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The Role of the TeacheR and 
StudenT in Summit learning

inTroducTion

The Role of StudenTs
In the Summit Learning experience, students are aware of what they are 
learning, why they are learning it, and how they learn best. They become 
self-directed learners and develop the behaviors and mindsets for success. 
As soon as students enter Summit Learning, their teachers and mentor 
start understanding their interests, goals, and aspirations. 

Based on those discussions, each student has a personalized learning experience that meets his or her individual 
needs. Students follow the self-directed learning cycle to set goals, develop a plan to achieve those goals, learn 
what they need to know, show evidence of learning, and reflect on progress. 

Every single element of Summit Learning is grounded in what 
science tells us about how students learn best. In order to fulfill our 
vision for students and prepare them for college and career, the Summit 
Learning approach to teaching and learning is based on developing four 
key student outcomes: Cognitive Skills, Content Knowledge, Habits of 
Success, and Sense of Purpose. 

The Self-DiRected learning cycle

The Summit Learning approach places students at the center of their  
learning journey, empowering them to set goals, understand how they  
learn best, and deeply understand rigorous content that sets them up  
for success in college and careers. 

Essential and 
transferable  
lifelong skills

Understanding 
and application of 

fundamental content

Mindsets and 
behaviors that 

support well-being

Self-awareness and 
pursuit of interests 

and goals
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The Role of TeacheRs

Teachers are the driving force behind the Summit Learning experience. We believe that we must position 
teachers for success with sufficient support, time, tools, and professional development. Equipped with the tools 
to customize instruction to meet the needs of each student and empowered to build strong relationships with 
students, teachers are at the heart of every Summit Learning classroom. 

Why do teachers want to teach with Summit Learning?

1. Teachers spend the majority of their time in class teaching Real-world Projects. Instead of focusing 
solely on teaching content (to the test), teachers use their expertise to help students apply their Content 
Knowledge to the world around them. With almost 200 Projects to choose from, instruction is centered 
around the development of lifelong Cognitive Skills.

2. Teachers are empowered to know where their students are in their learning at any given time. 
Through the Summit Learning Platform, teachers, students, and families can see exactly where students 
are — the areas they’ve mastered as well as the areas they’re struggling with. As a result, they’re able 
to use this information to tailor instruction and provide targeted support to students when they need it. 
Teachers know when one-on-one support may be necessary, when they should lead a small session for a 
group of students, or when direct instruction to the whole class would be beneficial. 

3. Teachers are mentors as well as teachers. Every teacher is assigned to a group of mentees they work 
closely with during their time at school. Through weekly check-ins, they get to know their students deeply 
and build strong relationships with them. These 10-minute One-on-One Mentorship check-ins give 
teachers an opportunity to do what they love — understand students deeply by reflecting with them on 
their strengths, growth areas, goals, and aspirations in order to help them develop Habits of Success and a 
Sense of Purpose.

4. Teachers use their content knowledge and teaching expertise to create great learning experiences 
for students. By employing their existing knowledge about their subject area, adapting the curriculum to 
meet the unique needs of their students, and using tried-and-true projects that are effective and engaging, 
teachers are able to provide authentic learning experiences for students.

a Day in the life of Summit 
leaRning TeacheRs and sTuDentS

In order for students to develop the Summit Learning outcomes, Summit Learning schools organize the school 
week to include three main pillars: Real-world Projects, One-on-One Mentorship, and Individualized Pathways. 
These pillars correspond to three times of day: 

• Project Time, when students apply the Content Knowledge they’ve learned to Real-world Projects, 
developing essential and transferable lifelong skills;

• Mentor Time, when students work with their mentor in weekly one-on-one meetings to align their daily 
actions with long-term goals; and

• Personalized Learning Time, when students set goals and progress through content via individualized 
playlists, consuming content in a way that best suits their learning style and at a pace that is right for them 
— progressing as they demonstrate mastery. 



Page 3
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ApPlIcAtIoN

MeNtOr GuIdAnCe

ProjecT Time

StudenTs

Students spend the majority of class time working 
with their teacher and classmates on rich, Real-world 
Projects that develop Cognitive Skills. These rigorous 
Projects enable students to apply their Content 
Knowledge to real-world situations. 

Depending on the Project, students work on different 
activities to develop some of the 36 Cognitive Skills 
necessary for college and career readiness, as 
outlined in the Cognitive Skills Rubric. For example, 
in a lab project for Biology, 10th grade students use 
DNA barcoding to analyze if the seafood in their local 
stores is accurately labeled, demonstrating Cognitive 
Skills such as hypothesizing, designing processes 
and procedures, and explaining evidence. Throughout 
the project, students apply Content Knowledge about 
the DNA of living organisms.

Throughout each Project, students complete 
checkpoints (formative assessments that lead to 
a final product) and are guided by feedback that 
teachers provide at each checkpoint. With mentor 
guidance, Projects also give students the opportunity 
to explore passions and develop a Sense of Purpose.

TeacheRs

Teachers teach Real-world Projects, using their 
expertise to help students understand how what 
they’ve learned applies to the world around them. 
Through Projects, students develop Cognitive Skills 
and Habits of Success (e.g., perseverance) that 
prepare them for the world beyond the classroom.

Depending on the type and stage of the Project, the 
teacher will take on different roles in the classroom 
to support student needs. The teacher may choose 
to have whole-group experiences when introducing 
a Project; alternatively, the teacher may hold small-
group workshops depending on the support students 
need to develop Content Knowledge or Cognitive 
Skills. He or she will provide targeted feedback to help 
students improve skills as they complete checkpoints 
that lead to a final product.

https://cdn.summitlearning.org/assets/marketing/Cognitive-Skills-Document-Suite.pdf
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mentor Time

StudenTs

Students meet one-on-one with a mentor — a 
teacher, a school leader, or another adult — at least 
once a week for 10 minutes. This mentorship provides 
students with someone who knows them deeply and 
who can support and advocate for them, both inside 
and outside of school. 

During a weekly check-in, students reflect on the 
progress they made on the previous week’s goals  
and the Habits of Success that impacted their 
progress, as well as the goals they want to 
accomplish the following week. The check-ins help 
ensure that a student’s daily actions and current 
progress are aligned with his or her individual long-
term goals and aspirations. Mentors will guide 
students to develop a Sense of Purpose for college 
and career. Mentor check-ins often occur during 
Personalized Learning Time.

TeacheRs

Mentors get to know mentees deeply. Coaching 
and advocating for their mentees both inside and 
outside of the classroom, they strive to support 
them as they develop their Sense of Purpose and 
become self-directed learners. With the structure of 
weekly check-ins, teachers have the opportunity to 
connect regularly with mentees and develop strong 
relationships. Teachers often say the relationships 
they’ve developed with their mentees and students is 
their favorite part of Summit Learning.

Teachers also model and help develop Habits of 
Success, such as learning strategies, emotional 
intelligence and interpersonal skills. During a weekly 
check-in, mentors practice active listening and 
questioning strategies to understand and guide 
students’ progress.
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PeRsonalized learning Time

StudenTs

Students learn Content Knowledge that they will then 
apply to projects. Content Playlists of resources give 
students the ability to choose how they would like to 
learn and the pace at which they progress. For example, 
students who like to take notes may want to read text-
heavy documents, those who are visual learners may 
choose to watch a presentation and draw diagrams, and 
those who work best by doing a tellback of what they 
have learned may decide to work with a partner. When 
they feel they have learned and understood the content, 
students can take a Content Assessment to demonstrate 
their competency. Students take on-demand 
assessments when they are ready, rather than with the 
entire class at the same time, and have the opportunity 
to retake assessments until they achieve mastery. 

Students largely learn content through the Summit 
Learning Platform, with ongoing targeted support from 
their teachers. Via the Platform, students independently 
progress through Content Playlists, mastering content 
across all core subject areas by the end of the year. 

Peer-to-peer mentoring is common because learning 
is prioritized over pace. Students often tutor others in 
content areas that they have already mastered.

TeacheRs

Teachers play an integral role in the teaching of 
content. However, unlike the “traditional” role that 
places teachers standing at the front of the room 
giving direct instruction to the entire class at the same 
pace, Summit Learning teachers tailor instruction to 
meet students where they are. 

Teachers facilitate self-directed learning by using 
the Platform to identify which students are mastering 
content and working ahead and which of them need 
additional teaching and support. In this way, teachers 
often run small-group sessions with students who 
are stuck on particular area of content knowledge, 
providing additional scaffolding for another and 
doing one-on-one instruction for those in need. The 
Summit Learning Platform makes it easy for teachers 
to quickly see assessment results and, as a result, 
identify the students who are struggling or who might 
need additional support. 

In some cases, teachers may also hold mentor check-
ins during Personalized Learning Time.
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Key concepTs

adDiTional ReSourceS

Virtual Tour: Step into a Summit classroom and learn more about the roles 
of teachers and students in a Summit Learning environment.

Summit Learning in Action: Watch videos of Projects, Mentorship, 
and more on Summit Learning’s YouTube channel.

Interview with Diane Tavenner: Summit’s Co-Founder and 
CEO discusses the various roles of a personalized learning 
teacher. 

Summit Learning is a personalized approach to teaching and learning inspired by the 
vision to equip every student to lead a fulfilled life. 

Summit Learning 

A free online tool that supports a personalized approach to teaching and learning for 
students, teachers, and families. It contains resources for Content Knowledge, facilitates 
teacher feedback and grading of student work, and helps students set and record short- 
and long-term goals.

Summit Learning 
Platform 

The ideas, vocabulary, concepts, properties, events, and details for an academic subject. 
In Summit Learning, mastering Content Knowledge is 30% of a student’s grade.

Content 
Knowledge

Interdisciplinary, higher order skills — such as collaboration, communication, and critical 
thinking — needed for college and career success. In Summit Learning, Cognitive Skills 
represent 70% of a student’s grade.

Cognitive Skills

The social and emotional skills that enable students to be successful at both academic 
and non-academic pursuits. These include the skills to become a self-directed learner.

Habits of Success

Students apply the Content Knowledge they’re learning to solve real-world problems in 
teams and develop the Cognitive Skills needed for college and career success.

Projects

The guidance that a student’s mentor provides. A mentor is a teacher or school leader who 
acts as a student’s advocate both inside and outside of the classroom. Each student is 
assigned a mentor to meet with weekly.

Mentorship

The student-directed acquisition of Content Knowledge. Students master a broad set of 
vocabulary, ideas, events, concepts, properties, and details related to a given academic 
discipline, and have the ability to demonstrate competency on content across all core 
subject areas. 

Individualized 
Pathways

A student’s understanding of their interests, values and skills, and a credible path after 
high school for translating those interests, values, and skills into a life of well-being.

Sense of Purpose

Students spend one-third of their academic week working on Focus Areas in the Summit 
Learning Platform to gain Content Knowledge. During this time, teachers are providing 
additional support to small groups or individuals or checking in with mentees’ progress.

Personalized 
Learning Time

To underStanD  
more about the 
leaRning science 
behinD Summit 

learning, reaD The 
Science of Summit 

whiTePaPeR. 

https://www.edinnovationlab.com/
http://www.youtube.com/summitlearning
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-10-06-the-six-hats-a-personalized-learning-leader-needs-to-wear
https://blog.summitlearning.org/2017/08/science-of-summit-framework-research/
https://blog.summitlearning.org/2017/08/science-of-summit-framework-research/
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