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What do you 
think 
personalized 
learning 
really is?

4

Turn and Talk



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, Ullman (2015)
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Attributes to Personalize
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Related BUT NOT SYNONYMS w/ Personalized Learning
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INDIVIDUALIZED DIFFERENTIATED
Student controls the pace 
of the topic as well as 
when to demonstrate 
mastery.

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

Teacher/software platform 
drives instruction through 
tasks and related lesson 
plans. 

Teacher tailors instruction 
based on individual 
student need and 
preference.
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VUCA

Volatile
Uncertain
Complex
Ambiguous
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Global Competencies

• Investigate the 
world
•Recognize 

perspectives
•Communicate ideas
•Take action
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Mansilla, V. B. and Jackson, (2011) Educating for Global Competence: Preparing Our Youth 
to Engage the World.  New York: Council of Chief State School Officers’ Ed Steps Initiative 
& Asia Society Partnership for Global Learning



Today’s 
Learner 
Should Be…

Increasingly more self-directed

Empowered to pursue their own ideas

Building networks and connections to seek 
out and share expertise

Using an iterative process for developing 
and taking action on ideas

Reflecting on learning in relation to 
desired outcomes and/or self knowledge



School Learner Outcomes

Effective communicators share information, ideas, points of view, and/or feelings in a clear, 
precise, and thoughtful manner appropriate for audience and purpose.

Mindful and responsive collaborators contribute ideas and listen to others’ perspective to 
consider courses of action to accomplish a shared goal.

Resilient and discerning problem solvers investigate a question, explanation, or challenge by 
developing an informed, flexible plan of action to construct solutions or offer conclusions. 

Kind, compassionate citizens listen, understand, and act with both empathy and respect, 
knowing that what they do affects others.

Innovative, imaginative designers develop, test, and refine ideas by experimenting with 
techniques and tools to reach a desired outcome. 



Shifting Roles of School

Traditional School
• Learner as receptor (sit and 

get)
• Product oriented
• Answers are primary
• Isolated learning
• Expectations same for all

Transformative School
• Learner as initiator
• Process and product 

oriented
•Questions are primary
• Shared globally; collaborates
• Student navigates choices
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Real Challenges of Progressively Moving Toward

• Structure and Freedom
• Teacher-Led and Student-Led
• Destination and Exploration 
• Surface Knowledge and Deep 

Knowledge
• Academic Learning and Social-

Emotional Learning 
• Intellectually Stimulating and 

Psychologically Safe
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Goal: Use 
one or 

more of the 
7 elements 

to 
personalize 
experience 

for your 
learners 

20



Design Challenge — What is a compelling 
challenge you want your learners to tackle?
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Example – Middle School Science



Example: 1st

Grade Goal 
Setting
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Looking Back…
• When was the last time my 

learners designed goals for 
themselves? 
• What were the goals based on?
• To what extent were the goals 

designed to be actionable?
• To what extent did I incorporate 

those goals in the design of and 
feedback for learning?

Looking Forward…
• If I were to have them help 

create goals, what might I need 
to do?
• Modeling
• Template

• If I were to continue to help 
them achieve their goals, what 
might I need to consider?
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Illustrative Example: Science

Essential Questions

How do living things get 
energy?

Driving Questions
• What is photosynthesis?
• How does photosynthesis work? 
• How do plants get energy from 

the sun in places where it rains a 
lot of the time? 
• Do plants look different in places 

that are dry and sunny versus 
places where it rains a lot?
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Illustrative Example: World Languages

Essential Questions

How do cultural artifacts 
and practices reveal the 
beliefs and values of a 
people?

Driving Questions
• What is The Day of the Dead 

about?
• How does it compare to 

Halloween?
• Why is it important to the 

Mexican people?
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Example: 8th Grade Global Challenge
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Illustrative Example: “Be the Change”
7th Grade Capstone project requires students to design a solution to a problem. 
1. Become experts in a topic of their choice and identify issues related to that 

topic (empathy). 
2. Look for greater understanding of issue by examining it from different 

perspectives and through the lens of a variety of disciplines (definition / 
integrated thinking). 

3. Brainstorm ideas for solutions and evaluate each of the solutions for 
reasonableness and potential of success (ideation). 

4. Select a solution to try and create a model (prototype).
5. Put idea / prototype out to others (colleagues, experts, stakeholders, etc.) 

for feedback (testing).
6. Using feedback, prototype and implementation plans are revised and then 

implemented. 30



Looking Back…
• When was the last time my 

learners generated questions or 
ideas they had a chance to 
pursue? 
• What were the questions or 

ideas based on?
• To what extent did those 

questions or ideas drive the 
learning experience?

Looking Forward…
• If I were to have them help 

create generate questions or 
ideas, what should they be 
based on?
• Articulating key parameters
• Honoring student agency

• If I were to support their 
questions and ideas, what might 
I need to start doing? Stop 
doing?
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Illustrative 
Example: 

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



Looking Back…
• When do I provide choices to 

demonstrate learning?
• How do I go about describing and 

supporting those choices?
• When have I used an audience 

(outside of me) to listen and 
provide feedback to the learners’ 
work?
• How did the learners receive that 

feedback?

Looking Forward…
• Where might be good places to 

provide choices to extend those 
choices?
• How might I/we seek out people 

who might be interested in 
providing feedback?
• What support might I need to 

provide for the audience?
• What support might I need to 

provide for the learners?
34
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Looking Back…
• How do I design scoring tools (e.g., 

checklist, rubric, look-fors) for 
learners? 
• How have I used those to help 

support the development of the 
assignment?
• How have I used those to help 

support their self-assessment?

Looking Forward…
• How might I include learners in 

the development of the scoring 
tools?
• How might I include learners in 

the evaluation of the work and the 
determination of next steps?
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Grade 1 Math Example



Precalculus - Madison, CT
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Looking Back…
• When do I typically provide 

feedback?
• What do I focus on when I provide  

feedback?
• What do I ask the learner to focus 

on as a result of feedback?
• What is the expectation after the 

feedback is given?

Looking Forward…
• Who initiates the request for 

feedback?
• In what ways does the feedback 

serve the learner to discover more 
about their work – strengths and 
needs for improvement?
• What opportunities does the 

learner have to improve the work?
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Flowchart to 
Visualize 
Learning 
Process



Looking Back…
• In what ways have you supported 

self-direction in learning? 
• When have learners had the 

opportunity to be self-directed in 
the exploration or creation of the 
topic?
• How did that impact 

achievement?
• How did that impact the culture of 

the learning environment?

Looking Forward…
• How might I be more explicit 

about the choices, actions 
learners might take?
• How do I support every learner?
• How might I continue to work with 

learners to determine what they 
need and how they might work 
interdependently?

44



45



No Technology Digital Portfolios



Looking Back…
• What ongoing opportunities do 

learners have to reflect on their 
work?
• When you ask them to look back 

on what they have done, what 
were you hoping for?

Looking Forward…
• What work is worth saving? Who 

saves it?
• How might we have learners 

examine and select work that is 
helpful to reflect on?
• What are the areas that are 

important to reflect on?
• How might the process deepen 

the learning experience?
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What 1-2 
elements 

are 
compelling 

to 
personalize 
learning? 

How might 
you dip 

your toe in 
the water?
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Staying connected

•Website: allisonzmuda.com
• Email: 

allison@allisonzmuda.com
• Twitter: @allison_zmuda
• Link to books: Amazon

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_ss_c_2_13?url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=allison+zmuda&sprefix=allison+zmuda,aps,144&crid=ZRU8PPUK6UJ0

