
	

	

High Tech High 
 
High Tech High (HTH) is an integrated network of charter schools in San Diego, 
California. These schools aim to offer excellent and accessible education for everyone 
through Project Based Learning (PBL), an educational method in which students gain 
knowledge and skills by working for an extended period of time to investigate and respond 
to an authentic, engaging and complex question, problem, or challenge. The academic 
results prove that HTH provides a more enjoyable and successful education than 
traditional schools. HTH is guided by four connected design principles -equity, 
personalization, authentic work and collaborative design- that set aspirational goals and 
create a foundation for understanding their approach. The innovative method along with 
the values promoted in HTH have set an example for several schools around the world. 
 

 
The first of the aforementioned principles is equity, a concept that cannot be explained 
and taught simply, but also needs to be put into practice. For that reason, the students are 
selected through a zip code lottery 
ensuring that 50% of them come from 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods and 
50% are affluent. In order to 
accomplish and maintain this 
proportion, the school has to be equally 
appealing to everybody, regardless of 
their social class. Currently, HTH is so 
well-known that the number of 
applicants surpasses the vacancies 
available in all neighbourhoods.    
 
“The location is very 
important, you have to 
choose a site that aligns with 
your goals” Rob Riordan, founder 
of HTH. 
 
An essential feature to make it equally 
appealing to wealthy as well as 
disadvantaged families is the location, 
which needs to be a neutral place, 

HISTORY OF HIGH TECH HIGH 
 
The idea of creating a new model of school 
came up when three of the HTH founders 
were working together in a vocational school 
-an educational institution designed to 
provide technical skills for a specific job- in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, where most 
students came from low-income families. 
This made it difficult for them to have access 
to academic schools -oriented to prepare 
students for college-. Additionally, the 
method in academic schools did not prepare 
them for the professional world. Therefore, 
the founders decided to apply an educational 
method able to combine the best features of 
both kinds of schools, without requiring the 
students to make hasty career path  decisions, 
and accessible to everyone. As a result, they 
created High Tech High, which opened in 
2000, and has already become one of the 
more successful schools in San Diego.  
	



	

	

where no one feels uncomfortable.  The perfect place turned out to be an old navy training 
camp, away from any urban centre and with just a few vacant buildings remaining. 
Despite the school's distance from residential neighbourhoods, HTH supports raising 
awareness of the different realities experienced throughout the city. Students get to know, 
understand and collaborate with many of the San Diego communities through projects. 
 
HTH is very near the Mexican border, thus in a classroom there are students with many 
different backgrounds, from sons and daughters of Trump voters to first generation 
immigrants. In such a diverse social context, it sometimes is very challenging to achieve 
real equity. In order to anticipate any possible controversial situation, at the beginning of 
each scholar year teachers clarify that, within the school, there is no place for 
discrimination of any kind (based on race, gender or social class). Moreover, any 
discrepancy that comes up is dealt with through dialogue from the very beginning. Group-
work is also an essential tool to avoid conflicts, thus the first project of the year is highly 
oriented towards getting to know and respect each other. These precautionary actions 
seem to work well since many students have admitted to have created relationships that 
they would have never expected. 
 
 
Another of the principles of HTH is personalization, with the corresponding aim of 
getting to know the students well and hence being able to help them to develop confidence 
in themselves as learners. For this reason, in HTH, each teacher has a total of 58 students 
while in most schools, this number is around 150. Moreover, each student meets with an 
advisor, a teacher who knows their interests and needs perfectly,  twice a week. Advisors 
visit the homes of new students to meet their families, and let them know that they can 

count on them; this process 
is not an evaluation. Finally, 
by learning through projects, 
students have better chances 
of discovering their interests 
and abilities than through 
traditional education.  
 
“It [personalization] 
allows us to find 
ways to make them 
excited about what 
they are doing and 
develop passion for 
what they want to 
explore.” David Stephen, 
founder of HTH. 
 
The third principle is 
authentic work, which 
consists of bringing the 
experience of studying in a 
high school closer to the 

ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN OF THE SCHOOL 
 
Every detail in HTH is important in communicating the 
feel of a non-traditional learning environment. For this 
reason, David Stephen, architect and one of the founders 
of HTH, designed a school with large window openings 
that permit views both into and out of all learning and 
meeting spaces, and facilities with flexible use, breaking 
the feeling of monotony. It also includes common areas, 
classrooms with flexible furniture, multiple display areas 
and outdoor courtyards. 
	

	



	

	

professional world and the different realities in the community. The projects need to be 
meaningful and real, allowing the students to interact with adults in the community with 
a real interest in the work they do. One example of authentic work is a project conducted 
for a math teacher who, in order to explain the correlation between different variables, 
asked the students to find out the family income and scholar success in the different 
communities of San Diego. The results showed that when the family income is lower so 
is the academic success. Furthermore, this project accomplished raising awareness of 
social differences and inequality of opportunities.  

 
 “Projects give a sense 
of unity, avoiding 
separation by social 
class”. Rob Riordan, founder 
of HTH. 
 
Students have their first real 
professional experience during 
Junior year, when they 
complete an internship in a 
place of their choice. This first 
hand insight of a potential 
career has a real impact on their 

future decisions. Actually, since some students find themselves being good at and liking 
something unexpected, it has turned out to be the most effective measure in convincing 
students to enrol in college.  
 
In senior year, each student chooses their own project, oriented towards creating a product 
that brings value to the community. In this project they have the opportunity to put into 
practice with complete freedom the skills developed and the knowledge acquired.  
 
Last but not least there is the principle of collaborative design, which refers to the capacity 
of working in teams, since this is required to succeed in school, college and most jobs.  
PBL promotes both individual initiative and team-work; each student takes on certain 
responsibilities and at the same time needs to trust and collaborate with the rest of the 
group. The collaborative design also involves all teachers, who work in interdisciplinary 
teams, becoming an example for the students.   
 
Methodology 
 
Applying PBL successfully in a school requires a very-well organized system, lots of 
work both in and out of the classroom, and the ability to adapt through continuous 
reinvention. In order to facilitate the organization and logistics of the projects, students 
work in cohorts. That means that they always share classrooms with exactly the same 
people, unlike most schools in the US where classmates constantly change since students 
are separated by level. In HTH the groups are formed according to students’ age, avoiding 
any kind of segregation such as separation by social class. 



	

	

Furthermore, the contents are 
organized by blocks, which are 
broader than the traditional subjects. 
There are blocks concerning 
humanities, world languages, and 
science, and each one is taught by a 
single teacher. Every day students 
work on all three blocks, two in the 
morning and one in the afternoon. As 
long as the projects fulfil the rules of 
HTH, teachers have complete 
freedom to decide the characteristics, 
topic, duration, interdisciplinary 
features, etc. of their block. The main 
role of the teachers is to develop the 
idea and framework for the project 
and to guide students, allowing them 
to make their own choices and engaging each student as a self-directed learner. Therefore, 
they need to take into account the opinion and interests of the students for the design and 
creation of the projects as well as throughout their development. Every day teachers arrive 
at school one hour before classes start to discuss the projects or any issue that might have 
come up. This provides ongoing training for new teachers and a safe place to debate views 
and issues for the more experienced ones.  
 
Apart from regular projects, each year students carry out at least one interdisciplinary 
project that includes all the blocks and lasts several months, on which they work 
intermittently. These projects include preparation and presentation of an exhibition in 
order to show their work to other students and outsiders such as families and friends.  
 
The evaluation system is as important as the learning method, since it can be used for 
continued development of the students’ skills and values. HTH evaluates students’ work 

with a mix of traditional 
and formal methods. Of 
course, it is essential 
that students learn and 
practice passing tests, as 
they also need to take 
the national or state 
mandated ones. 
However, other methods 
of evaluation, such as 
preparing presentations 
and exhibitions that 
reflect their work, allow 
them to evaluate 
themselves and each 
other developing self-
consciousness, critical 
thinking and 
perspective.  

TRAINING OF THE TEACHERS 
 
The role of teachers in High Tech High differs 
from their role in traditional education systems, 
as they act as facilitators for guiding students 
instead of lecturing them. Therefore, the 
training they need differs from that required in 
traditional schools. For two years, each new 
teacher is appointed a mentor to introduce them 
to HTH and PBL. More specifically, HTH was 
allowed to hire individuals who did not hold all 
the necessary credentials and train them for 
two years, through teaching experience and 
afternoon classes. Currently, HTH has a 
postgraduate school in education. 
	



	

	

Results 
 
The results of HTH compared to averages in California and the US prove that PBL is 
more engaging than traditional methods, since it motivates a huge majority of students to 
continue with their academic life after high school. Official data show that 91-94% of the 
students from HTH take the SAT tests, while the average in California is just 37%. In 
addition to these official statistics, students in HTH regularly complete a survey about 
their experience in the school and the responses tend to be very positive. 
 
The academic results also show that in HTH students perform better in the national tests 
and in college than the average. In HTH 99% of students are admitted to college and 
approximately 80% enrol in four-year universities, while in the rest of the US, 65-70% of 
graduates enrol in either a 3 or 4-year degree in college. The rate of HTH students 
completing a degree is also very high, with around 82% of them graduating from college. 
 
Finally, all students in HTH meet the requirements for entry to a UC (University of 
California), while the state average shows that only around one third of students in 
California do. One of the most important successes of HTH, which deserves a special 
mention, is that around 35% of graduates become first generation college students, an 
incredible achievement which is made possible due to the zip code lottery system.    
 
Conclusions 
 
The first High Tech High was founded to create a school where students could gain access 
to an academic education through interactive activities while introducing them to the adult 
and professional world. The educational method employed is Project Based Learning, 
which intends to transform learning into a different experience for each student, while 
providing them with the skills and knowledge necessary to thrive in college. HTH bases 
its educational method on four principles:  
 

• equity among citizens: regardless of gender, skin colour, social class or 
background 

• authentic work: connecting students to adult professional experiences 
• personalization: getting to know the needs and abilities of each individual 
• collaborative design: promoting team-work  

 
The results show that the educational method in HTH is more engaging and successful 
than the majority of schools in the US. Currently, HTH has set an example for many 
schools around the world. The school and the method are under constant observation and 
revision, welcoming changes in order to keep improving the outcomes.  
	


