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Every individual must, in order to acquire the art of reading in the 

shortest possible time, be taught quite apart from any other, and 

therefore there must be a separate method for each.  That which forms 

an insuperable difficulty to one does not in the least keep back 

another, and vice versa.  One pupil has a good memory, and it is easier 

for him to memorize the syllables than to comprehend the vowelless-

ness of the consonants; another reflects calmly and will comprehend 

a most rational sound method; another has a fine instinct, and he grasps 

the law of word combinations by reading whole words at a time.

The best teacher will be he who has at his tongue’s end the explana-

tion of what it is that is bothering the pupil.  These explanations give 

the teacher the knowledge of the greatest possible number of meth-

ods, the ability of inventing new methods and, above all, not a blind 

adherence to one method but the conviction that all methods are 

one-sided, and that the best method would be the one which would an-

swer best to all the possible difficulties incurred by a pupil, that is, not a 

method but an art and talent… Every teacher must… by regarding every 

imperfection in the pupil’s comprehension, not as a defect of the pupil, 

but as a defect of his own instruction, endeavor to develop in himself the 

ability of discovering new methods… 

LEO TOLSTOY, on teaching in the village school he founded ,               

(Complete Works of Leo Tolstoy,  Boston: Dana Estes & Company, 1904, 

p.58).
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INTRODUCTION

MAPP ING  MA ST E RY

Building Educator Capacity for Personalized Learning

THIS INTERIM REPORT synthesizes the initial findings from NAATE’s study of  
personalized learning schools.  A comprehensive report will follow when the study 
is complete in 2017.  NAATE would like to thank StartUp Education, the Chan 
Zuckerberg Initiative, New Schools Venture Fund, and the Carnegie Corporation 
of New York, whose support made this study possible.

NAATE’s interest in personalized learning schools is an outgrowth of its work 
with NAATE Teacher Fellows from personalized and blended learning school 
models.  Teacher Fellows from the past several cohorts who serve in these new 
design schools consistently reported that the NAATE coursework helped them 
in their daily practice, both with students and in their evolving roles outside the 
classroom.  They also suggested that, given the shifts in expectations of their 
practice, they would benefit from more professional learning.  Thus, NAATE set 
out to clarify the competencies required of teachers to deliver on these innova-
tive approaches to student learning and to better understand how well its 
current programming meets these teachers’ needs. 

NAATE retained a team of both staff and external consultants to conduct research 
and to observe a set of schools implementing a range of instructional approaches.  
The study will continue with visits through the spring of 2017.  To date, the team 
has conducted multi-day visits to eight schools, representing both stand-alone 
charter schools and four charter school networks.  The team interviewed educa-
tion researchers, senior leaders at the network level, teachers, students, instruc-
tional coaches, and school leaders. 

The study’s intended purpose is fourfold:  1) to identify what competencies  
teachers need to serve students in these new school models, 2) to determine prior-
ity areas for professional support that would benefit educators in these settings,  
3) to understand to what extent the current NAATE program addresses the needs 
of teachers, and 4) to identify specifically how NAATE might strengthen its capac-
ity to meet the unique professional learning needs of educators in these schools.

N
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DEFINING PERSONALIZED LEARNING

Personalized learning models have generated increasing 

interest in the K-12 field.  The definition of personal-

ized learning is varied and broad, and the practice of it 

is dynamic, experimental, and iterative.  Schools based 

on these models have diverse approaches to personaliz-

ing students’ educational experiences.  In some schools, 

learning is primarily personalized via blended learning 

platforms; in others, via one-on-one tutoring; in still 

others, through intentional approaches to individual-

ized social and emotional development.  A wide range of 

schedules, methods, and activities appear in personalized 

learning settings: students may work most of the day on 

their own or in small groups, or they may follow more 

traditional schedules with portions of the day carved 

out for individual skill acquisition, or they may engage 

in project-based work.  This report’s findings are not 

meant to describe any one given model comprehensively.  

Rather, the findings distill learning from across a range of 

models and are meant to help identify which professional 

competencies are most critical for teachers to possess in 

order for students to take full ownership of their learning 

and meet the promise of personalized learning. 

CROSS-WALKING THE PERSONALIZED 

LEARNING FRAMEWORKS

NAATE launched its study with a review of the leading 

personalized/blended learning educator competency 

frameworks.  The team analyzed these frameworks and 

grouped them using broader categories to make them 

more accessible to users (see Appendix).  All frameworks 

include descriptions of knowledge, skills, and mindsets 

necessary for educators in these settings.  While each 

framework classified the competencies differently, the 

substance of the competencies themselves closely over-

lapped. 

Many competencies in the personalized learning frame-

works mirror those of more traditional frameworks 

and are universally necessary for student success (e.g. 

matching instructional methods to the needs of stu-

dents, assessing data).  However, the importance of these 

competencies is magnified in personalized settings based 

on the need to meet each and every student where she or 

he is developmentally.  Moreover, the very competencies 

that have typically been the domain of teachers are, over 

time, now expected of students themselves.  In order for 

learners to cultivate a sense of agency, autonomy, and 

ownership of their learning, teachers must be equipped 

to support students to make decisions about what, where, 

when, and how to learn.  This is a significant shift.

Personalized learning schools have adopted different, 

and still evolving, structures, and have created differ-

ent functional roles (e.g. “sandbox coordinator,” advisor, 

teacher, mentor, circle leader) for staff.  The NAATE 

team emerged from its initial work with the belief that 

it would be premature to substantively narrow the set 

of competencies needed of classroom teachers, because 

in the cases observed, teachers’ responsibilities remain 

sufficiently broad.  While there is some belief in these 

early stages of school development that teachers might 

become more specialized and not need to be “all things to 

all students,” in all of the settings the team visited, teach-

ers are still playing a wide range of roles.  They are still 

pedagogues, and must still be adept in the development 

of students’ social-emotional and metacognitive needs.  

There was not a single school in which teachers were only 

playing the role of content expert or specialist without 

also serving students in a broader context.  To this end, 

NAATE’s analysis looks at the comprehensive sets of 

competencies that adults in these settings need, based on 

current personalized learning models.  If, over time, the 

division of labor shifts and models emerge that enable 

specialization and narrower sets of competencies, the 

requirements of each specialist might change.  For now, 

however, the team determined that teachers still need a 

wide range of skills, knowledge, and mindsets.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

While technology-enabled personalized learning repre-

sents a potentially transformational shift in K-12 educa-

tion, the origins of personalized learning can be seen 

in a variety of pedagogies, educational approaches, and 

philosophies, including: mastery learning, Expeditionary 

Learning, Montessori and Waldorf schooling, the Coali-

tion of Excellent Schools, competency-based education, 

and project-based learning.  The belief that students 

ANALYS I S  O F  T E ACHER  COMPET ENC I E S
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should be at the center of their learning with their teach-

ers serving as coaches or guides is a concept that has been 

promoted by different educational models for over a 

century.  Many personalized learning school models have 

adopted elements of these prior models, such as project-

based expeditions and small advisory groups.  With the 

advent of new technologies, the extent to which schools 

will be able to personalize learning is likely to radically 

increase, providing a multitude of mechanisms for stu-

dents to manage their own learning.

Throughout this study, the NAATE team found that 

school leaders and educators in personalized settings are 

productively grappling with essential questions about 

teaching and learning, including how to rethink content 

delivery, cultivate relationships with students, foster 

student habits, and collect and analyze data.  The study 

is well-timed, coinciding with the schools’ own explora-

tions of how best to equip educators to be successful in 

their models..

LITERATURE REVIEW

Before launching school visits, the team analyzed four 

leading frameworks outlining educator competencies in 

personalized settings: TNTP’s Reimagining Teaching in 

a Blended Classroom, Jobs for the Future & The Council 

of Chief State School Officer’s Educator Competencies 

for Personalized, Learner-Centered Teaching, iNACOL’s 

Blended Learning Teacher Competency Framework, and 

the LEAP Learning Framework for Personalized Learning 

by LEAP Innovations.  While each report identifies and 

organizes its competencies under different categories 

and weighs some more heavily than others, the overall 

constructs point to key areas necessary for educators to 

be successful in these settings.  The team also reviewed 

Charlotte Danielson’s 2013 Framework for Teaching, 

widely viewed as the gold standard for teacher evaluation 

in traditional settings. 

Given the increased complexity of personalized models, 

it is logical that the personalized learning competency 

frameworks emphasize teacher habits and mindsets over 

discrete skills.  The personalized learning frameworks ex-

pect teachers to be visionary, maintain a growth mindset, 

take risks, embrace innovation, and remain flexible and 

student-centered.  There is also a greater emphasis placed 

on collaboration and communication with students as 

well as peers.  In each of the personalized learning frame-

works, these “softer skills” —whether called mindsets, 

qualities, interpersonal, or intrapersonal skills— comprise 

between 25-50% of the overall framework, whereas for 

Danielson, that figure is closer to 10%.

A review of Knowledge Works’ recent report, The Shifting 

Paradigm of Teaching: Personalized Learning According 

to Teachers, supports the NAATE team’s analysis of the 

teacher competency frameworks.  That report includes 

personalized learning teachers’ reflections about the 

importance of three major themes: culture, transparency, 

and vision.  It also reinforces many of the teacher compe-

tencies identified in the other reports such as: collecting 

and monitoring data, working collaboratively, remaining 

student-centered, embodying a growth mindset, and 

remaining open-minded about trying new approaches. 

Introduction to 
COMPETENCY FINDINGS

Based on its work to date, the NAATE team has identified five broad 

domains where additional professional development work would benefit 

educators in the full range of schools investigated. They include:  

Pedagogy & Content; Metacognition; Social-Emotional Competence; 

Data & Assessment; and Teacher Leadership & Adult Learning.  The description

 that follows separates these domains for the sake of organizational clarity. 

In reality, specific competencies overlap and concepts bridge across the five domains.

6
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While no consensus has emerged on the role content 

should play in new school designs, there is agreement 

on the need to tailor learning experiences for indi-

vidual students.  Therefore, the capacity of teachers to 

choreograph and support students’ learning experi-

ences is key, and requires a sophisticated knowledge 

of how to design personalized learning experiences, in 

terms of both pedagogy and content.  While pedagogy 

and content knowledge might be seen as separate do-

mains, the forefather of “pedagogical content knowl-

edge,” Lee Shulman, and subsequent researchers pro-

vide a frame for describing the various ways in which 

pedagogy and content relate: teacher knowledge of con-

tent and students, knowledge of content and teaching, 

knowledge of content and curriculum, and specialized 

content knowledge.  From NAATE’s perspective, the in-

terconnectedness of pedagogical decision-making and 

content is heightened in personalized learning settings, 

and their relationship requires teachers to be nimble 

and responsive. 

Each of the personalized learning teacher competency 

frameworks acknowledges this complex aspect of 

teacher practice, calling on teachers to:

   ■ Utilize in-depth understanding of content and 
learning progressions to engage learners and  

         lead individual learners toward mastery

        (JFF/CCSSO).

   ■ Have broader and deeper content expertise than 

is typically expected in traditional classrooms 

(TNTP). 

   ■ Create pedagogical approaches and learing experi-
ences that promote content-based problem-solv-

ing and online collaboration; Provide resources 

for students to learn content and enable them to 

work independently and/or in cooperative groups 

(iNACOL).

 ■   Collaborate with learners to identify and include 
learner preferences and optimal learning condi-
tions (e.g. modalities, technology use, the nature 
and duration of learning activities, pacing, group-
ing size, and when/where learning will take place) 
(LEAP). 

The Danielson framework and the newly developed 
personalized competency frameworks all contain ele-
ments of practice including instruction, collaboration, 
data, and classroom management.  Yet the associated 
competencies differ and, most dramatically, teachers’ 
roles and necessary mindsets shift significantly from 
the traditional to a personalized learning setting.  For 
example, the LEAP Learning Framework employs the 
word “partner” to describe the main role that teachers 
play with learners, and uses verbs such as “co-construct-
ing,” “collaborating,” “encouraging,” and “supporting” 
to describe their work with students.  No such corollar-
ies exist within the Danielson framework.

Personalized learning models have led to a re-examina-
tion of the pedagogical and content knowledge neces-
sary for teachers to successfully support student learn-
ing.  While teachers have traditionally delivered lessons 
and followed a scope and sequence that they or other 
adults have controlled, personalized learning educa-
tors’ roles have shifted.  Teachers are now expected to 
have facility with a wide array of delivery mechanisms 
to meet each individual student at his or her level, and to 
share or even turn over control of the learning process 
to students.  In these settings, students are playing a 
significant role in determining what, when, where, and 
how they learn.

Across all of the personalized learning frameworks, 
students are expected, over time, to direct their learn-
ing and make decisions that were previously within  
the domain of teachers, such as planning how they will 
learn, analyzing their data, and choosing instructional 
modalities and materials.  To this end, teachers’ control 
is diminished, while their roles as coaches, influencers, 
or choreographers are expanded.

DOMA IN  1      PEDAGOGY & CONTENT
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The NAATE team’s findings suggest that personalized 

learning models require as deep an understanding of 

content and pedagogy as more traditional schools.  

While there may be some in the K-12 sector who hope 

that personalized learning models 

lessen the need for teacher ex-

pertise in pedagogy and content, 

the team did not find this to be 

the case.  While schools are now 

able to deliver lower-order skill-

building learning experiences on 

blended learning platforms, the 

need for higher-order engage-

ment of students still rests on the 

shoulders of teachers.

A key observation from classroom 

visits and interviews is that the 

role of teacher has shifted toward 

that of curator or choreographer 

of learning experiences.  Ideally, teachers are thought-

fully assembling, or co-creating with each student, a set 

of learning experiences based on a deep understanding 

of the student, the content or subject, and the avail-

able options for learning that, together, are most likely 

to lead to understanding and mastery.  Intentionality 

in developing and supporting individual pathways for 

students is key, and requires significant pedagogical 

content knowledge, which remains a growth area for 

teachers.

PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH

Integration and Coordination 
of Modes of Learning

Personalized learning teachers are responsible for 

facilitating each individual student’s overall learning 

experience, and, over time are expected to shift the 

responsibility for managing learning to the student.  

Schools now have at their disposal a wider variety of 

avenues for learning and supporting students in reach-

ing their learning goals (ranging from small groups and 

whole-group discussion to blended learning platforms 

and individual playlists).  Consistently, the team saw 

educators working to leverage these sets of technolo-

gies and instructional resources, and employing differ-

ent pedagogical models during class time (e.g. Socratic 

Seminar, individual work time, small group, blended 

learning platforms).  In some 

instances, these modes of learning 

tended to function as separate and 

independent of one another.  It 

was not always apparent to what 

extent the pedagogical approaches 

were selected for a purposeful set 

of learning goals.  

With the increase in the number 
of learning tools at their disposal, 
teachers are still working to define 
when and for what purposes they 
should use which tools.  They face 
an increased set of challenges 
in creating coherent learning 
pathways for students.  If the 

purpose of personalization is to help students deepen 
their understanding and do so at their own pace and in 
their own place, then the question for teachers is how to 
choreograph a set of experiences that are appropriately 
matched to the desired learning objectives given the 
myriad of new choices.

Amid these choices, teachers also have the added ben-
efit of having access to a rich set of data about students. 
Ideally, teachers use this data to help them identify 
students’ skills, knowledge, and areas of need.  With the 
large amount of data being generated in personalized 
learning environments, it is critical that teachers be sup-
ported to appropriately respond to student needs.  If a 
student is struggling on a blended learning platform and 
having difficulty with a set of math concepts, what should 
a teacher do?  What assignments are appropriate?  What 
is the appropriate intervention?  If personalized learn-
ing means providing students with tailored, customized 
experiences aimed at deepening their skills, knowledge 
and understanding, then utilizing data in ways that are 
precise, specific, and timely to make adjustments and 
respond to students’ needs is critical.

All of the schools that the NAATE team visited em-
ployed blended learning platforms for skill develop-

       The Field’s Perspective

For educators ready to embrace 
the concepts of personalized 
learning, there is a need for 
support in translating these 
concepts concretely into strate-
gies. What does personalized 
learning look like in terms of 
teacher practice? And what is 
the student experience?
~ LEAP LEArning FrAmEwork

DOMA IN  1 :  P E DAGOGY  AND  CONTENT
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ment.  When and how these platforms were used varied 

greatly. 

The team found, however, that few educators seem 
to utilize the data generated from these platforms 
routinely in their instructional practice; many teach-
ers shared that they did not know what students were 
working on, or how they were performing on tasks on 
the platform (i.e. teachers were not reviewing the data 
being generated by these platforms).  The sheer volume 
of data may be one factor here.  In some cases, blended 
learning platforms are utilized in isolated ways, with 
some students themselves not consistently or fully 
engaged.  Many of the English Literature Arts plat-
forms focused on grammar and vocabulary based on 
short passages without the benefit of talk, while math 
programs emphasized opera-
tions, rather than conceptual 
understanding.  The team dis-
covered that many educators 
view blended learning more as 
a private time for students to 
practice and gain fluency than 
an integrated part of their 
personalized learning.  Often, 
the data generated from these 
activities was not directly used 
by teachers as they crafted 
pathways for students.  In stu-
dent interviews, it appeared 
that, for many students, the 
learning goals or areas for 
improvement were not clear 
to them; they were not able 
to articulate what skills or 
knowledge they were working 
to develop.  If students sit at 
the center of their learning, 
an opportunity exists to more 
closely couple the blended 
learning modality and result-
ing performance feedback 
into their personal learning 
pathways.

Strengths We Observed

Educators in these settings are embracing a wide array 
of new models of learning.  They are employing various 
technological tools, and are working to individualize 
their assignments for students.  Impressively, the vast 
majority of teachers are eager to gain feedback and 
are looking to find ways to deepen their practice.  The 
mindset of most of the teachers who the NAATE team 
met was one of openness and commitment to continu-
ous improvement.  Many acknowledged that they had 
many questions about how to use the various tools and 
data at their disposal to deepen student learning. 

Areas of Opportunity

As personalized learning 
models evolve, teachers’ in-
tentionality of how to choreo-
graph, support, and cultivate 
rich learning experiences will 
remain critical.  In most of 
the schools visited, the team 
saw students engaged in a 
host of activities—indepen-
dent group projects, multiple 
blended learning platforms, 
research, and whole-group 
discussion—though it was 
not always clear what the 
purpose of each activity was, 
or how teachers determined 
when to use each.  It became 
apparent that these vari-
ous elements of learning are 
not typically interwoven in 
integrated ways.  Teachers in 
many settings see the compo-
nents of student learning as 
separate from one another, 
rather than as a cohesive set 
of experiences that together 
form a personalized pathway 
of learning.  Blended learning 

Relevant Theory & Research

As teachers’ time is redistributed to focus 

on the higher-order aspects of teaching and 

learning, they must still help determine the 

pathways for students.  As Lee Shulman 

wrote in his seminal 1987 article,  Knowl-

edge and Teaching Foundations for the 

New Reform: “Teaching necessarily begins 

with a teacher’s understanding of what is 

to be learned and how it is to be taught.  It 

proceeds through a series of activities dur-

ing which the students are provided specific 

instruction and opportunities for learn-

ing, though the learning itself ultimately 

remains the responsibility of the students. 

Teaching ends with new comprehension by 

both the teacher and the student.  Formula-

tion is drawn from the teacher’s perspective 

and, hence, may be viewed by some readers 

as overly teacher-centered.  I do not mean to 

diminish the centrality of student learning 

for the process of education, nor the priority 

that must be given to student learning over 

teacher comprehension.  But our analyses 

of effective teaching must recognize that 

outcomes for teachers as well as pupils must 

be considered in any adequate treatment of 

educational outcomes.”

DOMA IN  1 :  P E DAGOGY  AND  CONTENT
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is frequently viewed as an activity that students engage 
in privately and is seen as decoupled from other learning 
activities.

Questions We Are Pondering

   ■ How do teachers determine what experiences best 

          meet a student’s needs?  Which of the multiple 

          learning opportunities available is best suited for a 

student’s area for growth and learning style? 

   ■ How does one determine how best to leverage 

          various modes of learning for specific learning goals 

(i.e. when and for what purpose to use each learning 

tool at a teacher’s disposal)?

   ■ How intentional are teachers expected to be in their 

choreography of students’ experiences?  What should 

a balanced diet of individual, small group and large 

group learning experiences look like?

PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH

Curating and Leveraging Rich 
Content for Learning

Historically, in traditional K-12 settings, teachers have 

selected and developed their own sets of content or 

implemented pre-selected curricula, with many teach-

ers using the same sources for multiple years.  Today, 

students have at their fingertips a seemingly limitless 

flow of sources.  While personalized learning educators 

still select some content, the NAATE team saw students 

increasingly taking on this role.  In this way, personal-

ized learning schools are leading to a democratization 

of learning, whereby teachers are no longer the arbiters 

of the sources and quality of content.  Students are now 

being asked to identify their own sources.  This shift 

requires a new set of competencies for both teachers and 

students and also brings with it some potential cautions. 

As historian Gertrude Himmelfarb has noted, “the 

democratization of the access to knowledge should not 

be confused with the democratization of knowledge 

itself… The internet is an equal opportunity resource; it 

recognizes no rank or status or privilege.  In that demo-

cratic universe, all sources, all ideas, all theories seem 

The Field’s Perspective

It’s easy for schools caught up in these 
sweeping changes to lose sight of what will 
really push student learning forward: high-
quality, challenging, rich content… Person-
alized learning will not help students if 
they are working with content that is 
below their capacity.  Rigor and person-
alization need to go hand in hand… PL 
schools interested in supporting person-
alization through progressive teaching 
should ask themselves how they could use 
technology to support deeper, meaningful 
learning in ways that go beyond using 
tech for drill-and-skill learning.
~  notEs From thE FiELd, 
cEntEr on rEinvEnting PubLic EducAtion

DOMA IN  1 :  P E DAGOGY  AND  CONTENT
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equally valid and pertinent.  It takes a discriminating 

mind, a mind that is already stocked with knowledge 

and trained in critical discernment, to distinguish

between Peanuts and Shakespeare – between the 

trivial and important, the ephemeral and the endur-

ing, the true and the false,” (1999, p. 615). 

Teaching students how to identify and critically ana-

lyze sources for credibility and quality is a vital aspect 

of any type of schooling.  However, the need to help 

students be discerning and discriminating in their 

selection of informational sources is particularly pro-

nounced in personalized learning settings where there 

are fewer mechanisms by which adults serve as arbi-

ters of what constitutes quality sources.  Educators in 

these models now have the opportunity to cultivate 

students’ capacity to recognize, analyze, and construct 

new knowledge.  With the disappearance of textbooks 

and scripted curriculum, and the move toward person-

alized pathways where students control what, when 

and how they learn, teachers need to ensure students 

possess discernment and analytical skills so that they 

can engage in rich learning experiences based on 

quality content.
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While information and sources are plentiful in 
technology-enabled learning settings, the conceptual 
frameworks necessary to gain real knowledge were 
not always as apparent to the team.  Learning theory 

expert John Branford asserts that students must have 

a rich factual knowledge base that lies in an awareness 

of the related conceptual frameworks (Bransford et al., 

2000).  For optimal outcomes, students should develop 

deep content understandings and be able to apply their 

learning to new contexts.  For real learning to occur, 

students should be able to transfer their knowledge and 

not simply just recall it.  Otherwise, student learning 

is piecemeal and develops unevenly, with holes and 

gaps (Khan, 2013; Staker & Horn, 2014).  The potential 

danger then, is that, despite activity across a broad set 

IN ONE SCHOOL, the NAATE team observed a 
Socratic Seminar being implemented where stu-
dents were discussing whether imperialism was 
good or bad for the countries that were imperial-
ized.  The discussion was the culminating activity 
of a study in which students had selected differ-
ent countries to examine and composed the semi-
nar discussion questions themselves.  As a result, 
going into the seminar, students did not have a 
shared set of knowledge about specific historic 
developments in specific countries.  The team 
was thus interested in seeing how the teacher 
would structure the seminar, and what evidence 
and texts students would point to to support their 
contributions. 

What the team saw helps to illustrate the chal-
lenge of connecting multiple activities so that 
they enhance students’ conceptual understand-
ing of topics as weighty as imperialism.  Students 
were prohibited from using their laptops, which 
contained their readings, texts and completed 
essays, depriving them of the resources necessary 
to engage in a rooted, evidence-based discussion. 
The ensuing conversation remained at a relative-
ly surface level, with students unable to cite 

examples of benefits and sacrifices countries 
faced as a result of imperialism.  One strong 
aspect was that students did adopt the procedur-
al language of a seminar (“I’d like to disagree,” or 
“I’d like to hear John’s thinking,”) and posed ques-
tions to each other.  However, the conversation 
appeared disjointed, given that students did not 
have a common understanding of the historical 
context being discussed as they represented dif-
ferent countries in their research.  In the debrief 
with the teacher, the entire focus of the reflection 
was the teacher’s pride in the process of seminar 
and students’ ownership of the discussion.  It was 
unclear to the team whether the teacher sensed 
any lack of continuity between the individual 
work students had been doing for the prior two 
weeks and the seminar itself. 

Ultimately, it seems critical that teachers are clear 
on the purpose and approach to implementing a 
large-group activity within the context of personal-
ized learning, considering such questions as: what 
role, if any, does a common text play?  How do we 
ensure there are entry points for students learn-
ing different content at different paces?  When is it   
appropriate to institute larger group learning?

of learning opportunities, students could emerge with a 

disjointed set of experiences that, together, do not pro-

vide them with a strong conceptual framework, putting 

knowledge acquisition and transfer at risk.

Areas of Strength

At the personalized learning schools the NAATE team 

observed, teachers were experimenting with ways to 

organize content and choreograph student learning ex-

periences.  One school network has built a platform that 

provides access to playlists that contain customized con-

tent for students at different levels.  Content is curated 

by teachers and delivered to students based on their 

level.  On this platform, students were working their way 
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through sets of tasks and checklists, completing assign-

ments and assessments.  As playlists are refined, they 

have the potential to offer teachers nationally a high-

quality curricular resource with content for students at 

different levels of performance. 

Areas of Opportunity

Because the team did not closely examine student prod-

ucts or source material, questions remain as to the level 

of rigor of the content students were exploring, as well 

as the quality of the learning activities in which they 

were engaged.  It was unclear when and how students 

were being encouraged to cultivate the higher-order 

thinking skills and deeper understandings that schools 

are aiming to develop in their learners.  If schools are 

personalizing pathways for students, schools should en-

sure that they are engaging students with rich content at 

their own level in ways that deepen their learning.  More 

exploration is needed here to fully understand how and 

when schools are creating the space for students to en-

gage in deeper levels of thinking and problem solving.

NAATE detects a significant opportunity to help teach-

ers learn to be more intentional about how and when 

to engage students with challenging content such that 

students are able to make lasting meaning from it.  

Whether a shared book with a small or large group, or a 

primary text that serves as the basis for a Socratic Semi-

nar, or a scientific experiment, or an independent project 

that addresses a student-identified societal problem, 

teachers have many vehicles for guiding students toward 

sources that are high-quality, and for co-constructing 

with students challenging and engaging learning experi-

ences. 

Helping teachers to be discerning and engage with rich 

content in different settings could help foster an appre-

ciation for how to construct similar learning experiences 

for their students.  Moreover, helping teachers to be 

more intentional about how to support students in being 

more discerning is key if schools are to cultivate literate, 

critical thinkers.

Questions We Are Pondering

   ■ How are teachers being supported to help students 

identify, select and evaluate sources of content and 

knowledge relevant to a specific content area? 

   ■ To what extent should students, rather than educators 
with domain expertise, be the arbiters of content and 

source selection?

   ■ If content is crucial because it supports students’ 
“abilities to think and solve problems [that depend] 

on a rich body of knowledge about subject matter” 

(Bransford et al., p. 9), where and how is this deep con-

tent knowledge best fostered in personalized learning 

settings?  

   ■ If students need to acquire and understand new con-
tent but also discern and evaluate sources of content, 

how can personalized learning models equip teachers to 

support students to be intentional in how they acquire 

and apply content and transfer their knowledge? 
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For students to be the drivers of their own learning, 
they need a rich set of metacognitive skills.  Students 
must be able to self-regulate, plan, self-assess, modify 
and reflect on their own learning.  These skills are 
foundational and central in a personalized learning 
environment.  All personalized learning teacher compe-
tency frameworks focus heavily on teachers’ capacity 
to support students to manage their own learning, and 
yet to do so requires a deep level of knowledge about 
and understanding of key conceptual ideas such as 
self-regulation, goal-setting, agency & self-efficacy, 
and metacognitive self-reflection.  Examples of related 
competencies include: 

   ■ Make sure students understand how to progress                 
through content independently (TNTP).

  ■    Understand and employ techniques for developing 
         students’ skills of metacognition, self-regulation,     
          and perseverance (JFF/CCSSO).
   ■ Engage in deliberate practice and persevere toward 

ambitious, long-term educational and professional 
goals (iNACOL). 

   ■ Discuss assessments with learners and guide them 
to identify a set of learning goals that are achiev-
able, measurable and meaningful to them (LEAP).  

2

ing schools.  It is critical to teach students the skills that 
are preconditions for learning, particularly in settings 
where they are expected to take the reins of their own 
educational journey.  Teachers must possess a deep un-
derstanding of the conceptual ideas that underpin the 
self-directed objectives of these school models.

The most fundamental distinction in personalized 
learning frameworks is that students, with the support 
of teachers, rather than teachers alone, are central in 
determining their own learning trajectory: students are 
directing their own learning.  While all frameworks are 
in agreement that data and assessment are critical for 
student growth, the personalized learning frameworks 
assume that not only are teachers receiving and using 
data but they are also teaching students themselves 
how to analyze, synthesize and develop their own 
learning plans based on data.  To teach students how 
to do this requires a more sophisticated understanding 
of student behaviors as well as data and assessment; 
rather than re-teaching a lesson based on class exit 
ticket results, now the teacher must develop student 
agency and metacognition.  Students are expected to 
self-reflect and plan on their own in ways that address 
the feedback and accessible data.

In reviewing the frameworks, it is notable how much 
metacognitive work is expected of students.  Students 
are required to employ metacognition, metacognitive 
knowledge (e.g. knowledge about how learning oper-
ates, and how to improve one’s learning), metacognitive 
monitoring (e.g. assessing how well one understands a 
concept she is studying, judging whether one is getting 
closer to a solution), and metacognitive control (e.g. 
deciding to use a new tactic to solve a difficult problem, 
spending more time trying to recall an answer) (Dun-
losky and Mecalfe, 2009).

Metacognition has been defined as, “awareness or 
knowledge of one’s own thinking,” (Zimmerman, 2002, 
p. 65), a definition that encompasses a wide range of 
competencies, including the capacity to engage in self-
regulation, goal-setting, self-reflection, planning, modi-
fying, assessing, and revising.  Each of these capacities, 
in turn, has a corresponding set of specific skills that 
are required.  Metacognition has been shown to play a 
critical role in student performance (Bransford et al., 
1999).  Metacognitive strategies can be taught even to 
very young children, enabling them to learn how to 
plan, manage their time, predict outcomes, activate 
background knowledge, and set goals.  Getting students 
to manage their personalized learning pathways is an 
essential goal and central thesis of personalized learn-
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Research suggests that metacognitive work requires a 
level of content or domain knowledge: “It is very hard to 
have adequate metacognitive knowledge of one’s compe-
tencies in a domain without substantial (cognitive) do-
main-specific knowledge, such as knowledge about rel-
evant concepts and theories in a domain, about intrinsic 
difficulties of a domain, and about what is irrelevant. 
In terms of metacognitive skills, one cannot engage in 
planning without carrying out cognitive activities, such 
as generating problem-solving steps and sequencing 
those steps.  Similarly, one cannot check one’s outcome 
of a calculation without comparing the outcome with an 
estimation of it, or recalculating the outcome in another 
way” (Veenman, Van Hout-Wolters & Afflerbach, 2006). 
In other words, developing metacognition requires an 
individual to have domain-specific knowledge, enough 
to be able to reflect on and make meaning of one’s work. 
This raises a pair of related questions: 1) what are the 
right supports to develop in students the domain-specif-
ic metacognitive skills necessary to be able to accurately 
assess their own learning?, and 2) what competencies, 
skills and strategies do teachers need to possess in order 
to guide students to do this?

PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH 

Student Goal-Setting

The aspect of metacognition that is most immedi-

ately visible and most frequently cited in personalized 

learning schools is that of regular goal-setting on the 

part of students.  Goal-setting has been shown to, “help 

students learn to take control of their own learning by 

defining learning goals and monitoring their progress in 

achieving them,” (Bransford, 2000, p. 19).  Research has 

demonstrated that, “students who set specific and proxi-

mal goals for themselves displayed superior achieve-

ment and perceptions of personal efficacy,” (Zimmer-

man, 2002, p. 65). 

On its face, goal-setting is a simple task: an individual 

identifies what he or she needs to work on to improve, 

and sets specific, measurable goals.  However, motiva-

tion science and education research reveal a much 

more nuanced process, one that is interrelated to other 

categories of metacognition, including self-efficacy, 

planning, content, and motivation (Berger, 2014; Shaw 

& Gardner eds., 2008).  Motivation lies at the heart of 

goal-setting: “[M]otivation has been recognized as the 

organizing and energizing force behind all actions,” 

(Shah & Gartner eds., 2008, p. 405).  According to 

psychology professor Carol Dweck, who has popular-

ized the positive relationship of mindset to academic 

and social outcomes, “self-theories and goals together 

create a system of meaning that shapes... how people 

understand their own experience, and guiding their 

affect, cognition and behavior,” (Shah & Gartner eds., 

2008, p. 405).  Students’ self-theories determine the 

types of goals that they pursue and these goals have a 

powerful effect on their academic path and outcomes 

(Dweck, 2008; Bandura, 1994). 

Ron Berger, Chief Program Officer of Expeditionary 

Learning, describes goal-setting as a “learning tar-

get” and notes that, “the term target is significant.  It 

emphasizes that students are aiming for something 

specific.  Every day, students discuss, reflect, track their 

progress, and assess their work in relation to learning 

targets.  Learning targets build investment in learning 

by giving students the language to discuss what they 

know and what they need to learn,” (Berger, 2014). 

Unfortunately, Berger notes, teachers frequently, “fall 

into the trap of simply saying ‘try harder’ without giving 

students specific targets,” and helping them develop 

and work towards that goal (2014).  And if, as some con-

tend, new models of schools should, “start with learning 

goals that are broad, deep, and interdisciplinary across 

academic, cognitive, and social-emotional aims,” (Chil-

dress et al., 2015), then educators need to be steeped 

in an understanding of the concepts necessary to help 

students set and meet these goals.

Goal-setting in the abstract is not necessarily a uni-
versally effective instructional tool.  According to the 
research, goal-setting must be discipline specific: “The 
teaching of metacognitive activities must be incorpo-
rated into the subject matter that students are learning. 
These strategies are not generic across subjects, and 
attempts to teach them as generic can lead to failure 
to transfer,” (Bransford et al., 2000, p. 19).  Berger also 
suggests that, “to be effective, goals should be specific 
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and doable (challenging enough to advance learning 
but not so challenging as to overwhelm or frustrate)... 
[and be] written in student friendly language,” (Berger, 
2014). 

Strengths We Observed

At nearly all of the schools 
that the NAATE team visited, 
there was an explicit and 
ongoing focus on goal-

setting: students were 

engaged in goal-setting 

activities either daily or 

several times per week.  In 

nearly all of the settings that 

the team observed, students 

were recording their goals 

and seemed to have internal-

ized this practice as part of 

their daily work.  Teachers 

across the K-12 spectrum had 

students set goals using a 

variety of tools, whereby stu-

dents had to fill in goals for a 

particular set of time or given 

unit, or track their progress 

against a set of benchmarks 

contained within their per-

sonalized playlists. 

Much time and attention was 

devoted to students 

managing their own goal-set-

ting.  Every teacher observed 

alluded to students’ goals over 

the course of a lesson, and in-

structed them to check their 

progress against their own 

learning plan.  Learning goals 

were made visible to students 

on the platforms they were utilizing in ways that were, 

for the most part, visual and student-friendly.

Areas of Opportunity

Given the commitment to and focus on goal-setting, the 

NAATE team saw a significant opportunity to deepen 

the way educators sup-

port students to set learn-

ing targets for themselves.  

Teachers can become better 

equipped with language, 

concepts, and processes to 

help student develop a more 

nuanced understanding 

of goal-setting and self-

management.  Moreover, the 

NAATE team’s observations 

suggested that goal-setting 

could be better rooted in the 

content, skills and personal 

attributes students are work-

ing to develop.  In speaking 

with students about their 

goals, the NAATE team did 

not typically observe the 

level of self-awareness de-

scribed by the researchers as 

being important (as synthe-

sized above).  While goal-

setting was ubiquitous, the 

team had questions about 

the quality and utility of the 

goal-setting; about whether 

these goals led to increased 

student motivation and per-

severance; and about wheth-

er the goals were specific 

enough to drive deep learn-

ing and mastery.  Students 

seemed more focused on the 

outputs or productivity of 

their efforts (e.g. “I will write 

a 5-paragraph essay by Thursday,”) than on the specific 

skills or knowledge they were striving to develop (e.g. “I 

An Illustration from the 
Team’s Field Work

In an elementary ELA classroom, students 
were asked to set a goal for how many 
books they wanted to read in a three-
week period.  This exercise did not ask the 
students to consider how long each book 
would take to read, what content they were 
interested in, what reading skill they were 
working to improve or what they would do 
when they met their goal or encountered 
challenges.  Rather, students were setting 
numerical goals for the number of books 
they would read over a period of time.

At another PL school, students were asked 
to write goals for their academic subjects 
during a “flex” period unaided by a teacher.  
While these goals were generated entirely 
by individual students, they were
not connected to broader instructional 
goals, nor were they going to be monitored 
by the student or the teacher or revisited 
as a self-assessment or self-reflection tool 
in connection with a particular assignment. 
Again, there was a lack of articulation by 
students of what challenges (academic 
or social-emotional) they might face in 
achieving these.  An opportunity exists 
to more closely couple these activities 
to the ongoing development of students 
through closer attention to the research 
on goal setting.
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am working to improve my inference skills as I read my 

next book, and will do so by asking myself this set of ques-

tions as I read,”).

Typically, goals seemed to remain somewhat general 

rather than tailored to subject matter specifics or social-

emotional growth.  How well students internalized these 

goals and the impact of goal-setting on student learning 

remains a question.

Because of the existing dedication to goal-setting, there 

is an opportunity to help teachers more fully develop the 

knowledge, the conceptual understanding and language, 

and the dispositions necessary to support students so 

that they themselves can craft personal, specific and pur-

poseful goals.  Some of this work is related to building the 

social and emotional competence of teachers.  However, 

much of it lies in providing specific approaches teach-

ers can use to equip students to identify precisely where 

they are in their development, where they are striving to 

get to, how they will get there, what obstacles they might 

anticipate, and how they will approach and overcome 

these obstacles.  The well-established body of research on 

metacognition suggests a clear set of practices that teach-

ers can use in their work with students.

Questions We Are Pondering

   ■ How can schools transform the goal-setting 
          process from one that is very quantitative, and 

output-driven to one that fosters students’ greater 
self-awareness and motivation?

   ■ What kind of coaching is necessary for students 
          to be better equipped to articulate their own 
          performance, area for improvement, and pathway 

toward meeting their goals?
   ■ When and how is individual goal-setting hap-
          pening?  How should time for this work be built 
          into the day? 
   ■ To what extent are schools encouraging goal-setting 

to be content specific (rather than general) and              
integrating successes and failures into the ongoing 
assessment and development of  individual students? 

PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH

Developing Approaches to 
High-Quality Student Feedback

Precise and specific feedback is an important aspect of 

academic growth and a necessary part of the goal-set-

ting loop.  For students to develop skills and knowledge 

at their own pace and in their own way, they must have 

a clear understanding of what they are working toward. 

Education researcher K. Anders Ericsson explains that 

“deliberate practice” includes the active monitoring of 

one’s learning experiences (1993).  The research base 

also demonstrates that this “monitoring” relies on, 

“attempts to seek and use feedback about one’s prog-

ress,” (Bransford et al., p. 59).  It is widely agreed that 

feedback is essential for successful learning, and that 

students need feedback about, “when, where, and how 

to use the knowledge they are learning,” (Bransford et 

al., p. 49).  The personalized learning schools NAATE 

studied are committing time to goal-setting and data 

analysis, and yet it was unclear how much specific 

teacher feedback students are receiving on their skills 

and knowledge, and how embedded feedback is in the 

process of setting and accomplishing goals. 

As self-efficacy theorist, Albert Bandura, notes, “suc-

cessful efficacy builders do more than convey positive 

appraisals.  In addition to raising people’s beliefs in 

their capabilities, [efficacy builders] structure situ-

ations for them in ways that bring success and avoid 

placing people in situations prematurely where they 

are likely to fail often,” (1994, p. 3).  The implications 

for teachers include the importance of ensuring that 

they structure learning pathways in ways that foster 

students’ sense of efficacy; feedback is one key tool in 

doing this.  Ideally, teachers in personalized learning 

are doing what Bandura calls for: measuring success 

in terms of self-improvement rather than by triumphs 

over others (Bandura, 1994).  David Scott Yeager and 

his colleagues conducted research that demonstrated 

the importance of building trust as the prerequisite 

for building relationships and providing feedback to 

students: it is trust that determines to what extent 
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psychology, there is much for educators to learn about 

how to ensure that their feedback is serving to motivate, 

engage, and build students’ sense of efficacy. 

On a related but separate note, given the amount of 

time students are engaged in paired and small group 

discussions, there seems to be a significant opportunity 

to help teachers better structure peer feedback in this 

effort.  Many classrooms are using peer feedback as a 

tool, though not all students have developed the lan-

guage and content knowledge in classrooms to be able 

to provide powerful feedback.

As Ron Berger displays in “Austin and the Butterfly,” 

a video of early elementary school students providing 

peer feedback used as part of the training of teachers at 

High Tech High and elsewhere, peer feedback can be a 

profoundly powerful tool to improve student practice 

and cultivate student agency.  And yet, Berger writes, 

“Peer-to-peer feedback is effective only when students 

are given a clear focus toward a particular aspect of the 

work, often based on a strong model, and the skill and 

background to analyze it effectively,” (Expeditionary 

Learning, 2012, p.5).  Given the attention in personal-

ized learning to feedback and revision, peer feedback 

holds promise to be a powerful tool in student improve-

ment if teachers are able to equip students through 

modeling and support.

Questions We Are Pondering

   ■ What role do personalized learning schools see
         teachers playing in providing students with 
         expert feedback?
   ■ How intentional are schools in developing student 

and teacher language to describe performance within 
specific content areas?

   ■ Given the educational psychology and socio-
         emotional underpinnings associated with giving and 

receiving feedback, to what extent are teachers being 
exposed to the research to understand how to create 
the optimal conditions for students to receive and 
incorporate feedback? 
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feedback will be received and enacted by students in 

their practice (Yeager et al, 2013).  Yeager and his team’s 

findings on the importance of “wise interventions” in 

cultivating trust when providing feedback across the 

racial divide is extremely relevant for personalized 

learning schools in particular. 

Areas of Strength

In most classrooms the NAATE team observed, teach-

ers were working toward having students self-diagnose 

and identify areas for improvement in their work.  They 

were encouraging students to reflect on what they could 

improve upon.  In nearly all classes, the team observed 

teachers dispensing encouragement and praise to stu-

dents during various learning activities.

Areas of Opportunity

The NAATE team saw an opportunity to develop teach-

ers so that they dispense praise in ways that are com-

mensurate with demonstrated best practices (Yeager 

et al., 2013; Willingham, 2005).  Research has shown 

that praise can have an unintended negative impact on 

the way students perceive the feedback they receive.  

University of Virginia psychologist David Willingham 

has suggested that praise is best delivered as an “honest 

expression meant to congratulate the student,” (2005).  

In some cases, praise can have a detrimental effect if 

it is instead used to control, is dishonest, unearned, 

emphasizes ability, or is insincere (Willingham, 2005).  

Feedback relies on the relationship between teacher and 

student, making students’ psychological safety and the 

extent to which they feel understood critical factors in 

students’ receptivity to that feedback.  Thus, any efforts 

on the part of personalized learning schools to provide 

students with tailored feedback on performance should 

reflect a nuanced appreciation for how to deliver feed-

back so that it has the desired effect on student perfor-

mance.  The NAATE team identified an opportunity to 

build teachers’ understanding of how to leverage trust 

and openness with students to provide constructive 

feedback that leads to students’ capacity to self-manage.  

With the burgeoning research base that has emerged 

over the past decade on resiliency, trauma, and cognitive 
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Traditionally, teacher frameworks devote significant 
time to classroom management in settings with an 
individual teacher managing a set group of students 
for a specified time.  Accordingly, there has been great 
emphasis placed on developing procedures, organizing 
physical space, and responding to behaviors of groups of 
students.  In contrast, the personalized learning compe-
tency frameworks shift the focus to the ways in which 
teachers manage flexible groupings that vary frequently, 
and the extent to which they are student centered.  Be-
cause the learning environment is no longer bound by 
structured blocks of time in set places with batch-sorted 
students, teachers must be accountable for equipping 
students to take ownership for their learning and man-
age their own progress in a broader simultaneous array 
of structures.  It is the teachers who are cultivating 
students’ capacity to work independently and col-
laboratively, which requires strong teacher-student 
relationships as well as a deep belief in each student’s 
potential. 

A precondition for students’ ownership of their learn-

ing is their sense of safety and support.  Students must 

also believe that they have the capacity to succeed, find 

ways to remain motivated and engaged, and self-regu-

late over the course of their learning journey.  Given the 

centrality of student ownership in personalized learn-

ing models, educators in these settings must be even 

more attuned to the psycho-social needs of students so 

that they can support students to be successful.  This 

demand is even more acute at the secondary level when 

students frequently arrive at personalized learning 

schools without having experienced a similar level of 

autonomy and responsibility for their own learning.

The famous “Marshmallow Test,” conducted in the 

1960s and 1970s, measured young children’s capacity to 

delay gratification for future benefits.  The test subjects 

were followed in subsequent years, and the test proved 

to be a strong predictor of test subjects’ lifelong health 

and success along a host of metrics, including SAT 

scores, educational attainment, body mass index, and 

other measures (Mischel, 2014).  Knowing how to regu-

late oneself and devise strategies to resist non-produc-

tive behavior is critical to achievement, and learning 

specific strategies for doing so are critical.  Much of the 

recent focus on “grit” and “perseverance” aims to foster 

such strategies.  Yet, as many schools can attest, the 

work of creating self-motivated, self-regulated young 

people is challenging and requires significant invest-

ment on the part of adults guiding them.  Personalized 

learning schools must therefore attend to teachers’ own 

social-emotional competency so that they can support 

their students.

Cognitive psychology, child development, and other 

fields have demonstrated the centrality of social-emo-

tional health in the academic life of students.  In recent 

years, schools have adopted a range of programs and 

curricula aimed at building the social-emotional com-

petency of students.  Some have focused on structuring 

times during the school week dedicated to cultivating 

students’ social and emotional competence.  And yet 

there has been less attention paid to the development 

of teachers’ own social and emotional competence, 

even as research has revealed the role that teacher 

mindsets, perceptions, beliefs, and implicit biases play 

in student performance.  Given the new set of roles 

teachers are playing in personalized learning schools 

(coach, motivator, mentor, guide, advisor), it is critical 

that these schools invest significantly in building the 

social-emotional competence of teachers themselves. 

To develop students to be socially and emotionally ad-

ept, teachers themselves need to be developed.  Teach-

ers’ confidence and skills in their non-academic roles 

in personalized learning schools will directly influence 

their ability to motivate, develop, and support students 

to be successful (Jennings & Greenberg, 2008).

All personalized learning frameworks identify social 

and emotional competencies on the part of teachers 

and view them as significant.  Examples of related 

competencies include:

   ■ Design, strengthen, and participate in positive 
learning environments (i.e. school and classroom 
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culture) that support individual and collaborative 

learning (JFF/CCSSO).

   ■ Openly and frequently share successes, failures,  
and challenges (iNACOL).

   ■ Set expectations and support for the development 

of “team” skills (e.g., negotiation, conflict resolu-

tion, and assertion) (LEAP).

The full list of competencies for social and emotional 

learning describe a highly skilled, humanistic educator 

who has the capacity to address students’ psychologi-

cal, social, and emotional needs at levels beyond what is 

necessary in a more traditional setting, given the more 

personalized relationships (see also CASEL SEL Guide, 

B. Stafford-Brizard’s Building Blocks for Learning, and 

Valor Collegiate’s Compass Framework for more com-

plete frameworks of social-emotional learning).

PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH 

Enhancing Teacher Competency in 
Building Student Relationships

Personalization requires that teachers know their 

students as individuals and that they are attuned to 

students’ individual needs, arguably to a greater degree 

than in other settings.  This is particularly true when 

students at the secondary level arrive at personalized 

learning schools without having previously experienced 

a similar level of autonomy and responsibility for their 

own learning.  All personalized learning frameworks 

identify social and emotional competencies on the part 

of teachers, and few schools have designed or articulated 

an approach to cultivating the “soft skills” teachers 

in these settings so crucially need to be successful.  In 

classroom observations, the team saw the importance of 

teachers’ capacity to motivate, encourage, and challenge 

students to persevere in their learning.  The difference 

in how adept teachers and struggling teachers react to 
students who are “off-task” was visible.  What became 
apparent was that the teachers who understood their 
students and had a set of strategies for supporting them 
were more successful in handling such situations than 
those who did not.  Teachers without these skills re-
verted to more technical approaches to students, using 
strategies more commonly found in more traditional 

schools, such as providing warnings, demerits, or other 
consequences.  Teachers who exhibited more social-
emotional competence with students tended to seek 
to understand the reason for the behavior, and to serve 
as a partner with students to come up with solutions. 
In a number of instances, the NAATE team sensed that 
behavioral issues arose either from students’ struggle 
with individual work, or from what the team perceived 
as boredom (which most frequently occurred during 
blended learning time, based on the team’s observa-
tions). 

Personalized learning schools are designed to increase 
student engagement.  Educational research has identi-
fied several types of student engagement, including 
emotional, behavioral and cognitive engagement that 
are central to student success.  Robert Marzano and 
Debra Pickering, co-authors of The Highly Engaged 
Classroom, identify four elements that are typical in any 
discussion of engagement: emotions, interest, perceived 
importance, and perceptions of efficacy (2011).  In an 
engaged classroom, students and teachers might be ex-
pected to exhibit any of the following emotions: enthu-
siasm, choice, interest, enjoyment, satisfaction, pride, 
vitality, and zest (Marzano & Pickering, 2011).  These 
affective responses lead to positive student-teacher 
relationships and improved student outcomes.  In class-
rooms where teachers are not as connected to students, 
positive associations with learning are diminished. 
Schools stand to benefit from a focused and delibera-
tive effort in cultivating teachers’ social and emotional 
competence, so that teachers are able to forge strong 
teacher-student relationships.

Much research has been conducted on key factors that 
can foster productive relationships between teach-
ers and students.  As previously noted, one group of 
researchers found that trust is a crucial component for 
cultivating students’ self-efficacy and is key in students’ 
acceptance and response to critical feedback: “Trust 
permits people to disambiguate feedback and to see 
criticism as information that can help them improve 
rather than as a possible evidence of bias,” (Yeager, D.S. 
et al., 2013).  For students to be able to receive and act 
on feedback, trusting relationships must be forged.  The 
professional learning in most of the schools the team ob-
served centered on the academic and technical aspects of 
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personalized learning, and attended less to the social and 

emotional elements that are so critical to student success.

One network that has received national attention for 
its school model (which does not explicitly personalize 
academics) is centered on social-emotional learning and 
serves as a proof point for the power of social-emotional 
learning to drive academic success.  The network is 
unique in that it employs structures for both the adults 
and the students, modeling for teachers what they are 
expected to implement themselves with students.  The 

model is based on principles of psychoanalysis and 

reflects a belief that, in order to move students toward 

social-emotional competence, teachers themselves 

must engage in social-emotional learning.  Teachers, 

rather than merely executing strategies or curricula 

with students, are required to address their own social 

and emotional needs alongside their peers, making 

themselves vulnerable in the process.  In this way, the 

school has cultivated in its staff an appreciation for the 

profound and sometimes difficult work that students 

must engage in.  No other schools included in the study 

attend to the development of adults’ social-emotional 

learning so intentionally or intensively.  Yet the team 

felt that all personalized learning schools stand to ben-

efit enormously from investing in the development of 

teachers’ social and emotional competence.  Only by do-

ing so will schools prepare teachers to fully personalize 

instruction and develop independent learners: teach-

ers need to think as much about students’ motivations, 

emotions, and psychological needs as they do about 

their academic abilities in order for students to flour-

ish.  Through investment in social-emotional learning, 

teachers will be better able to navigate their relation-

ships with students and facilitate students’ interactions 

and relationships with one another, central elements of 

personalized learning models.

Areas of Strength

All of the schools that the NAATE team visited have 

employed structures meant to cultivate teacher-student 

relationships, including mentoring groups, advisory, and 

other structures.  In addition, the team observed that 

teachers are employing social-emotional learning lan-

3guage in classrooms, frequently naming the behaviors 

they see and providing students with feedback on the 

ways they interact with their peers.  The team saw dif-

ferent strategies used (including elements of Responsive 

Classrooms, Teach Like a Champion, and other models), 

most of which focused on the tools, tactics and strategies 

necessary for self-regulation.  The team also saw teach-

ers employing language that drew directly from the 

growth-mindset literature for the purpose of motivat-
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An Illustration from theTeam’s Field Work

In one ninth-grade history classroom, the 
teacher utilized leveled readings for high 
school students, with a piece rewritten for 
different levels of reading (grades 5-8, 9- 10, 
11-12).  Students were asked to collect the ap-
propriate reading for themselves.  It was evi-
dent from students’ reactions that there was 
no shame attached to selecting a lower-level 
text.  In contrast, in another classroom, a 
young man failed to complete an assignment 
the teacher had given him on his playlist.  
When she discovered this and asked him to 
complete it multiple times, he became de-
fensive and, finally, admitted that he did not 
know how to complete the activity.  While 
the exchange revealed a gap in the teacher’s 
understanding of the student’s knowledge 
and skills in the particular subject area, it 
also revealed the gulf that existed between 
the teacher and the student from a social-
emotional standpoint.  Rather than coming 
forward to share his confusion or need for 
support, the student had withdrawn from 
the individual work time in class.  We left 
feeling as if the teacher would benefit not 
only from learning ways to check for under-
standing, but also in how to cultivate sup-
portive relationships that allow for students 
to be vulnerable and seek out help as they 
need it.  Without this competency, students 
like the one described here may withdraw 
and disengage from their learning.
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ing, encouraging, and celebrating students.

Areas of Opportunity

While a wide array of resources has been dedicated 

to teachers’ professional learning in the use of online 

platforms, data analysis, and other academic elements 

of teaching in personalized learning settings, it appears 

that many schools are still working to find ways to 

develop the social-emotional competency of educators.  

As stated earlier, the development of teachers seems 

to be focused more on the transactional elements of 

social-emotional learning, such as the structure of ad-

visories or the curricula teachers are 

using with students, and less about 

adults’ personal capacity to forge 

and navigate relationships with their 

students and each other.  There is a 

significant opportunity to develop in 

teachers a foundational understand-

ing of the conceptual underpinnings 

of social-emotional development.  

The NAATE team sees an opportu-

nity to help teachers understand the 

role trust plays in cultivating student 

motivation, how affirming students’ 

values affects academic performance, 

how stereotype threat undermines student motivation, 

the role teachers play in creating the conditions for 

students to accept and overcome failure, and a host of 

other core aspects of social-emotional competence.

Questions We Are Pondering

   ■       To what extent are schools modeling and doing 
            the prework with adults that they then want 
            them to engage in with students?
   ■       How are teachers expected to learn the founda-   
            tional building blocks of social-emotional learning?
   ■       How are schools leveraging the burgeoning  
      research in the fields of cognitive psychology and   
           child development to promote their goals for     
           student agency and long-term success?
   ■      What supports are being put in place to ensure 
           that teachers are supported as they work to build 
           relationships with students?

   ■      To what extent are schools explicitly accounting  
           for the development of adult social-emotional com-     
            petencies as they enter their work with students? 

PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH 

Strategies for Cultivating 
Student Agency

While it is important for teachers in all types of schools 
to build student agency, the importance of doing so is 
magnified in personalized learning settings, as students 
are working on their own learning pathways toward 
mastery.  In personalized learning schools, it is in-

cumbent on teachers to provide 
students with feedback that helps 
students continue to work toward 
and achieve their goals indepen-
dently.

Education research reveals that 
habits such as motivation, agency, 
and perseverance are central to 
students’ academic success: “Un-
less students can find reason and 
inspiration to care about learning 
and have hope that they can im-
prove, excellence and high achieve-
ment will remain the domain of 

a select group,” (Berger et al., 2014).  Researchers have 
pointed to, “perseverance, grit and self-discipline as es-
pecially strong indicators of academic success,” (Dweck 
et al., 2011; Duckworth & Seligman, 2005).  These quali-
ties, “affect the amount of time that people are willing 
to devote to learning. Humans are motivated to develop 
competence and to solve problems; they have… compe-
tence motivation,” (Bransford et al., p. 61).  If all stu-
dents in personalized learning models are to succeed, it 
is imperative that teachers know how to encourage and 
motivate them toward academic excellence and social-
emotional development.

Student agency is premised on a belief that students 
are more engaged when they take ownership of their 
own learning and this process has been linked to im-
proved student outcomes.  With agency, students are, 
“compelled and supported to understand themselves as 
learners and advocate for themselves…[and this] can be 
a foundation of college and career success,” (Berger et al, 

What Others Are Saying

The real core of education is 
the relationship between the 
teacher and the student, and 
the extent to which that 
relationship nurtures the 
longing of the child to matter 
in the world.

~ thE uncommon corE, hAndbook oF  
sociAL And EmotionAL LEArning, by 
timothy P. shrivEr & JEnniFEr  buFFEtt  
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2014; Staker & Horn, 2015).  Student agency must be fos-
tered by the school’s community and culture to be effec-
tive, and is driven in large part by students’ internalized 
understanding of where they are, where they need to get 
to, and how they are going to get there.  Quality feedback, 
discussed earlier in this report, is central to cultivating 
student capacity to self-assess, self-monitor, and self-
motivate, and is thus a vital component of personalized 
learning schools.

Areas of Strength

Personalized learning schools all explicitly emphasize 
the importance of student motivation and persever-
ance in learning.  The one tool the team saw consistently 
being used was oral feedback during class time.  Across 
all schools, the team saw teachers dispensing short-
cycle feedback publicly to students on their academic 
performance during class, mentoring periods, or other 
times. In some cases, the team saw teachers review-
ing students’ performance across multiple subjects or 
conducting a general check-in with students.  The team 
observed many teachers providing positive feedback and 
encouragement to students which they later explained 
was meant to foster student motivation.

Areas of Opportunity

In classrooms, much of teacher feedback focused on 
completion of tasks or student effort.  Except for one 
classroom, the team did not hear teachers routinely 
provide targeted, domain-specific feedback to advance 
student understanding or skill, nor explicit discussion 
of specific strategies students might use to improve.  
Teachers often provided strong verbal praise, such as 
“great job” or “good work,” but very little feedback for 
students to leverage specific strategies towards their 
academic advancement.

Teachers were regularly observed providing praise on 
students’ social and emotional progress, adopting lan-
guage from the traditional educational lexicon within 
their classrooms to encourage students’ accomplish-
ments (e.g. “kiss your brain,” “you can do it,” “Joachim 
seems to be having trouble focusing,” “great job, you’ve 
got it,” “I see Jose is ready,”).  While the praise was       
dispensed to encourage students, research suggests 

that such praise can, in fact, be counter-productive 
under certain conditions.  As Daniel Willingham, a 
Professor of Psychology at the University of Virginia, 
points out, “collectively, [studies] show that whether or 
not praise is beneficial depends on when and how it is 
used.  Praise is a complex phenomenon, but a relatively 
clear picture has emerged that provides guidelines as to 
when and why praise will—and will not—be beneficial,” 
(Willingham, 2006).  Thus, knowing when, under what 
circumstances, and how to give praise to students is 
crucial in settings where there is short-cycle student 
performance feedback.  Understanding and acting in 
accordance with what is known to be effective would 
benefit educators tremendously in these settings if 
they are to help guide students to exercise the agency 
required for self-directed learning.

Several school leaders recognized the need to better 
integrate academic experiences with social-emotional 
learning experiences.  They saw an opportunity to 
strengthen non-academic learning opportunities (e.g. 
mentoring, advisory, leadership classes).  At the same 
time, teachers held a range of perspectives on their 
roles in non-academic activities.  Some shared that their 
teaching has been transformed because they saw their 
roles as supporting students’ development in habits of 
mind rather than just content, and saw a dramatic dif-
ference in their students’ performance.  Others reported 
feeling that the social-emotional learning focused time 
in the day was disconnected from academics and de-
tracted from student performance, as it was not produc-
tive time.  The team saw an opportunity for schools to 
work with teachers to improve the way they use the 
time they are given during the school day to develop the 
habit, beliefs, mindsets, and skills students need, both 
in the classroom and during other dedicated portions of 
their day. 

Questions We Are Pondering

   ■ If short-cycle feedback is central to personalized 
learning models, how can schools leverage the rich 
body of relevant research to foster teachers’ under-
standing of how to provide feedback in productive 
ways that yield changes in student performance and 
social-emotional outlook?

DOMA IN  3 :  S O C I A L - EMOT I ONAL  COMPET ENCE



23 N

4

   ■ If a major role of teachers is to help students to 
persist and overcome challenges on their learning 
pathway, to what extent should such strategies be 
explicitly taught?

   ■ How are schools ensuring that teachers have the sup-
port necessary to make the most of non-academic time 
with students so that students cultivate the social-
emotional competencies they need to become self-

directed learners?

This  domain remains an active strand of  NAATE’s 

ongoing research.  The comments below are prelimi-

nary reflections and observations.  The findings here 

are based predominantly on classroom observations 

and teacher interviews and will be expanded upon in 

subsequent reporting through a more thorough study 

of data systems, protocols, and supports for teachers.  

The promise of personalized learning lies in the oppor-

tunity for students to engage in a learning pathway that 

is customized, based on his or her strengths, areas for 

development, interests, and learning modalities.  Per-

sonalized learning schools are generating an enormous 

array of data from a range of sources.  Ideally, access to 

such data enables teachers to develop a sophisticated 

understanding of students.  By doing so, teachers are 

able to regularly analyze, prioritize, and leverage data 

from multiple sources easily in order to be responsive 

to students’ needs.  Data analysis skills are cited in all 

personalized learning frameworks.  Examples of related 

competencies include:
   ■ Develop a keen ability to identify the data that will 

provide the most actionable evidence; accurately 
analyze student data to identify trends and learning 
gaps; capitalize on online tools that deliver data 
points in real time (TNTP).

   ■ Use assessment and data as tools for learning 

         (JFF/CCSSO).  

   ■ Look objectively at all results (both positive 
         and negative), and help others to do the same 

(iNACOL).

DOMA IN  4     DATA & ASSESSMENT

   ■ Provide learners with ongoing access to their 
         performance data to help identify academic needs; 

provide support and guidance to build learners’ 

assessment literacy and skills (LEAP).

Over the past decade, “data-driven instruction” has 

become a central tool in improving student outcomes.  

Research has demonstrated the power that data-driven 

instruction can have on student improvement gains 

(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010; Berger et al., 2014).  In 

personalized learning schools, data plays a similarly 

central role in the assessment of student progress and 

is viewed as a vital aspect of teacher practice.  Ostensi-

bly, with access to more regular real-time data, teachers 

are better equipped to support each student’s journey 

toward mastery.  Yet challenges exist in utilizing data in 

precise ways to help students develop the specific skills 

and knowledge they need to master the standards that 

they are working toward.
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PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH 

Coordination and Streamlining of 
Teacher Access to Student Data

Personalized learning models are premised on the 

value of data-driven decision-making, based on a range 

of data on the part of the teacher as well as the stu-

dent.  Yet, as the team discovered, data are not being 

synthesized in ways that enable teachers to design and 

optimize responsive personalized learning experi-

ences.  Leaders of school networks are keenly aware 

of the challenges teachers face as they receive data 

from numerous disparate sources.  Some have adopted 

strategies to mitigate the challenges for teachers (e.g. 

one network created a position dedicated to aggregating 

data into a dashboard) while others await the day when 

such data will be streamlined on a single dashboard. 

Areas of Strength

Nearly all schools are investing in platforms that al-
low students to view performance data.  As in more 
traditional schools, professional development time is 
set aside for “data days” in many models, and teachers 

are supported in developing data analysis systems and 

skills.  Students themselves are aware of their progress 

toward their goals, though their depth of understanding 

varies (from recognizing they are “behind” or needing 

to “catch up,” to a more nuanced understanding of what 

they need to work on specifically).

Areas of Opportunity

During teacher interviews, the team repeatedly heard 

concerns about the sheer amount of data that is being 

generated.  Some teachers spoke about the number 

of spreadsheets they receive on various aspects of 

student performance.  Others shared they did not have 

the capacity or time to analyze data on all their stu-

dents.  Many confessed feeling as if there was insuf-

ficient connection between the work students did 

on blended learning platforms and their classroom 

instruction.  A few felt that the data being generated 

by online platforms was not useful.  Some teachers 

also expressed concerns that students were likely 

not  fully engaged during unsupervised time, and that 

data generated from these platforms may therefore 

be unreliable. 

Blended learning platforms, used in all school models 

the NAATE team visited, generate abundant student 

achievement data.  Data are being generated through 

competency testing, standardized testing, and for-

mative assessments.  Teachers also have access to 

data such as student behavior and course pass rates.  

Teachers and students can typically access data de-

picting students’ progress toward mastery objectives.  

At schools utilizing some model of a learning lab or 

non-class-embedded time, as well as in classrooms 

where students are on blended learning platforms, 

the NAATE team noticed a potential disconnect: 

platform-derived student performance data existed 

separately from data gathered from other sources.  

Integrating these data streams seems to be a signifi-

cant opportunity, and one that schools recognize.

Even as data systems increasingly become integrated 

and more teacher-friendly in nature, personalized 

learning educators would benefit from more clearly 

defined expectations on how teachers should use, 

integrate and make decisions based on the data that is 

generated across the range of platforms and learning 

experiences.  Given the premise of personalized learn-

ing, which is meeting students where they are in their 

development, helping teachers to view, interpret, 

prioritize and act on the various data at their disposal 

should be a central priority.

Questions We Are Pondering

     ■ How should data being generated by blended

          learning platforms be used by teachers of core 

          content areas?  What are the expectations of 

          teachers to be responsive to the needs of students 

          as measured by these platforms?

   ■ What guidance do teachers receive in prioritizing 

and integrating the data schools are generating?  

         Are all the data equal in value to schools, teachers 

and students?

DOMA IN  4 :  DATA  &  A S S E S SMENT



25 N

4

PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH 

Leveraging Data to Personalize 
Learning for Students

Assuming that over time teachers are better able to 

access streamlined data documenting students’ per-

formance, the need remains to equip teachers to craft 

very specific recommendations to students based on 

this assessment data.  This skill is acutely important 

in personalized learning models because each recom-

mendation is tailored to the needs and capabilities of 

each individual student. 

Each student in a personalized 

learning school is at a different 

point along a customized person-

alized learning trajectory.  Teach-

ers are expected to have a more 

granular understanding of how 

to support students along a wider 

spectrum of ability levels.  As one 

school leader summarized, “in tra-

ditional settings, teachers might 

be expected to plan for lessons 

that address kids across three or 

four grade levels, even if students 

are actually performing on a wider 

range of levels.  In a personalized 

learning setting like ours, especial-

ly at the secondary level, the expectation is that teachers 

are serving each individual student, even when kids are 

literally performing between a third grade- and fresh-

man college-level.”  For teachers, this means they must 

be highly equipped to craft a wide range of instructional 

responses, including designing individualized learning 

assignments and daily responses and interventions for 

each and every student.  Facility with data and the ca-

pacity to make pedagogical decisions based on multiple 

sources of data is crucial for teachers in these settings.

Areas of Strength

Throughout the team’s visits, the team saw students 

conferencing with teachers about their progress.  

Teachers appeared invested in helping students to 

work along their personal learning pathways.  Students 

shared with teachers their progress toward completion 

on playlists or on a set of standards they were working 

to achieve.  Overall, teachers were using data to as-

sign students readings, assignments, and assessments, 

though usually the data they used was from student 

performance in their own individual course, and less 

from learning activities outside of their own course 

(i.e. other subjects or the blend-

ed learning platforms). 

Areas of Opportunity

Drawing the connection between 

personalization of instruction 

and analysis of data presumes 

a level of pedagogical content 

knowledge on the part of teach-

ers that allows them to actively 

and intentionally make decisions 

based on the very specific needs 

of each student.  Ideally, teachers 

determine the best vehicle(s) for 

mastering a particular skill or set 

of content, deciding among one-

on-one instruction, a group project, peer tutoring, small 

group discussion or time on an adaptive technology 

platform.  It is unclear whether teachers have internal-

ized a set of guidelines on how best to match learning 

experiences to students based on an integrated look at 

their specific learning profiles and performance data.  

Moreover, without a deep understanding and level of 

expertise in one’s subject area, teachers are limited in 

their ability to craft highly individualized responses to 

the data they analyze.  To this end, the capacity to use 

data to personalize instruction is inextricably linked to 

teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge and subject 

area expertise. 

The Field’s Perspective

“Educators face complex circum-
stances, like what to do when a child 
is struggling or how best to engage 
and motivates students.  Research 
is critical in arming educators with 
useful information about how best 
to serve each student.”
~ A bLuEPrint For brEAkthroughs:
FEdErALLy  FundEd EducAtion rEsEArch 
in 2016 And bEyond by michAEL b. horn 
And JuLiA FrEELAnd FishEr , cLAyton 
christEnsEn institutE For disruPtivE 
innovAtion
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This domain remains an active strand of NAATE’s ongo-

ing research.  The comments below are preliminary 

reflections and observations.  While NAATE identified 

needs that are highly specific to personalized learning 

schools, the team’s observations suggest that there is a 

set of foundational needs related to teachers’ work with 

adults (e.g. peer feedback, leadership, teaming, organi-

zational effectiveness) that they share with their col-

leagues in other school models.

The term “teacher leadership” has become popularized 

in recent years and is used to describe a plethora of 

roles teachers play in schools.  Yet the roles teachers are 

playing in personalized schools seem somewhat unique, 

as teachers are experimenting, iterating, and creating 

dramatically different models of schooling, and are also 

playing a central role in facilitating their peers’ profes-

sional development on novel and emerging practices. 

Personalized learning schools all describe teachers as 

playing an expanded set of roles with their peers, even as 

teachers in these settings are typically relatively young 

and new to the profession.  Teachers with just a few 

years of experience are being charged with onboarding 

and supporting new teachers.  While this is not unique 

to personalized learning schools, it is unique in that 

teachers are doing so even as school models and ap-

proaches to teaching and learning are being piloted, 

developed, and iterated upon.  As one network leader 

noted, they are doing so even as they themselves lack 

mental models of what good personalized learning looks 

like. 

The adaptive and iterative nature of personalized learn-

ing schools is unique and has implications for teachers: 

teachers must embrace a flexible mindset.  The struc-

tures and solidified approaches to teacher collaboration 

that exist in traditional schools are no longer applicable 

given the level of adaptation, rate of change and evolv-

ing school structures.  While a seventh grade team in a 

traditional school might co-design a unit and discuss 

results of a common assessment, in most personalized 

learning schools the NAATE team visited, teachers 

described more fluid ways of meeting and did not 

necessarily co-plan.  The NAATE team observed 

that there remains an opportunity for professional 

exchange and support that would provide teachers 

with a more intentional and structured approach to 

strengthening their practice.

PRIORITY AREA FOR GROWTH 

Facilitating Adult Learning

Professional development is a ubiquitous activity in 

the world of K-12 education and remains a central 

component in personalized learning models.  Teach-

ers are at the front line of education reform and are 

consistently asked to, “include changes in curriculum 

that require more authentic activities and assess-

ments; integrate state standards into the curricula; 

prepare students for standardized assessments; and in-

clude other innovations,” (Gregson & Sturko, 2007).  In 

innovative personalized learning models, teachers are 

being asked to iterate on learning models and provide 

feedback to network-level leaders on ways to improve 

them.  Additionally, schools working toward ambitious 

and bold visions for learning are relying on teachers to 

participate in the design process itself.  Teachers are 

asked to lead professional development for peers, and 

are even leading sessions for teachers from across the 

nation who are adopting their methods.  In most cases, 

relatively new teachers are expected to provide sup-

port to even newer teachers.

There is much interest in finding ways to personal-

ize professional learning for teachers (Breztmann, 

2015).  Some investment has been made in platforms 

for professional development for teachers that allow 

for some level of customization of learning—both by 

national entities and school networks themselves.  Yet 

teachers shared that online platforms in their current 
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form feel disconnected from their daily experience and 

serve more as a repository of resources or set of assigned 

learning experiences than a coherent personalized learn-

ing pathway.  School network leaders acknowledged this 

and shared that they hoped to one day be able to offer 

teachers personalized learning that allows schools to 

match professional learning to each teacher’s needs, offer 

them support and follow up, and evaluate their learning 

experience, which are all critical components of effective 

professional development according to such experts as 

Thomas Guskey.  While personalized learning for teach-

ers may still be early in its infancy, there are many oppor-

tunities to create high-quality adult learning experiences 

that lead to changes in practice through job-embedded 

professional development, if the proper conditions are 

preset to do so. 

Ideally, professional development experiences should be 

rooted in the principles of andragogy.  Malcolm Knowles 

devised a theoretical framework for adult learning assert-

ing that a learner’s experience should be shaped by his or 

her individuality as a learner, based on one’s self-concept, 

experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, 

and motivation to learn.  Knowles believed strongly 

in the importance of communicating respect for adult 

learners and that the learning should be practical and 

relevant.  As an adult learner matures and gains ex-

perience, his or her needs evolve, and so should one’s 

learning experiences.  In some ways, andragogy shares 

some commonalities with the kind of learning personal-

ized learning models aspire to, with learners’ need for 

structure, scaffolds, tools and tactics lessening as they 

are able to take on an increased responsibility for their 

learning and are able to generalize their learning.  

Areas of Strength

All of the schools that the NAATE team visited recog-

nize the importance of teacher development.  They have 

built models of professional development, invested in 

onboarding new teachers through in-house program-

ming, and have begun thinking about how to develop 

coaching – one network provides each and every teacher 

with a coach (either an instructional coach or school 

administrator).  Several schools are using Relay Educa-

tion, a model of teacher development that was designed 

for schools predicated on different tenets and assump-

tions about learning and instructional methods.  Other 

schools are leading their own professional development, 

and networks are carving out time for network-wide 

professional development where practitioners are shar-

ing learning across schools.  In most cases, professional 

development is being led by administrators and teachers 

and focuses on sharing best practices.  The professional 

development observed looked similar to other non-per-

sonalized learning school settings, in spite of the differ-

ences in school models. 

Most schools recognized the need, ultimately, to person-

alize professional learning.  Several organizations are 

organizing their professional development so that it is 

teacher-led and self-selected by participants.  The un-

derlying belief is that teachers should have choice about 

where and how to strengthen their practice, and that 

teachers learn best from their peers rather than from a 

top-down mandated delivery approach.  

Areas of Opportunity

There exists a rich opportunity to help schools design 

more intentional approaches to professional learn-

ing.  The work of the teacher in personalized learning 

settings is more nuanced and varied than in traditional 

learning environments.  It requires teachers to be 

vulnerable, empathic, and relational, and necessitates 

a set of skills that most teachers have not necessarily 

been taught traditionally.  Such skills include coaching 

students, curating content, iterating on learning mod-

els, knowing and forging relationships with students, 

and mentoring students in non-academic settings.  To 

develop these skills, teachers need development and 

support; adult learning must be a priority.

Professional development and other adult learning 

opportunities should reflect the changing approach to 

teaching and learning in these schools.  It should work 
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to shift adult mindsets, competencies and knowledge so 

that teachers are able to play the myriad roles described 

above.  Given the infancy of personalized learning 

schools, there are few, if any, proven “best practices” 

for teachers to emulate.  At this stage of development, 

teachers should work together collaboratively to dis-

cern what is working, how, and for whom, and to iterate 

and test approaches across groups within schools and 

networks.  With the velocity of change in these schools, 

teachers who lead their peers must possess the skills 

and competencies to facilitate candid conversations 

about successes and failures, to foster collaborative 

processes for adult learning, to establish the norms for 

productive exchanges as well as possess the ability to 

differentiate supports for the range of learners amongst 

their peers.  In some ways, teachers leading professional 

development should be adopting a personalized ap-

proach to adult learning that is similar to the one they 

aspire to use with their students.

Questions We Are Pondering

   ■ To what extent and through what mechanisms are 

teachers sharing and discussing the struggles and 

successes they are encountering as the iterate on their 

model? How are they learning from these challenges?

   ■ How are networks/schools preparing teacher lead-

ers to lead deep, inductive, relevant job-embedded 

professional learning experiences?  What models and 

standards exist to help guide teachers’ work?

   ■ To what extent do school and network leaders under-
stand andragogy and the elements that make adult 

learning successful?  If those leading professional 

learning do not have experience in leading adults, to 

whom can they turn for guidance as they plan, imple-

ment and evaluate their efforts?

   ■ How are “peer coaches” being developed?  Should the 

focus be on the transactional elements of coaching or 

on the preconditions that allow people to successfully 

develop others (e.g. the psycho-social elements of 

building trusting relationships)?

DOMA IN  5 :  T E ACHER  L E ADER SH I P  &  A DULT  L E A RN ING
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A set of themes emerged from this study that can help 

shape the ways school organizations design and deliver 

professional learning.  A priority for networks, dis-

tricts, and schools should be to equip teachers with the 

mindsets, skills, knowledge, and beliefs necessary to 

successfully guide students toward their vision of per-

sonalized learning.  While much investment has been 

made toward developing innovative and creative school 

models, tools, and systems, school organizations have, 

perhaps, paid less attention to and been less deliber-

ate in their plans for professional learning.  Without a 

parallel effort and commitment to talent development 

alongside school and tool development, the promise of 

personalized learning may not be fully realized.  Invest-

ing in high-quality professional learning for teachers is 

paramount.  School organizations should strive to be as 

intentional, creative, and innovative in building profes-

sional learning experiences for their teachers as they 

have been in developing their personalized learning 

models for students.  The question, then, is: How can 

systems and schools best cultivate educators who are 

able to facilitate student learning and achievement in 

these new school models?

Some general themes emerged from the study that 

should inform the design of professional learning expe-

riences for teachers in personalized learning schools.

Theme  1

Form the adults so that they 
can form their students

With the dramatic shifts in the ways in which teachers 
and students engage in work in schools and with the 
shift toward student ownership of learning, it is critical 
that systems and schools attend to the development of 
adults so that they can, in turn, help develop students. 
Teachers themselves do not yet have robust mental 

models of what personalized learning means.  And so, 
schools must invest in teachers to help them develop the 
scope of competencies, mindsets, beliefs and skills neces-
sary to, in turn, develop their students. 

Theme  2

Cultivate the capacity of teachers 
to lead job-embedded professional 
development

Teachers, who are seen as being innovators in new 
models, are being asked to design and lead job-embedded 
professional development in strategies and approaches 
that are new and still evolving.  Teacher-led, job-em-
bedded professional development is the centerpiece of 
most personalized learning schools’ professional learn-
ing offerings.  NAATE sees the need for training and 
development of teachers in adult learning so that they 
are able to design and deliver high-quality professional 
development.  This is a critical precursor to implement-
ing meaningful job-embedded professional learning that 
improves teacher practice.

Theme  3

Leverage the rapidly evolving research                   
base to bridge the divide between academia 
and K-12 education       

It is vital for teachers to benefit from rapidly evolving 
understandings about learning theory and child develop-
ment.  Major research findings and relevant discoveries 
in these fields should be understood and leveraged by 
schools in order to make decisions and shape teacher 
practice to cultivate confident, self-driven learners.

GENERAL IMPLICATIONS 
for Professional Learning in Personalized Learning Settings
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Articulate purpose of learning experiences 

It is clear that teachers need support in fully leverag-
ing the various tools and resources that are available to 
them.  With this shift toward teachers as choreographers, 
it is important to articulate for each available tool when 
it should be used and for what purpose.  Such clarity 
would better enable teachers to intentionally plan indi-
vidualized instructional pathways for students.  School 
organizations should reflect on the extent to which they 
have been deliberate in matching instructional ap-
proaches to the needs of students and teachers.

Schools should be clear about the utility of each learning 
modality or tool in order to support teachers to:
■   determine what experiences best meet a
      student’s needs and interests.
■   determine which learning opportunities are     
      best suited for a student’s area for growth and   
      learning style.
■   determine how best to leverage various modes    
      of learning for specific learning goals (i.e. when  
      and for what purpose to use each learning tool 
      at a teacher’s disposal).
■   deliberately choreograph students’ experiences    
      so that they offer a balanced diet of individual,    
      small group and large group learning experiences.

Once school organizations have a clear articulation of 
their portfolio of learning experiences, teachers will be 
better able to assemble a set of personalized learning 
experiences for students that are integrated and comple-
mentary to one another.  When teachers are appropri-
ately using the tools at their disposal, the opportunity 
to develop students’ skills and content knowledge will 
expand.  Teachers will need to further develop their 
own pedagogical content knowledge in order to support 
learning experiences that are challenging and develop-
mentally appropriate for each and every student.

Conduct audits to identify opportunities for    
academically rigorous learning 

It also seems important for personalized learning 
schools to assess what avenues and portions of the day 
exist for students to engage in higher-level work, prob-
lem-solving and critical thinking.  School organizations 
should explore the extent to which the learning experi-
ences of students are appropriately challenging for them.  
With the proliferation of blended learning platforms 
and other vehicles for skill development, schools should 
remain attentive to how they are ensuring there are op-
portunities for deep learning.

School organizations might:
■   support teachers’ reflection and collaboration on the   
      development of academic rigor and standards of     
      their personalized learning approaches.
■   set clear expectations for when and how small-group         
      and whole-group exploration of common content    
      should happen.
■   conduct an audit for how blended learning platforms    
      and the data they generate are being utilized.
■   conduct frequent classroom observations and 
      coaching sessions to assess the quality of learning 
      of  innovative teacher practices, assignments and       
      assessments.

Equip teachers for the psychological and 
cognitive aspects of student-driven learning 

Ultimately, personalized learning models seek to put 
learning in the hands of students; they own and drive 

their own learning experiences.  To successfully deliver 

on this promise, school organizations need to fully 

recognize the profundity of this shift, and be clear about 

the mindsets, attitudes, behaviors, and skills required on 

IMPLICATIONS for Systems and Schools by Domain

DOMAIN
   PEDAGOGY 
   & CONTENT1

DOMAIN   METACOGNITION2
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the part of the adults.  For teachers to cultivate students’ 
self-awareness, self-reflection, and capacity to diagnose 
and address areas for improvement, they must have a 
deep understanding of metacognition and psychology 
more broadly.  They need to develop their own capacity 
to think about thinking (i.e. metacognition).

School organizations should determine how well they 
equip teachers to:
■   leverage relationships with students in order to     
      elevate students’ expectations of themselves and    
      their peers.
■   cultivate students’ capacity to articulate and assess 
       their own performance, areas for improvement and    
       pathways for meeting their goals.  
■   develop shared language with students to name their            
      strengths, identify areas for growth and determine 
      potential obstacles they may face as they are 
      learning.
■   pose questions and share observations with students    
      to deepen their thinking and understanding about 
      themselves and what they need to work on in order 
      to grow as learners.

Educate teachers in how to provide 
feedback and support student goal-setting

Student goal-setting is ubiquitous across the range of 
personalized learning models.  School organizations 
might consider offering in-depth development and sup-
port to teachers around goal-setting techniques, so that 
goals are specific, motivational, and helpful to students 
as they progress.  Given the amount of time dedicated to 
this activity across models, it would be fruitful for school 
organizations to ensure student goal-setting activities 
are consistent with the extant literature.  

School organizations might consider how they support 
teachers to:
■   develop their own as well as students’ language to    
      describe performance within specific content areas.
■   help students set goals that are specific, appropriate    
      and motivating.
■   leverage the research base to in order to create the    
      optimal conditions for students to receive and enact               

      feedback, a critical element of personalized learning 

      settings.

Develop teacher capacity to 
build relationships

Students thrive when they feel they are seen, heard, and 
understood.  Personalized learning models are predi-
cated on teachers’ understanding of each student at a 
personal level, including his/her interests, learning style, 
areas of need, and personal characteristics and traits.  
The ability to forge relationships with students is critical 
to teachers’ capacity to serve and support their students.  
School organizations should recognize the skills and 
competencies necessary to cultivate strong, productive 
relationships with students and should be as explicit 
in developing teachers’ skills in this area as they are in 
cultivating instructional strategies. 

Specifically, school organizations should give 
consideration to how they:
■   develop teachers’ capacity to navigate the social and    
       emotional aspects of the learning process.

■   support teachers with the skills and competencies 

       necessary to forge bonds with students across cultural, 

       racial, socio-economic, gender, and other potential lines 

       of difference.

Acknowledge the skills needed 
to psychologically support students

Ideally, in personalized learning schools, teachers are 
nudging, encouraging, gently suggesting, and question-
ing students so that they are able to own their own 
learning.  Teachers should be exposed to the research 
that reveals the importance of teachers’ social and emo-
tional competence in motivating and nurturing students 
to reach high levels of academic achievement.  Cultivat-
ing students’ capacity to be metacognitive and self-
regulated requires productive and trusting relationships 
between teachers and students.  Teachers should be 

IM P L I C AT I ONS  FO R  S Y ST EMS  AND  S CHOOL S  B Y  DOMA IN

■   base feedback and instructional decisions on a deep    
       understanding of their content area, such that goal-   

       setting and instructional decisions are appropriate,     

       and content and context specific.

3DOMAIN
  SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL    
  COMPETENCE
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taught the skills necessary to forge bonds with students 
that enable them to foster students’ sense of self-efficacy 
while also encouraging (and perhaps sometimes push-
ing) them to persist. 

Without social emotional competence on the part of 
teachers, students are likely to fail to reach standards 
that they feel are out of reach.  In personalized learning 
models, teachers are serving as coaches, cheerleaders, 
critical friends, and mentors.  Clearly articulating the 
skills necessary for each of these roles and then support-
ing teachers to serve in these roles is crucial. 
Specifically, school organizations might consider how to 
equip teachers to:
■   recognize and foster the mindsets necessary for 
      students to tackle challenging coursework and 
      develop strategies to overcome obstacles.
■   intentionally attend to students’ acquisition and 
      application of socio-emotional concepts in the service    
      of their learning (e.g. persistence, collaboration, 
      help-seeking, conflict resolution).
■   cultivate relationships and classroom communities   
      that foster a safe and supportive learning environ-   
      ment in which students can feel secure even when    
      they are  vulnerable or academically challenged.

Make clear expectations for teacher use of data

While the aggregation and streamlining of data contin-
ues to evolve, school organizations should work toward 
a clearer articulation of how teachers should use data.  
Whether it is learning how to use the data generated 
from blended learning platforms, or how to prioritize 
the breadth of data available to them, teachers should 
have guidance on how to leverage the powerful informa-
tion they now have at their fingertips in order to inform 
their pedagogical decisions and student interventions.  
Without a clear understanding of how to prioritize and 
use data, teachers’ capacity to personalize learning is 
diminished.

Specifically, school organizations might consider to what 
extent they:

■   have clear protocols or defined expectations for how data   
       from multiple sources is prioritized and used by teachers. 
■   support teachers to interpret data.
■   have a method by which teachers use data to inform 

      specific pedagogical and content-related decisions.

5DOMAIN

Equip teachers to lead adult learning 

At both the school and network level, teachers are play-
ing an expanded role in the development of their col-
leagues in personalized learning settings.  Teachers are 
seen as holding the knowledge necessary to help one 
another develop and share new practices.  Relatively new 
teachers are being asked to coach and support brand 
new teachers who are typically being hired each year as 
schools grow.  They are leading onboarding programs for 
new hires, providing support to first year teachers, and 
leading a wide range of professional development offer-
ings.  School organizations should recognize what com-
petencies are needed by teachers to serve in these roles.  
Given that schools are investing heavily in professional 
learning efforts, they should make it a priority to ensure 
that the impact of these efforts is as powerful as possible 
by attending to the developmental needs of those who 
are designing and leading professional learning.

School organizations also stand to benefit from articu-
lating more clearly their expectations for peer-to-peer 
collaboration, coaching, and feedback.  They should also 
create forums that model for teachers how to acknowl-
edge and address areas for improvement, encouraging 
teachers to share and learn from their challenges as well 
as their successes.  School organizations might consider 
to what extent they:

■   have structures to support peer-to-peer learning   
      amongst teachers that encourages self-examination  
      and improves practice.
■   define the role of teacher teams so that they are 
       highly productive. 
■   prepare teacher leaders for the various roles 
      schools are assigning to them.
■    invest in those who lead professional development 
       so that they are skilled designers and facilitators 
       of adult learning. 

  TEACHER LEADERSHIP    
   & ADULT LEARNING

4DOMAIN
  DATA & 
  ASSESSMENT
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SUMMARY

The primary purpose of this study is to help inform the 
field about what competencies, skills and mindsets are 
necessary for teachers to be effective in personalized 
learning settings.  NAATE sought to provide insights 
about what areas of strength and areas of growth it 
observed.  In addition, NAATE is interested in bet-
ter understanding personalized learning so that the 
organization can determine to what extent its current 
offerings meet the needs of teachers in these settings and 
where the organization might expand its programming.  
NAATE has learned a tremendous amount through this 
study and is enthusiastic about the opportunities it sees 
to leverage its experience and expertise to support edu-
cators in personalized learning schools.

Based on the NAATE team’s understanding of the person-
alized learning teacher competencies,  NAATE believes 
it is well-suited to play a role in developing teachers in 
personalized learning settings.  NAATE’s core compe-
tency is creating high-quality adult learning experiences 
that lead to changes in teacher beliefs, mindsets, and 
practice.  Moreover, NAATE is committed to bringing 
research to bear on instructional and leadership practice 
in fields ranging from cognitive psychology and resil-
iency to collaboration, teaming, and leadership.  NAATE 

feels strongly that teachers stand to benefit from explor-
ing the nexus between lived practice, and theory and 
research.  NAATE’s study of teacher practice in person-
alized learning settings highlighted the value of this ap-
proach to adult learning, as much is known and still be-
ing discovered about how young people learn and thrive 
that can be brought to bear as new school designs seek to 
better serve young people.

NAATE has a proven track record of delivering high 
quality professional learning to top tier educators.  The 
current NAATE curriculum addresses foundational 
aspects of practice that are relevant to personalized 
learning schools.  Through the present study, NAATE has 
a deeper understanding of the components that are vital 
to personalized learning settings: pedagogy and content, 
social and emotional learning, metacognition, data and 
assessment, teacher leadership and adult learning.  The 
present study has allowed the NAATE team to begin to 
map out content that will extend the impact of NAATE 
by incorporating these learnings into new elements of 
NAATE programming.  While these will be tailored to 
the needs of personalized learning educators, NAATE’s 
belief is that the content of such learning opportunities 
will also be beneficial to teachers in a broad range of 
school models.

IMPLICATIONS for NAATE

At this point in the NAATE team’s examination of schools, the findings suggest 

that school organizations stand to benefit from a clear articulation of how they 

cultivate, develop, and make clear the expectations of teachers along each of the 

five domains described in the study.  School organizations should be intentional 

and clear about how teachers should go about executing against the teacher 

competencies described in the various frameworks that are synthesized in this 

report (i.e. TNTP, JFF/CCSSO, LEAP, iNACOL).  School organizations should 

be realistic about the support and development necessary for teachers to shift 

their perspective on what it means “to teach” so that they can successfully meet 

the ambitious promise of new and innovative school models.
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Alignment Between NAATE’s Approach to      
Adult Learning and Personalized Learning

NAATE emerged from the initial phase of its study 

confident that its approach to adult learning is aligned to 

the needs of personalized learning educators.  NAATE’s 

pedagogy and content leads to shifts in mindset.  The 

program is personalized: teachers make meaning for 

themselves and emerge from the program with a clearer 

understanding of their areas for growth.  By design, 

NAATE does not advocate for particular pedagogical 

approaches, tools, or tactics.  Rather, NAATE seeks to 

cultivate in participants the capacity to be inductive 

and metacognitive across a set of practices in order to 

IM P L I C AT I ONS  FO R  NAAT E

Alignment Between Themes of Study and NAATE’s Core Values and Approach

THEME OF STUDY

1    Form the adults so 
       that they can form 
       their students

 

NAATE CORE VALUES & APPROACH 

NAATE is predicated on the belief that, in order for schools to form young 
people, they must form the adults who teach and lead them.  NAATE trans-
forms participants both professionally and personally by shifting their 
mindsets and beliefs.  NAATE provides teachers with an inductive, peer-to- 
peer learning experience that shapes their instructional practice with students.

improve their capacity to serve students and support 

peers within the unique environment in which they 

operate.

NAATE is predicated on a set of beliefs and design that 

seem to be highly aligned to the needs of personalized 

learning schools.  NAATE models some of the practices 

that personalized learning schools should be work-

ing to cultivate in their teachers and school leaders: 

self-motivation, learner-driven learning, peer-to- peer 

exchange, metacognition, and personalization of learn-

ing pathways.  NAATE’s beliefs and its approach to adult 

learning are well aligned to the general themes revealed 

by this study.

2    Cultivate the capacity 
       of teachers to lead job-                   
       embedded professional  
       development

NAATE views experienced high-performing teachers as the key factor to 
student and school success. Top-tier teachers are a valuable resource and 
can play a critical role in their schools based on their experience and exper-
tise, and their capacity to influence, lead and develop their peers.  NAATE 
exposes teachers to adult learning theory and fosters their capacity to lead 
high-impact professional learning in one-to-one, one-to-few (small group), 
and one-to-many ( large scale professional development) settings, all of 
which are being utilized in personalized learning settings.  Developing this 
tier of the teaching profession is a critical first step in realizing the promise 
of job-embedded professional learning.

3   Leverage the rapidly evolving     
       research base to bridge the   
       divide between academia and    
       K-12 education  

NAATE’s pedagogy sits at the nexus of theory and lived practice.  The case 
study method requires participants to analyze problems of practice through 
discourse - and evidence - based inductive learning that is rooted in research 
and theory.
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By examining the teacher competencies needed by 
teachers and educators more broadly in these settings, 
NAATE has gained insights into how it might deepen 
its capacity to serve teachers.  NAATE will continue to 
explore how it might more broadly serve personalized 
learning schools during the next phase of this study.   
 Some preliminary ideas to date include the following:

■    create targeted programs for NAATE alumni who    
        work in personalized learning schools, extending     
        their  learning and providing for a way to personalize    
        their own learning and development.
■    make available site-specific, job-embedded pro-
       fessional learning opportunities to provide a 

       resource for peer-to-peer exploration of practice.

■   lend NAATE’s expertise to provide personalized 

       learning organizations guidance on how to think 

       about and design robust professional learning 

       programs.

■   partner with experts in academia as well as K-12 

       education to support the development of pro-          

       fessional  learning opportunities that extend 

       beyond NAATE and which address the critical 

       domains described in this study.

In terms of content, NAATE’s program is positioned to 

serve as a foundation upon which personalized learn-

ing-focused content can be built.  To fully address the 

professional learning needs in these settings beyond 

the current NAATE program, NAATE can pursue a plan 

to build out additional content in the five domains de-

scribed in the study, tailored to specific unique condi-

tions of these schools.  The current NAATE curriculum 

addresses foundational aspects of practice that are rel-

evant to personalized learning schools.  Supporting & 

Leading coursework provides teachers with knowledge 

and understanding about how to coach and lead peers, 

provide authentic peer feedback, influence and lead 

without formal authority, engage in design thinking, 

and forge healthy interpersonal relationships.  Teach-

ing & Learning coursework includes the study of the 

way teachers’ social and emotional competency shapes 

teacher-student relationships, the ways in which teach-

ers’ pedagogical content knowledge contributes to and 

detracts from student mastery, the role questioning 

plays in fostering student learning, and the importance 

of students understanding and taking ownership of their 

own performance.  Through the present study, NAATE 

has a deeper understanding of the components that 

are vital to personalized learning settings.  The present 

study has enabled NAATE to begin to develop content 

that will extend the impact of NAATE by incorporating 

these learnings into new elements of NAATE program-

ming.  While these will be tailored to the needs of per-

sonalized learning educators, NAATE’s belief is that the 

content of such learning opportunities will be beneficial 

to teachers in a broad range of school models.

IM P L I C AT I ONS  FO R  NAAT E

NAATE is aligned to key domains of 
personalized learning  professional needs

Preliminary ideas for NAATE 
to serve as a resource 
to personalized learning schools



36 N

This project is designed to identify strengths as 

well as areas of opportunity to bolster the practice 

of teachers in personalized learning settings.  Con-

tained in the report are sets of questions within each 

of the five domains that relate to specific personal-

ized learning growth areas.  These questions should 

be viewed as a resource for school organizations in-

terested in strengthening their approach to support 

and development of educators.  NAATE’s purpose is 

not to arrive at a way to codify practices in still-evolv-

ing models.  Rather, the aim is to foster a dialogue 

amongst teachers and school leaders that leads to a 

clear articulation of what constitutes high-quality, 

personalized learning within a specific context and 

at a particular point in a school’s evolution—NAATE 

recognizes that as models evolve, competencies may 

shift or change.

The aims of personalized learning schools are am-

bitious and promising, and stand to radically re-

shape both how students learn and what it means 

to “teach.”  With shifting expectations of educators, 

comes the requirement for said educators to tend to 

their own learning needs.  It seems imperative that 

personalized learning schools invest in professional 

learning/talent development as they work to refine 

their models and approaches to student learning.  As 

network leaders consistently shared with us, the shift 

in mindsets and competencies required of teach-

ers in personalized learning settings is significant.  

Teachers must relinquish a significant amount of 

control along with any notion that they are the sole 

“experts.”  They must be flexible and adaptive, and 

be equipped with the skills and knowledge necessary 

to be instructionally responsive, in real-time, to the 

students before them based on their cognitive and 

non-cognitive needs.  Teachers need to forge trusting 

CONCLUSION

and strong relationships with students, and cultivate 

students to be metacognitive and self-driven at levels 

previously rarely required of K-12 learners.  And 

teachers must do all this while the environments are 

undergoing rapid-cycle changes that are informed, 

in part, by their own experiences.  Not surprisingly, 

teachers report feeling the demands on them are 

both exhilarating and exhausting.  The question, 

then, is how to ensure that schools are attending to 

the professional learning needs of teachers in ways 

that help them to be better equipped to be more de-

liberate, purposeful, and reflective in their work.

Magnifying the need for adult learning is the fact 

that teachers must now shift toward making trans-

parent to students the actions and decisions that 

have typically been the “exclusive” domain of adults 

(i.e. the shift from doing something for students, to 

developing students to do these things for them-

selves, such as planning for their learning, reflect-

ing on their areas of need, selecting and designing 

assignments).  In some ways, this shift is analogous 

to that of a teacher moving from the classroom into 

a coaching position; merely because one has mas-

tered a quality or skill does not necessarily mean she 

can foster it in someone else.  As the NAATE team 

came to see, the competencies necessary to support 

student-led, personalized instruction are nuanced, 

sophisticated, and complex.  The priority areas for 

growth described in this study are those the NAATE 

team determined to be the most high-leverage areas 

of practice at this particular point in the evolution of 

personalized learning models.  No doubt these will 

evolve as the models themselves mature.  Still, the 

growth areas described will remain key in ensuring 

students are learning and achieving high standards of 

excellence.
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CONCLUS I ON

IN THE NEXT PHASE of this study, NAATE will 

also explore the mechanisms best suited for the 

organization to deliver programming to personalized 

learning educators.  NAATE has begun exploring the 

capabilities and offerings of other professional learn-

ing providers and online platforms, and will continue 

exploration of these organizations to determine how a 

constellation of resources might be assembled to meet 

the needs of teachers in personalized learning schools.

NAATE’s experience over six years serving high 

performing educators, coupled with the present study 

in personalized learning schools, reinforces the organi-

zation’s belief that great teachers will serve as a central 

resource in this work.  Teachers’ formation and pro-

fessional learning will be essential to the formation 

and success of the students that they serve in these 

new school models.

     FUTURE RESEARCH

NAATE will continue this study over the next six 
months to broaden the number of schools included, 
deepen learning about the teacher competencies in 
the domains described here (with particular continued 
focus on data and assessment, and teacher leadership 
and adult learning), and further define the professional 
learning needs of teachers in personalized learning.   
NAATE seeks to further explore a set of questions 
including:

   ■    Can a suite of foundational professional learning    
          experiences be designed to meet the broad and 
          unique needs of teachers in personalized
          learning  settings? 
   ■    How do we create personalized pathways of 
         authentic learning for adults in personalized   
          learning schools?
   ■    What specific resources exist to help meet these 
          objectives?  In higher education?  In the K-12  
          field?  How might experts in these institutions 
          be best leveraged to inform professional learning  
           for educators?
   ■    At what scale can these resources/programs 
         be made available to meet the growing promise of 
          student-centered and personalized learning 
          schools?  How?
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■  Utilize in-depth understanding of 
content and learning progressions to 
engage learners and lead individual 
learners toward mastery.  JFF/CSSO

■  Tailor content and instructional 
strategies to individual learning goals, 
needs, and interests. iNACOL

■  Co-create learning experiences with 
students based on interests and needs. 
LEAP

■  Ensure students understand how 

to progress through content indepen-

dently, troubleshoot problems, and 

seek peer assistance as needed. TNTP

■  Enable students to set goals,

measure progress and determine

performance. JFF/CCSO

■  Partner with learners to identify the 

sources, methods and frequency that 

will be used to assess progress. LEAP

■  Shift ownership and analysis of 

data to students to promote

independent learning. iNACOL

■  Develop a keen ability to identify the 

data that will provide most actionable 

evidence about student 

performance. TNTP

■  Use variety of data 

to confirm learners’ 

academic level and 

their response to vary-

ing levels of academic 

challenge. LEAP

■  Use data from multiple sources, includ-

ing data systems, in a complementary way 

to inform and adjust individual student 

instruction and groupings. 

iNACOL

■  Contribute to the effectiveness,

innovation, vitality, and self-

renewal of the teaching profession, 

as well as to school and community. 

iNACOL

■  Seek appropriate individual or 

shared leadership roles to continue

professional growth, advancement, 

and increasing responsibility for 

student learning and advancement. 

JFF/CCSSO

■  Be flexible about working in a 

team-teaching setting and collaborating 

with colleagues to better personalize 

student learning. 

TNTP

■  Engage in deliberate practice and perse-
vere toward ambitious, long-term educa-

tional and professional 
goals.  iNACOL

■  Build strong relation-
ships that contribute 
to individual and collec-  
tive success. JFF/CCSSO

■  Set expectations and 
support to enable learn-

ers to work in groups/teams as they create 
evidence of learning. LEAP

■  Research, pilot, assess or scale solutions 
to classroom management problems that 
cannot be with traditional tactics. TNTP

SELECT KEY 
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1
1

TNTP

DOMAIN

PEDAGOGY & CONTENT

iNACOL

PERSONALIZED LEARNING TEACHER COMPETENCIES 

 CATEGORIZED BY DOMAIN

■  Simultaneously manage multiple learning 
configurations (e.g., large group, small group, 
independent working time) while ensuring   
high-quality instruction across the board.  

■  Be prepared with a “Plan B” to address 
unforeseen problems that can crop up when 
using online curricular resources and other 
digital learning tools. 

■  Create short- and long-term instructional 
plans that incorporate a variety of resources 
and tools.

■  Be flexible with those plans so they can be 
updated and changed in real time.

■  Personalize instruction to enable students to 
focus on the tools, content, skills and pacing that 
are  appropriately rigorous for them.

■  Posess exceptional adaptability and a 
familiarity with a wide variety of lesson 
planning tools and instructional methods. 

■  Test innovative curricula and instructional 
delivery models, sharing what they learn 
with colleagues to promote school-wide 
achievement gains. 

■  Rethink conventional “grade” and “class” 
distinctions, working with colleagues to  help 
students follow personalized learning paths that 
draw on educators’ diverse areas of expertise. 

■  Research, pilot, assess or scale the overall 
structure or individual components of an 
innovative instructional mode.

■  Research, pilot, assess or scale new 
curricula or instructional delivery methods.

■  Research, pilot, assess or scale new 
approaches to support student learning 
progression, either within structured classroom 
periods or as part of a more flexible schedule.

■  Research, pilot, assess or scale a shift to 
mastery-based progression that may pull some 
or all students out of a standard grade-level 
classroom structure.

 

■   Shift from teacher-led instruction to student-
centered learning for the purposes of meeting 
individual needs and fostering engagement and 
motivation. 

■  Create learning environments that are exible 
and personalized, dependent on real-time data, 
direct observation, and interaction with and 
feedback from students.  

■  Use technology creatively and purposefully 
to work effectively and efficiently.  

■  Connect learners to sources of information 
beyond the classroom teacher and textbook.  

■  Proactively initiate change in response to 
students’ needs and progress. 

Below, the NAATE team re-categorized the competencies of each framework by the 
domains described in this report.  All competencies from each framework fit within one of 
the five domains: 1) Pedagogy & Content,  2) Metacognition, 3) Social Emotional Content, 
4) Data & Assessment, and 5) Teacher Leadership & Adult Learning.
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1
LEAP ■  Design learning experiences that explicitly 

connect new content to prior knowledge and 
skills. 

■  Allow learners to move through content at 
varied rates regardless of their starting level. 

■  Allow learners flexible, ongoing and repeated 
opportunities to demonstrate competency. 

■  Determine classroom/school policies for 
learning recognition and progression that 
take into account varying speeds of learner 
competency .

■  Collaborate with learners to identify and 
include learner preferences and optimal 
learning conditions (e.g. modalities, technology 
use, the nature and duration of learning 
activities, pacing, grouping size, and when/
where learning will take place). 

■  Co-design learning experiences that include 
learners’ preferred conditions for learning. 

■  Define the role learners will play in assessing 
and monitoring their own progress. 

■  Position teacher role based on the learning 
needs of learners (e.g., director, facilitator, 
mentor).

■  Utilize in-depth understanding of content 
and learning progressions to engage learners 
and lead individual learners toward mastery. 

■  Have knowledge of the sub-skills involved 
in effective communication and apply it to 
instructional strategies that develop learners 
into effective communicators. 

■  Use a mastery approach to learning. 

■  Provide opportunities for anytime/anywhere 
and real-world learning tied to learning 
objectives and standards. 

■  Develop and facilitate project-based 
learning experiences. 

■  Use collaborative group work. 

■  Demonstrate an orientation toward and 
commitment to a personalized, learner-
centered vision for teaching and learning. 

■  Customize the learning experience. 

■  Use technology in service of learning. 

■  Facilitate and prioritize shifting to and 
maintaining a learner-centered culture. 

JFF / 
CCSSO

iNACOL
cont ’d

■  Provide resources for students to learn 
content and enable them to work independently 
and/or in cooperative groups.

■  Create customized learning pathways with 
students, where learning goals and objectives 
are linked to explicit and diverse learning 
experiences, matched to the individual student’s 
learning performance level and preferences. 

■   Tailor content and instructional strategies to 
individual learning goals, needs, and interests. 

■  Create pedagogical approaches and learning 
experiences that promote content-based 
problem- solving and online collaboration.

■  Understand and manage the face-to-face 
and online components of lesson planning and 
organization within a blended course. 

■  Provide balanced opportunities for 
students to participate in asynchronous and 
synchronous modalities. organization within a 
blended course.

■  Use learning management system and/or 
other online collaborative tools to organize and 
manage the blended learning environment.

■  Demonstrate skill in the evaluation, 
selection, and use of effective instructional 
materials, tools, strategies, and resources for 
students, and engage students in this process 
to help their achievement and development of 
academic skills. 

■  Provide assistive technologies to facilitate 
learning.
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2

2 DOMAIN

METACOGNITION

TNTP

iNACOL ■ Model and encourage others to be independent 
and self-directed learners. 

■ Openly and frequently share successes, failures, 
and challenges.

■ Look objectively at all results (both positive and 
negative), and help others to do the same. 

■ Apply lessons and takeaways about their own 
experiences as learners, both online and of offline 
to their work with students. 

■ Engage in problem solving through continuous 
planning, designing, testing, evaluation, and 
recalibration of teaching methods. 

■ Create ways to move ownership and analysis 

of data to students to promote independent 

learning. 

■ Continually evaluate technologies, tools, 
and instructional strategies to ensure their 

effectiveness. 

■ Continuously take note of what is or is not 
working (via student-level data, technology 

applications, pedagogical strategies, supervisor 

feedback, etc.) and  identify a plan of action. 

LEAP ■ Partner with learners to document past 
learning in order to devise future learning plans.

■ Partner with learners to explore: ways to 
modify or vary content, the where/when of 
learning and other aspects of their learning 
experiences to align with their interests, 
strengths and needs.

■ Offer flexible modalities, groupings and times/
places for learning to help meet individual 
learner needs, strengths and interests; balance 
individual needs with the needs of the class 
community.

■ Partner with learners to continuously align 
learning opportunities with learners’ interests, 
strengths and needs.

■ Partner with learners to identify the most 
suitable learning format for their current 
academic level (e.g., class, groupings, activities, 
software).

■ Articulate short- and long-term learning 
expectations that are appropriate for learners’ 
current academic levels. 

■ Clarify expectations about the pace of 
progress and what happens when learners take 
a longer or shorter time than their peers. 

■ Ensure that learners are clear with what 
they will need to know and do to demonstrate 
competency. 

■ Offer learners opportunities to gauge and 
discuss their readiness for demonstrating 
competency. 

■ Identify what competencies need to be met 
to obtain credit, advance and/or receive other 
recognitions for learning.

■ Help learners identify next steps in their 
learning plan once a competency has been met. 

■ Engage learners in reflection and assessment 
of activities to determine efficacy and inform 
future directions of learning opportunities.

■  Prepare students to manage themselves during independent and student-run group learning time. 

■  Make sure students understand how to progress through content independently, proactively 
troubleshooting problems, and seeking assistance from peers as needed.

■  Make those plans understandable to everyone who will potentially access them, including 
colleagues, administrators, parents, and students themselves. 
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2 
3

■ Offer tools to help learners identify their own 
interests, strengths, needs and preferences 
(e.g. interest inventories, checklists, reflection 
exercises). 

■ Encourage and model methods for reflecting 
on their needs as learners. 

■ Encourage learners to think about and 
articulate how they are learning.

■ Partner with learners to identify the sources, 
methods and frequency that will be used to 
assess progress (e.g., self, peer, technology-
based methods).

■ Model data examination, discuss progress, 
and identify challenges and needed supports.

■ Help learners reflect upon their learning 
strategies and efforts, as well as the result 
of those strategies and efforts in regards to 
meeting desired learning goals. 

■ Encourage learners to reflect upon and 
report on effort and strategies as often as 
reporting on results. 

■ Provide learners with a systematic method 
(i.e. a learner profile) for documenting learning 
needs and preferences.

                  
            LEAP 
             cont ’d

JFF / 
CCSSO

■  Understand and employ techniques for developing students’ skills of metacognition,
 self-regulation, and perseverance.

3DOMAIN

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL COMPETENCE

TNTP ■  Set clear expectations about student en-
gagement norms from the very outset of the year.

■  Increase students’ comfort level with a noisier  
classroom to accommodate multiple working 
discussions.

iNACOL ■  Value collaboration with various stakeholders 
to enhance student learning. 

■  Model a growth-orientation towards learning 
for self and others.

■  Have an entrepreneurial spirit, and possess 
creativity, imagination, and drive. 

■  Embrace change and model this for others. 

■  Embrace uncertainty and ambiguity as part of 
improving teaching and learning practices. 

■  Engage in deliberate practice and 
persevere toward ambitious, long-term    
educational and professional goals. 

■  Maintain and model persistence, 
confidence, and optimism to resolve issues. 

■  Establish and maintain open commun-
ication channels, online and in person, 
with students, educators, and other 
stakeholders to support student learning. 

■  Develop, practice, model, and embody 
respectful behaviors in both face-to-
face and online learning environments.

■  Research, pilot, assess or scale solutions to 
classroom management problems that cannot 
be solved with traditional tactics.
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3

■  Ensure that learners are clear about these 
expectations and requirements. 

■  Encourage learners to work with and seek 
assistance from peers (e.g. on projects, to answer 
questions, and for help in solving problems). 

■  Set expectations and support for the 
development of “team” skills (e.g. negotiation,  
conflict resolution, and assertion). 

■  Set expectations and support to enable        
learners to work in groups/teams as they create 
evidence of learning. 

■  Provide guidelines for teamwork that help 
promote positive team functioning and the 
development of team skills.

■  Cultivate an environment for learners to move 
purposefully and freely within the classroom to 
enhance collaboration and peer support.

■  Refrain from immediately offering support 
and solutions when learners begin to struggle, 
and encourage learners to seek help from peers, 
technology and other sources to answer questions 
and resolve problems with their own resources. 

■  Partner with learners to reflect upon and 
document their own learning needs and 
progress.

■  Encourage learners to revise their learning 
strategies based on these reflections. 

■  Provide feedback that is objective and non-
judgmental.

■  Encourage learners to experiment and try 
multiple strategies to solve problems. 

■  Celebrate learner efforts even when             
they “fail” .

■  Set expectations and support for receiving, 
interpreting and applying feedback from others. 

■  Coach learners to identify needs and 
advocate for those needs to be met.

■  Provide support and guidance to build 
learners’ assessment literacy and skills. 

■ Meet with learners to discuss the 
effectiveness of the current plan for assessing 
and monitoring progress.

LEAP

■  Convey a dedication to all learners–especially 
those historically marginalized and/or least 
served by public higher education—reaching 
college, career, and civic readiness. 

■  Engage in deliberate practices of adapting and 
modeling persistence and a growth mindset. 

■  Build strong relationships that contribute to 
individual and collective success. 

■  Promote student agency and ownership with 
regard to learning. 

■ Design, strengthen, and participate in positive 
learning environments (i.e. school and classroom 
culture) that support individual and collaborative 
learning. 

■ Contribute to college and career access and 
success for all learners, particularly those 
historically marginalized and/or least served 
by public higher education due to differences in 
background, demographics, learning style, 
or culture.

JFF / 
CCSSO
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4

4DOMAIN

DATA & ASSESSMENT

TNTP ■  Collect data from online and in-person 
lessons – recognizing that online data may be 
more accessible, but that the information is not 
always high-quality.

■  Develop a keen ability to identify the data 
that will provide most actionable evidence about 
student performance.

■  Accurately analyze student data to identify 
trends and learning gaps.

■  Capitalize on online tools that deliver data 
points in real time and use this information to 
make adjustments on the fly. 

■  Research, pilot, assess or scale innovative 
assessment practices.

iNACOL ■  Use qualitative and quantitative data to 
understand individual skills, gaps, strengths, 
weaknesses, interests, and aspirations of each 
student, and use that information to personalize 
learning experiences. 

■  Continually assess student progress against 
clearly defined standards, goals, and outcomes 
to identify specific topics in which each student 
needs additional support to achieve mastery of a 
concept or skill. 

■  Use data from multiple sources, including 
data systems, in a complementary way 
to inform and adjust individual student 
instruction and groupings.

■  Provide resources for students to create 
evidence of their knowledge in a variety of 
formats to demonstrate mastery.

■  Develop and deliver valid and reliable 
assessments, projects, and assignments that 
meet standards-based criteria and assess 
learning progress by measuring student 
achievement of learning goals.

LEAP ■  Regularly solicit and compile information 
regarding learners’ interests, strengths and needs. 

■  Review available information regarding 
learners’ prior academic performance (e.g. 
testing, work samples, portfolios).

■  Conduct observations and formative 
assessments to confirm learners’ current 
academic level and their response to varying 
levels of academic challenge.

■  Use all available data to determine where 
a learner falls on the appropriate learning 
progression. 

■  Use formative assessment data to help determine 
appropriate pacing and instructional support.

■  Adjust learning goals and plans based on 
demonstrated progress. 

■  Provide learners with access to multiple 
assessment options. 

■  Work with learners to create multiple 
methods for demonstrating competency with 
learning standards. 

■  Partner with learners to select the content, 
product or process they will use to demonstrate 
proficiency, as well as devise the methods that 
will be used to show evidence of their learning. 

■  Create an organized and accessible system for 
tracking evidence of learning (e.g. performance, 
assessment, credits and competency 
progression).

■  Provide learners with ongoing access to their 
performance data to help identify academic needs.

■  Provide learners with the data sources and 
expectations necessary for planning learning goals.

■ Use assessment and data as tools for learning.              ■ Analyze evidence to improve personal practices. 

JFF / 
CCSSO
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5

5DOMAIN

TEACHER LEADERSHIP & ADULT LEARNING

TNTP

iNACOL

■  Be flexible about potentially working in a team-teaching setting, collaborating with colleagues 
who possess different strengths to better personalize student learning.

■  Demonstrate the professional responsibility to contribute to the effectiveness, innovation, 
vitality, and self-renewal of the teaching profession, as well as to their school and community. 

■  Collaboratively, transparently, and proactively seek out feedback from students, parents, and 
colleagues to continuously improve instruction and teaching practices.

■  Demonstrate an orientation toward and commitment to lifelong professional learning. 

■  Seek appropriate individual or shared leadership roles to continue professional growth, 
advancement, and increasing responsibility for student learning and advancement. 

JFF / 
CCSSO



49 N

naate.org
401.371.0001

166 VALLEY STREET,  6M-104     PROVIDENCE, RI 02909    INFO@NAATE.ORG


