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Personalized Learning at Scale  
Case Studies of Leading Cities

Leaders of urban school systems are faced with a daunting fact: some individual schools are achieving incredible results 
for students from low-income communities, but no urban school systems are achieving those results for all—or even 
most—children in an entire city. For generations, students in urban America have been underserved, with few achieving 
basic proficiency in reading and math, and even fewer completing college. At the same time, technology has been 
transforming industry after industry, changing the way we consume media, go shopping, and do business. With 21st 
century tools available, why should our students be stuck in a 19th century designed school system? We tell the story  
of ten cities in the case studies below, with a focus on how technology and great teaching, with the right system-level 
conditions, can personalize learning for all students and drive sustained achievement growth. 

In our context, personalized learning means that students’ experiences—what they learn, and how, when, and where 
they learn it—are tailored to their individual needs, skills, and interests, and enable them to take ownership of their 
education. Early personalized learning work has generated significant interest and promising proof points in district, 
charter, and private schools alike. However, there has yet to be high-quality implementation at scale—across an entire 
system of schools or an entire city.

Why is scale important? The benefits of personalized learning are amplified when a system—a school district or a broad-
er city ecosystem—creates the conditions for personalized learning to thrive system-wide, instead of in one-off pilots or 
individual schools. However, to take high-quality personalized learning to scale, systems will need to address thorny 
issues in public policy, educator practice, staffing structures, accountability, technology infrastructure, and funding. 

To accelerate the pace of innovation at scale, ten medium to large public school systems received funding to develop  
a system-wide personalized learning strategy. To reach this ambitious goal, systems were challenged to design, launch, 
and replicate schools that implement personalized learning in a holistic manner, and to overhaul supporting district and 
city functions (e.g., human capital and facilities) so that they fully support the redesigned schools. Ongoing support for 
some of these sites is being provided by CEE-Trust and Next Generation Learning Challenges (www.nextgenlearning.org). 

We have drafted profiles of these leading cities, telling the stories of how they have dealt with their thorny issues, and 
where they are having successes and setbacks. We hope that these profiles help urban school system leaders around 
the country better understand how they, too, could approach system-wide innovation of personalized learning.

We are eager to share the work of these trailblazing districts with you. We invite you to learn more, to celebrate  
the successful efforts already underway, and to support the challenging work still ahead.

Adults believe in the enormous potential of all students and support them in achieving at  
the highest levels, with a focus on:
	 Learning Growth: Meeting students where they are at and supporting their growth from  
that point. As a result, students master academic content and skills at accelerated rates.  
This includes at least 1.5 years of growth in Math and ELA each year

	 College Readiness: At least 80% of students will meet or exceed college readiness  
benchmarks by age 18 

Learning experiences for all students are tailored to their individual developmental needs,  
skills and interest. Personalized learning includes the following elements:
	 Learner profiles, capturing multi-faceted inputs (skills, interests, aspirations) about  
each student

	 Personal learning paths, enabling students to tailor experiences to their own needs and goals
	 Individual mastery, assessing progress against standards and goals and advancing students  
at their own pace

	 Flexible learning environments, offering multiple instructional delivery approaches

The model is replicable and financially viable on public funding, which requires:
	 Financial Sustainability: The school can fund 100% of operating expenses on public  
per-pupil revenue within four years of launch

	 Scalable: The school model can be replicated at scale if it demonstrates impact

High Expectations  
for College  
Readiness 

Personalized  
Learning for  
All Students

Optimized for Scale

COMPONENTS OF PERSONALIZED LEARNING
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 System Demographics Plan highlights Partners

	 2Revolutions	 Pilot funding for district and charter schools launch-

ing innovative models that embrace technology 

	 Design workshops, summer institute, and tailored 

support for school applicants  

	 Seven design principles for breakthrough schools, 

including mastery-based credit and scalability

	 217 schools

	 82,958 

students

	 76% FRL

 

CityBridge  
Foundation  
(Washington, D.C.)

	 Adams County School District

	 Colorado Department  

of Education

	 Colorado Springs School  

District 11

	 Thompson School District

	 Participating districts’ different personalized  

learning approaches become proof points for  

other Colorado districts

	 State-level policy environment supportive of  

personalized learning (enabled by the Colorado DOE)

	 Cross-district learning to more rapidly achieve  

district- and state-wide scale of next gen models

	 112 schools

 55K students

 40-80% FRL

Colorado  
Education  
Initiative (CO)

	 Chicago Public Education Fund

	 Chicago Public Schools

	 Access to the Collaboratory—a space designed to 

bring educators, entrepreneurs, tech companies, 

researchers and students together to share ideas, 

co-develop solutions, and get training. 

	 Summer Design Program for school teams that 

includes workshops, one-on-one consultations,  

site visits, apprenticeships, and peer-to-peer  

learning opportunities 

	 Freely available personalized learning resources, 

including design roadmaps, design workshop  

materials, and design readings and videos. 

	 658 schools

	 400K students

	 85% FRL 

LEAP Innovations 
(Chicago)

	 Great Schools Partnership

	 Connecticut Department  

of Education

	 Maine Department of Education

	 New Hampshire Department  

of Education

	 Rhode Island Department  

of Education

	 Vermont Agency of Education

	 Connecticut Association of  

Public School Superintendents 

	 Nellie Mae Education Foundation

	 Focus on policy and practice across the five-state 

region: competency-based learning models and 

graduation requirements supported by state DOEs

	 Alignment with international best practices for 

secondary learning as a proxy for readiness

	 Intensive personalized supports for schools through 

Great Schools Partnership’ on-site coaching model

 75 schools 

 57 students

 48% FRL

New England  
Secondary 
Schools 
Consortium

	 4.0 Schools

	 Educate Now!

	 Orleans Parish School Board 

	 Recovery School District

	 Collaboration of school districts and school support 

organizations, led by reform leader NSNO

	 Focus on the local ecosystem: communities of 

practice, human capital systems, data systems

	 Transition local CMOs to personalized learning and 

launch new schools by supporting entrepreneurs

 90 schools

 43K students

 77% FRL

New Schools for  
New Orleans

	 Oakland USD and the Oakland 
Public Education Fund

	 Strategic partnership with Oakland USD, local  
CMOs, nonprofits, and other funders committed  
to education reform in Oakland

	 Access to talent, experience, and lessons learned  
from local blended pilots

	 Deep discovery phase open to all schools, personal-
izing their own learning about NextGen schooling

	 124 schools
	 49K students
	 71% FRL

Rogers Family  
Foundation

Harbormaster-led Systems
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 System Demographics Plan highlights Partners

Education Cities is a network of 34 city-based organizations in 25 cities working to increase the number of great  
public schools. Our members are nonprofits with deep ties to their communities. They invest in high-impact schools  
and non-profits, recruit and support talented teachers and principals, engage community members as partners for 
change, and advance pro children and teacher policies. We call the members of our network “harbormasters” for  
education. Like maritime harbormasters that facilitate the smooth operation of otherwise chaotic harbors, education 
harbormasters build and coordinate their local education ecosystems, working towards a future where all children  
can access great public schools.

	 2Revolutions! 

	 Commit!

	 Greater autonomy for educators and schools  

implementing personalized learning

	 Extensive cross-sector engagement: foundations, 

businesses, human capital organizations

	 224 schools

 160K students

 88% FRL

Dallas Indepen-
dent School 
District (TX)

	 Colorado Education Initiative	 Piloting first in elementary and middle schools

	 Dynamic learner profiles that aggregate real-time 

information on student needs, skills, and growth goals.

	 Continuous improvement focus, with new district-level 

structures (education campaigns, rapid feedback)

	 Coordinated learning with Colorado Education 

Initiative

 185 schools

 87K students

 72% FRL 

Denver Public  
Schools (CO)

	 Communities in Schools—Henry	 Focus on 21st century skills; real-world learning 

experiences leveraging the local business community 

	 Flexibility to implement supported through state 

policy changes (charter district status)

	 Piloting first in secondary schools, while building 

awareness and capacity district-wide 

 50 schools

 41K students

 53% FRL

Henry County  
Schools (GA)

	 University of Central Florida	 Student-directed learning, including student- 

facilitated parent-teacher conferences

	 Redesigned, flexible classroom spaces

	 Personalized professional development for teachers

 40 schools

 45K students

 83% FRL

Lake County  
Schools (FL)

	 New Tech Network	 Blended, flexible learning environments, with 1:1 

computing and student-led project-based learning

	 Emphasis on collaborative learning

	 Piloting first in high schools, with “school within  

a school” programs and a new incubator school  

in collaboration with New Tech Network

 142 schools

 101K students

 72% FRL

Pinellas County 
Schools (FL)

	 Gooru Learning	 Flexible physical space allowing smaller, mixed-aged 
groups to meet with teachers

	 Expanded technology supports and learning  
resources for teachers 

	 District-led personalized learning “design labs”

 49 schools
 43K students
 63% FRL

Riverside Unified  
School District 
(CA)

District-led Systems
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CALL TO ACTION: Public schools in Washington, D.C. have made significant 
progress in raising student performance in recent years. The number of 
students scoring proficient or advanced on the state exam has increased by 
more than 20 percentage points since 2006. In 2013, D.C. showed the highest 
level of growth—compared to any other state in the nation—on the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) for students in Grades 4 and 8. 
But despite laudable progress, there remains a persistent achievement gap 
between low-income students and their higher-income peers in the nation’s 
capital. CityBridge Foundation is committed to building and sustaining great 
public schools in D.C. to dramatically increase educational outcomes for all 
students. As an independent foundation, CityBridge identifies and invests in 
organizations that are dedicated to improving public schools in the District. In 
addition, the foundation acts as a partner to DC Public Schools and the DC 
Public Charter School Board, allowing CityBridge to build deep relationships 
with both district and charter schools. 

For the last two years, CityBridge has actively supported personalized 
learning as a key pillar in its vision for creating a system of transformational 
schools. CityBridge launched its Education Innovation Fellowship in 2013, 
supporting educators from district and charter schools who want to develop 
and pilot new models in the classroom. With the support of a $1 million grant 
from Microsoft, CityBridge will expand the Fellowship in 2014 and 2015. 
In 2014, CityBridge announced its inaugural cohort of six school grantees in its 
Breakthrough Schools: D.C. competition, a regional competition modeled after 
the national Next Generation Learning Challenges (NGLC) competition. 
CityBridge will continue to support the scaling of personalized learning with 
two additional rounds of the Breakthrough Schools: D.C. grant competition.  
Between 2014 and 2017, CityBridge expects Breakthrough Schools: D.C. to 
distribute $6 million in support of the opening or redesign of 18 public schools, 
with each round of the competition providing a pool of up to $2 million for 
winning teams. 

CityBridge Foundation

VISION
CityBridge Foundation works to build a citywide system of high- 

performing schools in Washington, D.C.  Using a best practices research 
model, CityBridge finds, incubates, and invests in the most promising practices 

in public education, looking to assemble the critical mass of transformative 
public schools—traditional and charter—needed for all children in the District 
to succeed. Currently, CityBridge’s three portfolios of work include replication 
of existing high-performing schools, turnaround of chronically low-performing 

schools, and innovative use of personalized instruction and technology  
in schools. To ensure lasting impact for its work, CityBridge offers a suite  
of engagement opportunities for local leaders in business, philanthropy,  

and the community. CityBridge’s goal is to equip these stewards for  
education with the knowledge and support they need to be advocates  

for continued, sustained progress in the city’s schools.

“Washington, D.C. can be  

the first large American city 

where poverty is not destiny: 

All our children, regardless  

of background, will achieve 

academically at high levels. 

Great schools can eliminate 

educational inequity and open 

a world of opportunity for 

every District child.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION:  
WWW.ROGERSFOUNDATION.ORG/

(continued on next page)

DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ..............................................Urban

	 Size

 —K-12 schools .................................217

 —Students ............................... 82,958 

	 Demographics

 —White...........................................8.4% 

 —African-American ...............72.2%

 —Latino/Hispanic ................... 16.2%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ......... 1.5%

 —Multiracial/other ..................... 1.5%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility ....76%

	 Graduation rate .......................... 62%

	 Per-pupil spend ................... $17,468

Funded by:

Supported by

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
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DESIRED OUTCOMES: 
 Grow a talent pipeline: The foundation will foster a 
community of leaders in D.C. schools who are commit-
ted to the improvement process needed to design and 
launch breakthrough models. CityBridge aims to reach 
75 school design teams, serving roughly 25,000  
students, between 2013 and 2016. While not all of  
these 75 schools will become  
Breakthrough grantees, they will all receive exposure  
to key principles in personalized learning. 

 Develop “proof points” of breakthrough schools: 
Through CityBridge’s grant competition, the foundation 
will act as a catalyst for the development of next 
generation school models. By 2018, 18 schools in the 
District will have innovative, personalized learning 
models in place and act as proof points for other 
schools that want to design and launch their own 
models. CityBridge expects these schools to provide 
quantitative data on their success in improving student 
performance through the use of personalized learning. 

 Establish D.C. as a hub of education innovation:  
CityBridge will work with its partners to ensure that  
D.C. is a national center for personalized learning and 
breakthrough school design. Leaders in D.C. will build 

deep expertise in personalized learning by cultivating 
relationships with organizations and practitioners 
across the country working to improve student  
outcomes in innovative ways. 

CityBridge has adopted NGLC’s set of standard goals 
for all breakthrough schools and the students they serve. 
Although Breakthrough Schools: D.C. planning and launch 
grants are designed to cover initial startup costs for 
personalized learning that might otherwise be prohibitive, 
schools must launch models that will eventually become 
sustainable with public funding. CityBridge is also com-
mitted to ensuring that students in breakthrough schools: 

 At least 1.5 years annual growth on Common Core 
standards

 4-year graduation rate of 90% for high schools 

 Postsecondary matriculation rate of 80%

STRATEGY: CityBridge Foundation has adopted NGLC’s 
seven design principles of breakthrough schools based on 
lessons learned from emerging models, existing research 
on personalized learning, and a review of other sectors 
embracing technology. 

(continued on next page)

THE SEVEN DESIGN PRINCIPLES OF BREAKTHROUGH SCHOOLS 

Drawing from lessons learned from emerging models, existing research, and a review of other sectors 

that have embraced technology, the following design principles for personalized learning drive the 

Breakthrough Schools: D.C. competition.

STUDENT-CENTERED
Designed to meet the diverse learning needs of each student every day

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS
Committed to ensuring that all students will meet clearly defined, rigorous standards that will prepare 
them for success in college and career

SELF PACING & MASTERY-BASED CREDIT
Enables students to move at their own optimal pace and receive credit when they can demonstrate 
mastery of the material

BLENDED INSTRUCTION
Optimizes teacher and technology-driven instruction in group and individual work

STUDENT-OWNERSHIP 
Empowers students with skills, information, and tools they need to manage their own learning

FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY
Sustainable on public per-pupil revenue within four years

SCALABLE
Designed to serve many more students if it demonstrates impact
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To ensure continued success through its Break-
through Schools: D.C. competition, CityBridge Foundation 
will need to invest in two critical areas: 

 Appropriate support for diverse applicants: CityBridge 
seeks to fund a diverse group of grantees so that it can 
meet the needs of all communities in D.C. Given that the 
capacity of schools will vary based on past experience 
in personalized learning and financial ability, CityBridge 
continues to refine its strategy to find and support 
applicants to develop compelling proposals. Some 
lower-capacity schools may struggle with the relatively 
short design timeline unless CityBridge can provide 
adequate support. 

 Fruitful external partnerships: 2Revolutions, an  
education design lab, acts as a key partner to City-
Bridge by providing design support and consulting 
services. For instance, 2Revolutions leads workshops 
for Breakthrough applicants so that they can build their 
understanding of how schools can create educational 
experiences that are catered to a student’s skill level, 
needs, and interests. CityBridge will need to continue 
sourcing and investing in such high-quality partnerships 
to ensure the continued success of Breakthrough. 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN: Under the Breakthrough 
Schools: D.C. competition, CityBridge supports school 
design teams throughout the planning and launch pro-
cess. In April 2014 the foundation announced its first 
round of six winners, including both district and charter 
schools. As of Summer 2014, the foundation was in the 
process of both supporting this first round of winners 
through the planning phase and launching its second 
application cycle. 

The second group of school design applicants will 
develop their proposals through a series of workshops  
and a summer design institute hosted by CityBridge.  
These programming events are designed to expose school 
stakeholders to key principles in blended learning and to 
coach them through the school design planning process.  
In December 2014, CityBridge will announce the second 
cohort of Breakthrough Schools: D.C. grantees. A third  
and final application cycle will then take place in 2015.

For all rounds of the Breakthrough Schools: D.C. 
competition, grantees will receive funding in two stages. 
After the initial announcement, all grantees will receive a 
$100,000 planning grant to develop and refine the 
school’s design plan. CityBridge anticipates the planning 
phase to take anywhere from three to twelve months, 
depending on a school’s readiness and capacity. After 
successfully completing this phase, a school will then 
receive another wave of funding—between $100,000  
and $300,000 in additional funds—to launch its new 
model. In total, CityBridge expects to distribute up to $6 
million in funding to 18 schools, which will serve roughly 
10 percent of students in the city. These schools will act 
as proof points for the rest of the District and encourage 
the continued scaling of innovative and transformative 
learning models. 
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COALITION STRUCTURE: Three districts and two state organizations 
partnered to form the Colorado Coalition: Adams County School District 50 
(Adams 50), Colorado Springs District 11 (D11), Thompson School District 
(Thompson), the Colorado Department of Education (CDE), and the Colorado 
Education Initiative (CEI). The Coalition came together as an effort to build 
something scalable across an entire state, with the state itself committing to 
creating a policy environment that supports next generation learning. The 
participating districts, in turn, serve as proof points for other Colorado dis-
tricts, who can see themselves in the Coalition’s work: the Coalition districts 
have diverse student populations and varied approaches to personalized 
learning. Together, the Coalition aims to accelerate cross-district learning to 
more rapidly achieve district- and state-wide scale of next generation  
learning models.

Colorado Coalition

VISION

The Colorado Education Initiative and its partners imagine a future where 
education is designed to: help students develop the academic, professional, 
entrepreneurial, personal, and civic competencies that a modern society and 

economy demand; support educators in creating learning environments 
designed to maximize these outcomes for students; and promote systems  

that support and incentivize educators in this effort.

“The long-term vision is a 

grand restructuring of how we 

approach learning and how 

schools are able to pivot and 

respond and think differently 

about the needs of students. 

We get closer to students’ 

needs and interests and 

passions, rather than just 

English Language Arts and 

Math work.”

COALITION SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)

	 Type ... Urban-Suburban Coalition

 Size (3 school districts)

	 —K-12 schools .................................... 112

		 —Students ...................................54,715

	 —Teachers ....................................3,200 

	 Demographics

 —White .........................................18-75% 

 —African-American ................... 1-7%

 —Latino/Hispanic .................20-70%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ...........1-5%

 —Multiracial/other ..................... 2-7%

	 Free/reduced lunch  

eligibility .................................. 40-80%

	 Graduation rate ....................60-80%

	 Per-pupil spend ....$7,500-$8,200

Academic Competencies

Self Knowledge

Professional Competencies

Entrepreneurial Competencies

A Drive to Contribute

FOR MORE INFORMATION:  
WWW.COLORADOEDINITIATIVE.ORG

(continued on next page)

Funded by:

Supported by

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
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CALL TO ACTION: The Coalition unified by a desire for 
stronger learning outcomes for all students, and does not 
accept the current results that Colorado schools produce. 
The three Coalition districts have each begun implement-
ing personalized learning initiatives, but none of this work 
is yet at scale—and performance gaps persist. Each 
member brings a sense of urgency to the work: 

	 Adams 50: implementing a district-wide Competency-
Based System (CBS); seeking to continue improving 
performance relative to state averages—only 25% of 
students meet state achievement targets.

	 D11: piloting different personalized learning models 
across several schools; seeking to reverse five-year 
trends of flat or declining proficiency in the state 
accountability system.

	 Thompson: implementing literacy and math design 
collaboratives and performance-based assessments; 
seeking to close large achievement gaps between 
Hispanic and white students. 

	 CDE: acknowledges that Colorado’s education system 
is not producing desired results; seeking to leverage 
recently-passed Graduation Guidelines and be a 
thought partner to districts in scaling next generation 
learning statewide.

	 CEI: believes Colorado’s vision for next generation 
learning is necessary to realize increased achievement 
for all students; seeking to be a convener, resource 
broker, and critical friend to CDE and districts piloting 
this vision.	

DESIRED OUTCOMES: All Coalition districts commit to 
the following growth measures and college readiness rates:
	 High growth (65%+) on the Colorado Growth Model  
(students’ state exam scores)

	 1.5 years of growth annually on English Language  
Arts and Math

	 At least 80% of students meeting or exceeding  
college readiness benchmarks by age 18

Additionally, Coalition partners will work together  
to determine outcomes and pilot metrics that hold 
schools accountable to all next gen outcomes. This  
work intends to leverage and inform key existing policy 
initiatives, including Colorado’s Graduation Guidelines, 
Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness Endorsed 
Diploma criteria, and District and School Performance 
Frameworks.

STRATEGY: The Coalition’s plan is highly aligned with  
recent state policy reforms around college readiness, 
such as the Graduation Guidelines adopted in 2013, and 
will create resources, practices, systems, and policies that 
support rigorous and high-standards implementation of 
personalized learning. Fostering student development of 
both academic competencies and the other outcomes 
that matter for 21st century adult success requires learn-
ing environments that look and feel different from most 
classrooms in Colorado today. Coalition partners have 
identified how these learning environments and systems 
will need to shift to support students and educators.  
Each Coalition district will tailor its strategy to reflect  
its unique entry point and assets:

	 Adams 50: Adams 50 has achieved school- and district-
wide scale of its competency-based model, which 
supports students in engaging in 21st century skills and 
progressing at their own pace based on assessed 
mastery of learning rather than seat time. To build on 
school performance gains the district has already 
experienced as a result of this model, Adams 50 will 
develop next generation student outcomes, expand 
options for personalized learning pathways (such as 
through community and business partnerships), and 
provide supports for educators, including professional 
development and resources to personalize instruction.

	 D11: Awareness of personalized learning at D11 is already 
high. D11 is offering students choice in how, when, and 
where they learn best, starting with demonstration 
classrooms that leverage technology to transform the 
learning environment. Through its work with the Coali-
tion, D11 will take personalized learning beyond these 
classrooms to school- and district-wide scale, while 
supporting district and school leaders with personalized 
learning trainings, modules, and resources. The district 
will also align policies, practices, and conditions to 
better support personalized learning.

	 Thompson: Thompson has developed a demanding 
career and technical curriculum that combines academ-
ics and real-world relevant learning to prepare students 
for college and workforce success. Thompson has 
implemented district-wide professional development 
resulting in increased educator capacity to personalize 
instruction and use performance-based assessments to 
improve student and educator outcomes. Through this 
work and with the support of a local task force, educa-

Coalition Working Group
Establishes vision and priorities;  

creates common criteria and  
processes to address them

Colorado Legacy Foundation
Builds state and national  

awareness; facilitates sharing,  
support for, and accountability  

among all partners

Districts
Implement next gen models  

and systems; support each other  
and schools; leverage and inform  

policies needed to scale

Colorado Dept. of Education                
Removes barriers to next gen  

learning in practice, policy,  
and procedure; enables systems 

conditions needed to scale

(continued on next page)



9

tors will redesign classrooms and systems to better 
implement their improved practices. The Coalition will 
support Thompson in further developing its personal-
ized learning vision and implementation strategy. 

While the Coalition partners each have a solid founda-
tion in place to support changes to the school experience, 
they all acknowledge the challenges of a large-scale shift 
to next generation models: 

	 Policy barriers: Colorado’s focus on accountability 
makes some school leaders and policy-makers averse 
to the risk-taking that comes with shifting to a new 
model. After the big push for increased accountability, 
there is also some fatigue at the state and local level. To 
address this challenge, CDE will need to thoughtfully 
connect next generation learning to existing initiatives 
whenever possible, and to provide meaningful supports, 
not just compliance oversight, to districts. 

	 Scaling what works for each district: Coalition districts 
have already built the conditions that enable small-scale 
personalized learning initiatives, but need support to 
create proof points and systems that promote and 
incentivize scale across grades and schools. CEI will 
help districts identify what is working and engage CDE 
and other experts to help districts spread innovation 
beyond pilot schools.

	 Funding personalized learning: Evaluating the real 
start-up costs, identifying appropriate funding sources, 
and prioritizing resource allocation is a hurdle for all 
three school districts to clear. CEI and CDE will support 
district and school leaders in balancing school budget 
autonomy with coordinated efforts to use state and 
federal funding for innovation. 

	 Implementation plan: The Coalition provides the  
foundation for the shift to personalized learning by 
focusing on three things: supporting the hard work of 
school design and implementation; leveraging lessons 
learned to support more schools (district-wide scale); 
and rethinking both the design of schools and the 
design of district systems that support schools  
(district-level redesign).

The three Coalition districts have each selected two 
schools to participate in a whole-school next generation 
learning model design phase in 2014-15, based on a set of 
agreed-to readiness criteria co-developed by Coalition 
partners. These criteria assess schools’ readiness to 
launch pilots; emphasize the inclusion of students, par-
ents, and community members; and set an expectation 
that information will be shared across Coalition partners. 
Taken together, the range of pilots across different 
settings will help identify the major policy changes 
needed to free all districts to operate as next generation 

learning systems.
Since each district comes to the work from a different 

entry point, common school design parameters are 
important to create some consistency. The Coalition has 
developed a menu of options for districts and schools to 
consider, including both structural designs such as 
competency-based pathways and instructional designs 
such as use of varied and frequent assessments. Pilot 
schools will implement these design changes slowly to 
help them monitor results and course-correct as needed. 
In parallel, the Coalition will identify and build awareness 
about lessons learned from the pilot schools to increase 
the pipeline of schools and educators who are willing, 
ready, and able to design and implement next generation 
models. This work will focus on helping two key groups 
become informed and prepared: 1) engaging consumers 
(parents, students, employers, and post-secondary 
institutions) with school design and implementation 
processes; and 2) readying more and more early adopters 
as critical friends with school design teams and partici-
pants in relevant topical design networks. 

The Coalition will also engage in a district-level 
system design process that examines how district func-
tions, structures, and processes support personalized 
learning, and explores different ways to organize a 
district. This will enable the Coalition to identify opportu-
nities to improve district systems and begin addressing 
them now to support pilot schools, and to pave the way 
for systemic next generation learning implementation 
more broadly.
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Funded by: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ....................................................Urban

	 Size (14th largest in U.S.)

 —K-12 schools .....................................224

 —Students .................................160,000

 —Teachers ..................................... 10,400 

	 Demographics

 —White......................................................5% 

 —African-American .......................23%

 —Latino/Hispanic ........................... 70%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ..................1%

 —Multiracial/other ..............................1%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility ...88%

	 Graduation rate ................................83%

	 Per-pupil spend ...................... $10,600

CALL TO ACTION: Over the last two years, Dallas Independent School 
District (DISD) has implemented high-quality instructional standards, revised 
how it selects and supports teachers and principals, and upgraded technology 
infrastructure. However, postsecondary enrollment and graduation rates today 
still do not measure up to national averages: only half of DISD’s students enroll 
in a postsecondary institution, and 18% graduate from a postsecondary institu-
tion within six years. DISD sees personalized learning as a way to accelerate 
achievement for all students, through an equal focus on how students learn in 
addition to what they learn in the context of a culture of innovation that pro-
motes flexible learning environments and multiple instructional approaches. 

DESIRED OUTCOMES: DISD has created specific objectives that align with  
its strategic goal of leveraging personalized learning models to increase 
college- and career-readiness among all students. 
	 Grow student outcomes across 11 proven “cradle-to-career” academic 
indicators, including kindergarten readiness, performance on statewide 
math, reading, and science STAAR assessments, college-readiness exams 
such as the PSAT and ACT, and postsecondary success (enrollment, reten-
tion, and graduation). These indicators have been adopted by DISD partner 
organization Commit!—a collaborative of 100+ Dallas-area stakeholders— 
to align with many other districts, schools, and higher education institutions 
across the community.

	 Bring personalized learning models to scale: 

 — By 2015, ensure that at least four new or existing elementary, middle,  
 and/or high schools feature personalized learning, serving at least 1%  
 of the student body.

 — By 2020, scale personalized learning to 20 new or existing schools to  
 serve at least 10% of the student body.

STRATEGY: DISD envisions bold changes to classrooms so that all students 
have access to digital learning, small group instruction, and project-based 
work. Personalized learning already exists in pockets throughout DISD,  
particularly in magnet programs, but the district wants to take these models  
to all schools. Key elements include:

	 Individual learning profiles and assessments: Schools will use instructional 
technology provider Schoolnet to create individual learning profiles with 
data on each student’s skill level, assignments, and assessments. These 
profiles will allow teachers to assess student proficiency and make  
data-driven decisions around instruction. 

	 Whole child development: DISD is in the process of developing a holistic 
approach to meeting student needs through its Imagine 2020 project  
(which provides intensive wraparound support to the highest-need schools). 
Project-based work will support academic instruction as well as the building 

Dallas Independent School District

VISION
Dallas Independent School District will empower students to pursue 

personalized learning paths so that they can thrive as economic contributors, 
engaged citizens, and lifelong learners. By tailoring learning experiences to 
individual needs, skills, and interests, the district will ensure that all students 

graduate college- and career-ready.

(continued on next page)

“The historical definition of the 

classroom, a physical space 

holding a teacher and twenty-

something students, is not our 

only option. With the rapid 

evolution, and widespread 

adoption, of technology, 

meaningful instruction and 

learning can take place almost 

anywhere and at any time.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION: WWW.DALLASISD.ORG
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of non-cognitive skills. Through targeted interventions 
and mentoring, DISD will also be able to provide  
comprehensive support to at-risk students with  
learning challenges. 

	 Flexible and dynamic educator roles: Teachers will 
employ a variety of instructional approaches and  
tools to best support students. For example, DISD  
plans to explore models that rethink time, talent, and 
learning environment to personalize learning experi-
ences. In support, DISD will provide teachers with 
comprehensive professional development through 
personalized learning instructional coaches for each 
personalized learning school. 

	 Cross-sector engagement to encourage collective 
impact: DISD will engage broad community support to 
plan and launch personalized learning models. District 
partner Commit! will lead a team of representatives 
from local foundations, businesses, and human capital 
organizations to act as thought partners as school 
teams design personalized learning visions for their 
campuses. DISD will also partner with local universities 
and alternative certification programs to consider how 
preparation programs might intentionally prepare 
candidates for a personalized learning environment.

As part of its core strategy, DISD has also identified  
specific initiatives to mitigate potential barriers to  
successfully implementing personalized learning: 

	 Increased school-level autonomy: In recognition of the 
autonomy that schools need to implement personalized 
learning, DISD will gradually shift control for certain 
instructional responsibilities—course offerings, school 
calendar and bell schedule, and professional develop-
ment—from the district to individual schools. Increased 
control will allow schools to make decisions that best 
cater to the needs of their student body. 

	 Internet access for all students: Given the high percent-
age of low-income students in DISD, a significant 
challenge will be ensuring that students have home 
Internet access to take full advantage of digital tools 
outside the classroom. The district, in partnership with 
the Dallas Regional Chamber, is already in process of 
installing routers in high-density residential areas as 
part of a pilot program. Over time, the district also 
plans to develop policies that will allow students to 
bring school-owned devices home with them.

	 Flexible assessment and credit policies: Personalized 
learning models customize instruction to each student’s 
needs and skill level so that she can advance through a 
course or grade at her own pace. Rigid assessment and 
grading schedules set by the state, however, present a 
challenge. DISD plans to work with other districts in 
Texas, which are also taking on personalized learning 
initiatives, to advocate for increased flexibility around 
testing administration. 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN:	DISD is in the process of 
creating an Office of Transformation & Innovation to 
formalize district support for personalized learning. The 
cross-functional office will work directly with schools as 
well as other departments at the district level.

In May 2014, the district selected eight schools to 
develop personalized learning models under the guidance 
of the Office of Transformation & Innovation and 2Revolu-
tions, an education design lab that will help support 
innovation sessions. DISD will then recommend at least 
four of the eight schools for the official pilot: taking the 
necessary student recruitment, staffing, and digital 
procurement steps to prepare for launch in fall 2015.

The pilot process will allow DISD to identify core  
personalized learning strategies that improve student 
achievement. Once successful proof points are in place, 
the district will expand innovative models to other 
schools. To prepare for longer-term implementation, the 
Office of Transformation & Innovation will continue to 
build relationships with local funders and talent pipeline 
programs that will help scale personalized learning to 
other schools. A team of district leaders and external 
partners from Southern Methodist University, Dallas 
Regional Chamber, design experts, and human capital 
organizations will provide oversight throughout the 
personalized learning implementation and scaling  
process in DISD.

Robust, 
Flexible 

Infrastructure

Robust, 
Flexible 

Infrastructure

System-level 
enablers for
personalized  

learning in DISD

Human
capital

supports

Culture of 
innovation

Rich
instruction

model

Invested 
community
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CALL TO ACTION: Over the past four years, Denver Public Schools has 
made good progress in improving student achievement—but it is not yet 
enough. DPS outpaced the state on growth in the percentage of students 
achieving “proficient” or “advanced” scores on reading and math tests, and 
students in poverty made material gains. However, achievement gaps persist 
and are widening across both racial and income sub-groups; for example, 
African-American and Latino 10th graders lag behind their white and Asian 
peers by almost 40 percentage points. Graduation rates are below 60% and 
trail other major urban districts. DPS needs to make a dramatic shift that 
accelerates student outcomes, ensuring that all students—not just the half 
today—leave prepared for college and career. 

DESIRED OUTCOMES: DPS will track impact of the district-wide personalized 
learning work through the following metrics, course-correcting as needed: 

	 Learning growth, measured through the Colorado Growth Model (grades 
4-10) and current course assessments (grades 11-12).

	 College readiness, measured through the percent of students meeting  
ACT’s College Readiness Benchmark for Math and Reading.

	 Student engagement, measured through attendance rates, student  
“resilience” (middle school survey), and student satisfaction (survey).

	 College interest, measured through student completion rates of FAFSA 
applications. 

Denver Public Schools

VISION
Denver Public Schools envisions a school system where personalized 

learning enables students to actively engage in their development, co-creating 
customized learning plans with teachers to reach content mastery and access-

ing engaging and standards-aligned curricula through a variety of delivery 
methods. DPS is committed to providing all students with a rigorous personal-
ized learning environment that prepares them for success in college and career.

“The status quo is far scarier 

than the unknown. The only 

way we will ever close the 

achievement gaps and get 

100% of our kids ready for 

college and career is to think 

about the instructional core. 

The personalization of learning 

and the NextGen work gives 

us a chance to step back and 

think strategically about this.”

Strategic  
use of time, 

physical space,  
technology, and  

community

Every Child 
Succeeds

through academic,  

social & emotional 

growth

Individualized 
learning paths

New ways to  
learn and to 
demonstrate 

individual  
mastery

Evolving 
teacher-leader  

and student  
roles

FOR MORE INFORMATION: WWW.DPSK12.ORG

(continued on next page)

Funded by: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ..............................................Urban

	 Size (40th largest in U.S.)

 —K-12 Schools ............................... 185

 —Students ...............................87,000

 —Teachers ..................................5,200 

	 Demographics

 —White .............................................21% 

 —African-American ................... 14%

 —Latino/Hispanic ...................... 58%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ............ 3%

 —Multiracial/other ........................4%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility ......72%

	 Graduation rate ........................... 61%

	 Per-pupil spend ................... $6,800
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DPS also plans to work with the Colorado Education 
Initiative to identify ways to measure student growth in 
professional and entrepreneurial competencies, as well as 
a drive to contribute and self-knowledge.

STRATEGY: Personalized learning has been an important 
part of the DPS strategy for several years. The district has 
successfully launched blended learning pilots and sup-
ported teachers with personalized learning tools; it also 
plans to build a competency-based high school. This new 
round of work provides more opportunities for schools to 
engage in personalized learning, and already reflects the 
input of many stakeholders across DPS, including school 
and district leaders and students. 

Personalized learning at DPS will fundamentally 
redefine the student learning experience and the teaching 
experience. A core tenet is increased student agency. For 
personalized learning to be successful, students must 
know themselves, their interests, and the ways in which 
they learn best. By empowering students, DPS can pro-
mote greater student ownership and motivation, which it 
believes will lead to stronger student outcomes. What will 
this look like?

	 Next generation curriculum and ways to demonstrate 
learning: Each DPS student will have a cohesive learning 
profile that aggregates real-time information on needs, 
skills, and growth goals. Using their profiles, students will 
work with teachers to choose an instructional format—
such as online learning—more than 75% of the time. Daily 
performance-based tasks will provide actionable data for 
teachers and students to monitor progress, and ensure 
students are working at a level that is appropriately 
challenging. 

	 Evolving teacher-leader and student roles: DPS teach-
ers will serve as coaches and facilitators of student 
learning rather than as sources of knowledge. Students 
will engage in peer-to-peer learning, working together 
to learn from and guide one another. These interactions 
will be enabled by more one-on-one and small group 
instructional settings. 

	 Flexible learning environments, with strategic use of 
time, physical space, technology, community: Students, 
teachers, and—importantly—families will have anytime, 
anywhere access to learning tools, resources, and 
learning profiles. This will help adults better support 
students in customizing learning experiences, both in 
and out of school. Scheduling will be dynamic and 
change as often as necessary, even daily, in response to 
student needs. Students will have more opportunities to 
engage with the communities through internships, 
mentorship opportunities, and extra-curricular activities 
that complement and deepen classroom instruction.

Through its earlier personalized learning work, DPS 
identified several lessons learned, as well as critical invest-
ments, which will increase likelihood of long-term success: 

	 Instructional vision before the technology, supported 
by coordinated improvements to IT: DPS believes 
schools should design strong instructional visions and 
school models, and then identify places where technol-
ogy can best enable learning. At the same time, the 
district recognizes the importance of making bandwidth 
and an adequate number of devices available to all 
schools. DPS has ensured that schools have the tech-
nology foundation to support upcoming online Com-
mon Core State Standards assessments, but recognizes 
that technology capabilities vary widely across the 
district. Over time, DPS will need to work with all 
schools to put in place the devices, software,  

and school-level infrastructure required to support 
effective personalized learning environments.

	 Personalized learning as the connective tissue: Stake-
holder interviews highlighted the potential “fatigue” of 
teachers and leaders with the number of initiatives and 
change required. Therefore, DPS has begun to think of 
personalized learning as the connective tissue between 
key initiatives, such as the shift to the Common Core 
State Standards and the roll out of LEAP, DPS’s teacher 
effectiveness framework, and peer-to-peer learning. 

	 Personalized learning for teachers: Ensuring that all 
DPS teachers are ready and able to act as coaches and 
learning facilitators, leveraging technology, is no small 
task. DPS believes that adult learning must mirror the 
type of personalized learning students are experiencing: 
setting individual goals, engaging in needs-specific 
learning pathways, and receiving targeted coaching 
support. 

	 Continuous improvement mindset: While there is strong 
enthusiasm from DPS teachers and leaders to imple-
ment personalized learning, there is also some concern 
about the realities of implementation. The district is 
committed to developing a culture of school- and 
classroom-level innovation that encourages trial-and-
error, and is working to redesign aspects of its system 
to support this culture. 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN: DPS targets having 75% of 
students in personalized learning schools by the end of 
2022 and 100% of students by 2024-25. To get there, DPS 
is initiating a two-pronged effort: piloting personalized 
learning environments in select schools to stimulate 
demand, and then using learnings from those pilots to 
support deeper system-wide changes that will allow 
personalized learning to scale. 

In 2014, DPS launched an awareness campaign to 
educate school leaders and teachers about personalized 
learning, generate district-wide awareness of and interest 
for DPS’ strategy and goals, and encourage schools to 
begin thinking about taking on this work. 

DPS is selecting an initial cohort of five interested 
schools to move forward with their plans in the 2014-15 
school year, based on their readiness to implement person-
alized learning (as measured by strong school leadership, 
teacher engagement and readiness, effective professional 
learning structures, a commitment to continuous improve-
ment, a willingness to collaborate, and community  
engagement). DPS plans to select a cohort representative 
of district demographics and governance models, with the 
hope that achievement gaps within these schools will 
narrow over time. 

Informed by plans and lessons learned from pilot 
schools, DPS will adjust district policies and structures to 
meet the evolving needs of personalized learning environ-
ments. DPS will also provide tailored support to schools 
making the shift to personalized learning: facilitating best 
practice sharing, supporting site visits to pilot schools, 
and creating affinity groups and open professional 
learning opportunities. DPS will also partner with another 
Gates NextGen Systems grantee, the Colorado Education 
Initiative and its Coalition districts, to coordinate learn-
ings, scale new practices and technologies, and develop 
learning metrics and tools that will allow measurement of 
impact of whole-school NextGen learning models on 
student competencies. This will help ensure that Colorado 
has a coherent, aligned personalized learning strategy in 
the years ahead.
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DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ...................................... Suburban

	 Size (134th largest in U.S.)

 —K-12 schools ..................................50

 —Students ............................... 41,000

 —Teachers ..................................2,300 

	 Demographics

 —White............................................ 38% 

 —African-American ..................48%

 —Latino/Hispanic .........................8%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ..........N/A

 —Multiracial/other ........................6%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility .....53%

	 Graduation rate .......................... 83%

	 Per-pupil spend ....................$7,900

CALL TO ACTION: Over the past decade, Henry County Schools (HCS)  
has grown rapidly: student enrollment has doubled, as has the percentage of 
students who are economically disadvantaged. Student achievement has held 
steady, but is still not at threshold. ACT scores of 19-20, for example, are below 
state and national averages and significantly below the composite necessary 
for college readiness. Now that growth has slowed and the student population 
has stabilized, the district is committed to ramping up expectations and 
learning outcomes for all learners. HCS sees personalized learning as the  
key to moving from “good enough” to “exceptional”, building on a history of 
successful innovation, including launching blended learning and online options. 

DESIRED OUTCOMES: Henry County’s journey toward personalized learning 
started in 2005, when the district made success for each student its defining 
goal. HCS will be measuring the impact of personalized learning across three 
main areas: 

	 Student achievement: HCS will track the percentage of students meeting 
and exceeding Georgia state standards in reading comprehension (3rd 
grade), math (5th grade), and writing and critical thinking (8th grade); 
on-track for graduation (10th grade); and college- and career-ready, mea-
sured through graduation rates and college admission tests (12th grade)

	 Culture/climate/community: Through parent and student satisfaction 
surveys, HCS will track the impact of personalized learning on student 
engagement. Two major indicators will be the number of disciplinary  
incidents and the timeliness and relevance of student performance data 
shared with parents and guardians. 

	 Quality assurance (i.e., effective leading and teaching): HCS will apply  
personalized learning principles to teacher and principal professional  
development activities, and then track the relevance and efficacy of  
these supports.

STRATEGY: Personalized learning in Henry County Schools will focus student 
energies on areas that are most important, ensure mastery of curricular 
content before advancement, increase the diversity of courses offered, and 
help students develop the skills they will need to be self-directed lifelong 
learners. Transitioning to personalized learning means HCS will move away 
from a focus on standardized, multiple-choice testing as primary measures of 
progress, and toward authentic performance assessments. Five tenets define 
Henry County’s vision of personalized learning.

Henry County Schools

VISION
Henry County Schools aims to create a culture of creators and achievers.  

The district believes that all learners excel in environments where achievement  
reflects skill mastery, learning experiences are relevant and engaging, and 

relationships between staff and students are supportive and nurturing. These 
personalized learning environments will enable achievement of the ultimate 
goal: ensuring all students graduate ready for college and career success.

(continued on next page)

“Personalized Learning in 

Henry County Schools is  

not about a model of instruc-

tion, a digital tool, or a set of 

instructions that will “fix” 

schools and students. The 

philosophy of personalizing 

learning is about harnessing 

the professional brilliance of 

our teachers, the visionary 

leadership of our principals, 

the dedicated involvement of 

our parents and larger school 

communities, and the endless 

possibility embodied in each  

of our students.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION: WWW. HENRY.K12 .GA.USFunded by: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
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	 Learner profiles and personalized learning plans: 
Learner profiles will guide decision-making for students, 
parents, and educators, making important student data 
available in one location. Profiles will contain information 
on student achievement, non-academic skills and 
behaviors, college-going behaviors, personal interests 
and goals, and learning styles. Using these profiles, 
students will create individualized plans to help them 
achieve their goals, including choosing their courses and 
programs. For example, students will have the option of 
enrolling in their assigned community school, a district-
run virtual school, a career academy, or any combination 
of the three.

	 Competency-based, flexible pacing: Students will 
proceed through coursework at their own pace, taking 
assessments when they are prepared. Credit will be 
awarded based on mastery of competencies, not seat 
time. HCS plans to have competencies defined for high 
school subjects by 2015-16, with middle school and 
elementary to follow. 

	 Authentic, project-based learning: HCS will offer more  
real-world learning experiences, such as service learn-
ing and internships, to more deeply engage students. 
Students will have the option to learn through projects 
of their own design. HCS will also work with the local 
business community to develop additional opportuni-
ties for students to practice crucial  
workplace skills. 

	 21st century skills: To ensure that all students are ready 
for life after high school, HCS will adopt a broader 
definition of “college and career readiness”, inclusive of 
both academic and behavioral competencies. 21st 
century skills will include communication, collaboration, 
creativity, and critical thinking.

	 Technology-enabled learning: To ensure students’ 
progression through both academic and behavioral 
competencies and encourage competent and confident 
online learning, HCS will guide all students to receive a 
mix of face-to-face and digitally-enabled instruction in 
order to ensure facility in both. 

Implementing personalized learning will be no small 
task. As it scales the work across the district, HCS will 
need to address the following challenges: 

	 Stakeholder mindsets and behaviors: Today, principals 
and teachers are at various stages of understanding 
and willingness to implement personalized learning—

but will need to become visionary, empowered facilita-
tors of personalized learning experiences. Parents and 
students will also need to become more active partici-
pants in the learning process. HCS acknowledges that 
its strategy requires new mindsets and behaviors from 
all stakeholders, and will need to support this transfor-
mation with ongoing education, engagement, and 
development opportunities. 

	 Flexibility to implement personalized learning: HCS is 
pursuing an application to become a charter district in 
Georgia, which will mitigate or remove many of the 
existing state policy barriers to implementing personal-
ized learning, including seat time requirements, class 
size, and certifications.

	 Student computing devices: The district’s vision calls for 
technology-enabled learning, and yet up to half of exist-
ing student devices are due or overdue for replacement. 
HCS will provide schools with funds to purchase com-
puting devices, and will also encourage “bring your own 
device” practices by accelerating the roll-out of a 
wireless network in all schools by Fall 2014.

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN: Henry County Schools  
sees personalized learning as the primary district work for 
the next decade. HCS will implement personalized learn-
ing by dramatically increasing the instructional options 
available to students, building on early successes with 
blended learning, virtual, and other innovative models. 
Henry County’s best-prepared secondary schools will lead 
the charge, with others following as they are ready.

First, HCS will launch cohorts of schools that are ready, 
willing, and able to implement personalized learning 
through a school-led, two-year design and implementation 
process. This work will begin with six secondary schools; 
elementary schools will implement only components of 
personalized learning until the district has better defined 
an elementary-level digital learning platform. School 
design will not be prescribed by the district: rather, pilot 
school teams will have freedom to determine what person-
alized learning will look like. The district will develop some 
common academic and technical supports to ensure 
consistency and the efficient use of limited resources. 

Next, HCS will develop capacity in other schools and 
create district-level supports to enable implementation, 
making it progressively easier for schools to implement 
personalized learning. HCS will introduce school leaders 
and teachers to personalized learning through case 
studies and visits to innovative schools outside the 
district. The district will also build the infrastructure 
necessary for personalized learning success: shoring up 
technology, crafting learner profiles, designing 21st 
century skill assessments, defining the competencies that 
equal mastery, and sharing this work with schools. 

Throughout, HCS will build awareness and support 
among parents, community members, and other stake-
holders. The district has already held open personalized 
learning meetings for teachers and staff to learn about 
and provide input on the district vision and plan. The 
district will also help prepare families for changes they will 
see in their children’s school experience and engage the 
community in better providing authentic learning experi-
ences for students.

As interest and capacity grows as a result of the 
district’s work, more schools will launch the personalized 
learning design process: 10% of schools will shift each 
year. By the start of the 2024-25 school year, every Henry 
County school will use an instructional model that exem-
plifies the district’s personalized learning vision.

All Students  
College and Career Ready

Personalized
Learning

Tenets
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Funded by: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ...................................... Suburban

	 Size (123rd largest in U.S.)

 —K-12 schools ................................. 40

 —Students ............................... 41,000

 —Teachers ................................. 5,600 

	 Demographics

 —White.............................................57% 

 —African-American ................... 16%

 —Latino/Hispanic ........................21%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ............ 2%

 —Multiracial/other ........................4%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility .....61%

	 Graduation rate .......................... 78%

	 Per-pupil spend ....................$5,340

CALL TO ACTION:  
Lake County Schools (LCS)  
is committed to delivering  
a rigorous, inquiry-based  
education to every student.  
The district is geographically, 
economically, and racially 
diverse. To reduce achieve-
ment gaps across its student 
populations, LCS has histori-
cally embraced technology 
innovations, using competi-
tive grant money to fund the 
purchase of mobile devices 
and technical resources for 
students and teachers and 
professional development  
focused on enabling project-
based learning and real-world 
applications of skills. Despite 
these initiatives, the district is 
still seeing only pockets of excellence across its schools: student achievement 
has improved by two grade levels in some classrooms but remained stagnant 
in others. LCS sees the Next Gen Systems Challenge as an opportunity to scale 
up these pockets of excellence across the district in a consistent, measurable, 
and rigorous implementation.

DESIRED OUTCOMES: To evaluate the effectiveness of its personalized  
learning strategies, and, ultimately, the impact they have on preparing  
students to be college- and career-ready, LCS will assess progress on  
three dimensions: 

	 Adoption: number of personalized learning strategies and models  
implemented across the district

	 Adherence: engagement with instructional strategies supporting  
personalized learning, such as participation in professional development

	 Achievement: learning growth and college- and career-readiness metrics, as 
defined by the state of Florida; these include academic preparedness (such 
as proficiency on FCAT years 3-12 and GPA) and academic tenacity (such as 

attendance and 4- or 5-year graduation rates)

Lake County Public Schools

VISION
Lake County Schools imagines an environment where students drive  

their own learning and connect learning with their own interests and aspira-
tions. Teachers in this system are supporters, facilitators, and resources for 

students developing their own personalized learning pathways.

(continued on next page)

“This is a wonderful opportu-

nity for our District: to plan for 

a new way of teaching and 

learning that will better  

prepare students to be  

college- and career-ready.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION: WWW.LAKE.K12 .FL .US
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STRATEGY: LCS’ personalized learning strategy builds  
on the district’s current College & Career Ready Instruc-
tional Framework that guides all academic work. There 
are two parallel tracks: personalized learning for students 
and for teachers and leaders. LCS continue to change  
the way students move through subjects, how they are 
evaluated, and what a classroom looks like—and how 
teachers themselves engage in and experience  
this transformation. The district’s strategy includes  
the following key elements:

 Encourage student-directed learning: Students will 
become active participants in the design of their own 
learning—through student-facilitated parent-teacher 
conferences, for example. Students will also have a 
greater voice in their schools’ decision-making through 
redefined and expanded Student Advisory Councils.

 Implement learner profiles and personalized learning 
paths: Each student will have an Individual Learning 
Plan, informed by learner profiles capturing academic 
progress as well as “soft skills” such as tenacity, focus, 
and leadership. The district will also provide access to  
a wider range of college and career information and 
experiential learning opportunities, ensuring that all 
students can participate in activities that reflect  
their interests. 

 Shift to competency-based learning: Students will  
demonstrate their skills through new evaluation systems 
based on content mastery, not seat time. District 
leaders and teachers will work together to define what 
mastery looks like and how it will be measured. Schools 
will offer a collection of different solutions to enable 
individual progression: alternative schedules, indepen-
dent study programs, real-world application of skills 
through project-based learning, and more.

 Build flexible learning environments: Physical space and 
school schedules will be redesigned to be more flexible 
and promote collaboration. LCS will develop and offer 
different elementary, middle, and high school classroom 
configurations, as well as creative uses of technology 
(virtual courses,for example). 

LCS’ long history of investing in technology and 
training means that many schools are not starting from 
scratch. However, the district has identified several areas 
that will be important to strengthen:

 Professional development: The move to flexible learning 
environments requires retraining and continued support  
for LCS staff. Through its partnership with the Univer-
sity of Central Florida, the district will provide personal-
ized professional development for teachers, similar to 
the learning pathways provided to students, to ensure 
that they are comfortable with new teaching techniques 
LCS will also include the teacher’s union in visioning and 
planning sessions to solicit feedback and proactively 
address any teacher concerns.

 Technology access and infrastructure: Not all LCS 
schools have the same high-quality internet connec-
tions or up-to-date devices. The district will evaluate 
bandwidth needs and change how technology is 
provided and funded for both in- and out-of-classroom 
use. LCS will also offer families information on programs 
for discounted internet, cell phones, and devices: 
one-third of students do not have internet connectivity 
at home, for example.

 Staffing: State class-size mandates limit flexible  
scheduling and mastery-based progression. The district 
will look at alternative staffing models and request state 
waivers as needed.

 Funding: Florida is one of the lowest-funded states in 
the U.S. for education, and LCS is one of the lowest-
funded districts in the state. As a result, to support 
innovation the district has traditionally looked to grants. 
LCS’ goal is to be fully supported through state per-
pupil funding by 2017, which will require continued 
focus on strategically allocating limited resources.

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN:	As a relatively large  
school district, LCS plans to implement personalized 
learning gradually to raise the likelihood of success. The 
district will scale personalized learning across schools 
through a series of pilot programs, while building  
district-level structures for accountability and  
continuous improvement. 

The district will engage six to eight schools in person-
alized learning pilot cohorts each year. The first cohort of 
pilots will build model classrooms, which will allow staff 
from other schools, parents, and community stakeholders 
to see personalized learning strategies in practice. New 
pilot cohorts will be added each year through a process 
which evaluates schools’ readiness for change, and will 
then have a year to plan school-level implementations 
before launching. Given this phased roll-out, LCS expects 
personalized learning to reach all of its 40 schools within  
five to seven years. 

Throughout implementation, the district will provide 
oversight, coordinate best practice sharing, and provide  
additional resources for pilot schools. LCS is in the 
process of modifying many processes and authorities  
to enable district and school leaders to innovate more 
efficiently. LCS will also build “Tiger Teams” of district 
staff, teachers, and pilot school leaders to become 
in-house experts on personalized learning topic areas: 
student-directed learning, learning profiles and paths, 
competency- based learning, or personalized learning 
metrics. “Tiger Teams” will collaborate with parents, 
teachers, administrators, and external experts, and  
will serve as personalized learning ambassadors.
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DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ..............................................Urban

	 Size (3rd largest in U.S.)

 —K-12 schools ...............................658

 —Students ...........................400,500

 —Teachers ...............................22,500 

	 Demographics

 —White...............................................9% 

 —African-American ..................40%

 —Latino/Hispanic ...................... 45%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ............4%

 —Multiracial/other ........................ 2%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility ....85%

	 Graduation rate ...................... 65.4%

	 Per-pupil spend ..$7,400–$8,700

LEAP Innovations, Chicago, IL

VISION
LEAP Innovations and its partners embrace personalized learning as the 

guiding principle to support rigorous, powerful instruction for every student. 
Personalized learning both relies on and enables great teachers, by making 
their work of differentiating instruction both easier and more effective. In a 
personalized learning environment, students collaborate with teachers to 

develop their own individualized learning path, are given opportunities and 
resources to push beyond mastery of individual skills, and are empowered to 

learn in a way that maximizes their limitless potential.

(continued on next page)

“Our vision is to bridge  

innovation and education  

to exponentially advance 

teaching and learning in  

and out of the classroom.”

http://leapinnovations.org/news/ 

14-education-the-next-great- 

american-innovation

FOR MORE INFORMATION:  
WWW.LEAPINNOVATIONS.ORG

CALL TO ACTION: We need a new model of education that better prepares 
the next generation of Americans and ensures our nation’s future competi-
tiveness. Although important work in education reform has produced advanc-
es in the recent years, it will not be enough to keep America competitive. For 
example, the U.S. high school graduation rate went up to 80 percent in 2013 
from 75 percent five years before, but scores in reading and math for 12th 
graders have not changed at all. Indeed, of the 4 million American children 
born this year, just a third will earn a college degree. And less than half of 
American workers will be qualified for 21st century jobs by 2030. 

Personalized learning supported by adaptive technologies creates an 
entirely new learning model that can meet the needs of students and teachers 
in ways not possible before. It has the potential to transform classrooms, 
enabling anytime, anywhere learning and taking into account each student’s 
needs, skills, and interests to tailor lessons that increase the likelihood of each 
student’s success. The catch is, little is known about which products and 
practices are best, and school designers and educators are often on their own 
to develop and implement personalized learning schools. LEAP Innovations is 
a Chicago-based R&D hub that searches globally to identify the best educa-
tion technology products and practices, and pilot them in schools and other 
real-life learning environments. LEAP’s aim is to quickly scale what works to 
help educators personalize learning for each student, dramatically improving 
outcomes for learners from pre-K to early college. LEAP plans to breakdown 
the silos separating rapid innovation in the tech sector from the real-world 

needs of teachers and learners.

KEY REGIONAL PARTNERS: The Breakthrough Schools: Chicago initiative  
is made up of organizations committed to personalizing learning including: 

	 Leap Innovations: The initiative is spearheaded by LEAP Innovations 
(LEAP), a recently formed R&D hub for education innovation. LEAP’s team 
brings experience in education reform, technology innovation, start-ups, 
and education research and evaluation. The organization is well positioned 
to serve the needs of the schools, technology companies, and other key 
stakeholders. As the programmatic leader of Breakthrough Schools: Chi-
cago, LEAP manages the recruitment and selection of schools, program 
design and implementation, and oversees expert consultants and coaches. 

	 Chicago Schools: CPS works alongside LEAP and other local schools to 
foster ideal conditions for 21st Century Schools. Through a cross-functional 
personalized learning task force led by the CPS Chief Operating Officer, the 
District is committed to developing a blueprint for personalized learning for 

Funded by: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
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all students in Chicago. In addition, Chicago’s charter 
schools and Archdiocese Schools work together with 
traditional District schools to help pilot new products in 
the LEAP Pilot Network and learn about new practices 
in the LEAP Collaboratory.

 Chicago Public Education Fund: The Fund	led some  
of the work to introduce schools to innovative models 
and practices, including leading groups of educators 
through a rigorous Summer Design Program. 

A Breakthrough Schools: Chicago Advisory Group, 
comprised of LEAP, The Chicago Public Education Fund, 
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) Office of Teaching and 
Learning, CPS Office of Incubation and Innovation, and 
NGLC will provide overall leadership and contribute to  
the school and grant selection processes and help to 
champion efforts. 

DESIRED OUTCOMES: LEAP aims to propel the  
nation’s third largest school district toward a critical mass 
of powerful, next-generation schools, disseminating best 
practices so all students are prepared to succeed with 
21st century skills. Chicago students will have access to  
a more personalized and effective learning experience, 
resulting in better outcomes from early childhood to early 
college. LEAP will measure outcomes based on student 
academic growth using nationally normed assessments.

STRATEGIES: LEAP is building the ecosystem necessary  
to advance personalized learning through several  
key initiatives:

 The Collaboratory: LEAP has established a physical 
space for innovation by bringing educators, entrepre-
neurs, tech companies, researchers and students 
together to share ideas, co-develop solutions, and get 
training. Educators will have access to high-quality 
professional development on how to personalize 
learning and how to effectively integrate  
technology into their classrooms.

 The Pilot Network: LEAP will look globally to identify 
the best solutions for key learning gaps and then pilot 
identified edtech tools in real-life learning situations. 
LEAP will evaluate what works using research based on 
national standards, and then scale the best solutions 
broadly from early childhood to college.

 21st Century Schools: LEAP will foster new, next-genera-
tion school models, beginning with Breakthrough 
Schools: Chicago, a local-national partnership made 
possible through NGLC. National funding was made 
possible primarily by The Eli and Edythe Broad Founda-
tion and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. 

KEY LEARNING FROM THE BREAKTHROUGH 
SCHOOLS: CHICAGO FIRST YEAR:	During the 
2013-2014 school year, Chicago was one of two cities (the 
other was Washington, DC) selected to try a new concept 
for NGLC. The idea was to hold a regional competition for 
NGLC support of next-generation school models and 
create a cadre of great new schools in one area. 

LEAP led 11 Chicago school teams through a compre-
hensive, 10-week design process. Seven of these teams 
were awarded $700,000 total from NGLC to implement 
personalized learning practices in their schools. The 
winners included schools that will open for the 2014-2015 
school year, as well as existing traditional public schools, 
charters, magnets, and one AUSL campus. Although their 
models may differ, they all share a clear vision of next-

generation, personalized teaching and learning in which 
each student is engaged and empowered to take charge 
of their own learning, while each educator can access 
robust data to pinpoint student needs, allowing them to 
agilely accelerate or remediate students. The result: a set 
of new next-generation schools in some of the most 
challenged Chicago communities.

LEAP and partners have learned several key lessons 
from the first year (called the “Pilot Cycle”), which will be 
thoughtfully applied to the next cycle:

 Sufficient time and resources are needed to create 
high-quality designs and infrastructure. A longer 
timeline will help create programming for school 
leaders, including more direct hands-on experience, 
non-local school visits, and  
mini-apprenticeships at model schools. 

 A diverse range of schools—charter, traditional, magnet, 
IB, and others—working together adds meaningful 
perspectives and fosters collaboration. During the  
Pilot Cycle, educators benefitted from the insights of 
fellow educators from different grade bands, different 
school types, and different parts of the city. LEAP plans 
to engage an even wider range of educators during 
Cycle One.  

 In-person, local supports help build community.  
One-on-one consultations with subject-matter experts 
helped teams dive deeper with their individual priorities. 
Understanding the local context, at the district and 
school level, proved critical to fostering successful 
creations and school re-designs. In Cycle One, the LEAP 
plans to expand on these consultations by offering 
individualized, dedicated coaches to teams. 

(continued on next page)
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Highlights of the innovative, blended, personalized 
learning models who received the first round of Break-
through Schools grants in Chicago include:

 Wildwood World Magnet: This magnet IB school helps 
bring new meaning to student ownership of learning by 
requiring each student to develop their own transdisci-
plinary curricula as the backbone of the year’s learning. 
Each individual unit produced will require a creative 
product to demonstrate new learning, use of digital 
media to record and assess student’s progress meeting 
Common Core standards, and facilitation of meaningful 
discussion among and between teachers and peers. 

 CICS West Belden: This charter school redesign effort 
will transform West Belden into a fully blended, person-
alize learning model. Students will progress through 
their individualized learning plan during three-hour 
rotational labs, where they will learn through digital and 
adaptive programs, collaborate with peers, and partici-
pate in individual tutoring sessions and small-group 
instruction. 

LEAP will continue working directly with the Chicago 
Public Schools and other local schools to foster ideal 
conditions for personalized learning. LEAP and partners 
will create awareness of, interest in, and capacity for 
personalized learning throughout Chicago.

The Work Continues: LEAP will build on the success and 
momentum of the Breakthrough Schools Chicago Pilot 
Cycle with Cycle One, where they will work with 15 more 
schools to design whole-school models. During the 
upcoming cycle, LEAP and partners will provide work-
shops, one-on-one consultations, local and national site 
visits, apprenticeships, and peer-to-peer learning oppor-
tunities for the seven school teams. This cycle of work has 
a longer timeline, which allows LEAP to plan, recruit, and 
incubate design teams. The goal of this cycle is to help 
teams design breakthrough learning models with the 
potential to radically improve student outcomes.

1.  Initial Engagement and Exposure

 A variety of organizations enabled teachers and 

principals to participate in events,	site	visits,  

and workshops to gain exposure to innovative 

models and practices

2.  Small-scale Innovations

 The Summer	Design	Program enables teams to  

identify challenges, design solutions and implement 

small-scale innovations

3. Whole-school Design (current)

 Breakthrough	Schools	Chicago engages schools  

in a series of workshops and provides coaching; 

schools design whole-school personalized  

learning models

4.  Planning

 Schools with the strongest proposals and highest 

level of readiness will receive planning grants

Program
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COALITION STRUCTURE: The New England Secondary School Consortium 
(NESSC) includes nearly 500 secondary schools in Maine, Vermont, New 
Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Connecticut. The regional network was created 
in an effort to promote and support forward-thinkiaC envisions schools and 
state policymakers working hand-in-hand to change public policy, support 
educators, and increase public understanding around school innovation.  
Based on its past experience creating supportive environments for schools 
and influencing state policies such as graduation requirements, NESSC is 
well-positioned to scale personalized learning across the New England region. 

	 NESSC Council: As the primary governing body, the NESSC Council is 
comprised of state leaders, leaders from the Great Schools Partnership, and 
other at-large members. Members of the council provide strategic guidance 
for NESSC and advocate for state policy change. 

	 Great Schools Partnership: GSP is a non-profit educational leadership and 
school support organization that serves public schools. As the coordinating 
body of NESSC, GSP offers technical assistance, resource development, 
grant administration, logistical support, and strategic planning to members 
of the consortium. 

	 NESSC: A collaboration between the SEAs in Rhode Island, Maine, Connecti-
cut, New Hampshire, and Vermont, the network represents 16% of publicly 
funded secondary schools in the five-state region. 

	 League of Innovative Schools: A “coalition of the willing” of 75 schools, serving 
nearly 60,000 students, within NESSC have elected to become a part of this 
partnership by committing to implementing personalized learning. 

“Ensuring a high-quality 

education for every student is 

absolutely essential both on an 

individual level and collectively 

for every state and community 

in New England.”

COALITION SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)*
	 Type ......................Urban-Suburban- 

Rural Consortium

	 Size

	 —K-12 schools .................................. 75

		 —		Students ...............................56,890

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility .....48%

	 Graduation rate .......................... 85%

* Data provided represents mem-
bers of the League of Innovative 
Schools. Due to the unique 
nature of the grantee,  
not all data is available.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:  
WWW.NEWENGLANDSSC.ORG

(continued on next page)

Funded by:

Supported by

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

New England Secondary  
School Consortium

VISION
The New England Secondary School Consortium’s vision is to empower 

New England schools to develop flexible and innovative approaches to learning. 
By simultaneously addressing policy, practice, and public will, NESSC will be 

able to ensure that personalized learning is used as a means to close persistent 
achievement gaps, ensure college- and career-readiness, and promote greater 

educational opportunities for all students.

NESSC Council

NESSC Member Schools
Rhode Island, Maine, Connecticut, 

Vermont, New Hampshire

League of Innovative Schools

Great Schools Partnership
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CALL TO ACTION: Outdated classroom practices and 
legacy systems limit the ability of schools in New England 
to meet the needs of today’s students. While there are 
bright spots across the region, performance gaps remain. 
For example: 

	 Over 50% of 11th grade students are below proficient  
in math, reading, and science in Maine

	 Attendance rates in New Hampshire are 77-78%,  
15 points lower than regional average

	 Four-year graduation rates in Rhode Island hover at 
80%, 5-10 points lower than other states’

To realize large-scale change, NESSC believes that 
schools must embrace the vision and principles of per-
sonalized learning. For five years, NESSC has made strong 
progress in influencing the policy landscape to enable 
personalized learning, increasing public will through 
community engagement, and supporting schools through 
coaching and professional development. The consortium 
will continue building on the successes of its past work  
to foster broad innovation across its schools. 

DESIRED OUTCOMES: Through its personalized  
learning initiatives, NESSC plans to achieve three goals:

	 Five-year graduation rate of 90% or higher

	 Post-secondary enrollment rate of 80% or higher

	 Dropout rate of 5% or lower
NESSC has developed a set of common metrics for 

high school performance that are calculated and reported 
consistently for all five states, and expects each grantee 
school and League member to track, measure, and 
evaluate these. At the same time, NESSC recognizes  
that its member schools face unique circumstances and 
are starting at different points. The consortium will set 
individualized growth targets for its schools, but will 
expect similar rates of growth across the network: a  
5% annual decrease in the percentage of students  
who do not meet each metric in 2015 and 2016, and  
a 10% decrease in 2017 through 2020 as exposure to 
personalized learning accelerates. 

STRATEGY: NESSC has had great success at the state 
policy level, championing competency-based learning 
and multiple pathways to graduation. NESSC sees  
personalized learning as a way of bringing these policies 
to life in the classroom, through three main strategies: 

	 Proficiency-based graduation: This strategy is a  
continuation of NESSC’s past work to encourage a 
policy climate in each of the five states that requires  
or enables graduation by proficiency. A student’s 
readiness for graduation should depend on content 
mastery rather than traditional credit hours. With a 
favorable policy climate in place, NESSC schools must 
now implement clearly defined proficiency standards 
for graduation that are linked to college- and career-
readiness. NESSC schools should also design policies 
that describe how students will demonstrate mastery  
of the new graduation standards. 

	 Multiple and flexible pathways: Students will no longer 
be locked into specific course sequences, learning 
environments, or seat time requirements. Instead, they 
will have the option to participate in flexible learning 
pathways and experience different instructional ap-
proaches: traditional, online, dual enrollment, blended, 
and flipped. Student learning will also take place in 
diverse settings: internships and project-based work  
as well as traditional instruction in a brick-and-mortar 
school. While pathways for students will differ to meet 
individual needs, they will all enable students to 

	 Learner-centered accountability: Schools will also 
develop innovative accountability measures that 
provide information on student achievement, instruc-
tional practices, curriculum alignment, and student 
participation in external learning opportunities. Com-
prehensive data on implementation and processes—as 
well as student outcomes—will allow schools to under-
stand how students are learning and which strategies 
are most effective in increasing student performance. 
With learner-centered accountability measures in place, 
schools will be able to continuously improve and create 
school models that evolve as students’ skill levels and 

needs change.
While NESSC is well-positioned to scale personalized 

learning across New England, it recognizes the continuing 
challenges of addressing policy, practice, and public 
simultaneously in order to achieve meaningful change  
in educational outcomes. To mitigate these challenges, 
NESSC plans to invest in:

	 Increased public understanding and support: Despite 
enthusiasm for personalized learning, NESSC continues 
to note an information gap for parents and communi-
ties. This represents a particular challenge in the New 
England region where school budgets are determined 
at the local level; school boards and voters tend to be 
wary of reallocating funds toward new initiatives. 
Building community support is crucial for the imple-
mentation of innovative models that often require 
additional funds for start-up costs. 

	 Aligned policy priorities: NESSC has made great 
progress in advocating for public policy change over 
the last five years, and the five-state region has seen 
greater change supportive of personalized learning rela-
tive to the rest of the country. But the consortium will 
still need to monitor the political landscape and factors 
affecting changes in political leadership. Because 
NESSC has close ties to the state education agencies in 
its five member states, a change in elected officials 

Personalized- 
Learning Levers
	 Proficiency-
based  
graduation

	 Multiple and 
flexible path-
ways

	 Learner- 
centered 
accountability

State and  
Regional Sup-
port Strategies
	 Changes in  
state and  
district policy

	 Changes in 
district and 
school practice

	 Increased  
public will, 
understanding, 
and support

State and  
Regional 
Performance 
Goals
	 Increase five-

 year graduation 
rates

	 Decrease 
annual dropout 
rates

	 Increase the  
share of 
students 
enrolled in 
two- or 
four-year 
degree 
programs or 
pursuing 
industry-certi-
fied accredited 
postsecondary 
certificates

*Performance-
growth targets 
will be determined 
individually  
by each school (continued on next page)
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could pose a risk to the progress the network has made. 
NESSC’s past success in cultivating champions on both 
sides of the political spectrum, however, increases its 
likelihood of receiving continued support from policy-
makers. 

 Teacher and school leadership capacity-building: 
NESSC has encouraged school leadership and teacher 
buy-in to personalized learning practices. Not all school 
leaders and teaching teams have the internal expertise 
to successfully implement the practices, however – or 
the budget to provide the necessary training to help 
teachers redesign learning environments. To address 
this head-on, NESSC and the League of Innovative 
Schools will offer resources and school improvement 
coaching to school leaders and teachers to build their 
capacity to do so. 

 Personalized support for students and schools: 
NESSC’s work is guided by the underlying belief that 
although its member schools have a similar mission— 
to provide an excellent education for all students—they 
face distinctive challenges because they span diverse 
communities across a five-state region. As schools 
begin to plan for personalized learning initiatives, 
NESSC will meet the individual needs of a school with a 
customized improvement plan. Through a comprehen-
sive needs assessment of its LIS schools, the consor-
tium has identified three archetype categories of 
readiness: Community-Driven School, Leadership- 
Driven School, or Early-Adoption School. Based on a 
school’s individual needs and archetype, NESSC will 
provide tailored curriculum, leadership, community 
engagement, and infrastructure support. 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN: To scale personalized 
learning across its five-state region, NESSC has created a 
multistep process that will depend on successful proof 
points and large-scale network collaboration. 

NESSC will begin by providing targeted support to a 
subset of schools within the League of Innovative Schools. 
Schools that wish to receive this initial support will carry 
out a large-scale self-assessment using Global Best 
Practices, an internationally-benchmarked tool for sec-
ondary learning designed by NESSC. Multiple stakehold-
ers—including school leadership, school board members, 
and community members—will provide input through 
data analysis, classroom observations, and interviews. 
Based on the self-assessment, NESSC will select 10-15 
schools—representing a diverse set of communities and 
financial resources—to be part of Cohort 1 in 2014-15. 
Schools in Cohort 1 serving at least 40% low-income 
students will receive funds to subsidize the personalized 
learning work. 

In the first “preparation” year, Cohort 1 schools will 
receive intensive, targeted on-site coaching support from 
the Great Schools Partnership, focused on establishing 
the foundational organizational structures and policies 
required to transition to personalized learning. In Fall 
2015, Cohort 1 schools will fully launch their personalized 
learning action plans. As this group wraps up its imple-
mentation year, NESSC will then support a second group 
of schools participating in the same implementation 
process in 2015-16.

Over the course of these two pilot years, other NESSC 
members will continue to receive professional develop-
ment and network support to amplify best practice 
sharing: a resource bank of online tools and resources, 
regional networking meetings, peer-to-peer learning 
opportunities, and more. In addition, all Cohort 1 and 2 
schools will be expected to host site visits and share their 
curriculum materials and action plans with other members. 
With comprehensive network support and successful 
proof points in place, other schools in the consortium will 
have the knowledge and tools necessary to implement 
their own models.
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COALITION STRUCTURE: The New Orleans system of schools is defined by 
three core principles. First, government serves as primarily as a regulator by 
implementing a strong, performance-based school accountability system and 
rarely running schools. Second, educators should be responsible for operating 
schools: school leaders should have the autonomy to choose their own staff, 
curriculum, and school model. Third, families should have choice among 
schools and be able to select a school—regardless of location—that best suits 
their children’s needs, interests, and goals. 

The structure of the New Orleans coalition seeking to scale personalized 
learning reflects these principles and decentralized environment. The coalition 
includes three non-profits: New Schools for New Orleans (NSNO), Educate 
Now!, and 4.0 Schools (4.0), with the Orleans Parish School Board (OPSB) and 
the Louisiana Recovery School District (RSD). 

NSNO: A non-profit organization which makes strategic investments of time, 
expertise, and funding to support the growth of New Orleans’ high-performing 
system of schools, NSNO has long history of funding new school models, 
guiding system-level innovation, and supporting school leaders. NSNO’s 
leadership and collaboration with the RSD and local educators has led to the 
launch of a common enrollment process, the revision of the tiered funding 
formula for students with disabilities, and the readjustment of school account-
ability systems to better align with standards for post-secondary success. 

RSD & OPSB: In 2003, the Louisiana legislature created RSD to take over 
failing public schools across the state and transform them into successful 
schools. After Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans was declared a “district in crisis”, 

New Orleans

Vision
New Schools for New Orleans and its coalition partners envision New 

Orleans transforming from a “C” school system to an “A” system—one that 
prepares all students for college and career—with effective personalized 

learning as a key driver. Local educators, with support from local partners, will 
implement classroom-, grade-, and school-level pilots that prove personalized 

learning can accelerate academic achievement. Over time, successful pilots 
will scale across the city as educators, schools, and charter management 

organizations adopt effective practices. New Orleans will become a national 
proof point for what is possible when innovative school models operate within 

a system built on autonomy, accountability, and choice.

“Personalized learning will play 

an important role in New 

Orleans effort to become the 

highest-performing urban 

district in the country. We’ve 

seen an unprecedented aca-

demic turnaround over the last 

ten years and yet, too few 

students are finishing high 

school prepared for college or 

career. Increasing the personal-

ization of the learning experi-

ence in New Orleans’ schools 

will serve as a significant lever in 

providing every child in the city 

with an excellent education.”

COALITION SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ..............................................Urban

	 Size (109th largest in U.S.)

 —K-12 schools ................................. 90

 —Students ..............................44,900

 —Teachers ..................................2,500 

	 Demographics

 —White............................................... 7% 

 —African-American .................. 86%

 —Latino/Hispanic ......................... 3%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ............ 3%

 —Multiracial/other ......................... 1%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility ....83%

	 Graduation rate .......................... 78%

	 Per-pupil spend ...................$13,203

FOR MORE INFORMATION:  
WWW.NEWSCHOOLSFORNEWORLEANS.ORG

(continued on next page)
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and the RSD took over 107 of the 128 schools in New 
Orleans. The remaining public schools fall under the 
oversight of the Orleans Parish School Board. The  
districts provide important oversight and policy  
support to the coalition which will enable the scaling  
of personalized learning across the city. 

	 Educate Now!: Non-profit Educate Now! supports 
schools’ early exploration and implementation of 
blended learning, facilitates professional development 
for teachers focused on personalized learning, and 
coordinates a community of practice among personal-
ized learning leads in various schools. Educate Now!  
will play an important role in increasing personalized 
learning awareness and supporting innovation through 
pilot programs and learning communities.

	 4.0 Schools: Non-profit 4.0 Schools is an education 
innovation lab that invests in and supports the launch of 
new schools and education ventures. 4.0 facilitates a 
variety of workshops and programs designed to build  
a community of curious people working together to 
design, test, and refine innovative school models  
and ventures.

Personalized learning—coupled with a thriving human 
capital market and system-wide fiscal and political 
alignment—will advance three shared priorities:

CALL TO ACTION: Eight years after Hurricane Katrina, 
New Orleans has seen dramatic gains in student learning. 
While 42% of the city’s children grow up in poverty, the 
highest of any urban district in the state, New Orleans is 
on track to become the highest-performing of the four 
largest districts in Louisiana. New Orleans’ 4-year cohort 
graduation rate of 78% is now higher than the state 
average of 72%, and has nearly caught up with the 
national graduation rate for white students (83%). 

Despite these achievements, the “mastery” gap 
between the state and the RSD remains high, and college 
readiness among high school graduates has flat-lined. 
More New Orleans students are enrolling in college than 
are prepared for college success: only 29% of the class of 
2010 met college readiness indicators, yet 73% enrolled in 
college. This means that more than 60% will require 
remediation in higher education. 

(continued on next page)

New Orleans will need new strategies and innovations 
to become an “A” system in which all students are pre-
pared to succeed, and personalized learning is an impor-
tant lever for achieving this goal. There is energy and 
excitement around personalized learning in the city’s 
schools: large charter school management organizations 
(CMOs) such as FirstLine Schools and ReNEW Schools 
are already piloting personalized learning, with promising 
early results. Other schools and CMOs are interested in 
personalized learning, and local funders are willing to 
support innovations. Coalition partners will build upon 
this energy, with each member bringing a unique focus 
and set of skills.

Desired outcomes: The New Orleans coalition ultimately 
wants 100% of high school students to graduate prepared 
for college and careers. This goal means more than simply 
improving high school graduation and college enrollment 
rates. The five-year success of scaling personalized 
learning will be measured through three critical outcomes:

	 School quality: 80% of students are college-ready and 
persist through college, up from the 37% who currently 
enroll in two or four year institutions but are not pre-
pared to succeed there. Achieving this goal by 2025 
means changing the post-secondary outcomes of 
roughly 1,300 graduates each year.

	 Personalized learning market share: The number of 
students in personalized learning environments in 
high-quality schools grows from 2% to 5% by 2015, and 
to 30% in the next five years as successful models scale.

	 Financial sustainability: 100% of schools funded by the 
coalition’s personalized learning work are financially 
sustainable within 4 years of launch

STRATEGY: NSNO and its coalition partners will support 
increased adoption of personalized learning practices that 
drive student achievement. While each school will imple-
ment personalized learning in a unique way, students at 
all schools that implement personalized learning will 
benefit from:

	 Learning profiles that track achievements and  
individual goals

	 Professional development that provides teachers with 
real-time feedback on instructional practices

	 The opportunity to progress through grade levels 
based on their mastery of content

	 Access to different types of learning environments, 
such as blended learning, project-based learning, small 
group instruction, and more 

New Orleans is among the most entrepreneurial  
and talent-dense urban education systems in the country, 
and the coalition’s personalized learning strategy reflects 
these strengths. The New Orleans coalition will pursue 
three key strategies to implement and scale personalized 
learning:

1. Nurture the Ecosystem: Engaged and activated key 
stakeholders and a strong accountability system provide 
a solid foundation for personalized learning in New 
Orleans. Coalition members will build on this foundation 
by convening communities of practice, collaborating 
with human capital support organizations, and building 
robust data systems. Schools, community organizations, 
teacher recruitment and development organizations, 
and funders will all be involved in this city-wide effort.
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as they transition 
to the Common 
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Equity in access, 
funding, and 
services
	 Ensure that 
families have 
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information  
about all schools

	 Support  
programs that 
meet the needs  
of the most  
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2. Transition Existing Schools: NSNO will award planning 
grants to existing schools with the greatest potential to 
drive results through their implementation of personal-
ized learning. Investing in high-potential schools and 
CMOs to implement personalized learning will create 
local proof points that will be important to the scaling 
of personalized learning across the city.

3. Launch New Schools: NSNO and 4.0 Schools will launch 
a national competition to source talented aspiring school 
design teams in an effort to bring rapid innovation and a 
more diverse set of school options to the New Orleans 
system. 4.0 Schools will facilitate a wide range of training 
opportunities and prototyping exercises designed to 
help entrepreneurs refine their ideas and help 4.0 and 
NSNO determine who is most capable of launching a 
new, high-quality personalized learning school. 

The New Orleans system of schools differs from most 
traditional districts in that it relies on entrepreneurship,  
innovation, accountability, and empowerment to drive 
continual improvement. The city has become a magnet 
for talented educators working toward a common goal of 
improving outcomes for kids. However, coalition members 
recognize several potential challenges that they must 
collectively address: 

	 Professional development and teacher supports: 
Teachers, especially those early in their careers, will 
need support to master the type of data-driven instruc-
tion associated with personalized learning, above and 
beyond the type of support they receive now. Educate 
Now! and NSNO will expose school leaders to effective 

personalized learning practices from around the coun-
try. Together, the non-profits will collaborate on target-
ed professional development, including observations, 
communities of practice, and teacher boot camps. 

	 Assessment schedules: The fixed timing of state assess-
ments may make it challenging to fully implement 
mastery-based learning. The RSD has demonstrated a 
commitment to removing obstacles for educators 
whenever possible, and will continue to drive policy 
change in partnership with legislators, state department 
of education officials, and the state board of education. 

	 Resourcing and capital: Schools may need additional  
capital in the short term to implement personalized 
learning. Next Generation Systems Initiative funding will 
help by providing planning and launch capital for CMOs 
and schools implementing personalized learning. 
Educate Now! and NSNO will convene local funders to 
supplement short-term launch and transition costs. 

Implementation plan:	Local educators, with support from 
coalition partners, will launch pilots that provide early 
results and create proof points of how personalized 
learning can accelerate academic achievement. The 
coalition will work closely with the educators who adopt 
personalized learning to understand the specific chal-
lenges they face in their implementation. They will foster 
a community of educators and policy makers that can 
learn from one another and generate solutions to  
challenges as they arise. 

In order to increase interest in and understanding of 
personalized learning, the coalition will facilitate discus-
sions with existing schools, based on their current level of 
exposure to personalized learning. Given that some local 
schools have already begun early implementation of 
personalized learning, the New Orleans coalition will 
adapt support to the needs of schools based on  
their level of exposure to personalized learning and 
readiness to implement pilots. 

In parallel, NSNO will collaborate with 4.0 Schools to 
launch a school design challenge to identify and support 
educators and entrepreneurs in creating new, innovative 
personalized learning models. Up to three teams will be 
selected to participate in a 6 month-long incubation 
process in which they will participate in  
a design process that includes prototyping and training in 
design thinking, receive individual coaching, and solicit 
input from New Orleans teachers, students, parents, and 
school leaders. At the conclusion of the process, NSNO 
and 4.0 Schools will select one or more teams to support 
to open new charter schools as early as the fall of 2016. 

OPSB and RSD will serve an important role in the 
implementation and scaling of personalized learning in 
New Orleans’ decentralized system of schools. NSNO will 
work with the districts to understand the facilities land-
scape for new schools,  
and will also provide input on which existing schools and 
leaders might be ready to shift to personalized learning. 
In the spirit of continued accountability and open com-
munication, NSNO will regularly collect feedback through 
meetings with the districts, as well as CMOs and individu-
al school leaders. 

In sum, the three-pronged approach of transitioning 
existing schools to full personalized learning environ-
ments, launching new, innovative personalized learning 
models, and providing broader ecosystem supports will 
enable New Orleans to achieve its ambitious goal: 30% of 
students benefiting from personalized learning within the 
next five years.
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DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)

 Type ..............................................Urban

 Size (26th largest in U.S.)

 —K-12 schools .................................142

 —Students ..............................101,000

 —Teachers .................................. 7,700 

 Demographics

 —White............................................ 58% 

 —African-American ................... 19%

 —Latino/Hispanic ....................... 14%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ............ 5%

 —Multiracial/other ........................4%

 Free/reduced lunch eligibility ....72%

 Graduation rate ...........................72%

 Per-pupil spend .....................$7,700

CALL TO ACTION: Through personalized learning, Pinellas County Schools  
is committed to addressing a troubling dilemma with social justice implica-
tions—the ability to engage and graduate all students regardless of ethnicity 
or social class. PCS’ personalized learning initiative, Pinellas Innovates, builds 
upon high school reform efforts launched a decade ago, including successful 
rollout of quality education initiatives, school choice options, career academies, 
and policies which placed academically average students in advanced classes 
to help close the achievement gap. Pinellas Innovates will create learning 
environments that feel rigorous, relevant, engaging, and collaborative to  
each student. 

DESIRED OUTCOMES: PCS’ goal through Pinellas Innovates is to graduate 
students who are ready for college, career, and life: young adults who are 
self-aware, self-confident, highly literate, and ready for whatever life brings. 
The district will hold itself to the following milestones:

	 Create and implement personalized learning programs within existing 
schools, beginning with 1% of the student population in 2015 and growing  
to a minimum of 25% of students by 2020.

	 Make personalization the dominant pedagogy used in Pinellas County 
classrooms by 2025.

	 Increase the percentage of students who graduate college- and  
career-ready to at least 80% by 2025 (up from 68% of all seniors  
testing college-ready in reading and 56% in math today).

STRATEGY: Personalized learning efforts at PCS will create a lasting shift in 
how all students learn. The district is focused on student-centered instruction-
al methodologies with a strong emphasis on student mastery, choice, and 
collaboration. PCS will begin the new initiatives in high schools first, and then 
adapt the learnings to middle school and elementary environments. The 
“school experience” will feel different for students, teachers, and administra-
tors in three key ways:

	 Student-driven participation in developing the learning process, with ad-
vancement based on demonstrated mastery: Students’ weekly schedules will 
vary based on their mastery of content the week prior. PCS will obtain a seat 
time waiver to allow students to accelerate based on demonstrating great 
skill and content expertise, giving them the opportunity to graduate from 
high school in as little as two years. Personalized reports, rather than static 
report cards, will reflect mastery of standards and allow students and 
parents to monitor student progress. Students will be encouraged to take 
ownership over their work, and will help measure their progress toward 
specific goals.

Pinellas County Public Schools

VISION
Pinellas County Schools envisions a student-centered culture for learning 

that connects instruction, curriculum, and outcomes to the unique talents, 
skills, passions, and attributes of each child while recognizing individual needs.

(continued on next page)

“We view our personalized 

learning initiative as transfor-

mational for education in  

Pinellas County. This new 

model creates a system where 

each student is empowered  

to design a school experience 

that best meets her needs  

and goals.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION: WWW.PCSB.ORGFunded by: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
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	 Blended, flexible learning environments, including 
rigorous, student-led project-based learning relevant to 
the local community: Students may have the option for 
either an early morning or midday start, and bells may 
no longer manage student movement. Students will 
have options to engage in courses that mix online 
learning with in-classroom teacher support, as well as 
opportunities to choose their own projects whenever 
possible. PCS juniors and seniors will be able to take 
advantage of diverse community internships, a cap-
stone project, and dual enrollment programs, further 
tying in-classroom work to real-world experiences. 

	 Emphasis on collaborative learning: To more closely 
align instruction with college and career planning for 
students, teachers, administrators, and counselors will 
work together in more integrated ways to support 
student success. New online collaboration systems  
will help teachers and counselors capture students’ 
unique learning styles, preferences, goals, and career 
aspirations. Teachers will team across departments  
and grades to integrate courses across subject areas. 
Curricular programs will encourage the development  
of a collaborative work ethic and digital citizenship, and 
will engage students in authentic tasks similar to what 
they will encounter in their careers. The district office 
and schools will organize themselves around how 
students are learning, not merely how teachers  
are teaching.

While PCS has a solid foundation in place to support 
these changes to the school experience, the district  
will need to continue to invest in three critical areas to 
ensure success:

	 Mastery-based progression, enabled by new seat time 
rules and scheduling flexibility: The district’s current 
scheduling has limited flexibility around the use of time 
and space, a core tenet of its vision. PCS will need to 
work with the Florida Department of Education to 
ensure the right conditions to support varying pacing, 
schedules, and pathways, and modify district policies  
as needed. More broadly, flexible scheduling will be  
a new experience for the district, and the transition  
will take time, collaboration, and commitment from 
teachers and school leaders across the system.

	 Accessible, adaptive technology: Technology is a  
key underpinning of PCS’ reimagined approach to 
instruction and culture. Classrooms will have a 1:1 
computing ratio, enabling both project-based learning 
and self-directed learning with online access and the 
latest adaptive learning software. To make technology 
deployment effective, the district will proactively 
mitigate barriers by ensuring greater access to Internet-
enabled devices for all students, encouraging “bring 
your own device” strategies in schools, expanding  
Wi-Fi bandwidth, and investing in a learning  
management system to enable single-source  
access to easy-to-use student learning data. 

	 Teacher development and parent involvement  
programs: Personalized learning at PCS will not  
succeed without the support of parents and great 
teachers and leaders, and the district recognizes the 
substantial volume of effort and resources required. 
PCS is partnering with New Tech Network (NTN), a 
non-profit organization with experience in implement-
ing personalized learning in 100+ schools across the 
country. NTN will help the district deepen and broaden 
the professional development available to principals 
and teachers, including individualized coaching, and 
encourage sharing of personalized learning best 
practices for the district. PCS will also leverage  
federal funds aimed at subsidizing teacher  
professional development. 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN: For a large, urban  
school system like PCS, moving all students to a fully 
personalized learning experience by 2030 will not be 
easy, though they will be building from a strong base:  
in a late 2013 survey, all Pinellas County teachers and 
principals indicated that they have “capacity for or 
interest in” personalized learning. 

To initiate the vision successfully, PCS will start  
small with five pilot “school within a school” programs 
embedded within the 16 traditional district high schools. 
The district will use 2014 as a planning year, and officially 
launch these programs at the start of the 2015-16 school 
year. This approach gives schools flexibility to design 
models that fit their unique school environments, while 
providing governance, policy direction, and support  
from the district level to ensure consistently high-quality 
teaching and learning environments and ensure best 
practice sharing across the district. 

As part of Pinellas Innovates, PCS will open a new 
“incubator” school, in partnership with the New Tech 
Network. This school will serve grades 6-12, and will 
model the power of personalized learning with a focus on 
teacher professional development, curriculum integration, 
and one-to-one technologies. 

PCS will roll out these reimagined personalized 
learning environments to all district schools by 2030, 
beginning with expansion to select middle schools in 
2017-18 and to elementary schools in 2019-20.
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DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ..............................................Urban

	 Size (119th largest in U.S.)

 —K-12 schools ..................................49

 —Students ...............................42,500

 —Teachers ................................... 1,700 

	 Demographics

 —White.............................................25% 

 —African-American .....................8%

 —Latino/Hispanic ...................... 59%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ............ 3%

 —Multiracial/other ........................ 5%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility ....63%

	 Graduation rate .......................... 83%

	 Per-pupil spend ................... $8,000

CALL TO ACTION: Riverside Unified School District (RUSD) sees personal-
ized learning as the core instructional practice that ensures all students are 
college- and career-ready. Today, only 60% of RUSD 3rd graders are fluent 
readers and 40% of 8th graders are proficient in Algebra I (or higher). Less than 
half of RUSD students complete the academic requirements for acceptance 
into state universities. The district has seen flashes of success with several 
productive pilots—the Riverside Virtual School, the all-digital Ramona High 
School campus, and choice programs that encourage students to pursue  
areas of study that interest them—yet achievement remains uneven. RUSD  
is committed to accelerating learning outcomes for all students by deepening 
and scaling innovation.

DESIRED OUTCOMES: RUSD will measure the success of its personalized 
learning plan through a variety of college readiness indicators, including:

	 Literacy: 90% of 3rd graders meet state reading goals by 2016, up from  
60% today

	 Math: 100% of 8th graders are proficient in Algebra I (or higher) by 2019,  
up from 40% today

	 College entry coursework completion: 100% of students complete the 
minimum high school requirements for acceptance into the University  
of California system by 2017, up from 35% today

Through its Local Control Accountability plan, RUSD is also beginning  
to track additional metrics that support personalized learning:

	 Student readiness to learn and connectedness to school: pre-school and 
kindergarten reading success, involvement in school activities, absenteeism, 
and discipline history

	 College success: decrease in remedial course enrollment in the first year  
of college, persistence into the second year of college, and degree or 
certification completion

	 Parent engagement: number of outreach efforts and parent participation  
in school-related events

STRATEGY: RUSD believes that students meaningfully contribute to the 
learning environment. RUSD uses an existing “pillars of system change”  
approach that serves as the bedrock of their personalized learning strategy: 
“one size fits none” instruction, universal access to data-driven teaching and 
learning resources, and community engagement and collective impact. This 
student centered-school system will include the following elements:

	 Learner profiles:	Digital profiles will be continuously updated for all learners, 
including academic and non-academic information in a single source, and 
will move with students through their education in RUSD. They will help 
match students with appropriate resources and learning groups, and will 
serve as a communication tool for students, parents, and educators. 

	 Personalized learning plans: Learning plans will be constructed collabora-
tively by learners, peers, and educators to provide a set of activities that  
fit the interests and needs of every student. Ownership of the plans  
will shift to students over time. 

Riverside Unified School District

VISION
Riverside Unified School District is committed to preparing students to  

become purposeful contributors to a global society, by providing learning experi-
ences that promote student ownership of the path and pace of their education.

(continued on next page)

“We expect exceptional  

learning every day that leads  

to lifelong success.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION: WWW.RUSDLINK.ORGFunded by: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
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 Individual mastery: Learning will be continuously evalu-
ated. Progress will be based on teacher input, not on 
seat time. Teachers will evaluate mastery using multiple 
types of evaluations, including educational technology 
and standardized testing. 

 Flexible environments: Flexible spaces will allow smaller, 
non-age-specific groups to meet with teachers. Students 
will “build their own school” by attending a mix of live 
and virtual classes, have more time for electives, and 
enjoy increased access to programs at other schools. 

 Socially-engaged contributors:	Students’ experiences 
and creations will help drive innovation within the 
school community. RUSD will expand parent resource 
centers and strengthen connections to community 
organizations that support family health and student 
engagement.

RUSD’s personalized learning plan amplifies existing 
district initiatives, such as the transition to Common Core 
standards, and a strong community interest in personal-
ized learning. The district has identified several places 
where additional investment, training, and advocacy  
work are required:

 Supporting teachers: While district teachers are enthu-
siastic about personalized learning, many are unsure of 
what it looks like in the classroom. RUSD has partnered 
with Gooru Learning, a non-profit educational technol-
ogy organization that provides teachers with online 
access to learning resources. Gooru will help RUSD 
teachers learn to use new technology and become 
confident content “curators” who choose the right 
learning materials for each student.

 Utilizing real-time data: RUSD has a data dashboard that 
visually depicts students’ academic status, but is not 
able to provide real-time, actionable information. Gooru 
will also support RUSD here, creating a new dashboard 
for data analysis that will empower students to make 
learning decisions based on their own data and support 
teachers in making effective instructional responses.

 Technology access: RUSD has adopted a flexible 
approach to technology use, supporting a wide range 
of devices and a “bring your own device” environment. 
While this approach makes devices available more 
broadly, it presents challenges for student generation  
of high-quality products. RUSD is developing a plan for 
purchasing devices and improving connectivity, and will 
continue to work with the City of Riverside to provide 
low- and no-cost computers and Internet access to 
low-income families.

 Local and state policy landscape: While the RUSD 
School Board is supportive of personalized learning, 
California’s Education Code is restrictive regarding seat 
time and assessment requirements. State policies regard-
ing staffing flexibility and scheduling may also present 
challenges as school leaders begin to redesign school 
schedules. RUSD will need to continue to advocate to 
obtain the flexibility needed for personalized learning. 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN: RUSD’s implementation 
plan recognizes the differences between schools and 
across stakeholders. The district supports the creation  
of personalized learning environments through two 
complementary approaches: launching pilot schools as 
sites for innovation, and building a district-wide shared 
infrastructure for personalized learning. 

RUSD believes that stakeholder enthusiasm for and 
commitment to personalized learning is crucial for suc-
cess. As a first step in generating support, RUSD hosted a 
Personalized Learning Summit to engage parents, teach-
ers, and community leaders around a shared vision for 
change, and schools were invited to apply to be personal-
ized learning pilot sites. Based on their alignment with 
RUSD’s vision and school-wide excitement for experimen-
tation, five schools were selected to join the first cohort: 
Hawthorne and Liberty Elementary Schools, and Central, 
Gage, and Sierra Middle Schools.

RUSD grants school leaders the autonomy to design 
and implement the right personalized learning plan for 
their schools, while also supporting the school design 
teams with district-led administrative and infrastructure 
resources. The pilots, serving a minimum of 500 students 
each, will launch in Fall 2015 and impact nearly 3,000 
students (6% of the RUSD student population). Each year, 
new schools will launch pilots that serve an additional 10% 
of RUSD students, with 100% of students engaged in 
personalized learning environments by 2025. 

In parallel with the school pilots, RUSD will begin 
building the shared infrastructure necessary for personal-
ized learning. A common data sharing platform, learner 
profiles, and learning plans will be available across the 
district, so that schools not in the first pilot cohort can begin 
shifting to personalized learning. RUSD will host an annual 
summer personalized learning design lab where teachers 
will work with experts to learn new ways of teaching, and 
pilot schools will share lessons learned and best practices. 
RUSD will help test concepts prior to larger-scale roll-out 
and reinforce effective implementation strategies.

Personalized Learning Plans
Learning plans are constructed 
in collaboration with learners, 

peers and educators to provide 
a set of activities that fit the 
interests and development 

needs of every student

Learning Profiles
Profiles for all learners  

(including students and educators) 
are inferred from their activities  
and used to identify strengths, 
interests, and aspirations for 

shaping learning plans

Flexible Environments
The RUSD environments  

will allow students to work  
with people and technology  

that most effectively  
support their learning

Individual Mastery
Learning is continuously 

evaluated and progress is based 
on educator input and individual 

readiness, not on seat time or 
age cohort Socially Engaged Contributors

Students are active contributors in a 
community of peers and educators, who 

promote and share the best learning 
resources, styles, and pathways for success
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CALL TO ACTION: The Rogers Family Foundation (RFF) seeks to create 
high-quality learning opportunities for all students in Oakland. Although 
Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) and charter partners have generated 
significant improvements over the past decade, too many students continue  
to face significant challenges and persistent achievement gaps. According to 
2013 outcomes on California Standards Tests, OUSD ranks nearly last among 
all large school districts in performance level among low-income families  
and students of color. Graduation rates hover around 60%, and only half of 
Oakland graduates were deemed college-ready in school year 2011-12. 

RFF believes the city has a moral imperative to improve outcomes for all 
students, and views personalized learning as a key strategy in this effort. By 
implementing a series of blended learning pilots over the last two years, RFF 
has stepped forward as a local leader in this field, and has become a strong 
partner to both the traditional and public charter systems. Through targeted 
support to schools, sharing of best practices, and collaboration with  
community organizations, the Foundation will continue to build momentum  
for personalized learning throughout Oakland. 

DESIRED OUTCOMES: All Oakland students will graduate college-,  
career-, and community-ready. RFF is committed to ensuring that all students 
in Oakland have the opportunity to attend a high-quality school. Given the 
crucial importance of early childhood development, RFF has also set the goal 
that, by 2020, 85% of students will read at grade level by the end of third 
grade. In addition, RFF believes that achievement gaps by socioeconomic 
status must be eliminated for the city’s educational system to truly achieve 
transformative change. Once launched, local Next Generation schools will 
create annual learning growth of at least 1.5 years in Math and English  
Language Arts. 

In addition, OUSD has committed to using a range of metrics to evaluate 
the success of personalized learning within its schools: 

 Learning growth, as measured by standardized test scores, with at least  
1.5 years of growth in Math and English Language Arts 

 College readiness, as measured by students’ performance on the state’s 
Early Assessment Program, completion of the A-G course sequence  
(required by the University of California system), and PSAT and SAT scores

 Student agency and learning experience (e.g., the percent of students who 
agree with the statement “In each academic subject, I know the standards 
and areas where I am proficient and not yet proficient”) 

STRATEGY: Over the last two school years, RFF, OUSD, and partner founda-
tions have invested in eight Oakland schools—serving approximately 3,500 
students—piloting blended learning models. Through this experience, RFF 
developed a cohesive vision of how to fundamentally change the learning 
experience for students. In addition, the Foundation has a deep understanding 

Rogers Family Foundation

VISION
The Rogers Family Foundation believes that students must put themselves 

at the center of their own educational experiences and drive their own learning 
toward college and career. The Foundation and its partners support the 

innovative use of technology to dramatically rethink teaching and learning 
within the Oakland educational system.

“Oakland is uniquely  

positioned to build on  

promising blended pilots and 

technology infrastructure 

investments to dramatically 

accelerate learning for all 

students, and create new  

opportunities for teacher 

leadership, development,  

and sustainability in both  

the traditional and public  

charter systems.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION:  
WWW.ROGERSFOUNDATION.ORG/

(continued on next page)

DISTRICT SNAPSHOT  
(2013-14)
	 Type ..............................................Urban

	 Size

 —K-12 schools .................................124

 —Students ...............................49,300

 —OUSD Teachers .......................1,911 

	 Demographics

 —White............................................. 10% 

 —African-American .................. 28%

 —Latino/Hispanic ...................... 43%

 —Asian/Pacific Islander ...........15%

 —Multiracial/other ........................4%

	 Free/reduced lunch eligibility .....71%

	 Graduation rate .......................... 63%

	 Per-pupil spend ................... $11,050

Funded by:

Supported by

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
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of the project management, financial needs, tech infra-
structure and support, and data integration necessary to 
bring schools’ personalized learning visions to life. 

As personalized learning scales in Oakland, school will  
feel different for parents, students, teachers, and adminis-
trators. Students will have more opportunities to develop 
higher-order thinking skills, and teachers will receive  
training and support to engage students in rich learning 
experiences. Personalized learning in Oakland will  
empower students through six core design principles: 

With lessons learned from its earlier work in blended  
learning, RFF is well-positioned to support the scale  
of personalized learning in Oakland. To ensure future 
success with OUSD and its other partners, RFF will  
need to invest in: 

 Strategic partnerships: As a private foundation  
operating its own initiatives, RFF is well-positioned to 
build strategic partnerships with other organizations 
committed to improving educational outcomes in 
Oakland. The Foundation anticipates partnering with 
NewSchools Venture Fund, the Silicon Schools Fund, 
and other local funders and nonprofits to select schools 
that will receive planning grants for personalized 
learning initiatives. These partners’ networks and 
resources will support RFF in making smart and 
thoughtful decisions around how to best allocate  
its financial investments.

 Evaluation of effective practices: To most effectively 
serve Oakland students, RFF and its partners must 
continue building the evidence on effective practices in 
personalized learning. In recognition of the importance 
of accountability, RFF will plan a series of School Study 
Tours to learn from on-the-ground educators and 
students trailblazing personalized learning. RFF will 
continue to study what works and what does not—and 
to share these lessons learned with the broader com-
munity so that it can ramp up support for its work. 

 Technology and wireless infrastructure: Across OUSD, 
schools have struggled for years with lack of high- 
quality hardware and unreliable wireless connectivity. 
RFF will need to support the district as it continues to 
make headway on its student device strategy and 
improvements to schools’ network infrastructure. RFF 
and OUSD have partnered with EducationSuperHigh-
way to assess the quality of connectivity in schools 
across the district. 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN:	The Rogers Family  
Foundation will begin a multistep process to guide the 
design, development, and delivery of three to four break-
through schools for Oakland kids and families.

Beginning in mid-2014, RFF will initiative a deep 
discovery phase, during which school leaders and other 
stakeholders will participate in learning events and 
professional development sessions. RFF will host visits  
to schools that are performing well on different aspects 
of personalized learning so that participants can learn 
from the city’s and region’s most innovative teachers  
and principals. In addition, the Foundation will draw upon 
the best of the national library of resources, from Digital 
Learning Now’s Implementation Guide, to The Learning 
Accelerator’s defining video on blended learning,  
to Christensen Institute’s white papers, to Aspire’s  
Blended Learning Handbook, to their own case  
studies and reports. 

After participating in this learning phase, schools in 
Oakland will apply for planning grants in early 2015. RFF 
expects to partner with NewSchools Venture Fund, 
Silicon Schools Fund, and others to assess applications 
and make final grant decisions. RFF anticipates awarding 
$600,000 in planning grants to up to ten school sites; 
based on the strength of their application, schools may 
receive anywhere from $20,000 to $100,000. Among 
these ten grantees, schools that are relatively far along in 
the planning process may choose to launch their initia-
tives in Fall 2015. The Foundation, however, expects most 
grantees to kick off their initiatives in January 2016. RFF 
will select three or four additional grantees in January 
2016 to implement their plans beginning in Fall 2016. 

Throughout this process, RFF will continue to hone its 
expertise in the design and implementation of personal-
ized learning. With successful proof points in place, RFF, 
OUSD, and public charter partners will be able to identify 
the most effective strategies and continue scaling up their 
efforts to provide innovative, impactful learning experi-
ences for all students in Oakland.
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Empowering students to own their learning and take risks.


