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PERSONALIZING AND  
DIFFERENTIATING LEARNING 

to Meet Student Needs 
Miami 27 June - 1 July 2018 

    BRING 
 
SAMPLES FROM YOUR SCHOOL (Digital access or print) 

• One unit of instruction from your grade level. This can be in any curricular area and should include all the learnings taught 
including outcomes, standards, and benchmarks, assignments, activities and strategies used, and assessment 
methods/instruments. 

• A sample of work from a student who is currently experiencing academic difficulties within the classroom and the outcomes/ 
standards or benchmarks connected to the work sample that demonstrate their difficulty 

• A collection of data for a class or for a student (i.e. anecdotal, numeric, rubrics, standardized assessment results) that you have 
used to make instructional decisions and the outcomes/ standards or benchmarks being assessed 
 

PROBLEM OR ISSUE 
In preparation for the daily afternoon group sessions, please review the "Must Do" reading (below), and determine which of the questions 
is of greatest concern at your current school. 
 

READ 
 
Please review the MUST DO's and MAY DO's for readings in preparation for the course: 
 
Focus questions for all readings: 

• What three key take-aways do you have from the readings? 
• How do they connect to your current setting? 

 
MUST DO's 
Read the following foundational text and choose the question which best describes and area for growth at your school: 
 
Let's Celebrate Personalization: But Not Too Fast, C. Tomlinson, 2017 
This article suggests 10 questions that teachers and schools might consider as they embark upon the journey of 
personalizing and differentiating learning for their students. 
 
MAY DO'S 
Read three of the following texts with the focus questions in mind: 
(1) Mindsets and Equitable Education, C. Dweck, 2010 
This article reiterates the role of growth mindsets for both teachers and students in the differentiated classroom.  
 
(2) Students Share Lessons Learned About Personalized Learning, Davis and Loewus, 2017 
Read student perspectives on personalized learning based on their own educational experiences. 
 
(3) 6 Key Insights: Rand Corp. Researchers Talk Personalized Learning, B. Herold, 2017 
Read about six key insights that have arisen from current research on personalized learning.  
 
(4) Deciding to Teach Them All, C. Tomlinson, 2003 
Carol Ann Tomlinson provides an overview of the importance of equity and access for all learners in our classrooms. 
 
(5) How to Teach Now, Bill and Ochan Powell, 2011 
The introduction of Bill and Ochan Powell's book How to Teach Now offers several student case studies to frame the 
importance of personalizing learning and differentiating instruction within an international school context.  
 
*Be prepared to share your learnings and proposed action with others. 

Course check in: 1pm-3pm 
Course begins: 4pm 
Course concludes: 1pm on the final day 
Schedule your travel appropriately. 

https://app.schoology.com/login
http://eschs.weebly.com/uploads/2/5/1/7/25174886/mind-sets-and-equitable-education.pdf
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PREPARE 
 
Watch a short video to prepare for your course. 
 
SURVEY 
Please complete the pre-course Google survey here. 
 
BRING A LAPTOP (REQUIRED) 
Your course materials are digital. Hard copies of the materials will not be available on site.  Bring a laptop computer with appropriate 
adapters and wireless internet capability. Click here for more information about iPads and tablets. Chromebook users can use the free 
Kami extension to annotate. 

• Download Adobe Acrobat Reader DC now in order to be able to access your materials properly. 
 

JOIN Schoology 
...your required online portal for everything related to your TTC course.  

• Have a Schoology account? Click here. 
• New to Schoology? Click here. 

 
Use this access code to join your course group in Schoology. 
 
Access Code: 6HBZX-9W4NS 
 
If you need help with this process, please contact us at registrations@theptc.org. 
 

I look forward to seeing you this summer! 

Jennifer Swinehart

https://app.schoology.com/login
https://youtu.be/kYVzFICOuqc
https://goo.gl/forms/W4uP0pyQRjxqBjZG3
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57c4731c893fc047731cea43/t/59f0f084268b962d62188294/1508962441069/2018+How+to+Use+Your+Coursebook+%26+Helpful+Tips.pdf
https://www.kamihq.com/
http://get.adobe.com/reader/
https://app.schoology.com/login
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57c4731c893fc047731cea43/t/5a95ae59652dea70b5c28d42/1519758938399/Schoology+Instructions+-+Already+Registered.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57c4731c893fc047731cea43/t/5a95af538165f530d600a1ca/1519759187838/Schoology+Instructions+-+New+User.pdf
mailto:registrations@theptc.org
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Students Share Lessons Learned About Personalized Learning 
By Michelle R. Davis and Liana Loewus 

November 7, 2017 

One of the biggest personalized learning mistakes schools have made in the past is thinking about 
technology first and students' needs later. That has led to some very costly, high-profile failures. 
 
To make personalized learning work, experts recommend that schools think first about the academic 
needs and interests of students and then figure out how technology can be a tool to meet those 
needs and fuel those interests. And teachers need to play a big role in evaluating what approaches 
work best to make those connections, and which ones are not working. 
 
Recent studies have shown that personalized learning is difficult to do. Barriers such as allowing 
teachers enough instructional time to customize lessons and support individual students remain. 
 
How those challenges play out for students should be evaluated carefully, educators say, because 
students are the ones with the most riding on these new approaches. 
 
To understand the challenges of making personalized learning work for students in different ways, 
see the five following profiles. 
 
For Thomas Schlipper and other students at Murray high school, personalized learning is about 
productive exploration. 
 
As part of the deal in coming to Murray, a district-run charter school set up to help students who are 
not reaching their potential, students commit to doing a "quality work project" every year. 
 
"It has to be something they're interested in or want to learn more about," explained Michael 
Craddock, the associate principal at Murray. "Nobody's going to be standing over their shoulders at 
any point in the process."  
(The school adheres to psychiatrist William Glasser's "choice theory," which focuses on personal 
responsibility.) 
In previous years, Thomas, a known math wiz, had made gearshifts and remote-control cars out of 
Legos, and researched touchscreens to figure out how they work. 
 
This year, Thomas is working on computer-animated drawings. 
 
When he was studying algebra a few years ago, he learned to draw a circle on the graphing 
calculator using an equation—and saw a moment of opportunity. "I started drawing faces," he said. 
 
As a senior, he's still drawing faces—only more complex ones belonging to characters such as Hello 
Kitty and SpongeBob SquarePants. And his tools have changed. 
 
He's using the online graphing calculator Desmos, which he discovered when he left his handheld 
device at home one day and needed to graph something in class. With that interface, Thomas has 
started animating his drawings by moving the variables with the "slider" function. 
 
Thomas' interest in combining art and math was spurred by algebra class, but he's carried it beyond 
the core curriculum. He estimates his SpongeBob project, which uses more than 100 equations, has 
taken him about 20 hours to complete so far. He's now working on doing three-dimensional images, 
and is planning to turn the drawings into his quality work project. 

https://app.schoology.com/login
https://www.edweek.org/ew/contributors/michelle.davis.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/contributors/liana.loewus_13595273.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/technology-in-education/index.html?intc=content-explainertech#personalized
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Chad Ratliff, who took over as principal of Murray this year, said he's considering how to connect the 
projects more closely to the core subjects, while maintaining the focus on student-driven learning. 
The school is also expanding opportunities for personalization—students can now lobby to replace 
almost any class with a portfolio of demonstrated work. Students have gotten theater credit for 
working on local plays and entrepreneurship credit for starting a dog-walking business. 
 
The personalized projects are easier in some ways than traditional classroom lessons, and harder in 
other ways, said Thomas. 
 
The structure of a teacher-led lesson forces him to practice certain skills, he said, which is beneficial. 
But "on my own, I can breeze through stuff that I know," he said. "And it's a lot more entertaining." 
 
Minnetonka High School senior Stanley Kohls is fascinated by algae and how it might be used to 
clean polluted waters. Through his Minnesota high school's Minnetonka Research program, he is in 
the second year of studying how algae could immobilize heavy metals in water. 
 
Stanley picked his topic for study, pitched the idea to teachers, designed his own curriculum for the 
project, and even lobbied for funding to use a mass spectrometer at the University of Minnesota. 
Directing his own path through the two-year-old research course has made him more invested in the 
process and the outcome, Stanley said. 
 
"It's an incredible experience," he said. "You're choosing something you're interested in so you're 
passionate about working on it. We delve more deeply into the topic than any AP or IB class would." 
 
Minnetonka Research provides students with a teacher and an outside expert mentor to consult 
with. The district built a state-of-the art negative-pressure wet lab that prevents contamination of 
specimens, and gives students lab access on weekends and outside of school hours. Students must 
write a scientific research paper and present their findings, said Kim Hoehne, the Minnetonka 
Research director and an instructor. There are about 50 students participating this year, she said. 
 
"They can go as deep as they want to go and as far as they want to go," Hoehne said. 
 
Students make their own timelines for the course, but they aren't left to their own devices. "Every 
week, I have to give teachers an update on how I'm doing and if I'm on track and on schedule," 
Stanley said. For example, he said, he might determine that in the next week he needs to regrow his 
algae, or expose them to a new solution, or contact an expert. 
 
While other classes that Stanley takes at Minnetonka High School aren't as driven by his own 
passions, Stanley said the district's 1-to-1 environment does help give him more flexibility. "There 
might be a hard deadline we have to meet, but a lot of times how we get there changes depending 
on what I need," he said. 
 
But the opportunities for students to carve their own educational path come with caveats, Stanley 
said. For example, this year Minnesota Research altered its program a bit based on student feedback 
from the previous year—its first in operation. 
 
The program added more deadlines and check-ins with teachers and mentors to prevent students 
from falling behind on their chosen path. "We're still high schoolers and we're not fully 100 percent 
responsible," Stanley said. "This was lacking in the first year and it caused some people to fall 
behind." 

https://app.schoology.com/login
http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/technology-in-education/index.html?intc=content-explainertech#computing
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While it hasn't been hard for Stanley to create his personalized-learning path through school, he 
wonders if everyone accesses the same opportunities he does. The research program is limited to a 
set number of students and some students aren't aware of what it offers. 
 
In addition, many students also don't know about the district's online classes and how those 
offerings might allow students to personalize their learning. "I don't know how well it [the research 
program] is communicated throughout the high school. You really have to reach out and find it," he 
said. As for online classes, "it's not an opportunity that is capitalized on enough by students at our 
school." 
 
But he feels lucky to be able to pursue his own areas of interest at Minnetonka. He plans on studying 
biochemistry, molecular biology, and biomedical engineering in college. In the meantime, he's 
growing algae, making a wooden chess board, and running cross country after school. 
 
In the Horry County school district's Academy for the Arts, Science, and Technology 
program, Marianna Moawad has chosen to focus on computer science. In fact, it's her "major" even 
though she's still in high school. 
 
As a junior, Marianna's computer science curriculum was mostly set—she had to cover certain 
computer languages and topics. But as a senior this year in the 42,000-student South Carolina 
district, Marianna said she got to choose what computer language to study and she opted for 
Python. 
 
"I wanted to learn the meat of coding rather than the syntax," she said. 
 
She also has to design her own path through the learning process. "We were given the general 
standards of the class and we have to create a plan of how to achieve those standards," she said. 
 
As part of her overall program of study, she'll have to do a research project and paper based on a 
topic of her choosing—big data and the real costs of free online services. She'll also have to find her 
own internship and complete 120 hours of work. 
 
But it's not just her computer science class that is personalized, Marianna said. She ticked off ways 
that almost every class she takes through the academy makes learning individual for students. In 
history, for example, students often choose their own topics and decide how to present the 
information they learn. 
 
In her statistics course, students must produce 10 to 12 graphs by the end of the quarter, but they 
can relate to any topic a student chooses—even books or painting. Marianna's focusing her data on 
the technology use of students in the academy. 
 
But can a program be too personalized? By declaring majors and focusing on a particular topic of 
interest at a fairly young age, might students miss out? 
 
Marianna said she knows students who have declared majors in one area, and then decided that 
subject was not for them. 
 
"We have students in my major that might not go into computer science, but they don't regret it," 
she said. "They do have the option to try other things." 
 

https://app.schoology.com/login
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Because students in the academy declare majors in their areas of interest—from pre-med to 
theater—they may apply those interests in other classes, said Mariah Reiss, an instructional coach. 
"Maybe the math teacher knows that their class isn't the artistic students' forte," she said, "but they 
can use what they know about the students' major and learning style to draw them in." 
 
In discussing what Jade Huynn's mornings—the part of the school day she works on personalized 
English/language arts and math lessons—look like, a theme emerges: time management. 
 
Jade knows she has a certain number of assignments due at the end of the week. How and when she 
finishes them is up to her. 
 
"You have to balance it because you have to finish both" math and language arts, she said. That's 
really different from a more traditional class, like the social studies and science classes at her school, 
in which students learn as a group and then are given an assignment to turn in the next day, she 
explained. 
 
In considering the challenges of personalized learning, she said, "When you have this big list of 
assignments you have to do, sometimes you might get a little overwhelmed," she said. But that 
doesn't happen to her so much because she's learned to manage her time. 
 
"I mentally section it out between all the five days," she said. That way, "I feel relief. I have just a few 
assignments every day." She finds math slightly harder, so she does that first most days. 
 
Jade said she spends about 80 percent of her "personalization" time on the computer watching 
videos, reading articles, and using Google classroom to keep track of her assignments. 
 
Jill Hoppe, who is in her first year as principal of Canyon Ridge, said helping teachers really 
understand personalized learning—that it's about incorporating student interests and using small 
groups, as well as using digital tools to differentiate instruction—is an ongoing process. 
"We don't want the pendulum to swing so that, because we have the technology, [students] are only 
sitting on the computer," she said. "I think that's a challenge we are right now identifying and trying 
to figure out how to overcome." 
 
Jade and her classmates are also doing longer-term projects based on their interests, which they can 
work on outside of school or when they've completed their assignments. She'll be studying Japanese 
animation in the coming months—and creating some episodes of her own. 
 
The personalized-learning approach works better for her than the traditional teacher-led instruction, 
she said. 
"You learn to work through your problems," explained Jade. "You [can go] to your friends and ask 
them for help. I find that my classmates' thinking process is a little bit more closer to mine than the 
teacher's." 
 
And the best thing about the personalized instruction? "Feeling a sense of accomplishment at the 
end of the week when you've finished all your assignments," Jade said. 
 
For example, when Emma was learning decimals, "my friend was ahead of me and was taking her 
exit [test], but I wasn't ready for it," she said. "So I studied my notebook and my notes I took for the 
mini-lessons and I worked on a dry erase board and reviewed some problems in my notebook." 
 

https://app.schoology.com/login
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Letting students control the pace of their work teaches self-advocacy, said Carrie Stoehr, who 
supports instruction in the 4th and 5th grade classrooms at Hawk Ridge. And it's central to the way 
the school approaches personalized learning—the model it uses for math and English/language arts. 
 
Generally, Emma begins class by consulting her online data tracker and a lower-tech progress 
gauge—a whiteboard with magnets—to see what she needs to work on that day. At some point, 
she'll sit in on a mini-lesson with the teacher to learn or review a concept. 
 
Emma knows she needs to get through more than a dozen pathways, or topics, before the end of the 
school year. But that doesn't make her nervous, she said. "I can see if I'm going too slow or fast," she 
said. "So I know what's coming." 
 
Some of those pathways include above-grade-level topics, explained Stoehr. "You'll see kids on all 
different objectives in one class," she said. "One kid is doing fractions, another decimals." 
As part of her personalized instruction, Emma is taking on a cross-curricular project looking into how 
friction plays a role in her favorite sport: soccer. "With turf or grass, there's different friction on the 
ball and the players," she said. 
 
If Emma needs help on something while working on her own, she can ask one of the designated class 
experts on the topic. In fact, students rely on each other quite a bit when they're stuck, she said. 
Knowing some students are ahead doesn't cause tension in the class, though, she said. "We all have 
our differences," she said. "We all need help on different things." 
"That's something we've worked hard on here," said Stoehr. "That's just how you build your 
culture." 
 
Coverage of trends in K-12 innovation and efforts to put these new ideas and approaches into 
practice in schools, 
districts, and classrooms is supported in part by a grant from the Carnegie Corporation of New York, 
at www.carnegie.org. Education Week retains sole editorial control over the content of this 
coverage. 
 
Vol. 37, Issue 12, Pages 25-28 
Published in Print: November 8, 2017, as Students Tell Their Tales of New Ways of Learning 
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6 Key Insights: RAND Corp. Researchers Talk Personalized Learning 
By Benjamin Herold 

November 7, 2017 

No one has studied personalized learning more closely than the RAND Corporation. The group's 
researchers are in the midst of two big studies: an ongoing look at 40 personalized-learning 
schools that have received grants from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and an examination of 
10 high schools that have been redesigned, in part to focus on greater personalization, with support 
from the Carnegie Corporation of New York. (Education Week receives grant funding from both the 
Gates Foundation and the Carnegie Corporation.) 
 
For this special report, Education Week visited RAND's Pittsburgh office for a 90-minute face-to-face 
conversation with Laura Hamilton, the associate director of RAND education; John F. Pane, a RAND 
senior scientist and the group's distinguished chair in education innovation; and Elizabeth Steiner, a 
senior RAND policy analyst. 
 
The focus of the conversation was on what K-12 educators and policymakers need to know about 
the research on personalized learning. The six big takeaways: 

 
1. The Research Behind Personalized Learning Is Still Very Weak 
RAND has found some positive results, including modest achievement gains in some of the Gates-
funded personalized-learning schools. 
 
But overall, "the evidence base is very weak at this point," Pane said. 
 
"If anything, I worry that the positive results that have come out of our studies are generating a bit 
too much enthusiasm. I think people see the headlines, but they don't see the limitations of the 
research that's happened so far." 
 
For example, all the schools included in the studies received extra funding to implement 
personalized-learning models, and many are charters or part of large-scale school redesign efforts. 
RAND has also been unable to form the kind of strong comparison group used in the most rigorous 
research studies. And the only outcome measures the researchers have been able to analyze so far 
are select math and reading scores—not anything about student behaviors or mindsets, or the so-
called "21st-century skills" that are at the heart of many personalized-learning models. 
 
As a result, Pane said, the evidence to date is not sufficient to draw clear conclusions about 
personalized learning's effectiveness or how well it will transfer to other schools. 
 
"Somebody who's trying to make evidence-based decisions has to wait," he said. 

 
2. It's Still Hard to Say What Personalized Learning Is (And Isn't) 
The RAND researchers agreed most personalized-learning models share some broadly common 
elements, such as a greater focus on meeting individual students' needs and a lesser focus on 
keeping students on pace with grade-level standards. 
 
The Gates-subsidized schools also share a commitment to such practices as building profiles that 
capture what each student knows and emphasizing competency- or mastery-based progressions in 
which students only advance to new material after they have mastered what comes before. 
 

https://app.schoology.com/login
https://www.edweek.org/ew/contributors/benjamin.herold_6660808.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2017/07/personalized_learning_research_implementation_RAND.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2017/07/personalized_learning_research_implementation_RAND.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2017/09/personalized_learning_challenge_high_school_Redesign.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2017/09/personalized_learning_challenge_high_school_Redesign.html


Back to top 

 
  

2018 Personalizing and Differentiating Learning to Meet Student Needs: Preparation Material  9 
Schoology 
               

But beyond that, Steiner said, there's a tremendous diversity of approaches. "What's happening in 
the field right now is a lot of innovation and a lot of schools building their models, building their 
curriculum, and inventing new systems," she said. 
 
That means tremendous variation from one personalized-learning school to the next, including the 
curricular materials being used, how classrooms are organized, the role of the teacher, how data are 
used to group students, and how a concept like "mastery" is defined. 
 
The result, Steiner said, is that "it can be difficult to be precise about what exactly a [personalized-
learning] school is doing, what its model is, and what particular instructional practices are being 
implemented." 

 
3. On the Ground, Personalized Learning Also Faces Real Practical Concerns 
The biggest is a lack of time. 
 
"We heard from a number of teachers that [personalizing education for every student] was time-
consuming," Hamilton said. "Teachers like having the opportunity to be creative and to have some 
autonomy over what they do in the classroom, but they also want to be supported in that." 
 
It also doesn't help that the building blocks of personalized learning aren't fully in place yet. A 
particular challenge: the lack of high-quality curricular resources needed to customize every lesson 
and activity to a wide range of grade levels and preferences. 
 
And the adults in personalized-learning schools report being torn between competing priorities. 
 
How do teachers, for example, encourage collaboration when every student is working on a 
personalized lesson, at his or her own pace? 
 
And there's an inherent tension between letting each student progress at his or her own pace and 
making sure every student learns everything in the curriculum and moves toward graduating in four 
years. 
 
"Principals and teachers really struggle with this," Steiner said. "I don't know that anyone has figured 
out a good solution." 

 
4. Still, There Are Reasons to Be Encouraged 
It would be premature to conclude that personalized learning doesn't work or should be stifled, 
Pane said. The theoretical underpinnings of the models currently being tested make sense, he said, 
and the field needs more time to let the current round of experiments play out. 
 
Hamilton concurred. "We're seeing thoughtful implementations," she said, and the current 
shortcomings in the field can be attributed in large part to a "lack of experience" and a "lack of 
adequate supports, particularly at the classroom level." 

 
5. The Worst Fears About Personalized Learning Aren't Frequently Realized 
Inside the schools that RAND is studying, scenes of children wearing headphones and working alone 
in front of screens are "less common than people might believe," Steiner said. 
 

https://app.schoology.com/login
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More typical is "ever-changing classroom organization where the teacher is sometimes working with 
large groups and sometimes working with small groups or individuals, and technology plays a role in 
that." 
 
The rampant collection of student data feared by some critics also does not appear to be the norm 
in the schools that RAND is studying. 
 
The researchers were careful to say that they couldn't speak in detail to the back-end data-collection 
systems employed by the technologies in use in the classrooms they observed. But "even if systems 
are recording, say, keystroke information, we haven't seen anyone using that," Hamilton said. "It's 
not being assembled into a report that goes back to teachers that they can make instructional use 
of." 

 
6. The Rand Team's Bottom-Line Advice 
Address the "pockets of resistance" to personalized learning now, Pane suggested. Right now, it 
seems, key stakeholders, especially parents, might feel excluded from the process, which could 
impede success. 
Recognize that the success of personalized learning will hinge largely on teachers, advised Hamilton. 
And remember that improving schools is about a lot more than you and your new personalized-
learning model, Steiner said, citing other critical factors such as establishing a cohesive schoolwide 
vision and building an effective team that enjoys working together. 
 
"There's a lot of focus on the shiny new parts [of personalized learning], like the technology," Steiner 
said. "But there are a lot of other things that go into making a good school, and those should not fall 
by the wayside." 
 
Coverage of trends in K-12 innovation and efforts to put these new ideas and approaches into 
practice in schools, districts, and classrooms is supported in part by a grant from the Carnegie 
Corporation of New York, at www.carnegie.org. Education Week retains sole editorial control over 
the content of this coverage. 
 
Vol. 37, Issue 12, Pages 10-11 
Published in Print: November 8, 2017, as 6 Key Insights: RAND Corp. Researchers Talk Personalized Learning 
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Deciding to Teach Them All  
Carol Ann Tomlinson 

Asking the right questions has an enormous impact on how we pursue equity and excellence in our classrooms. 
 

Several years ago, I was talking with a colleague who was teaching in a center-based school for students whose IQ 
scores registered above 140. She thought deeply about how to stretch her students, whose ceilings of possibility often 
go unexplored in heterogeneous classrooms. She was a good teacher in that setting. She knew it. Her students knew 
it. Their parents knew it. So I was surprised by what she said that day. 

“I want to go back to a general education classroom next year,” she began.  

I want to see what would happen if I tried teaching this curriculum to a varied group of students. I believe 
I could make it work, and it's important to me to know whether I can. 

She got her wish. Her new group of 5th graders in a different school the following year was certainly diverse. She had 
students with identified special education needs, students who could not yet read in any meaningful way, students 
who were learning to speak English, students who were working at grade level, and students who were more capable 
than many in her previous school. She taught them—all of them—the high-challenge curriculum that she had been 
using with her class of very advanced learners. 

To say that no problems emerged and that everyone rose fairy-tale-like to the challenge would be satisfying. But it 
would not be honest. 

The truth is that my friend had to make many adaptations in her new classroom that were not necessary in her former 
setting. She had to find time to work intensively with students who were not yet literate to ensure their growth in the 
gatekeeper skills of reading and writing. She had to find ways to support some students whose caregivers could not 
provide transportation, Internet access, or project materials. She had to teach inquiry skills to many students who had 
not previously encountered them. She even had to figure out new ways to extend the advanced curriculum for 
students whose reach already exceeded its parameters when the year began. 

In many ways, this veteran teacher felt like a novice. She wasn't always sure how to arrange time to work with small 
groups of students with particular needs. She often wasn't certain how to express abstract ideas so that the concrete 
thinkers could confidently approach them. But from the beginning of the year, one fact was clear: Her classroom was 
a magnet for each student who spent 5th grade with her. 

Discovery was a given. Doing was a way of life. Students learned to do better than what they perceived to be their 
best. Skills had an identifiable purpose. School was the place to be. Learning was the thing to do. No one wanted the 
year to end. 

We could say that this teacher decided to “differentiate instruction in a mixed-ability classroom”—that she decided 
to “teach them all” in a heterogeneous setting. It would be tempting to say that she was a poster teacher for 
differentiation of instruction. 

But I learned something more important from her and her students. As I watched their journey, I realized that she was 
asking a set of questions about teaching different from those we often ask—a profoundly important set of questions. 

Framing the Questions 
My colleague had already posed the most fundamental of the questions related to academically diverse populations: 
Do I intend to teach each individual child? 
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Although there seems to be only one answer to the question, the reality is more complex. The circumstances of 
teaching make it far more likely that we respond by saying, “I intend to teach the curriculum in as reasonable a way 
as I know how, and I hope that most of the students will respond.” 

My friend's answer signaled her willingness to accept responsibility for the success of each individual, regardless of 
the circumstances of that student's life. 

To teach each student from his or her point of entry into the curriculum and perspective as a learner is more than 
difficult. It is a goal beyond the grasp of even the most expert teacher. The outcome for students who are outliers, 
however, is likely to be vastly different when a teacher pursues that elusive goal than when the teacher—by intent or 
default—abandons it. This particular 5th grade teacher elected to teach in pursuit of that goal, and her commitment 
made a world of difference in her classroom. 

My colleague asked other questions about her academically diverse learners and how she would respond to them. 
The way she framed her questions was different from what I suspect is customary, and the subtle differences yielded 
powerful distinctions in her work. 

This teacher did not ask, What labels do my students have? Rather, she asked, What are their particular interests and 
needs? Because needs rather than labels guided her instruction, students moved freely among peers and 
opportunities. Both her teaching and her students seemed less restricted, freer. 

She did not ask, What are my students' deficits? Instead, she asked, What are their strengths? Although she clearly 
understood the need to “patch holes” in the fabric of their proficiency, beginning with what students could do changed 
the tone of the classroom and the will of reluctant learners. 

In place of asking, How do I remediate students?, she pondered, What can I do to ensure that each student works at 
the highest level of thought and production possible? She understood that purpose propels human beings and that 
rich, purposeful curriculum propels students to master whatever skills they need to succeed. 

This teacher did not ask, How can I motivate these students? Instead, she wondered, What releases the motivation 
born in all humans? 

She did not ask, What do I do if a student cannot accomplish my agenda? She asked, How might I adapt the agenda to 
work for the student? 

I also came to understand the subtle but crucial distinction in one other common school question. My friend did not 
ask, Where should we put this student? Instead, she asked, What circumstances will be the most effective catalyst for 
this student's development? 

Taken singly, the questions are interesting and fruitful. Taken as a group, they are transformational. They are questions 
in search of equity and excellence for each learner. 

Seeking Equity and Excellence 
The United States has always balanced precariously on the twin values of equity and excellence. As a people, we 
believe that birth in a log cabin should not be a barrier to the boardroom or the Oval Office and that all citizens should 
have access to the opportunities that will help them realize their potential. 

Similarly, we cling to a vision of the United States as representing the best. We stand for the fastest cars, the tallest 
buildings, the finest medical care, and the most innovative technology. We are committed to excellence. Let the world 
generate a problem: We will solve it. 

To lose either equity or excellence as a guiding value would be to lose our identity. To maintain both, however, is a 
balancing act of the highest order. And the challenge is perhaps greatest in the schools that shape young people to be 
good stewards of these values. Although we don't often think about the impact of education decisions on the balance 
between equity and excellence, many decisions push the fulcrum in one direction or the other—for individual learners, 
groups, or schools as a whole. 

A curriculum furthers excellence when it opens doors to a promising tomorrow. Instruction furthers excellence when 
it moves a learner as effectively as possible toward expertise as a thinker, problem solver, and producer. And 
procedures, policies, and practices further equity when they maximize the likelihood that each learner will be a full 
participant in an excellence-based education. 
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The 5th grade teacher's questions were her guideposts to achieving equity and excellence for the widest possible 
range of students. Her decision to move from a school where a complex, dynamic curriculum was a given to a 
classroom where that was less likely was an excellence-based decision. She wanted to ensure that a maximum number 
of students see themselves as worthy of wrestling with ideas and issues, just as adults do. 

Had she made any other assumption in her mixed-ability classroom, her most able students would have experienced 
“excellence” devoid of challenge and sweat. For such students, this sort of pseudo-excellence is at first seductive but 
ultimately crippling. She refused to be a thief of challenge for her most advanced learners. Beginning with high-quality 
curriculum and instruction is a precursor to excellence for any student. For this teacher, labels did not define access 
to quality of thought or production. Rather, quality was the foundation from which learning for all students could 
emanate. 

Equity in this teacher's classroom was also central. Her pivotal, equity-based decision was determining that a wide 
range of learners should have access to excellence. Then she immediately began asking herself, How do I support each 
student's persistent movement toward excellence and expertise? Equity not only grants access but also supports 
success. A plan to teach students skills that they had missed in the past was in operation, but never as an end in itself. 
Such “remediation” was always in the service of “acceleration.” 

Grappling with the Messiness of Teaching 
Uncertainty is inherent in teaching. Although we can seldom guarantee the results of our decisions, we must make 
decisions, nonetheless. In a time when we find our student populations becoming exponentially more diverse, we still 
find ourselves asking such questions as, What is the right label for this child? Is the general classroom best or is a 
resource setting preferable? Can differentiation meet the specialized learning needs of students? Should specialists 
focus their energies on students or teachers? 

The reality is that these questions lead us nowhere. Labels often stigmatize without offering a counterbalancing 
benefit. Some general classrooms cripple students, and other general classrooms are almost holy in their capacity to 
evoke the best in a wide range of learners. Likewise, some resource rooms become prison-like in limiting options for 
students who become dependent on them, whereas other resource rooms open access to a better future. 

Differentiation can reinforce status, or differentiation can liberate students from stereotypical expectations. One 
specialist can touch hundreds of lives through successful collaboration with a single teacher, whereas other specialists 
are wasting their time attempting collaboration. Students, even of a given “category,” differ greatly. The contexts in 
which we might provide services for them defy generalization. 

If we reframe the questions that we ask, a tectonic shift might occur in how we make decisions on behalf of 
academically diverse learners. Not, What labels? but, What interests and needs? Not, What deficits? but, What 
strengths? Not, How do we remediate? (or even How do we enrich the standard curriculum?) but, How do we 
maximize access to the richest possible curriculum and instruction? Not, How do we motivate? but, What would it 
take to tap the motivation already within this learner? Not, Which kind of setting? but, What circumstances maximize 
the student's full possibilities? 

Ultimately, just one question might best serve diverse learners, their teachers, and their society. What can we do to 
support educators in developing the skill and the will to teach for each learner's equity of access to excellence? 

https://app.schoology.com/login


Back to top 

 
  

2018 Personalizing and Differentiating Learning to Meet Student Needs: Preparation Material  14 
Schoology 
               

Principles for Fostering Equity and Excellence in Academically Diverse 
Learners 
 

Good curriculum comes first. The teacher's first job is always to ensure a coherent, important, inviting, 
and thoughtful curriculum. 

All tasks should respect each learner. Every student deserves work that is focused on the essential 
knowledge, understanding, and skills targeted for the lesson. Every student should be required to think 
at a high level and should find his or her work interesting and powerful. 

When in doubt, teach up! Good instruction stretches learners. The best tasks are those that students 
find a little too difficult to complete comfortably. Be sure there's a support system in place to facilitate 
the student's success at a level that he or she doubted was attainable. 

Use flexible grouping. Find ways and time for the class to work as a whole, for students to demonstrate 
competence alone, and for students to work with varied groups of peers. Using only one or two types 
of groups causes students to see themselves and one another in more limited ways, keeps the teacher 
from “auditioning” students in varied contexts, and limits potentially rich exchanges in the classroom. 

Become an assessment junkie. Everything that a student says and does is a potential source of 
assessment data. Assessment should be an ongoing process, conducted in flexible but distinct stages, 
and it should maximize opportunities for each student to open the widest possible window on his or 
her learning. 

Grade to reflect growth. The most we can ask of any person—and the least we ought to ask—is to be 
and become their best. The teacher's job is to guide and support the learner in this endeavor. Grading 
should, in part, reflect a learner's growth. 

Adapted from Differentiation in Practice: A Resource Guide for Differentiating Curriculum, Grades 5–9, 
by Carol Ann Tomlinson and Caroline Cunningham Eidson (ASCD, 2003). 

 

 

Carol Ann Tomlinson is Professor of Educational Leadership, Foundations, and Policy Studies, Curry School of Education, University of Virginia, P.O. 
Box 400277, Charlottesville, VA 22904; cat3y@virginia.edu. 
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How to Teach Now  

William Powell and Ochan Kusuma-Powell 

Introduction 
Over the last four decades, we, Ochan and Bill, have taught children and young adults in the United States, the Middle East, Africa, and 
Southeast Asia. We have worked with student populations that were very diverse in terms of ethnicity, culture, linguistic background, 
socioeconomic status, and religious faith. These students also brought remarkable learning diversity to our classrooms. Some were in 
the early stages of learning English. Others had learning disabilities, remarkable talents, academic gifts, or attention issues. Many were 
experiencing profound relocation stress as they moved from country to country and school to school. 

More recently, we have devoted our time to the professional learning of teachers in international schools around the world. We have 
had the pleasure and privilege of working with thousands of teachers in more than 40 countries. From Tashkent to Tianjin, from Siem 
Reap to São Paulo, all of the teachers we have met enriched our institutes with their unique experiences and backgrounds. 

Amazingly, amid all this diversity, a clear pattern has emerged. Irrespective of nationality, culture, religion, gender, or the type of school 
in which they work, all of the most effective teachers we have met teach with both a local and a global context in mind. They focus on 
knowing the individual student and personalizing instruction to match that student's needs. At the same time, they teach in a way that 
considers the whole diverse community of students and prepares them for living and working in our modern, complicated world. We 
believe this approach is fast becoming what is needed in schools everywhere. 

While international schools have always enrolled students with different racial, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds, globalization and 
massive immigration trends are making the student populations of nearly every school increasingly diverse. What was once the particular 
challenge of international school teachers now faces us all. To accommodate the new makeup of classrooms and the disappearing 
distances between cultures, teachers need to focus on each student's learning needs while simultaneously imparting global 
competence—the ability to understand other cultures, to respect and appreciate differences, and to move gracefully and graciously 
between cultures. To see our students succeed, we all must embrace this paradox of personalizing learning in the global classroom. 

Before we move on to discussing what personalizing entails, let's first remember the way classrooms used to be and how many of us 
were taught to think about them and about our students. 

The Way We Were: The One-Size-Fits-All Classroom 
Bill entered the teaching profession in the mid-1970s, accepting a job as an English teacher at a high school in a small town north of New 
York City. The school was located in a solidly blue-collar community, and its enrollment was almost entirely homogeneous. Ninety-nine 
percent of the students were white, Roman Catholic, and Italian American. There were two African American students in the school, but 
they were segregated in a special education program and rarely seen. If there were Jewish students, the teachers didn't know about 
them, and there were certainly no Asian or Latino students. The homogeneity was further exaggerated by the fact that it was the year of 
the Farrah Fawcett hairdo, which made virtually all the female students look alike. 

At the start of the school year, the Italian American principal, who had grown up in the surrounding community, called a faculty meeting 
and spoke at length about the subculture of the majority of the school's students. The previous year there had been a number of 
disciplinary problems, and he was keen not to have them repeated. He explained that students from the local working-class community 
were used to firm rules and absolute limits. He warned that attempts to negotiate classroom expectations with students would invite 
disruptive behavior. These students respected strength, the principal stressed, and they would respond poorly to anything they 
interpreted as weakness or "giving in." 

In many respects, the typical classroom at that school resembled a factory assembly line. Control was external, the classes were often 
repetitious, and many times skills were taught in isolation. Content coverage prevailed over conceptual understanding. The idea that 
children might have different learning styles and different combinations of intelligence preferences was still a decade or more in the 
future. It was a one-size-fits-all learning situation, and if children didn't learn, the responsibility was placed squarely on their shoulders. 

The Way We Are Now: Teaching Unique Learners in the Global Classroom 
Our classrooms and professional perspectives have changed a lot since the 1970s—and thank goodness for that! Around the world, 
seismic demographic shifts have made monocultural enclave schools, such as the one that Bill began teaching in, increasingly rare. Today 
it is common for neighborhood schools in cities like Boston, Vancouver, London, and Melbourne to have 30 or 40 nationalities 
represented among their students. 
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The last 20 years have also changed our understanding of learning and how the brain works. Educators now recognize that students bring 
to the classroom different learning styles, intelligence preferences, and interests, and the most effective teachers incorporate these 
factors into their instructional planning. 

To help illustrate the new learning dynamics of the global classroom, we would like to introduce you to four students. Although each 
student's story is unique, together they represent the types of challenges facing 21st century teachers, who must work to understand all 
the children they teach, the complexity of these students' specific cultural backgrounds, and the ways in which they learn. 

Rupa: A Success Last Year 
Rupa is a very bright girl, or she used to be, when she was a 4th grader in Nairobi, Kenya, and earned straight As. But since Rupa's family 
moved to the United States six months ago, her school achievement has taken a nosedive. Rupa's parents have visited her teachers 
almost every other day and are hiring a private tutor for math. Rupa's television and computer privileges have been suspended 
indefinitely. 

Although Rupa is ethnically Indian, she has never lived in India. She was born in Africa but doesn't feel any sense of being Kenyan or 
African. Her family is Hindu, but because of her education in a Roman Catholic school, she knows more about the catechism than she 
does the Vedas. Her father and mother retain some ties to their traditional Indian culture, but Western values and commercialism are 
part of their lives now, too. 

Rupa's father owns and runs a successful furniture company, but he doesn't believe that he will be able to afford to send Rupa to an 
American university. He sees Rupa going to India for university-level study, even though he is aware of how competitive admission to 
Indian universities can be, and even though Rupa doesn't speak Hindi. The medium of instruction in the convent school she attended in 
the Nairobi suburbs was English, and the language of the playground was a patois of English, Gujarati, and Kiswahili. The emphasis in her 
previous school was on rote memory. Her American school demands that she engage in critical thinking. Rupa's teacher expects her to 
apply knowledge and demonstrate conceptual understanding. All this is new to Rupa, and it baffles her. 

Ten-year-old Rupa remembers being a success at school last year and grieves for her past life. 

Frank: Culture Shock in the International Baccalaureate 
At the conclusion of Frank's valedictory speech, the entire audience at his international school in Tanzania is on its feet. Thunderous 
applause echoes through the commencement hall, capturing the enormous pride the school community takes in his accomplishment: a 
four-year scholarship to Harvard, where he plans to study as a pre-med student. 

Frank is a local boy—a scholarship student and the son of two teachers at the Tanzanian government school who would otherwise have 
never been able to afford the international school fees. The centerpiece of Frank's valedictory speech addresses the culture shock he 
experienced when he was first awarded his host-country scholarship … and first discovered the difference between studying in a 
traditional government school and meeting the intellectual demands of his new school's International Baccalaureate (IB) diploma 
program. 

For the first three or four months I was at this school, I didn't say a word in class. I was in a state of total confusion and shock. 
It was as though I'd landed on a different planet. I didn't understand what the teachers wanted. I was used to a school in which 
there were right and wrong answers. You were rewarded for right answers and punished for wrong answers. But here, the 
teachers wanted you to think. They expected you to have ideas. They were interested in your opinions. You were evaluated not 
on a basis of right and wrong, but on the basis of how well thought out your answers were. If you have never been in a traditional 
government school, you have no idea of the magnitude of this change! You have no idea how terrifying it is to appear before a 
teacher who expects you to think. Now, I recognize it as the greatest gift that anyone can ever receive! 

May Ling: Multilingual, but Not Making It 
Thirteen-year-old May Ling is visibly nervous during the admissions interview at her new school in Kuala Lumpur. She answers questions 
softly, using single words or short phrases. For most of the time, she scrutinizes her shoes and holds one hand firmly in front of her 
mouth. She is easily flustered and, at least once, appears on the verge of tears. 

Although she has been in an English-language school in Macao for the past five years, the ESL placement-test results included in May 
Ling's admissions portfolio put her at Level One—a beginner. At home, May Ling's Chinese mother speaks to her in Cantonese; her Danish 
father speaks to her in English. 

When May Ling is not so nervous, her social, spoken English seems competent—fluent, even. However, her written work in both English 
and Chinese reveals that she is struggling with abstract expression in both languages. The fact is that May Ling doesn't have a strongly 
developed mother tongue. She is not just wrestling with the acquisition of English; she is wrestling with the acquisition of language. 



Back to top 

  

Matt: A Study in Loneliness 
Both the middle school counselor and the learning specialist are concerned about Matt. He has had several psycho-educational 
evaluations and, despite his parents' persistent denials, his learning disability is well documented. He is reading three grade levels below 
his age group. His handwriting is almost illegible. In a one-to-one situation, Matt can exhibit surprising flashes of insight, and his critical 
thinking skills can be astute and penetrating. However, in his 7th grade classroom, he is silent and withdrawn. 

Matt is an American citizen attending an international school in São Paulo, Brazil. There are 15 nationalities represented in his homeroom, 
and on the playground, Portuguese is heard as frequently as English. Matt isn't sure how to go about making friends across the various 
cultural divides, and over the past semester, he has become the target of teasing. A group of children in the 7th grade have taken to 
calling Matt "retard." This name-calling has extended to graffiti appearing on both Matt's locker and his loose-leaf binder. Unfortunately, 
Matt's thick prescription glasses and his poor hand-eye coordination add to the impression of general awkwardness. 

On one occasion, the learning specialist observed Matt in the cafeteria carrying his tray to a table already occupied by a group of his 
classmates. When he arrived at the table, his classmates stared at him incredulously. Their body language spoke louder than their 
unspoken words: Do you really think you're going to sit with us? Realizing that he had forgotten a fork and spoon, Matt placed his tray 
on the table and went back to the serving line. When he returned to the table, all of his classmates had disappeared, as had his tray of 
food. 

Personalized Learning Basics 
What Rupa, Frank, May Ling, and Matt require is a teacher who expects, recognizes, and appreciates student learning differences and 
incorporates these differences into instructional planning. There is nothing new or "faddish" about personalized learning. In one form or 
another, it has been with us since the first cave-dwelling Magdalenian mother recognized the differing talents of her brood of children. 
What is new is educators' concerted and systematic effort to identify and use these differences to maximize children's learning. 

Teachers often have three basic yet important questions about personalized learning. Let's take them in turn. 

What Is the Purpose of Personalized Learning? 
Personalized learning is about making the curriculum as attractive and relevant as possible to the widest possible audience. This is 
accomplished by providing multiple access points to a high-quality curriculum—access points that will entice students with different 
readiness levels, interests, cultural backgrounds, intelligence preferences, and learning styles. Once students connect with the 
curriculum, personalized learning aims to keep them engaged, maximizing their understanding and achievement. 

Who Is Personalized Learning For? 
It's for students who are culturally diverse, students who are learning English as a second or third language, students with special learning 
needs, and students with special gifts or talents. In short, personalized learning is for every student, and it serves all students well. 

What Do Teachers Need to Do to Personalize Learning? 
In our experience, to effectively personalize learning, teachers need to engage in five ongoing inquiries. We must work to know our 
students as learners, know ourselves as teachers, know our curriculum, know our assessments, and know our collegial relationships. 

Knowing our students as learners entails systematically and deliberately exploring our students' cultural identities, linguistic 
backgrounds, family circumstances, learning styles, intelligence preferences, readiness levels, interests, and many other individual 
learning traits and then using that information to address specific needs by providing meaningful and appropriately challenging work. 

Knowing ourselves as teachers includes probing our own cultural biases and assumptions, discovering our preferences in learning style 
that may have translated into our preferred and dominant teaching style, and recognizing submerged beliefs and expectations that we 
have about children in general or about students specifically—all of which should help us to more clearly understand and serve our 
students. 

Knowing our curriculum at a conceptual level means being able to discriminate between content and transferrable concepts. Concepts 
are overarching and applicable to many areas of specific content, offering flexibility in choosing access points for students with a variety 
of cultural backgrounds and learning preferences. 

Knowing our assessments encompasses selecting and designing tools to match the learning objectives we want to measure, offering 
students some choice in assessment in order to increase engagement, and bringing students inside the assessment process so that they 
become the end users of assessment data. 

Knowing our collegial relationships involves enlisting the help of other professionals with different experiences, backgrounds, skills, and 
perspectives to support us in planning how to best serve the diverse needs of our students. Education today is a most complex field. As 
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such, it is absurd and counterproductive for teachers to "go it alone." The most enlightened schools are promoting co-planning, co-
teaching, and the collective analysis of student work. 

Pursuit of advanced knowledge in all five domains of personalized learning is critical to success. Teachers can fall into focusing on one or 
two domains, which will limit the effectiveness of instruction. We have created Figure A to show how only exploration of all five domains 
results in the ability to personalize learning. 

Figure A. Relationship Between Teacher Knowledge and Personalized Learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Limited Knowledge of Students, Self,  

& Collegial Relationships 

Most teachers have some knowledge in all areas, but we have chosen the extremes of limited focus to make the relationship between 
domains clearer. For example, a teacher who knows his students and himself well but doesn't know his curriculum is likely to be trusted 
and popular, but he may not have the most robust or meaningful learning outcomes. A teacher who knows her curriculum but doesn't 
know her students may have limited success reaching students who are not highly motivated or highly capable. 

Personalized learning does not mean the teacher creates a separate lesson plan for every student. It does, however, presume that the 
teacher ensures enough flexibility of instruction, activities, and assessment to enable a diverse group of learners to find a good fit most 
of the time (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). This work requires keen and empathetic observation and listening; careful monitoring of student 
activity and interactions; and continual assessment and instructional adjustment. Nothing in the classroom can be so rigid that it cannot 
be adapted to facilitate greater learning. In other words, instructional strategies, use of time, use of materials, approach to content, the 
grouping of students, and the means of assessment all need to be flexible. The teacher is the architect of that flexibility. 

Everything in the learning environment of the personalized classroom is purposeful. The teacher identifies precise learning goals and 
determines clear indicators of success. The teacher knows her students as learners, and her planning is thoughtful and rigorous. She is 
deliberate about how students are grouped and the way furniture is arranged. She understands why Jack needs to get up and move after 

Complex Knowledge of Students, Self, 
and Collegial Relationships 

• Creates trusting classroom climate. 
• Demonstrates extensive empathy. 
• Possesses excellent interpersonal skills. 
• Does not always identify meaningful or 

appropriate learning objectives. 
• Lesson outcomes ill-defined. 
• Assessment may not match learning targets. 
• Often drifts off point when teaching. 
• Questioning is superficial. 

Does not foster complex thinking. 

Advanced 
Knowledge of 

Curriculum 
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Relationship-Oriented Teacher" "Personalizing Teacher" 

 • Creates sense of class belonging. 
• Frames meaningful learning goals. 
• Matches methodology to student readiness 

levels, interests, and learning profiles. 
• Uses wide repertoire of instructional 

strategies and assessments. 
• Taps intrinsic student motivation. 
• Sets expectation of internal student locus of 

control and responsibility. 

"Task-Oriented Teacher" 

• Has content area expertise/ subject mastery. 
• Very effective with highly motivated and 

capable students. 
• Teaches only in own preferred style. 
• Does not respond to individual learning needs. 
• Does not address varying motivational levels. 

Uses traditional assessments. 

 
"Beginning Teacher" 

• May have subject mastery. 
• Shows great enthusiasm and interest. 
• Possesses limited knowledge of instructional 

strategies and assessments. 
• Has not yet developed collaborative skills. 

Needs opportunities to develop in all domains. 
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10 minutes of seat work and why Zahara benefits from "think aloud" activities. In the personalized classroom, the teacher assumes the 
role of designer—purposefully selecting and orchestrating the multitude of classroom variables to maximize the learning of all students. 

Perhaps most importantly, the personalized classroom is respectful. The origin of the word "respect" is the Latin respectus—a 
combination of re, meaning "again" or "back," and specere, meaning "to look." Thus, respect literally means "to look again"—to deem 
something worthy enough, important enough, to attend to a second or third time. A respectful classroom dignifies the differences that 
students bring with them to the learning experience. While students have different readiness levels, cultures, languages, interests, and 
strengths, respectful pedagogy means that every child is presented with tasks, activities, and challenges that are equally interesting and 
engaging and is provided equal opportunity for the development of conceptual understanding. 

To illustrate the effect personalizing instruction can have, we would like to share a significant experience that Ochan and her co-teacher, 
Alex, had with a student named Nicolas. 

Nicolas: A Portrait of the Power of Personalized Learning 
Nicolas caused his teachers to lose sleep. He entered the general 7th grade humanities class at the English-language International School 
of Kuala Lumpur in January after completing a sheltered immersion ESL program. Ochan and her teaching partner, Alex, started the class 
out with a study of Malcolm Bosse's novel Ordinary Magic. It's a story about Jeffrey, an American boy who grows up in India. When 
Jeffrey's parents die suddenly, he has to be repatriated to the United States. The story explores Jeffrey's transition from Indian culture 
to the culture of America. 

Ochan and Alex set the first journal prompt for the novel: "Have you ever thought about what it might be like to lose a parent? How do 
you think you would feel if you were Jeffrey?" 

In his journal, Nicolas wrote this response:  

Well yes I will not support to lose one of my parents. I would feel really bad and sad and also lonely. 

Ochan and Alex were concerned about the impoverishment of Nicolas's writing. He had had 15 minutes to write, and he produced just 2 
sentences, 22 words. In his writing there was virtually no content, the syntax was very simple, and the vocabulary was extremely limited. 

In the next few days, Ochan and Alex assigned another journal entry, again based on the novel study. This time the prompt was "Jeffrey 
is struggling to define himself. Culturally he is Tamil, but ethnically he is American. How do you define yourself, and what do you base 
this self-definition on?" 

Nicolas wrote this response:  

I define myself as Mexican because all well most of my family are Mexican and also I was born in Mexico, my culture is from 
Mexico and I speak Spanish that the language of Mexico and also my passport is Mexican. 

Ochan and Alex had a lengthy conversation. If anything, Nicolas's second writing sample was even more worrisome than his first. They 
could not tell what, if anything, Nicolas was understanding from the novel. The vocabulary and syntax were very simple, and the content 
superficial. Did Nicolas's poor writing reflect an ESL issue, or something else—maybe a language disorder or learning disability? They also 
worried that it might be a reflection of Nicolas's intellectual ability. 

At the end of their conversation, Alex suggested to Ochan that since they had been assigning a great deal of writing, perhaps they should 
give the students some other way of demonstrating their understanding of the novel's various themes. They agreed that in the next class 
session, they would add a visualization activity to the usual journal entry. Students were told to take any scene from the book and show 
what they understood from the book by drawing it. Figure B is what Nicolas produced. 
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Figure B. Nicolas's Scene Illustration 

 

 

The scene depicted is the death of Jeffrey's father. His father is in the bed, and the priest is sitting on the chair. Jeffrey has just run in 
from school. As you can see, Nicolas's drawing captures both motion and emotion. And it demonstrates a profound understanding of 
this poignant scene in the novel. But the drawing was not the only surprise in store for Ochan and Alex. There was also Nicolas's journal 
entry, written to accompany the drawing and respond to the prompt, "Discuss some of the issues that Jeffrey faces in his move to the 
United States." 
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Nicolas wrote the following entry:  

Some of the issues that Jeffrey faces in his move to US is that when he want to make friends and invite them to his house he 
don't know how to make them happy so they can't get bored. Because in India when he was with his friends he just looked at 
the sunset or kill vipers and swim but in America the kids want to do more things and listen to hard rock music. Also how to 
behave in class and with his friends so he can be there friends. And also how to play basketball and all the sports his friends 
play because in India he didn't have that kind of games so he need to learn them so he can do more friends and get used to 
American life. 

While there were certainly problems with grammar, spelling, and syntax, Nicolas's writing had taken a quantum leap forward in terms of 
volume and complexity, and he had identified one of the novel's key themes—transition from one culture to another and how this change 
affects social relationships. Figure C is Nicolas's visualization of some of the important values represented in the novel. 

Figure C. Nicolas's Depiction of the Novel's Key Values 

 

Ochan and Alex had a hunch that there was a connection between Nicolas's improved writing and his drawing. Over the four weeks of 
the novel study, they provided Nicolas with numerous opportunities to use his artistic talents. It became apparent that Nicolas had 
benefitted tremendously from nonverbal, prewriting activities. Ochan and Alex speculated that the nonverbal brainstorming Nicolas 
engaged in while drawing provided him access to the English vocabulary stored in his long-term memory, which he could then use in his 
writing. They believed that Nicolas was basically drawing his way to thinking and writing. (We have noticed that boys often benefit greatly 
from this kind of nonverbal brainstorming.) 

At the end of the four-week novel study, feedback from Nicolas confirmed Ochan and Alex's hypothesis. All the students were asked to 
address three questions:  

1. How have you enjoyed this instructional approach? 

2. What has gone well for you? 

3. What advice do you have for the next novel study? 
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Here is how Nicolas responded:  

1. I found this way of learning interesting because you can get to define yourself more and because the book can teach you about 
a person that change religion and don't have all his family. Also it tells that he don't know if he is from India or from U.S. 

2. What has gone well for me in this class is that we needed to do a lot of drawing. Because I am good at drawing and also it make 
me write much but a lot more and I like that. That is good. Also I have good grades and good notes. 

3. My advise that I have for the next one we are going to do is to read a lot more, write a lot more so that I can get better grades 
and also do more work and put more effort. 

It was interesting for Ochan and Alex to note the personal connection that Nicolas had made to the novel in his first response, in which 
he highlighted the search for identity that is at the heart of every middle school child, and the confusion that may result from relocation. 
This underscored for both Ochan and Alex the need to be sensitive when working with students transitioning into a new classroom. 

We followed Nicolas's progress for many years. On the midyear writing assessment in grade 8, Nicolas chose to write on the topic of 
terrorism. He filled the margins of his paper with small iconic drawings of terrorists and weapons. The same habit of drawing his way to 
thinking and writing continued in high school. The reverse side of his mock IB examination papers were covered with drawings. In 2006, 
Nicolas graduated from the International School of Kuala Lumpur with the full IB diploma. He was accepted at a prestigious university in 
Canada, where he is studying industrial design. Our hunch is that Nicolas is still drawing his way to thinking, and that when he is 40 and 
the CEO of a large company, or the Mexican ambassador to some country, the first draft of his reports will be full of small, iconic drawings. 

Teachers can learn a great deal from our students, and Nicolas taught Ochan and Alex many lessons. He taught them how colleagues 
reflecting and planning together often have insights that would not have been available to them individually. He underscored how 
important it is to examine assumptions about students and suspend premature evaluation. He taught them that a personalized and 
culturally relevant entry point to the curriculum can mean the difference between sustained and sustainable achievement and frustration 
and failure. In short, Nicolas helped illustrate the power of personalized learning. 

A Paradigm Shift for the New Global Reality 
At the heart of personalized learning is a teacher's commitment to teach all of his or her students. Too often in the past, the prevailing 
attitude has been that in every class there will be a few unreachable children—students who are too lazy, too emotionally disturbed, too 
ESL, too learning disabled, too inattentive, or too lacking in intelligence or self-control to learn. Too often teachers have assumed tacit 
license from colleagues and administrators to dismiss or disregard the learning of some students. In the high school where Bill started 
his teaching career in the 1970s, responsibility for the learning of "difficult" students was placed not on the teacher but on the students. 

Embracing All 
In her article "Deciding to Teach Them All," Carol Ann Tomlinson (2003) writes about the power of a teacher embracing the challenge of 
teaching all students in the class—not some or even most, but all. Tomlinson suggests that when teachers make the decision to teach 
each individual child, our perceptual framework undergoes a fundamental shift. We turn from looking at a student's "labels" to searching 
for that student's interests and needs. We shift from focusing on the child's deficits—what he or she cannot do— to looking at the child's 
strengths. We move away from the question "How do I remediate this student?" and toward "What do I do to ensure that this student 
works at the highest level of thought and production?" 

Individual teachers and entire schools must make this commitment to equity. It is easy for educators to be drawn into dichotomous 
thinking—to pit the pursuit of excellence against the desire for equity. This often occurs at a subconscious level. We see it when private 
schools define themselves as college preparatory and exclude children with special educational needs. The unspoken assumption is that 
children who learn differently will somehow lower the standards and impede the learning of other, brighter students. How often have 
we heard someone say, "We can't be all things to all people"? Instead of such restrictive thinking, we need to embrace what De Bono 
(1991) calls water logic (as opposed to the either/or thinking of rock logic); it's what our Asian colleagues refer to as "the search for the 
middle way." 

The creative tension of embracing both excellence and equity is the defining quality of great schools. Good schools often choose to focus 
on one or the other—either excellence or equity. Some, by practicing selective admissions policies, sacrifice equity. Others embrace a 
social-reconstructionist agenda at the expense of critical thinking and high academic standards. Great schools, however, refuse to 
compromise either excellence or equity. The International School of Brussels (ISB) is a case in point. It accepts over 1,500 children from 
more than 40 nationalities, and these students range from extremely capable learners to those with intensive learning challenges. The 
mission of ISB is Everyone included. Everyone challenged. Everyone successful. 1,500 ways of being intelligent. At graduation, a student 
with cerebral palsy who was born in Ireland will walk across the stage next to a student from the United States who is destined for Yale. 
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A starting point for integration of excellence and equity is an understanding that neither is mutually exclusive. In fact, we would argue 
that they are complementary. The startling recognition is that cultural and learning diversity have enormous potential for enriching our 
classrooms. Inclusive education is not only more humane; it is actually more effective for all students (Florian & Rouse, 1996; Mittler, 
1995; Stainback, Stainback, & Jackson 1992; Udvari-Solner & Thousand, 1995). Unfortunately, most of the world's education systems 
have been designed to be deliberately exclusive and to serve needs other than those of students. 

Historical Purposes of Education 
For the last two centuries, schools have had three primary purposes. The thinking behind all three of these traditional purposes is now 
entirely outdated. 

The first purpose was to sort children and young adults into categories so they would "fit" into a fixed social and economic order. When 
Bill was growing up in Britain, the 11 Plus exam was still in place. The examination was administered annually to all 11-year-old students, 
and the results were used to sort children into those who would continue with an academic education and those who would be shunted 
into vocational training. It served, in many cases, to perpetuate a rigid class structure. Much of education worldwide continues to fulfill 
this outdated and antidemocratic function. 

The second purpose of schooling was to instill a sense of national identity and patriotism. In countries as diverse as China, Tanzania, 
Malaysia, and the United States, we still see the influence of national identity in the classroom. Until recently, both Tanzania and Malaysia 
had strict regulations that prohibited its citizens from attending international schools. The idea seemed to be that citizenship and 
allegiance to the nation-state would be learned in the classroom. China continues to have such prohibitions. While such restrictions do 
not exist in the United States, a number of states prohibit non-U.S. citizens from teaching in the public schools. This may be a legacy from 
the xenophobia of Joseph McCarthy's 1950s, but as late as 1979, the Supreme Court of the United States upheld the right, if not the 
wisdom, of New York State to ban noncitizens from teaching in public schools. The largest group affected? Teachers of French from 
nearby Quebec! 

Historically, there has been little international perspective to national education. More disturbing was the fact that instilling a sense of 
national identity was often accomplished by perpetuating prejudices against and animosity toward other nationalities and cultures. In 
other words, students were taught to rally around a flag not to celebrate their national culture, but to feel more secure when they felt 
threatened by someone else's culture. Such narrow provincialism is antithetical to the interdependent reality of the modern global 
village. The membership of the United Nations now stands at just under 200 countries. Of those, only about 20 have any real claim to 
being "nation-states" in the 19th century sense of containing within their boundaries people of common descent, language, religion, and 
history. Increasingly, nationality is not associated with a single ethnicity or culture. Over 50 percent of the population of Vancouver is 
ethnically Asian. So what does it mean to be Canadian? 

The third historical purpose of education was to serve the economic interest of the nation state. In 1998, when Tony Blair, the prime 
minister of Britain, declared that the first three priorities of his government were "Education, education, and education," he was not 
referring to the education of French or German children. When U.S. President George W. Bush signed No Child Left Behind (NCLB) into 
law, he was not concerned about schools that were failing young people in Indonesia or Uganda. Education has always had vested 
national and economic self-interest firmly in its back pocket. But our modern, highly interdependent economic world makes such thinking 
completely archaic. When the sudden decline in housing values in the United States causes the stock markets in London, Hong Kong, and 
Tokyo to plunge, how can we think of the health of any national economy in isolation from the world economy? 

Schools must make a paradigm change to catch up with the new global reality. Education must keep pace with our rapidly changing 
classrooms and world and give all students the tools for working in a global context. Climate change, renewable energy, and the other 
great challenges of the next generation do not have national borders. In 1918, before the advent of commercial air travel, the Spanish 
flu took less than a month to spread from its first documented appearance in the United States to the presence of documented cases in 
every state of the union. How much faster has been the recent spread of the H1N1 flu and how inadequate have been the attempts at 
evoking national sovereignty as a means of protecting citizens. Slowly, we are perceiving the necessity of global interdependence. Slowly, 
we are understanding the importance of appreciating and understanding cultures other than our own. These are the crucial messages of 
the global classroom. Education systems, schools, and teachers have an urgent and undeniable obligation to inculcate "international 
mindedness" in their students. 

Some national education systems are starting to move in the right direction. In January 2007, the British government released a report 
titled 2020 Vision. The centerpiece of this report was a clear vision that students learn in different ways, and these different learning 
proclivities are influenced by culture, gender, societal factors, learning styles, and biology. The report called on schools and educators to 
engage in personalized learning, to focus in a more structured and systematic way on each child's learning in order to enhance progress, 
achievement, and participation: "In personalized learning, teachers use their understanding of achievement data and other information 
about their pupils to benefit particular groups, for example, the gifted and talented, by matching teaching and opportunities for learning 
more accurately to their needs" (Department for Education and Skills, 2007, p. 14). 
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Questions for Today's Educators 
As teachers and schools push past old thinking and outdated purposes in an attempt to meet the new demands of a global classroom 
and interconnected world, new questions arise:  

• How does a child's culture affect how he or she thinks and learns? 

• How can a teacher come to know students as learners in a truly global classroom? 

• How does a teacher build robust learning relationships with children from a multitude of cultural backgrounds and with many 
learning styles and intelligence preferences? 

• How does a teacher's knowledge and perceptions of culture affect the learning of students? 

• What should the curriculum for the global classroom include? 

• What might culturally sensitive assessment look like? 

• How does a teacher bridge cultural divides when collaborating with colleagues? 

Although much of culture is intangible, it nevertheless provides the framework for personal identity. We trample upon another person's 
culture—even inadvertently—at our own peril. And when we as educators ignore the cultural backgrounds of our students or pretend 
that these cultural backgrounds do not influence learning in the classroom, we set ourselves up to be perceived as arrogant and 
disrespectful or, worse yet, alienate our students and erode their sense of membership and belonging in our class community. 

Pursuing knowledge in the five key domains of personalized learning— knowing our students, knowing ourselves, knowing our curriculum, 
knowing our assessments, and knowing our collegial relationships—will yield insights into accommodating cultural and learning diversity 
in the classroom. We will discuss each domain in subsequent chapters of the book, and we have included an Action Advice section at the 
end of every chapter to get you started in personalizing learning in your own classroom. Although there is no question that a broad 
repertoire of instructional strategies is an essential component of effective teaching, this "bigger toolbox" is not enough in and of itself. 
We hope this book will help inspire the deep and inclusive thoughtfulness that underlies all meaningful learning outcomes. 

Copyright © 2011 by ASCD. All rights reserved. No part of this publication—including the drawings, graphs, illustrations, or chapters, except for brief quotations in critical 
reviews or articles—may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage 
and retrieval system, without permission from ASCD. 
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Many a teacher, student, and parent feels 
depleted from time spent in regimented 
classrooms better suited to the early 
industrial revolution than to an era when 
the hallmark is change, the survival mech-

anism is flexibility, and business models reflect a focus 
on the individual. The devotion to standardization char-
acteristic of many classrooms is drab compared with the 
color-rich world outside school. And the content of many 
curriculums looks faded and joyless compared with the 
scope of possibilities calling to learners from the Internet, 
packaged to be intriguing. 

Enter “personalization.” In the ideal world it promises, 
students will be able to study what they want to study, 
whenever they want to study it, and wherever they choose. 
The shiny mechanisms of technology will work to make 
every student a skillful reader and an adept mathema-
tician. Teachers will be less stressed. Presumably, life at 

home will improve as well once parents are freed from 
monitoring Common Core math assignments. Sign us 
all up! The opportunity seems too good, too timely, to 
pass up.

Looking Deeper
Look a little deeper into the idea of personalization and 
to many (although certainly not all), the idea still sounds 
right. Its goal clearly is classrooms that honor the indi-
vidual in a range of ways. It embraces the highly defensible 
tenet that learning has to happen in students, not to them, 
and it recognizes the reality that the diversity of students 
in today’s classrooms makes it impossible to claim that 
one-size-fits-all learning makes sense. Personalization con-
jures up images of kids eagerly going to school—or at least 
somewhere to start learning—each morning and talking 
enthusiastically with parents and peers in the evening 
about what they’ve accomplished during the day.

Let’s Celebrate

But Not Too Fast
PERSONALIZATION

Asking crucial questions about implementing personalized learning  
will help you capture its power for your unique context.

Carol Ann Tomlinson
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But let’s try to pin down personalization a 
bit more. The online Glossary of Education 
Reform (2015) says personalized learning refers 
to “a diverse variety of education programs, 
learning experiences, instructional approaches, 
and academic support strategies that are 
intended to address the distinct learning needs, 
interests, aspirations, or cultural backgrounds 
of individual students.” It is, the Glossary says, 
an alternative to one-size-fits-all instruction; it’s 
student-centered learning.

Although much that’s inviting resides under 
the umbrella term of personalization, there 
are currently so many iterations of what per-
sonalization looks like that it begins to look 
like everything—and nothing. Personalization 
is written about variously as (to name just a 
few) personal learning plans, portfolio dem-
onstration of learning, small schools, blended 
learning, community-based learning, increasing 
student voice and responsibility, project-based 
learning, inquiry learning, computer-based 
learning through adaptive technologies, dual 
enrollment, and anything-anywhere-anytime 

student-designed learning. In fact, the Glossary 
of Education Reform itself notes that person-
alization, as it’s now used, “refers to so many 
different ideas, programs, and strategies that it’s 
difficult to determine precisely what it refers 
to without qualifications, specific examples, or 
additional explanation.” That caveat is cause 
for concern. 

Schools are complex systems. Changing one 
element inevitably calls for changing others. 
Even modest departures from the familiar 
often cause disquieting tremors throughout 
the system. And we in education tend to 
look for the next big thing—the approach, 
text, or program—that will cure the ills that 
beset us. Often, there is considerable merit in 
whatever new instructional approach a com-
munity chooses, but then the potential of that 

It’s unwise to assume any model 
of personalization will work for 
learners of all ages, in all subjects.

© JING JING TSONG/THE iSPOT
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approach is extinguished because 
the community adopts it in a manner 
suggesting that changing course 
in schools is as straightforward as 
changing socks. That unequivocally 
isn’t the case.

Honoring Complexity
All the varieties of personalization 
noted above are instructional in 
nature. There’s no shortage of schools 
and school districts that have set 
out to make significant changes in 
their instructional approach without 
accomplishing what they envisioned. 
The problem is generally not that the 
proposed instructional change was 
without potential benefits, but rather 
that the forethought and planning 
necessary to initiate, develop, and ulti-
mately institutionalize the change were 
much thinner than the complexity of 
the change warranted. The time-worn 
adage “measure twice, cut once” is 
worthy advice in schools as well as in 
carpentry!

So before undertaking a sub-
stantial instructional change like 
personalization, it would be wise 
for educators—both administrators 
and teacher leaders—to spend time 
reflecting on and responding to ques-
tions that reflect the complexity of 
such a change. The list of questions 
that follows isn’t exhaustive, but it’s 
a start.

1. Why personalize learning— 
and why now? 
It’s always good to start with your 
purpose. Why is the idea of person-
alization appealing for your students, 
your faculty, your school? What is 
your vision for personalization? If your 
school focused significantly on per-
sonalizing learning for several months, 
what would an observer see after that 
time that he or she wouldn’t see now? 
How would what that person observes 
represent an improvement? 

Simon Sinek (2009) finds that pro-
ductive organizations spend the most 

time on why they’re taking a particular 
course of action before they begin to 
emphasize precisely what that action 
will look like or how the organization 
will achieve its goals. Too often in 
schools, we begin with what, never 
investing deeply in either why or how. 
Our overall purpose should inform 
both what and how—and a compelling 
why motivates people to contribute to 
the vision. 

2. What will the match be between 
 curriculum and personalization? 
The answer to this question varies 
widely across different forms of per-
sonalization. When personalized 
learning is implemented through 
digital learning platforms that adapt 
to students’ varied paces of learning 
in math, for example, students move 
through a prescribed math curriculum 
on varied timelines with varied sup-
ports. Likewise, dual enrollment 
programs typically use prescribed cur-
riculums occurring simultaneously at 
both secondary and post-secondary 
levels. But when seen as “anything, 
anywhere, anytime learning,” per-
sonalization can mean that students 
determine the curriculum. In between 
these extremes of prescribed and 
individualized curriculums, formats 
like project-based learning and 
 independent study often suggest some 

general curricular frameworks within 
which students have varying amounts 
of choice. 

It’s unwise to select an instructional 
direction without clarity about how 
compatible that direction is with local 
understandings about the nature of 
curriculum. Instruction is a means 
of enacting curriculum. It works in 
service of a curriculum, and the match 
between the goals and the means of 
achieving those goals is critical. A 
bicycle is a great mode of transpor-
tation—unless you’re trying to climb a 
mountain or cross an ocean.

3. Who will experience personal-
ization—and when? 
It’s also unwise to assume that any 
model will work for learners of all 
ages, in all subjects. Administrators 
and teachers should ponder how they 
know they’re choosing the most appro-
priate audience(s) for their preferred 
approach to personalized learning. 
Is the form of personalization you’re 
considering appropriate for all K–12 
learners? Middle school? High school? 
Is it productive in all subjects? Most 
effective if used all day, or only in 
certain classes? 

Bill, a colleague, mentored high 
school students who participated in 
a statewide personalization initiative 
in Vermont last year. These students 
created impressive products by pur-
suing student-directed inquiries 
outside the typical school structures 
of prescribed courses, schedules, 
and grading. Struck by the students’ 
maturity and purposefulness as they 
worked over the period of a year, an 
observer suggested to the students that 
it would be wonderful if their whole 
high school career could be like this. 
The students, Bill told me, replied that 
although they’d loved the opportunity, 
they wouldn’t want to do student-
directed inquiry all the time. They 
felt there was much to be said for the 
structure and interaction of regular 
classes, too. 

The time-worn 
adage “measure 
twice, cut once” 
is worthy advice 
in schools as well 
as in carpentry! 
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4. What if this approach falls short for 
some students? 
Can you imagine any students who 
might be poorly served, at least at 
some points in their learning journey, 
by the instructional approach you’re 
considering? Might students with 
challenges like language acquisition, 
low proficiency in reading, emotional 
insecurity, a lack of background 
experiences, or even a weak attention 
span have trouble finding success 
with this learning structure? Might 
students who are advanced in aca-
demics or in a particular interest area 
find the approach limiting rather than 
 invigorating? 

If personalization is meant to 
enhance development for every 
student, it’s important to decide how 
you’ll address such instances. You 
might need to adopt (or abandon) 
certain practices and processes to 
ensure that this new approach pro-
vides equal access to excellent learning 
opportunities for all students.

For example, are there advanced 
materials and perhaps mentors to 
guide students who learn quickly and 
need to engage with an inquiry in 
greater depth or breadth? Will there 
be resources, guides, and teachers to 
help students who lack independence 
or fundamental reading skills develop 
those abilities as they work with a 
project-based task? 

5. How will old and new paradigms 
coexist? 
The way forward is likely to be 
smoother if teachers volunteer to 
implement an approach than it will 
if all teachers are expected to adopt 
it, but this leads to thorny questions. 
If teachers can opt in or out, is it 
acceptable for all 2nd grade teachers 
to volunteer but only half of the 3rd 
grade teachers? Will it work if the 
math department signs on but the 
science department doesn’t? If the path 
forward is to begin with volunteers 

and incorporate other teachers over a 
period of three to five years, what are 
the implications for deeply embedded 
systems—for example, schedules, 
grading practices, and teacher 
 evaluation—in the meantime? 

6. What supports will teachers need? 
There are doubtless teachers who, after 
years spent with highly prescribed 
curriculums, mandated pacing guides, 
and a quest for convergent answers, 
will find it liberating to embrace 
inquiry, project-based classes, and 
even anything-anywhere-anytime per-
sonalization. Many others will feel ill-
equipped to envision and orchestrate 
more wide-ranging, unscripted routes 
to learning. What will teachers have 
to know, understand, and be able to 
do to feel confident and be competent 
in guiding successful personalization? 
Many necessary attitudes and skills 
will require a departure from usual 
practice; it will be key to identify what 
new learning teachers need to move 

from regimented time blocks, pre-
scribed pacing guides, and the like to 
helping students establish their own 
goals, craft their own objectives, and 
design their own assessment criteria.

Educators may need guidance on 
logistical issues like how to orchestrate 
a classroom in which multiple things 
are happening simultaneously, give 
more than one set of directions, or 
monitor student progress. Imagine, for 
instance, trying to move from teaching 
mathematical algorithms to the whole 
class to serving as an effective coach 
for 30 students who receive their 
mathematical input from adaptive 
technologies, but still need teacher 
involvement in their learning. 

7. Who will help teachers retool? 
Leaders should begin asking where 
they’ll get the sustained staff expertise 
necessary to support a paradigm shift 
in teachers’ beliefs, thinking, and 
practice. How will you address teacher 
variance in readiness and skills to 
make necessary alterations in practice? 
How will the school provide profes-
sional development that’s rooted in 
teachers’ classrooms?

8. What is the school leader’s role? 
Just as teacher roles have been shaped 
over decades by the centrality of stan-
dardization in schools, so have the 
roles of building principals. So what 
will it mean to become a leader for 
student-centeredness in a school? 
How should a leader guide a shift in 
beliefs and practices, and how can 
he or she distribute leadership for 
the change throughout the school? 
How does a principal become an 
instructional coach? What should be 
the relationship between the role of 
experts who will guide a revolution 
in classroom practices and the prin-
cipal’s role? How can a school leader 
handle inevitable discouragement with 
and overt resistance to personalized 
practices? And if personalization 
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suggests that the individual is at the 
center of all decisions, how does the 
building leader consistently model 
 personalization for teachers?

9. Where are parents in the change 
process? 
Even if parents opt into a school with 
a commitment to personalization, 
you’ll need to educate them to provide 
a realistic understanding of why per-
sonalization is on the school’s front 
burner, what to expect in person-
alized classrooms, what standards 
for quality work look like, and what 
roles they can best play in supporting 
their children in this context. If a 
neighborhood school with a captive 
audience pursues personalization, 
parent participation in and under-
standing of the change is both more 
complex and more essential. You’ll 
need to identify ways your school can 
honestly address concerns that will 
inevitably surface, without abdicating 
core philosophies and practices. How 
will teachers and parents communicate 
effectively and with mutual under-
standing as the change progresses? 
What will the school do to ensure that 
all parents are welcome participants in 
the change?

10. What aspects of your educational 
environment will have to change? 
Many schools’ policies, procedures, 
and traditions might be an impediment 
to the intent of personalized class-
rooms. Is your established process 
of scheduling classes, assigning stu-
dents to classes, grading, maintaining 
discipline, assigning class rank, and 
evaluating teachers in harmony with 
the goals and practices of the approach 
you’re considering? Are building 
layout, classroom furnishings, the 

nature and use of the library/media 
center, and the availability of open 
spaces well-suited to the approach? 
Will your available technologies, 
materials, and expertise be adequate? 
Might any district- or state-level 
 mandates and expectations conflict 
with your plans? 

Wanted: Informed and  
Reflective Action
The goal here isn’t to fully answer each 
of these questions before taking any 
action. Rather, it is to begin informed 
action—action based on full awareness 
of the complexity of meaningful school 
change and accompanied by judicious 
planning, deep study of all instruc-
tional possibilities, and vigilance as 
those possibilities unfold.

I’m genuinely excited by the 
growing chorus of voices advocating 
one or another version of personal-
izing learning. After all, over the last 
35 years I’ve said often that differ-
entiation is a way of thinking about 
teaching and learning that advocates 
beginning where individuals are. 
Personalization is a kind of differenti-
ation—or perhaps multiple kinds. The 
dialogue about personalization gives 
me hope. On the other hand, it also 
gives me pause.

As Jennifer Carolan (2016) notes, 
we’re in swampy territory if we see 
personalization as a silver bullet, or if 
we mistake it as the goal rather than as 
a means to a much larger end: linking 
students with meaningful learning, 
enabling collaboration that extends 
human understanding, and preparing 
students for a world that will demand 
of them both reason and wisdom. 
We’re in for a crashing disappointment 
if we believe that any version of 
personalization can succeed in the 

classroom of a teacher who has yet to 
develop the skill or will to use it with 
understanding and fidelity. 

We don’t yet have much evi-
dence that “personalization” works 
(Edwards, 2015)—or for whom, or 
under what circumstances. What we 
have is an idea, or a nest of ideas, 
that could nurture something more 
educationally promising than most 
of what we’ve seen over the previous 
two decades. It could also be an empty 
promise. We’ll fulfill its promise not 
by jumping on the personalization 
bandwagon, but rather by deep 
thinking, informed planning, and wise 
leadership exercised reflectively and 
persistently, site by site, classroom 
by classroom. 

I hope we have that in us. EL
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Personalization’s goal is clearly  
classrooms that honor the individual.
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