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The District Reform Support Network (RSN) offers technical
assistance and resources to grantees of the Race to the
Top-District education reform initiative funded by the
U.S. Department of Education. The District RSN’s purpose
is to support the Race to the Top–District grantees as they
implement reforms in education policy and practice, learn from
each other, and build their capacity to sustain these reforms.
The District RSN is also setting the groundwork for distributing
lessons learned and sharing promising practices from the Race to
the Top–District initiative with all districts, especially those implementing similarly bold education reform initiatives.
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INTRODUCTION
The traditional model of education has been based on a teacher delivering a
fixed curriculum at a fixed pace. Educators have increasingly been adopting
a personalized learning approach that will prepare students to succeed in a
21st century, globally competitive society.
Personalized learning shifts education from a
teacher-centered model to a student-centered
model that the teacher facilitates. Through this
approach, educators can customize lessons based
on the pace and learning style of each student
and can actively engage the student by centering
learning on student interests, progress, and mastery. Educators frequently depend on technology
to be able to efficiently and effectively personalize learning for students. While the definition of
"personalized learning" may vary, a key tenet is
active student engagement in education.
Although personalized learning is a relatively
new concept, some public school districts and
charter schools have partially or fully shifted to
this student-centered model.1 The U.S. Department of Education recently brought personalized
learning into the national spotlight. It identified
personalized learning as one of its key priorities
of the Race to the Top–District grant program as
a way to move “beyond a one-size-fits-all model
of schooling.”2 The U.S. Department of Education
received more than 550 applications for the Race
to the Top–District grant program across two
funding cycles.

School districts or consortia of districts were
awarded grant money to support the local
implementation of personalized, studentcentered approaches to teaching and learning.
The Department of Education awarded $390
million to 16 applicants in December 2012 and
$120 million to five applicants in December 2013.
The Race to the Top–District grant program
encouraged applicants to create a personalized
learning environment unique to their district
using various strategies. While the first 16 Race
to the Top–District grantees proposed a variety
of approaches to personalize learning, there
were some common components in many of
the proposed projects, such as:
 blended learning environment
 A
(where students learn in part through
online delivery of content)
 Individualized college and career
readiness learning plans

 roposals for new modes of assessment
 P
to determine student progress and mastery
 Engaging and empowering teachers,
parents, and the broader community
to ensure student success3

In California, for example, there are more than 40 charter schools serving approximately 35,000 K-12 students in a personalized learning environment. Aplus+. Personalized Learning for the 21st Century. http://www.theaplus.org/
faqs-about-aplus.php (Accessed March 27, 2014). In some Colorado and Alaska districts, school leaders have implemented performance based learning systems, an important component of increasing student ownership over
their learning. U.S. Department of Education. Competency-Based Learning or Personalized Learning. http://www.ed.gov/oii-news/competency-based-learning-or-personalized-learning (Accessed April 16, 2014).

1

2

U.S. Department of Education. Race to the Top–District. Executive Summary. http://www.ed.gov/sites/default/files/rttd-executive-summary.pdf (Accessed February 12, 2014).
American Institutes for Research. (2013). “Are Personalized Learning Environments the Next Wave of K–12 School Reform?” http://www.air.org/files/AIR_Personalized_Learning_Issue_Paper_2013.pdf (Accessed Feb 5, 2014).
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The U.S. Department of Education funded this study to examine how Race to
the Top–District grantees are creating personalized learning environments. This
study examines the early implementation experiences of four first-round grantees.
According to the U.S. Department of
Education, successfully implementing personalized learning will “lay
the modern blueprint for raising
student achievement, decreasing
the achievement gap across student
groups, and increasing the rates at
which students graduate from high
school prepared for college and careers.”4
To examine early implementation experiences,
four first-round grantees that represent different
characteristics and approaches were selected for
a multi-year study. This report summarizes information gathered during visits to each grantee in
Fall 2013. In the first year of Race to the Top–District funding, selected district leaders, principals,
coaches, and teachers shared how they were
implementing reforms to personalize learning
and their experiences during their first year of
the grant.5 Meetings were held at the central
office to understand the perspective of district
leadership. Focus groups were held at four to five
selected schools in each district to learn more

The study addresses the following research questions...

1.

What are the grantees’ approaches to personalized learning?

2. W
 hat actions have grantees taken during their early

3.

implementation of personalized learning?

W
 hat are the realities that grantees encountered during early
implementation of their Race to the Top–District funded activities?

from school administrators and teachers; staff
from other schools sometimes also participated in these discussions. Classrooms were also
observed to better understand how teachers and
students are making the shift.
The following section provides a summary of the
shift the selected grantees are making to personalized learning with Race to the Top–District
funding. Following this overview are case studies
for each of these grantees addressing the three
research questions. The final section provides
some considerations for school districts interested in personalized learning based on these
grantees’ early experiences.

Grantees selected for the study represent
school districts with different characteristics. The four grantees are public school
districts in different geographic regions
representing small and large student
populations, urban, suburban, and rural
locations, and various approaches to

NORTH CAROLINA

IredellStatesville
Schools

FLORIDA

Miami-Dade
County
Schools

CALIFORNIA

INDIANA

New Haven
Unified School
District

Metropolitan
School District of
Warren Township

personalized learning.

4

U.S. Department of Education. http://www.ed.gov/race-top/district-competition/background (Accessed June 1, 2014).
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A second round of site visits to these districts will occur during the 2015-16 school year.
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Grantees’ Approaches to
Personalized Learning
Each of the four grantees highlighted in this
paper designed their own unique plan for
personalized learning. Nonetheless, each of
these grantees has a multi-faceted approach
that includes some common elements. As
shown in Figure 1, the four grantees' approaches
to personalized learning include most or all
of the following strategies:
» E nhancing technology to engage students
and to allow anytime, anywhere learning

application process allowed for local interpretation
of personalized education to suit the capacity and
culture of each district.
The table below shows the variation of scope
of Race to the Top–District funded activities
across grantees.
Figure 1: Multi-Faceted Approach to Personalized Learning

» S hifting the teacher’s role to support
student-centered learning
» R
 enovating physical spaces to better
meet students' learning needs
» U
 sing data and assessments to
inform instruction
» E mphasizing learning of college and
career ready skills

Although their approaches have common elements, each grantee has different ideas about
the breadth, specifics, and pace of implementation of its reforms. These differences are expected given that the Race to the Top–District

Scope of Race to the Top–District Funded Activities
Grantee

Content Focus Areas in 2013-14

Grade
Level

Participating
Students in 2013-14

Iredell-Statesville

English Language Arts*

6th – 12th

9,321

Miami-Dade

Mathematics

6 –8

th

11,760

New Haven

English Language Arts, Mathematics, Social Studies, and Science

K – 12th

12,935

Warren Township

English Language Arts & Mathematics

PK – 12th

11,611

th

*Note: In Iredell-Statesville, individual schools chose to expand personalized learning to other subjects.
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Actions Taken During Early Implementation
During early implementation of Race to the TopDistrict funded activities, the four selected grantees have made progress in shifting to a personalized learning environment. While grantees share
similar strategies for personalizing learning, each
grantee has implemented changes in ways that
align with the needs of its students and staff.
ENHANCING TECHNOLOGY. One area all four
grantees prioritized in the first year was identifying, purchasing, and distributing devices, such
as laptops and tablets. Although personalized
learning encompasses many changes to the
classroom environment, technology is often a key
tool used to scale personalizing learning for large
groups of students. Each grantee weighed similar
criteria, such as cost, battery life, and ease of use
by students, and gathered input from multiple
stakeholders to select a device. However, device
distribution occurred differently across the four
grantees. Miami-Dade and Warren Township,
for example, distributed laptops at the start of
the 2013-14 school year, enabling each student
to have a personal laptop in the classroom. New
Haven and Iredell-Statesville (I-SS) began their
process of distributing laptops to students in
selected schools during the 2013-14 school year
and plan to complete laptop distribution in the
2014-15 school year. To support the widespread
usage of technology in the schools, all four
grantees spent considerable time and resources
updating technology infrastructure.
SHIFTING TEACHER'S ROLES. Another key priority across grantees was enhancing professional
development to prepare teachers for their new
roles in a student-centered model of education.

Training focused on different instructional strategies as well as using digital content in classroom
lessons so that students could better control the
pace and content of their learning. Before designing the professional development, some grantees
surveyed teachers to determine their readiness
for shifting to personalized learning; using these
results, they grouped teachers by readiness and
tailored the training for each group. To support
professional development, grantees such as
I-SS, Miami-Dade, and New Haven used Race to
the Top–District funds to hire new coaches who
specifically aid teachers in creating a personalized
learning environment. While Warren Township
did not hire new coaches, it did use grant funds
to pay a classroom teacher at each school to
serve as a mentor to other teachers on using
technology in the classroom. It also modified the
role of existing coaches to become more focused
on personalized learning.
RENOVATING PHYSICAL SPACES. Miami-Dade
and Warren Township used Race to the Top–District funds to make major physical renovations
they felt necessary for supporting a personalized
learning environment. For example, Warren
Township renovated middle school media centers and high school classrooms to create spaces
where students could be more engaged through
collaboration and technology. Miami-Dade
transformed existing classrooms into mathematics learning centers which, according to district
staff, was important to support more flexibility,
student collaboration, and technology use in the
classroom. Without major physical renovations,
New Haven and I-SS thought of ways to creatively
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use existing space to support personalized learning.
For example, I-SS reconfigured its space to create
different stations for students to rotate through;
these spaces included one for independent computer-based work, one for small group instruction, and
one for collaborative group work.
USING DATA & ASSESSMENTS TO INFORM
INSTRUCTION. New Haven, Miami-Dade, and
Warren Township began creating or implementing
online assessments that clearly identify students’
needs and skills; teachers can use that information
to tailor instruction for each student. For example,
in New Haven’s high schools, administrators and
teachers formed a working group to create Algebra-I
assessments that help teachers personalize lessons
based on individual student needs. In Miami-Dade,

students have access to an online mathematics
software program that provides students immediate
feedback on their mastery of concepts and data for
teachers to use to better target instruction.
EMPHASIZING LEARNING OF COLLEGE/CAREER
READY SKILLS. A few grantees were creating innovative programs and supports for students to become
college and career ready. For example, Warren
Township began creating individualized extended
learning opportunities that allow participating high
school students to earn partial academic credit
through learning experiences with local businesses
or community partners. Miami-Dade was in the early stages of incorporating online tools for 8th graders
to use to develop learning plans aligned to their
college and career readiness goals.

Figure 2: Examples of Grantees’ Early Implementation Actions to Personalize Learning

Iredell-Statesville
» Enhancing Technology
Selected laptops and began
distribution to 4 middle
schools with remaining
schools to receive laptops at
start of 2014-15 school year.
» Shifting the Teachers' Roles
Designed a unique blended
learning model for each
middle and high school to
include a combination of
teacher-led instruction and
digital content. Provided
professional development
to all teachers and hired
coaches to support shift to
personalized learning.
» Using Data & Assessments
Examining assessments
available through state
instructional improvement and student
information system.

6

Miami-Dade
» Enhancing Technology
Purchased 60 laptops for each
middle school math learning
center to start the 2013-14
school year.

New Haven
» Enhancing Technology
Acquired laptops and
began distribution to all
teachers and a cohort
of students with remaining
students to receive laptops at start of 2014-15.

» Shifting the Teachers' Roles
Assisted schools in hiring
teachers for math learning
» Shifting the Teachers' Roles
centers. Trained/supported
Provided professional
teachers in new model for indevelopment on literstruction in math learning cenacy and mathematical
ters. Hired four district-level
strategies for teachers
coaches to support teachers.
to increase students’
critical thinking skills
» Renovating Physical Spaces
and collaboration. Hired
Renovated classrooms in 49
math coaches and used
middle schools to create math
existing literacy coaches
learning centers. Centers
to support teachers.
were operational at the start
of the 2013-14 school year.
» Using Data & Assessments
Started development of a
» Using Data & Assessments
data system for assessment
Purchased online math
delivery and results.
curriculum with embedded
assessments that enables
students to track progress and
teachers to use for instruction.

Warren Township
» Enhancing Technology
Distributed laptops to all students in grades 1-12 and tablets to kindergarten classrooms
at start of 2013-14 school year.
» Shifting the Teachers' Roles
Identified teachers to serve as
e-learning mentors to other
teachers as they make shift to
using technology to personalize
learning.
» Renovating Physical Spaces
Renovated high school classrooms and 3 middle school
media centers into “Mediaplexes” to increase student
engagement and collaboration.
Classrooms were operational
at the start of 2013-14 school
year; Mediaplexes were ready
in October 2013.
» Using Data & Assessments
Created curriculum maps
aligned to Common Core State
Standards.6 Developed diagnostic and performance assessments linked to curriculum to
be used to inform instruction.

See footnote 7 for information on the Common Core State Standards.
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Realities of Implementing
Personalized Learning
Personalized learning challenges all aspects of the traditional educational
model by shifting from a teacher-led classroom to a student-directed,
teacher-facilitated model.
The realities of implementing personalized learning have meant that each grantee has needed
to change the mindsets of both educators and
students. District officials for all four grantees
noted that for some educators, envisioning what
personalized learning should look like in their
classrooms was difficult. Although grantees are
providing training to teachers, it is a challenge to
provide sufficient levels and quality of professional development to support this shift. Selecting,
distributing, and maintaining widespread laptop
usage by students and teachers is also proving
more difficult than expected. Moreover, grantees
noted that teacher readiness to use the technology to personalize learning varied greatly.
Grantees embarking on this significant shift are
also facing a variety of external pressures due to
changes in learning standards and state assessments. For example, New Haven and Miami-Dade
used Race to the Top–District funds to align their
curriculum to the Common Core State Standards,

resulting in teachers learning a new curriculum
and new personalized learning techniques at the
same time.7 Warren Township is in Indiana, a
state that had originally adopted the standards
but their State Board of Education adopted new
standards for English Language Arts and Mathematics on April 28, 2014. As a result, Warren
Township spent the summer of 2013 creating
curriculum guides aligned to the common core
but had to revise those guides in 2014 to align
with Indiana's standards. Although I-SS was in
the second year of implementing curriculum
aligned to the Common Core, statewide changes in teacher pay and promotion opportunities
affected morale. Amidst all these tensions is
the overarching complication of grantee budget
constraints. The Race to the Top–District funding provided the start-up financing necessary to
implement their vision. However, each grantee
is faced with the task of sustaining their projects
once grant funding ends in the next few years.

The Common Core State Standards are a set of standards in Mathematics and English Language Arts adopted by forty-four states. New Haven, Miami, and I-SS grantees are in states
that have adopted the standards. Warren Township originally mapped to Common Core State Standards but, due to a state driven shift in standards, have now remapped to Indiana
Academic Standards.

7
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IredellStatesville
GRAN T EE C A SE ST U DY

IREDELL-STATESVILLE SCHOOLS
APPROACH TO PERSONALIZED LEARNING

BY THE NUMBERS

The Iredell-Statesville (I-SS) school district, located north of Charlotte, North Carolina, was awarded $20 million in Race to the Top–District grant
funding in 2012 to implement reforms in fifteen
schools (nine middle schools, four high schools
and two non-traditional middle-high schools).
The district’s initiative envisions classrooms that
are learner-centered environments with customized instruction. According to its Race to the TopDistrict application, I-SS plans to:

» IREDELL-STATESVILLE (NC)

$20 Million
Race to the Top–District Funding

36
Schools in District

22,193

 R
 evolutionize instruction and accelerate
achievement and deeper student learning
by addressing the academic needs of each
student while decreasing achievement gaps
across student subgroups

Student Population

44%
% Low Income Students

Participating in Race to
the Top-District Activities
15 Middle and High Schools
9,321

788

6 – 12

Students

Educators

Grades

Content Areas in 2013-14
P English Language Arts
P Schools chose to expand to other subjects

 Individualize student-driven learning to build
environments that improve learning and teaching
through personalization strategies, structures,
and support for students and educators
 C
 ultivate high-quality educators by elevating
teacher and leader effectiveness while expanding student access to excellent teachers
 Infuse cross-cutting data driven decision-making
at all levels to support instruction and continuous
program improvement

To reach these goals, I-SS plans to change the
class structure, teacher's role, instructional time,
and data platforms. The district's application also
included plans to introduce competency-based
learning for students which allows students to
progress through instructional content at their
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IredellStatesville
GRAN T EE C A SE ST U DY
own pace. Additionally, to help students meet college and career readiness goals, I-SS outlined plans
for a college readiness summit focused on preparing students for the college application process.
The district’s personalized learning vision also
embodies the blended learning concept. Blended
learning combines different modes of instruction
including teacher-led instruction in both large and
small groups; rotating students through stations,
at the teacher’s direction, that allow students to
work in small groups or learn independently using
digital content; or learning labs where students
receive remediation or other assistance.

EARLY IMPLEMENTATION OF RACE TO THE
TOP–DISTRICT FUNDED INITIATIVES
During early implementation, I-SS focused on
shifting its middle and high schools to a blended
learning environment, by taking the following
key actions:
» Designed a unique blended learning
model for each school
» Provided professional development and
coaching to support blended learning
» Selected devices for use in blended learning
I-SS had not yet begun to implement competency-based learning for students. Further, I-SS
staff determined it would not be cost-effective
to purchase a new data platform with its Race to
the Top–District funds because the state of North
Carolina is launching a new statewide instructional improvement and student information system
for teachers, students, parents and administrators. This system will hold student assessment
data and provide teachers with curriculum resources and other tools. District staff noted that

they are still exploring the best way to integrate
the resources needed for blended learning with
the state’s system.

» Designed a Unique Blended Learning
Model for Each School
The district hired an education firm that specializes in creating blended learning environments
to help design a blended learning model for each
school. The firm first assessed each school’s readiness to implement blended learning, then used
the data to work with each school to develop an
approach for classroom instruction. The firm conducted the readiness assessment in Spring 2013
and schools began implementing certain aspects
of their blended learning models in August 2013.
The assessment examined the resources and processes at each school in three areas:
1. C
 ULTURE
Collaboration among staff, capacity for change,
and student attitudes towards learning
2. ACADEMIC PROGRAM
Use of data to make decisions, digital content
usage, curriculum, and schedule
3. P HYSICAL INFRASTRUCTURE
Facilities, hardware, network, and IT staff
The firm found that the 15 middle and high
schools varied widely in their readiness levels.
However, they all had similar areas for improvement. Specifically, the assessment concluded that
most students were taught in a teacher-centered
model and few teachers used small group instruction. The assessment also revealed that most
schools lacked the wireless capacity to support
school-wide device usage. Using the assessment
data, middle and high schools were grouped into
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IredellStatesville
GRAN T EE C A SE ST U DY
five cohorts defined by readiness for implementing blended learning.
Following the assessment, leadership teams from
each school met with other leadership teams
from their cohort during the summer of 2013
and designed a blended learning model for their
cohort. The model outlined the frequency of
student rotation into small groups or learning stations, alignment of instruction to curriculum, and
goals for usage of digital content in the classroom.
Each school was directed by the district to implement blended learning in English Language Arts
classrooms to align with the district’s strategic
focus on this subject, and all but two schools extended implementation to Mathematics, Science,
Social Studies, or other subjects. For example, 12
of 15 schools chose to implement blended learning in mathematics. During the planning process,
each cohort decided how blended learning would
operate in the classroom. All schools, except for
the two non-traditional middle-high schools,
decided to have teachers use the station rotation

model in the classroom. Schools also decided
whether teachers would have two or three stations in their classroom—this choice varied across
the schools.
Figure 3 below illustrates how a classroom would
be set up in a three-station rotation.

» Provided Professional Development &
Coaching to Support Blended Learning
Moving from a teacher-centered classroom to
a student-centered classroom through blended
learning is a major shift for I-SS teachers. As a
result, district leaders prioritized professional
development to prepare teachers for this new
model of teaching. Each school leadership team
created a one-year professional development
plan that was developed using data from teacher
self-assessments and the school readiness assessment. The plan included training that placed
emphasis on common blended learning strategies including small group instruction and leveraging technology for independent learning.

Figure 3: Example of a Blended Classroom Using Three-Station Rotation Model

Students receive small
group instruction from
teacher
Students work
collaboratively with
classmates
Students use digital
content to work
independently
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IredellStatesville
GRAN T EE C A SE ST U DY
Using data from the readiness assessment, the
district determined the amount of time teachers spent instructing students as a whole and in
smaller groups. They found that fewer than 20
percent of middle and high school teachers used
small group instruction in their classrooms. Therefore, professional development initially focused
on how to create small groups and to manage student group activity effectively. Teachers were encouraged to form groups using different student
characteristics at first, then progress to forming
groups using student assessment data. During the
professional development, the district modeled
how student groups could be used by structuring
the teachers’ training in a small group format and
differentiating training groups based on teacher
readiness and skill level.

part of the school leadership teams that designed
the blended learning models. They have played a
key role in supporting the professional development offered to teachers by frequently sharing
instructional strategies, observing teachers, and
providing feedback on ways to improve. Several
teachers remarked that having consistent, on-site
coaches has helped them be more effective in
using the blended learning model. One teacher
commented that the: "coach watches her lesson
and then provides immediate feedback on how to
better use stations to meet each student's ability."

Some schools also incorporated ways to help
teachers manage student behavior in a blended
learning classroom. With guidance and support
from district staff and blended learning coaches,
all teachers experimented with using small groups
in their classrooms during the year and some
experimented with using digital content on their
previously owned laptops. In some instances,
teachers had to adjust to increased student mobility and noise in the classroom.

» Selected Devices for Use in
Blended Learning

Several district staff noted that a critical component to implementing the blended learning model
was hiring blended learning coaches for each
middle and high school. District staff and school
principals selected some of the most effective
teachers within the district to become blended
learning coaches. The coaches participated in
training during the summer of 2013 and were

Having consistent on-site
coaches has helped teachers
be more effective using the
blended learning model.

According to I-SS, having ready access to a device, such as a laptop or tablet, is an important
component to personalizing learning. Blended
learning instruction includes time when students
work independently with online material and
the district wants every middle and high school
student to have their own technology device.
Initially, the district planned to give each student
a device in January 2014; however, this was delayed until March 2014 for various reasons. First,
the district conducted a device pilot using selected students and teachers in the fall of 2013 to
gather feedback on two laptops and two tablets.
While the pilot provided useful feedback, the
device that received the highest score did not fit
within the district’s budget parameters. Instead
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IredellStatesville
GRAN T EE C A SE ST U DY
of selecting a different device, the district sought
out additional funding from the local school
board to purchase the laptops recommended
during the pilot. Another delay occurred because
the district had not planned to purchase new devices for teachers, but the selected laptop had a
different operating system than the laptops used
by teachers. As a result, the district decided to
purchase the same laptops for both teachers and
students. The district received an additional $4
milliion to fund the selected laptops, new laptops
for teachers, and laptops for two schools not
funded by the Race to the Top–District grant.
In March 2014, the district distributed laptops
to students at the four middle schools identified
as most ready to implement blended learning.
The remaining schools were expected to receive
laptops in the fall of 2014. The district believes
this distribution schedule will give teachers more
time to prepare for using the technology in the
classroom. Despite the delayed rollout, some
teachers have been using their school’s existing
laptop carts as a way to give students ready access to digital content in the interim.
Professional development on using technology in
blended learning classrooms has complemented
training on new instructional strategies. Staff at
I-SS reviewed digital content at the suggestion
of the education firm that assisted with the
blended learning model development. Since the
state of North Carolina was already developing
an integrated platform that will include instructional materials and digital content, staff wanted
to wait and learn more about the state’s system
first. Blended learning coaches have served as

a value-added resource to teachers who were
using existing laptop carts for blended learning by
suggesting digital content for classroom use.
Some teachers have also independently integrated online content or other technological tools
into their curriculum. For example, one teacher reported that she found a tool that allowed
students to send her instant messages in class.
Students who did not participate in class discussion were more likely to communicate with her
using this tool. Another example included a middle school mathematics teacher who set up her
classroom in a station rotation format and used
digital content to support students at both ends
of the learning curve.

REALITIES OF IMPLEMENTATION
Due to the many district-wide reforms initiated
over the last several years, district staff reported
that they were approaching Race to the Top–District implementation in a slow, deliberate way.
External factors have further influenced the pace
of implementing Race to the Top–District initiatives. In 2013, the North Carolina state legislature
eliminated salary increases for teachers who
had not earned their master's degree, passed
legislation to end teacher tenure, and reduced
state funding for schools thus increasing class
sizes. District staff noted these legislature actions
negatively affected teacher morale. District staff
explained that, because of these recent changes
and the adoption of new curriculum aligned to
the Common Core last school year, components
of the blended learning initiative were rolled out
slowly to build teacher willingness to change
their instructional practices incrementally.
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IredellStatesville
GRAN T EE C A SE ST U DY

The road to implementation was peppered with
some unforeseen situations. Because of the delay
in distributing laptops to students, moving ahead
with full implementation of the blended learning
model was difficult for teachers because not all
of their students had a personal device to access digital content—a key tool for the district's
approach to personalized learning. District staff
reported that some teachers often had questions
about whether blended learning was effective
in middle and high school classrooms. Even with
the blended learning coaches as a resource, the
teachers wanted more examples or better handson opportunities to understand what a blended
learning classroom “looked like” and how to
manage students in this environment. Several
teachers also discussed the operational challenge
of making their classrooms more conducive for
multiple learning stations. The district did not
plan to use Race to the Top–District funds for
classroom renovations, and teachers responded
by developing creative ways to use existing space
and furniture.
The district also reported challenges in developing
a competency-based system for student progression. As part of its blended learning strategy to

personalize learning, students have opportunities
to take courses virtually and to progress at their
own pace towards graduation. The district has
used North Carolina Virtual Public School to provide students with opportunities to earn credits
at their own pace. However, according to district
staff, changes in the state funding formula has
made student enrollment in the North Carolina
Virtual Public School a costly option for the district. Although the district continues to use these
courses for students, it started its own virtual
learning academy in August 2013 and is seeking
ways to develop virtual courses for students.
I-SS is moving forward with plans to distribute
laptops to the remaining middle and high school
students in the fall of 2014 and to provide training to teachers on how to integrate digital content into classrooms. To ensure that the training
is personalized to teacher needs, I-SS teachers
completed self-assessments that district staff and
school leadership teams will use to develop appropriate training. Some district staff stated that
the next school year will be the time when all
the “pieces are put into place” for personalized
learning to happen.
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MIAMI-DADE SCHOOLS
APPROACH TO PERSONALIZED LEARNING

BY THE NUMBERS

Miami-Dade, the fourth largest school district in
the nation, was awarded $30 million in Race to
the Top–District grant funding. Miami-Dade outlined the following vision of 21st century learning
in their Race to the Top–District application:

» MIAMI-DADE (FL)

$30 Million
Race to the Top–District Funding

 P
 rovide teachers with timely access to data and
training and provide resources to personalize
student instruction

332
Schools in District

 P
 rovide students access to education
activities in line with their interests and
abilities, a personalized learning plan, realworld problem-solving applications, data and
skills to assess their own academic progress

348,000
Student Population

70%

Miami-Dade decided to focus their grant on a
subject area with a demonstrated need for reform—middle school mathematics.

% Low Income Students

Participating in Race to
the Top-District Activities
49 Middle Schools
11,760

147

6–8

Students

Educators

Grades

Content Areas in 2013-14
P Mathematics

The district applied for the Race to the Top–District grant seeking to expand their iPrep Academy concept that had been operating in one
high school since 2010. This high school is a
student-centered, flexible learning environment
where technology is a key component of instruction. The district proposed creating an iPrep
Math learning center at each of the district’s 49
middle schools starting in the 2013-2014 school
year. Miami-Dade’s plan to “re-imagine education” through significant changes to middle
school mathematics classrooms includes trans-
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forming the physical classroom and changing
teaching methods to better support personalized
learning. For example, the iPrep Math learning centers are designed so that the role of the
teacher shifts from being the leader of the class
to being a “facilitator of instruction.” They also
embody a new approach to staffing and teaching.
Rather than having one teacher lead a class of
20 students, three teachers work collaboratively with a class of 60 students at the same time.
These teachers plan, co-teach, and use online
curriculum and resources to provide students
various personalized learning options.

EARLY IMPLEMENTATION OF RACE TO THE
TOP–DISTRICT FUNDED INITIATIVES
Miami-Dade carried out a fast-paced rollout of
the iPrep centers by taking the following key
actions towards personalized learning for middle-school mathematics students:
» Renovated existing classrooms into 21st
century learning environments and
purchased technology to support
personalized learning
» Assisted each school in hiring teachers
and selecting students for iPrep Math
» Trained and supported iPrep Math
teachers in new instructional strategies
» Provided services to assist iPrep Math
students in creating learning plans
The district coordinated a common design for all
iPrep Math learning centers and school administrators had autonomy in deciding which teachers
and students would participate in iPrep Math at
the school. Because of the fast-paced rollout, the
district accomplished a major goal outlined in its

Race to the Top–District application: all 49 iPrep
Math learning centers were operational by the
start of the 2013-14 school year.

» Renovated Existing Classrooms into
21st Century Learning Environments
& Purchased Technology to Support
Personalized Learning
A major component of Miami-Dade’s Race to the
Top–District initiative was transforming existing
classrooms. According to district staff, it was
important to create learning spaces that included
tools necessary for 21st century learning and supported more flexibility and student collaboration.
The district developed a common design for the
learning centers that is large enough to accommodate 60 students at a time and has different
areas where students can work independently or
in groups (see Figure 4 on page 18). Construction
of all 49 centers was completed in three months
and the centers were ready for students on the
first day of school in August of 2013.
District staff also selected new furniture designed
to provide flexibility in the classroom, and procured technology to provide teachers various
tools to engage and personalize student learning.
Each iPrep Math learning center is furnished with
60 laptop computers, one for each student, as
well as smartboards, televisions, and projectors.
The district also purchased online software for
its mathematics curriculum. This software allows
students to complete the material at their own
pace. The software has a built-in assessment system that gives the student regular feedback on
their progress in mastering different mathematics
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Figure 4: Miami-Dade’s iPrep Math Learning Center Prototype

The iPrep Math learning centers are designed to have multiple areas for students to work in large, small and collaborative groups and
accommodate up to 60 students and three teachers. Centers are equipped with laptops, Smartboards, televisions and projectors.

concepts. Teachers reported they use student
progress data in the software to develop lesson
plans and to form small groups for instruction.

» Assisted Each School in Hiring Teachers
and Selecting Students for iPrep Math
Miami-Dade’s iPrep Math learning centers took
a new approach to staffing classes and enrolling
students. Each learning center is staffed with two
full-time certified mathematics teachers and one
part-time hourly certified mathematics teacher to serve four classes of 60 students. District
officials felt that a key to getting iPrep Math
acceptance was to allow schools to choose how
to implement the program based on their unique
needs and student characteristics. Each school
was able to determine which classes would be
taught in the iPrep Math center with the un-

derstanding that the program was designed to
serve students of all learning abilities (advanced,
low performing, and average). For example, one
school decided to offer iPrep Math to 7th and 8th
grade students, while 6th grade students learned
mathematics in a non-iPrep Math learning center.
Schools selected some of the district’s strongest
teachers to participate. Principals considered
how well the two full-time teachers would work
together, as well as their readiness to embrace
a new teaching model. During this first school
year of implementation, Miami-Dade found that
allowing schools to customize iPrep Math resulted in a diverse selection of courses and grade
levels participating.
After choosing which courses would operate in
the learning center, students were invited to en-
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roll. While parents were generally excited about
the changes proposed, there was also apprehension about leaving the traditional classroom and
trying something new. To build support for the
initiative, schools conducted a number of outreach sessions to communicate the components
of the iPrep Math Program. District staff created
informational materials for parent outreach to
promote consistent messaging about this new
initiative. Parents of students in the program
were invited to orientations and workshops at
the start of the school year to learn in detail
about how their students would be learning
and to keep communication lines open between
school staff and parents.

iPrep math teachers were
expected to "forget what they
know about teaching" and start
over with new personalized
learning strategies.
» Trained and Supported iPrep Math
Teachers in New Instructional Strategies
The district expected iPrep Math teachers to
“forget what they know about teaching” and
start over with new personalized learning strategies. To prepare teachers for this role, the district
developed a three-week summer training program for teachers to understand the expectations
and duties of an iPrep Math teacher. The training
included sessions on using technology resources,
project-based learning activities, and how to create lessons aligned to each unit of study. During
the training, district staff encouraged teachers
to lead classes as a “roaming conductor” on the

first day of school. Several teachers said they felt
like first-year teachers trying this new approach.
The following strategies were used by teachers to
personalize classroom learning:
Small Group Instruction. Using assessment data
gathered through online software or teacher-prepared quizzes, teachers created small groups for
instruction. In some iPrep Math learning centers,
students created their own small groups. For example, students who felt they did not fully understand
a concept created a topical group and other students “signed up” for the group on the classroom’s
whiteboard wall.

Self-paced Individualized Work. Students
worked independently on laptop computers.
Students figured out what they were supposed to
be working on by accessing an online lesson plan
to direct their studies. Teachers who were not engaged in direct instruction walked throughout
the classroom to monitor student progress and
answer questions.

Online Tools to Guide Learning. iPrep Math
teachers prepare an “iModule” for students, which
outlines the topics covered in class and multiple
ways that students can learn using digital content
and programs. Students can then access the online software program that allows them to learn at
their own pace and track their mastery of concepts
through built-in assessments. Students receive
immediate feedback on their progress through the
software program.

Project-Based Learning. Specific project-based
assignments allow students to apply mathematics
concepts to real world problems. For example, one
learning center had students apply lessons on fractions to working in a pizzeria by creating pizzas that
demonstrated their understanding of fractions.

The three-week summer training program was
structured to model many of the elements of
personalized learning that teachers were expected to use in the iPrep Math learning centers. For
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example, district staff surveyed teachers prior to
the training on their use of digital resources and
technology in the classroom. Based on survey
results, they formed groups aligned with teacher
comfort and skill levels to tailor training. To model how to create student-directed classrooms,
district staff asked teachers to explore concepts,
collaborate with their peers, and solve problems
in the same manner that they would expect their
students to learn in the classroom. During training, teachers also formed professional learning
communities with other teachers who shared
their same challenges or skill sets. Some teachers
reported that they struggled during the training to understand the new model of instruction
and move away from their traditional classroom
practices, but that the summer training prepared
them for when school started.
In addition to the summer training, the district
hired four district-wide iPrep Math coaches to
provide ongoing assistance to teachers. Through
weekly or biweekly visits to classrooms, the
coaches provided assistance on a variety of issues
from implementing the iPrep Math instructional
framework to integrating technology into their
lessons. District staff and coaches maintained
an online log of the support provided to teachers, including the type and frequency of contact
with schools. The coaches also used a rubric to
record observations of iPrep Math teachers to
determine whether the teachers are effective,
emerging, or limited in their ability to implement
the new instructional model. Once the rubric
was completed, this information was provided as
feedback to the iPrep Math teachers.

Throughout the school year, iPrep teachers
collaborated with their peers. Several teachers
referred to online communities as an important
resource they frequently used to answer questions and to get ideas for lesson plans.

» Provided Services to Assist iPrep Math
Students in Creating Learning Plans
Miami-Dade’s Race to the Top–District initiative
also included integrating counseling services into
iPrep Math learning centers and developing a
tool to help students create individual learning
plans. Instead of waiting for students to seek out
counseling services, district-level staff focused
on working with individual school counselors to
create a “counselor’s corner” in the iPrep Math
learning center. By working in iPrep math learning centers, counselors can also better understand the model which will help them answer
questions from parents about iPrep.
Development of students’ individual learning
plans has also taken longer than expected. According to district staff, it was difficult to find a
digital platform geared towards helping middle
school students set meaningful goals appropriate to their age and grade level. By the spring of
2014, 8th grade students started using an online
tool to develop learning plans outlining how
they will achieve their career and college goals.
Through these learning plans, students will articulate individual objectives for various areas (e.g.,
academics, sports, and music) that will help them
reach long-term goals. District staff was in the
process of modifying the online tool to meet the
needs and interests of 6th and 7th grade students.

Personalized Learning in Progress: Case Studies of Four Race to the Top-District Grantees’ Early Implementation

20

MiamiDade
GR ANT E E C ASE STUDY

REALITIES OF IMPLEMENTATION
Rapidly making changes in classroom instruction
presented a number of notable experiences for
iPrep Math teachers as they learned a completely
new model of instruction. Several teachers noted
that they spent significantly more time planning
lessons than they had previously. The district had
anticipated the likely increase in planning time
and had negotiated with the teacher’s union to
add an additional planning period in place of
instructional time for participating teachers.
The district faced staffing challenges during the
school year. Four teachers left iPrep Math, either
to return to a traditional classroom or to leave
the district for not meeting expectations. A few
of these changes occurred mid-year and required
the hiring of new teachers. Another staffing
challenge faced by the district was finding
enough qualified part- time math teachers. In
the iPrep Math model, each school is supposed
to have one part-time teacher certified in mathematics. However, some schools were unable to
find certified mathematics teachers who wanted
to work part-time.
While the shift to a student-centered environment has occurred, some teachers are still not
comfortable in their new roles. The iPrep model
allows students to move at their own pace. District staff reported that some teachers are hesitant to allow students to progress too far ahead
of the class. Some teachers acknowledged the
iPrep Math model is a big change for students
as well. To prepare students to learn in this new

environment, some teachers and iPrep Math
coaches developed a two-week program to teach
students “rituals and routines” for learning. This
program included:
– What students should do when they walk
into the classroom
– How to login to their laptop computers
– How to navigate iModules and expectations
Several teachers also discussed how they are
working to teach students how to take more
ownership and responsibility for their learning,
and pacing themselves to complete learning
modules on time. Since iPrep Math puts the
onus on the student to ensure assignments are
completed on time, some students are struggling
with this freedom and need motivation to persevere. School counselors are working with students to help them make this adjustment.
The next year of implementation will focus on
continued professional development for teachers and assistance in using the district’s new assessment system. Principals will reconsider which
mathematics classes will be taught in the iPrep
Math learning center and the process for inviting
and enrolling students. The district has also been
analyzing data to compare the performance of
iPrep Math students to non-iPrep Math students.
Preliminary results have shown that iPrep Math
students are performing the same or better than
non-iPrep Math students. District staff is analyzing the data to determine which students are
best served and which subjects are best taught in
iPrep Math.
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NEW HAVEN UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT
APPROACH TO PERSONALIZED LEARNING

BY THE NUMBERS

New Haven is a suburban school district located
south of Oakland, California. With the $29 million
awarded through the Race to the Top–District,
the district is focused on ensuring that all K-12
students acquire critical literacy and mathematics
abilities while emphasizing real world applications and empowering students with 21st Century
skills. In New Haven’s Race to the Top–District
application, it outlined a plan to personalize
learning in the following ways:

» NEW HAVEN (CA)

$29 Million
Race to the Top–District Funding

13
Schools in District

12,935

 P
 rovide intensive professional development
on new instructional practices that teaches
students how to analyze text, build knowledge,
and communicate

Student Population

43%

 S upport “deeper student learning” through
professional development and coaching
focused on mathematics

% Low Income Students

Participating in Race to
the Top-District Activities
12 Schools
ALL

541

K–12

Students

Educators

Grades

Content Areas in 2013-14
P Mathematics
P English Language Arts
P Science
P Social Studies

 D
 evelop and use data systems that support
teaching and inform students and parents of
student growth
 D
 eploy technology to transform classrooms from
teacher-centered to student-centered and to allow
technology access anytime/anywhere

New Haven’s vision also includes other components that help students become college and
career ready. For example, New Haven is working
toward fully implementing the Common Core,
which aligns with its focus on developing critical
literacy, mathematics, and 21st Century skills. Its
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plan includes professional development and restructured student assessments aligned with the
Common Core.

In the 21st Century learning
environment, students should
be talking 80% of the time.
New Haven’s vision of a 21st Century learning
environment is one where teachers are facilitating student learning rather than directing it and
where students learn how to access information
independently. In the classroom, New Haven
leaders expect that "students should be talking
80 percent of the time"—a shift that they are
supporting through their Race to the Top–District
initiatives. New Haven district staff has communicated its reform efforts as the “5Cs of 21st
Century Learning—Critical Thinking, Collaboration, Communication, Creativity, and
Cultural Competence.”

EARLY IMPLEMENTATION OF RACE TO THE
TOP–DISTRICT FUNDED INITIATIVES
District leaders explained that they are taking
a deliberately slow approach to implementing
change in order to build support and capacity for
reforms. To lay the foundation for their goal of
students acquiring critical literacy, mathematics,
and 21st Century skills, they have taken action in
three key areas:
» Provided professional development and
coaching on literacy and mathematical
strategies for teachers
» Updated infrastructure and distributed
devices to personalize learning

» Started developing a data system for
assessment delivery and results
New Haven has also initiated additional Race to
the Top–District funded projects intended to help
students achieve improved academic outcomes.
A portion of New Haven’s Race to the Top–District funds is being used to create Union City
Kids’ Zone—a community partnership focused on
providing services to low-income families living
in a neighborhood where students have poor
academic outcomes. This work is building on efforts that New Haven began 10 years ago to work
more collaboratively with community agencies
that serve these families. Through the Kids’ Zone,
students and their families will have access to
mental health services, financial coaching, GED
preparation classes, and parenting education.
Additionally, New Haven has used Race to the
Top–District funds to provide more college and
career ready experiences. For example, all 10th
graders took the PSAT and the district expanded
an engineering preparation program to middle
school students. These students will have priority to continue the program when they move to
high school.

» Provided Professional Development &
Coaching on Literacy and Mathematical
Strategies for Teachers
To support the use of instructional strategies that
will lead to personalized learning, New Haven is
using several vendors to provide professional development focused on mathematics and critical
literacy. The district is using Race to the Top–District funds to build upon prior critical literacy
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work begun in 2010, while the focus on mathematics is completely new. Through this training,
the district believes teachers will personalize
learning by increasing student collaboration and
critical thinking. The teaching strategies focus
on facilitating more peer-to-peer interaction and
learning. Some teachers have begun to implement the new strategies in class by designating
times during class where students are expected
to talk with a partner about the concept they
are learning. The training is being phased-in for

school’s teachers used a rubric to rate lessons on
whether they developed critical thinking, collaboration, communication, creativity, and cultural
competence among students. The teachers
taught the lesson, reviewed student work, and
met afterwards to discuss their experiences and
to identify ways to improve the lesson. New Haven is using Race to the Top–District funds to increase time for this type of teacher collaboration.
According to many staff, contract stipulations and
school day schedules had made it difficult for

elementary school teachers with three of the
seven elementary schools receiving critical literacy training and the remaining schools receiving
mathematics training in 2013-14.

teachers to meet regularly and collaborate during
the school year. With Race to the Top–District
funds, the district has been able to pay for substitute teachers so that teachers can attend training
or observe other classrooms.

In addition, New Haven hired a math coach for
each school and tapped into existing literacy
coaches to support classroom teachers. Math
coaches provide a number of services to teachers, such as planning and co-teaching lessons,
identifying digital and non-digital resources for
lessons, and answering curriculum specific questions. At one elementary school, the math coach
provided a day of professional development for
each grade level team based on their needs.
One team developed assessments linked to the
Common Core, while another team created units
of study. According to some teachers, Race to the
Top–District funding has allowed them to have
meaningful professional development that has
not occurred in years.
To complement literacy and mathematics training, each school has training focused on the 5Cs
of 21st Century Learning led by principals, literacy coaches, or math coaches. For example, one

» Updated Infrastructure and Distributed
Devices to Personalize Learning
New Haven staff noted the importance of updating infrastructure, selecting devices, and training
teachers on using technology to personalize
learning. The district first needed to ensure that
the infrastructure and hardware was in place to
support widespread classroom use. The infusion
of Race to the Top–District funding has enabled
the district to install wireless internet in all
schools, purchase laptops for students in grades
6 through 12, and purchase a laptop cart for every two elementary school classrooms to share.
The district used a committee of staff, parents,
and community members to guide its vision for
technology use and device selection. Originally,
the district planned to distribute laptops in three
cohorts over the three-year grant period. However, after distributing laptops to the first cohort
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of students (from December 2013 to February
2014), teachers and principals voiced concerns
about equity for all students. As a result, New
Haven decided to accelerate this timetable to deliver all remaining laptops at the beginning of the
2014-15 school year.
In addition to selecting and distributing laptops,
New Haven provided technology training in Summer 2013; about one-third of teachers attended
this training and more will attend in Summer
2014. This training primarily focused on how to
use the laptop and related applications and was
less focused on using the laptop to change the
nature of instruction or to increase student engagement. The district plans on having intensive
school-based trainings on using technology in the
classroom at the start of the 2014-15 school year.
New Haven teachers expressed varying levels of
comfort and interest in using technology in the
classroom. Some teachers are taking their own
initiative to make connections between technology and their curricula. For example, a high school
Algebra teacher experimented with “flipped
classrooms.” Instead of lecturing in class and assigning problems for homework, the teacher assigned students video lectures to watch at home
and used class time to solve problems collaboratively and provide one-on-one assistance.
Other teachers were excited about students
having the ability to submit typed assignments
rather than submitting hand-written assignments. Some of these teachers were already
preparing lessons using various digital content in
anticipation of students receiving laptops. There

were also teachers who were not comfortable
with technology and the use of digital content in
the classroom. To address this lack of comfort,
teachers are creating informal support networks
to help each other, and math coaches have begun to serve as a resource for teachers on how to
use technology in the classroom.

» Started Developing a Data System for
Assessment Delivery and Results
The district used Race to the Top–District funds
to purchase a new data system that will allow
teach- ers to create assessments and to store
student data automatically—making it a simpler
process for teachers to analyze data to guide
instruction. During the 2013-14 school year, the
district provided training on the new data system
to teachers when they or their principal made a
specific request. However, the district plans to
provide training for all teachers next year.
New Haven also started thinking about developing a district-wide approach to assessment that is
aligned to the Common Core and provides teachers with information to personalize learning. The
district wants assessments that will show student
growth and has been using a vendor’s formative
assessment for grades Kindergarten-10 which
measures reading and math skills three times a
year. In Summer 2014, New Haven staff will begin
developing its curriculum units aligned with the
Common Core State Standards. This process will
take place throughout the year. According to district staff, once these units have been developed,
New Haven teachers will work on creating assessments aligned to the curriculum and integrated
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with the data system. In the interim, teachers
have been working on their own ways to assess
student learning through structured assessments,
reviews of writing journals, or other student
portfolios. At the high schools, administrators
and teachers formed a working group to improve
student success on the Algebra I end of course
assessment. The working group created common
assessments used by Algebra I teachers to gather detailed feedback on student understanding.
These frequent assessments enable teachers to
personalize lessons to address individual student
needs. Teachers meet once a week and share lessons learned to refine their new approach. Some
teachers took the initiative to learn about the
new data system and used it to develop assessments they can give to their students through the
data system.

REALITIES OF IMPLEMENTATION
District leaders spoke frankly about their experiences as they move toward a 21st Century
learning environment. They have to change the
mindset and culture among staff to move away
from the one-size-fits-all approach to education.
District staff stated that principals have been essential in helping teachers understand their new
role in the classroom. However, several principals
have reported feeling overloaded and having
trouble making connections between Race to the
Top–District funded initiatives and classroom activities. District staff responded by slowing down
the professional development to allow more time
for Race to the Top–District funded efforts to

be understood. They also began using monthly
administrator meetings to share videos and other
information on what they expect classrooms to
look like when teaching 21st Century skills.
District leaders stated that their 21st Century
vision for personalized learning is being rolled
out in a system with 19th Century infrastructure.
While the district has upgraded the technological
infrastructure to support Race to the Top–District
reforms, it has no current plans to renovate or
change classroom spaces. According to district
staff, it is hard to envision a new collaborative
classroom structure when the classrooms are still
arranged with desks facing the teacher. Although
some teachers can rearrange their furniture to
create collaborative learning spaces, other teachers have large and heavy furniture which does
not allow for such spaces to be created.
Finally, due to the budget crisis in California,
teachers have been furloughed several days
during the year. These furloughs have limited the
time for professional development or instructional days. The district was also in the midst of leadership changes. The superintendent who led the
Race to the Top–District application process left
her position, and the teachers’ union re-elected a
new president after the Race to the Top–District
grant was awarded. Nonetheless, district staff is
committed to the vision outlined in Race to the
Top–District and is working towards full implementation in the coming years.
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METROPOLITAN SCHOOL DISTRICT
OF WARREN TOWNSHIP
APPROACH TO PERSONALIZED LEARNING

BY THE NUMBERS

Warren Township, located in Indianapolis, Indiana, was awarded $28.6 million in Race to
the Top–District grant funding. With the funds,
Warren Township seeks to create transformational learning spaces that increase student engagement and collaboration and empower students
to be more self-directed in their learning. Warren’s Race to the Top–District application outlined its approach to personalized learning
as follows:

» WARREN TOWNSHIP (IN)

$28.6 Million
Race to the Top–District Funding

18
Schools in District

11,611

 M
 aking technology a cornerstone of its reform
through a district-wide infusion of technology
and high-tech learning facilities

Student Population

 P
 roviding professional development to create highly effective teachers who can support
personalized learning through blended learning,
differentiated instruction, and other methods

71%
% Low Income Students

Participating in Race to
the Top-District Activities
18 Schools
ALL

781

PK–12

Students

Educators

Grades

Content Areas in 2013-14
P Mathematics
P English Language Arts

 Increasing student access to academic and
technology-rich supports outside the normal
school schedule
 C
 reating alternative pathways for experiences
closely connected with college and career
readiness that are tailored to the interests
and abilities of students in grades 7-12

Warren Township officials believe it is essential
to build their personalized learning approach on
a system already aligned to the Common Core.
They are using Race to the Top–District funds to
create curriculum maps, instructional unit guides,
and formative assessments aligned to the Common Core. According to district officials, person-
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alized learning is not "fancy differentiation" but
rather allowing "students more choice in content,
pace, learning objectives, and instructional delivery." They plan to use formative assessment data
to adjust instruction for both struggling students
and those demonstrating mastery. Warren’s
application also detailed its approach for personalizing behavioral supports for students to reduce
learning disruptions.

iors and developed plans for training students
on these expectations. Through the use of this
system, Warren Township hopes to reduce the
amount of time students are sent to the office or
suspended, which can impede their learning.

EARLY IMPLEMENTATION OF RACE TO THE
TOP–DISTRICT FUNDED INITIATIVES

content, pace, learning objectives,

In the first year of the grant, Warren Township
has begun implementing Race to the Top–District
reforms in the following areas:
» Acquired and distributed technology
to support personalized learning
» Renovated physical space to increase
engagement and collaboration
» Created curriculum maps aligned to
the Common Core and assessments
to inform instruction
» Created multiple options for students
to become college and career ready
Warren Township is also using its Race to the
Top–District funds for other initiatives designed
to support students and increase academic
achievement. The district is offering instructional support to selected middle and high school
students during school breaks and after-school. It
also began developing a Culturally-Relevant Positive Behavioral Interventions and Support system
for students in grades Prekindergarten to 12th to
reduce disruptions in student learning. With the
assistance of a consultant, school staff created
matrices that define expected student behav-

Personalized learning is not
"fancy differentiation" but rather
allowing "students more choice in
and instructional delivery."
» Acquired and Distributed Technology
to Support Personalized Learning
To personalize learning, Warren Township decided that students should have access to devices
that enable them to make more choices and
direct their own learning. The district took actions during the summer of 2013 to upgrade the
wireless connectivity in the schools to support
school-wide usage of laptops. Warren Township
wanted all students to have devices at the same
time. In September 2013, laptops were distributed to all students in grades 1-12, and tablets
were given to kindergarten classrooms. According to district staff, the distribution process was
well-planned and coordinated. However, they
noted the challenges involved to ensure that
each child has a working device every school
day. For example, students sometimes forget the
device, the batteries are not sufficiently charged,
or the screens are broken. The district has dedicated two technicians to fixing laptops and has
created a process for students to earn class credit
by repairing laptops.
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The district also took steps to
ensure that teachers were prepared to integrate technology
into the classroom in order to
personalize learning for students. Each school identified
a classroom teacher to be an
DIGITAL
e-Learning mentor. Principals
NEWSROOM
were directed to select "teachers respected instructionally by
peers" and had experience using
technology in the classroom.
The e-learning mentors have
flexibility in how they provide support. Some mentors are available after
school to meet with teachers one-on-one,
while others provide professional development
during staff meetings.
At the beginning of the school year, all teachers
set a goal for how they would have students use
their devices. Their goals included having the students use the devices a certain number of times
per week, having a paperless classroom, or using
a flipped classroom approach.

» Renovated Physical Space to Increase
Engagement and Collaboration
For students to develop 21st century skills and
have project-based learning experiences, Warren
Township wanted to create a different classroom environment—one that promotes student
interactions and encourages student-directed
learning. With its Race to the Top–District funds,
Warren Township designed and renovated high
school classrooms and all three middle school
libraries (now called Mediaplexes) within the
span of six months. This was a challenging time-

SI-COM LABS

SI-COM LABS

WIRELESS
LOUNGE

DIGITAL
VIEWING
ROOM

CREATIVE
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GALLERY

COLLABORATIVE
LEARNING STUDIOS

Figure 5: Collaborative Learning Studio in Warren
Mediaplexes have a number of rooms for teachers to use, including (1) Simulataneous
Instruction Computer, or SI-Com labs which has workstations with dual monitors allowing students to work and follow along with teachers’ instruction; (2) Creative Thought Gallery, with
computers to use for research, small “pod-like” areas for students to work in groups, and all
the walls are dry erase board for sharing ideas; (3) Digital Viewing Room which is set up like
a theater with 3-D viewing capabilities; and (4) Collaborative Learning Studios with dry erase
tables connected to individual computers and monitors to enhance group work.

frame for the district to meet, but district staff
reported that they were able to have most of
the classrooms operational at the beginning of
the 2013-14 school year and the Mediaplexes by
October 2013. The middle school Mediaplexes
were modeled after the renovation of the high
school library that was completed a few years
earlier. District staff gathered input from middle
school students on the space design to promote
student appreciation for the learning spaces. Figure 5 shows the layout for the new middle school
Mediaplexes. Renovations also occured in some
individual classrooms and other rooms available
to all teachers. These renovations provided more
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modernized spaces allowing collaboration and
greater use of technology. In the career center,
teachers in the nursing and pre-engineering programs use the spaces to enable students to work
collaboratively on presentation development and
the use of software to create a robotics model.
While the new spaces and technology are being
used, district staff realizes they need to encourage and support more frequent use by teachers.
Although some e-learning mentors and media
specialists provided guidance to teachers, district
staff found that teachers needed clearer direction on the best ways to incorporate the remodeled spaces and new technology into lessons. In
winter 2014, school-based media specialists were
assigned responsibility for training teachers on
using the new spaces. Middle school media specialists also received professional development
from the high school media specialists. District
staff believes that more ownership by media specialists will lead to greater usage of the spaces by
classroom teachers.

» Created Curriculum Maps Aligned to
the Common Core and Assessments
to Inform Instruction
Warren Township used a portion of its Race to
the Top–District funds to create curriculum units
aligned to the Common Core and related assessments aligned to these units of study. Beginning
Summer 2013 and at various school breaks in
2013-14, selected teachers from all grade levels
met to create curriculum maps, units of study,
and assessments in English Language Arts and
Math. Two types of assessments were written
for each unit:

1. Pre- and post-unit diagnostic assessments designed to assess student
knowledge at the beginning and at
the completion of units
2. Performance assessments designed
to measure student mastery at the
completion of units
When teachers began using the assessments,
they reported that it took several class periods
for students to complete diagnostic and performance assessments. In response to this early
feedback, district staff formed teacher work
groups to revise and shorten the diagnostic assessments. The district decided it would be more
effective to use a third party vendor to re-write
the performance assessments. The district is also
developing a way to incorporate the assessments
into its district-wide data system so that students
can take the assessments within the system and
teachers can readily access the information. Once
all assessments are fully integrated into the data
system, the district will be able to move forward
with its plan to create individual student dashboards. The dashboards will have data and information relevant to each student that they will be
able to use in setting learning goals.

» Created Multiple Options for Students
to Become College and Career Ready
Using Race to the Top–District funds, Warren
developed three options for students to participate in activities designed to help them become
college and career ready. The first is the extended learning opportunities (ELO) program where
high school students earn credit through external
learning experiences with a business or commu-
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nity partner. The district is building on experiences that are already offered in the high school’s
career center and expanding these options to
other classes. The ELO coordinator has been
working to find business partners to provide
meaningful experiences related to areas of
student interest. By the fall of 2013, 30 students
were participating in a range of extended learning opportunities. For example, two students
were earning partial credit for an Advanced
Placement Psychology course by working at a
local hospital and conducting research on sports
medicine and Psychology. Another group earned
partial credit for their high school Spanish class
by volunteering at a community center that
serves the Spanish speaking population.
The second option for students is a sports and
media production opportunity where high school
students work directly with actual clients. The
district already had high school radio and TV
programs, and the Race to the Top–District funding has allowed them to build a studio that local
businesses can rent with student staff to develop
and produce the videos. The studios are designed
to be self-sustaining by charging clients for use of
the facility and sevices. The district enrolled its
first cohort of twenty students in January 2014.
Students selected for the program receive course
credit, work experience, and potentially college
credit through partnerships with local universities. The district is working with a university to
determine the credentials its teachers need to
ensure that students receive college credit.
The third option is providing students virtual
learning opportunities to work online, at their
own pace, and on their own time, to earn high
8

school graduation credits. The district selected
a virtual learning provider after a Request for
Proposal process.8 Warren Township piloted
three virtual courses beginning in January 2014
and enrolled ninety students. To ensure success,
a teacher in the district oversees each virtual
course and provides office hours to support
these students.

REALITIES OF IMPLEMENTATION
District staff reported a number of learning
experiences in the movement towards personalized learning. During the first school year of
implementing Race to the Top–District funded
activities, district leaders observed that teachers
were not adequately personalizing learning using
the new technology, facilities, and curriculum
units. As a result, in the 2014-15 school year, the
district will be training teachers on how to allow
students more choices for reaching specific learning objectives and how to support self-directed
students. Another challenge has been having
teachers incorporate technology into the classroom and regularly use the renovated spaces to
personalize learning. To address this challenge,
district leaders plan to update unit guides and
provide suggestions on digital content and using
renovated physical spaces in specific units.
The district has faced external pressures that
have affected the implementation of Race to the
Top–District funded initiatives. In March 2014,
Indiana became the first state to opt out of the
Common Core. A large part of Warren’s Race to
the Top–District funded work had been creating
curriculum guides aligned to the Common Core
and the state's change resulting in district staff
and teachers having to rework the guides.

The RFP can be accessed at: https://rttd.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/5746
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Considerations for Implementing
Personalized Learning
This section provides potential questions a
district can ask to help guide its move towards
personalized learning, based on the early experiences of the four Race to the Top–District grantees studided. This section includes considerations
in the areas previously discussed in this report—
enhancing technology, shifting the teacher’s
role, renovating physical spaces to better meet
students’ learning needs, using data and assessments to inform instruction, and incorporating
learning that emphasizes career and college
ready skills.

should consider whether existing infrastructure
within its schools will meet its needs as defined
by the vision and scope.

ENHANCING TECHNOLOGY

Selecting a Device and Digital Content

Investing in technology is a key element in personalizing learning for the four grantees reviewed
in this study. The presence of technology in classrooms provides students with flexible learning
options and allows personalized learning to occur
on a larger scale for schools and districts. Given
the high cost of technology, a district should take
a thoughtful approach to infrastructure upgrades,
selecting a device, IT support, and distribution.
Infrastructure Upgrades
Technology, including laptops, tablets, digital
media, interactive whiteboards software, and
digital content, is a key tool in personalizing education, permitting students to work at different
levels, at different paces, and often with some
choice. To ensure that students are able to use
technology, schools need sufficient infrastructure
in place, including adequate Internet bandwidth
and charging access points for devices. A district

 What is the current status of the infrastructure
in the classrooms and schools that will be implementing personalized learning?
 What areas within schools need to be updated
and by how much?
 What other upgrades will need to be made,
such as servers?
 What is the capacity of schools to support the
charging of student held devices?

Considering the plethora of choices in devices
that exist, it is important for a district to develop
a thoughtful approach to selection and ultimately choose a device that meets its instructional,
financial, and technological parameters.
 Do schools have an adequate number of devices to
carry out their personalized learning vision or will
new devices be procured?
 If new devices are needed, what is the cost of the
device and the estimate for its lifespan?
 To help determine cost, will a device be given to
each student (1:1) or will devices be given to the
classroom and require students to share?
 If new devices are needed, what stakeholders will
have input into selecting a device?
 What features are important in a device, including battery life, screen size, keyboard attachment,
portability, durability, sustainability, warranties,
alignment/coordination with other district technology, and accessories to protect devices?
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 What type of device best meets the needs of
students included in the scope of the personalized
learning implementation? Can the district support
students' usage of multiple types of devices—i.e.
tablets and laptops?
 What is the Bring Your Own Device policy?
Can students use their own device instead?
 Is it more cost effective to lease or buy
devices? Consider the cost of insurance.
 How will the needs of special education students
be considered in selecting a device?
 Will devices comply with state testing software
and other software used by the district?
 Do teachers need to have the same device as
distributed to students?
 What types of digital content does the district
already have access to? What other content is
needed to personalize learning?
 How will teachers/students access digital content?
 How does the use of digital content affect textbook purchases?

Technology Support
Before rolling out devices, a district needs to
develop a plan for how best to support teachers
and students when tablets or laptops are not
charged, may not connect to the Internet, are
broken, cannot run a specific program, or when
other issues surface that could impede a lesson
designed around using the device in class. As
with any technology roll-out, start-up problems
are inevitable, but a district can be better prepared to address these issues by ensuring adequate IT support is available, which may require
additional financial resources.
 Who will be responsible for setting up the devices.
and how long will that take?
 To what extent does the district have adequate IT
staff to ensure a smooth rollout of devices?

 Does the district have adequate IT staff to ensure
timely maintenance of the devices?
 Where will devices be stored?
 What steps will be taken to ensure the security of
each device if they are lost or stolen?
 How will IT staff provide support to each school
in the district?
 Will there be a loaner pool of devices available
for students to checkout and use at home?
 Does the district have a back-up plan for instruction in classrooms if connectivity issues occur?

Distributing Devices to Students
The distribution of devices is important and can
range from a system-wide immediate roll-out of
devices to a more gradual, phased-in distribution. Determining who will receive devices, when
devices will be distributed to students (and also
possibly teachers), how that distribution will be
done, and when teacher training will occur are
important steps in the process.
 How will the district roll-out devices to students
– all students receive devices at same time or distribute to cohorts of students over time? What are
the equity implications for staggered distribution?
 How will students and parents be made aware of
their responsibilities for care, maintenance, and
appropriate use of the device? How can the district limit the extent that the devices are stolen?
 Do teachers have adequate resources to monitor
appropriate use of devices?
 Will students be allowed to take the device home?
Will students be allowed to treat the device as
their own and download software, applications,
and music as they wish?
 How does the timing of device distribution to
students align with teacher training on using
technology in the classroom?
 To encourage use at home, what resources
are available to reduce the cost of Internet
connectivity for students and families?
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SHIFTING THE TEACHER’S ROLE
A school district will have to decide how it will
train and support teachers to shift from a teacher-led classroom to a student-directed, teacher-facilitated learning model. This may include
decisions about how and when to provide professional development and whether the district can
allocate staff to provide teachers with on-going
classroom support for personalized learning.
Implementing the Shift in a Teacher’s Role
A school district will need to consider how and
when to revamp the teacher’s role for their new
personalized learning environment.
 Given the culture of reform in the district, how
will the shift in roles be implemented – shift all
teachers to a personalized learning model at the
same time or start with groups of teachers, either
by school or teacher readiness?
 How will the district assess teachers' readiness
to shift to the new role?
 Will teachers be expected to immediately adopt
their new role or phase it in?
 How will the district communicate expectations for
teachers’ role in personalized learning classrooms?
 How will these expectations affect any existing
teacher evaluation systems?
 How will the change in a teacher’s role and expectations impact current contractual agreements?
 What systems are in place to assess the extent
to which teachers are making the shift to
personalized learning?
 How will school-based administrators be trained
and prepared to support teachers in this shift?

Professional Development
When a district trains and supports teachers
through professional development, it should

first consider how best to focus resources and
develop a plan to provide adequate professional
development.
 What content should be included in the professional development to adequately train teachers
for the shift to personalized learning (for example,
how to maximize technology, how to increase
student collaboration, how to introduce and use
personalized learning plans, and how to tailor
curriculum to the individual needs of students)?
 When should the district provide professional
development? Summer offers more hours and
flexibility but requires additional financial resources to compensate teachers for participation.
 How will school-based administrators be included
in the design of professional development?
 How will training on personalized learning be
aligned with district or school initiatives?
 How will training be delivered to teachers – formal
training outside the classroom and/or informal,
on-the-job training supported by staff who model
and mentor?
 Will the training be personalized for teachers
based on their skills and readiness? This approach
may help model personalized learning for teachers
but may require more time and resources
to design.

Personalized Learning Staff
A school district may consider investing in fulltime coaches or part-time staff that provide
focused, on-going professional development
in personalized learning.
D
 oes the district want to and have financial
resources to hire full-time personalized
learning coaches?
 What characteristics are necessary to be an
effective personalized learning coach?
 What process will be used to select coaches that
have these characteristics?
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 How would the district envision the responsibilities of a coach – to model lessons for teachers,
to provide on-going support, and/or to provide
specific curriculum and technological assistance
that can help teachers realize personalized learning’s potential?
 How will districts distribute coaches among
schools and grade levels?
 How will coaches identify teachers’ needs, skills,
or gaps in implementing personalized learning?
 If hiring coaches is not possible, are there other
staff that could be trained in personalized learning
and provide mentorship to other teachers?

Supporting Personalized Learning
A school district may want to create a long-term
plan for supporting teachers with personalized
learning once it is implemented.
 How will the district recognize teachers’ skills,
needs, and gaps for sustaining and enhancing
personalized learning (surveys, self-assessments,
classroom observations)?
 Will the district provide opportunities for teacher
collaboration (and if so, will it include additional
planning time, virtual communities of practice,
professional learning communities, changed focus
of staff meetings)?
 Will investments be made in software or online tools to support teachers with personalizing learning?
 How could the district share promising practices
in personalized learning with other staff?
 How will the district garner support for personalized learning from students, parents, and community members?
 How will students be prepared for changes in
how they will learn in the personalized learning
environment (i.e. changes in the classroom
environment or greater expectations for
independent work)?

RENOVATING PHYSICAL SPACES
Personalized learning is sometimes accompanied
by physical changes to the classroom environment that allow for greater student movement
throughout the instructional day. These changes
can allow more student interactions, encourage
student-directed learning, and range from creatively arranging existing furniture to allow for
more collaborative workspaces to a complete
renovation of existing classroom spaces.
 Can areas of the school be reconfigured to maximize small group collaboration or serve as areas
dedicated for technology learning?
 What physical space modifications can be done
using existing furniture or will new furniture need
to be purchased?
 If financial resources are available, what types of
structural changes to classrooms, media centers,
or other areas could be made to enhance a personalized learning vision?
 Will changes in classroom spaces and common
study areas allow the district to fully implement its
personalized learning vision?

USING DATA AND ASSESSMENTS
TO INFORM INSTRUCTION
Access to data on student learning is an important component to understanding what students
know and identifying gaps in student achievement. Teachers need frequent assessment data
to measure the abilities and interests of each
student in order to personalize lesson plans to
meet each student’s needs. Students and parents
should have easy access to the data so students
can also drive their own learning.
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Assessments That Provide Actionable Data
Personalized learning cannot occur without data
on individual student performance, usually acquired through assessments.
 Do current assessments provide teachers and
students with actionable data that allow personalization?
 Will assessments allow teachers to measure a
student’s mastery of a specific unit of study or
learning standard?
 Are online tools available that collect data
on student progress or does the district have
the capability to create its own assessments?
 Will assessments collect student-level information
that will allow for personalization of learning?

Making Data Easily Accessible
Data collected through assessments can only be
useful to teachers and students if it is timely and
easy to access and interpret.
 Can new and existing data systems be consolidated to make data readily available to teachers,
students, and parents?
 What online programs or tools are available
to teachers to create online assessments that
provide immediate feedback, and how can these
tools be integrated into existing technology or
learning platforms?

 To what extent is staff comfortable using, analyzing, and reviewing data to inform instruction?
 What types of professional development will be
offered to teachers on reviewing and analyzing
student-level data in order to personalize learning?

LEARNING THAT EMPHASIZES COLLEGE
AND CAREER READY SKILLS
A school district may want to consider how it will
enhance its support for developing college and
career ready skills for its students.
 Do opportunities exist to collaborate with local
community colleges, four year colleges, virtual
learning programs, and/or local businesses to
allow students to enhance their college and
career ready skills?
 In what ways can the district assist students
in developing “personalized learning plans”
that identify how and when each student will
progress towards career and college ready skills?
 How could personalized learning include a focus
on enhancing 21st Century skills, such as critical
thinking and collaboration?
 How will the district develop a competencybased system so teachers and students can
monitor student progression towards skills?

 To what extent do students have access to data
that will help them drive their own learning?

Using Data to Inform Instruction
The ability of teachers to use student level performance data to inform instruction is critical to
personalized learning.
 Are systems in place at the district or school level
that allow teachers and administrators to review
student data to allow them to personalize learning for each student? Do grade level teachers of
different subject areas meet regularly to review
student data?
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LOOKING FORWARD
While the movement to personalized learning is a
relatively new idea in education reform, grantees
are excited about the possibilities for increased
student engagement and interest. They are also
beginning to experience positive changes in many
of their classrooms.
The grantees have a few years left in the four year
Race to the Top–District grant period to allow
for continued work on creating student-centered
learning environments and supporting widespread
use of technology in and outside of the classroom.
Further information will be gathered on the implementation process during a second round of site
visits that will occur in the 2015-16 school year.
Grantees will be able to share more information on
technology use, professional development, assessments, and other tools and efforts implemented
to shift to a personalized learning environment.
Grantees may also have ideas about how they plan
to support personalized learning when the federal
grant funding ends. This multi-year examination
will be informative and useful to other school districts interested in making the shift.
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