered, project-based learning to
deepen their students’ skills set for them and their school to weather the
inevitable next storms.”
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Pat Bassett, President NAIS 2001 – 2013

COVID-19
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III. The Program
In this section, we first look at the survey data including priorities for professional development,
PBL units per teacher, and implementation of the identified priorities of PBL and SEL to find a way
forward in independent schools. In doing this, we will look closely at the barriers.

The 2020 Survey Data Overview.
The two big needs identified focus on PBL and SEL in the chart below, and the further charts indicate
that online learning will be only a temporary solution that does not fit the independent school model.
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The Program
We then asked what areas of Professional Development this crisis has highlighted as a need.

Page
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The Program
We believe because of the following tables that online learning will not be a long-term commitment
or major feature of the independent school experience, except in blended form as we outlined in the
Executive Summary. We are supportive of this, as we feel too much association with online learning
carries a significant danger of placing deflationary pressures on independent school tuition. The
vast majority of schools are going online with the sequence they have committed to in the hope of
completing it, and about a third have realized that this may be a fool’s errand: In either case, the lack
of PBL inventory means they are unable to pivot towards a curriculum that is primarily asynchronous
or project-based.

Full data from this report is only
available
to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership
for up to 100 faculty begins at
$2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.
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The Program

Full data from this report is only available
to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership for
up to 100 faculty begins at $2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.

We then asked about the real starting point of schools on PBL. We asked, “What percentage of an
average teacher’s units is wholly student-driven project-based learning, as opposed to a project
report at the end of a unit?” (PBL is defined as having many if not all of these characteristics: The
projects are units in themselves; they are student-driven; they have a driving question that leaves
the trajectory open-ended; they offer opportunities for student collaboration; they are assessed more
broadly with cross-curricular competencies than strict content standards; and they fit into a student
digital portfolio.)
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The Program
The chart below shows that 62% of schools’ teachers have less than 20% of their units as PBL.

Full data from this report is only available
to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership for
up to 100 faculty begins at $2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.

We add one more
chart to give a flavor
of the movement
towards SEL. We
took a slice of

Full data from this report
is only available
to OESIS-member schools.

those schools
that decided that

Click here to enroll
online today.

PBL professional
development was
not a focus at all or
only a small focus,

to see what their ranking priority was for future closures: It seems that they prioritize more SEL.
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Our Innovation Pathways Solution
OESIS Gold membership now includes do-it-yourself faculty
professional development pathways in CBE, PBL and SEL on
your school’s customized OESIS-XP portal on Canvas. Each
pathway features milestones that include relevant videos,
articles and other resources to introduce teachers to innovative
pedagogy. Combining CBE, PBL and SEL strategies enhances
student agency and outcomes.
“Our Pathways can be done by teachers on their own or with
a designated OESIS Network Leader to help them. Each
Pathway takes eight to 10 hours of work and includes readings,
videos, and assignments with lots of choice,” said OESIS
President Sanje Ratnavale.

Register for June 2020
cohorts for unit feedback
OESIS members who want to receive
feedback from our national faculty on
the CBE, PBL & SEL units they are
developing may register for a summer
cohort pathway ($100 intro; $150 Levels
1,2 or 3; or a Department PBL Cohort
($399 per person with a minimum of 5).

Ask about Portfolium Student Pilots
OESIS Platinum members also have an assessment module
where teachers can build customizable skill pathways based
on performance requirements and milestones. Recognition
of mastery, growth or excellence is based on school-defined
rubrics, competencies, skills or standards and rewarded with
badges or (mastery) credits towards pre-requisites.
OESIS also offers its Platinum members student ePortfolios
that document credentials earned in the mastery assessment
platform. The ePortfolio is a student-controlled private lifelong collaborative repository of their learning journey (and for
parents with children under age 13). Both the ePortfolio and
the assessment/recognition solutions sync with many school’s
student information and learning management systems.

OESIS-XP Video Library

OESIS members may watch trailers and entire videos in
our OESIS-XP Professional Development & Collaboration
portal. Below are a few samples of our trailer playlists.

Watch the following video trailer & read
these testimonials to learn more about
OESIS Faculty Professional Development
Cohort Pathways.

What teachers are saying ...
Gene Cassidy, a History teacher, at Miss Porter’s School (CT) who did a CBE Pathway:
“Thanks to this Intro CBE Pathway, my thinking in terms of assessment has
changed in the largest meta-sense by getting me to think hard about the “threshold
concepts” in my discipline of history... Stripping down content to the most central
pieces and then thinking hard about how my assessments relate to what I want
my learning outcomes to be has resulted in me feeling far less guilty about the
things that I am not teaching and far happier about the things that I am. Looking
forward to the Level 1 CBE Pathway, I hope to gain more practical approaches toward shaping my
curriculum to better suit the notion of competencies.”
Jason Kern, Assistant Head of School for Innovation and Learning, at All Saint’s Episcopal
School (TX), who has conducted Virtual PD Days:
“This approach was so successful that the Last Friday Scrum Team (which is a team
comprised of faculty and staff that plans All Saint’s professional learning time)
conducted a Virtual Last Friday again in February. “Our goal is to show the value
of online learning as a piece of our teachers’ overall professional learning. We have
seen that dedicating one of our Last Fridays to virtual learning has led to further online experiences
by the teachers to continue their learning,” Jason shared. “On our inservice day after spring break
teachers will get together in their divisional meetings to reflect and share what they have learned
through the OESIS-XP platform.”
Sarrina Wood, Teacher, Flint Hill School (VA)
“As someone who went to the Napa Buck Institute PBL conference, I feel like this Cohort helped me
go from an introduction in PBL to a full dive. The Napa Conference was phenomenal in explaining
PBL to me, and I got a crash course, but this course truly walked me through developing and
implementing PBL. I have a full plan for a full unit now: exemplars, a calendar, a grading rubric—
the whole nine yards. Additionally, I have colleagues who are doing the unit with me and are so
excited to use the ready-to-use materials. This course has also given me the confidence to design
more units on my own by following this format and mindset. This was truly a valuable experience.”
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The Program
Removing Barriers to PBL
As we stated in the Executive Summary, we suspect that many schools believe that they are doing PBL
when they are doing POL (project-oriented learning) that represents summative report type project
work. For some schools though, it is clear that there are other reasons for not achieving the fullest
PBL environment: Here are some of the impediments and what needs to be done to get there.
1. A Schedule that does not work. For PBL to be successful, schools need longer periods
for project work and with that less of an adherence to a regimented attendance mentality as
students move beyond the classroom.
2. Too much content to cover. The inevitable clash with covering all the content we have
created to fill the time in the past comes into play. We know schools that have over 25 content
options for their math sequence in just secondary school, whereas others have just eight to 10:
yet those differences do not have any impact on competitive colleges’ acceptances.
3. Too many courses to fit in. One of the easier alternatives to doing PBL is to satisfy student
interest through teacher-driven electives and boutique courses. These have cluttered the
schedule and provided a palliative rather than a student-centered solution.
4. An assessment framework that is lacking. Teachers can make this transition on their
own or by grade levels, and we have lots of OESIS Network examples of teachers creating the
cross-curricular skills rubrics to evaluate projects on performance indicators as they progress
rather than the finished product. Ideally this would be a school wide implementation of a
Learner Profile or Portrait that is embedded in everything done in coursework.
5. Not enough time dedicated to PBL planning for teachers. For PBL to accommodate a
higher teacher load of 25-40 students per project, the projects must be well-planned and this
takes teacher PD time.
6. Not enough PD in PBL facilitation training. Teachers need training on how to facilitate
rather than deliver project work. This is not to be underestimated in achieving quality.
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The Program
The Path to more SEL
While it is ideal to see independent schools identifying SEL as a priority, we fear that this will become
more of an elementary school priority or the responsibility of a counselor or dean of students. In
creating our SEL pathways we learned a lot about the barriers from our SEL Partner, Six Seconds,
a group of independent school educators that now have a global network. Here are some key takeaways:
1. Easier to do SEL with PBL. The important nexus here is student agency, and in both SEL
and PBL environments, without significant student-driven management of their emotions
or their learning, it is difficult to achieve great outcomes. There is a lot of research on the
impact of strong communication, collaboration, and empathetic skills on project and academic
success.
2. More Teacher training in SEL as a Pre-requisite. For teachers to teach SEL, they must
be well-versed in emotional intelligence themselves and so this is a significant PD commitment
that must be made.
Can CBE help with the path to more PBL and SEL?
The connection between CBE and both PBL and SEL is often overlooked or misunderstood.
1. Creating time through standards-based grading. Standards-based grading is the
easiest form of competency-based education to transition to for schools, as it allows schools
to maintain much of the content sequence. Over time, the content can be reduced, and the
content standards/project skills mix can be calibrated. It also dials down the anxiety levels
associated with high stakes summative testing. For a school determined to change, the
combination of SBG with PBL provides a good route to evolve a schedule and to start the
process of prioritizing essential content.
2. Cross-curricular competencies provide assessment frameworks for PBL and
SEL. When a teacher is asked to do more PBL, if he/she has rubrics of cross-curricular
performance indicators tied to larger competencies like collaboration or communication, then
there is less of a need to tie everything to a content product assessment. It is also much easier
to co-teach that PBL with another department from a number of perspectives.
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1V. Enrollment Expectations
The charts below represent the views of only the heads of school who answered the questions on
enrollment: A sample of 111 respondents is a very significant sample size. We did ask the same
question to division heads and principals, and we correctly anticipated a much more optimistic set
of responses. We were able to slice the 111 respondents by school attributes that we asked, and some
observations are made from what we saw. Deliberately, we asked a very open-ended question without
a time horizon, but we assume that given the question included new students that respondents would
by and large be answering for the year ahead 2020-2021.
Overall Conclusion
The chart on the next page indicates that the independent school world is roughly split into one
quarter predicting minimal impact, a half who see some moderate impact and another quarter who
see significant impact. Of those in the middle, the concern is whether the impact of 10-15% represents
an unlikely one-year only effect: if, as we believe, this will be at least a three-year effect, a cumulative
three-year trajectory
of 10-15% enrollment
attrition would
require a very
difficult pivot
to a sustainable
model. We examine
the pivot options and

Full data from this report is only
available to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership for
up to 100 faculty begins at $2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.

recommendations in
the next section.
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Below are screenshots from the OESIS-XP Video Library index pages.
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Enrollment Expectations

Full data from this report is only available
to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership for
up to 100 faculty begins at $2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.

With the crisis striking in the middle of admission season, Heads seem most concerned about new
student enrollment. The greatest concern, when we analyzed by school attributes, comes from K-12
schools, presumably because of their multiple entry points.

Page 37

Enrollment Expectations
Although schools expect less effect marginally on full-pay families than elsewhere, perhaps because
they have a good sense of their full-paying customers ability to weather the crisis, these numbers are
very worrying.

Full data from this report is only available
to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership for
up to 100 faculty begins at $2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.
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Enrollment Expectations

Full data from this report is only available
to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership for
up to 100 faculty begins at $2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.

Not every school has large international student populations but the most responses of 25+% declines
come in the category of international students. These are the most high-margin customers.

Full data from this report is only
available
to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership for
up to 100 faculty begins at $2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.

The effect on financial-aid families is understandably expected to be the most extreme, with many
more schools projecting a lot more attrition in the 15-35+% category.
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V. PIVOT: The OESIS Plan
What makes us comfortable providing a plan for independent schools is that despite their missions,
they are very similar. Before developing a plan, every school must develop a view on what the
medium term will look like, and therefore, how their school will fit in. For OESIS, we see the
pendulum in K-12 that always swings between life-long learning, college prep, and employability,
swinging decisively in the minds of our customers towards the latter. With that will come an
emphasis on skills, on student self-motivation, and self-management. The OESIS Plan that we set out
below is designed for you to calibrate, but it is NOT a short-term-lets-get-through-this-blip solution:
It is designed for schools to emerge stronger and with a product that can command value and pricing
sustainability at a time of potential significant demand loss and deflation. We also know that it can be
accomplished because key elements and examples can be found across our network and membership,
and in our resources. Here are the key elements of our 10-point plan that we detail in this section:

OESIS Plan
1. Implement PBL on a broad scale to make learning more student-directed and provide a means
to increase teacher load.
2. Use Flex Blending and standards-based grading to transition to less but more essential content.
3. Adopt assessment that recognizes cross-curricular skills (CBE) as well as key content standards.
4. Eliminate the “more choice makes a better product” mentality.
5. Enable a schedule that is focused, flexible and more student-driven.
6. Utilize technology that encompasses student pathways as opposed to course content.
7. Remove practices that embed cultural barriers to change.
8. Require professional development outcomes.
9. Disassemble silos to create better teamwork at a teacher and administrator level.
10. Infuse SEL into every part of a school’s program.
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PIVOT: The OESIS Plan
1. Using PBL to make learning more student-centered AND increase teacher load.
A good PBL teacher with well-planned units that are student-driven, and with training in how to
facilitate those students individually and in groups, can accommodate 25-40 students per class
period of 90 minutes. In the Table 22 below from this 2020 survey, we asked all the schools who
participated what the overall teacher load is at their schools. Imagine that 40% of your teachers’
units were student-driven PBL and then blend what that would do to your budget. Then look at
Table 21 that shows that some schools are already at that point, others not far behind, and they
include schools across the grade-level spectrum.

Full data from this report is only
available to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual Gold membership for
up to 100 faculty begins at $2,500.
Click here to enroll
online today.
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PIVOT: The OESIS Plan

Full data from this report is only
available to OESIS-member schools.
OESIS annual membership for
up to 100 faculty
begins at $2,500.
Enroll
online

2. Use Flex Blending and standards-based grading to transition to less but more essential
content.
Teachers are going to fight to preserve content, and standards-based grading along with the
“Flex Model” of blending allows schools to maintain as much of it as they want. The Flex Model
allows students to progress at their own speed through the content, and for teachers to teamteach so they can analyze which groups are at a particular place, and dynamically offer instruction
to keep them challenged. We have examples of this in independent schools in virtually every
subject area. The Flex Model is a form of blended learning and is widely used in K-12. To get
there, teachers need to be excellent collaborators, they need to move to developing a lot more
formative tests, and they need to be comfortable with data to be able to intervene at the point of
need. Standards-based grading is a kind of competency-based education that is relatively easy
for schools to adopt, and it also dials down the anxiety of summative testing: it provides greater
equity in that the student is more in control of pacing. It does not encompass the cross-curricular
elements of competency-based education, as it is really an outgrowth of blended learning. What
is great about it is that it gives schools the opportunity to create much more time in the schedule,
because there is less of a need to program in every different subject section option.
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PIVOT: The OESIS Plan
3. Adopt assessment that recognizes cross-curricular skills (CBE) as well as key content
standards.
If you look at leading school systems at the forefront on the mastery and competency movement,
they are looking to encompass more skills assessment into their programs, not just the content
standards. Independent schools should hold themselves accountable to their learner or portrait
of a graduate profiles and include cross-curricular skills like collaboration and communication
on their transcripts, alongside content standards. Given what we said about how the pendulum
over the next five years is swinging towards ultimate employability this will be key. Independent
schools that are part of the OESIS Network have done this hard work, and we have experience
helping schools to do just that. Ultimately, schools should be looking to evolve to a comprehensive
learner record or transcript like the Exemplar Transcript from the Great Schools Partnership
below: GSP runs the New England Secondary Schools Consortium and the League of Innovative
Schools.
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PIVOT: The OESIS Plan
4. Eliminate the “more choice makes a better product” mentality.
Choice creates stress and anxiety, but more importantly, it is not necessary to achieve excellent
outcomes, including great college-entry performance. Look at the math sequence of two
independent schools below (publicly available on their websites) with extremely similar collegeentry records: Which one are you most close to and which one are you better able to afford?

Table 24
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PIVOT: The OESIS Plan
5. Enable a schedule that is focused, flexible and more student-driven.
The schedule is the axis of cost, and it is the place that schools have got to focus to make their
product valuable and affordable. It is out of control. Less is more, and the choice should be
seen as coming less from the course catalog but from student starting points. That is why PBL
is the ideal solution, because instead of a pre-packaged course choice option usually driven by
content, the driving questions can take students into diverse areas where projects are naturally
inter-disciplinary. Some schools wanting to show more and more choices have resorted to the
consortium option, and this is okay, but it has dangers: Schools are not building capacity in those
areas across their own teacher base; many of these consortium options are online asynchronous
courses, and that is a model that is associated with a much lower price point. Finally, there is no
way to make revenue for the school from these consortium offerings; they are a cost for the most
part.
6. Utilize technology that encompasses student pathways as opposed to course content.
We now have an explosion of interest in using a learning management system and Zoom. Better
late than never but understand that an LMS is a teacher-driven content delivery route tied to a
very prescribed sequence. Zoom is simply a communication tool, and it is a poor substitute for a
real class, unless a teacher is able to use it to do breakouts, and can be trained to use the chats for
vibrant backchannel conversations and more.
What schools should be transitioning to are student pathway platforms that are integrated with
a portfolio. The pathways provide teachers the ability to give students options of what to do in
terms of assignments, projects, internships, labs, etc., and to assess them. Their work product that
they submit for these pathways sit in the attached portfolios. OESIS is partnered with known as
Portfolium, the leading platform of its kind for our network used by millions of students. These
portfolio pathway platforms are needed for PBL and SEL, and they can be deployed from
Kindergarten onwards with the walled garden with parent participation in place till 8th grade.
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PIVOT: The OESIS Plan
7. Remove practices that embed cultural barriers to change.
Ask yourself why do independent schools do placement exams after requiring the ISEE or SSAT
that have large amounts of placement data that could be used to place kids in math classes? The
reason is that for the math departments these are not “their” tests. Examples like this are legion in
independent schools. We have noticed that standardized tests, including admission tests, are one
of those areas that keep the focus on the past and on content.
8. Require professional development outcomes.
A change of the sort we are proposing as the imperative pivot for schools cannot be accompanied
by the culture around PD in the past. No longer can schools with good conscience say, “We found
that online resources were not something that our teachers found useful.” Just as skills and digital
credentials are set to pervade the education environment, we believe, teachers and schools need
pathways of PD that are not open-ended without accountability.
9. Disassemble silos to create better teamwork at a teacher and administrator level.
Have you heard the, “This is not what we signed up for!” refrain recently? It’s not that different to
the argument school leaders tried to use with their faculty that they need to gravitate to practices
used in the outside world that their students would need, and failed to get much buy-in. Schools
operate as silos, and that gives the culture lots of opportunity to resist. This approach to PBL to
cross-curricular assessment to student-driven work alongside the clear realization that schools and
jobs are in danger, provides a new opportunity for leadership and team building. And this need
applies not only to teachers but to administrators. Admission officers will need to understand
what drives all this and not expect to rely on enrollment management practices: They must know
what the difference is between a standard and a PBL or SEL competency, and what is different
between the PBL your school offers and the POL that the school down the road offers. The
business officer must be part of the scheduling conversation and not just an expert on operating
expenses.
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PIVOT: The OESIS Plan
10. Infuse SEL into every part of a school’s program.
Finally, we are entering a world where emotional intelligence will be paramount not only for
employability but for navigating every part of life. SEL must form a hugely integrated part of all
grade levels, not just lower school and not just at the Counselor or Dean of Students or Advisory
level. Students that are able to manage their emotions and see schools as a positive emotional
experience are likely to learn better, we know from the research. The path for SEL here goes
through implementing PBL and CBE, and it goes through professional development that is across
a whole school.

Thank you for reading. We care for your futures. The time is ripe, but the time is short.
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Getting the Most out of OESIS-XP

A

s you probably know, OESIS has
been conducting thought-provoking
conferences fostering innovation
at prestigious independent schools since
2013. Founder and President Sanje Ratnavale
decided to bring this content online within
OESIS-XP in 2017. Organized on Canvas LMS,
OESIS-XP enables academic faculty to easily
access innovative practices on demand.

In addition to organizing conference
presentations under Files in the Canvas menu,
OESIS-XP indexes videos by subject areas, age
levels, and innovation attributes addressed in
each presentation. Most videos are recorded
during live webinars, featuring all aspects
of pedagogy and cultural change focused on
student-centered learning driven by student
agency with strategic oversight.

Navigating OESIS-XP
We recently redesigned the OESIS-XP home
page to give OESIS members easy access to:
•

OESIS CBE, PBL and SEL Faculty
PD Pathways that can be completed
individually, with oversight from a masterlevel practitioner at your school, or within a
cohort with an OESIS Network Leader.

•

OESIS-XP innovation matrix, which has
links to our thumbnail indexes in our OESISXP Video Library. Each video has its own
media page with comment links.

•

Live Webinars and Released Playlists
outline our program schedule and show
our new five-minute trailers for busy
faculty. After watching a trailer, members
may access the full videos and additional
resources on the video’s media page.

•

Publications, which are shown at the
bottom of the OESIS-XP home page.

OESIS members may click on the above image
to log into their schools customized OESIS-XP
portal using their school email address. If you
need help accessing OESIS-XP, email
oesisxadmin@oesisgroup.com.

Examples for using OESIS-XP resources to enhance faculty development
Each Division selects a
Groups or cohorts at your school complete an
PD leaders share invideo of the month to
OESIS Faculty PD pathway together.
service
topics
with
watch and discuss (similar
Participate in live webinars or submit ideas for a
OESIS staff and we
to a book club).
topic you’d like to discuss.
recommend/create
Please share your ideas with
clips to complement
Schedule an OESIS
Lynn.Schramek@oesisgroup.com or
existing PD initiatives.
Video Conference.
Joel.Backon@oesisgroup.com.

Go to oesiscourseexchange.com
•
•

OESIS Teacher Onlne Tutoring & Course
form
OESIS Student Interest form

