
What Contemporary Learners Need From Us 
and How it Shifts Our Role as Teachers

Allison Zmuda
Twitter: @allison_zmuda

1



Disruption and Change
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Age of 
Accelerations 

Friedman, 2016
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“The future belongs to 
a very different kind of 
person with a very 
different kind of mind 
— creators and 
empathizers, pattern 
recognizers and 
meaning makers.” 

— Daniel Pink
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What Contemporary Learners Need to Become

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
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What do you 
think 
personalized 
learning 
really is?
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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 and 
Ullman (2015)
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The heart of 
personalized learning 
is personal —
knowing the person in 
front of you and 
expecting the best of 
them.
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PERSONALIZED LEARNING Is... PERSONALIZED LEARNING Is not...

Mindset, collection of pedagogical 
practices

Program

Targeted based on student need and 
interest

One size/pace fits all

Students working within parameters the 
teacher establishes

Students doing whatever they want, 
whenever they want, teacher relinquishes 
all control.

Flexibility of spaces and places Buying a personalized classroom from a 
catalog.

Students/teacher utilizing technology to 
create and compose 

Teacher being replaced by a computer 
screen

Teachers and students co-create clear 
and appropriate goals, learning strategies, 
and performance options.

Teacher designing individual plans for 
each student or students teaching 
themselves. 11



Attributes to 
Personalize
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Example: 1st

Grade Goal 
Setting
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Example: 8th Grade Global Challenge
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Math Rubric Example, Grades 2-5



Writing Conference Form
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Precalculus - Madison, CT
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Perceived 
Capacity to 
Succeed
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Making Thinking Visible through Student Talk

• What is the evidence for that?
• Can you give an example of?
• Can you explain why? Tell me more.
• Can you tell me more about ________?
• What do you mean by________?
• What are you assuming when you say that?
• How do the data support your conclusion?
• How does that “square” with what ___________ (e.g., another text, peer) 

says?
• Is it really either/or? Might there be different “right answers” or ways of 

thinking about this?
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- Structure and Freedom
- Destination and 

Exploration
- Predictability and Risk 

Taking

Challenges to Balance in Design



Transforming Roles of the Teacher as We 
Progressively Grow Self-Direction and Efficacious 
Behavior in Our Students
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Personalizing learning 
innovates the way we 
see our students and 
ourselves.
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Teacher as Leader — Makes choices on behalf of 
the student

• Identifies and provides models 
for what to learn, how to 
learn, and how to demonstrate 
learning
• Uses direct instruction and 

modeling as primary teaching 
mode
• Encourages participation and 

values contributions
• Provides feedback and 

guidance to improve 
performance

LEADER

FACILITATOR

COACH
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Teacher as Facilitator — Works with student to 
encourage engagement and self-direction 

• Invites students to engage in 
conversation to facilitate 
connections, prior knowledge, 
areas of interest
• Designs tasks that invite 

inquiry, analysis, and/or 
revision
• Develops diverse learning 

activities and tasks based on 
areas of growth/need
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LEADER

FACILITATOR

COACH



Teacher as Coach — Works with student to 
develop learning partnerships

• Actively coaches thinking with 
learners through modeling, 
strategic use of teaching 
strategies, and observing
• Provides effective feedback
• Troubleshoots with learners by 

identifying areas of growth
and creates next steps
• Uses assessment information 

to improve learning
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LEADER

FACILITATOR

COACH



The teacher is a co-
designer and 
instructional coach, 
a sounding board, 
an evaluator, and a 
networker to 
provide meaningful 
support to the 
desired goals. 
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Reflection 

• I used to think … and now I 
think
• An example that helped me 

was…
• The question that is still on 

my mind is…
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