
The mission of Intrinsic Schools is to prepare all students for 21st century post-
secondary success and to cultivate independent, intellectually curious learners. 
To achieve this, we will create a new model that leverages technology to  
personalize learning and is informed by the experience of great teachers.

Melissa Zaikos, intrinsic schools 

INTRINSIC SCHOOLS

Intrinsic Schools, which opened in 
Fall 2013, is growing to serve 7-12th 
grade students in Chicago using a 
blended school model. To reimagine 
middle and high school, Intrinsic is 
combining technology-enabled adap-
tive learning and expert teaching.

Intrinsic cultivates independent, 
intellectually curious learners who 
own their learning and much of their 
schedule. Student goal-setting is a 
critical element of the model. Each 
student has a six-year individualized 
learning plan that outlines a path to 
post-secondary success. Students 
are provided with real-time tools to 
monitor their own progress along 
this path. Furthermore, students 
each lead two parent-teacher confer-
ences per year to discuss their prog-
ress.

At the start, the 186 students are 
grouped into two pods of 90 stu-
dents. At capacity, an Intrinsic school 
has 11 pods. Students spend half of 
the day in a humanities block and 

the other half in a STEM block. With-
in each block, students move fluid-
ly between individualized adaptive 
digital content, multimedia content, 
small group instruction, seminars, 
and group and independent project 
work. 

Students participate in mixed-abil-
ity groups for some activities and at 
other times receive targeted instruc-
tion via on-line content or with peers 
at the same instructional level. 

The Intrinsic model requires a 
complete redesign of the classroom. 
The physical space of each pod is 
open and flexible: there are areas for 
quiet individual work, small group in-
struction, collaborative work, group 
projects, and large forums. When not 
leading direct instruction, teachers 
work on interdisciplinary teams and 
float throughout the space. 

While students lead most 
interactions and are at the center of 
their own learning, master teachers 
are at the core of the Intrinsic school 

CULTIVATING AUTONOMOUS AND PERSEVERING LEARNERS

“Student goal-setting is a critical element of the model. Each 
student has a six-year individualized learning plan that 
outlines a path to post-secondary success. Students are 

provided with real-time tools to monitor their own progress 
along this path. Students also lead two parent-teacher 

conferences per year to discuss their progress.”

AT A GLANCE:
Start Date: Fall 2013
Grades Served: 7-12
Location: Chicago, IL
Operator: Intrinsic Schools
Operator Type: Charter
Setting: Urban
Students at Start: 186
Students at Capacity: 990

KEY FEATURES:
New School

Flex Blended Model

Flexible Learning Spaces

Next Generation Staffing 
Model

MODEL TOOLBOX: 
Learning Management System: 
Google Apps and Sites
Student Information System & 
Gradebook: Illuminate
Assessment Tools and Approaches: 
Flubaroo,  ExitTicket for quick for-
mative assessments;  Illuminate for 
bigger assessments
Digital Content Providers:  Educuri-
ous (HS Biology), EngageNY, Think-
ThroughMath, ReadingPlus, ST Math, 
ThinkCerca, NoRedInk, Khan Academy
Hardware: Chromebooks (students 
and teachers), Macbooks in Digital 
Lab for Music.

Other: Technology Architecture

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/10AiNjQg6vFyzhtZ5QlJ82UOvgojRrxSV6dw4a5DfP9o/edit?usp=sharing
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design. These teachers design units 
around essential questions and 
curate on-line curriculum. 

Intrinsic creates internal capacity 
for teacher development, whereby 
first-year teachers co-teach with a 
master teacher. Although these new-
er teachers are responsible for differ-
ent content areas, they benefit from 
sharing responsibility for students 
with a master teacher. 

Intrinsic works closely with var-
ious partners to cultivate talented 

educators and develop integrated 
curricular experiences for students. 
For example, the organization works 
with local social service agencies to 
support the student holistically, and 
with local colleges and universities to 
emphasize college and career readi-
ness from the start.

The charter management orga-
nization (CMO) is committed to a 
research and design approach to 
teaching and learning. Teachers and 
students regularly pilot, analyze, 

and evaluate different aspects of the 
model.  In addition to helping refine 
the model, this process increases 
student ownership and motivation. 

With both a lean school staffing 
model and CMO, Intrinsic is sustain-
able and scalable, planning to serve 
4,500 students across five schools 
over the next five years. Intrinsic’s 
goal is to create a replicable model 
for preparing students for 21st cen-
tury college success.

BLENDED SUBJECTS: 
Math, Literacy

Each pod’s physical space 
is open and flexible, and 
includes areas for quiet 
individual work, small group 
instruction,  
collaborative work, group 
projects, and large forums. 
 
When not leading direct 
instruction, teachers work on 
interdisciplinary teams and 
float throughout the space. 

COLLABORATIVE ACTIVITY  
To apply foundational skills

STUDENT-DESIGNED GROUP PROJECT 
Video-conferencing with experts.

Free & Reduced 
Lunch Students 

Student time spent 
using digital  

content for literacy 
and math 

BIRD’S EYE VIEW 

Black & Hispanic 
Students 

ADAPTIVE PROGRAMS, 
FLIPPED CLASSROOMS

90 STUDENTS IN POD

2 TEACHERS & 1 ASSISTANT

DIRECT INSTRUCTION 
Further in the unit: Socratic Seminar,  
Presentations, Class Discussions, Labs

INTERVENTION

WORKSPACE 
Writing, Reading,  
Homework

BY THE NUMBERS: 
Year 1 public revenue per pupil:  
$10,113
Year 1 expenses per pupil:  
$14,513
Year 4 revenue per pupil:  
$8,906
Year 4 expenses per pupil: 
$8,183
Years to sustainability: 2
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