
PERSONALIZING LEARNING  
Allison Zmuda 

@allison_zmuda 

Email: allison@allisonzmuda.com 
1 



GOAL OF OUR TWO DAYS:  
KEEPING YOU AT THE CENTER 

•  To clarify personalized 
learning 

•  To build on experience 
with Performance 
Tasks to personalize 
assessment, 
evaluation, and 
feedback  

•  To generate learning 
conditions to grow 
partnerships with 
students 



Simon Sinek’s Golden Circle
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CURRENT WHY OF MOST 
SCHOOLS
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“To graduate 
college and 
career ready 
citizens.”



DISRUPTING EFFICIENCY MODEL
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“We have to go from what is essentially an 
industrial model of  education, a manufacturing 
model, which is based on linearity and 
conformity and batching people. We have to 
move to a model that is based more on 
principles of  agriculture. We have to recognize 
that human flourishing is not a mechanical 
process; it's an organic process. And you 
cannot predict the outcome of  human 
development. All you can do, like a farmer, is 
create the conditions under which they will 
begin to flourish.”            

           — Sir Ken Robinson 



YOUR WHY 
 

“To be the leading, 
innovative, 
educational 

institution that 
prepares responsible 

global citizens, 
leaders and life-long 

learners”  
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LEARNING IN A 
CONTEMPORARY WORLD
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Messy problems
Dizzying amount 
of information

Growing capacity 
for reflection

Struggling on 
what matters

Making sense of 
humanity and 
human nature



WHAT IS HAPPENING IN THE WORLD 
AROUND YOU 

 
 
Territories to explore 
•  Neighborhood 
•  Nation 
•  Region 

•  World 

Propose issues, 
concepts, or creations 
that are: 

–  Worthy of  a deep 
dive  

–  Connect to school 
mission 

–  Connect to your 
students 

Report back to group 
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REIMAGING OUR SCHOOLS
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Create a 
culture of 
relevant 
learning.



THREE STAGES OF BACKWARD 
DESIGN 
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Stage 1: DESIRED RESULTS 

Stage 2: EVIDENCE 

Stage 3: LEARNING PLAN 



Relevant Learning 

Clarity Authenticity 
Perceived 

Capacity to 
Succeed 
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SHORT TERM, LONG TERM CLARITY 

Quiet questions 
in the mind of  
the student: 
•  What are you 

asking me to 
do? 

•  Why are you 
asking me to do 
it? 
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Relevant Learning 

Clarity Authenticity 
Perceived 

Capacity to 
Succeed 
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POWER OF AUTHENTICITY 

ü Authentic problems, challenges, 
issues, ideas 

ü Authentic opportunities to 
network, monitor progress, 
determine next steps 

ü Authentic forms for performance  
ü Authentic audiences for 

presentation and refinement 
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Relevant Learning 

Clarity Authenticity 
Perceived 

Capacity to 
Succeed 
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STUDENT PERCEPTION: 
BALANCING ACT 



TEACHER PERCEPTION:  
HONORING STUDENTS BY DESIGN 

•  Who is in front 
of  me? 

•  What is it that 
you need? 

•  How can we 
design work 
specifically for 
you to help you 
reach the 
learning goal? 
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PERSONALIZED LEARNING 
WITH HABITS OF MIND
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OUR 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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Comparisons to Other Models 

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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A MEANS NOT AN END 



HOW WOULD YOU LIKE �
YOUR LEARNERS TO BE?�
WWW.MENTI.COM 48 36 53 
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•  What do you see them doing? 

•  What do you hear them saying?

•  How are they feeling?



DEFINITION OF HABITS OF MIND

Characteristics of what intelligent 
people do when they are confronted 
with problems, the resolutions to 
which are not immediately apparent.

— Costa and Kallick (2008)
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HABITS OF MIND
•  Persisting 
•  Managing impulsivity
•  Listening with 
understanding and 
empathy

•  Thinking flexibly
•  Thinking about thinking
•  Striving for accuracy
•  Questioning and posing 
problems

•  Applying past knowledge 
to new situations

•  Finding humor

•  Thinking and 
communicating with 
clarity and precision

•  Gathering data through all 
senses

•  Creating, imagining, 
innovating

•  Responding with 
wonderment and awe

•  Taking responsible risks
•  Thinking interdependently
•  Remaining open to 
continuous learning
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HOW THEY FIT TOGETHER

If personalized learning is the 
organizational frame and 

pedagogical structure for learning, 
then explicit thinking behaviors are 

required: Habits of Mind.
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GROWING LEARNERS AND  
LEARNING EXPERIENCE 

27 



DEEPER DIVE 

OPTION 1 

•  Read blog posts on 
broadening dialogue 
around personalized 
learning — Annie Marie 
Paul; Dan Meyer 

•  Cull insights — 
examples, 
misunderstandings, etc. 
Be prepared to share 
with group. 

OPTION 2 

•  Read Four Attributes 
with Related HOM and/
or Coaching Students 
with Four Attributes 

•  What attributes are you 
generally strong at? 
Think of  an example. 
Where would you like to 
grow? Be prepared to 
share with group. 
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REIMAGINED SCHOOL
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What does 
this learning 
look like, 
sound like, 
feel like?
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SAVE THE LAST WORD FOR ME 
•  Identify a passage for the people in 

your group — read aloud. Reserve why 
you picked it until the end. 

•  Round robin of  responses. 
•  You have the last word to describe why 

you picked it and how your thinking 
might have shifted based on others’ 
ideas. 
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Listening with Understanding and Empathy • 
Thinking Interdependently • Thinking Flexibly 



DEEPER DIVE 

OPTION 1 

•  Read Task and Audience 
Examples that interest 
you. 

•  Use the Four Attributes 
to analyze samples. 

OPTION 2 

•  Begin to imagine an 
idea. 

•  Use the mixing board as 
a reflective tool to grow 
the idea. 
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TASK AND AUDIENCE 
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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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PERFORMANCE TASK  
REVIEW CRITERIA 

•  Demands thoughtful application of  knowledge and 
skills, not just recall 

•  Open-ended; they do not have a “best” answer or a 
“right way” to complete the task 

•  Establishes authentic contexts for performance  
•  Includes criteria/rubric(s) targeting distinct traits 

of  understanding and successful performance 
•  Task directions for students are clear  
•  Provides an authentic audience and form 
•  Opportunity to frame challenge, problem, question 

or idea   
•  Opportunity to design approach, identify 

checkpoints, lead conferences/interviews, monitor 
progress, review work, celebrate accomplishments.  
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PRISONER’S DILEMMA 
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WHEELCHAIR RAMP 
•  Goal: To build a wheelchair ramp for students and visitors with 

disabilities, at AST. 
•  Role: You, as part as the improvement committee, have been asked to 

assist the school’s engineer with the budget planning. 
•  Audience: AST School board 
•  Situation: Research about ramps and the specific standards they must 

meet so that the users can make their way up. You must investigate 
the cost of  concrete and probable suppliers, as well as the materials 
needed. You will need to visit the site where the ramp will be built to 
obtain the measurements of  the area to be used and to estimate the 
amount of  concrete needed (volume of  the structure). 

•  Product/Performance and Purpose: Present a proposal to the School 
board that must include the following: 

–  A design of  the ramp (Measurements, Area, Volume) 
–  An estimate of  its cost, including a list of  the materials and quantities needed. 
–  A 3D scale model. 
–  An electronic poster (e.g. Glogster) where you will summarize all your work and 

findings. It must include pictures, a video, and details about the whole process 
of  executing the project. 

•  Standards (separate rubric) 
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DESIGN A TASK AND AUDIENCE 

•  Inspired by your 
environment 

•  Inspired by 
illustrative examples 

•  Inspired by your 
students 

•  Inspired by deep 
knowledge of  
subject 

 
HOM: 
•  Creating, Imagining, 

and Innovating 
•  Thinking Flexibly 

•  Remaining Open to 
Continuous Learning 
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EVALUATION 
How is performance evaluated on a 

given task using criteria?  
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LEARNING PARTNERS IN EVALUATION: 
PROCESS 

 
 
When students 
are working with 
an authentic 
problem or 
challenge…. 



LEARNING PARTNERS IN  
EVALUATION OF LEARNING: PROCESS 

 
 
When students are 
working with an 
authentic problem or 
challenge…. 

•  Understanding of  
criteria 

•  Opportunity for 
regular feedback to 
determine next 
steps 

•  Time  



LEARNING PARTNERS  
IN EVALUATION 

 
 
When students 
have a role at the 
judging table… 



LEARNING PARTNERS IN  
EVALUATION OF LEARNING: PRODUCT 

 
 
When students have a 
role at the judging 
table… 

•  Articulate area of  
focus and/or what 
they were trying to 
accomplish 

•  Clarify areas of  
difficulty 

•  Describe areas of  
accomplishment  



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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PERFORMANCE TASK  
REVIEW CRITERIA 

•  Demands thoughtful application of  knowledge and 
skills, not just recall 

•  Open-ended; they do not have a “best” answer or a 
“right way” to complete the task 

•  Establishes authentic contexts for performance  
•  Includes criteria/rubric(s) targeting distinct traits 

of understanding and successful performance 
•  Task directions for students are clear  
•  Provides an authentic audience and form 
•  Opportunity to frame challenge, problem, question 

or idea   
•  Opportunity to design approach, identify 

checkpoints, lead conferences/interviews, monitor 
progress, review work, celebrate accomplishments.  
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REFLECTIONS 
What do you notice? 

What potential impact might 
it have on students? 





FEEDBACK SPIRAL 

Clarify (Revisit) 
Goals and Purpose 

* From Assessment in the Learning Organization, Shifting the Paradigm  
Page 27 - Edited by Arthur L. Costa and Bena Kallick, ASCD 1995 

Plan 
Take Action/ 
Experiment 

Assess and 
Gather Evidence

Study / Reflect / 
Evaluate 

Modify Actions Based 
on New Knowledge 

Clarify Goals 
and Purpose Plan 

Take Action /Experiment  

Assess / Gather Evidence  Study / Reflect /Evaluate Modify Actions Based 
on New Knowledge  

Clarify (Revisit) 
Goals and Purpose  

Plan Take Action /Experiment  
Assess / Gather 

Evidence  
Study / Reflect /Evaluate  Modify Actions Based 

on New Knowledge 



DEEPER DIVE 

•  View/Listen/Read: 
–  Guitar Hero and 

Grant Wiggins 
–  Why Feedback and 

Self  Reflection Go 
Hand in Hand 

–  Austin’s Butterfly 

•  What did you learn 
about feedback? Be 
prepared to share. 

Habits of  Mind: 
•  Applying past 

knowledge to new 
situations 

•  Responding with 
wonderment and 
awe 

•  Remaining open to 
continuous learning 
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FOCUS ON WHAT THE 
LEARNING REQUIRES 

Allison zmuda, facilitator 
 

allison@allisonzmuda.com 
Twitter: @allison_zmuda 



THE PURPOSE OF SCHOOLS 
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To cause student learning that is: 
  intellectually vital 
  generative of  future self-

directed learning 
  personally meaningful and 

productive 
  socially valuable 



WHAT IS EXEMPLARY DESIGN 
FOR LEARNING? 

HOM: 
•  Listening with 

Understanding and 
Empathy 

•  Thinking 
Interdependently 

•  Applying past 
knowledge to new 
situation 

Work in vertical 
teams between 5-7 
people (upper 
elementary through 
high school; 
different subject 
areas) 



ADDING TO DEFINITION 
BASED ON RESEARCH 
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NEUROLOGICAL NECESSITIES 

•  When children see 
that they have a 
reasonable probability 
of  success (not bored 
or overwhelmed) they 
will put in cognitive 
effort. 

•  When children see 
that practice makes 
permanent they see 
the power of  rewiring 
their brains through 
INCREASED effort. 



NEUROPLASTICITY AND ENGAGEMENT 

•  Neuroplasticity refers to 
physical changes in your 
brain that result from 
your thoughts, 
environment, the 
emotions you feel, and 
the things you do.  

•  These brain changes are 
predominantly in the 
connections between 
your neurons.  

•  The more a network of  
neurons that holds a 
memory is activated, the 
stronger it becomes.   



“When people learn 
something, the wiring 
in their brain changes. 
Physical changes 
result in the functional 
organization and 
reorganization of  the 
brain, so the brain is 
constantly rewiring 
itself.” 
 — Medina, Brain Rules 
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“Emphasizing effort 
gives a child a variable 
that they can control. 
They come to see 
themselves as in control 
of  their success. 
Emphasizing natural 
intelligence takes it out 
of  the child’s control, 
and it provides no good 
recipe for responding to 
a failure.” 

 —Dweck, Mindset  



ROLE OF TEACHER 

•  Design the 
parameters for a 
culture of  inquiry 

•  Select and 
present text, 
data, phenomena 
to introduce and 
push the thinking 

 
“The one 

who thinks, 
learns.” 

 — Judy Willis 
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CREATING LEARNER 
CONDITIONS 

•  Willingness to step back from what we are 
confident is true (what we believe) and to 
be open to new ideas/ways of  thinking 

•  Mutual trust and respect allows for 
feedback to be received in a way that 
improves future performance. 

•  Designed to “fit” the learner which 
requires self-knowledge as well as 
knowledge of  the learners 



DO THEY VIEW KNOWLEDGE AS 
PROBLEMATIC? 

View knowledge as something to be 
constructed  

 
 
 

Knowledge as given. Sees the subject 
content represented as facts, a body of  

truth to be acquired  
65 

VS. 



DO THEY ENGAGE IN 
SUBSTANTIVE CONVERSATIONS? 

Talking to learn and  
to understand in the classroom 

 
 
 

Talking to “finish” the task  
or locate the answer 
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VS. 



DO THEY WORK FOR DEEP 
UNDERSTANDING? 

Work to develop relatively complex 
understandings demonstrated by success in 

producing new knowledge               
 
 
 

Surface acquaintance with meaning as 
demonstrated when students do not or can not 

use knowledge to make clear distinctions, 
arguments, solve problems 
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VS. 



VALUE OF LEARNING 
PRINCIPLES 

•  Function like an education “bill of  rights”: 
a lens through which all curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment practices can 
be viewed to determine whether or not a 
given practice is in service to the mission 
of  understanding.  

•  Guide depersonalized decision-making 
about learning-related issues, such as 
teaching practices, selection of  
instructional resource materials, and 
school policies/structures 
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DEVELOPMENT 

•  STEP 1: Review samples and 
engage in conversation. 

•  STEP 2: Draft ideas with your 
group. 

•  STEP 3: Examine other ideas from 
other groups to inform and add to 
your own group’s thinking. 
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