
NEW SCHOOL OF SAN FRANCISCO 

About New School SF 

The New School of San Francisco is a public inquiry-based school situated in the 

bustling Mission District neighborhood.  Now in its 3rd year, New School of SF’s mis-

sion is to “demonstrate a holistic 21st century education that instills a love of learn-

ing now and prepares students and families for success in the future.” Currently, 

the school serves students in kindergarten through 3rd grade, and will grow annually 

with a diversity by design model intended to bring together students and families 

from different racial, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds.   

 

What is central to New School SF’s approach to facilitating students’ development 

of 21st century skills is a clear focus on personalized learning.  The school individual-

izes supports for students based on academic, inquiry*, and social and emotional 

needs. On any given day, a student might be observed participating in a small group 

instructional setting, working collaboratively with peers on an inquiry project, tak-

ing a self-selected sensory break, or writing individual goals for reading and math.  

For the leaders and staff at the school, these personalization approaches create a learning environment that differ-

entiates content and instruction based on students’ interests, learning preferences, and academic goals.  
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School Demographics 

Enrollment: 130 students 

Grade Levels Served: K-12 

(currently serving K-3) 

Ethnicity: 45% White, 17% 2+ 

Races, 6% White, 5% African 

American 

Free/Reduced Lunch Program 

Eligible: 18% 

Students with Disabilities: 12% 

English Language Learners: 
14%  

Source: http://www.ed-data.org 

Model of Personalization 

 

New School SF’s model of personalization maintains a 

student-centered focus on meeting the needs of indi-

vidual students by deeply understanding each learn-

er. The staff aim to comprehensively identify the aca-

demic, social, and inquiry needs of every student 

throughout the year. From these areas, individual 

learning plans are developed that specify quantita-

tive and behavioral goals in literacy, math, social and 

emotional learning, and inquiry.  Leaders and teach-

ers design and implement a range of differentiation 

strategies, including co-teaching, small group instruc-

tion, as well as individualized cognitive, social, and 

emotional supports.  Data from assessments, student 

work, and instructional delivery are then used to 

drive and improve these personalization practices in 

an ongoing manner.  

* Note: More information on New School SF’s inquiry focus can be found on the school’s website (http://www.newschoolsf.org)



Student Feedback 

“We get to pick what books we read, what we 

write about usually, and sometimes what 

problems we do in math, and how we solve 

them.  We get to choose what your project is 

and what materials you use.” - 1st Grader 

 

“We like to do inquiry. We take problems and 

try to fix them in small groups. Right now, 

we’re doing animal parts and how they can 

help humans.”  - 1st Grader 

Personalization Practice Description 

“Gentle Beginnings”  During the first 5 days of the school year, teachers observe and assess Kindergarten 

students, examine friendships, and experiment with groupings before placing them 

into classrooms 

 Teachers conduct intake processes with parents to review learning priorities, student 
interests, and opportunities for home-school connections  

Ongoing Assessments  Teachers administer diagnostic assessments during the first month of the school year 

to determine individual needs 

 Assessments include running records, math diagnostics, social and emotional learn-

ing screeners, and inquiry rubrics 

 Teachers administer a range of ongoing classroom assessments throughout the year 
to monitor growth in reading, writing, math, and inquiry 

Individual Learning Plans  Based on the IEP model, Individual Learning Plans are generated for each student 

 Each plan includes individual goals for reading, writing, math, social and emotional 

learning, and inquiry 

 Quantitative goals and targeted habits are delineated for each goal area  

Differentiated Instructional 
Practices 

 Instruction is led by 2 teachers in each classroom 

 Push-in services and pull-out groups are facilitated by Learning Specialists 

 Instructional staff implement a range of practices, including individual scaffolds, de-
velopment of metacognitive skills, checks for understanding and accuracy, etc.  

Small Group and Peer Sup-
port 
  

 Teachers design pull-out groups to implement targeted supports across subject areas 

 Small groups are fairly fluid as teachers examine student growth and shift group 

members approximately every month as needed 

 Students are assigned multiple roles based on social and academic needs, such as 
different walking, reading, or inquiry partner roles  

Social and Emotional Learn-
ing Supports 

 Teachers implement the Kimochis social and emotional learning curriculum, particu-

larly for areas such as self-regulation 

 Staff members also utilize other tools and resources, including Tribes, Whole Body 

Listening, Restorative Circles, and Best Self Goals as needed with individual students 

 Community cards are distributed to reward students for behaviors aligned to school 

values (respect, courage, etc.) 

Key Personalization Practices 

New School SF implements a range of personalization practices designed to meet the academic, inquiry, social and emotion-
al needs of each student.  In particular, the following practices are salient across classrooms: 



Ownership of Learning 

New School SF’s approach to fostering ownership of learning is to provide developmentally appropriate op-

portunities for students to make a range of choices about their learning. Specifically, students experience 

choice in 3 key areas: 1) classroom norms, where students provide feedback and input into classroom 

norms, practices, and policies (e.g., picking classroom or group names), 2) curricular topics, where students 

can choose topics and themes for projects and lessons (e.g., selecting to focus on land or sea animals), and 

3) driving their own learning, where students make decisions about the structures of their own learning 

(e.g., selecting what skills they need to work on, which peers to work with, and when to take sensory 

breaks).  Across these areas, teachers intentionally limit the amount of choice students have at the begin-

ning of the year and gradually increase the amount of autonomy students can exercise as the year pro-

gresses and students are able to make more responsible decisions. 

Future Directions 

As New School SF continues to add a grade level each 

year to ultimately become a K-12 school, the leaders, 

teachers, and staff are intent on evolving and deepen-

ing their personalization model. In particular, the 

school is allocating more time and structures for staff 

to review student work and assessment data in order 

to collaborate around instructional implications.  In 

addition, New School SF is also prioritizing technology 

as it searches for solutions to effectively organize and 

manage the range of quantitative and qualitative data 

teachers capture on individual students.  

About the Research  

This profile is based on findings from an ethno-
graphic research project exploring personaliza-
tion models and approaches. The research was 
conducted by Patrick Lee Consulting and was 
supported by NewSchools Venture Fund. 


