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To flourish as adults, students today need access to a variety of 
supports, services, and learning opportunities tailored to their 

needs, interests, and goals. They need communities that support their 
academic and social-emotional growth and cultivate opportunities to 
work in concert with those who share their goals and passions. And with 
the help of family or other trusted adults, they need an opportunity to 
shape educational experiences that prepare them to lead fulfilling lives 
and contribute to society. Assembling education promises a path toward 
this future state. 

There’s more Assembly in education today than first meets the eye. 
Millions of families and students participate in a variety of school-
provided services and supports; millions more select services and 
supports outside the school system, either to supplement or replace 
traditional schooling. Done well, both approaches have the potential to 
foster an ecosystem of learning options in which families and students 
assemble those that best meet their needs.

Within the system, schools can serve as a gateway for options that 
provide students with more personalized and differentiated support. 
Much of what schools provide is standardized in the “factory” model 
of schooling, in which cohorts of students receive a set sequence of 
instruction. But schools also offer specialized options. Sometimes they 
provide specialized options themselves, and sometimes they partner 
with agencies, community organizations, or vendors. Schools engage 
third-party entities to provide highly specialized services to small 
populations of students, such as occupational therapy; they develop 
offerings themselves or with partners to address gaps or enhance 
learning for students with specific needs or interests, such as dropout 
recovery programs or work-based learning experiences. Families and 
students can work within or through schools to shape elements of their 
experience, but schools have a significant role in directing, providing,  
or coordinating services.

Introduction 
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Increasingly, families and students are playing a greater 
role in assembling education outside the system, 
navigating an ecosystem in which traditional public 
or private schools are one among a variety of entities 
offering a wide diversity of learning opportunities. 
After school, on weekends, and over vacations, 
families arrange and pay for supplemental learning like 
tutoring, music lessons, or counseling. Less common 
— but growing — are families and students who 
replace full-time school enrollment with an Assembly 
of learning options, such as home-schooling co-ops, 
microschools, or other nontraditional environments. 
Here, families and students take on more ownership 
over directing the learning experience, even if they 
continue to rely on schools or other entities to provide 
some supports. 

Assembling education predates the COVID-19 pandemic, 
but the past several years have generated new momentum. 
More must be done to ensure all families can access 
the services and supports their children need. As the 
policy environment improves, technology becomes 
familiar and ubiquitous, and whole-child supports 
generate renewed interest and enthusiasm for 
leveraging community resources, Assembly-based 
education is poised for expanded impact. 

Millions of  families 
already participate 
in Assembly-based 
education 

A ssembly-based education can take numerous 
forms, but two dimensions help differentiate 

approaches: The first dimension is who is directing 
the student’s education by deciding which services, 
supports, or learning experiences align with their 
needs, interests, and goals. The second dimension is 
who is providing the experience, whether a traditional 
school, the student’s family, or another organization 
(Figure 1). 

Assembling education can happen through a student’s 
school. Teachers, school staff, or families may identify a 
need and work within the school system to ensure the 
student receives an aligned service or participates in 
a specific program. The degree of input from families 
and students may vary, but the school ultimately directs 
students’ learning experiences. Schools may also 
provide those experiences themselves or coordinate 
with those who do. 

Other Assembly-based education can take place 
outside the school system. In this approach, a 
family member or other trusted adult may identify a 
student’s needs, interests, and goals and navigate the 
ecosystem to find aligned options. Rather than the 
school, however, families and students are the primary 
decision-makers about the services or supports the 
student receives and who provides them.  

As of 2020, approximately 54 million school-aged 
children resided in the United States.1 Just including 
the forms of Assembly-based education described 
below, at least one in three students already participates, 
and perhaps all students already participate, in some 
form of Assembly-based education. 

WHO DIRECTS THE SERVICE

School Families

Other Occupational 
therapy

Home-school 
co-ops

Families Homework  
help

Home-schooling, 
travel

School Schoolwide STEM 
program

School  
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Figure 1: Dimensions of Assembly-Based Education
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Assembling education occurs in familiar forms within 
and through schools; families and students typically 
have input into these options, even if students’ 
participation is ultimately up to the school. For 
instance, career-technical education (CTE) allows 
students to select and pursue a CTE pathway or 
industry certification aligned with their needs, 
interests, or goals. Traditional schools often either 
provide these pathways themselves or coordinate 
with other agencies. About 7.6 million secondary 
school students participated in CTE programming 
in the 2019-20 school year, though participation 
declined during the pandemic likely given the hands-
on and team-based nature of many CTE programs.2 
Alongside CTE courses, schools also help coordinate 
apprenticeships, internships, and other work-based 
learning in partnerships with local employers. 

Dual or concurrent enrollment programs are another 
learning option that students typically access through 
their schools. These programs allow families and 
students to shape their learning within the public 
school system by enrolling in courses that offer both 
high school and college credit.3 Dual enrollment has 
been on the rise for years, with federal data showing 
a 68% increase in students taking college courses for 
credit from 2002-03 to 2010-11, for a total of almost 
1.4 million students.4 While recent federal data isn’t 
available, the Community College Research Center 

assesses undergraduate enrollment among students 
under age 18, a proxy for dual enrollment. In 2019-20, 
they estimate between 1.6 and 2 million students 
participated in dual enrollment programs, though 
participation declined slightly during the pandemic.5 

A close cousin of dual or concurrent enrollment and 
online learning opportunities described below, course 
choice (or “course access”) policies also allow students 
to earn credit through courses or learning experiences 
offered outside their own school, from higher education 
institutions and virtual course providers to apprenticeships 
in the community.6 Participation in course choice is 
difficult to capture, given the significant overlap with 
other types of programs, but estimates from a few 
states with programs in place suggest at least tens of 
thousands of students are benefiting.7 

Tutoring is a learning option that schools or parents 
can direct and that a variety of entities can provide.  
For instance, students may receive tutoring through 
their school. When the school is the provider, tutoring 
is often assigned to specific students based on 
academic performance, staff referrals, or attendance 
problems. A nationally representative survey in 2014-15 
found that one-third of all high schools (32%) “required 
academic tutoring for at least some students” and  
“8% of all high school students participated in required 
academic tutoring.”8 Among high school students, 
about 1.2 million students and likely many more 
receive tutoring from their schools.9 Most often, 
school-provided tutors are licensed teachers who are 
offered supplemental pay out of the school or district 
budget, though some schools also work with outside 
organizations, professional tutors, or volunteers.10

Outside of schools, families also hire tutors — a local 
teacher, postsecondary student, or advanced peer — 
to help their child with coursework or test prep. In a 
June 2022 poll tracking how families are navigating 
education during the pandemic, 17% of parents 
reported their child was receiving tutoring outside of 
school, which pencils out to approximately 9.1 million 
students.11 Increasingly, tutoring companies like 
Kumon, Kaplan, TutorMe, Varsity Tutors, and others 
dominate the space. According to market research firm 
Global Industry Analytics, the 2022 private tutoring 
market in the U.S. is estimated at $26 billion.12 
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Students can also assemble their education through 
online content. For instance, online courses may be 
provided or coordinated by a student’s school, or 
students may access them on their own. Through their 
school, students may enroll in online courses as part of 
credit recovery, summer school, or when their school 
does not have the subject-matter teacher to offer a 
particular class. Providers like the Virtual High School, a 
nonprofit that works with over 700 high schools to offer 
more than 300 teacher-led online courses that include 
Advanced Placement and STEM options, give students 
the option to earn credits with a wider selection of 
course offerings.13 

Outside of schools, families and students can access 
supplemental materials through a wide variety of online 
providers. For example, Outschool offers non-credit-
bearing online educational options to students ages 
3 to 18.14 Outschool saw a huge increase in popularity 
during the pandemic,15 growing from an enrollment 
of 80,000 students taking classes in March 2020 to 
over 500,000 as of February 2021.16 Another example 
is Reconstruction, which provides “unapologetically 
Black” coursework that families can purchase for their 
children to supplement what they learn in school.17 
Predating outfits like Outschool and Reconstruction, 
large vendors such as K12 or targeted programs, 
like Johns Hopkins University’s Center for Talented 
Youth, offer direct-to-consumer options for families to 
purchase online courses for their children.18 

While the pandemic has muddled data on online 
learning, participation appears to be on a positive 
trend. In 2016, just 3.1% of students ages 5 through 17 
and enrolled in K-12 education reported taking a 
school-related course online, and local public schools 
were the most common providers of these courses.19 
The number of students engaging with online learning 
has skyrocketed during the pandemic; data from April 
through December 2020 shows that an average of 70% 
of students were taking courses in a “distance learning 
format using online resources.”20 Even as most schools 
have reopened for in-person learning, however, some 
students continue to use some degree of online 
learning. In spring 2022, the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
Household Pulse Survey found that 5% of students 
were participating in real-time online instruction from a 
teacher and 4% were participating in asynchronous 
online learning.21 Data comparable to pre-pandemic 

rates is not yet available, but upticks in online learning 
— currently including about 9% (5.8 million) of 
students — could signal a sustained increase.22  
 
Families and students can also access a host of after-
school and summer activities, through or outside their 
school. This sector of supplemental options is a significant 
source of flexible learning experiences. A 2020 survey 
by the Afterschool Alliance found that approximately 
7.8 million children spent an average of 5.6 hours per 
week in after-school programs,23 and 12.6 million “were 
in a structured summer experience.”24 Market research 
firm IBIS World estimated the size of the after-school 
and summer camp industries at $23.5 billion and $3.3 
billion, respectively.25 Another market research firm 
estimates youth sports at another $19.2 billion.26

Some learning options, like CTE and dual or concurrent 
enrollment, are available to families and students 
through their school; some, like tutoring, online courses, 
or after-school programs, might be available outside 
the system as well as other Assembly-based pathways.
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Home-schooling is defined by a student being 
primarily educated outside of a public or private 
school. Between 1999 and 2019, home-schooling 
rates ranged from 1.7% to 3.4%.27 Results from the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey have 
shown a dramatic rise in home-schooling rates. Data 
collected in the early days of the pandemic in spring 
2020 showed 5.4% of U.S. households were home-
schooling. By fall 2020, the rate jumped to 11.1% 
of households, including 16.1% of Black households 
and 12.1% of Hispanic households.28 If these rates 
of home-schooling hold steady as the pandemic 
wanes, the 2022-23 school year could see 5.9 million 
students participating in home-schooling.29

Hybrid schools are on the rise as well. As defined 
by the National Hybrid Schools Project at Kennesaw 
State University, hybrid schools are entities wherein 
“(1) most or all of the curriculum is decided by the 
school” (though parents do some instruction and 
grading); and “(2) students attend live classes fewer 
than five days per week in a physical building and 
are ‘homeschooled’ the rest of the week.”30 This 
definition excludes schools that only provide a la 
carte classes to home-schoolers and home-school 
co-ops that provide networks and supports for home-
school families that still direct and provide most 
instruction themselves. Most hybrid schools surveyed 
by researchers at Kennesaw State University held 
classes two or three days a week.31

Measuring participation in hybrid schools can be 
difficult because they may be organized as independent 
private schools, charter schools, programs within 
existing private or public schools, or independent 
home-school programs. As a result, they often fly 
under the radar of systematic data collection efforts. 
A survey of 73 schools across 28 states showed a 
trend of accelerated hybrid school openings over the 
last decade, with school enrollments averaging 
around 227 students across all grades.32 Based on 
these survey data, at least 16,500 students are 
participating in hybrid home-schooling. Given the 
survey’s limited sample, this estimate likely 
undercounts enrollment in hybrid schools. 

Assembly-based education 
beyond K-12 students
The emergence of Assembly in education isn’t 
limited to K-12 students. It’s also gained traction 
in postsecondary education as well as the ways in 
which teachers access resources and support. 
 
Assembly in postsecondary education

The traditional, fully assembled higher education 
experience includes “formal, credit-bearing curricula 
with lectures, tutorials, and seminars,” along with 
some less formal offerings, including short courses, 
summer programs, and public lectures.37 Depending 
on the type of postsecondary institution and degree 
— a community college, for example, provides 
fewer services on campus relative to a residential 
four-year research university — a number of other 
services are included as part of their educational 
package, such as housing, sports, health care, 
and libraries.38 New innovations are creating 
opportunities for students to assemble various 
components of a postsecondary education to meet 
their needs. 

Online instruction: Some institutions are offering 
students a more flexible array of instructional 
options, including through the growth of massive 
open online courses and online courses that 
colleges, universities, and other educational 
institutions offer to students who aren’t necessarily 
enrolled.39 Online courses, such as those offered by 
Southern New Hampshire University and Western 
Governors University, are often asynchronous and 
self-paced; they separate instruction from many 
of the elements of a traditional, fully assembled 
college experience, from relationships with faculty 
and peers to campus life.40 Online courses can be a 
flexible, affordable option for students that don’t tie 
them to time requirements or a single campus.

Credentialing: Associate’s or bachelor’s degrees 
have long been the dominant signal of a student’s 
knowledge and skills, but that’s also changing. 
Alternative degrees or credentials based on 
competency (students’ demonstration of knowledge 
or skills rather than time-based benchmarks41) allow 
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Often called the 21st-century reimagining of the 
one-room schoolhouse, microschools and learning 
pods are other examples of out-of-system options.33 
Microschools tend to reach middle- or upper-income 
families with tuition rates higher than those of a 
parochial school but less than those of elite day 
schools by providing the core academic instruction, 
as well as opportunities for socialization and community, 
without the robust set of school clubs, sports teams, 
or other non-academic options offered by larger 
public or private schools.34 Families then assemble a 
host of other experiences by selecting extracurricular 
activities a la carte from churches, community groups, 
or private-sector providers. Tyton Partners estimated 
that about 610,000 students were enrolled in 
microschools in fall 2020.35  

Learning pods, in which a trusted adult supervises a 
small group of children, are a variation on microschools 
that emerged from the exigencies of the pandemic, 
sometimes initiated by schools and districts; at their 
schools’ peak, as many as three in 10 families — or 
16.6 million students — had a student participating 
in a pod.36 Most learning pods during the pandemic 
were supplemental to the education children received 
from their school; adults provided guidance and 
peers provided socialization, but students received 
academic instruction through the virtual options 
offered by their school. 

The types of learning opportunities described here 
are far from exhaustive. They don’t capture the 
infinite permutations of students’ learning experiences 
within or beyond their schools, nor does any option 
sit neatly within one segment of the framework 
(Figure 1). But they illustrate the different forms that 
Assembly-based education can take and how many 
school-aged children already participate. 

students to demonstrate skills in increments smaller 
than a two- or four-year degree. For instance, 
micro-credentials are “short, focused credentials 
designed to provide in-demand skills, know-how 
and experience;” they’re often available through  
postsecondary institutions and can be stackable 
toward traditional degree pathways.42 Coding 
bootcamps are short, intensive programs that teach 
individuals with little to no prior experience to 
become software developers.43 Programs like these 
allow students to participate in more flexible options 
over shorter periods of time. 

Advising: A broad landscape of nonprofits have  
created out-of-system programs that support 
students’ postsecondary persistence and completion 
with services supplemental to traditional advising 
available on college campuses. Often partnering 
with institutions to reach underserved students, 
organizations like Beyond12, Bright Prospect, College 
Possible, College Track, EMERGE, One Million 
Degrees, and PeerForward provide wraparound 
supports, personalized coaching, and near-peer 
mentorship.44 Nonprofits such as Braven, The 
Opportunity Network, and Project Basta focus 
specifically on building students’ career-ready skills  
and connecting them with internship and employment 
opportunities, providing customized and more intensive 
services than a typical on-campus job center.45

 
Assembly-based support for educators

At the K-12 level, educators can increasingly 
assemble supports beyond or instead of those 
provided by their school. 

Classroom Supplies: Some public school systems 
now use individualized accounts for teachers’ 
purchases of classroom supplies. ClassWallet 
manages teacher spending for classroom supplies  
in 3,200 schools across 20 states.46 For instance,  
in Utah, ClassWallet provides accounts for all 
teachers in the state and monitors spending.47 
Teachers receive an average of $200 for classroom 
supplies and access to retailers such as Office 
Depot, Staples, and Scholastic.48 
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Instructional materials: For better or worse, many 
teachers assemble instructional materials by looking 
beyond the curricula and textbooks they receive 
from the state or district. A 2017 RAND analysis found 
that almost all teachers use Google and a large 
majority of teachers use Pinterest to find lessons and 
materials.49 Additionally, more than half of teachers 
say they use the website TeachersPayTeachers at 
least once a week for resources.50 Unfortunately, 
TNTP’s 2018 report The Opportunity Myth found 
that only 20% of teacher-created or -selected 
curriculum materials were on grade level, compared 
to 34% of materials provided by the district or state.51 
This illustrates a demand for materials beyond 
traditional textbooks or curricula and the need for 
the supply market to respond with high-quality, 
vetted materials that teachers can easily access. 

Professional development: Educators spend about 
19 days per year in professional development 
activities, costing an estimated $18,000 per teacher 
per year, though reports of its efficacy are mixed at 
best.52 Empowering teachers with individual 
professional development accounts could take the 
burden off administrators and districts, providing a 
more personalized approach that caters to teachers’ 
individual strengths and growth areas.53 For those 
newer to the profession, it might mean courses in 
improving project-based lesson planning, while 
more experienced teachers might prioritize remote 
learning strategies or tools.54 Currently, many teachers 
assemble professional development themselves by 
using platforms such as DonorsChoose55 to collect 
donations to fund learning opportunities or resources 
not provided by the district. Others turn to specialized 
nonprofit organizations such as Fund for Teachers56 that 
provide grants for self-designed professional learning.

Families and students 
need information, 
funding, and agency to 
find options that meet 
their needs 

It’s impossible to consider Assembly-based 
education independent of the disruption caused 

by the pandemic, let alone the generations-long 
need to better prepare students to flourish in their 
lives, work, and community. Entrenched equity 
gaps that have plagued education for generations 
have widened even further. And the impact of the 
pandemic on students’ mental health hasn’t been 
evenly distributed; students — especially those 
furthest from opportunity — have returned to school 
with profound academic and social-emotional 
needs.57 Moreover, even students who succeed on 
standard measures of success too often struggle with 
so-called “soft skills,” like communication, problem-
solving, or creativity, that are necessary for navigating 
the workplace and adult life.58 Assembly-based 
education offers a timely and promising path forward 
because of its potential to empower families and 
students to respond to profound and diverse needs.

Most families and students will continue to rely on 
their school to serve as a hub for accessing a wide 
variety of services and supports. Schools are valuable 
sources of information to families and students; they 
often have working relationships with numerous 
public agencies, nonprofit organizations, or other 
entities; and they can leverage $190 billion in federal 
relief dollars and/or increased federal funding for 
community schools to build the robust wraparound 
services families and students need.59 As a result, one 
option is to help schools assemble more robust 
services and supports, and ensure students and 
families have adequate input and agency shaping 
their education within the system.

Another option is to help families and students 
assemble the services and supports they need 
independent of the school system, either to 
supplement or replace the services and supports 
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students receive from their school. Many families have 
already worked to customize their child’s education 
throughout the pandemic and several states have 
passed new policies and/or leveraged federal relief 
dollars to provide funding directly to families and 
students so they can seek out solutions online or in 
their homes or communities.60

The options are not mutually exclusive, and one 
approach may work better for some families than 
for others. Regardless, Assembly-based education 
presents challenges of access and equity. Within or 
outside of schools, families and students must have the 
information, funding, and agency to secure options 
that align with their needs, interests, and goals. 

Information is a persistent challenge for families 
and students. Awareness of work-based learning 
opportunities offers an example. While every state in 
the country has a policy for work-based learning, just 
seven states have the infrastructure to communicate 
those opportunities to stakeholders.61 A 2020 survey 
by American Student Assistance “found that only 
34% of students were aware of work-based learning 
experiences” in high school.62 This is a familiar 
challenge to cities that have large charter school 
sectors. Families and students in these cities must 
be able to collect and analyze significant amounts 
of information to navigate the enrollment process, 
especially when schools have different school models, 
application timelines, lottery procedures,  
or enrollment preferences (e.g., for siblings of  
current students).63 

Cost is another factor that affects equitable access; 
students must be able to afford an option to take 
advantage of it. Many programs offered by or 
through a child’s school come with public dollars 
attached; schools may use operational dollars to 
provide tutoring, for instance, or states may waive 
or cover the cost of tuition for students enrolling in a 
dual enrollment course at the local college. Outside 
the system, cost is a bigger challenge that requires 
public funding for out-of-system options to address. 
Economists Greg Duncan and Richard Murnane 
compared enrichment spending and found that high-
income families spent about $2,700 more than low-
income families in 1972-73. By 2005-06, this gap had 
nearly tripled to $7,500.64 While policies like Education 

Savings Accounts (ESAs), microgrants, and others have 
gained momentum, significant gaps remain.65 

Finally, Assembly-based education within and outside 
the system requires agency — the resources, mindset, 
and voice families and students need to work the 
system and get necessary supports. This could mean 
families’ collective or individual ability to communicate 
with school staff about student needs, and discern and 
follow the steps necessary to access aligned supports. It 
could also mean a family’s ability to collect and review 
information about the learning options available outside 
the system and select what’s aligned with their student’s 
needs. For many, it could signal a need for trusted 
advisers to augment family and student agency, like the 
supports and guidance provided by Engage Detroit, 
Black Mothers Forum, RESCHOOL Colorado, Families 
Empowered, and Love Your School.66 

Regardless of when and how it takes root, families and 
students of all backgrounds must have the wherewithal 
to access the available options.

Momentum is building 
for Assembly-based 
education

Numerous factors continue to drive the growth of 
Assembly-based education, before and especially 

since the pandemic began. A more favorable policy 
environment, new capabilities enabled by technology, 
and a renewed focus on the whole child are creating 
the conditions for assembling education.

Recent state and federal 
policies have accelerated 
Assembly-based education. 

Policy is critical in supporting the growth of an 
Assembly-based education ecosystem, from enabling 
different learning options to providing funding to 
ensuring the necessary transfer of credit. 
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In the last several years, states have passed an increasing 
number of policies that provide more flexible choices. As 
of the 2020-21 school year, five states – Arizona, Florida, 
Misssissippi, North Carolina, and Tennessee – had active 
ESA policies.67 During their 2021 legislative sessions, 
Indiana, Kentucky, Missouri, New Hampshire, and West 
Virginia all enacted ESA policies and Florida expanded 
their existing ESA program.68 While Kentucky and West 
Virginia’s ESAs are mired in legal challenges, Arizona 
amended its ESA program in 2022 so that any student in 
the state is eligible to participate.69 

States have also proposed and enacted policies that 
provide funding for supplemental learning. In Idaho  
and several other states, policymakers leveraged 
federal relief dollars to provide direct-to-family funding 
for supplemental educational supports. In 2022, Idaho 
created Empowering Parents Grant Program, which 
provides up to $3,000 per family for education-related 
expenses.70 Oklahoma and Texas also used federal 
relief dollars to create microgrant programs.71 In Ohio, 
policymakers created an ESA specifically to support 
enrichment activities.72

State policies that ensure students can earn and transfer 
credit for a variety of learning experiences also help 
enable Assembly-based education. These policies include 
expanded and improved dual and concurrent enrollment, 
competency-based education, and “Learn Everywhere” 
programs. Every state has dual and concurrent enrollment 
policies that enable high school students to enroll in 
classes that offer both high school and college credit.73 
Among states with a smattering of policies that enable 
competency-based education, Oregon leads the pack 
on credit flexibility by allowing districts to award 
academic credit to students who demonstrate mastery 
through a variety of avenues, including exams or other 
demonstrations of learning.74 Several states have also 
passed Learn Everywhere policies that allow students to 
receive public school credit for participation in 
approved out-of-school programs.75 New Hampshire’s 
Learn Everywhere program is one example.76

Finally, while state policymakers have passed numerous 
option-enabling policies in the last few years,77 policy 
both leads and trails the field. On the cutting edge of 
new configurations of learning, some organizations 
leverage policies in creative and unexpected ways. 
For instance, Prenda uses Arizona’s virtual charter 

law to secure public charter funding for students in 
microschools. Under the partnership, students can 
enroll in EdKey’s Sequoia online school, making them 
eligible to receive charter school funding from the 
state. Students then also participate in small in-person 
learning communities supervised by a learning guide.78 

Not all policies enable Assembly-based education; 
some policies constrain the availability of these options 
or how families and students access them. Zoning laws 
can constrain where learning takes place, seat-time 
requirements can constrain how students earn credit, 
and choice-enabling policies like ESAs can limit which 
students and providers participate. The challenges and 
opportunities for policy to better support Assembly-based 
education will be a topic for analysis in our future work. 

Technology provides critical 
capacity and infrastructure  
for Assembly.

Education technology enables Assembly-based education 
by allowing greater customization, providing connectivity, 
and streamlining access. Teachers, principals, and 
administrators can use education technology to 
embrace more powerful data-driven decision-making.79 
Data-driven decisions help create more personalized 
learning experiences that meet student needs. New 
tools and platforms can augment teachers’ expertise by 
automating grading, assessing students’ progress 
toward skill proficiency in real time, assigning 
personalized coursework, and providing remediation or 
acceleration. It can facilitate collaboration on group 
projects and increase student engagement through 
strategies such as gamification. And tech-based 
solutions for tracking student behaviors (attendance, 
discipline) can streamline communication with parents. 
All of the above can inform teachers, school staff, 
families, and students about individual needs and help 
students access aligned services and supports.

Technology has also revolutionized connectivity. Since 
the pandemic, students now have access to laptops, tablets, 
and/or WiFi hotspots in nearly every school district;80 a 
majority have access to home internet services that allow 
them to “fully and consistently participate in online 
learning.”81 While there remain challenges with access to 
devices and broadband internet as well as in implementing 
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effective digital learning strategies82 and combating 
technology fatigue,83 technology-based learning allows 
for greater connectivity among families, students, and 
educators beyond the walls of a school or classroom. 

Finally, technology plays a significant role in coordinating 
the flexible options possible under an Assembly-based 
education. For instance, technology can help streamline 
how families access information about their options 
and direct public dollars. Newly passed ESA programs 
often rely on web platforms developed by ClassWallet, 
Step Up for Students, Student First Technologies, 
and others, through which families and students can 
register for the programs and manage their individual 
spending accounts online.84 Meanwhile, organizations 
like GreatSchools, Schoolahoop, and WonderSchool85 
provide searchable online databases of learning 
opportunities that are essential for helping families 
navigate complex ecosystems. 

Traditional schools have leveraged digital connectivity 
and tools to inform and enhance students’ learning 
experiences. Increasingly, education technology is also 
playing a role in creating access points for ecosystems 
of learning opportunities. 

Whole-child needs require 
a broader array of supports 
within and outside school.

Before 2020, many educators, families, and advocates 
recognized that children’s academic growth is interlinked 
with their cognitive, social and emotional, physical, 
mental, and identity development. A “whole-child 
approach” acknowledges that students’ education and 
life outcomes depend on their access to supports in 
and out of school, as well as their school environment 
and relationships, and seeks to ensure the full scope of 
a child’s needs are met. 

To support students struggling with anxiety, depression, 
or other effects of the pandemic, schools, families, and 
students will need to draw on a broad range of resources 
and support systems to meet student needs. Unfortunately, 
school-based programs are unable to fill every need. As 
of 2017-18, just 51% of schools helped diagnose student 
mental health challenges and just 38% offered treatment.86 

Schools are working to assemble an expansive array of 
services, either by hiring additional staff to administer 
specialized programs and services, or by partnering 
with community nonprofits or other external partners. 
Families are seeking out options on their own, from 
extracurricular activities to private mental health 
counseling. Both will be better able to respond to 
students’ mental health needs if they can assemble 
what students need from every available resource  
within schools and across their communities. 

Assembly-based 
education is at a critical 
inflection point 

Millions of families are assembling education for 
their children. Increasingly, in-school options 

for customization like dual enrollment or CTE now sit 
alongside new out-of-system options like microschools, 
learning pods, and hybrid home-schools. 

Meanwhile, new and expanded state policies enable 
more families and students to access learning options 
outside of or instead of a traditional school. Technology 
is playing a critical role in providing the data, capacity, 
and connectivity necessary to assess students’ needs 
and customize their learning. A renewed focus on the 
whole child highlights students’ social-emotional well-
being and the variety of organizations and institutions 
that can support those needs. 

The momentum for Assembly-based education is 
growing but also is at a critical inflection point. For 
Assembly-based education to deliver on its promise 
— and for all families and students to have equitable 
access — more work remains. Future publications will 
address key challenges in Assembly-based education 
and how the sector can address them. 
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