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Assessing the effects of pedagogical methods is notoriously hard, even in large-scale 
controlled trials. With a small pilot project such as the OPENschool (25 students + 2 
teachers starting September 2018; 47 students + 5 teachers since September 2019), we 
necessarily have to rely on qualitative impressions from teachers, students, parents and 
observers to gauge the possible effects so far. These are of course anecdotal and need to 
be interpreted accordingly. 
 
However, what can be said for certain at this early stage is that students at the OPENschool 
are doing different things than students at other schools. Even if the eventual effects are still 
unclear, it is a fact that after graduating from OPENschool, students will have experience 
doing at least all of the following things: 

● Using a wide variety of digital tools for research, collaboration, documentation and 
content creation (e.g. Google Drive, Docs, Sheets, Presentations; translating 
Wikipedia entries; creating & publishing subtitles for YouTube videos; using and 
creating simple databases; etc.); 

● Making and maintaining written contact with institutions and individuals outside the 
school (e.g. to arrange workshops or internships, solicit assistance for projects, 
advertise school events, etc.); 

● Meeting, talking to and working with people from a wide variety of backgrounds (e.g. 
in the context of workshops or Q&As with external experts, internships, excursions, 
etc.); 

● Planning, carrying out and documenting their own projects, both individually and in 
teams, using project management tools, and presenting their projects at public 
events; 

● Planning and reflecting on their own learning using Scrum tools among others; 
● Collaborating on improving OPENschool in terms of general organization and tools 

employed, daily processes, physical layout, learning materials, etc. 
 
That said, here are some changes that parents, teachers, students and external observers 
have remarked on seeing in OPENschool students over the first year-and-a-bit: 
 

● Changes in attitude towards school: A number of students came to OPENschool 
after a series of bad experiences in various schools. According to their parents, some 
had already given up on school altogether. For those and many other students, 
parents reported a remarkable upswing of enthusiasm about school, going as far as 
complaints about long weekends or holidays. From a teacher perspective, many 
students who were reported as having had problems not only took to self-paced 
learning especially well, but also showed exceptional initiative in coming up with their 
own projects, taking responsibility, and contributing to improving OPENschool during 
the first school year. 

● Changes in self-image and self-efficacy: Multiple cases of students who started 
out believing they could never master something, and then went on to not only 



master it but help teach it to others, inspire confidence that our brand of self-paced 
learning with a mastery approach can help students overcome affective barriers to 
learning. Students frequently express pride after proving their mastery of a skill in one 
of our Challenges, especially when these challenges involve achieving real-world 
results such as inviting external experts to school through writing formal emails. As 
teachers, we notice a significant increase in the confidence with which our students 
approach these tasks during their time at the OPENschool, and in the can-do attitude 
with which they design and carry out their own projects. This impression is frequently 
confirmed by parents and external experts working with our students. 

● Development and exploration of students' own interests: Students who enter 
OPENschool often have problems expressing what they are interested in, with many 
claiming they simply don't know. As they experiment during our daily "Open Lab" 
Phase, come into contact with different professions, and gradually understand that 
their personal interests, however specific, do have a place at the OPENschool, many 
students discover, develop or express new interests and talents. 

● Changes in learning behavior: Many visitors to our school remark on the unusual 
dynamic between students and teachers at the OPENschool. Teachers' main 
function at the OPENschool is to assist students in planning and navigating their 
learning. They sometimes serve as a resource, e.g. by providing explanations, but 
they are not viewed as the main source or arbiters of information. The role of 
teachers as examiners is also strictly limited to designated testing situations. Over 
the course of the first year at the OPENschool, this has led to students increasingly 
taking responsibility for their own progress and soliciting help from teachers and each 
other. Both the effect and its pace match the experiences reported by other schools 
using similar methods. 

 
In the absence of standardized tests and comparable control groups, we cannot yet say how 
the OPENschool approach affects learning outcomes (as traditionally measured) relative to 
other approaches. As the first generation of OPENschool students are still almost a year out 
from enrolling in higher schools or starting apprenticeships, we also do not yet know whether 
we will meet our primary goal of enabling our students to choose and successfully take the 
next steps in their educational careers. For this, we can only rely on the inside view and 
assume that the means we use to work towards these goals will prove effective. 
 
Besides the effects on students, the OPENschool project has also had the noticeable effect 
of proving that ambitious approaches like ours can be implemented within the public school 
system right now, on the initiative of teachers and school administrators, without the need for 
top-down educational reform or additional funds. In this regard, one of our preliminary 
achievements is in dismantling common excuses as to why alternatives to traditional schools 
are "just not feasible". The OPENschool proves that it is possible - and with each new 
month, we are learning more about exactly how. 
 
 


