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icroschools are an alternative to more-

traditional school settings for students

and parents, many of whom are dissatis-

fied with their other locally available
schooling options, such as traditional public schools,
charter schools, and private schools. As we show in
this report, there is no single agreed-on definition of
a microschool, and the flexible nature of the concept
is perhaps its most-defining feature.

However, there are some characteristics common
across microschools. These include their small size,
an individualized approach to instruction, and a
shared belief among founders, families, and students
that an alternative to traditional schooling could
better serve certain students.

Although the modern microschool movement
tirst began to emerge in the United States in the
early 2000s (Horn, 2015), the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic significantly acceler-
ated interest in microschools, as families sought safer
and more-adaptable educational settings amidst
widespread school closures and the shift to remote
learning (McShane and DiPerna, 2022a). Beginning
in March 2020, when the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic first took hold at scale in the United States,
more than 50 million school-aged children in the

KEY FINDINGS

United States had little or no access to the support sys-
tems that are often provided by schools (Garcia and
Weiss, 2020). Students were isolated from peers and
teachers, and the pandemic made it more difficult to
participate in after-school activities, including athlet-
ics and art programs (Digital Promise, 2021). During
the 2020-2021 school year, public school enrollment
declined by nearly 3 percent (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2021) and continued to decline
through the 2021-2022 school year (Dee, 2023). In
some communities, parents enrolled their children
in charter schools or opted out of public education
entirely (Bouzaghrane et al., 2021; Mahnken, 2021).
One notable microschool network that gained
significant traction during the pandemic is Prenda,
which was founded prior to the pandemic in 2018
with only seven enrolled students. By the 2019-2020
school year, Prenda had grown to serve approxi-
mately 900 students. By January 2023, the network
had grown to serve more than 3,000 students in
300 microschool settings in six states (Bedrick and
Ladner, 2023). Although it is difficult to get accurate
counts on microschool enrollment, estimates are that
between 750,000 and 2.1 million students currently
use microschools as their main schooling provider
(Hamlin, Searcy, and Cheng, 2024; McShane and

B Microschools typically are small, have multi-age classrooms, and focus on self-paced learning. But they
vary tremendously in setting, size, and focus. The best currently available estimates are that between
750,000 and 2 million students attend microschools full time, and many more attend part time.

B Microschools seek to serve students with learning differences and students whose social, emotional, or
behavioral needs are not being met in traditional learning environments.

B Free from the state and federal accountability requirements and reporting requirements faced by public
schools, microschools often make decisions about how (and whether) to assess students’ academic pro-
ficiency and growth on a student-by-student basis.

B Increasing the efforts to regulate the sector has implications for the sustainability of individual micro-
schools. Forced closures have occurred when microschool leaders struggle to navigate increasingly strin-
gent regulatory environments.

B Microschool leaders view securing stable sources of funding as a critical challenge to sustainability.

B Data on microschool students’ backgrounds, proficiency, and academic growth are often unavailable,
inconsistent, or unrepresentative. This lack of data poses threats to both the internal and external validity
of studies intending to evaluate the impact of the sector on student outcomes, particularly those leverag-
ing existing administrative datasets.




DiPerna, 2022b). This means that the number of stu-
dents enrolled in microschools is slightly larger than
the number enrolled in kindergarten through grade
12 Catholic schools (McShane and DiPerna, 2022b).

Growing interest and enrollment in microschools
has fueled media coverage, including a series of arti-
cles in the New York Times (Goldstein, 2024; Moyer,
2020; Zimmerman, 2020).

However, the existing scholarly literature on
microschools is highly limited. The literature avail-
able falls into three categories. First, there are position
papers in which authors use theoretical and empirical
evidence to try to persuade readers about the merits
of the microschool model (e.g., Bedrick and Ladner,
2023). Second, there are survey studies, often employ-
ing a convenience sample (e.g., Soifer and Soifer,
2024). Finally, there are case studies, which rely on
qualitative methods to describe microschool models
and policy contexts (e.g., Smarick, 2022).

Given the rapid growth of the microschool
sector, there is a compelling need for evidence on
the impact of microschools on student outcomes.
Quantitative literature on the effects of microschools
on academic growth or achievement is virtually
nonexistent. There are many potential factors that
impede conducting such research, ranging from the
diversity of microschool models to the idiosyncratic
approaches each school takes to data collection.

Using a combination of systematic literature
review and surveys and interviews with microschool
leaders, we provide in this report an overview of the
current microschooling landscape and articulate key
design considerations so that future impact studies
can be designed to support valid and trustworthy
inferences about microschool impacts. (We discuss
our methodologies for the literature review, surveys,
and interviews in detail in the appendix.) Specifi-
cally, we address five broad research questions:

1. What are some common microschool models,
and what are the key characteristics of those
models?

2. Who do microschools serve? Why do families
choose microschools for their children?

3. How do microschools track and monitor stu-
dent progress toward goals?

Given the rapid growth
of the microschool
sector, there Is a
compelling need for
evidence on the impact
of microschools on
student outcomes.

4. What evidence is there about microschools’
impacts on students?

5. What are some key challenges regarding the
short-term and long-term sustainability of
individual microschools and the microschool
sector overall?

In the remainder of this report, we discuss key
findings for each of these research questions. We
conclude with a discussion of the implications for
research and evaluation. This report should be of
interest to researchers and other individuals who rely
on research to inform decisions and strategic plan-
ning, including grantmakers and state officials driv-
ing policy around alternative schooling.

What Are Some Common
Microschool Models?

The modern microschool movement in the United
States began to emerge as families and educators,
dissatisfied with local schooling options, began to
seek alternatives to traditional public schools. In
some ways, microschools have their roots in the
one-room schoolhouses of the 19th century, where
a single teacher educated children of various ages
and grade levels in a small, community-focused set-
ting. However, because microschools are, by design,
deinstitutionalized, and many are created in “per-
missionless ways outside of the education system”
(Soifer and Soifer, 2023, p. 1), there is little consensus




on what it means to be a microschool or what char-
acteristics define a microschool and differentiate it
from other alternative school models, such as home-
schooling, schools within schools, schools without
walls (Nanda, 2008), and unschooling (Rolstad and
Kesson, 2013). See Box 1 for some of the characteris-
tics most common to microschools.

From our research, we identified four general
dimensions that are useful for understanding micro-
schooling: enrollment and size, educational philoso-
phy, operating model, and microschool costs. We also
provide background on state policy environments as
a way of providing context for microschool growth
and development.

Enrollment and Class Size

Microschools tend to be very small. Some micro-
schools, however, have enrollment numbers that are
comparable with those of small independent schools
or private schools. In a 2022 report on alternative
education sectors from the Center on Reinventing
Public Education, McShane and DiPerna (2022a)
define microschools as enrolling 15 or fewer students.
The large microschool network Prenda notes that
microschools typically enroll five to ten students
(Prenda, undated-a). Some microschools have much
larger enrollments, especially if they serve students
across multiple grade bands or on a rotating sched-
ule. Although the majority of schools in both our
interviews (62 percent) and surveys (75 percent) had

BOX 1
Common Characteristics of Microschools

Many microschools share the following characteristics:

fewer than 30 students, 74 percent of survey respon-
dents indicated that their school was either currently
growing or planned to grow within the next five
years, and many cited their ideal school size as more
than 50 students. Relatively few (14 percent of the
school leaders interviewed and 32 percent of survey
respondents) said that their schools had 15 or fewer
students, although many researchers use that number
in their definition of a microschool. Some schools in
our survey indicated that their ideal size fell between
100 and 300 students, well above what is often dis-
cussed in the context of microschools.

Microschools often serve mixed-age students
simultaneously and do not group students by tra-
ditional grade levels. In our interviews, mixed-age
classrooms were almost universal. In some cases,
these were classrooms that spanned all ages attend-
ing the school (e.g., kindergarten through grade
8), and, in others, there were multiple classrooms
grouped approximately by age or grade bands (e.g.,
kindergarten through grade 2, grades 3 through 5,
grades 6 through 8). Mixed-age classrooms were most
common with the smallest schools, which generally
had only a single classroom.

Educational Philosophy

The mixed-age grouping common in microschools is
closely associated with the microschool educational
philosophy that is characterized by a focus on non-
traditional teaching and personalized curriculum.

e Small size: Although some microschools are considerably larger, many researchers define microschools as
having an enrollment of 15 or fewer students. Those that are larger typically have students divided across

small classes.

e Multi-age classrooms: Microschools often serve mixed-age students simultaneously and do not group

students by traditional grade levels.

e A focus on individualized, self-paced learning: With fewer students, teachers can focus on individual
learning styles and needs and offer a more customized educational experience.

¢ Nontraditional teaching methods: Microschools often employ nontraditional teaching methods, such as
experiential learning, outdoor education, and technology integration, to engage students.

¢ Tuition based: Although a few microschools function as public or charter schools, most operate as private

institutions that rely on tuition for funding.




The Micro Schools Network emphasizes this piece
of the microschool model. Its website explains that
microschools typically do not use fixed curricula but
instead use personalized daily lesson plans based on
students’ passions, strengths, curiosity, learning style,
and prior knowledge (see Micro Schools Network,
undated). However, some large microschool net-
works, such as Prenda, report using a common (but
adaptive) online curriculum for core content areas,
with the remainder of the instructional day remain-
ing flexible (see Prenda, undated-a).

Microschools might use all in-person learning,
or they might use a hybrid approach that incorpo-
rates elements of online programs. The National
Microschooling Center’s Preferred Provider Directory
allows insight into the types of curricula and edu-
cational technology products that many of the Cen-
ter’s member microschools likely use.! For example,
microschools with an emphasis on project-based
learning might use Rock by Rock, one of the Center’s
preferred providers, which offers a library of interdis-
ciplinary projects for kindergarten through grade 5
(see Rock by Rock, undated-a). Another preferred
provider, QuantumCourses, offers self-paced, hands-
on science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM)-focused instruction and labs designed specif-
ically for microschooled students in grades 7 through
9 (see QuantumCourses, undated). Although similar
instructional approaches (i.e., project-based learn-
ing or STEM-focused instruction) might be found in
more-traditional settings, the resources offered by
organizations in the Preferred Provider Directory are
designed specifically for a microschool setting.

Microschools are pedagogically diverse, and
many follow well-known nontraditional pedagogi-
cal approaches, such as Waldorf, Montessori, Reggio
Emelia, or forest schools. In our interviews, almost
all participants described pedagogy that included
elements consistent with one or more of these,
although only one specifically identified with one of
these defined approaches. In describing the driving
philosophy behind their educational approach, four
of the 12 microschool leaders we interviewed specifi-
cally mentioned project- and place-based learning as
key drivers of their educational approach, and five
cited a focus on individualized education. One inter-
viewee noted, “We have our individualized learning

plans that we use . . . and their individualized learn-
ing plans are pretty much based on the data that we
get from the standardized assessment and from the
i-Ready diagnostic, to be able to determine what we’re
going to focus on with that student.” See Box 2 for an
example of the approach taken by another school.

Operating Models

The literature, our survey, and our interviews indi-
cate that there is considerable variation in how
microschools operate. According to the organization
Navigate School Choice, three of the most common
types of microschools are (1) learning centers for
homeschoolers, (2) in-person private schools, and

(3) hybrid schools (Navigate School Choice, undated).
A 2023 National Microschooling Center survey of
microschool leaders shows that about 45 percent of
microschool survey respondents operate as home-

BOX 2
Inquiry-Based Learning in Microschools:
The Nevada School of Inquiry

The Nevada School of Inquiry (NVSI) is a nonprofit
private school serving a maximum of 28 students
in grades 6 through 8 in the Las Vegas area. The
school’s founders believe that keeping enroll-
ment low allows for personalized attention to each
student’s intellectual and character development,
addressing both their social and emotional needs.

NVSI reports offering an inquiry-based learning
model that encourages students to explore and
question the world around them, fostering critical
thinking and problem-solving skills. NVSI extends
learning beyond the classroom through real-world
experiences, including numerous field trips that
connect academic content with practical applica-
tions. By integrating inquiry-based instructional
units across all subjects, students engage with
material that is relevant and meaningful, which
NVSI hopes will prepare them to tackle real-world
challenges.

SOURCES: McDonald, 2023; NVSI, undated; Soifer and
Soifer, 2023.




schools under state law, and about 36 percent operate
as private schools (Soifer and Soifer, 2023).

However, some organizations that self-identify
as microschools use other operating models. These
include charter schools, stand-alone programs within
public schools, and programs at two- and four-year
colleges intended to give high school students early
access to college credits in a particular field. For
example, Synergy Middle School, a microschool for
middle school students that uses project-based learn-
ing, was launched at Kuna Middle School in Idaho,
and the Purdue Polytechnic High School Lab School
in Indiana operates as a part of a larger charter
school network (see Box 3).

Additionally, most students attending a micro-
school do not use it as a full-time replacement for a
traditional school: About one-quarter of microschool
students attend their microschool full time, and the
other three-quarters use microschooling as a supple-

BOX 3

A Microschool Operating as a Part of a
Charter School Network: Purdue Poly-
technic High School Lab School

Purdue Polytechnic High School Lab School is a
public microschool serving students in grades 9
and 10 as a part of the Purdue Polytechnic High
School charter school network.

Students seeking a more tailored educational
experience may join the Lab School following
recommendations from Purdue Polytechnic High
School teachers. The school’s model combines
elements of a one-room schoolhouse and an all-
day advisory period, allowing students to work at
their own pace on personalized learning plans. This
flexibility extends to extracurricular activities, such
as job shadowing and community service, facili-
tated by the school’s two all-purpose coaches.

The Lab School benefits from the resources of
the Purdue Polytechnic charter network, includ-
ing administration and extracurricular support.
The school intends to provide a nurturing environ-
ment where students can thrive academically and
personally.

SOURCES: Appleton, 2024; Getting Smart, undated.

ment to another type of school, such as a homeschool-
ing cooperative, traditional public school, or virtual
charter school (McShane and DiPerna, 2022b). In

a study of homeschoolers across three waves of the
National Household Education Survey, Cheng and
Hamlin (2023) similarly found that at least two-thirds
of homeschooled students were also affiliated with
another type of educational organization, whether
that was brick and mortar, a tutoring or homeschool
cooperative, or an online program. In our interviews
and survey, the majority of school leaders reported
that their schools offered full-time programs that
were intended to serve as students’ primary source

of instruction, although around half of the school
leaders interviewed indicated that at least some of
their students were also homeschooled. Many partici-
pants reported that their schools also offered flexible
options, such as part-time programs, participation in
only a subset of subject areas, and online programs,
for students who were also receiving instruction from
other sources. They also reported providing home-
schooling resources to families of children who did not
attend microschool classes.

A related aspect of microschool operation is their
governance structure and the amount of autonomy
that the microschool is allowed. Some microschools
operate as independent learning environments (e.g.,
stand-alone private schools, homeschool coop-
eratives), in which case they likely have nearly full
autonomy over their operational and instructional
practices (Smarick, 2022). Others use a partner-
ship model with a host (e.g., a microschool operated
within a traditional public school district), in which
case the school will be governed in a more traditional
manner by their host district. Others are affili-
ated with established multistate organizations (e.g.,
Prenda or Acton Academy), in which case there is
some operational and instructional flexibility within
a common framework established by the network.
However, even within these broad categories of gov-
ernance structures, there is substantial variation, in
part because of local policies (which we discuss in
more detail in the “States” Microschool Policies” sec-
tion). For example, states offering education savings
accounts (ESAs) for private school tuition have dif-
ferent accountability mechanisms in place for schools
that accept ESA funds (e.g., Tennessee), some states




use various methods for monitoring homeschooled
students (e.g., Pennsylvania), and some states have
legislated requirements for microschools as the sector
has grown (e.g., West Virginia).

Microschool Cost

The median monthly fee for microschools in a 2023
survey was $650—or $6,500 for a typical ten-month
school year (VELA, 2024). However, there is wide
variation in tuition and fees across the sector. For
example, Prenda charges $220 per month (or $2,200
per year) for each student to access its centralized
platform, and individual Prenda microschool leaders
determine how much they charge on top of that for
leading the microschool (Prenda, undated-a). Micro-
schools affiliated with traditional public school dis-
tricts likely have little to no cost to families, although
other microschools operating as private schools likely
charge much more than the median cost. As school
voucher and ESA programs expand, families might
be more able to use public funds to support full- or
part-time enrollment in microschools. We discuss
these programs further in the “States’ Microschool
Policies” section that follows.

States’ Microschool Policies

Microschools might be regulated under and interact
with various state-level education policies, such as
state-run scholarship or tax credit programs or home-
schooling regulations. As of early 2024, the Education
Commission of the States reported that 13 states and
Washington, D.C., have voucher programs; 21 states
have tax credit scholarships; and 19 states have ESA
programs (Roy, Schwartz, and Gable, 2024).

How much microschooled students can ben-
efit from these choice policies is determined on
a case-by-case basis depending on whether the
microschooled student is homeschooled, paying pri-
vate school tuition, or enrolled part- or full-time in
public school. For example, tax credit programs in
Oklahoma, Indiana, and Ohio can be used toward
curriculum, tutoring, or extracurricular activities for
homeschoolers (Navigate School Choice, undated). In

As school voucher and
ESA programs expand,
families might be more
able to use public
funds to support full- or
part-time enroliment in
MICroschools.

other states, such as Arizona, even students enrolled
in public schools may be able to access funds to sup-
plement their education with microschooling via an
ESA (Navigate School Choice, undated).

Although these types of choice policies might
affect microschooled students, few states men-
tion microschools specifically in their statutes.
One exception is West Virginia; West Virginia
Code § 18-8-1 specifies several requirements for
microschooled students. These requirements include
that (1) parents must notify the county that their
child will be enrolled in a microschool and must
notify the county if their microschool enrollment
is terminated; (2) microschool students must par-
ticipate in nationally normed annual assessments
of academic performance; and (3) a portfolio of stu-
dent work must be annually reviewed by a certified
teacher who will then write a narrative assessment
of the student’s work. Despite this statute, the recent
failure of a West Virginia microschool funded in part
by the state’s ESA program has led to a state investi-
gation and raised concerns over whether there is suf-
ficient public accountability in place for microschools
that use public funds (Jacobson, 2024).

Who Do Microschools Serve?

Characteristics of Microschoolers

It is challenging to obtain accurate counts of the
national population of microschooled students and to




describe its demographic composition because many
state and local education agencies do not distinguish
between homeschooled and microschooled students.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the national home-
school rates doubled from 5.4 percent in spring 2020
to 11.1 percent in fall 2020 (Dee, 2023). But how many
of these students went to microschools (or pandemic-
era learning pods) is unknown. Using national home-
schooling rates and their own surveys of microschool-
ing families, McShane and DiPerna (2022b) estimated
that between 1.1 million and 2.2 million students in
the United States were enrolled full time in micro-
schools; many more participated in microschooling
on a part-time basis. While this is perhaps the most
widely cited reference on microschool enrollment,
some scholars believe that McShane and DiPerna
overestimate the size of the sector, and that enroll-
ments are closer to 750,000 (Hamlin, Searcy, and
Cheng, 2024).

In our 2024 survey, microschool leaders reported
that they aim to serve marginalized students. A 2023
survey by the National Microschooling Center also
found this to be the most commonly cited reason
for founding microschools (Soifer and Soifer, 2023).
VELA’s survey of educational entrepreneur grant-
ees found that 93 percent of its grantees serve low-
income and/or other historically underserved stu-
dents, and 38 percent of its grantees consider serving
these populations to be a core focus of their model
(VELA, 2024). Prominent examples of subgroups that
VELA grantees reported aiming to serve are low-
income students; students who are Black, Indigenous,
or people of color; neurodivergent students; multi-
lingual students; foster youth; lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer, and other sexual and gender
minority youth; remote rural students; unstably
housed students; students with incarcerated parents;
and migrants. Less commonly reported examples
were girls, children of single parents, students with
special medical needs, and survivors of domestic
violence.

A majority of the schools that participated in our
interviews and survey served students with learning
differences. In the survey, 48 percent of the school
leaders indicated that at least half of their school’s
students had a learning disability, such as dyslexia or
dyscalculia, and 56 percent said that at least half of

their students were neurodivergent. Four school lead-
ers interviewed highlighted that their school served
gifted students, another four mentioned students
with emotional or behavioral issues or trauma, three
said that their schools were focused largely on serv-
ing students from particular marginalized communi-
ties, and one said that their school was specifically set
up for students with severe cognitive disabilities.

However, it is also important to look at who is not
served by these schools. Several of the school lead-
ers mentioned that they were not equipped to handle
students with high needs, such as significant physical
disabilities, severe emotional or behavioral issues, or
learning disabilities that required significant one-on-
one attention. Although some school leaders would
have liked to be able to serve these populations, their
schools generally did not have the resources or staff
ratio necessary to accommodate them.

Our interviewees discussed what types of stu-
dents were and were not a good fit for a microschool
environment, and a theme that arose in four of the
interviews was independence. Because of the focus
on individually paced work and self-motivation, four
school leaders mentioned that students (or families)
who are not ready for that level of independence are
likely not a fit for these schools. See Box 4 for more
from microschool leaders on the students they are
not able to serve.

BOX 4
Microschool Leaders on the Students
They Serve

“Most learners thrive at the school. The ones who
do not are learners who have gone through some
significant or recent trauma and really do require
quite a bit of scaffolding and direct instruction, and
the level of supports they need exceeds that which
our staffing ratio are able to provide . . . and maybe
for some very significant learning differences that
require, again, massively different amounts of
capacity in terms of one-on-one instruction.”

“The family profiles that do not work well with this
are families . . . that don’t believe that children are
capable of shouldering the responsibility for their
learning and they are unwilling to let children expe-
rience the natural consequences of their choices.”




Family Motivations for Choosing
Microschools

Although there have been surveys of microschool
leaders and grantees, there have been no surveys, to
our knowledge, of the families who choose to enroll
in microschools. Therefore, the available information
on family motivations for choosing microschools is
limited in that it typically comes from school leaders
or microschool advocacy organizations. The 2023
Emerging School Models conference at the Harvard
Kennedy School included a panel session on home-
schooling options (EducationNext, 2023), during
which some sector leaders described the reasons
families sought out their organizations. A representa-
tive from the Engaged Detroit Homeschool Co-op
described the development of her organization as a
response to parents whose children were not being
adequately served by the public school system during
the pandemic and wanted training so that those
parents could be empowered to instead provide their
children with a high-quality education at home. The
founder of the Haven School in Colorado described
how the traditional school schedule and school
values are not aligned with the reasons that many
parents want their children to receive an education.
To accommodate these parent preferences, the Haven
School operates a flexibly scheduled, publicly funded
academic program and a parallel, privately funded
faith-based program (EducationNext, 2023).

In our interviews and survey, it became apparent
that many of these decisions not only are motivated by
ideological dissatisfaction with public schooling but
are also student-driven decisions made because previ-
ous schooling environments (public or private) were
not adequately serving those students. On the survey,
72 percent of school leaders said that at least half of
their students had struggled academically in a previ-
ous learning environment, and 28 percent said that
at least half had struggled behaviorally. These themes
came up frequently in the interviews as well, and three
interviewees also mentioned students who had dealt
with bullying or safety issues in a previous school.

Other themes that arose frequently in discus-
sions of parent motivations for sending their child
to a microschool included small class sizes and the
level of individualization the school afforded. The

school leader we spoke with whose school served
students with severe cognitive disabilities indicated
that many parents said that some of the academic
standards public schools had for their students were
not appropriate, and they wanted the flexibility to set
more meaningful goals. See Box 5 for more about the
families who choose microschools.

How Do Microschools Assess
Student Progress?

Microschools by design typically operate outside

public school systems (Soifer and Soifer, 2024), and,
because of this, they are not required to participate
in the same performance and accountability frame-

BOX 5
Who Are Microschools Serving?

Microschools typically serve a diverse variety of
students, including those who might not thrive in
traditional educational settings because of their
unique learning needs or preferences. According
to recent survey data, 40 percent of microschool
families are below the average income for their
area (Soifer and Soifer, 2024).

Although some research suggests that students of
color are underrepresented in microschools, these
demographics are changing, and more schools
are focused on addressing the specific challenges
faced by Black and Hispanic families in conven-
tional public schools. Over half (52 percent) of
prospective microschool founders surveyed by the
National Microschooling Center indicated that they
were interested in starting a microschool to offer
better educational opportunities to systematically
underserved or marginalized communities (Pillow
and Daramola, 2023; Soifer and Soifer, 2024).

Families turn to microschools when they are dis-
satisfied with their other schooling options for a
variety of reasons. Parents choose microschools
for their ability to offer personalized and custom-
ized learning experiences that can be tailored to
meet the specific needs and interests of each
student. Small class sizes and a close-knit com-
munity atmosphere can provide a more supportive
and engaging educational experience.




works that report student proficiency and growth
(Pillow and Daramola, 2023). In fact, just around
one-fourth of microschools (26 percent) use letter
grades as a way of communicating information about
student learning and progress to students and fami-
lies. Many structural features of microschools—their
independence and the personalized learning and
unconventional arrangements of learning environ-
ments (e.g., ungraded classrooms)—mean that typical
methods of measuring student performance are not
suited for microschools. Additionally, many families
opt into microschools because they are dissatisfied
with the traditional school-based education system
in the United States, and, as is the case with home-
schooling families, some of this dissatisfaction likely
reflects a distrust of standardized testing, or at least
a belief that a focus on standardized testing is not
aligned with their own educational values or beliefs
(Goymer, 2000; Pillow and Daramola, 2023). Accord-
ingly, microschool approaches to student assessment
vary widely from place to place (see Boxes 6 and 7).
The most recent survey data from the National
Microschooling Center (Soifer and Soifer, 2024)

BOX 6

show that slightly more than one-third of surveyed
microschools (36 percent) use standardized assess-
ments, including summative assessments (e.g., state
standardized tests) and interim assessments (e.g.,
NWEA MAP or i-Ready), and 9 percent provide such
assessments when requested by parents. The most
commonly mentioned forms of assessment were
observation-based assessments (67 percent), portfolio
assessments (48 percent), and formative assessments
embedded within digital learning tools (45 percent).
(Survey respondents were encouraged to select
more than one answer.) A survey of VELA grantees
(VELA, 2024) likewise found a heavy reliance on
performance-based assessments (including project-
based methods) and observations. VELA grantees
are less likely to rely on traditional written summa-
tive or formative assessments, such as standardized
(11 percent) or nonstandardized (18 percent) assess-
ments, to determine whether their programs are
successful. However, it is important to keep in mind
that only 30 percent of VELA’s grantees identify as
microschools.

Seven Common Approaches to Assessment in Schools

Assessment takes many forms, all of which provide different kinds of information about student learning and
progress. The following are among the most common approaches that schools take to assess students:

e Summative assessments (such as state standardized tests) are administered at the end of an instructional
period, typically annually, to evaluate student learning against a defined set of content standards.
¢ Interim assessments (such as NWEA MAP) are administered throughout the year to monitor student learn-

ing relative to a specific set of academic goals.

¢ Formative assessments are embedded within learning activities and linked directly to instructional units.
Teacher-made examples include quizzes and exit tickets, but this category also includes assessments that
are embedded into digital learning platforms, such as Zearn or Khan Academy.

e Performance-based assessments require students to demonstrate their knowledge and skills through
projects, presentations, or practical tasks and often integrate multiple subject areas.

e Portfolio assessments require students to compile their work over time, which is then assessed to evalu-

ate learning.

e Observation offers a way for teachers or other adults to assess students through observation of their par-
ticipation, behavior, and interactions in the learning environment and provide qualitative insights into stu-

dent learning and development.

e Student conferences are one-on-one meetings between a teacher and student to discuss progress, set
goals, and reflect on learning. Teachers can use these meetings to offer personalized feedback and support.

SOURCE: Perie, Marion, and Gong, 2009.
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BOX 7

Microschool Leaders on How They Monitor Student Academic Proficiency and Growth

“Measures of achievement are really individualized. We do give report cards, every student receives a report
card, and we do follow the traditional A through F grading scale, but really those grades . . . we don’t modify the
grades, but really we are operating in such an individualized way that we’re modifying the work that the kids are
doing, so the grades that they’re earning are accurate, but what might look like an A for one student wouldn’t

necessarily be an A for another.”

“We have four categories of learning outcomes that we’re trying to cultivate in students. The first is our social
and emotional factors, and we call them ‘Learning to Be,” and they include things like resourcefulness, grati-
tude, flourishing, and purpose. The second set of learning outcomes are called ‘Learning to Do,” and those are
key marketplace skills like storytelling, design thinking, creativity. The third category is ‘Learning to Learn,” that
includes the traditional academics: math, science, social studies, reading, history, as well as learning science.
The fourth category of learner outcomes is called ‘Learning to Live Together,” which includes collaboration,

social capital, empathy, trust.”

These results were consistent with findings from
our survey and interviews. Nine of the school leaders
interviewed indicated that they used some form of
standardized assessment, with one more considering
adopting one for the following year, although three
of them indicated that participation was optional and
that not all students at the school participated. Simi-
larly, 54 percent of survey respondents who answered
the question about assessment indicated that they used
standardized assessments, although only 42 percent
said that all students took them. NWEA MAP was the
standardized assessment most frequently cited in both
the interviews and survey, although it was still used by
a small minority of schools. About half of the schools
used formal report cards and grades, and others used
more-narrative-heavy progress reports. However, it is
important to note that a significant majority of inter-
viewed school leaders (ten) indicated that the grades
or progress reports are aligned to the level of the indi-
vidual students and the goals that students, parents,
and/or teachers have set rather than norm-referenced
criteria aligned with grade-level standards.

Some more-established microschool networks,
particularly those that rely primarily on virtual
instruction, have a greater capacity and more-
established infrastructure to systematically capture
academic performance through common computer-
based assessments administered across their cam-
puses. For example, the large microschools network
Prenda reports on its website that all students partici-
pate in reading and math computer-adaptive diag-

A significant majority

of Interviewed school
leaders indicated

that the grades or
progress reports are
aligned to the level of
the individual students
and the goals that
students, parents, and/
or teachers have set.

nostic testing, which allows it to measure growth in
these subjects over time. Additionally, Prenda uses a
four-part “empowerment framework” to assess stu-
dents’ (1) motivation, (2) control, (3) differentiation,
and (4) happiness. These are measured using a stu-
dent survey (Broadbent, 2024). Given the varieties of
goals that families might have for choosing a micro-
school, customized measures (such as this survey
created by Prenda) aligned to each school’s needs can
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provide useful data for microschool leaders to evalu-
ate and improve their school’s performance.

Assessments embedded in digital learning plat-
forms were the most common type of assessment
found in our survey, with 71 percent of respondents
indicating that they used them to track student prog-
ress. However, the specific platforms used varied
from school to school, and even within a school, few
respondents indicated that all students within the
school took assessments within any given platform.

When we look at how schools themselves evalu-
ate student growth and what criteria are most empha-
sized, it is clear why traditional forms of academic
assessment paint only part of the microschool assess-
ment picture. Although five of the schools we spoke
with mentioned academic gains in traditional subject
areas as a key indicator of student growth, seven
noted social and emotional growth as a top priority,
and four also talked about gains in soft skills needed
for long-term success (e.g., critical thinking or prob-
lem solving).

Given that many microschooled students are for-
mally classified as homeschooled, nationally represen-
tative data on homeschooled students might also shed
some light on assessment in microschools. Informa-
tion provided by the U.S. Department of Education on
state homeschool regulations shows that, as of 2017, 30
states required homeschooled students to have some
form of evaluation or assessment, and eight more
allowed homeschooled students access to state assess-
ments (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). These
requirements suggest that the majority of states do
have administrative data on homeschool student per-
formance, although the extent to which the available
data might be comparable with those of traditionally
educated students remains unclear.

What Evidence Is There About
Microschools’ Impacts on
Students?

Given the tremendous diversity of microschool models
and the general lack of test data for microschooled
students, it is not surprising that identifying the educa-
tional effectiveness of microschools has been challeng-
ing for researchers, policymakers, and funders.

We conducted a systematic literature review
to identify prior research on the effectiveness of
microschools, focusing our search on journal articles,
white papers, book chapters, and dissertations pub-
lished between 2000 and 2024.2 Although our search
yielded more than 100 sources, most of this literature
was primarily focused on pandemic-era learning
pods, many of which did not continue to operate
after the pandemic, and therefore was not very useful
in informing our knowledge of the microschool
sector more broadly.

Ultimately, we identified 22 relevant sources (see
Box 8 for an overview of these sources, and see the
appendix for a full list). None of these sources pro-
vided experimental or quasi-experimental evidence
that demonstrated the promise of microschooling for
student academic growth and development. Most of
these sources fell into one of three categories:

1. survey studies employing a convenience
sample of microschool families or micro-
school operators (e.g., Hitchcock, 2023; Soifer
and Soifer, 2024; VELA, 2024)

2. case studies (e.g., Yin, 2014) in which research-
ers use (primarily) qualitative methods to
deeply describe a specific microschool (or net-
work of microschools) in a particular context
at a particular moment in time (e.g., Pillow and
Daramola, 2023; Doss and Steiner, 2022)

BOX 8
Overview of Sources Identified in Our Lit-
erature Review

We identified 22 relevant sources on micro-
schools, which included no peer-reviewed journal
articles. These sources were

¢ five unpublished dissertations

e six pandemic-pod case studies published by
the Center on Reinventing Public Education

® nine reports written by research or advocacy
organizations

e two book chapters.

We supplemented this search on microschools
with peer-reviewed research on homeschooling,
personalized learning, and small schools.




3. position papers, usually written by an advocacy
organization or by an author who is otherwise
politically motivated, using theoretical and
empirical evidence to convince readers that
their position on microschools has merit (e.g.,
Smarick, 2022; Tarnowski, 2022; Thayn, 2023).

None of the studies used statistical methods that
could identify whether the observed improvements
in academic performance should be attributed to the
microschool or whether those gains reflect system-
atic differences between students and families who
choose a microschool as compared with those who
choose to attend a traditional public or private school.
For example, Prenda complied an impact report for
the state of New Hampshire (Prenda, undated-b) sug-
gesting that more than half of students performing
below their traditional grade level showed at least one
full grade level improvement in one school year in
English language arts on the i-Ready interim assess-
ment, and nearly two-thirds (62 percent) showed at
least one full grade level of growth in mathematics on
the i-Ready interim assessments. The Prenda network
as a whole reported that, in the 2021-2022 school
year, 47 percent and 37 percent of students exceeded
normal growth expectations in reading and math,
respectively (Broadbent, 2024). The lack of a compar-
ison group, however, prevents attributing those gains
to microschools per se.

Evidence on Other Common Features
of Microschools

Research about three of the most common features
of microschooling—homeschooling, individualized
instruction, and school size—have implications for
the study of microschool effectiveness. All three
areas have suggestive, positive effects for students in
some contexts.

There is a large body of scholarly research on
homeschooling, dating back nearly 30 years. Com-
parisons of homeschooled and observationally similar
traditionally educated students have found that home-
schooled students tend to perform either the same as
or better than traditional students. In an exploratory
study of the relationship between homeschooling
and academic outcomes, Cogan (2010) found that

homeschooled students had higher ACT scores, high
school grade point averages (GPAs), and high school
graduation rates than similar traditionally educated
students, as well as higher college GPAs, college reten-
tion rates, and college graduation rates. Other descrip-
tive evidence finds similar results—Martin-Chang,
Gould, and Meuse (2011) found that students in a
structured homeschool performed better on standard-
ized tests than children attending public school. Using
a survey, Drenovsky and Cohen (2012) found that
homeschooled students experienced less depression,
more academic success, and a better experience at

the college level than traditionally educated students.
Other evidence shows no difference in college GPA or
retention rates between homeschooled and traditional
students (Yu, Sackett, and Kuncel, 2016).

Likewise, there is a growing body of literature on
personalized learning. Similarly to microschools, the
definition and implementation of personalized learn-
ing varies widely (Bernacki, Greene, and Lobczowski,
2021), and there have been few studies of the effects of
whole-school personalized learning on student aca-
demic outcomes (Zhang, Basham, and Yang, 2020).
Most prior studies of technology-mediated personal-
ized learning found some positive effects on student
learning outcomes (e.g., Zhang, Basham, and Yang,
2020; Pane et al., 2014). However, a key difference
between the schools studied in this literature and the
microschool sector is that microschools are often not
intended to use technology to personalize instruc-
tion at a large scale. Therefore, evidence on the value
of student input and perception of personalization
might be more relevant to the microschooling sector.
Several studies have found that learner self-selected
content has mixed results on student outcomes, but
when students report a higher level of connectedness
and support from adults, they tend to have higher test
scores (Zhang, Basham, and Yang, 2020).

Another similar education reform on which
there is available evidence is the Small Schools
Movement, which was funded largely by the federal
government and the Gates Foundation in the early
2000s. That said, similarly to microschools, there is
no common definition of small, and schools funded
by these initiatives were often much larger than a
typical microschool (the federally funded enrollment
limit was 300 students, and the Gates-funded limit
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was 500). Early evidence on the effects of school size
found that smaller schools had better outcomes, but
more-recent research using more-rigorous methods
is mixed (Schwartz, Stiefel, and Wiswall, 2013). Some
quasi-experimental studies of school size have found
positive effects of smaller schools on attendance

and graduation rates (e.g., Barrow, Claessens, and
Schanzenbach, 2010; Bloom, Thompson, and Unter-
man, 2010), although others have found no effects
on achievement (e.g., Schneider, Wyse, and Keesler,
2007). It is important to note, however, that even if
the evidence suggests that smaller schools are related
to better performance, the mechanisms by which
size affects performance are not clear, which limits
our ability to use evidence on school size to inform
microschooling practices.

What Are Some Key Challenges
Regarding the Short-Term and
Long-Term Sustainability of
Individual Microschools and the
Microschool Sector Overall?

There has been considerable attention paid to micro-
schools in the national media. Many of these articles
focus on the promise of microschools and their rapid
growth as an option in the school choice landscape.
For example, a commentary in EdSource written by
Anaheim Union High School District Superinten-
dent Michael Matsuda notes that, because they are
smaller and often exist outside formal regulatory
frameworks, microschools can adapt more quickly
to meet the needs of students and families than the
larger, more-bureaucratic traditional public schools
(Matsuda, 2024).

However, although their size and flexibility are
assets in terms of microschools’ ability to adapt and
innovate, there are downsides in terms of sustainabil-
ity. There are two interrelated kinds of sustainability
concerns that face microschools: the sustainability of
microschooling as a movement and the sustainability
of individual schools or networks of schools. Con-
cerns about the sustainability of microschooling as
a movement focus on the health and stability of the
idea of microschooling and the space it occupies in
opposition to institutional schooling (see Kunzman

and Gaither, 2013, for a similar perspective on home-
schooling). Individuals concerned about the sustain-
ability of the movement recognize that some school
closures are inevitable and that school operators
might choose to close schools for a variety of reasons
(e.g., the students the microschool was designed to
serve age out) (Soifer, 2024). Concerns about the sus-
tainability of specific schools or networks of micro-
schools focus on forced closures. Research suggests
that forced closures occur because of challenges with
funding (Soifer, 2024), challenges navigating regula-
tory frameworks (Soifer, 2024), or challenges with
staffing or enrollment (Pillow and Daramola, 2023).
We consider each of these sustainability challenges in
the following sections.

Sustainability Challenges Concerning
Funding

Funding was the most frequently cited challenge for
microschool operators surveyed in the 2024 National
Microschooling Center survey (Soifer and Soifer,
2024). Microschools have historically relied on private
tuition as their funding source for operations. VELA’s
2023 survey of educational entrepreneurs found that
70 percent of grantees relied on tuition or fees as
their primary source of revenue, and only 10 percent
received public funding (VELA, 2024). But micro-
schools are becoming less dependent on tuition as
other funding sources become available. However, a
panel discussion at the 2023 Emerging School Models
conference at the Harvard Kennedy School titled
“Bringing Emerging Models to Scale: Are ESAs a Reg-
ulatory Nightmare?” demonstrates that educational
entrepreneurs are hesitant to rely on vouchers or ESAs
to sustainably fund their operations, because the
policies, so far, have been changing, and the specific
educational products that can be purchased with state
money vary on a state-by-state basis. In this session,
the panelists argued that the more complex the ESA
policy becomes, the more difficult it gets for entrepre-
neurs to benefit from it (EducationNext, 2023).
Grantees also reported that staff and facilities
make up most of their operational budgets (VELA,
2024). The ways that grantees cited most to cut costs
were to create their own curriculum (as opposed to
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purchasing a curriculum) and to rely on volunteers
for much of their staff labor.

Funding came up as a key issue in our interviews
as well, with five of the six people who answered
questions about the challenges faced by the micro-
schooling community citing funding as one of the
major threats to sustainability, as did 77 percent of
school leaders who responded to a survey question
about funding. In interviews, microschool leaders
identified several major issues around funding. First,
the small enrollments of their schools often neces-
sitated higher tuition rates than desired to cover basic
operating costs. Second, leaders noted that it was
often difficult to get loans from banks because the
business model is not well understood. Microschool
leaders also noted that philanthropic support might
not be sustainable long term. See Box 9 for examples
of microschool funding issues.

Sustainability Challenges Regarding
Regulation

Although funding was the greatest challenge identi-
tied in the National Microschooling Center’s 2024
report (Soifer and Soifer, 2024), in 2023, the most
cited challenge for effectively developing and imple-
menting a microschool was that founders struggle
with understanding and meeting local statutory
and regulatory requirements for operating a school
(Soifer and Soifer, 2023). For example, local policies
requiring a certain acreage or number of bathrooms
for a school to be legally operable might create unan-
ticipated problems for founders who are seeking (or
mistakenly believe that they have found) a facility to
operate their school in.

Issues with policy and regulatory requirements
came up frequently in our interviews as well. Some of
the issues were ideological, with concerns that sub-
jecting microschools to the same regulations as other
types of schools would stifle the type of innovation
and entrepreneurship that often characterizes micro-
schools. Others were more practical, with interview-
ees talking about navigating zoning regulations that
were not written with their use cases in mind.

In a report for the Manhattan Institute, Smarick
(2022) describes the trade-offs of the expansion of

BOX 9
Microschool Leaders on Select Funding
Issues

“At a certain size, it’s just very hard to make the
money and the dollars work. There’s two key
financial things most schools . . . have to deal
with, which is paying for human capital and paying
for facilities . . . . Those things are challenges for
microschools. If there are only ten kids, how do
you make the numbers work without charging
families $50,000 a year . . . ? It’s not uncommon to
see microschools close not because parents don’t
want it or they can’t do it, but because the busi-
ness model isn’t good.”

“Not depending on philanthropy; the margins are
so small and thin. You do have some families that
have a higher amount of ESA funds awarded, but
a lot of times with microschools the hardest part
is you have teachers that are used to getting a
paycheck every two weeks who all of a sudden are
now carrying purchases on their credit cards until
the parents are able to get the ESA . . . . That cre-
ates a problem with funds in those first six months
of having to carry all of that, especially if they’re
using a business loan.”

government involvement in microschooling for the
sector: “Microschool advocates need to consider these
trade-offs—e.g., at what point do the costs of gov-
ernment regulation exceed the benefits of financial
support?” (Smarick, 2022, p. 10). Smarick argues that
highly flexible ESAs might be the best way to enable
growth of the sector while allowing the “sector to
remain vibrant, diverse, and responsive” (Smarick,
2022, p. 11). However, he acknowledges that policies
affecting microschools are complex, because some
microschools might be categorized as public or private
schools or might be regulated by homeschooling, char-
ter, or virtual/hybrid policies as well.

Summary

In this report, we used a mixed-methods approach to
better understand (1) common features of microschool
models, (2) the characteristics of microschool stu-
dents, and (3) how microschools are assessing student
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Although some
features are frequently
mentioned as hallmarks
of microschooling, the
microschool sector has
tremendous variability
along almost every
dimension.

proficiency and growth. In the following sections, we
discuss our findings from our interviews, survey, and
systematic review of the research literature.

There Is Tremendous Variation in
Microschool Models

Although some features are frequently mentioned

as hallmarks of microschooling (small size; multi-
age classrooms; focus on individualized, self-paced
learning), the microschool sector has tremendous
variability along almost every dimension. Perhaps
this should not be surprising, then, given the spirit of
innovation and entrepreneurship that is commonly
articulated by microschool advocacy organizations
(Soifer and Soifer, 2024). We found evidence of
schools operating across a broad spectrum of organi-
zational formality, with some schools whose online
presence consists of only a Facebook group and other
schools that are affiliated with nonstate networks
that operate around common principles regarding
teaching and learning. There were schools operating
out of private homes and schools operating without

a physical campus (schools that meet in parks or
other public spaces), and there were schools that were
affiliated with charter school networks and schools
that operated as small academies or lab schools
within larger traditional public schools. There were
microschools that offered full-day instruction and

microschools where students were co-enrolled,
attending for only after-school activities or for a
specific educational purpose. Some microschools
enrolled fewer than ten students, and others had
more than 100 students. We found a wide variety of
curricula and educational philosophies, ranging from
project-based learning to schools operating in a Mon-
tessori tradition. The single most common feature of
microschools is that their formation was driven by
the perception that a specific set of educational needs
is not being met by local traditional school options,
be they public or private.

It Is Difficult to Obtain Comprehensive
Demographic Data About
Microschoolers, but the Choice to
Enroll in a Microschool Is Intentional

In part because microschools are, by design, deinsti-
tutionalized and often operate in loosely regulated
ways outside state and local education systems,
obtaining comprehensive data on microschool-

ers is nearly impossible. Estimates of the size of the
microschool population are often based on projec-
tions from polls or from national surveys, such as the
National Household Education Surveys (McShane
and DiPerna, 2022b; Cheng and Hamlin, 2023).
According to our review of the literature, there are no
studies using a nationally representative sample that
report the demographic composition of the micro-
school sector in terms of race and ethnicity, English
learner status, or socioeconomic status.

We found that microschools are often formed to
meet the needs of a specific group of students. For
example, this could be students who are at risk of
dropping out, students with specific social or emo-
tional needs, students who are confronted by bullying
or cyberbullying, or students who do not feel engaged
or challenged in traditional school settings. As with
homeschooling, the specific reasons that families
choose to enroll in microschools are likely highly
dependent on their particular context and circum-
stances, which could include their perceptions of the
quality of local public and private school options,
perceptions of the emphasis that local schools place
on standardized testing, perceived racial microag-
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gressions or racially biased disciplinary systems, or
the perception that their values are at odds with the
values of the local school system (Pillow and Dar-
amola, 2023; Kunzman and Gaither, 2013). What

is clear, though, is that students and families who
attend in microschools do not do so randomly, and
that these decisions are made strategically.

Free from the Accountability and
Reporting Requirements Faced by
Public Schools, Microschools Make
Highly Localized Decisions About How
(and Whether) to Assess Students’
Academic Proficiency and Growth

We found almost as many approaches to assessment
as we found microschool models. Schools assessed
students in a variety of ways, and, although a sizeable
percentage of microschools surveyed by the National
Microschooling Center indicated that they adminis-
ter standardized assessments to students, there is tre-
mendous variation even among standardized assess-
ments (Soifer and Soifer, 2024). In our interviews
and survey, school leaders mentioned using NWEA
MAP Growth assessments, i-Ready assessments, or

year-end state standardized tests to appraise students.

Importantly, several schools also indicated that,
although they make standardized assessments avail-
able to families, participation is not required.

Although the Microschooling
Movement Has Seen Steady and
Robust Public Interest, School Finance,
Stricter Regulatory Environments,

and Student Mobility Threaten

the Sustainability of Individual
Microschools

First, we found that school leaders were concerned
about the specific challenges that funding and regu-
lation posed to their schools’ viability. Microschool
operators frequently rely on grants and donations to
cover operating costs and sustain operations, but the
long-term stability of these funding sources is ques-
tionable. Additionally, microschools often confront

challenges in complying with local statutory and reg-
ulatory requirements. Both of these issues heighten
the possibility of forced school closures. Second, we
found that microschools often aim to serve vulner-
able populations, including high-poverty popula-
tions and students affected by trauma. Research has
shown that such populations can be highly mobile,
changing schools or residences multiple times
within a school year (Rumberger, 2015; Hoskins

and Schweig, 2024). In their case study of the Black
Mothers Forum in Arizona, Pillow and Daramola
(2023) noted that increasing housing costs often
force families to move out of state. Pillow and Dar-
amola (2023) also discuss the issue of fit (discussed
previously in the “Characteristics of Microschoolers”
section) and its implications for student mobility,
because students might decide that the microschool
environment is not right for them and transition to a
different school or learning setting.

What Are the Implications
for Research on Microschool
Impacts?

These four aspects of microschooling have big
implications for researchers seeking to conduct
research on microschool impacts. We view these
implications through the lens of Campbell and
colleagues’ widely referenced validity framework
(Campbell and Stanley, 1963; Cook and Camp-
bell, 1979; Shadish, Cook, and Campbell, 2002).
Broadly speaking, the term validity here refers to
the degree to which information about the aca-
demic proficiency and growth of students enrolled
in microschools can be used to make accurate and
trustworthy claims about the effects of attending
a microschool, in comparison with an experience
in a traditional public or private school (American
Educational Research Association, American Psy-
chological Association, and National Council on
Measurement in Education, 2014).

The framework developed by Campbell and
colleagues (Campbell and Stanley, 1963; Cook and
Campbell, 1979; Shadish, Cook, and Campbell, 2002)
defines internal and external validity (see Box 10),
and we focus our discussion on the aspects of inter-
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BOX 10
Internal and External Validity

Campbell and colleagues define internal validity
and external validity as follows:

¢ Internal validity describes the extent to
which the estimated effects of a program
or intervention correspond to true causal
effects. Selection bias is one particular threat
to internal validity that arises when there are
systematic differences between students who
attend microschools and those who do not,
particularly if these differences are also likely
to influence outcomes. Another threat to inter-
nal validity is attrition, where students who
are enrolled at the start of a study are lost.
Attrition is particularly a problem if that loss is
associated with outcomes.

e External validity describes the extent to
which inferences about effectiveness can
be generalized to other individuals, settings,
instruments, or program variations (Briggs,
2008). In the context of microschooling, exter-
nal validity would describe the extent to which
the results from a study of one particular
microschool or set of microschools are likely
to hold if other kinds of microschools had
been studies instead.

SOURCES: Briggs, 2008; Campbell and Stanley, 1963;
Cook and Campbell, 1979; Shadish, Cook, and Camp-
bell, 2002.

nal and external validity that are particularly salient
to the study of microschools.

Families Who Choose to Enroll in
Microschools Do Not Make This
Choice Randomly, Raising Serious
Concerns About Selection Bias and
Internal Validity in Nonexperimental
Studies

Study designs that employ randomization are widely
regarded as having the strongest internal validity
because the randomization process mitigates selec-
tion bias by ensuring that students who attend micro-
schools are similar to those attending traditional

public or private schools at baseline (before enroll-
ment) on all observed and unobserved variables that
could influence the study outcomes.

However, the decision to microschool does not
occur randomly in practice, and it is often infeasible
to implement a randomization scheme in school
research, which introduces the possibility of selection
bias as a threat to internal validity. Families make
deliberate decisions to seek alternatives to traditional
schools. Microschools actively seek to serve students
with learning differences; students with emotional
or behavioral issues or trauma; students who might
face bullying based on race, gender identity, or sexual
orientation; and students who were disengaged from
schooling, and many of these aspects of identity have
been shown by research to be systematically associ-
ated with academic performance, which raises the
distinct possibility of selection bias.

Typically, researchers try to use complex statisti-
cal techniques to mitigate this possibility. The aim of
these techniques is to create a comparison group that
is as similar as possible to the microschooled students
at baseline on observed variables (see Mihaly et al.,
2024, for an example of such a design).

In the microschool context, there are two issues
that might complicate the use of such techniques,
one practical (data access and availability) and one
conceptual. Practically speaking, these statistical
techniques require background data on all micro-
school students in the study, as well as background
data on a potential pool of comparison students, to
be available and accessible. As mentioned earlier in
this report, microschools are not subject to the same
reporting requirements as public schools, so obtain-
ing background data on microschool students might
necessitate individual data requests from each school
or family enrolled in the study, which can be time
and resource intensive. Conceptually, such statisti-
cal techniques can control for selection on only the
variables that are available and recorded in admin-
istrative datasets, and many such datasets do not
include key information on students that might be
associated with both why students choose to attend
microschools and their academic performance. For
example, existing data systems are unlikely to have
information on emotional trauma, experiences with
bullying, or family values. Because of this, conven-




tional quasi-experimental techniques cannot com-
pletely mitigate the possibility of selection bias, even
if issues of data access are resolved.

Although addressing these two issues might
seem nearly insurmountable, there are several
promising paths forward for conducting impact
studies using quasi-experimental designs. First,
these issues largely apply to studies that rely
on existing administrative data as the basis for
analysis. Collecting data directly from microschools
and suitable comparison schools might mitigate
the challenges described here. As an illustrative
example, Mihaly and colleagues recently con-
ducted a study of schools employing Teach For All
Fellows in Nigerian schools (Mihaly et al., 2024).
That study employed a quasi-experimental design
and recruited locally matched schools that served
similar populations as those employing Teach For
All Fellows. All background data on students and
families, in addition to all outcome data, were col-
lected as a part of the study, and researchers worked
in direct collaboration with local school leaders. In
the microschool context specifically, Rock by Rock
is collaborating with Mathematica to conduct a
study on the impact of project-based learning for
microschooled students, and assessments are being
administered as a part of the study activities (Rock
by Rock, undated-b). Additionally, as both ESA poli-
cies and the microschool sector continue to expand,
the potential opportunity for experimental or quasi-
experimental studies might expand, too. In regions
where microschool growth coincides with ESA
policies, oversubscription to either ESAs or micro-
schools might provide experimental conditions
for studying microschool student outcomes (Roy,
Schwartz, and Gable, 2024), similar to the approach
taken in charter school lottery studies (Cohodes
and Parham, 2021). Quasi-experimental studies
could become possible if states develop the appro-
priate data infrastructure and research-practice
partnerships needed to track microschooled student
outcomes alongside their observationally similar
nonmicroschooled peers (Roy, Schwartz, and Gable,
2024). Although we are hopeful that these opportu-
nities might become available for future studies, the
currently available data cannot facilitate such strong
research designs.

Quasi-experimental
studies could become
possible if states
develop the appropriate
data infrastructure

and research-practice
partnerships needed
to track microschooled
student outcomes
alongside their
observationally similar
nonmicroschooled
peers.

The Facts That Test Participation Is Not
Mandatory, That Students Might Move
In and Out of Microschool, and That
Microschools Face Concerns About
Sustainability All Raise Concerns
About Attrition Bias and Internal
Validity

Attrition is a serious threat to internal validity in stud-
ies that aim to make causal claims about the impacts
of microschools. What Works Clearinghouse, an ini-
tiative of the U.S. Department of Education that evalu-
ates and disseminates evidence on the effectiveness of
education programs and policies, defines attrition as
the loss of sample during the study, and it occurs when
students initially in a study sample are not included
when outcomes are examined (What Works Clear-
inghouse, undated). Attrition can diminish internal
validity even for studies employing randomization,

19



Variability in microschool models raises serious
concerns about whether the results from a study
of any particular set of microschools are likely to
support general claims about the effectiveness of
the microschooling movement.

particularly if there are systematic differences in which
students are lost during the study.

Our research revealed three features of micro-
schools that raise concerns about the potential for
attrition bias. First, we found that even in schools that
offer standardized testing as an option for students
and families, participation in such assessments is not
mandatory. This means that within a microschool,
there might be systematic differences in who opts into
(and who opts out of) test participation. Literature on
student opt-outs in traditional school contexts gener-
ally shows that even small differences in who opts
out of testing can have dramatic effects on inferences
about school-level achievement. As one example,
Beaver, Westmaas, and Sludden (2014) showed that
removing 10 percent of low-achieving students from
the estimation of a school’s average student achieve-
ment could cause a school that would be identified as
in need of support to be identified as making satisfac-
tory progress (see also Cremata, 2019).

Second, we found that microschools often aim to
serve vulnerable populations, including high-poverty
populations and students affected by trauma. Research
has shown that such populations can be highly mobile,
changing schools or residences multiple times within
a school year (Rumberger, 2015; Hoskins and Schweig,
2024). Students who transfer out of microschools are
unlikely to be located for data tracking. To the extent
that such students are likely to have systematically
different achievement profiles than their less-mobile
peers (Steinberg, Pileggi, and Neild, 2019), such mobil-
ity has the potential to induce attrition bias into effects
estimates (What Works Clearinghouse, undated).

Finally, the sustainability challenges described
by microschool leaders and the possibility of forced

closure also raises the possibility of attrition bias,
mainly because such closures would make it difficult
to locate students for data collection.

Variety in the Microschool Model
and a Lack of Information About the
Population of Microschools Raises
Concerns About External Validity

Broadly speaking, when researchers conduct stud-
ies of the effectiveness of an educational program or
policy, they are interested in making inferences that
generalize to other students in other similar contexts
at other points in time (Kane, 2006). In other words,
researchers are interested in taking results from a
specific observed sample and making claims about
a general population (also called a universe; Kane,
2006). Variability in microschool models raises seri-
ous concerns about whether the results from a study
of any particular set of microschools are likely to
support general claims about the effectiveness of
the microschooling movement. For example, it is
questionable whether the results of a study involving
microschools that are networked with established
organizations (such as Prenda or KaiPod) are likely
to hold for smaller independent microschools, or
whether the results based on a sample of micro-
schools that serve ten students in an ungraded envi-
ronment are likely to hold for microschools that use
traditional grades and serve 100 or more students.
On the one hand, this aspect of heterogeneity is
not entirely different than, say, the heterogeneity that
would exist in a study of charter schools, where there
is also a range of school sizes, educational philoso-
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phies, settings, and enrolled student demographics.
And, typically, what allows people to make general
claims about charter schools is that the universe of
charter schools and charter school students is fairly
well understood. Researchers have access to fairly
accurate counts of charter school enrollment at local,
state, and national levels and have access to informa-
tion about charter school size and structure.

What makes the issue of external validity more
complex in the microschool context is that we have
much less of an understanding of the universe of
microschools or the universe of microschool stu-
dents. This means that it is nearly impossible to know
how representative any particular sample of students
or microschools is of the general population of stu-
dents and microschools. This, in turn, means that it
is nearly impossible to know whether claims about
microschools overall are warranted based on an effect
found in a particular study.

This issue is further exacerbated by the fact that
there is almost certainly an interaction between
structural school characteristics and the availability
of the kinds of standardized testing that would facili-
tate quasi-experimental studies of microschool par-
ticipation. For example, schools need a certain kind
of infrastructure and a certain amount of resources
to offer assessments, such as NWEA MAP or i-Ready.
Such structural features and resources might be more
prevalent in networked microschools than in inde-
pendently operating (and less formally organized)
microschools. This suggests that, even if the universe
of microschools was better understood, obtaining a
representative sample of achievement measures from
administrative data is highly unlikely.

The Facts That Many Microschool
Students Are Labeled as
Homeschoolers and That Many
Microschools Operate Co-Enroliment
Models Raise Other Concerns for
Impact Attribution

Another issue that arose from our investigations that
has implications for researchers concerns attribu-
tion. On one hand, there is the issue of being able

to attribute students to a particular microschool in

administrative data. In our research, we uncovered
potential difficulties with identifying microschool
students from datasets containing student test scores.
First, many students in microschools enroll in these
assessments as homeschool students, using such
platforms as HomeschoolBoss. These students might
not be associated with a particular school in a data
file. Second, there are microschools that operate as
small academies within larger private, charter, or
public schools. In those cases, student records might
be linked to the larger school with no indicator that
the student engages with the microschool. Both of
these scenarios present real challenges for identify-
ing microschool students in administrative data and
linking them accurately to their school of attendance.
On the other hand, there is a different kind of
attribution issue, which involves the attribution of
effects. In other words, to what extent is it possible to
attribute an observed effect on academic proficiency
or growth to a particular microschool? This issue
arises because we found that it is frequently the case
that students are enrolled in microschool settings
for specific classes or are concurrently enrolled in
a microschool and another school (possibly a tra-
ditional private or public school). Similar concerns
about effect attribution have been articulated in
research on teacher effectiveness (e.g., Baker et al.,
2010; Isenberg and Walsh, 2014).

Limitations

There are several notable limitations to this report.
First, because there are no peer-reviewed research
publications on the microschooling sector, the
preponderance of documents included in our lit-
erature review come from gray literature that was
published by microschool-affiliated organizations
or microschool advocates. This raises the possibility
of gray literature bias (Booth, Sutton, and Papaioan-
nou, 2012), a form of publication bias in which the
results and conclusions presented in such reports
might differ significantly from results found within
peer-reviewed studies. Second, our original data
collection comes from microschool leaders and
other individuals working in the microschool sector.
Although we have noted throughout this report that
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the information presented is reported by microschool
leaders or organizations or that these organizations
hope to or intend to implement certain philosophies
and instructional practices, it is important to reiter-
ate that this report relies largely on self-reported
information about microschools and is subject to the
same potential biases that are commonly associated
with self-report methods, including recall bias (i.e.,
individuals might have difficulty accurately remem-
bering specific details or events; see Popham, 2013)
and social desirability bias (i.e., individuals might
give socially desirable responses instead of responses
that reflect their true feelings; see Nederhof, 1985).
We were unable to corroborate any of the claims
made in our interviews or surveys using third-party
observations or other more objective sources of data.
For example, most microschool leaders reported
implementing personalized or individualized learn-
ing practices, but the extent to which their actual
practices are aligned with this philosophy or would
be considered “personalized or individualized” by an
outsider cannot be validated with the currently avail-
able information.

Third, our survey instruments and interview pro-
tocol did not provide detailed definitions of key topics
of interest (e.g., curriculum, personalized learning,
academic growth), and, therefore, it is possible that our
sample of participants interpret or define these key
topics differently. We urge our readers to keep in mind
that these broad terms might be understood differ-
ently by various microschool leaders, and our findings
should be interpreted accordingly.

Finally, the samples of microschool leaders
included in the studies cited in this report and our
own survey and interview data collection are, by
necessity, convenience samples, and many of the par-
ticipants were recommended or nominated by a net-
work with a large microschool membership. Because
of this, responses cannot be assumed to be representa-
tive of the microschooling sector at large. Because the
sector is widely varied and broadly dispersed, we, and

the other organizations cited in this report, relied on
the networks available to us to recruit microschools
for participation in our data collection, and such
networks might systematically omit certain types of
microschools (e.g., “invisible schools,” such as those
whose only official documentation is a private Face-
book group), and microschools who are a part of such
networks might systematically be similar in certain
ways (e.g., VELA’s survey of its own grantees).

Conclusion

Public interest in microschools is growing steadily,
and, through this period of expansion, there has been
a reluctance among microschool advocates to be pre-
scriptive in defining microschools (see Soifer, 2022).
Many schools self-identify as microschools under
this broad umbrella, with some microschools sharing
organizational features and approaches to instruction
with public charter or traditional district-run public
schools. Philosophically, microschools appear to be
distinguished by a belief that traditional schools do
not serve all students well and that regulation com-
promises the ability of schools to adapt to meet the
needs of students and families. These factors likely
create many trade-offs. On the one hand, keeping a
broad definition might help facilitate innovation and
the development and exchange of promising new
practices. On the other hand, such a broad definition
also makes it particularly challenging to make broad
claims about the success of microschools or their
impact on student learning. As microschools strive

to adapt to meet the needs of specific students, given
their relatively constrained administrative capacity,
they might face challenges in increasing enrollment
or in allocating resources to support other student
needs. These issues make microschool evaluation
critically important but also suggest that researchers
seeking to evaluate microschools must attend to these
potential threats to validity when designing studies.
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APPENDIX
Methodology

The first stage of this research was a literature review
and interviews with microschool leaders. The second
stage involved a survey of microschool leaders and
interviews with three funding agencies that support
microschools.

Literature Review

In January through March 2024, the authors con-
ducted a literature review seeking any prior research
on the microschool sector. First, using RAND Primo,
RAND’s search engine across its universe of academic
and nonacademic databases, we used a targeted search
function for “microschool” OR “micro school” OR
“learning pod” published between 2000 and 2024.
This initial search yielded 398 results. After filter-
ing by the type of resource and removing duplicates
and international articles (written in a language other
than English or written about a context outside the
United States), we were left with 144 results.? We
then screened all items for relevance to our study
and retained a total of 22 items.* Of those 22, five
were unpublished dissertations, six were COVID-19
pandemic-era learning pod case studies published
by the Center on Reinventing Public Education, nine
were reports written by research or advocacy organi-
zations (the Center on Reinventing Public Education,
EdChoice, Manhattan Institute for Policy Research,
IGI Global, and the American Enterprise Institute),
and two were book chapters. Most of this literature
primarily focused on pandemic-era learning pods,
many of which did not continue to operate after
the pandemic, and therefore was not very useful in
informing our knowledge of the microschool sector
more broadly. For that reason, several of the 22 items
that our search yielded are not included in this report.
Additionally, we checked known education
research databases for any recent or unpublished
research on microschools that our search might have
missed. A search of the What Works Clearinghouse
database for “microschool” OR “micro school” OR
“learning pod” yielded no results, suggesting that
there are no studies that have been reviewed by
What Works Clearinghouse on these topics. Next,

we searched the online repository of the American
Educational Research Association for “microschool”
OR “learning pod,” which yielded only one item—an
unpublished case study of a pandemic-era learning
pod designed to serve Black middle schoolers.

Given the scarcity of the research literature on
the microschool sector, where useful, we supple-
mented the literature found from this search with
select literature on other common features of micro-
schools (i.e., homeschooling, personalized learning,
small schools). Our search for relevant literature
across these topics was not comprehensive; instead,
we sought the most up-to-date literature reviews or
seminal pieces available for us to be able to efficiently
summarize the knowledge base on each of these
topics. Finally, we supplemented with systematic data
and information about the microschool sector that is
reported on the websites of school choice-oriented
organizations, such as those of the National Micro-
schooling Center, the VELA Education Fund, and
School Choice Week.

Because we used a variety of sources, both those
typical of comprehensive literature reviews and more
unconventional sources, and because experimental
or quasi-experimental evidence on the microschool
sector is nonexistent, we organized our sources in
Table A.1 by categories we found useful for under-
standing the scope of the information available to
inform our review, noting (1) the primary topic of
the source and (2) the type of source. This table
illustrates that our search yielded no articles from
research journals on the topic of microschools, so we
supplemented with articles from research journals on
related practices and supplemented with additional
resources where necessary.

Interviews

For the interview stage of our study, we partnered
with the National Microschooling Center to reach
out to schools that were part of its network of more
than 4,000 people involved with the microschooling
movement. We asked them to identify school leaders
who would represent a variety of different perspec-
tives, including different school sizes, models, target
populations served, and length of time in opera-
tion. They reached out to 18 leaders of microschools

23



TABLE A1

Literature by Topic and Source Type

Source Type

References

Microschools

Organization report

Organization website

News media
Homeschooling

Research journal

Personalized learning

Research journal

Small schools

Research journal

Other—school choice

Conference proceedings

Organization report
Organization website

Research journal

Bedrick and Ladner, 2023
Broadbent, 2024

Doss and Steiner, 2022
Hitchcock, 2023

McShane and DiPerna, 2022a
McShane and DiPerna, 2022b
Pillow and Daramola, 2023
Prenda, undated-b

Smarick, 2022

Soifer and Soifer, 2023

Soifer and Soifer, 2024

Libertas Institute, undated-a
Libertas Institute, undated-b
Navigate School Choice, undated
Prenda, undated-a

Jacobson, 2024

Cheng and Hamlin, 2023

Cogan, 2010

Drenovsky and Cohen, 2012
Martin-Chang, Gould, and Meuse, 2011
Yu, Sackett, and Kuncel, 2016

Bernacki, Greene, and Lobczowski, 2021
Bingham et al., 2016
Zhang, Basham, and Yang, 2020

Barrow, Claessens, and Schanzenbach, 2010
Bloom, Thompson, and Unterman, 2010
Schneider, Wyse, and Keesler, 2007
Schwartz, Stiefel, and Wiswall, 2013

Education Next, 2023
VELA, 2024
Erwin, 2024

Kunzman and Gaither, 2013

NOTE: Organization report is defined as a report published by an advocacy or research organization that, to our
knowledge, has not been peer reviewed; research journal is defined as a research paper that has been published in a
peer-reviewed journal; organization website is defined as information sourced from a webpage; news media is defined as a
piece of journalism; and conference proceedings is defined as information presented in a conference panel presentation.

on our behalf, of whom 12 agreed to participate in o curriculum and educational philosophy

30-minute interviews.

« profiles and priorities of students and parents

Questions on the interview were grouped by » measuring student success

category covering the following:

o role of the interviewee

o background and characteristics of the school

o support structures for running a microschool.

A subset of the school leaders also played a role
in regional microschooling networks, and we asked
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these participants additional questions about the
broader microschooling landscape.

Following the interviews, notes and recordings
were reviewed and coded for common themes and
characteristics that arose in the discussions, as well as
for themes identified from the literature review.

Additional interviews were conducted with repre-
sentatives from three organizations that either provide
funding to microschools or do work around micro-
schooling policy. These representatives were also iden-
tified through the National Microschooling Center.
These interviews focused on the microschooling land-
scape, the support structures necessary for running a
microschool, and measuring student success.

Survey

Following the interviews, a ten-minute survey instru-
ment was developed to further explore themes identi-
fied during the school leader interviews. The survey
link was shared by the National Microschooling
Center through its weekly newsletter in both spring
and fall 2024, as well as through direct outreach to
schools. The link was also shared by Getting Smart
with the network of schools it supports. A total of 35
school representatives participated in the survey.

Notes

1 For the most up-to-date Preferred Provider Directory from the
National Microschooling Center, see National Microschooling
Center, undated.

2 'We conducted the search on this broad range of years because
microschools have been around, in some capacity, for a very long
time. However, of the relevant items we retained from our search,
all but two were published after 2020.

3 When filtering by the type of resource, we retained items cat-
egorized as articles, dissertations, book chapters, books, reports,
datasets, and primary sources.

4 An item was retained as relevant if it could be categorized as
research and was topically related to microschools or learning
pods. Our search yielded several off-topic items with titles contain-
ing our search criteria (e.g., “The Machine Learning Pod (MLPod)
Canvas; Learning POD of Complex Dynamics Using Heavy-Ball
Neural ODEs”). Our search also yielded several blog posts and
other types of opinion pieces on microschools, which we did not
categorize as relevant, because they are not research oriented.

References

American Educational Research Association, American
Psychological Association, and National Council on
Measurement in Education, Standards for Educational
and Psychological Testing, American Educational Research
Association, 2014.

Appleton, Aleksandra, “Inside a Unique Public Microschool in
Indianapolis,” Chalkbeat Indiana, April 16, 2024.

Baker, Eva L., Paul E. Barton, Linda Darling-Hammond,

Edward Haertel, Helen F. Ladd, Robert L. Linn, Diane Ravitch,
Richard Rothstein, Richard J. Shavelson, and Lorrie A. Shepard,
Problems with the Use of Student Test Scores to Evaluate Teachers,
Economic Policy Institute, Briefing Paper #278, August 29, 2010.

Barrow, Lisa, Amy Claessens, and Diane Whitmore
Schanzenbach, “The Impact of Small Schools in Chicago:
Assessing the Effectiveness of Chicago’s Small High School
Initiative,” working paper, February 2010.

Beaver, Jessica K., Lucas Westmaas, and John Sludden, The
Potential Effects of Opting Out of State Tests in Pennsylvania,
Research for Action, September 2014.

Bedrick, Jason, and Matthew Ladner, Rustic Renaissance:
Education Choice in Rural America, Center for Education Policy,
Heritage Foundation, January 9, 2023.

Bernacki, Matthew L., Meghan J. Greene, and Nikki G.
Lobczowski, “A Systematic Review of Research on Personalized
Learning: Personalized by Whom, to What, How, and for What
Purpose(s)?” Educational Psychology Review, Vol. 33, No. 2, April
2021.

Bingham, Andrea J., John F. Pane, Elizabeth D. Steiner, and
Laura S. Hamilton, “Ahead of the Curve: Implementation
Challenges in Personalized Learning School Models,”
Educational Policy, Vol. 32, No. 3, March 2016.

Bloom, Howard S., Saskia Levy Thompson, and Rebecca
Unterman, Transforming the High School Experience: How New
York City’s New Small Schools Are Boosting Student Achievement
and Graduation Rates, MDRC, June 2010.

Booth, Andrew, Anthea Sutton, and Diana Papaioannou,
Systematic Approaches to a Successful Literature Review, Sage,
2012.

Bouzaghrane, Mohamed Amine, Hassan Obeid, Madeline
Parker, Meiging Li, Drake Hayes, Minnie Chen, Karen
Trapenberg Frick, Daniel Rodriguez, Joan Walker, Raja
Sengupta, and Daniel G. Chatman, “Research Brief: The
Changing Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Individuals
and Households in the U.S.,” University of California, Berkeley,
January 19, 2021.

Briggs, Derek C., “Comments on Slavin: Synthesizing Causal
Inferences,” Educational Researcher, Vol. 37, No. 1, January 2008.

Broadbent, Kaity, “Persist. Progress. Prenda. The Results of a
Research-Aligned Learning Model and Culture,” Prenda blog,
June 4, 2024.

Campbell, Donald T., and Julian C. Stanley, Experimental and
Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research, Houghton Mifflin,
1963.

Cheng, Albert, and Daniel Hamlin, “Contemporary
Homeschooling Arrangements: An Analysis of Three Waves
of Nationally Representative Data,” Educational Policy, Vol. 37,
No. 5, July 2023.

25



Cogan, Michael F., “Exploring Academic Outcomes of
Homeschooled Students,” Journal of College Admission, No. 208,
Summer 2010.

Cohodes, Sarah R., and Katharine S. Parham, “Charter Schools’
Effectiveness, Mechanisms, and Competitive Influence,”
National Bureau of Economic Research, Working Paper

No. 28477, 2021.

Cook, Thomas D., and Donald T. Campbell, Quasi-
Experimentation: Design and Analysis Issues for Field Settings,
Houghton Mifflin, 1979.

Cremata, Edward, “Who’s Missing? Exploring the Magnitude
and Impact of Student Opt-Outs on School Accountability
Systems,” Policy Analysis for California Education, working
paper, 2019.

Dee, Thomas S., “Where the Kids Went: Nonpublic Schooling
and Demographic Change During the Pandemic Exodus from
Public Schools,” Teachers College Record, Vol. 125, No. 6, July
2023.

Digital Promise, “Learning in the 21st Century: How the
American Public, Parents, and Teachers View Students’ Potential
and Their Learning Experience,” 2021.

Doss, Christopher, and Elizabeth D. Steiner, Use of Personalized
Learning Platforms in One Pandemic-Era Microschool: A Case
Study, Center on Reinventing Public Education, Mary Lou Fulton
Teachers College at Arizona State University, June 2022.

Drenovsky, Cynthia K., and Isaiah Cohen, “The Impact of
Homeschooling on the Adjustment of College Students,”
International Social Science Review, Vol. 87, No. 1/2, 2012.

EducationNext, “Bringing Emerging Models to Scale: Are ESAs
a Regulatory Nightmare?” video, Harvard Kennedy School,
September 29, 2023. As of January 31, 2025:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y5LoclH538s

Erwin, Ben, “50-State Comparison: Private School Choice,”
Education Commission of the States, webpage, January 24, 2024.
As of December 13, 2024:

https://www.ecs.org/
50-state-comparison-private-school-choice-2024

Garcia, Emma, and Elaine Weiss, COVID-19 and Student
Performance, Equity, and U.S. Education Policy, Economic Policy
Institute, September 10, 2020.

Getting Smart, “PPHS Lab,” webpage, undated. As of
December 16, 2024:
https://www.gettingsmart.com/school/
purdue-polytechnic-high-school-lab/

Goldstein, Dana, “A School With 7 Students: Inside the
‘Microschools’ Movement,” New York Times, last updated
June 17, 2024.

Goymer, Stephen Peter, “Getting Inside Families: Exploring a
Case Study Research Issue in Homeschooling,” Home School
Researcher, Vol. 14, No. 3, July 2000.

Hamlin, Dan, Alisha Searcy, and Albert Cheng, “U-OK’s Dan
Hamlin on Emerging School Models & Learning Loss,” Learning
Curve podcast, December 11, 2024.

Hitchcock, Casey, Invisible Burden: A Mixed-Methods Look
at Perceived Burnout in Heads of School at Microschools,
dissertation, Marymount University, 2023.

Horn, Michael B., “The Rise of Micro-Schools: Combinations
of Private, Blended, and At-Home Schooling Meet Needs of
Individual Students,” Education Next, Vol. 15, No. 3, Summer
2015.

Hoskins, Jessica E. Schnittka, and Jonathan D. Schweig, “SEL

in Context: School Mobility and Social-Emotional Learning
Trajectories in a Low-Income, Urban School District,” Education
and Urban Society, Vol. 56, No. 2, February 2024.

Isenberg, Eric, and Elias Walsh, Measuring Teacher Value Added
in DC, 2012-2013 School Year, Mathematic Policy Research,
January 17, 2014.

Jacobson, Linda, “West Virginia Permanently Bars Failed
Microschool from Receiving State Funds,” The 74, June 24, 2024.

Kane, Michael T., “Validation,” in Robert L. Brennan, ed.,
Educational Measurement, 4th ed., American Council on
Education/Praeger, 2006.

Kunzman, Robert, and Milton Gaither, “Homeschooling: A
Comprehensive Survey of the Research,” Other Education, Vol. 2,
January 2013.

Libertas Institute, “SB 13: Removing Barriers for Microschools,”
webpage, undated-a. As of December 13, 2024:
https://libertas.institute/bill/
sb-13-removing-barriers-for-microschools/

Libertas Institute, “SB 166: Legalize Microschools,” webpage,
undated-b. As of December 13, 2024:
https://libertas.institute/bill/sb-166-legalize-microschools/

Mahnken, Kevin, “New Federal Data Confirms Pandemic’s Blow
to K-12 Enrollment, with Drop of 1.5 Million Students; Pre-K
Experiences 22 Percent Decline,” The 74, June 28, 2021.

Martin-Chang, Sandra, Odette N. Gould, and Reanne E. Meuse,
“The Impact of Schooling on Academic Achievement: Evidence
from Homeschooled and Traditionally Schooled Students,”
Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science, Vol. 43, No. 3, May 2011.

Matsuda, Michael, “The Rise of Microschools: A Wake-Up Call
for Public Education,” EdSource, August 19, 2024.

McDonald, Kerry, “In Las Vegas, Microschools Are a Winning
Option,” Forbes, February 8, 2023.

McShane, Michael, and Paul DiPerna, The Demand Side of
Alternative Education Products, Center on Reinventing Public
Education, March 2022a.

McShane, Michael Q., and Paul DiPerna, “Just How Many Kids
Attend Microschools?” Engage blog, EdChoice, September 12,
2022b. As of December 16, 2024:
https://www.edchoice.org/engage/
just-how-many-kids-attend-microschools/

Micro Schools Network, homepage, undated. As of February 3,
2025:
https://microschools.com/

Mihaly, Kata, Jonathan Schweig, Elaine Lin Wang, and Sabrina
Lee, Teach For Nigeria Evaluation: Quantitative and Qualitative
Study Findings, RAND Corporation, RR-A1870-1, 2024. As of
December 16, 2024:
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1870-1.html

Moyer, Melinda Wenner, “Pods, Microschools and Tutors: Can
Parents Solve the Education Crisis on Their Own?” New York
Times, last updated August 18, 2020.

26


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y5Loc1H538s
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-private-school-choice-2024
https://www.gettingsmart.com/school/purdue-polytechnic-high-school-lab/
https://libertas.institute/bill/sb-13-removing-barriers-for-microschools/
https://libertas.institute/bill/sb-166-legalize-microschools/
https://www.edchoice.org/engage/just-how-many-kids-attend-microschools/
https://microschools.com/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1870-1.html

Nanda, Bishnupada, Schools Without Walls in 21st Century: From
Exclusion to Inclusion Practice in Education, Mittal Publication,
2008.

National Center for Education Statistics, “New Data Reveal
Public School Enrollment Decreased 3 Percent in 2020-21 School
Year,” NCES Blog, July 26, 2021.

National Microschooling Center, “Preferred Provider Directory,”
webpage, undated. As of February 3, 2025:
https://www.microschoolingmember.org/
preferredproviderdirectory

Navigate School Choice, “The Ultimate Guide to Microschooling
and Mix-and-Match Learning,” webpage, undated. As of
December 12, 2024:
https://myschoolchoice.com/types-of-schools/micro-schools

Nederhof, Anton J., “Methods of Coping with Social Desirability
Bias: A Review,” European Journal of Social Psychology, Vol. 15,
No. 3, July/September 1985.

Nevada School of Inquiry, homepage, undated. As of February 1,
2025:
https://www.nvsi.org/

NVSI—See Nevada School of Inquiry.

Pane, John F,, Beth Ann Griffin, Daniel F. McCaffrey, and Rita
Karam, “Effectiveness of Cognitive Tutor Algebra I at Scale,”
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, Vol. 36, No. 2, 2014.

Perie, Marianne, Scott Marion, and Brian Gong, “Moving
Toward a Comprehensive Assessment System: A Framework for
Considering Interim Assessments,” Educational Measurement:
Issues and Practice, Vol. 28, No. 3, Fall 2009.

Pillow, Travis, and Eupha Jeanne Daramola, Communities

in the Driver’s Seat: Black Mothers Forum Microschools Raise
Sustainability Questions, Center on Reinventing Public
Education, Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College at Arizona State
University, December 2023.

Popham, W. James, Evaluating America’s Teachers: Mission
Possible? Corwin Press, 2013.

Prenda, homepage, undated-a. As of February 1, 2025:
https://www.prenda.com/

Prenda, “Prenda Impact Report: Compiled for the New
Hampshire Department of Education, 2022-2023 Data,”
undated-b.

QuantumCourses, homepage, undated. As of February 1, 2025:
https://www.quantumcamp.com/

Rock by Rock, homepage, undated-a. As of February 1, 2025:
https://rockbyrock.com/

Rock by Rock, “Project Impact,” webpage, undated-b. As of
February 5, 2025:
https://rockbyrock.com/project-impact/

Rolstad, Kellie, and Kathleen Kesson, “Unschooling, Then and
Now,” Journal of Unschooling and Alternative Learning, Vol. 7,
No. 14, 2013.

Roy, Susha, Heather L. Schwartz, and Alexis Gable, The Path
Toward Evaluating the Impacts of Education Savings Accounts
on Academic Achievement Outcomes, RAND Corporation,
RR-A3431-1, 2024. As of January 21, 2025:
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA3431-1.html

Rumberger, Russell W., Student Mobility: Causes, Consequences,
and Solutions, National Education Policy Center, School of
Education, University of Colorado Boulder, June 1, 2015.

Schneider, Barbara, Adam E. Wyse, and Venessa Keesler, “Is
Small Really Better? Testing Some Assumptions About High
School Size,” Brookings Papers on Education Policy, No. 9, 2007.

Schwartz, Amy Ellen, Leanna Stiefel, and Matthew Wiswall, “Do
Small Schools Improve Performance in Large, Urban Districts?
Causal Evidence from New York City,” Journal of Urban
Economics, Vol. 77, September 2013.

Shadish, William R., Thomas D. Cook, and Donald T. Campbell,
Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Generalized
Causal Inference, Houghton Mifflin, 2002.

Smarick, Andy, Microschooling and Policy, Manhattan Institute,
February 24, 2022.

Soifer, Ashley, “Dynamism Is the New Sustainability for
Microschools: Part 2, Why Microschools Close,” National
Microschooling Center blog, July 30, 2024.

Soifer, Don, “Defining Microschools,” National Microschooling
Center blog, December 10, 2022.

Soifer, Don, and Ashley Soifer, American Microschools: A Sector
Analysis, National Microschooling Center, April 2023.

Soifer, Don, and Ashley Soifer, American Microschools: A Sector
Analysis, National Microschooling Center, April 2024.

Steinberg, Matthew P., Molly Pileggi, and Ruth Neild, Student
Mobility and Dropout in Philadelphia High Schools, 2013-14
Through 2016-27, Philadelphia Education Research Consortium,
September 2019.

Tarnowski, Ed, “What Are Microschools?” Engage blog,
EdChoice, September 12, 2022.

Thayn, Steven, “Promoting Microschool Partnerships,”
American Enterprise Institute, December 19, 2023.

U.S. Department of Education, “Homeschool Regulations
Comparison Chart: Application Required; Access to State
Assessments Permitted; Assessments or Evaluation Required;
Access to Curricular Public Services Permitted; and Access to
Public Interscholastic, Extracurricular Activities Permitted,”
August 2017.

VELA, Measuring What Matters: How Founders of Unconventional
Models Define and Measure Learner Outcomes, 2024.

West Virginia Code, Chapter 18, Education; Article 8,
Compulsory School Attendance.

What Works Clearinghouse, “WWC Standards Brief: Attrition
Standard,” Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of
Education, undated.

Yin, Robert K., Case Study Research Design and Methods, 5th ed.,
Sage, 2014.

Yu, Martin C., Paul R. Sackett, and Nathan R. Kuncel,
“Predicting College Performance of Homeschooled Versus
Traditional Students,” Educational Measurement: Issues and
Practice, Vol. 35, No. 4, Winter 2016.

Zhang, Ling, James D. Basham, and Sohyun Yang,
“Understanding the Implementation of Personalized Learning:
A Research Synthesis,” Educational Research Review, Vol. 31,
November 2020.

Zimmerman, Eilene, “In Pandemic’s Wake, Learning Pods and
Microschools Take Root,” New York Times, October, 14, 2020.

27


https://www.microschoolingmember.org/preferredproviderdirectory
https://myschoolchoice.com/types-of-schools/micro-schools
https://www.nvsi.org/
https://www.prenda.com/
https://www.quantumcamp.com/
https://rockbyrock.com/
https://rockbyrock.com/project-impact/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA3431-1.html

About This Report

Microschools offer an alternative to traditional schools for families who might
be dissatisfied with local school options. Typically, microschools are defined as
small, tuition-based schools (serving around 15 students) that are designed to
offer a more personalized and flexible learning experience compared with tra-
ditional schools. Growing interest and enrollment in microschools has fueled
media coverage, including a series of articles in the New York Times (Goldstein,
2024; Moyer, 2020; Zimmerman, 2020). However, the impacts of microschools
on student academic proficiency and growth are yet to be rigorously evaluated.

Using a combination of systematic literature review and surveys and interviews
with microschool leaders, we provide an overview of the current microschooling
landscape and articulate key design considerations so that future impact studies
can be designed to support valid and trustworthy inferences about microschool
impacts. Therefore, the primary audience for this report is researchers, although
the report will also be of interest to individuals who rely on research to inform
decisions and strategic planning, including grantmakers and policymakers.

RAND Education and Labor

This study was undertaken by RAND Education and Labor, a division of RAND
that conducts research on early childhood through postsecondary educa-

tion programs, workforce development, and programs and policies affecting
workers, entrepreneurship, and financial literacy and decisionmaking. This
study was sponsored by the Walton Family Foundation, a family-led founda-
tion that tackles tough social and environmental problems with urgency and a
long-term approach to create access to opportunity for people and communi-
ties. For more information and research on its Education program, please visit
waltonfamilyfoundation.org/our-work/education-program.

More information about RAND can be found at www.rand.org. Questions about
this report should be directed to jschweig@rand.org, and questions about RAND
Education and Labor should be directed to educationandlabor@rand.org.
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