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The fact that we are still teaching with a 19th

century model makes no sense whatsoever.

Twenty-five or thirty kids sitting in rows learning

the same thing at the same time at the same pace

makes no sense…

There are some really creative, innovative things

happening across the country. Our role is to take

these areas of innovation and pockets of excellence,



”



share best practices, and [replicate] them to scale.

	



–	Arne Duncan,



		 U.S. Secretary of Education
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Introduction

When it comes to the shape and style of our schools, not a lot has changed over the past 100

years.



For Over 100 Years



Schooling has been...



A Solo Teacher



Teaching 30 students



Within 4 walls



The average American school today looks almost identical to the average American school in

the early 1900s - a single teacher delivers a lecture to 30 same-age students in a four-walled

classroom; the students sit quietly and listen. The students who learn best by listening will

likely comprehend the content while others, who may learn best by doing, or perhaps at a

different pace, will not.

Our current education system, which became standardized in the early 1900s to meet the needs

of an industrial-based economy, wasn’t designed to meet the unique needs of every student;

it was designed to process large numbers of students in a fixed amount of time so they could

participate in a workforce largely driven by manufacturing.1

Despite our shift from an industrial-based economy to a knowledge-based economy, the 20th

century one-size-fits-all approach to education still dictates the structure of our classrooms

and the pace of instruction. As a result, students are moved from one grade to the next based

on the number of birthdays they have celebrated instead of the actual levels of knowledge

they have gained.

In a knowledge-based society, where students are expected to master higher order knowledge

and skills, it becomes critical for schools to promote students based on their actual learning

rather than the time they spend in front of a teacher. Whereas before a basic understanding

of core concepts was enough and low-level skills would provide a sufficient base on which

to build a career, today’s society – from daily living to being a part of the workforce and

contributing to the economy – requires a far greater degree of diversity in skills, experience,

and know-how than ever before. Likewise, it should.

Students require different amounts of time to learn different skills and content. It may take

some students five days to master beginning Algebra while others need 200 days to master the

content. Our current system is completely blind to these needs and often gives all students 180

days of learning each year, not one day less or one day more, even if they need it to succeed.

This is why the needs of today’s students cannot be met by a one-size-fits-all approach that

prescribes the same type of learning for every child. The future of education, and the future

of America, depends on a willingness to bid farewell to the 20th century school and welcome,

with open arms, the 21st century school, which can personalize learning for every child.



Christensen, Horn, and Johnson. Disrupting Class: How Disruptive Innovation Will Change the Way the World

Learns. New York: McGraw-Hill, 2008. 35.
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What is Personalized Learning?

Personalized learning is a student-centered approach to education that allows each student

to advance through academic content at his or her own pace. In a personalized model, also

known as a competency-based education (CBE), time is the variable and learning is the

constant, so a student’s competency is prioritized over his or her age. Personalized learning

removes the one-size-fits-all approach to education by offering an array of choices and content

to every student at a pace that meets his or her specific learning needs.

According to CompetencyWorks, a leading collaborative initiative that works to provide

information and knowledge about CBE, there are five components of CBE:2
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Students advance upon mastery;

Competencies include explicit, measureable, transferable objectives that empower students;

Assessment is meaningful and a positive learning experience for students;

Students receive timely, differentiated support based on their individual needs; and

Learning outcomes emphasize competencies that include application and creation of

knowledge along with the development of important skills and dispositions.3



CBE can lead to better student achievement and engagement. Student achievement increases

in a CBE model because each child advances at his or her own pace, thereby enabling greater

learning, and student engagement increases because the content is relevant to each student and

tailored to his or her specific needs and interests.

It is also important to note, however, that a competency-based education will not be achieved

by filling our schools with laptops, iPads, and SMART Boards (although these tools certainly

can add value). Creating an education system that personalizes learning requires not only

bringing new technology into our schools, homes, and communities, but also equipping

teachers with the knowledge and skills they need to use the technology effectively. In other

words, technology is not the innovation our education system has been waiting for – it is the

tool by which we can deliver and scale the innovation of personalized learning.



“Advancing Competency-based Education,” CompetencyWorks, accessed August 11, 2013, http://www.

competencyworks.org/about/what-we-do/

2



Laura Shubilla and Chris Sturgis, The Learning Edge: Supporting Student Success in a Competency-Based

Learning Environment (Vienna: iNACOL and CompetencyWorks, 2010), http://www.competencyworks.org/wp-content/

uploads/2012/12/iNACOL_CW_IssueBrief_LearningEdge_full.pdf

3
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What Does Personalized Learning Look Like?

Thanks to an influx of choice and entrepreneurship in public education, personalized learning

is popping up in all different shapes and sizes across the country. Since competency-based

strategies provide flexibility in the way that students earn academic credit, states are exploring

many different ways to personalize learning for their students. Some strategies to personalize

learning include: blended learning, online schools, dual enrollment, project and communitybased learning, and credit recovery. Blended learning and online schools are two of the fastest

growing forms of personalized learning.



CurreNt System

Industrial Age, one

learning pace

Defined by location;

Limited instructional

resources

Students receive content

by lecture

One time assessment at

the end of the school

year

One-size fits all

instruction

Limited teacher role



VS

PERSONalized



LearNiNg



Popular Models of Personalized Learning

BLENDED LEARNING

“Blended learning is a formal education program in which a student

learns in part through the online delivery of content and instruction, with

some element of student control over time, place, path, and/or pace,

and at least in part at a supervised brick-and-mortar location away from

home.”4 – Clayton Christensen Institute for Disruptive Innovation

Blended learning is by far the most popular new model for personalized learning and the one

that is growing most rapidly among schools and districts. Blended learning models can help

teachers provide a personalized education for every child and differentiate instruction for each

student while using the traditional classroom as their base.



knowledge age, Students

learn at different paces

multiple instructional

resources

Students take an active

role in education

collaborative learning

ongoing assessment of

skills

differentiated instruction

expanded teacher roles



“Blended Learning,” Clayton Christensen Institute for Disruptive Innovation, accessed July 17, 2013, http://www.

christenseninstitute.org/key-concepts/blended-learning-2/

4
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According to the Clayton Christensen Institute for Disruptive Innovation, there are four types

of blended learning: Rotation, Flex, A La Carte, and Enriched Virtual.

a program in which students rotate between learning stations, at

least one of which is online learning. Learning stations include small-group or

full-class instruction, group projects, individual tutoring, and pencil-and-paper

assignments.

ROTATION:



Rocketship Education is a

high-performing network of

public charter elementary schools

serving low-income and minority

students. Using a blended

learning model, each Rocketship

student spends roughly 25

percent of his or her day with an

adaptive online-learning program

tailored to his or her specific skill

level.

This provides every student with

personalized instruction that

allows some students to review

content they are struggling

with and others to get ahead

as they demonstrate mastery.

It also provides teachers with

student level data that can be

used to effectively differentiate

classroom instruction. The

rest of the students’ day is

spent working in small tutoring

groups and receiving traditional

instruction in the classroom.



E



FLEX: a program in which the online learning is the backbone of student

learning, though students may occasionally be directed to offline activities.

Students move on an individually customized, fluid schedule among learning

stations, with the teacher on-site.



a program in which students take one or more courses entirely

online with an online teacher while at the same time having brick-and-mortar

educational experiences.

AL LA CARTE:



a whole-school experience in which within each course

students divide their time between attending a brick-and-mortar campus

and learning remotely using online delivery of content and instruction. The

Enriched Virtual model differs from the Al La Carte model because it is a

whole-school experience, not a course-by-course model and students in the

Enriched Virtual model seldom attend the brick-and-mortar school every

weekday.5

ENRICHED VIRTUAL:



ONLINE SCHOOLS

“Full-time online schools, also called cyber schools, work with students



Rocketship Education is

dedicated to closing the

achievement gap between

low-income and high-income

students and is currently using

blended learning to do that.

Although based in California,

the network is expanding to

serve students in Milwaukee,

Indianapolis, Memphis, Nashville,

Washington, D.C., and New

Orleans. By 2017, Rocketship

schools plans to serve at least

25,000 students nationwide.1



Educationnext, “Rocketship Education

Brings Tech Closer to Teachers,” blog

entry by Emily Hassel and Bryan Hassel,

last modified July 31, 2013, accessed

August 1, 2013, http://educationnext.org/

rocketship-education-brings-tech-closer-to-teachers/?utm_source=feedburner&amp;utm_

medium=email&amp;utm_campaign=Feed%3A+EducationNext+%28Education+Next%29

1
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who are enrolled primarily (often only) in the online school. Cyber

schools are typically responsible for their students’ scores on state

assessments. In some states most full-time online schools are charter

schools.”6 – Evergreen Education Group

The number of full-time online schools is growing. In the 2012-2013 school year, 31 states,

and Washington, D.C., had full-time online schools.7 Although the exact number of students

being served by these schools is unknown, it is estimated that 275,000 students attended fulltime online schools in the 2011-2012 school year.8 Most of these online schools are public

charter schools and attract students from across the state. In addition to a charter law, these

schools operate in states that allow students to enroll in a school across district lines and allow

funding to follow the student to a school outside of their district.

“Blended Learning Model Definition” Clayton Christensen Institute for Disruptive Innovation, accessed July 17, 2013,

http://www.christenseninstitute.org/blended-learning-model-definitions/

5



Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, and Rapp, Keeping Pace with K-12 Online and Blended Learning: An Annual

Review of Policy and Practice (Evergreen Education Group, 2012), http://kpk12.com/cms/wp-content/uploads/

KeepingPace2012.pdf

6



iNACOL, Fast Facts About Online Learning (Vienna: iNACOL, 2013), http://www.inacol.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/iNACOL_FastFacts_Feb2013.pdf

7



Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, and Rapp, Keeping Pace with K-12 Online and Blended Learning: An Annual

Review of Policy and Practice (Evergreen Education Group, 2012), http://kpk12.com/cms/wp-content/uploads/

KeepingPace2012.pdf

8
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The Clayton Christensen Institute estimates that 10 years from now, over 50 percent of all high

school courses nationwide will be taken online.9 One school system in Arizona, the state with

the largest number of full-time online students, is helping make that happen.

In 2012, the Indiana Charter School Board approved the opening of a Carpe Diem school in

Indianapolis, the first of six planned.10 Carpe Diem’s model, with proven success in Arizona,

will begin serving students in Indianapolis in the 2013-2014 school year.



States Leading the Way in Personalized Learning

NEW HAMPSHIRE

Competency-Based Learning

In 2005, New Hampshire became the first state to enact policy that eliminated the

Carnegie Unit requirement, commonly referred to as “seat time.” All public high schools

in New Hampshire now base credit attainment on student mastery. The state has also

begun to redesign high schools with a focus on “personalized learning, strong teacherstudent relationships, flexible supports, and development of 21st century skills.” This

model allows every high school student to move through content at his or her own

pace and only when they can demonstrate mastery of the content. A study of two New

Hampshire high schools, released in January 2013, showed significant drops in course

failures and dropout rates after competency-based implementation began in the 20092010 school year. Student engagement improved and there were dramatic decreases in the

number of reported discipline issues.

The New Hampshire Department of Education is committed to creating a robust

system of student performance assessments that are aligned to the Common Core State

Standards by 2015. These assessments will be used to evaluate the academic competency

level of each student and help schools more accurately measure student learning in the

competency-based model.   



MICHIGAN

Seat Time Waiver

In 2010, Michigan passed legislation providing a seat-time waiver that allows districts to

offer students access to online learning options and the opportunity to continue working

on a high school diploma or grade progression without physically attending brick-andmortar schools. In 2012, 196 school districts were approved to operate a seat time waiver.

And of the districts reporting student enrollment numbers, 7,850 students are reported as

taking 100 percent of their classes off-site.11



OHIO

Credit Flexibility Plan

In 2009, the Ohio State Board of Education adopted a plan allowing students to earn

high school credit by demonstrating subject area competency, completing classroom

instruction, or a combination of the two. This plan allows students to demonstrate subject

area competency in a variety of ways including internships, community service, online

learning, educational travel, and independent study.
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Schools of the Future:



Carpe Diem

Carpe Diem, a public school

system that moved to a blended

learning model in the 2005-2006

school year, is getting great

results. Most recently, in 2010,

they scored first in the county in

math, with 100 percent of their

sixth graders passing the Arizona

state test.

Known for their innovative use

of technology, Carpe Diem gives

students the opportunity to

choose between a blended brickand-mortar school and an online

school.1 Both models provide

parents with real-time student

data, including attendance,

grades, and academic

progress. Carpe Diem focuses

on measuring and advancing

each student’s level of content

mastery, rather than course

completion and the time they

spend sitting in front of a teacher.

Carpe Diem’s online school

serves grades 7 through 12 and

allows students to complete

coursework when and where they

choose while receiving online

academic support from teachers,

if needed. Every student enrolled

in Carpe Diem’s online school

is provided with a personalized

education plan designed to meet

their specific needs. The school,

which is accredited with North

Central Association Commission

on Accreditation and School

Improvement (NCA CASI), has

year-round start dates with early

graduation options and college

credit opportunities for high

school students.



Michael Horn, Louisiana’s Digital Future: How Online Learning Can Transform K-12 Education (New Orleans: Pelican

Institute 2012), http://www.thepelicanpost.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/LouisianasDigitalFuture.pdf

9



Nick Pandolfo, Carpe Diem: Seize the Digital Revolution (NBC News Education Nation and The Hechinger Report,

2012) http://www.educationnation.com/casestudies/carpediem/NBCCaseStudy_CarpeDiem.pdf

10



Michigan Department of Education, Seat Time Waiver Legislative Report (2013), http://www.techplan.org/

downloads/all_user_files/2012-2013_seat_time_waiver_report_20130403_115350_1.pdf

11
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“Carpe Diem Schools” Carpe Diem, accessed

June 6, 2013, http://www.carpediemschools.

com/
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Districts Leading the Way in Personalized Learning

CHUGACH SCHOOL DISTRICT

The Chugach School District in rural Alaska has completely abandoned grade levels

and seat time requirements, and developed a competency-based learning system with 10

performance levels instead. Under this new model, which was largely influenced by the

transformative work of former education commissioner Roger Sampson in the 1990s,

student learning has increased significantly. Within four years, Chugach moved from the

twentieth percentile in reading on the nationally normed California Achievement Test to

the eightieth percentile. And now, after a history of chronic low-achievement, more than

80 percent of Chugach students who took the state’s third-grade and ninth-grade exams

last year passed in reading, and more than 60 percent passed in math.

These gains can largely be attributed to the fact that the model requires every child to

learn every subject at every level. In order to advance, students are required to score a

minimum proficiency of 80 percent; so, essentially, the model guarantees at least a B

minus level of knowledge for every child in every subject.

As district principal Douglas Penn puts it, “Our kids graduate when they’re ready. We’re

not pumping them out the door with D’s on their diplomas.”12

Chugach’s system has lead to the creation of the Re-Inventing Schools Coalition (RISC)

model, a standards-based approach to learning that is “not tied to seat time, is flexible, and

promotes student ownership over learning.”13 The RISC model is currently used in 173

schools across the country serving nearly 80,500 students.14



ADAMS COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT 50

Following in the footsteps of the Chugach School District, the Adams County School

District 50 in rural Colorado implemented the Re-Inventing Schools Coalition (RISC)

model and replaced grade levels with 10 learning levels that allow students to advance at

their own pace.

Adams County School District 50 attributes the success of their reforms to the support

they had from teachers, parents, and community leaders on the ground before they

began. The district knew that if they were going to attempt to implement the same RISC

model that had been successful for 200 students in Alaska in their own district of 10,000

students in Colorado, they had to get the vast majority of the teachers on board. In

February 2008, after taking a trip to Alaska to see the RISC model in action, more than

85 percent of Adams County teachers voted in favor of moving to a competency-based

education system.

Before expanding RISC reforms across the district, Metz Elementary School piloted the

competency-based education system for the 2008-2009 school year. After the first year,

edutopia, The George Lucas Educational Foundation, “Northern Lights: These Schools Literally Leave No Child

Behind,” blog entry by Grace Rubenstein, last modified August 31, 2007, accessed September 3, 2013, http://www.

edutopia.org/chugach-school-district-reform

12



“One Thousand Districts Realizing Their Unique Vision of Excellence,” Re-Inventing Schools Coalition, accessed

July 17, 2013, http://www.reinventingschools.org/

13



“Competency-Based Learning or Personalized Learning,” U.S. Department of Education, accessed July 23, 2013,

http://www.ed.gov/oii-news/competency-based-learning-or-personalized-learning; “Frequently Asked Questions,”

Re-Inventing Schools Coalition, accessed July 17, 2013, http://www.reinventingschools.org/about/frequently-askedquestions/

14
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the model demonstrated success with increased math and reading scores and a drastic

decline in discipline problems.15 The district then slowly expanded the model to other

schools, reaching high schools in 2010-2011.

Student performance increased after the second full year of the competency-based

education system, especially for elementary school students, and in April 2010, with the

support of parents, students, and teachers, the Board of Education passed a unanimous

resolution that endorsed CBE implementation over the next five years.16



What It Takes: A Policy Shift Towards Students

In order for personalized learning to be successful for students, state policy must shift towards

the needs of students. It requires a systemic approach, and will not be successful as a single

classroom solution.

According to Digital Learning Now!, and initative dedicated to advancing digital learning

policies, more than 150 bills related to K-12 digital learning were signed into law in 2012.

Momentum has continued to build in 2013.

In terms of enabling and expanding personalized learning, the majority of the legislative

activity in 2013 focused on:



1 Creating opportunities for students to take courses from alternative providers and

1

2

2

3 Increasing flexibility in state requirements to make way for innovations such as

competency-based learning17

3

4

4

5 lawmakers are working to give greater flexibility and autonomy to schools and districts in

Some

5

hopes of spurring innovation, whereas others are directly creating competency-based pathways

for students. Regardless of the approach, there are five key policies that work together to

empower district and school leaders with the ability to provide students with high-quality,

personalized learning opportunities. Each is discussed below.



FLEXIBILITY

Ensure digital learning environments - including online and blendedlearning schools, courses, and models - have flexibility with class-size

restrictions and student-teacher ratios.

The potential of personalized learning depends on the ability of schools, districts, educators,

and providers to innovate. Capacity and quality should be the only factors in limiting access to

personalized learning, not arbitrary restrictions on the number of students in each class and

the amount of time students have to spend in front of a teacher. The flexibility that makes

personalized learning so powerful is the flexibility around class size and student-teacher ratio

requirements. Students can learn in an online or computer-based environment one part of the

day and in a traditional classroom, even one-on-one tutoring, for another part of the day –

allowing for the best of both worlds to combine into one education.

Kathleen Vail, Leveling the Field, (American School Board Journal, 2010), http://news.palmbeach.k12.fl.us/

superintendent/files/2010/02/vail-Kathleen-Leveling-the-Field-American-School-Board-Journal-March-2010.pdf

15



“How Far We’ve Come,” Adams County School District 50, accessed August 20, 2013, http://www.cbsadams50.

org/howfar/

16



Educationnext, “Digital Roundup,” blog entry by Michael Horn, Fall 2013, accessed September 1, 2013, http://

educationnext.org/digital-roundup/

17
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