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Defining a Changing Model:
Where We Are and Where We Are Going
The K-12 educational landscape is changing faster than ever before, with much of that innovation 
being technology-driven, or at least technology-mediated. As an industry, much time and effort is 
spent in trying to define the myriad emerging uses of digital learning in both K-12 and higher edu-
cation and to characterize the impact that these technologies are having on teaching and learning 
models. In education as elsewhere, evolving and innovative practices often outpace our ability to 
describe and plan for them. 
 
In an effort to better understand the characteristics of high-quality personalized or customized 
learning programs, i4tl studied schools that are implementing digital curriculum and content in 
personalized learning environments. The forthcoming report, The Intersection of Personalization, 
Technology, and Leadership: Research into Customized Learning, explores the findings uncovered 
during this research project. In it, i4tl identifies best practices for the design, implementation and 
continuous improvement of digital learning models through the presentation of both quantitative 
and qualitative data, illuminated by in-depth case studies of “spotlight schools” at various levels 
of program implementation.
 
At the Institute for Teaching and Leading, we strive build value for educators through our research 
into how schools and districts across the country are bringing together the principles of person-
alization, technology integration, and shared visions of leadership. Our primary research goal is to 
take data and to turn it into immediately useful and actionable information to inform the decisions 
of school leaders, administrators, teachers, practitioners, parents and students engaging in the 
practice of personalized or customized learning.



Study Overview
The purpose of this study was to identify promising practices of personalized or customized 
learning programs at the K-12 level and to articulate the experiences of students, parents, teach-
ers, and administrators within these learning environments.

One of the most significant challenges that schools face when considering a shift to more innovative learn-
ing models such as personalized or customized learning is that of creating and nurturing a compelling 
vision of teaching and learning that is sustained over time. Recognizing this challenge, the i4tl research 
team identified a pool of schools who have made the systemic, philosophical shift to commit to the design 
and implementation of truly student-centered learning environments.

Extended to 68 learning communities, the online survey garnered 209 responses representing 21 distinct 
districts and educational entities currently engaged in the implementation and/or practice of a personal-
ized, customized learning program. The survey responses represented a geographic range from North 
Dakota to the mid-Atlantic region, primarily from Maine and Pennsylvania. The second round of data col-
lection through phone calls and interviews reached schools in Colorado, California, Oregon, and Kentucky. 
Finally, site visits occurred across the country to further inform the report with on-the-ground observations 
and face-to-face interviews with school leaders, parents, teachers, and students.

Study Design: 

The research methodology for this study included multiple levels of data collection. 
Data were collected through an online survey, individual interviews, focus groups, 
school site visits, and available published data.

Research Questions:

1. What are the experiences of students, parents, teachers, and 
administrators learning and working in a personalized learning 
environment? 

2. What are promising practices regarding the implementation and 
maintenance of an effective personalized learning program?
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Unpacking the Findings
Key Findings Overview:

1. There is a general progression to the levels and areas of innovation as schools build their personal-
ized learning programs. Personalized learning programs’ growth over time follows a progression 
through six areas of change and innovation - leadership, curriculum/instruction/assessment, 
school operations, technology, professional development, and community engagement - any one of 
which can become a stumbling block in the process.  

2. Schools and districts reap increasing benefits as personalized learning programs mature, includ-
ing changes in the mindset, empowerment, self-efficacy, and motivation of teachers, leaders, and 
learners as correlated with program longevity.  

3. The structures which change first to support personalized learning programs soon create a “ripple 
effect” - innovation in one area leads to change in others as the learning model grows and evolves 
to become increasingly student-centered. 

Technology

The data collected through this study revealed that schools that have made the philosophical shift to a 
personalized or customized learning environment for students tend to move through a similar series of 
levels or stages as their programs mature. The Institute studied schools and districts across a range of 
implementations, from fairly new programs in their first year (22% of study participants), to schools with 
programs that have been in existence for two to three years (57%), and schools reporting on programs that 
have been established for four years or longer (21%). Schools and districts across the continuum demon-
strated that the adoption of the foundational technology infrastructure was an “early indicator” of progress 
toward building a personalized or customized learning program. 

More than 97% of the respondents stated that their schools ensured that adequate levels of Internet ac-
cess existed for teachers and students; the same percentage reported that both students and teachers 
have an adequate amount of access to computing devices at school. Other technology resources needed 
for the building of personalized or customized learning environments included use of a learning manage-
ment system (LMS), digital content, and user-friendly data systems that aid teachers and administrators 
in the effective monitoring of student progress and mastery. While data reported by participating schools 
indicated significant progress in the use of an LMS, digitial content, and data systems, implementation was 
not to the degree seen for device access and network infrastructure, particularly in the use of student data 
at the instructional level.

“At Lindsay, we see technology as a tool. It is an accelerant to 
our work - it helps us build with speed, accuracy, and scale.

But it is no replacement for the hard work that our teachers 
do everyday.”

     - Administrator, Lindsay Unified School District (CA)
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Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment
With a strong technological foundation for digital learning at scale in place, schools were then able to 
progress to a new level of program implementation. Having adequate access to computing devices, digital 
content, and student performance data enabled schools to begin modifying other traditional structures in 
order to provide more customized learning experiences to students. Schools reported shifts or adjustments 
in areas curriculum, instruction, assessment, and use of physical classroom space, as well as time-based 
structures such as student and teacher schedules and the schools’ annual calendars.

Changes and innovation in the area of curriculum were among the first hallmarks of schools implementing 
personalized learning models. One of the innovations that was consistently reported across the schools 
surveyed was flexible, but formal, learning progressions. These progressions were accessible to students 
at all times, both on and off campus, and allowed students to demonstrate mastery based on alignment to 
specific standards. Formal learning progressions that were aligned to district-level outcomes or standards 
were credited by 78% of respondents as having a “great” to “moderate” impact on the maintenance of a 
highly personalized or customized learning environment. These formal learning progressions were teacher-
created or built into a purchased curriculum and may have involved project-based learning assessments 
that were aligned with standards across multiple levels. This allowed students to demonstrate mastery in 
several curricular areas at once and to advance more than one level at a time.

At an instructional level, all participating schools reported significant progress in providing students with 
higher levels of “voice and choice,” focusing on student readiness, nurturing student ownership of their 
learning, and providing learning opportunities in a variety of learning formats based on individual student 
needs. Over 70% of survey respondents indicated that these aspects of curriculum and instruction have 
been implemented to at least a moderate extent. Approximately 68% of the responding schools indicated 
that their programs now included student advancement or progression based on student mastery (compe-
tency) of knowledge or skills.

“The reorganization of curriculum into competencies has been 
difficult; so has defining what we mean by ‘mastery.’ ”

     - Administrator, Ephrata Area School District, Ephrata, PA

“When designing the ELA curriculum progressions, we strug-
gled narrowing down our learning outcomes from the pre-
existing curriculum however, once we stepped back and really 
honed in on what our learners really needed to know upon 
graduation, everything seemed to come together.”

     - Teacher, Ligonier Valley School District (PA)



Adjustments to 
Student Schedules

55%

Adjustments to 
Teacher Schedules

54%

Adjustments to 
Annual Calendar

37%

School Operations
Perhaps the most difficult “traditional structure” to transform 
by schools shifting to a personalized or customized learn-
ing model was that of school operations. Reporting schools 
identified the modification of student schedules (daily and 
weekly) to be the most significant progress made in chang-
ing time-based structures to support this student-centered 
learning. Specifically, 55% of the respondents stated that 
their school implemented effective changes, while a slightly 
lower percentage (54%) reported that their schools effec-
tively adjusted teacher schedules to support the learning 
environment. 

According to teachers and administrators, breaking the 
traditional logistical processes within the school or district 
was a complex issue that continued to need attention. School 
personnel also offered that changing an annual school cal-
endar in their school or district was even more difficult. Only 
37% of the participating schools indicated that their annual 
school calendar was modified to support a mastery-based 
(competency-based) education model. The primary reasons 
for this slower progress was multi-faceted with the primary 
challenges of state-level mandates regarding seat time and 
attendance as well as school community acceptance being 
among the most significant.
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Professional Development
Providing effective and appropriate professional development for 
teachers and administrators was also a strong contributing factor 
to program success. The survey data correlated strongly with 
perspectives from interviews and onsite focus groups that 
providing high-quality, effective professional development 
was key to moving schools forward with transforming in-
structional and assessment practices. Approximately 75% 
of the responding schools indicated that they incorporated 
personalized learning practices into their professional de-
velopment models as well as their student learning. Areas 
such as teacher “voice and choice,” teacher ownership 
of learning, and variation in learning formats available to 
teachers all demonstrated growth. Teacher and admin-
istrator participants alike stated that incorporating these 
aspects effectively modeled to teachers how learning for stu-
dents should look and feel. In addition, providing formal learning 
progressions for teachers and administrators that were aligned 
to school or district expectations as well as providing 
personalized learning plans based on individual teachers’ supervision 
process was also impactful as reported by approximately 65% of the respondents.



Leadership
Leadership at both the district level and the building level was found
to have a profound impact on the successful design, implementa-
tion, and maintenance of a personalized or customized learn-
ing program. Effective leadership was at the heart of driving 
any shift to a transformative learning environment as school 
leaders had a direct impact on students, teachers and other 
administrators at all levels within their organization. Data 
collected through the study’s survey, interviews, and focus 
groups revealed that specific actions of district-level lead-
ers have a strong impact on the motivation, self-efficacy, 
empowerment, and mindset of building-level leaders with a 
slightly less (but still notable) impact on teachers. The great-
est impact on teachers in these areas came directly from the 
actions of building-level leaders.

“When designing, implementing, and adopting a personal-
ized/customized education program in our school district, we 
faced numerous challenges that forced every single one of us 
to ‘think-outside-the-box’ and do things outside of our comfort 
zones.”

     - Teacher, Ligonier Valley School District, PA

Through this study, leadership was also identified as a key ele-
ment of engaging the greater school community in understand-
ing, developing, and supporting the shift to a personalized or 
customized learning model. School leaders, teachers, and par-
ents interviewed during this study explained that the frequent 
and meaningful communication of the vision, goals, and progress 
of implementation was an important aspect of garnering support 
for change. The majority of responding schools reported that their 
schools have developed formal communication channels with 
internal and external stakeholders and that frequent and mean-
ingful communications were executed for the purpose of educat-
ing stakeholders of the status, successes, and challenges of their 
programs. A closer look at the data revealed that each school 
community had nuanced needs based on current issues within 
the school community, and school leaders adjusted the communi-
cation processes based on the specific needs of their community. 

Community Engagement and Support

“The school and community have 
come together to create a positive 
learning experience for students.”

     - Teacher, Cherryfield 
                   Elementary School, ME
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Insights
...actionable information to inform the decisions of school leaders, administrators, 
teachers, practitioners, parents, and students engaging in the practice of personal-
ized or customized learning.

1. Personalization for ALL Learners 
While all participating schools reported providing some level of professional development for staff 
as part of their personalized learning program implementation, teachers overwhelmingly voiced 
that they would benefit from even more targeted professional development and shared time for 
collaboration and planning. Additionally, the data collected through the online survey revealed that 
the structure and format of professional development for educators and practitioners within these 
learning environments was evolving to look more and more like the type of personalized or cus-
tomized learning environments that the schools were implementing for students. Some aspects of 
personalized learning for staff such as voice and choice, teacher agency, varied learning modalities, 
and formal learning progressions aligned to personal goals and objectives was outpacing imple-
mentation for students - in other areas, application of personalized learning principles for educators 
themselves lagged behind its application to student learning.  

2. Leadership Actions 
Survey respondents indicated that district-level leaders providing frequent and meaningful com-
munication to all district stakeholders (students, teachers, administrators, families, and the com-
munity, in general) was the single most important action as far as having a positive effect on the 
motivation, self-efficacy, empowerment, and mindset of both building level leaders and teachers. 
When district leaders took this action, growth occurred in all areas, with a significant impact on the 
motivation and self-efficacy of building leaders and on the motivation, empowerment, and mindset 
of the teachers involved with implementing the customized learning model. 
 
The second most important action that district leaders could take was the implementation of struc-
tures that ensured accountability for growth and success at all learner levels, from students to 
teachers to administrators. The largest gains seen here were in the self-efficacy and mindset of 
building-level leaders, both of which increased by double digits as reported in the survey. The posi-
tive effect on self-efficacy and mindset was also reported by teachers when district-level leaders 
worked to create an expectation of continued growth for all stakeholders and structures to support 
that expectation. 

3. More Student-Centered Structures 
As personalized learning programs evolved, we observed a shift from adult-centered traditional 
structures to ones that better serve students and their learning. The biggest change in this area re-
ported by responding schools was that daily and weekly student schedules were increasingly being 
customized to support individual student learning pathways; 55% of respondents rated this area as 
having changed to a moderate or great extent as they implemented a personalized learning model. 
Another area that experienced change was the redistribution or rethinking of traditional staffing 
models as district-wide or school-wide staffing structures were modified to support higher degrees 
of personalized or customized learning.  
 
However, for the most part, schools were still tied to a traditional annual school calendar. This area 
experienced the least amount of change as a result of moving to a personalized or customized 
learning model. Thirty-five percent of the survey respondents indicated that there was no change 
at all in their annual school calendars as the customized learning model was implemented. Another 
area of relative lag was the change or adjustment in teacher schedules to accommodate individual 
student pathways, with 20% of respondents indicating that this area remained unchanged through-
out the implementation of the personalized learning model.
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Our Partners

Edgenuity is a leading provider of online curriculum 
and instructional services for the K-12 market. Na-
tionwide, Edgenuity is in use by more than 20,000 
schools, including 20 of the 25 largest school dis-
tricts, to meet academic goals and improve student 
outcomes. They offer initial credit courses, honors 
and Advanced Placement courses, credit recovery, 
intervention and test readiness. These solutions, in 
addition to Edgenuity’s instructional services and 
professional development offerings, help students, 
educators and districts achieve success in their 
online and blended learning programs. 

For more information, visit www.edgenuity.com.

EdSurge was founded in 2011 by Betsy Corcoran, 
Matt Bowman, Nick Punt and Agustin Vilaseca to 
connect the emerging community of education 
technology entrepreneurs and educators. As a 
leading education news organization, Edsurge re-
ports on the people, ideas, and technologies that 
shape the future of learning. Through their work, 
they aim to help educators, entrepreneurs, poli-
cymakers and other stakeholders be part of the 
rich and complex conversations about the evolving 
learning environments for everyone and the tech-
nologies and tools that support them. 

For more information, visit www.edsurge.com.

The Institute for Teaching and Leading is dedicated to helping schools, districts, administrators, and teach-
er-leaders effect change through systems focus, design thinking, and technology integration planning. 
The Institute offers a unique, customized professional development experience that spans the spectrum of 
blended and personalized learning to meet the needs of teachers and administrators. The Institute’s pro-
fessional development series includes hands-on workshops for teachers as well as leadership and change 
management coaching for administrators as they implement or further develop blended and personalized 
instruction.

The Institute for Teaching and Leading is proud to partner with educators and organiza-
tions across the personalized learning landscape to further the field of digital learning 

and to improve the educational opportunities available to every child. 




