
Quest Forward 
Learning

GET TO KNOW

A high school experience that combines a rigorous 
project-based curriculum, skill development, and 
individual mentoring to empower students to grow. 

https://opportunityeducation.org/
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Quest Forward Learning is a program 
designed to engage high school students  
in their own learning. 

It is a research-based model that includes a 
comprehensive four-year curriculum, and a 
technology platform that supports  
active, student-directed learning and  
mastery-focused assessment.

A Better Learning Model 
for High School

Quest Forward Learning: CURRICULUM
Differentiated, student-directed,  
project-based learning

TEACHING
Engaged mentors empowering  
each student individually to set  
and meet their goals 

ASSESSMENTS
Authentic, mastery-focused  
assessment of work products,  
work process, and skill growth
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METHODOLOGY & CURRICULUM

Quest Forward Learning enables 
differentiated, student-directed, 
best-fit learning and growth.

• Differentiation and choice in course selection

• Open-ended work products

• Students follow their interests, strengths, and passions

• Challenging and individualized teaching

Quest Forward Academy Omaha



Quest Forward Learning 4

5 Guiding Principles
Learning Requires Action
We believe that to learn, we must be active and engaged, driving the 
process of discovery, the process of building understanding, and the 
practice of skills. We learn by asking questions about the world and 
seeking answers, by testing potential solutions to problems, by making 
things, and by iterative trial and error. Being a mere observer does not 
lead to capability; only active engagement with people and the world 
around us does.

Learning Improves with Practice
While knowledge can accumulate through discovery, skill-building 
requires dedicated, persevering practice. As lifelong learners, we identify 
skills we can improve, and then practice them over days, months, and 
years to refine and advance the impact and outcomes of our work.

We Learn Better Together
It is impossible to gain skills and real insights without connecting to 
and receiving feedback from others. Peers, mentors, family members, 
and subject-matter experts all drive learning and personal growth. 
Collaborating with others inspires creativity and innovative thinking. 
Similarly, sharing our discoveries and successes is an important  
impetus for learning.

Learning Happens Everywhere,  
and Always
This is evident from watching small children — they learn constantly, 
wherever they go, and without formal instruction, classrooms, or 
learning materials. This pattern holds for all ages: We can learn wherever 
we are, but only if we possess the skills to seize those opportunities.

Learning Drives Personal Growth
Meaningful learning is not just concept acquisition. It is a personal 
process that changes how we understand ourselves, the world around us, 
and our place in it. Quest Forward Learning broadens our understanding 
of the world, the skills we need to work in our communities and beyond, 
our sense of identity, and our ability to solve a variety of challenges. As 
we grow personally, we begin to define ourselves as lifelong learners, 
able to embrace and master new challenges and opportunities with 
curiosity, creativity, and determination.
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3 SKILLS FRAMEWORKS

6 self skills associated with how a 
student thinks, approaches the world, 
and how they interact with others:

Express Curiosity

Learn from Setbacks

Solve Problems

Manage Yourself

Communicate and Collaborate

Live an Integrated Life

Essential 
Habits

Executive functions that focus 
on how a person works and 
accomplishes goals effectively:

Focus

Work Efficiently

Plan and Achieve Goals

Manage Time and Resources

Organize

Document and Take Notes

Work  
Skills

Academic skills often focused on in 
school — but also important throughout 
life — organized by 5 pillars:

Learn How to Investigate

Learn How to Analyze

Learn How to Reason

Learn How to Communicate

Learn Who You Are

Learning  
Skills

https://opportunityeducation.org/the-skills-high-school-students-need/
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THE PHASES OF HIGH SCHOOL

Grade 9 Grades 10 & 11 Grade 12
Students begin high school with a 
grounding in the principles of Quest 
Forward Learning and a solid basis for 
the content and skills to come. 

The Foundation Phase also introduces 
students to the self skills and work 
skills that form the backbone for 
success in school and life.

In Exploration Phase, students 
explore their interests and develop 
their talents more deeply. Students 
strengthen conceptions of themselves 
as drivers of their own learning and see 
the relevance of what they are learning. 
As students progress through courses, 
they pursue subjects in more or less 
depth, depending on their interests. 

As they begin their transition from 
high school their next steps, students 
produce comprehensive mastery 
projects that summarize their 
achievements. 

Students can conclude their 
preparation for college, begin their 
pursuit of a career, or transition to 
college courses while still working 
within the structure of Quest 
Forward Learning.

Foundation 
Phase

Exploration 
Phase

Transition 
Phase
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Teaching
In a Quest Forward classroom, teachers ensure that each student works 
on challenging academics. Class-wide lectures are rare, because teachers 
promote lively small group and individual work. Teachers focus each student 
on mastery learning with formative feedback on every work product, helping 
each student to grow both academically and in their learning and work skills. 

This is why we call teachers “mentors:” they spend most of their time actually 
working with students, and little time on content lectures. This increases 
individual student contact and helps students learn better, every day. 
Mentoring also provides big personal and professional rewards for teachers, 
because they get to do more of what they love: helping students grow. 

Mentors also provide structured feedback to 
students in the form of artifact assessments and 
skills checks, which help students understand 
their learning performance, their learning 
process and their work habits. Unlike grades, 
these assessments support student academic 
and skills growth.

TEACHING & LEARNING

Sarah Earnest, Quest Forward Academy Omaha

Nils Palsson, Quest Forward Academy Santa Rosa

“I love to give feedback that 
encourages them to explore 
alternatives rather than tell 
them how I would do it. Often 
students surprise me with their 
cleverness and resourcefulness. 
It’s much more rewarding.”

– Ed Vogel, Mentor and Mentor Coach 
  Quest Forward Academy Omaha
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Academic 
Standards

Skills 
Frameworks

Quest 
Forward 
Courses

Guiding 
Principles

Common Core State 
Standards, NGSS, C3
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Components of Courses
Courses
Courses are subject-specific, such as English,  
Social Sciences, Mathematics, and Science.

Journeys
Each course contains a series of journeys. Journeys  
are thematic units, each lasting about 8-12 weeks.

Levels
Each journey contains numbered levels that build upon 
each other. When students complete the minimum 
requirements of a level, they unlock the next level. 

Quests
Quests are projects that can vary in length and 
complexity, but follow common guiding principles. 

While all students complete core quests (which are  
all required), students select the choice quests  
that are most interesting or relevant to their goals. 
Students complete all core quests and a minimum 
number of choice quests to unlock the next level. 

Course

Journey

Level

Quests

Core Quests

Choice Quests
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Quests
Projects designed for 
student-directed learning

• A driving question provides focus  
for the project

• Quests lead to an artifact, a work 
product to demonstrate learning  
and skills growth

• Each quest contains 2-6 activities

• Activities are designed for student-
directed work with narrative flow

• Each activity has a clear goal, 
augmented by teacher instructions

• Activities can include any number 
of resources — links to websites, 
documents, books, videos and more — 
from which students can choose the 
ones they need or prefer 
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Skills Practice
• Skills practiced in the 

activity are prominent

• Skills students work on 
throughout quests prepare 
them for life after high 
school and beyond — skills 
for learning as well as self 
skills and work skills 
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An artifact is a student work product 
intended to demonstrate knowledge and 
skills mastery. Students create artifacts 
during quests.

• Making artifacts deepens learning, 
communicates ideas, practices skills, 
and demonstrates knowledge 

• Artifacts can take many forms, from 
essays to videos to presentations

• Students submit their artifacts and 
request feedback from mentors

• When the mentor accepts the artifact 
as complete, they complete an artifact 
assessment and skills check to provide 
structured feedback on performance 
and growth

Artifacts

Quest Forward Academy Santa Rosa



Quest Forward Learning 13

Growth-Focused Assessments
Quest Forward Learning empowers low-stress, 
authentic assessment of each student’s work, as well as 
their work process and skill growth.

Authentic Evaluations 
of Work and Process 
Artifact Assessments 
Teachers evaluate student artifacts for 
learning, timeliness, effort, and appropriate 
use of resources

Skills Checks 
Teachers evaluate student artifacts for how 
well they reflect development of skills

Engagement Observations 
During each class session, teachers track 
students’ engagement levels

Max Shafer-Landau, Quest Forward Academy Santa Rosa

https://opportunityeducation.org/gradeless/
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Artifact Assessments
• Formative scale for learning, timeliness, 

effort, and support from others

• Feedback to the student is typically 
delivered in class and is also available to 
students in their app

Skills Checks
• Skills checks use quick and simple 

surveys to assess skills practice and  
map growth over time

• Both teachers and students can record 
skills checks on a formative scale

• They can be recorded at any time or 
frequency



Read about Opportunity Education and its 
mission to change lives through learning at 
www.opportunityeducation.org.

www.opportunityeducation.org

https://www.opportunityeducation.org
https://www.opportunityeducation.org/
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Entrepreneur and philanthropist Joe Ricketts, founder 
of TD Ameritrade, is the founder, benefactor, and CEO 
of Opportunity Education.

LEARN MORE

ABOUT US

Opportunity Education is a charitable foundation with the mission 
of developing and supporting life-changing learning programs for 
young adults worldwide. 

Founded in 2005 by entrepreneur and philanthropist Joe Ricketts, 
Opportunity Education has supported programs in 12 countries 
across primary and secondary grades, serving over 1 million 
students and over 5,000 teachers in 1,500 schools.

Opportunity Education’s Quest Forward Learning program 
empowers students to gain the mindset, habits, and skills they 
need to succeed. Our network of private and charter schools 
is actively growing in the U.S. to enable more students of all 
backgrounds and abilities to achieve their dreams.

About Quest  
Forward Learning

About Founder  
Joe Ricketts

About  
Opportunity Education

https://opportunityeducation.org/joe-ricketts/
https://opportunityeducation.org/
https://questforward.academy/learning/
https://opportunityeducation.org/joe-ricketts/
https://opportunityeducation.org/

