
dal las — In 1997, a sixth-grader at Dan D. Rogers Ele men tary School set a three-alarm �re
in the li brary. Erin and Sean Jett, whose house is so near they hear the school bell ring, did
not have school-aged chil dren at the time. But it left an im pres sion. “My child will not go
there,” Erin said.

When it comes to their chil dren’s ed u ca tion, par ents are like drug-sni� ng dogs. Test
scores mat ter. But so do other things. Which is why now, more than 10 years later, Emma
Jett will be a �fth-grader at the Dal las school this fall. And her par ents are happy about it.
Their changed view — and that of oth ers who shunned Rogers and now want in — is
driven by per son al ized learn ing.
Amid all the bel low ing about char ters, school choice and vouch ers, a po ten tially more
revo lu tion ary re form move ment is bub bling up. Phi lan thropists, state ed u ca tion o�  cials,
re form ad vo cates — even char ter school lead ers — are ex am in ing per son al ized learn ing.
So what is per son al ized learn ing? It’s a cus tom ized path so that stu dents learn at their own
pace, in the man ner that res onates best with them, with con tent tai lored to their in ter ests,
aided by their com put ers. It feels nat u ral to a gen er a tion groomed to pre sume that ev ery -
thing is cal i brated to their needs and wants — whether it’s on line shop ping, news or math
home work — and raised with smart phones in their hands.
It sounds be nign, and won der ful, to many par ents. Schools, dis tricts and even en tire states
are em brac ing it. Teach ers unions cau tiously en dorse it, while �ag ging the con cern that
ed u ca tors could be re placed by tech nol ogy.
But per son al ized learn ing raises big ques tions about ed u ca tional eq uity. Is it im por tant for
all chil dren to be taught com mon skills and con tent? Could per son al ized learn ing spur an
even more splin tered so ci ety? Is the pur pose of ed u ca tion to forge a thought ful cit i zenry or
to equip stu dents for jobs? What does per son al ized learn ing mean to the peren nial tug-of-
war over the con tent of what is taught? Is same ness the key to equal op por tu nity?
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Con cerns about the con tent, or even the vari able pace, of per son al ized learn ing de rives
from a mid dle-class ed u ca tional ideal that is out dated and misses the point, said Trace
Pick er ing, a pro po nent of per son al ized learn ing and the leader of Ed u ca tion Reimag ined
and co-founder of Iowa BIG, an ex pe ri ence-based high school in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. More
im por tant, he said, is for ed u ca tors to ask, “How can we e� ec tively self-ac tu al ize hu man
be ings?”
What can that look like? When Rogers Ele men tary be came one of �ve schools in the Dal las
In de pen dent School Dis trict to pi lot per son al ized learn ing in the 2015-2016 school year,
Prin ci pal Lisa Lo vato said she and her team grap pled with decisions on gran u lar is sues,
such as “How long should it take a kinder gart ner to log into a com puter?” and big philo -
soph i cal ques tions, such as “What mat ters most?”
But per haps the most dramatic de ci sion made by the school in volved ex plic itly teach ing
stu dents to lead their own learn ing. Stu dents would not be re cip i ents of lessons, but driv -
ers of them.
This ba sic idea mat ters be cause even given cur rent ex cite ment about per son al ized learn -
ing, much of it has been done for years. Di� er en ti ated in struc tion was con ceived in the
1950s. Be fore and since, teach ers have given di� er ent stu dents di� er ent work sheets and
as sign ments.
What’s new at Rogers is that chil dren are tak ing the lead — and some re spon si bil ity — not
just for what they do in class, but for their growth as stu dents, said Marissa Limon, the
school’s as sis tant prin ci pal. They work with teach ers to cre ate learn ing plans, and they re -
�ect on their progress.
Even in kin der garten, teacher Pauline Hay den sched ules brief con fer ences ev ery few weeks
with each of her 20 stu dents.
“We dis cuss their goals and what they are work ing on, and if they had an as sess ment, we
might talk about that,” she said. They set new goals, in clud ing nonaca demic ones. “They
are in charge of their learn ing,” Hay den said. “We are teach ing that in kin der garten.”
Each class room op er ates di� er ently — in de pen dence has one look in kin der garten and an -
other in �fth grade — but stu dents dis play a strik ing sense of aca demic self aware ness. “I
am pretty low in mul ti ply ing and di vid ing by dec i mals,” Carlie Lo vato, a �fth-grader, of -
fered. She ad mit ted, “I like to talk a lot,” and her con ver sa tion can slip from school to TV
shows. She’s work ing on it.
Ar nav Jain, in kin der garten, as pires “to do ad di tion re ally fast.”
Such in sight mat ters. It means that even though Genesis Ve lazquez is 11 math lessons be -
hind David Nava in teacher Sud hir Vasal’s fourth-grade class (“My pace is su per fast,”
David said), Genesis has not lost an ounce of pride in her work. “I don’t like to go that fast,
be cause then I can get some prob lems wrong,” she said con � dently as she worked through
a les son on geo met ric sym me try. Her cor re spond ing quiz scores: 100, 92, 92.
Tech nol ogy is a big part of the per son al ized learn ing story. Sil i con Val ley’s push into ed u -
ca tion has made tech spend ing an in creas ingly large line in school bud gets. Smart tools
that ad just to stu dents’ re sponses (and au to mat i cally pro vide more prac tice when they
stum ble) can en able in creas ingly spe ci�c lev els of in de pen dence. Soft ware can also in te -
grate stu dent data into teacher pro grams to help them track progress in ways un think able



sev eral years ago. In Vasal’s class, stu dents take a test; he in stantly sees their er rors and
can ex plain their mis takes.
Over all, the rise of on line learn ing makes “blended” learn ing that com bines com puter and
live in struc tion feel nor mal to stu dents. And it will fol low them into the work place and
through out their ca reers. So it’s no sur prise that the Chan Zucker berg Ini tia tive — started
by Face book founder Mark Zucker berg and his wife, Priscilla Chan — just gave $14 mil lion
to Chicago Pub lic Schools to de velop per son al ized learn ing.
But does per son al ized learn ing work? That is harder to an swer. A Rand Corp. study con -
ducted for the Gates Foun da tion (both the Chan Zucker berg Ini tia tive and the Gates Foun -
da tion are fun ders of the Hechinger Re port) and pub lished last year noted that, “while
[per son al ized learn ing] is promis ing in the ory, there are very few eval u a tions of stu dents’
learn ing out comes.” The study tracked math and read ing test scores and com pared stu -
dents who got per son al ized learn ing in struc tion with those who got tra di tional in struc -
tion. It found a small but sta tis ti cally sig ni�  cant bump in math (3 per cent age points) and a
“sim i lar trend” (but “not sig ni�  cant”) in read ing. Hardly earth shat ter ing re sults.
Test scores have be come the pub lic face of school qual ity. But talk to par ents and you hear
less about numbers and more about a child’s hap pi ness. It’s why a �re in the li brary tar -
nishes a school’s rep u ta tion in the minds of par ents, some times for years.
At Rogers, test scores have ticked up slightly. But sur veys put par ent sat is fac tion in the
88th to 96th per centiles. Par ents con nect the dots be tween their child’s aca demic en gage -
ment and sense of well-be ing. Rogers, once shunned, now has about 200 trans fers among
its 520 stu dents, Lo vato says.
Kris ten Watkins, di rec tor of per son al ized learn ing for the Dal las In de pen dent School Dis -
trict, said the con cept is catch ing on and will be in 10 schools in the fall. But the dis trict
does not dic tate a top-down recipe. “We gave au ton omy to the schools,” she said.
At Rogers, the Jetts said they ap pre ci ate the tone that per son al ized learn ing has brought.
“In the class room, if you want, you can sit at a ta ble. If you want to sit at a desk, you sit at a
desk. You can sit on the �oor. If you want, you can sit on a ball,” Sean said.
Ev ery one learns, said Erin, “in the way they want to learn. It is not merely tol er ated. It is
em braced.”


