PARENTS’ GUIDE TO MICROSCHOOLS

Empowering Learners:
How Microschools Cultivate
Agency and Future Success

As parents and caregivers, we share

a common goal: to prepare our children to thrive in an
ever more dynamic and unpredictable world. We
want them to be adaptable, innovative thinkers who
can dream up solutions that we can't yet imagine.

We recognize that the factory-model classroom is
broken. It was designed for a compliance-driven
economy, rewarding students for rote memorization
and navigating rigid, standardized structures. It was an
approach that once guaranteed success.

That era has, of course, come to a close. Today’s
students need to be highly adaptable, motivated
creators and critical thinkers. They need learner
agency: the intrinsic power to define and drive their
own educational journey.

This guide explores how the unique structure and
philosophy of the microschool movement make it a
compelling alternative to foster this vital disposition.
It is a fundamental shift from a system that asks,
"What do | need to know?" to one that asks, "What
problem do | want to solve?"
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Part 1: Defining Learner Agency

Before diving into how microschools cultivate agency, it’s helpful to first gain a deeper
understanding both of what it is, and what’s at stake for students.

What is Learner Agency?

Simply put, learner agency is the capacity for students to own and direct their own learning. It’s the
difference being a passive recipient of information (think of it like being a spectator in the
classroom) and becoming an active participant and co-creator of knowledge.

In a traditional classroom, the teacher decides what, when, and how young people will learn. It is
the student’s role to follow instructions, absorb information, and share what they recall on a test.
But in an environment that fosters agency, the student is in the driver's seat. They are empowered
to ask questions, explore topics of personal interest, and make meaningful choices about their
educational journey. Ultimately, this is a flexible approach (with some thoughtfully designed
guardrails) that provides kids with the tools, guidance, and supportive environment needed in order
to take charge of their own intellectual development.

Why is Agency Crucial for Success?

In a world where information is instantly accessible, the ability to memorize facts is far less valuable
than the ability to think critically, solve problems creatively, and collaborate effectively. The
benefits of learner agency are profound, extending beyond academic performance into young
people’s psychological health, motivation, and professional readiness. For example, students with
greater autonomy are significantly less likely to give up on difficult tasks, are better at planning, and
demonstrate stronger focus and interest.
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Problem-Solving

When a student is empowered to
identify and solve their own problems,
they develop resilience and a sense of
self-efficacy. They discover the power
to influence their environment.

Self-Direction

The modern workforce rewards
individuals who can manage their own
projects, set their own goals, and adapt
to new challenges without constant
supervision. Agency is the foundation
of this skill.

Learner agency cultivates the skills that are most needed in the 21st century:

Intrinsic Motivation

When learning is driven by curiosity
and personal interest rather than
external rewards like grades, kids
develop a lifelong love of learning that
goes beyond the classroom walls.

Authentic Voice

Through agency, students learn to
articulate their ideas, defend their
perspectives, and collaborate with
peers. These are the building blocks of
leadership and meaningful contribution
to a team or community.

This is especially critical in the age of artificial intelligence, as these are the very skills that cannot be
automated. As Al continues to commoditize information and basic content creation, jobs that rely
on rote memorization, formulaic writing, or repetitive data analysis can now be done faster and
more efficiently by machine. And schools that continue to focus on passive learning will be far more
likely to become obsolete.

The challenge for families lies in finding an educational environment that does more
than talk about or briefly touch upon these skills. They need to be intentionally
integrated throughout the curriculum from the first day of school.
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Part 2: The Microschool Advantage: Where Agency Thrives

Microschools are intimate learning environments. They represent a significant change in K-12
educational philosophy, with a unique structure and core principles that are well-suited to fostering
learner agency. Estimates suggest between one and two million students currently use microschools
as their main schooling provider. Have a look at their advantages:

Personalized Learning Paths

Though their approaches and academic philosophies may vary, microschools are designed to be
student-centered. They emphasize personalization, community and flexibility. Typically serving 15-
20 students, educators have the capacity to truly know each learner as an individual: their
strengths, their passions, and their preferred learning style. This is crucial for cultivating agency.

Tailored Curricula: In a standard classroom, the curriculum is a one-size-fits-all model designed for
the average student. In a microschool, it’s easier for the curriculum to be co-created with the
student. For example, a middle schooler with a passion for marine biology isn't limited to a standard
science textbook. Instead, their teacher might help them design a project to study local tide pools,
conduct water quality tests, and present their findings to a community group. Learn how
microschools are poised to serve an array of student needs.

Pacing and Mastery: Agency requires a flexible timeline. In a traditional setting, learners who
struggle with a concept may be left behind while the rest of their class moves on. In a microschool,
assessment and evaluation looks beyond standardized testing. Kids work at a pace that allows for
mastery. This removes the pressure and anxiety of a fixed schedule and replaces it with a focus on
deep understanding. Students can then spend extra time on difficult math concepts or move
through a topic that they quickly grasp, reinforcing their role as the director of their own journey.
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Flexible and Dynamic Environments

Microschools aren’t bound by many of the physical and logistical constraints of traditional school
districts. Because of their size and structure, they are more nimble and responsive. This level of
flexibility allows kids to have more control and influence over their day-to-day learning experience.

Learning Beyond Four Walls: A microschool can use the entire community as its classroom. So a
lesson on history might involve a walk to a local library or historical site, while a lesson on
economics could include a field trip to a small business. Learning becomes tangible, and the
approach emphasizes to students that knowledge is accessible all around them. See how
microschool students are discovering career pathways while building deeper local connections.

Fluid Daily Schedules: The school day can be designed to match learning. A new project requires an
afternoon of research at the local library? Teachers can adjust the schedule as needed. A discussion
where students are deeply engaged can be extended without interruption. This freedom empowers
young people to manage their time and prioritize their work in a way that feels natural and self-
directed, not governed by a bell system.

According to a sector analysis by the National Microschooling Center, students’ happiness and
growth in nonacademic learning represent two key outcomes prioritized by microschool leaders.
These metrics directly reflect the belief that intrinsic motivation and engagement are prerequisites
for academic success.
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Part 3: Real-World Models of Agency

The best way to understand how microschools cultivate agency is to look at real-world examples.
These models showcase how innovative leaders are building educational environments where kids
are learning and actively leading.

Marketplaces: The Colossal Academy Model

Traditional education often separates the classroom from the outside world. Some microschools,
however, are building bridges between the two. The Colossal Academy model connects students
with the outside world through a focus on entrepreneurship.

The Idea: Their approach treats the classroom as a vibrant marketplace for learning, where students
become CEOs of their own businesses.

How it Cultivates Agency: For example, a group of teens recently turned their fashion concepts
into reality. Instead of writing up a marketing plan to turn in for a letter grade, they set up virtual
storefronts, created eye-catching designs, built marketing campaigns, and analyzed sales efforts and
outcomes. A recent project’s custom t-shirt designs show students’ ability to develop a concept
from scratch, including branding, graphics and storytelling that culminated in sales in a real world
online marketplace.

Practical Skills: Through this process, Colossal Academy students gain valuable, career-ready skills
in areas like budgeting, creative design, digital marketing and data analysis and interpretation,
among others. And they're directly experiencing the power of their actions by seeing the impact of
their ideas.
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Students on the School Board: The One Stone Model

Learner agency encompasses much more than what a student learns; it's about their role in the very
governance of their learning environment. While the One Stone model functions in a high school
context, it provides a powerful blueprint for how this could work in a K-12 microschool setting.

The Idea:
One Stone operates under the belief that learners are the primary stakeholders in their education.
The school is governed by a student-led board of directors that possesses real authority.

How it Cultivates Agency:
Students on the board are responsible for key decisions that affect their entire school, including:

¢ Hiring and Firing: High schoolers are actively involved in the hiring of new faculty members and
the retention of existing educators, ensuring that those who join the team are aligned with the
school’s mission.

¢ Curriculum Development: Students can propose and approve new courses and projects,
ensuring that learning remains relevant and engaging. One Stone has a student-led creative
studio, business incubator and experiential service program.

¢ Budgeting: Teens are trusted with real-world financial decisions, participating in the
management of their school's budget to fund student-led initiatives.

Practical Skills:

This level of responsibility is unparalleled in a typical K-12 environment. One Stone’s approach
moves teens from passive citizenship to active leadership, as two-thirds of its board members are
students. They learn firsthand about complex decision-making, negotiation, accountability, and the
power of their own voices. For a young person, knowing that their opinion and vote have a direct
impact on their school's future is the ultimate lesson in agency. And the many practical takeaways
from these skill-building experiences will benefit them throughout their future careers.

Models like this one prove that microschools can push the boundaries of what is believed to be
possible in education. They are intentionally designed environments where agency becomes
foundational to the learning experience.

\
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Part 4: Identifying a Microschool for Your Context

Now that you have a deeper understanding of some emerging microschool environments, here is a
list of practical questions to help you identify a microschool that empowers young learners. As you
visit or interview with schools, use the following checklist to steer your conversation.

(?) 1.Askabout Student Voice and Choice
This is the most direct indicator of a microschool’'s commitment to agency.

Question to ask: —— What to look for:

"How are students involved in A school that can provide concrete examples,
shaping their own learning? Can not just general statements. They might

you tell me about a time a student mention project-based learning, inquiry-based
pursued a project of personal units, or a system where learners co-design
interest?" their own curricula.

(?) 2.Examine the Learning Environment
Observe the classroom. Does it look and feel like a space where agency is encouraged?

Question to ask: —— What to look for:
"What does a typical day look like See if there are different zones for learning—a
here? Is the schedule flexible?" quiet corner for independent work, a collaborative

space for group projects, or an outdoor area for
hands-on activities. (A flexible schedule that isn't
dictated by a bell is a good sign.)
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3. Inquire About Teachers’ Roles
In a traditional K-12 school, a teacher is often the "sage on the stage." In a
microschool that fosters agency, they're more akin to a "guide on the side."

Question to ask: —— What to look for:
"What is the teacher's role in a Listen for words like "facilitator," "mentor,"
student's learning journey?" or "coach." The school should emphasize the

teacher's role in supporting and challenging
learners, rather than delivering information.

4. Look for Connections to the Community
A microschool’s strength lies in its ability to connect with the world around it.

Question to ask: —— What to look for:

"How does your school engage Ask for specific examples of community

with the community or any local partnerships or student-led initiatives. School
partners? What kinds of projects leaders who can tell a story about a student-
have students done that had a built garden or student-run market demonstrate
real-world impact?" a commitment to place-based learning.

5. Prioritize Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)
Agency cannot exist without a foundation of psychological safety.

Question to ask: —— What to look for:

"How does your school support Observe practices like daily check-ins, a focus
students' social-emotional on conflict resolution, and a culture that
development?" celebrates mistakes as a part of the learning

process. Learners must feel safe enough to
take risks and be vulnerable.

6. Assess Authentic & Individualized Learning
Portfolios offer a window into a student's personal academic journey.

Question to ask: —, What to look for:
"Can | see a sample student Seek out evidence of growth over time,
portfolio?" student self-reflection, and work that

demonstrates personal passion and career
interests over standardized, teacher-directed
assignments.
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7. Cultivate a Restorative Community
Conflict is an inevitable and valuable opportunity for social-emotional learning.

Question to ask: —— What to look for:

"How do you resolve conflicts Keep an eye out for evidence of restorative
when they arise between practices (e.g., peer mediation, peace circles)
students?" that focus on repairing harm and rebuilding

relationships, rather than purely punitive
measures like detention or suspension.

8. Foster a School-Home Partnership
Learning is a collaborative effort that also happens outside the classroom.

Question to ask: —— What to look for:
"Can you tell me more about Look for multiple, accessible channels for two-
family involvement?" way communication, opportunities for families

to contribute their skills and knowledge to the
classroom, and school-wide events that build
genuine community (aside from fundraisers).

9. Value Learner Agency and Responsive Schedules
A dynamic learning environment adapts to the energy and needs of its students.

Question to ask: —— What to look for:
"Describe a ‘typical day’ for me. In Observe evidence of student choice in activities,
what way is flexibility built in?" flexible grouping, and blocks of time for deep,

uninterrupted work. The day-to-day schedule
should serve students’ learning, not the other
way around.

10. Commit to Inclusive, Equitable Support
Real equity means every learner gets what they need to succeed, rather than every
student simply getting the same thing.

Question to ask: —— What to look for:
"How do you address learners Look for specific, named strategies for
with more specific needs?" different learners (e.g., neurodivergent, ESL),

the presence of dedicated support staff, and a
culture where differentiated instruction is
visible and a norm in every classroom.
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A Brighter Future

Determining where to educate a child is one of the most important decisions one will ever make.

In this guide, we've explored how microschools are designed to cultivate learner agency—the power
for students to steer their own education. Through personalized learning paths, real-world projects,
and intimate classroom environments, these schools equip young people with the adaptability and

self-direction needed for future success. We've also provided a framework to determine if a specific

microschool’s emphasis on flexibility, deep relationships, and student-led progress is the right fit for
your family.

But your journey doesn’t end here. To take a deeper dive, we encourage you to use the questions in
Part 4 as a practical toolkit. Schedule tours, speak directly with microschool leaders, and, most
importantly, ask current students, parents and/or caregivers about their experiences. Seeing a
learner’s portfolio or hearing about a recent community project will provide the clearest picture of
how a microschool environment approaches instruction.

There are several ways you can get started:

&, @ {2 7

Discover various Check out a Town Visit a microschool Talk to current

microschool types Hall about public in person (many students’ families

and models. Explore microschools or offer trial days for and caregivers

resources created listen to a podcast prospective about their

by our team. interview with a students and their microschool
microschool founder. families). experience.

A young person’s sense of agency is their greatest asset. By seeking out the kind of educational
environment that values and builds upon this foundation, you're giving them the ultimate gift: the
power to learn, lead, and succeed on their own terms.
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