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Abstract: The most recent study of global math and science performance shows US 
students making some gains in the last four years, with fourth graders 
moving from 12th to 11th place, and eighth graders in from 15th to 9th 
place in math results, but what the rankings do not show is that that is 
largely due to erosions in performance around the world, not in the US 
making great strides. In fact, there is no significant difference in science 
performance among US students in the last four years at all At the same 
time, the world has never had a greater urgency in ensuring that our 
children are equipped to tackle the serious challenges that lay before them. 
The world, to a teenager, is a place rife with serious issues — a global 
financial meltdown, planetary warming, dependence on fossil fuels, wars on 
two continents. When polled, dropouts report that they leave school 
because it has no relevance in their lives. Employers sponsor study after 
study documenting the skills the American workforce needs to stay 
competitive in a global marketplace, yet increasingly employers are left 
looking overseas for those skills, as US schools are by and large not 
cultivating them.
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Executive Summary 
• “Public education in America is in trouble.” p. 1 
• “…the American workforce needs to stay competitive in a global marketplace, yet 

increasingly employers are left looking overseas for those skills, as US schools are by and 
large not cultivating them” p. 1 

• “We need to think differently. What if we focused our energy not on test scores and rankings 
but on engaging students in their work?” p. 2 

• “This white paper tells the story of their efforts and how the results of this pilot show that 
there is indeed room in public education for fresh thinking.” p. 3 

• “Challenge-based learning builds on a longstanding stream of solid educational thinking, 
and it is clear not only from this pilot, but also from the literature that it works, so the case 
for change is something we will touch on, but not dwell upon” p. 3 

• “Challenge-based learning puts that world in center focus and surfaces the essential 
relevance of their core subjects at the same time, as the six remarkable case studies we 
present make powerfully clear.” p. 3 

The Case for Challenge-Based Learning p. 4 
• “A National Risk made it clear that the United States had lost the advantage it briefly held in 

the world in science, commerce, technology and industry; that as custodians of the 
education of the young, we were falling that without immediate, conscious, and focused effort, 
that failure would only compound itself; and that in countries all around the globe, students 
were being better prepared to take part in a rapidly flattening marketplace than our own 
students were.” p. 4 

• “American students have a lower graduation rate compared to students in other industrialized 
nations” p. 5 

• “While some factors leading to disengagement are related to their home life and family 
issues, it is becoming clear that an important factor is that students feel very strongly that 
what they are learning in school is not relevant to their lives” p. 6 

• “Clearly, something has to change. If the reason students are leaving school is 
disengagement and a feeling that the work is irrelevant, clearly the solution is not to 
mandate higher test scores.” p. 6 

• “…what is needed is a new teaching model that incorporates the best aspects of problem-
based learning, project-based learning, and contextual teaching and learning while 
focusing on real problems faced in the real world. This model must engage students’ 
curiosity and desire to learn. It must make the solving of real problems the center of the 
curriculum, give students access to 21st century tools, and require them to work 
collaboratively and manage their own time. It must allow students to direct the course of 
their learning and engage teachers in a supportive, very necessary role as guides.” p. 7 

• “Challenge-based learning brings relevance to class work. By giving students the 
opportunity to focus on a challenge of global significance, yet apply themselves to developing 
local solutions, challenge-based learning creates a space where students can direct their 
own research into real-world matters and think critically about how to apply what they learn. 
The result, as this study shows, is increased engagement, extra time spent working on the 
challenge, creative application of technology and increased student satisfaction with 
schoolwork.” p. 7 

• “Challenge-based learning builds on the successes of problem-based learning models 
where students engage in self-directed work scenarios (or “problems”) based in real life. 
In challenge-based learning, as in problem-based learning, the teacher’s primary role shifts 
from dispensing information to guiding the construction of knowledge by his or her 
students around an initially ill-defined problem. Students refine the problem, develop research 
questions, investigate the topic using a wide variety of primary source material, and work out 
a variety of possible solutions before identifying the most reasonable one.” pp. 7-8 

• Challenge-Based Learning-Framework p. 8 

Big Idea 
Essential Question 
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