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Math teacher Kathy Healy works with 6th grade students at Nathan Hale. Although students’ playlists are driven by algorithms, teachers on the ground have final say on the
daily classroom assignments.

personalized learning
Editor’s Note

As personalized learning gains a foothold
in schools, districts are balancing the
needs of all students with the growing cost
of technology. In this Spotlight, see how
schools are using algorithm-driven playlists
to customize lessons for students, consider
red flags to look for when purchasing
products, and learn how personalization
can make learning more social.
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Learning Via ‘Playlists’
Some schools are betting on the curriculum playlists to customize students’
learning, but the technology is neither cheap nor proven
By Benjamin Herold

B

—Mark Abramson for Education Week

ack in 2009, Joel Rose and
his team used spreadsheets
to manually produce customized “playlists” for 70 New
York City middle school students each day. The goal was to always
give each child the best possible content,
delivered in the optimal manner, at the
best possible time.
Figuring out how to make that happen
took 11 hours every night.
Now, Rose’s New York-based nonprofit
organization, New Classrooms, performs
those same functions each day for 11,000
students in 38 district, charter, and independent schools spread across 10 states
and the District of Columbia.
Thanks to complex algorithms, the process is now complete by 4:30 p.m. each day.
“The basic concept of using data to
match each student with the best possible
lesson every day has remained consistent,” Rose, a former middle school math
teacher, said. “But on the tech side, we’ve
made quantum leaps.”
Belief in the potential of “curriculum
playlists” is central to the K-12 personalized-learning movement. The premise is
that in any given math classroom, for example, some students will need help with
basic arithmetic, while others should be
practicing solving equations. And some
students might need to work with a
teacher, while others might be better off
practicing online. Even the best teachers
can’t consistently differentiate at that
level for 30 students every single day.
Technology can help.
The concept has led to both new opportunities and new challenges for schools.
Scores of publishers and educational
technology companies now purport to use
algorithms to deliver personalized content
to students. As a result, educators looking
for new digital classroom resources must
not only sift though a growing menu of
curricular options, but also determine
how customizable each lesson truly is and
how well vendors actually match students
with the right material.

The stakes are even higher with
groups such as New Classrooms, which
does not operate its own schools, but
sells an instructional model known
as Teach to One. Along with California charter network Summit Public
Schools and the Bay Area startup
AltSchool, New Classrooms takes a
more comprehensive approach to curriculum playlists, treating them as a
catalyst for rethinking the basic organization of school.
The Teach to One model has garnered considerable attention, including
plaudits from Microsoft founder and
philanthropist Bill Gates and the U.S.
Department of Education.
But some have found that implementing a playlist-based instructional
model is harder—and more expensive—than it looks: On top of facilities
renovations and technology upgrades,
yearly software licenses cost $225
per student, and schools typically pay
New Classrooms between $90,000 and
$160,000 per year for other supports.
More than a quarter of the 53 schools

As many as 67 math students might be
working in a single Teach to One classroom
at Nathan Hale Middle School. Some work
on “live investigations” with a teacher to
solve a problem, while others work
independently on Chromebooks.

that have started with Teach to One:
Math are no longer using the program.
Research on Teach to One’s impact,
meanwhile, is mixed. One major study
found no significant effects on achievement, with many students saying they
felt they learned more when they worked
directly with a teacher in a more traditional manner.
That combination of hype and uncertainty has led some observers to voice
concern that algorithm-driven playlists
are just another technology that K-12
schools are embracing without adequate
scrutiny or regard for possible unintended consequences.
“People don’t really demand evidence
when technology and algorithms are
involved, because they’re bewildering,”
said Cathy O’Neil, a data scientist and
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‘Playlists’ Link Learning to Students’ Passions
Some innovators want to use playlists
to link young people to their passions,
to each other, and to opportunities to
make an impact in the world.
Curriculum playlists are often thought of
as algorithm-driven systems for matching students with content and learning
experiences that can best help them
master prescribed learning standards as
efficiently as possible.
But proponents of the “connected
learning” movement are taking playlists
in a different direction: They want to
connect young people to their passions,
to each other, and to opportunities to
make a real impact on the world.
“My concern about the current approach
to algorithms and personalized learning in schools is that we’re still so tied
to traditional notions of curriculum and
what content needs to be taught,” said
Constance Yowell, the CEO of Collective
Shift, a nonprofit organization spun off
by the MacArthur Foundation in 2015.
“If you put four healthy foods in front
of a young person, but they hate all of
them, which one they choose is not all

 ctivist and the author of Weapons of
a
Math Destruction.
“But you don’t need to understand
what’s in the black box to know if something works,” O’Neil said.

Remaking the Classroom
Peek into a 6th grade math classroom
at Nathan Hale Middle School in Norwalk, Conn., and you might see as many
as 67 children in a single room, each
pursuing his or her own Teach to One
playlist.
Some might be conducting a “live
investigation,” working with a teacher
to solve a problem. Many will be using
Chromebooks, working independently
through exercises that algorithms
have selected specifically for them.
Part of the room will look almost like
a traditional classroom, with another
teacher leading students through a
group lesson.

that interesting,” Yowell said.
Collective Shift’s biggest project is
LRNG, a platform intended to provide
students with tailored opportunities to
pursue their own interests through a
wide variety of often-informal learning
experiences, ranging from museum
trips to wearable-technology projects to
online coding tutorials.
It’s still early days for the project. Some
of the challenges Yowell and her team
are wrestling with:

Who gets to design the playlists?
Right now, the answer is mostly adults
and experts at various groups that LRNG
partners with, including a new set of
grantees financed to develop playlists on
such topics as digital literacy and career
preparation. But eventually, Yowell said,
the goal is for young people to be able
to create and share their own playlists.

How do you make playlists
matter?
The connected-learning movement is
heavily focused on out-of-school and

“When I first heard about Teach to One,
I was taken aback. I didn’t see how it could
work,” said Albert Sackey, the school’s
third-year principal. “But when I saw it in
action, I thought it was incredible.”
Undoubtedly, switching to a playlistdriven instructional model has been a
major lift at Hale. Sheetrock had to be
torn down, so that multiple classrooms
could be converted into one large learning space. The school’s wifi network had
to be upgraded. Sackey and his team
had to rework Hale’s entire bell schedule—teachers in the Teach to One program can’t plan ahead, because each
day’s lessons are driven by algorithmic
recommendations created the previous
evening.
Still, eight months into the transition, Sackey said the upheaval has been
worth it.
“Good teaching is always good teaching,” he said. “Teach to One is just a tool
that helps teachers be more targeted.”
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informal-learning opportunities. Proponents are generally not interested in
measuring effectiveness with standardized-test results. So what exactly do
young people get out of completing an
LRNG playlist? Right now, the answer
is mostly digital badges, with some additional real-world opportunities, such
as an internship with a local partner
organization, sprinkled in.

How do you get young people
to access and use the playlist
platform?
Currently, it happens mostly through
mentors, such as teachers or program
staff at a local Boys & Girls Club. A mobile app is on the horizon. But even after LRNG manages to draw young people in, questions remain. One biggie:
how to strike the right balance between
recommending learning experiences to
users versus letting them discover such
experiences for themselves?
LRNG is still in beta, and there’s a long
way to go.
But Yowell said the vision is clear.
“We want LRNG to be an infrastructure
that enables in-school and out-of-school
learning to work together,” she said.

Here’s how the technology works.
At the beginning of the school year,
each student in the New Classrooms network takes a series of diagnostic assessments. Based on the results, and with the
help of technology, the group then maps
out the specific skills and concepts that
each student needs to learn over the year.
For 2016-17, that meant 11,000 different
skills maps for 11,000 different students.

Personalizing Learning
From there, New Classrooms’ algorithms begin identifying the optimum
learning sequence for each student, so
that the skills he or she encounters in the
playlist will build on each other in a natural, coherent way.
Then the algorithms start identifying
the specific lessons or curricular content
that will ostensibly best help each student
master the next skill they encounter. New
Classrooms staff members have vetted
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and approved roughly 9,000 lessons from
more than two-dozen content partners.
During extended class periods that last
80 to 90 minutes, students work through
the material their playlist serves up to
them. Three students sitting side by side
in the “independent learning zone” might
work on three entirely different skills, using three different problems, from three
separate vendors.
At the end of each day, each student
completes a short quiz known as an “exit
ticket.” The results go to New Classrooms,
where the algorithms go to work.
What skills did students master? Are
they struggling with solving equations
because they don’t understand variables
or because they don’t know how to multiply? Would the gaps in each student’s understanding be best addressed via a live
investigation or with some solo practice
using the free online math website Khan
Academy? What do each student’s past experiences say about what type of content
will be most engaging now?
After figuring out what each student
needs, the algorithms then work to figure out what’s most feasible for the whole
classroom. Maybe there’s not a critical
mass of students who need help with dividing fractions, so a small-group lesson
isn’t an option.
The algorithms’ final daily output consists of a “preview schedule” that fits all the
pieces of the puzzle together. New Classrooms’ human scheduling team reviews
those algorithmic recommendations, makes
tweaks as necessary, and sends each school

suggestions on how its classrooms should
be organized the following day.
Teachers on the ground get final say—
what if the algorithms want to put two
feuding students into the same small
group?
When students walk back into the
classroom the next day, their playlists
have already been updated, and large flatscreen TVs point them to the section of the
room where they’ll spend the period.

Algorithmic Bias?
Teach to One has come a long way, but
there’s still plenty of room to grow, said Rose,
the New Classrooms co-founder and CEO.
On the technology side, other companies, such as New York City-based Knewton, are already leveraging the power of
machine learning to help make their own
playlist-creation systems smarter.
Logistical challenges also remain.
When the District of Columbia school system tried Teach to One at one of its middle
schools, for example, experienced teachers
ended up feeling limited by the technology, because they wanted the freedom to
plan more than one day ahead.
“When the rubber met the road, there
were just so many little practical challenges to making it work,” said John Rice, the
district’s director of educational technology, who helped make the decision to drop
the program last year.
Then there are the growing number of
questions about the role algorithms play
in society more broadly.
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Investments in Personalized
Learning Rise, But Research on
Its Impact Is Lacking
By Benjamin Herold

T

he K-12 sector is investing
heavily in technology as a
means of providing students
with a more customized educational experience.
So far, though, the research evidence behind “personalized learning” remains thin.

The U.S. Department of Education has
given half a billion dollars to districts that
embrace the trend, with limited findings
to date. Since 2009, the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation has committed $300
million to support research and development around personalized learning, but
officials there say it’s still “early days” for
the field. School and district leaders have
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In fields such as criminal justice,
concerns have been raised about “algorithmic bias.” Formulas used to help
determine criminal sentences, for example, have been found to produce
unfair outcomes for African-American
defendants.
One fear for K-12 schools is that as
the algorithms behind playlists become
“smarter” and more efficient, students
with special needs—say, dyslexia—
might find that their atypical mental
processes are not reflected in the software that shapes their instruction.
“Algorithms are inherently optimized
for some people,” said O’Neil, the author
and activist.
For his part, Rose turns the question
around: Students with learning disabilities are often poorly served in traditional classrooms, he said, and internal
metrics show the 600 or so special-needs
students in Teach to One classrooms
have made significant academic growth.
But for the time being, at least, New
Classrooms does not have any built-in
checks to ensure that its technology is
free of bias.
Figuring out how to ensure public
trust by making that happen is just
one of the hurdles the group will have
to overcome if it wants to take its curriculum playlists from the margins to
the mainstream.
“Our long-term vision is we’d love to
see personalized learning be the way
kids learn,” Rose said. “And we’d like to
be one of the models.”

helped turn personalized learning into
a multimillion-dollar market, but evaluations of their efforts remain scattered.
(The Gates Foundation helps support Education Week’s coverage of personalized
learning.)
One big problem: proponents have
struggled to define personalized learning,
let alone demonstrate its effectiveness.
The purpose, tools, and instructional techniques that make up the notion vary considerably, depending who you ask.
While a fair amount of research exists
on specific personalization strategies,
such as the use of adaptive math software, the literature includes very little
on personalized learning as a comprehensive approach.
There are some bright spots. Researchers have found promising early signs at
some schools, and some software pro-
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grams have been associated with significant improvements in student learning
and engagement.
But so far, at least, such encouraging
results are often highly dependent on local context and how well a particular approach was implemented. That makes it
hard to draw sweeping conclusions.
For skeptics, those dynamics reflect
a larger problem. Given the unclear
findings around personalization via
technology, critics argue, schools would
be much better off investing in proven
strategies that rely on increased teacher-to-student interaction, such
as smaller class sizes.
To better understand what
the research on personalized
learning does—and doesn’t—say,
Education Week reviewed dozens
of studies and talked with experts from a range of fields.
The takeaway for school and
district leaders?
Don’t believe the hype—at
least not yet.
“Personalized learning holds
promise, but there’s still a lot
of work to do to figure out how
well this is working,” said John
F. Pane, a senior scientist and
the distinguished chair in education innovation at the RAND
Corp. “People who are thinking from a programmatic and
implementation point of view
should not necessarily buy into
the advocacy around how great
this is.”

The Gates/RAND Studies
In 2015, Pane and his RAND colleagues undertook the field’s most comprehensive study to date. They found that
11,000 students at 62 schools trying out
personalized-learning approaches made
greater gains in math and reading than
similar students at more traditional
schools. The longer students experienced
“personalized-learning practices,” the
greater their achievement growth.
Those results captured the attention
of such luminaries as Facebook founder
Mark Zuckerberg, who cited the RAND
study as one of the reasons he’s willing
to bet billions on personalized learning’s future.
Also enthusiastic: Brad Bernatek, a
senior program officer who oversees research for the Gates Foundation, which
funded RAND’s research and gave grants
to the schools in their study.

“The results were encouraging, promising, and academically meaningful for
the students in these schools,” Bernatek
said. But, he quickly added, “they were by
no means definitive.”
Indeed, some observers suggest the
Gates/RAND study doesn’t actually say
much about whether the approach can
work in typical K-12 environments. One
reason: The schools in the study employed
a wide range of instructional practices,
many of which are also used at more traditional schools (such as grouping students
based on performance data).

Furthermore, the schools in the study
were mostly charters that won competitive grants. Did students gain academically because their schooling was “personalized,” or did they gain because they were
in high-functioning schools that received
extra resources?
“I think it’s still early days,” Bernatek
concluded. “That’s the biggest takeaway.”

Implementation Studies
The broadest look at how schools
have implemented personalized-learning strategies comes via the federal Education Department, which gave more
than $500 million to 21 districts, consortia, and charter networks in 2012
and 2013 as part of its Race to the TopDistrict program.
Unfortunately, the research findings
to date from those grantees are not particularly deep, and the department’s
own reports have sometimes drawn
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conclusions that don’t seem warranted
by the available evidence.
For example, a set of recent case studies claimed that personalized learning
had sparked “cultural shifts and transformed student learning” in such places
as Miami-Dade County, Fla., and New
Haven, Calif. To back that up, the report
cited largely soft and self-reported findings, such as teachers saying they are now
more comfortable taking classroom risks.
Department officials do say that many
of their grantees show signs of promise
on “leading indicators,” including lower
suspension rates for middle
and high school students. Some
grantees have also seen studentachievement growth, both on
state exams and local interim
assessments. The department
expects more substantial evaluation reports to be released, beginning next year.
Other implementation studies of note include an ongoing
look at a personalized-learning initiative in the Baltimore
County district, where early results are mixed, and a generally
positive case-study examination
of California’s Summit Schools
charter network. Earlier this
year, the Center on Reinventing
Public Education, a nonprofit
research center, also looked at
the financial impact of implementing personalized-learning
models, finding that money often went more to salaries, facilities, and operations than to technology
and that schools often do a poor job of
anticipating their costs.
Overall, though, the state of research
around real-world implementations of
personalized-learning models remains
muddled and contentious.
Just look at New York City, where a
nonprofit group called New Classrooms
has been spreading a blended-learning
approach to middle school math called
School of One. In the model, up to 90 children share one large classroom with multiple teachers. Students work primarily on
computers, progressing at their own pace
through algorithm-generated “playlists”
tailored to their individual needs.
Two studies by different researchers
at Columbia University reached different conclusions.
The first covered 22 sites, but had a
weak approach to comparing School of
One students with children elsewhere.
The results looked quite encouraging: By
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their second year in the program, School
of One students’ math skills had improved
at a rate 47 percent faster than the national average, and those who started
out the furthest behind made the largest
gains. New Classrooms trumpeted the results aggressively.
The following September, though, another evaluation reached far less enthusiastic conclusions. That study used a much
more rigorous methodology, but only included a handful of School of One sites. It
found “neither very large positive nor very
large negative effects relative to the math
instruction that students would have otherwise received.”
Students in the program also reported
consistently feeling like they learned more
when working directly with a teacher.
New Classrooms has barely mentioned
those results, leading some observers to
accuse the group of being more interested
in positive public relations than helping
the field learn what actually works.
For educators and administrators on
the ground, it all adds up to continued uncertainty about who and what to trust.

Specific Software Programs
Perhaps the most-cited research into
a particular digital tool used to support
personalized learning is RAND’s 2013
research on the effectiveness of Cognitive
Tutor Algebra 1, an adaptive-software

program for teaching math, originally
developed at Carnegie Mellon University
in Pittsburgh. The study was a rigorous
randomized-control trial, undertaken in
a variety of real-world schools, putting it
pretty close to the gold standard for education research.
Overall, the study found that compared
with textbook-based curricula, Cognitive
Tutor “significantly improved algebra
scores for high school students,” but that
positive effect emerged only in the second
year of schools’ implementation.
Less-rigorous recent studies have examined other popular math software
programs, including DreamBox, Khan
Academy, and ST Math. Researchers
generally found encouraging signs of
positive effects on student achievement,
and teachers and students typically gave
positive reports on their experiences. But
actual usage of the programs varied considerably, and researchers were unable to
definitively attribute positive outcomes to
the software alone.
Beyond that, the research base behind
specific products is often very thin, with far
more poorly designed studies done by companies themselves than robust evaluations
conducted by independent third parties.
As a result, school and district leaders
who want to pursue personalized learning
need to be particularly savvy consumers,
said Bart Epstein, the CEO of the Jefferson Education Accelerator, a network
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of researchers, educators, and entrepreneurs based at the University of Virginia.
That means asking hard questions
about any claims a vendor is making,
he said.
It also means understanding that
context matters—just because a software program appears to have worked
in one district doesn’t mean it’s going to
work in another.
And perhaps most importantly, Epstein said, those on the ground need to
understand that they’re responsible for
helping generate good research about personalized learning, too. Small districts
might not be able to contract with RAND,
but they can often reach out to a local university or engage in what’s called “short
cycle” evaluation, to get formative feedback as they go.
“Any district that is bringing in a major new program should absolutely be budgeting for real research support,” Epstein
said. “Everyone wants someone else to
spend the time and money to study [personalized learning.] But it’s all of our responsibility.”
Coverage of the implementation of college- and
career-ready standards and the use of personalized learning is supported in part by a grant
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, at
www.gatesfoundation.org. Education Week retains sole editorial control over the content of
this coverage.
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Students Pinpoint What They Need
Georgia district refashions strategy after determining original personalized
learning plan was too fixated on technology
By Sean Cavanagh

O

n Mondays at Luella Middle School, the big, broad
goal of “personalized
learning” gets distilled
down to a simple concept:
Students who need extra help get it.
All students at the school in the Henry
County system in Georgia spend an entire
day once a week with access to additional
academic support. The decisions about
which subjects they will spend the most

time with—math, language arts, social
studies, or another—are left largely to
them.
Those sessions, known as What I Need,
or WIN, periods, are designed to give students choice and responsibility over their
learning. They’re one piece of an entire
fabric of academic strategies that the district has been rolling out over the past few
years, while allowing for experimentation,
missteps, and adjustments along the way.
One of the biggest adjustments came
a few years ago, when Henry County of-

ficials settled on a personalization strategy, only to refashion it after deciding
that their original plan was too focused
on technology and other objectives that
should have been secondary.
Their new model makes it clear that
tech tools and devices are designed to
serve deeper goals, such as promoting the
autonomy of individual schools and giving
individual students more power to make
decisions.
“We realized that the center was the
student being the change agent,” said
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Rethinking the Strategy
The effort to create a model for personalized learning in Henry County began
with a false start.
In 2012, the 42,000-student district applied for a federal grant through the Race
to the Top program. The vision called for
reinventing curriculum, instruction, and
school structure, with a heavy emphasis
on technology and blended learning.
The district didn’t get the grant. But
the rejection prompted officials to rethink their strategy. Losing out in the
federal competition “advanced the cause,”
Schmuhl recalled.
Henry County’s original personalizedlearning plan was initially crafted by a
relatively small group of people, Schmuhl
said. As they designed a new approach,
Henry County officials say they reached
out to a much wider group of stakeholders,
including parents, teachers, and school
leaders.
Today, that revised model for personalized learning rests on five pillars.
There’s a focus on nurturing competency-based education, with flexible pacing
for students; promoting readiness for
college and careers; boosting learning
through technology; supporting projectbased learning; and establishing learner
profiles, or personalized-learning plans
for students.
Variations on those principles are used
by districts around the country that have
been testing personalized learning in
recent years, with the encouragement of
philanthropies that are supporting experiments in that area.

—Maura Friedman for Education Week

Aaryn Schmuhl, the district’s assistant
superintendent of leadership services.
“Kids need to be owners of their learning
and partners in that. Everything else is
sort of window dressing and structured
around that.”
The responsibility delegated to students in Henry County is on display in the
WIN sessions overseen by 8th grade math
teacher Gayle Herrington.
During those Monday classes, some
of Herrington’s students work on assignments individually, while others work in
small groups. In one area of the room, students tackle math problems on desktop
computers.
In a traditional class, a struggling
student is told, “The topic of the hour is
this—and they may still be two topics
behind,” said Herrington. “Now, the students are beginning to see, ‘I can catch up
and I don’t have to be left behind.’ ”
In the years after losing out on the
Race to the Top bid, Henry County won
a measure of redemption, securing more
than $4 million from the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation through the Next Generation Systems Initiative grant program
to support its revised agenda. That money,
which came from 2013 through 2015, has
supported everything from the district’s
hiring of personalized learning managers
at individual schools to covering the costs
of district officials for travel to study academic models Henry County was considering imitating.
Last year, six Henry County schools
opened under newly designed models. This academic year, the district
launched a second cohort of nine redesigned schools. Another eight are piloting new approaches, and the district is
about to choose nine more.
The goal is to have all schools doing
some form of personalized learning—in
the way that those schools choose to define
it—by 2020.

National Trends
Henry County’s rethinking of its strategy is consistent with a broader trend,
said Wendy Surr, a senior researcher at
the American Institutes for Research who
has helped states implement personalized-learning strategies.
Initially, the main focus in many personalized-learning efforts was in tailoring lessons to different academic levels
to meet student needs, primarily through
technology, said Surr. In recent years,
many districts have taken a “more nu-

From left to right, English/language arts
teachers June Eccleston, Elizabeth
Robinson, Deborah Swigart, and Lance
Shields sit with Kellee Iverson, a
personalized learning coach, to finalize
lesson plans during a “What I Need” day
at Luella Middle School.

anced view of personalization,” she said,
one centered on recognizing the different
ways that students acquire knowledge,
and how to challenge and inspire them.
That strategy, in turn, is requiring
school leaders and teachers to take a different view of instruction and cede more
control to students.
In many personalized-learning models
today, teachers act as “guides and facilitators” who do more than just “stand and
deliver information,” Surr said.
One of the core features of the Henry
County personalized-learning plan has
been the redesign of individual schools
with district scheduling, instructional,
and curricular strategies. District officials reviewed those plans, but gave individual schools broad autonomy to develop
their own models.
At Luella Middle School, a big focus is
on giving students influence over their academic trajectory. Rather than having entire classes of students move at the same
pace, students are given individual “playlists” in each subject—basically, schedules
of their learning, with activities they need
to complete to show mastery. Those activities can be more straightforward academic assignments or performance tasks.
Technology plays an important role at
Luella Middle, but only to serve the aca-
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demic goals targeting individual students’
needs, explained Mary Carol Stanley, the
school’s principal. The playlists are designed by teachers and housed electronically on the district’s learning management system, as are academic profiles
of students, which include notes on their
interests. Different teachers use different
forms of technology, and many students
bring their own devices.
The modest approach to technology
use is partly a result of feedback from
parents during the initial planning process for the new school, Stanley recalled.
Some parents were afraid their children
“would be on computers all day and not
have interaction with teachers,”
she said.

“There are multiple things happening at one time,” Herrington explained.
The goal is to have “students taking
ownership” of the learning, “but that
doesn’t happen naturally. It’s something
we’re training them to do.”
Teachers in many districts using
personalized-learning approaches face
similar pressure as they’re asked to
transform their style of teaching, said
Surr of the AIR.
For many teachers, “it’s a leap of faith
to say that these students will want to
learn, and to think that they’re going to
come to me for help when they need it,”
Surr said.

Quick Formative
Assessments

“I plan out my questions, and I write
them down,” the 13-year-old said. “Usually, I sit close by her when I need help.”

‘Ripple Effect’
The personalized approach is different at Henry County’s Locust Grove
Middle School. The school uses a “competency-based” model, setting different
learning levels—1, 2, and 3—for each
subject and grade—and allowing students to advance through them at their
own pace, based on performance.
Teachers give students options for
advancement. Last school year, a student who was interested in music
showed competency in a social
studies class—where students
were asked to create countries and
delve into issues of geography, economics, and history—by composing a national anthem for his nation, recalled Anthony Townsend,
Locust Grove’s principal.
“The idea with competencybased learning is that the competency can look like different
things,” Townsend said. “Our mission is educating the individual
student.”
Henry County officials applied
for and received flexibility under
a “performance contract” with
the Georgia education department for a number of pieces of its
personalized-learning model. The
flexibility grants schools greater
freedom to award academic credit
based on measures other than
just seat time, to revise courses
to meet school needs, and to use
state funding with more latitude,
among other changes.
In exchange for that leeway, the
Henry County schools will have to
meet yearly academic targets.
District officials say the early
academic results are promising.
Most, but not all, of the initial six schools
that launched the personalized-learning
model last school year made academic
gains on state tests that outpaced average gains across Georgia.
Henry County officials’ belief that
technology is only one piece of personalized learning—not the core of it—is
shared by leaders in some other districts, too.
The Frederick County, Md., school
system is in the earliest stages of a fiveyear plan to build its personalized and
blended learning programs. But it is
—Maura Friedman for Education Week

At Luella, students are given a
lot of power to make their own decisions about their individual academic needs—within parameters
set by the school and its teachers.
During the course of a week,
teachers regularly give students
quick formative assessments to
gauge their mastery of lessons.
Students give their preference for
WIN class the week before—and
groups of educators review them,
agreeing to some student preferences, changing others if they
think a student needs extra help.
Students go to their assigned WIN
classes the following Monday.
As it is, extra help that Luella
Middle School students receive is
within their assigned grade level;
school officials say they’re considering options for allowing students
to receive customized support that
is above or below their current
grade levels.
In Herrington’s math class, students come seeking help with specific lessons, such as integers, a common
stumbling block in math. Or they need
help building broader skills, like learning how to check their work.
With students working on different
assignments, individually and in small
groups, one of the biggest challenges for
teachers—which Henry County administrators acknowledge—is managing it
all and keeping students on task. Herrington said she tries to shift throughout the room, stepping in when there’s a
break in one group’s activity, refocusing
students when they need it.

From left to right, Luella Middle School 7th
graders Kye Paschal, Savannah Salazar, and
Sorrionna Scott work through a math assignment
as a group. The school puts a big focus on giving
students influence over their academic trajectory.

One student who has sought help
in Herrington’s classroom is Hailey
Miller, an 8th grader. Since last year,
she’s learned that sometimes the guidance comes directly from the teacher,
but she can also get support from
classmates moving at a more advanced
level.

8
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starting by trying to understand teachers’ needs and meet them. It has also
taken an inventory of its existing technology to try to see what models of innovation its digital tools can support, said
Kevin Cuppett, the executive director
for curriculum, instruction, and innovation across the 41,000-student district.
“We believe in both low-tech and
high-tech personalization,” Cuppett
said. The interest is “leveraging tech-

nology, where kids have some say in the
time, place, and pace of learning.”
The success of personalized-learning
efforts in many districts will hinge on
K-12 systems’ ability to resist rushing to
implement sweeping changes to models,
and instead try to nurture buy-in from
educators and the community, said Surr.
“Teachers need to be given a voice
and choice in trying different strategies”
in personalized learning in their class-

Published October 19, 2016, in Education Week’s Special Report:
Personalized Learning: The Next Generation

8 ‘Red Flags’ to Look for
In Products
By Michele Molnar

P

ersonalized learning: Is it
an educational imperative,
a marketing strategy for an
ed-tech product, or
both?
Too often, teachers and administrators say, they find that
personalized learning is used by
companies as mere buzzwords to
promote a run-of-the-mill digital
tool.
“In the marketing literature,
this term is overused,” said
Devin Vodicka, the superintendent of the Vista, Calif., school
district. “Many products that
someone claims are personalized
are actually just a series of digital worksheets.”
But educators are finding
ways to sort the real personalized potential from the empty promises of
some ed-tech products.
For instance, Vista uses its own Personal Learning Pathway framework to
evaluate products, said Vodicka.
Some of the key questions educators in
his district ask:
• Is this product based on a student profile?
• Is there an integrated technology component that includes two-way communication?
• Does the product include student choice
and pathways?
• How does it fit with the learning envi-

ronment, and more broadly, is it connected with real-world opportunities?
• Does it use a competency-based model,
in which students move at their own
pace as they master academic content?
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rooms, Surr said. “If you allow them to
experience success, they will spread it to
others. It creates a ripple effect.”
Coverage of the implementation of college- and
career-ready standards and the use of personalized learning is supported in part by a grant
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
at www.gatesfoundation.org. Education Week
retains sole editorial control over the content
of this coverage.

The starting points of “what is
our need? ” and “what is our goal? ”
are important for Théa Williams,
who is both a technology teacher for
pre-K-5 and the technology coordinator for Brooklyn Arbor Elementary
School in New York City. As an iZone
pilot-team leader through the city’s
department of education, she said
she has learned to move beyond the
catchphrases for products to identify
the data needed.
Red flags about the “personalized
learning” label abound, according to
Amy Nowell, the director of research
for LEAP Innovations, a
Chicago-based nonprofit that
works to build educational
innovations by connecting
schools and businesses. From
her experience testing ed-tech
products with evidence-based
research methods, Nowell,
and other experts have identified several red flags educators should watch for:

1. Questionable
Student Agency

Last month, Vista hosted 42 superintendents from across the country, who
discussed that and other approaches as
part of an ongoing cohort studying personalized learning through AASA, The
Superintendent’s Association.
The most important starting point
to vet a product, for Barton Dassinger,
the principal of Chavez Elementary in
Chicago, is this query: Does this product improve student learning better
than the alternative to using it? And
does the company generate reports in
such a way to allow for an analysis that
will answer that question?

This is a fundamental element of personalization. Can
the students take ownership
of their own learning by setting their
own goals? Can they track their own
progress?
Nowell recommends that teachers
“test drive” products as though they
are students and make sure they understand what the data mean.
For instance, if students aim to
learn a particular unit within a specified period of time, and the product
provides feedback that “you have only
completed one activity” in that time
frame, what, she asked, does that
mean to a student trying to complete
and comprehend the full unit?
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2. Inadequate Content
By definition, personalized learning
allows students to move at their own
pace through material.
“There’s never a classroom where
every student is average,” said Nowell.
“We’ve had a number of teachers who
were really disappointed when they dug
in, and two months into the year, their
brighter kids are looking for material
that wasn’t there.”
While ed-tech products can often be
retrofitted to accommodate material for
advanced or struggling students, that’s
often a “clunky” solution, she said. A
digital resource with “only 130 lessons”
is unlikely to have enough content to go
up or down two grade levels.

ucts have had no external validation,
Nowell said.
When piloting their products, companies want to know what assessments
students will take, whether it’s from one
of the common-core-aligned testing consortia or another well-known test. But
because educational technology generally doesn’t have the resources for rigorous assessment design and validation,
the assessment data that are generated
from the trials might not align with the
tests that eventually will be given to
students, she said.

3. Useless Data
Products for personalized learning generally produce a lot of data.
Williams recommends educators
first ask: “How do I make sense of
this data?”
In theory, experts say a data dashboard should help students and teachers understand what the metrics are,
how a certain metric was arrived at,
and what it means for student learning. But that is not always the case.
For example, one product reported to teachers the percent of
total lessons each student completed in the 4th grade curriculum.
“Johnny has completed 4 percent of
the lessons has no actual meaning to
anybody,” Nowell said. “It’s not tied to
what students are learning. It’s not
tied to learning standards or mastery
of content. Johnny could have clicked
through, ‘completed’ them, and gotten
them all wrong.”

4. Lacking Recommendations
“I need the data to help make instructional decisions,” said Williams.
The problem is that automating the
process of using data to inform educators’
decisionmaking is still largely an unmet
need. “I don’t feel personalized ed-tech
products have mastered that yet,” she
said. “I’d like to see more automation, providing data to teachers to make instructional interventions in the learning path.”

5. Poorly Aligned Assessments
Generally, the embedded assessment
questions in personalized-learning prod-
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7. Little Evidence It Works
Nowell cautions teachers not to put too
much stock in testimonials from other users of a product, five-star ratings on websites, or anecdotes about how a product
is used. “Press companies for hard data
about documented outcomes,” she advised.
“Ask them for any studies done on
how well their products impact student
outcomes,” she said. For instance, companies should be able to provide empirical data on product effectiveness as it
relates to student achievement. “Even
case studies, if done well and based on
a similar context to your classroom, can
provide a powerful indication of how a
product could potentially work for you.”
Measures of student learning can
include nationally standardized test
scores, as well as more timely measures of student engagement and motivation for learning, she added.

8. Lacking the Personal
Perspective

6. Classroom-Integration Problems
A company should be able to inform
teachers how to best integrate their
products into the classroom structure.
Does the product work best in classrooms where groups of students rotate
from one station to another, while the
teacher instructs another small group?
Can students work on it together, or solo?
“We’ve had teachers who started with
the station-rotation model but had to
revert to the typical classroom model,”
said Nowell, “and it was really about
the way the technology was set up, not
about the kids not being mature enough
to work that way.”
Another question is, “Who assigns
the next piece of content? The teacher or
the software?” Teachers want both options, she said.

Personalized learning means taking each child’s uniqueness into account.
“There are all these factors you
have to consider: culture, family background, interests, learning strengths,
social-emotional development. We
could go on and on,” said Williams, of
Brooklyn Arbor in New York. “We’re
talking about a human being.”
Teachers would like to see products
that provide them with more in-depth
insights into their students.
Williams said she sees educators’
excitement about the prospect of personalization. But personalized-learning
experts generally agree that most edtech products are not geared toward
students’ individual backgrounds and
interests.
“When they do find products that really work for them, and respond to how
students answer questions then make
adjustments accordingly, teachers can
be so much more effective,” she said.
“Then they can do the things that the
personalized learning tool can’t do and
focus their time and energy on that.”
Coverage of the implementation of college- and
career-ready standards and the use of personalized learning is supported in part by a grant
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
at www.gatesfoundation.org. Education Week
retains sole editorial control over the content
of this coverage.

ADVERTISEMENT

Getting Started with Edmentum
Exact Path: How I Embraced a New
Solution for Individualized Learning
By Krystal Smith

5th Grade Teacher at Twin Rivers Intermediate School, McKeesport, PA

Introducing a new program in the classroom
can feel like a daunting task—especially when
you’re already using multiple devices and online
programs for class management, practice,
assessment, and student communication every
day. But, the right program really can make a
difference, and the initial effort to get up and
running is well worth the time. For a peek into
my experience with Edmentum’s Exact Path, I’d
like to offer answers to four key questions, as
well as my tips on how to overcome challenges
and implement the program in your classroom.

Edmentum works with teachers
to make sure that those insights
are reflected in their content.

1

Why should I use Exact Path when we
already have individualized learning
programs?

Edmentum’s products are “designed by teachers
and for teachers.” This is important because
teachers review state standards and break them
down into small pieces to help students meet or
exceed them. Edmentum works with teachers
to make sure that those insights are reflected in
their content. Most times, convincing yourself to
be open minded and put in the extra effort to
learn something new is more than half the battle
to accepting any kind of change. This also rings
true as to why you should give Exact Path a try,
even when may already have an individualized
learning program. It’s another tool to help you
to understand your students and how to help
them be successful.
learn more at:

www.edmentum.com/exactpath

2

ADVERTISEMENT

How will Exact Path benefit my teaching
and my students’ learning?

Exact Path’s diagnostic assessment is one of
the program’s biggest benefits. Yes, this means
adding another test to the long list students
already face, but the information the diagnostic
provides makes it worthwhile for you and them.
Results from the diagnostic clearly showed me
the specific math concepts that were strengths
and weaknesses for each of my students, and
those results were eye-opening. Exact Path goes
as low as kindergarten standards and all the way
up to 8th grade for my higher achievers. Plus,
I am able to view all of this information about
my students’ progress through Exact Path’s
Knowledge Map, which provides a breakdown
of the skills and grade levels my students are
performing on.

3

How easy to use is Exact Path for me
and my students?

This is an easy answer: It’s easy. We worked with
one of Edmentum’s implementation consultants
who explained each component of the program,
including how to understand the data that would
be collected, and how teachers could implement
the program based on the data. He had oneon-one meetings with any teacher who wanted
individualized training, and communicated with
us regularly throughout the process. Getting
familiar with the program myself before using it
with my students was a huge help, and by taking
advantage of all the support Edmentum offers, I
felt comfortable in no time.
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My school isn’t 1:1. When will my
students be able to use Exact Path?

1. I use Exact Path during my two scheduled
computer lab days every week, and reserve
our rotating laptop cart as often as possible
for students to work individually.
2. I use Exact Path during center time,
by projecting activities on my interactive
whiteboard for small groups of students to
complete, or signing out four to five laptops
at a time for individual work at one center.
3. I use data from Exact Path to divide
students into small groups for offline
instruction in the specific skills and concepts
that they need work on.
4. I work with other staff members and
parents on a case-by-case basis to offer
students in need or more personalized
instruction extra access to Exact Path for
either enrichment or remediation.
Finally, with any new classroom technology,
when in doubt: Motivate yourself and be
excited about what you will learn about
your students academically. Share not only
what you learn with the colleagues who teach
your students but also with the students,
their families, and outside agencies. It takes a
village to help students overcome academic
deficiencies and realize their potential. 
To read Krystal’s full post please visit blog.edmentum.com

Exact Path
K-8 math,
reading, and
language arts
assessment
and instruction

Exact Path was designed as a 1:1 solution, and
that’s a great way to use it—except my school
is not 1:1. With a little creativity though, I’ve
found some really effective ways to get all of my
students using the program on a regular basis
and maximizing the benefits it has to offer:

LEARN MORE

learn more at:

www.edmentum.com/exactpath

ADVERTISEMENT

Create a Personalized Plan
for Every Student
The value in creating unique student profiles for each of your
learners (often referred to as personalized learning plans or
PLPs) is self-evident. It is much more complicated, however,
to identify the steps one should follow to implement a PLP.
Here are 10 actionable steps to build effective PLPs in your
classroom or school:

1

2

Define your starting point Utilize assessments to map out your spring
board toward academic growth and achievement for each student.
Set goals Explicitly teach and practice goal setting to help focus student
efforts in a specific direction.

3

Map learning modalities Take the time to determine each student’s
ideal learning modality and record their preferences for reference during
instructional planning.

4

Appeal to student interests Spend time getting to know your students
as individuals, and make a conscious effort to incorporate their interests,
passions, and hobbies into your instruction.

5

Teach students how to track Allow students to take ownership of their
performance and internalize success by incorporating tracking tools into
classroom activities.

6

Refine areas of focus Ensure students are able to verbalize specific steps
toward success and keep track of their own progress so they begin to
advocate for their own learning.

7

Assess for learning Utilize formative assessments combined with
reoccurring check-ins to plot student progress and growth points.

8
9

Build a dialogue Help your students become self-reflective learners by
engaging in ongoing conversations and check-ins.

Take the Plunge
into Personalized
Learning
 Understand the essential
components of
personalized learning
 Explore guiding questions,
real examples, and
teacher tips for each step
 Kickstart your
implementation using
our interactive planning
worksheets

Download our
How-To Guide

FREE GUIDE

Compile a student profile Help learners take an active role in building
student profiles to showcase their proudest achievements and progress.

and Repeat It’s important to revisit and revise plans as needed.
10 Share
Goals and learning abilities change, so should your plan for learning.

learn more at:

www.edmentum.com/exactpath
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Published January 4, 2017, in Education Week’s Learning Deeply Blog

When Projects Are
Personalized, Learning
Is Social
By Kristen Vogt

L

earning is social, even when it’s
personalized. It sounds contradictory, but it’s true.
Personalized learning is
all about putting the student
at the center of their learning experience, with a laser focus on the specific
strengths, needs, interests, and goals of
each student. But that doesn’t mean that
students are isolated from their peers,
their teachers, or the world around them.
In fact, meeting the individual needs of
a student actually requires and depends
upon a strong degree of social interaction.
This is the thinking that’s motivating some schools to personalize learning
by taking advantage of the social aspects
of project-based learning (PBL). PBL requires students to practice social skills
like collaboration and communication. It
also requires students to figure out how
their individual learning goals fit within
and are advanced by their engagement
with the world around them. In this way,
PBL helps students develop a richer, deeper, more personally-meaningful set of outcomes.
Schools that integrate personalized
learning and social interaction through
PBL use one or more of these three instructional approaches:

1. Personalizing project-based
learning
The movement to a more student-centered learning experience is shifting the
experience of PBL even in schools with
a long history and deep roots in PBL. As
Andrew Miller describes, personalized--or
student-designed--PBL enables students
to start with their own driving questions, design projects themselves, identify
the standards they will incorporate, set
deadlines and move at their own pace,
and select the product they will create to

demonstrate their learning. Personalized
PBL is powered by student agency and the
ability to tackle authentic problems with
their peers. It activates their curiosity and
motivates them to engage deeply in their
learning.
Magnolia Montessori For All in Austin, Texas, is employing the Collaborative
Research Cycle to individualize projectbased learning. Small groups of students
identify a research topic and how they will
share what they discover with the world.
To conduct the research, students often
plan a field study excursion, an essential
aspect of Montessori programs. They plan
the trip--for instance, to visit the library,
an art gallery, or a local expert--by themselves and develop resourcefulness and
self-confidence as they navigate the world
beyond their school walls.
Fullerton School District in California
cemented its commitment to personalized
projects through iPersonalize, an augmented reality game developed by district
personnel that provides self-paced, questbased learning experiences. Students
team up, earn experience points, and
“level up” when they master a learning
goal. Their individual progress is tracked
using leaderboards and badges. One student explains, “I liked how we could build
teamwork and improve ourselves in our
classroom and then spread that to the entire world!”

2. Supplementing project-based
learning with personalized
skill development
Educators Sherre Vernon, Nicole Tempel Assisi, and Jaclyn Vasko from Thrive
Public Schools recognized that PBL alone
“is not enough.”
Instead, they overlay a mapped-out
project plan with a parallel, interconnected plan for students to master a set of
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related discrete skills. Blended learning
through rotations of small group instruction, hands-on workstations, and targeted
online learning provide the “short bursts
of direct instruction, peer-practice, and
iteration” that are more efficient at developing students’ fluency in literacy and
numeracy. This basic knowledge and skill
development is also more efficient, and
more engaging, because it is tailored to
students’ prior achievement and needs.
Similarly, although PBL is a defining
instructional approach of the EL Education model at Two Rivers Public Charter
School in Washington, D.C., students
master most of their core math content
through inquiry-based lessons utilizing
problem-based tasks rather than projects.
The problem-based tasks have multiple
entry points to ensure that all students
can access the same concepts and students have the opportunity to solve the
problem task in different ways.
Educators designing personalized
skill development experiences to supplement PBL can use the learning design
tools developed through Next Generation
Learning Challenges’ MyWays research
project. These tools are grounded in David Perkins’ whole game learning model,
demonstrating how PBL can extend into
core skill practice, or as he refers to it,
“working on the hard parts.”

3. Engagement with a designed
world
When maker-based or communitybased learning is infused into PBL, the
opportunities for more personalized engagement with real-world challenges
abound. Aaron Vanderwerff of Lighthouse
Community Charter School vividly articulates this personalized engagement:
As students become more aware of the
design of the world around them, they begin to see themselves as people who can
affect that design and are also empowered to actually do the work -- to tinker,
hack, and improve design. This newfound
awareness isn’t limited to objects, but can
move into the core curriculum as well,
through discussion of the design of governmental systems, cell structure, or a
poem.
This approach to PBL opens the door
for the kind of agency that disadvantaged students need to “navigate and
negotiate a world that is hostile to their
very existence,” as Matthew Riggan of
the Workshop School argues. When students can recognize that they live in a
designed society, they can activate their
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resilience to achieve some success within the current design, and they can activate their agency to change the systems
and structures that marginalize specific
communities based on race, class, and
other social identities.
The Workshop School is a non-selective district PBL high school in Philadelphia, with social-action projects where
students work to improve their world.
Another PBL school, New Tech High
in California, started this school year
with a three-day schoolwide design
challenge so that students were in-

volved in figuring out answers to the
guiding question, “How might we develop positive solutions to promote a
culturally responsive community? ” As
a school community, they examined
cultural identity, defined culture in society, and designed actions to create a
more culturally responsive community
at New Tech High.
When schools embrace both personalized learning and social engagement in
any of these three approaches to PBL,
they welcome a student’s identity and
their unique life experiences and curiosi-
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ties into the learning, which helps build
their foundational knowledge and skills
efficiently, and solve problems that are
personally meaningful.
And in a beautiful, authentic spiraling, students give new shape to the
world around them: the environment
and creatures of the physical world,
the people and institutions of the social world, and the objects and ideas of
the constructed world.
Kristen Vogt is the Knowledge Management Officer at Next Generation Learning Challenges.
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The Potential of Personalized Learning From
A Student with a Learning Disability
By Ryan MacDonald

G

rowing up, I was a student
with a learning disability. I have dyslexia and
struggled with reading and
writing for most of my life.
I had educational experiences that often
made me feel “different” and less than my
fellow classmates. I had supports within
my schools to aid me in my struggles,
but those supports often brought negative attention to me and my disability.
Years later, I still have clear memories of
my classmates calling me “retarded” and
feeling helpless in my situation. As I look
back on my educational experience, my
disability was the defining quality in my
elementary and middle school years. I was
my disability.
Unfortunately, I was not alone in feeling like this. According to the National
Center for Education Statistics, there
are over 2 million students receiving
special education services for a learning
disability in the United States. Students
throughout the country are sitting in
schools, and may feel “different” because
of their learning disability. As the National Center for Learning Disabilities
(NCLD) illustrates in its “The State of
Learning Disabilities”, students with
learning disabilities often feel stigmatized and parents report their child is
often bullied because of their disabil-

ity. I went to traditional schools with a
teacher at the front of the classroom giving the same lesson to every student at
the same time. Looking back, it’s not a
surprise I felt so different and had low
self-esteem. If you learn differently
from the educator’s teaching style, it’s easy to feel
inadequate. Many of
our current schooling models in the
United
States
have not been set
up to meet the
needs of all students given the
variety of needs
we bring into
the classroom
and our different
learning styles.
However, states,
districts and schools
are looking to change
this by transforming their
schooling models into personalized learning environments.
Personalized learning creates a learning
culture that embraces and acknowledges
that every student has different learning
needs and styles--instead of treating every student as the same type of learner.
This model shows promise to limit stigmatization of students with disabilities
since every student develops a learning

plan that incorporates their needs and
learning styles. During my education,
I was often taken out of the classroom
and given specific instruction one-onone to aid in my struggles with reading
and writing. The action of removing me from the classroom
and away from my peers
made me feel isolated
and brought attention to my disability. My educators
were not able to
give me the support I needed in
the classroom
because
the
system was designed to teach
all students in
the same way. If
I had attended a
personalized learning environment, there
would have been opportunities to provide me with the
support I needed in the classroom
without removing me from my peers.
There’s clear opportunity to use personalized learning to aid students with
disabilities in their learning and raise
their self-esteem in their learning. However, barriers still exist. One barrier is the
lack of knowledge of what is personalized
learning and how it can benefit students
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with disabilities. In elementary and middle school, I had an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) that guided my learning to increase my reading and writing
skills. There could be the perception the
IEP was a personalized plan for me. Looking back, I do not see it as a personalized
learning plan for me. I did not even know
I had an IEP until this year, ten years
after the fact. In a personalized learning environment, students and educators
act as partners in crafting and planning
their learning plans. Additionally, because of the misconception of learning
disabilities, schools and educators often
have lower expectations for students with
disabilities and feel they are not able to
fully participate in the classroom. These
barriers should inform our thinking and
not discourage the expansion of true personalized learning access to students with
disabilities.
Allowing students with disabilities the
ability to learn in the classroom with their
peers has the potential to strip away the
stigma of having a disability. NCLD, in its
Personalized Learning: Meeting the Needs
of Students with Disabilities, has pointed
to the reduction of stigma as a benefit for
students with learning disabilities. It also
has the potential benefit of increasing student engagement and achievement in personalized learning environments. A personalized learning environment allows
educators to weave different learning and
teaching styles into the classroom to meet
students where they are in their learning.
In an article for Understood.org, Bob Cunningham points to the importance of selfesteem for students in their education,
and he notes that high self-esteem comes
from repeated success. Unfortunately,
students with disabilities often have lower
self-esteem which results in anxiety and
sadness, which can lead to students losing
interest in learning. Personalized learning, when done well, can build a supportive, healthy learning environment that
increases the self-esteem of students with
disabilities, with the added benefit of increased engagement and achievement.
Looking back now, I often wonder what
school would’ve been like had I matured
in a personalized learning environment.
Recently I had the opportunity, through
my work with CCSSO’s Innovation Lab
Network, to see personalized learning
schools in Wisconsin and New Hampshire. In these classrooms, I saw students
with different needs, at different stages of
their learning, taking ownership of their
education. The educators in these schools
treated the students as individuals rather

13

than a group. As I spoke and interacted
with students in these visits, I imagined
how my own growth and development
could be different if I’d had the opportunity to learn in this model of school, like
these students. Would I have felt so isolated from my peers? Could I have learned
at a different pace? Would my classmates
had called me “retard” less? Would I have
felt like a normal kid instead of lesser
than my classmates?
Ryan MacDonald is the Program Coordinator
for the Innovation Lab Network at CCSSO.
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Editor’s Note: Assessing teacher
performance is a complicated
issue, raising questions of how to
best measure teacher
effectiveness. This Spotlight
examines ways to assess teaching
and efforts to improve teacher
evaluation.
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Editor’s Note:
In order to
implement the
Common Core
State Standards,
educators
need instructional
materials and
assessments.
But not all states
are moving at
the same pace,
and some district
s are finding
common-core
resources in
short supply. This
Spotlight
highlights the
curricu
professional develo lum,
pment, and
online resources
available to
help districts prepar
e for the
common core.

Wanted: Ways to Assess
the Majority of Teachers
By Stephen Sawchuk

T

he debate about “value added” measures of teaching may
be the most divisive topic in teacher-quality policy today.
It has generated sharp-tongued exchanges in public forums,
in news stories, and on editorial
pages. And it has produced enough
policy briefs to fell whole forests.
But for most of the nation’s
teachers, who do not teach subjects or grades in which valueadded data are available, that
debate is also largely irrelevant. Now, teachers’ unions,
content-area experts, and
administrators in many states
and communities are hard at work
examining measures that could be
used to weigh teachers’ contributions to
learning in subjects ranging from career and technical
education to art, music, and history—the subjects,
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