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We have just completed the “season of giving.”  Holiday time is a time when many gifts 
are given and received.  Everyone seeks to buy and receive the “personal gift.”  I suppose this 
means that the gift meets a specific need of the receiver or recognizes a special interest of the 
recipient.  It is personal because it relates to something unique about the individual at that 
particular time of the individual’s life.

The term “personalized learning” is a relatively new buzz phrase in education.  You may 
have heard the commercial for the cyber charter school touting “deeply personalized learning.”  I 
would say that to have deeply personalized learning, “persons” should be able to see eyeball to 
eyeball.  Ironically, though, any discussion of personalized learning turns to technology.

We have a strategic planning goal this year to explore personalized learning.  I’ve listened 
to two webinars on the topic, both of which just talked about how iPads were deployed in a 
district.  Given that the one district deployed 40,000 iPads to students in one year, that is 
impressive, but they didn’t really explain what they did with the iPads to personalize learning.

A rather comprehensive definition of personalized learning is as follows:
“Personalized learning is tailoring learning for each student’s strengths, needs and 

interests – including enabling student voice and choice in what, how, when and where they learn 
– to provide flexibility and supports to ensure mastery of the highest standards possible.”

I asked principals and a group of teachers once what we do to personalize learning.  The 
list was pretty extensive and I don't have space to share it all here but will hit some highlights.

At the elementary level, the reading progress of every child is closely monitored.  Our 
grade K-6 reading program involves assessing students’ reading levels and providing materials at 
the appropriate reading level that challenges, but does not frustrate the students.  What our 
teachers are doing with reading is amazing and I don’t feel any computer program could do it as 
well.

Our elementary math program has a couple ways which student needs are met.  Our core 
math program has options for students who are on track, behind or ahead of the grade level.  We 
also use an amazing computer program called ST Math. (See Lancer Letter #255, Math without 
Words)  This program assesses and addresses a child’s conceptual understanding of math and 
adjusts to the students’ abilities and weaknesses.

If you fast forward to the high school, much of the personalization comes in the form of 
scheduling.  Getting students into the courses which will challenge and not frustrate is key.  Also 
key are the elective offerings.  Guiding a high school student into the classes which will best 
prepare that student for their individual future is important and something which our high school 
does exceptionally well.  Quite a few teachers will also mentor and direct students in coursework 
we don’t even offer as the students study independently under their guidance.  Scheduling 
problems are often resolved in this way so a student’s future is not negatively impacted because 
of the intricacies of the scheduling process.

Just having students with full time access to an iPad creates many opportunities for 
students to explore their personal interests.  In many classrooms, the teacher uses that “teachable 
moment” to allow students to get online and find an answer to a question.  There is greater 
opportunity as well to personalize assignments .

We will continue to look at ways technology can help us better “tailor learning for each 
student’s strengths, needs and interests.”  While there are some amazing programs that will 
analyze a student’s skill and prescribe the appropriate instruction, they will never replace the 
value of one on one contact between students and adults in the building.   Only through this 
human contact will a child who is struggling at home be identified and helped.  Only through this 
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human contact can a student’s motivation be sparked through caring and compassion.  Only 
through human contact can a student be inspired to become all he or she is capable of being.

When we developed our core values by talking to people in the district and community, 
we heard over and over about staff members who went above and beyond by taking a personal 
interest in students that allowed them to “meet students where they are.”  This is one of the 
hallmarks of our district to which we are committed.  

 


