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CAPTURING YOUR THINKING 

 
•  Twitter: #capsspl 
•  Text: 203-565-1123 
•  Face-to-face: small group 

mutterings and reflection 
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Essential Question for Session 

How do we design 
“space” in our 

classrooms, our 
schools, and our 
homes to help all 
children develop 
and achieve their 

dreams? 
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LEARNING IN A 
CONTEMPORARY WORLD 

Interdisciplinary 
in nature  

Focus on 
complexity of  
a problem 
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Capacity to think 
and work 
interdependently 

Grounded in 
authentic tasks 



REALITY FOR MANY 

What we hope for 
our students often 
does not line up 

with the daily work 
we assign them.  
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THE REAL “HIGH STAKES”
 

“The one 
who thinks 
learns.” 

— Judy Willis, 
Neurologist, 

Educator, Author 
6 



THE REAL “HIGH STAKES” 

“The world no longer 
cares how much you 
know; the world cares 
about what you can do 
with what you know.”  

  
    — Tony Wagner 
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DEFINITION OF  
PERSONALIZED LEARNING 

“Personalized learning is a 
progressively student –driven model 
where students deeply engage in 
meaningful, authentic, and rigorous 
challenges to demonstrate desired 
outcomes.” 

— Zmuda, Curtis and Ullman (2015) 
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KEY DIFFERENCES 

INDIVIDUALIZATION 

•  Student controls the 
pace of  the topic as 
well as when to 
demonstrate mastery.  

•  Teacher drives 
instruction through 
teacher-created tasks 
and related lesson 
plans.  

DIFFERENTATION 

•  Student selects from a 
range of  content, 
process, and/or 
product options to meet 
the requirements.  

•  Teacher tailors 
instruction based on 
individual student need 
and preference. 
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“We have to stop 
thinking of  an 
education as 
something that is 
delivered to us 
and instead see it 
as something we 
create for 
ourselves.” 

— Stephen Downes 
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DESIGN OF PERSONALIZED 
LEARNING: CLASSROOM LEVEL 

First Nine Elements in Continuum 
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REFLECTING ON CONTINUUM 
•  Level 1: Isolated instances. A teacher 

here and there 
•  Level 2: Pockets of practice. A grade 

level, one school, one department, one 
content area 

•  Level 3: A movement. There is energy 
and direction – wind in the sails from 
within OR from parents/students/
community. 
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KEEPING END IN MIND 

“The goal of  
schooling is not to 
get good at school. 
The goal of  school 
is to get good at 
the demands of  
life.” — Grant Wiggins 
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CONTENT IS A TOOL... 
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TOWARD WHAT END? 



ELEMENT: DISCIPLINARY 
OUTCOMES 

Minimal Student 
Input 

Some Student 
Input Student-Driven 

Established 
standards  
dictate the 
content and  
skills to be 

learned 

Student has some 
choice within 
prescribed  

content and skills 
in established 

standards 

Student 
determines 

content and skills 
they wish to learn 
within established 

standards 
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NEXT GENERATION SCIENCE 
Disciplinary Outcomes Essential Questions Understandings 

 K-5 Based on the 
analysis of observations 
and data, construct a 
statement to explain a 
behavior or event.	  
 	  
3-5 Evaluate someone 
else’s scientific 
explanation/solution to 
determine its validity/
merit. (e.g., replicate 
someone else’s results; 
read logic of published 
investigational design 
and results to identify 
problems in variables, 
collection tools)	  

How do I use my 
findings/solutions to show 
what I learned?  What 
can I learn by sharing my 
work with others?	  
 	  
(Gr. 3-5) What evidence 
is being used to support 
the scientist’s 
statements? Is it valid? 	  
 	  
What next steps or new 
questions do I have?	  

A credible statement on a 
scientific issue is 
supported using valid 
evidence.	  
 	  
Peer review helps 
ensure the credibility of 
scientific findings.	  
 	  
Outcomes of 
experiments/solutions 
often lead to new 
questions/problems for 
further investigation.	  
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ELEMENT: CROSS-
DISCIPLINARY OUTCOMES 

Minimal Student 
Input 

Some Student 
Input Student-Driven 

Cross-
disciplinary 

outcomes have 
been established 

Student has 
opportunities  

to develop based 
on explicit 

teaching and 
assessment 

Student identifies 
cross-disciplinary 
capacities from a 

common set 
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CAPSTONE 
All Berlin High School Seniors engage in the Capstone project 
to prepare them to function effectively in an interdependent 
global community. They pursue ideas or challenges through 
the design and development of  substantive questions and 
actions. Based on this personalized investigation, students: 

•  Explore, define, and solve complex problems 
•  Critically interpret, evaluate, and synthesize information 
•  Conduct themselves in an ethical, responsible, and 

respectful manner 
•  Collaborate with others to produce a unified work and/or 

heightened understanding 
•  Seek out and make sense of  alternate points of  views (as 

needed) 
•  Examine current problems, areas of  focus, and progress to 

modify direction (as needed)  
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HOW THEY WORK TOGETHER 
•  Create a tribute to a personal (or fictional) 

hero through artwork, poetry, letter, 
eulogy, or another form of  
acknowledgement. 

•  Design better furniture that can fit in a 
predetermined space (e.g. dorm room, 
classroom, living room). 

•  Investigate conditions in an area 
devastated by war or a natural disaster to 
determine effectiveness of  relief  efforts. 
Take action to provide assistance either 
through communication or fundraising. 
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ELEMENT: TASK 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student 

Input Student-Driven 

Teacher, 
curriculum, or 

computer  
generated 

Teacher guides 
definition and 
articulation  

of  the problem, 
idea, design, or 

investigation 

Student 
independently  
defines and 

articulates the  
problem, idea, 

design, or  
investigation 
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ELEMENT: AUDIENCE 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student 

Input Student-Driven 

Teacher is 
primary  

audience for 
student  

product or 
performance 

Student has input 
into or  

choice in 
audience 

Student engages 
with  

authentic audience 
to  

demonstrate 
learning and to  

add value through  
contribution 
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IT’S PERSONAL 

You are deeply worried about _________ 
because the disease or condition runs in 
your family and is affecting a loved one. 
How do you get good information about: 
•  seriousness of  the disease or condition 
•  preventive measures 
•  healthy ways of  coping  
•  providing support to loved ones 
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VALUE ADDED 
Collaborate to develop and execute an idea 
that will contribute to the aesthetic beauty 
and health of  a place or community. This 
development process includes:  
•  survey of  the area/neighborhood to 

determine current condition 
•  interview people who use the space to find 

out their concerns and ideas 
•  propose and get approval for the project 
•  develop a plan of  action and complete the 

task 
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POWER OF CONVICTION 

How do I prove that I’m right? (Or someone 
else is wrong?) Apply the construction of  an 
argument to make a case or tear down 
someone else’s based on logic, bias, 
cultural influence, experience and/or 
evidence. For example, Should students 
have some say over the books they read in 
class? Are the Patriots the best NFL 
franchise? Should Euthanasia be legal? Is it 
possible to end terrorism?  
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THE REAL DEAL 
Students operate a business as part of  a 
school-to-career program or own their own 
time. Common enterprises include: catering 
business, auto shop, beauty salon, graphic 
design, APP design, computer repair, lessons 
(e.g. guitar, social media, art, animation, 3-D 
printing). They learn how to hone their craft, 
network with local employers, market their 
business, design customer feedback loops and 
improve customer service.   
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IRRECONCILABLE 
DIFFERENCES? 

What do people fight over? When is it 
the right thing to do/justified? How 
can (or is it possible for) people 
come back together again? Use 
these questions as a lens to research 
different places, times, and 
experiences where there is 
substantial conflict.  
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WATER, WATER EVERYWHERE… 

Water is becoming an increasingly valuable and 
scarce resource. Your job is to evaluate water uses 
in a given community (your community or 
someplace else) and prepare a briefing /proposal 
for a town hall meeting with recommendations on 
future water policy and practices for the next 50 
years.  
•  Analyze amount of  current drinkable and non-

drinkable water 
•  Predict amount of  drinkable water in the future 

based on current water practices and 
infrastructure 

•  Propose at least two government policies to 
conserve water   
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FIRST IMPRESSIONS 

How do we initially judge people, texts, and 
ideas? Can a bad first impression be 
overcome? Examine your “digital footprint” 
on line to determine: what first impression 
is being revealed, how different audiences 
see specific aspects of  who you are. Based 
on your analysis, take one aspect of  how 
you are presenting yourself  to the world via 
social networking site and develop a plan to 
do more of/less of  to the target audience.  
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ELEMENT: EVALUATION 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student 

Input Student-Driven 

Teacher 
generates a 
score and 
provides 

explanation of  
performance 

Student rates 
performance 

based on given 
outcomes to 

inform teacher 
evaluation 

Student and 
teacher interpret 

evidence of  
achievement in 
relation to key 
outcomes and 

goals  
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ELEMENT: FEEDBACK 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student 

Input Student-Driven 

Teacher 
provides 
formal  

and informal 
feedback to 

help students 
revise and 

refine 
the task  

Teacher and 
others (e.g., 

peers, experts 
in the field) 

provide 
feedback to 

help  
students revise 

and refine  
the task 

Student seeks 
and uses 

feedback from 
teacher and 

others to guide 
performance 
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ELEMENT: PROCESS 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student 

Input Student-Driven 

Learning 
sequence and 
pace are 
specified by 
the 
curriculum, 
teacher, and/
or resource 

Learning 
sequence and 
pace are 
specified but 
somewhat 
flexible based 
on student 
interest and 
need 

Learning 
sequence and 
pace are 
developed based 
on student 
interest and 
need, and are 
flexible based on 
assessment of  
progress 
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ELEMENT: ENVIRONMENT 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student 

Input Student-Driven 

Environment is 
top-down as 
teacher 
determines 
instruction and 
assessment to 
measure 
targeted 
outcomes	  

Environment is 
more 
collaborative; 
the teacher 
considers 
student voice 
and choice in 
the instruction 
and assessment 
of  targeted 
outcomes 

Teacher and 
student work 
together as 
learning partners 
to design and 
assess learning 
for targeted 
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ELEMENT: MINDSETS 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student 

Input Student-Driven 

Teacher creates 
a classroom 
culture that 
uses the four 
mindsets 
(relevance, 
growth 
mindset, self-
efficacy, sense 
of  belonging) 

Teacher guides 
students to use 
four mindsets to 
strengthen 
performance 
and 
development 

Student uses 
mindsets to work 
harder, engage in 
more productive 
behaviors, and 
persevere to 
overcome 
obstacles to 
success 
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FOUR ACADEMIC MINDSETS 
1. Relevance: This work has value for 

me. 
2. Growth mindset: I can succeed at 

this. 
3. Self-efficacy: My ability and 

competence grow with my effort. 
4. Sense of belonging: I belong in 

this academic community. 
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CLASSROOM-LEVEL TENSIONS 
•  Encourage talented learners and struggling 

learners in the same classroom 
•  Demanding teacher workload and making 

time to connect with individual students 
•  Orderly classroom structure and messiness 

of  learning 
•  Step-by-step instructional progression and 

problems or challenges that can be 
approached numerous ways  

•  Coverage of  material and deep learning 
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DESIGN OF PERSONALIZED 
LEARNING: SYSTEMS LEVEL 

Last Three Elements in Continuum 
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MASTERY BASED LEARNING 
•  “A description of  the process by 

which students develop thorough 
knowledge and understanding of  
critical content skills required for 
graduation and to be college- and 
career-ready.” 

•  “Students progress based on 
demonstrated mastery of 
competencies rather than seat time.”  
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WAIT, WHAT? 
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CLARIFICATION 
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UNDERLYING POTENTIAL 
CHANGES 

“Districts review and possibly revise 
as needed: school schedule, use of  
time, rank in class, co-curricular 
participation, technology usage, 
grade level placement, honor roll, 
grading practices as is necessary to 
implement Mastery-Based 
Learning.”  
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COHERENCE 
FRAMEWORK 

Adapted	  from	  PELP	  Coherence	  Framework-‐	  Source:	  h:p://www.hbs.edu/
pelp/framework.html	  

The	  people	  
and	  groups	  
inside	  and	  
outside	  of	  
the	  district	  

The	  predominant	  
norms	  and	  beliefs	  

The	  organiza6onal	  
arrangements	  and	  

rela6onships	  

The	  
processes	  

and	  
procedures	  

The	  resources	  required	  to	  implement	  key	  ac6on	  steps	  and	  execute	  
strategy	  (Capacity)	  

46 



MAY THE FORCE BE WITH YOU 
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ELEMENT: DEMONSTRATION 
OF LEARNING 

Minimal Student 
Input 

Some Student Input Student-Driven 

Teacher and 
district 
assessments 
specify the way(s) 
in which 
disciplinary and 
cross-disciplinary 
outcomes will be 
demonstrated 

Student chooses 
among a set of  
options to 
determine how 
disciplinary and 
cross-disciplinary 
outcomes will be 
demonstrated 

Student proposes or 
shapes way(s) that 
both disciplinary and 
cross-disciplinary 
outcomes will be 
demonstrated and 
will provide evidence 
of  learning (for 
example, a 
personalized 
portfolio) 
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ELEMENT: TIME 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student Input Student-Driven 

Schooling is 
defined by “seat 
time”—
prescribed 
number of  
school days (for 
example, 180 
days, Carnegie 
units) 

Schooling is a 
more variable 
blend of  time-
based and 
outcome-based 
measures 

Schooling can take 
place 24/7, 365 
days a year and be 
determined by 
outcome-based 
measures 
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ELEMENT: ADVANCEMENT 
Minimal Student 

Input 
Some Student Input Student-Driven 

Advancement 
is based on 
age, 
irrespective of  
achievement 

Promotion or 
retention at the 
end of  the year 
is based on 
achievement in 
the course or 
grade level 

Advancement is 
based on 
demonstrated 
competency, 
whenever that is 
achieved 
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THINKING THROUGH  
ADAPTIVE CHANGE 

Giving voice to the real and imagined 
concerns: 

• Personal Concerns 
• Management Concerns 
• Impact or Consequence Concerns 
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