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each student, confident in the inestimable value o f your work.
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ABSTRACT

BRIDGET ELAINA TAYLOR
A CASE STUDY OF MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHERS’ EXPERIENCES WITH
PERSONALIZED LEARNING
Under the direction of GERI COLLINS, Ed.D.

In an attempt to promote both personal and academic success for each student, 

many schools are implementing personalized learning. Although this approach sounds 

promising, little academic research addresses the effects o f personalized learning on 

either students or teachers. The purpose o f this qualitative case study was to contribute to 

the understanding of teachers’ experiences when transitioning to a personalized approach 

to instruction. Participants included four middle school teachers, two in their first year o f 

personalizing learning and two in their second year of personalizing learning. Interviews 

and observations of classroom practice generated data. Bandura’s social cognitive theory 

provided a framework for interpreting teachers’ experiences.

Teachers’ experiences indicated that personalized learning was a challenging 

endeavor that required them to make many changes in their practice. Although they 

invested much time and effort, participants struggled to implement personalized learning 

as prescribed by school leaders. As they grew weary o f the persistent challenges related 

to personalized learning and discouraged by uneven academic success among students, 

several participants experienced a declining commitment to the school’s vision for



personalized learning. Ultimately, teachers were more committed to their personal 

beliefs about education than to complying with school change efforts; thus, either they 

adapted elements of personalized learning to align with their beliefs, or they rejected 

personalized learning altogether and reverted to practices they believed were more 

effective. Teachers were more likely to persevere in implementing the tenets o f 

personalized learning when these tenets aligned with their beliefs, when they had smaller 

class sizes, when they had assistance with implementing personalized learning, and when 

they saw students succeed.

Implications for practice include the following: teachers need adequate 

preparation to implement personalized learning effectively, change leaders hoping to 

implement personalized learning must acknowledge and attend to teacher beliefs, 

personalized learning works best when there is a smaller student to teacher ratio, 

transitioning to personalized learning requires significant time and effort, and teachers 

need multiple forms o f individualized support and assistance to effectively implement 

personalized learning. Further research should investigate teachers’ experiences in 

different settings, consider student perspectives, and examine the effects o f personalized 

learning on student achievement.

xv



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Educators in the United States cannot ignore the need for changes in how we 

teach students. Despite the implementation o f the 2001 No Child Left Behind legislation, 

and over a decade of concerted efforts to improve student achievement, student test 

scores in the United States still lag behind student test scores in other countries, and vast 

disparities in academic achievement exist among students in the United States (Clarke, 

2003; Koyama & Cofield, 2013; Omstein, 2010; Schleicher, 2009; Severin, 2013). 

Student engagement is suffering in a system that promotes success on standardized 

assessments rather than nurturing students’ unique abilities and interests (Clarke, 2003; 

Moon, Brighton, & Callahan, 2003). The emphasis on standardizing education at the 

expense of attending to individual students’ needs is contrary to what Dewey (1934/2008) 

asserted was a basic right o f students: continuous growth and development through 

education. For the benefit o f both individual students and society as a whole, teachers 

must work to develop challenging and appropriate learning experiences for all students.

In the past, educators have attempted to meet students’ individual needs through 

differentiated instruction; however, differentiation is an unreliable approach to meeting 

the needs o f diverse learners (Moon, Brighton, & Callahan, 2003; Westberg & Daoust, 

2003). One reason is that some teachers choose not to differentiate instruction 

(Tomlinson et al., 2003). These teachers may not be aware o f learners’ needs, may feel
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uncomfortable highlighting student differences, may feel that it is beyond their 

responsibilities to differentiate instruction, or may not agree with special treatment for 

different students (Schumm & Vaughn, 1995). Teachers may also believe that students 

do not need adaptations or lack knowledge o f how to modify the curriculum for diverse 

learners (Tomlinson et al., 2003). Another reason that differentiation is ineffective is that 

differentiating instruction for many students at different levels in one classroom is an 

extremely challenging, if not impossible, task (Dixon, Yssel, McConnell, & Hardin,

2014; Sisk, 2009). Even when teachers recognize that students are diverse and want to 

address this diversity, what they actually do in their classrooms does not always reflect 

this belief (Brighton, 2003; Tomlinson et al., 2003). Many teachers lack knowledge of 

how to differentiate instruction effectively, and they need significant professional 

development to develop their skills in differentiation (Dixon et al., 2014; Sisk, 2009). 

Those teachers who do attempt to differentiate instruction often do so ineffectively 

because they have not identified key concepts with which to anchor instruction or 

because they do not plan proactively to differentiate instruction for individual learners 

(Tomlinson et al., 2003). Though differentiated instruction is a sound theory, effective 

differentiation is not a reality for many teachers or students.

In an effort to ensure that each student thrives both personally and academically, 

schools are implementing personalized learning as a way of meeting individual students’ 

needs, increasing student engagement, and fostering student agency (Breunlin et al.,

2005; Courcier, 2007; Jacobs, 2014; Mackin, 1996; Phillips, Prue, Hasazi, & Morgan,
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2000). The International Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL) published a 

report titled Mean What You Say: Defining and Integrating Personalized, Blended and 

Competency Education that states, “The purpose o f the personalized learning framework 

is to open student pathways and encourage student voice and choice in their education” 

(Patrick, Kennedy, & Powell, 2013, p. 3). In this document, Patrick and colleagues 

(2013) defined personalized learning as “tailoring learning for each student’s strengths, 

needs and interests— including enabling student voice and choice in what, how, when and 

where they learn— to provide flexibility and supports to ensure mastery o f the highest 

standards possible” (p. 4). Personalized learning requires new instructional models that 

allow students to master specific competencies at their own pace, typically with the 

support o f technological tools that facilitate assessment, analysis o f data, and 

individualized instruction (Patrick et al., 2013). Adapting to these new instructional 

methods and technologies can be very challenging for teachers.

A large and growing suburban school district in the southeastern United States is 

among those schools that have chosen personalized learning as a method of promoting 

student engagement in learning and increasing student achievement. The district began a 

redesign process, providing top-down support for schools to implement personalized 

learning through five key practices: (a) learner profiles and personalized learning plans,

(b) competency-based learning that allows for flexible pacing based on student mastery,

(c) technology-enabled learning, (d) project-based learning, and (e) the integration of 21st 

century skills. An emphasis on student voice and choice permeates each o f these
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practices. The implementation plan called for an initial cohort of secondary schools to 

launch the personalized learning initiative and serve as models for subsequent cohorts. 

This qualitative research study focused on how the teachers in one middle school that was 

part of the first cohort of schools experienced the transition to personalized learning.

Research indicates that the teacher is the most important factor in the 

implementation of educational reform (Darling-Hammond, 2009; Loucks & Hall, 1979; 

Karmeshu, Raman, & Nedungadi, 2012). Therefore, it is imperative that those leading 

the effort to provide personalized learning experiences for students understand the factors 

that influence teachers’ implementation of personalized learning so that they can support 

teachers through the change process. This research investigated factors that shape 

teachers’ perspectives of both personalized learning and the implementation process. O f 

particular interest was the interaction among teachers’ personal beliefs, environmental 

factors, and teachers’ behavior relevant to personalized learning.

Statement of the Problem 

Though the term personalized learning has become more common in educational 

circles, there is no common conception of what personalized learning is and how teachers 

should implement it. For example, some approaches to personalized learning focus on 

getting to know students as individuals so that educators can provide guidance and 

address their affective needs (Astin, 2008; Breunlin et al., 2005). Most conceptions of 

personalized learning call for a change in instructional methods in response to students’ 

individual learning styles, interests, and characteristics (Bautista, 2012; Beach &
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Dovemark, 2009). Prain and colleagues (2013) also emphasized the importance o f 

students’ sharing responsibility for their learning and gaining the skills to become 

independent, reflective learners. Still other iterations insist that the only correct 

implementation o f personalization is through support o f technology (Patrick et al., 2013). 

In his forward to the work Personalisation o f  Education in Contexts, Ginsberg (2012) 

urged readers to recognize that personalization is an ill-defined construct. Thus, my 

research first considered how the district within which the teachers worked had chosen to 

define personalization.

How teachers experience the implementation o f personalized learning bears 

investigation because, ultimately, the teachers’ thoughts and actions will most directly 

affect students’ learning experiences. Numerous studies investigate the implementation 

of personalized learning in the United Kingdom and other countries (Campbell,

Robinson, Neelands, Hewston, & Mazzoli, 2007; Leadbeater, 2004a, 2004b; Miliband, 

2006; Prain et al., 2013), and a growing body of literature related to personalized learning 

is emerging in the United States (Clarke, 2003; DiMartino, Clarke, & Wolk, 2003; Keefe 

& Jenkins, 2008; Patrick et al., 2013). However, few of these studies focus on the 

experiences o f teachers. Considering the importance of teachers’ choices when adopting 

reform efforts such as personalized learning, more research is necessary to understand the 

factors that affect how teachers put personalized learning into practice and how districts 

interested in implementing personalized learning can support teachers.
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Theoretical Framework 

Much theory conceptualizes people as either objects or agents of their 

environments. Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory presents people as both agents 

and objects, suggesting that teachers’ environments influence their beliefs and actions as 

teachers concurrently shape their environments. Thus, it is a useful framework for 

understanding teachers’ experiences as they engage in personalized learning.

Social Cognitive Theory and Reciprocal Causation

Social cognitive theory recognizes that individuals constantly interact with, and 

are influenced by, their environment (Bandura, 2006). Bandura refers to the interaction 

o f personal factors, behavior, and environmental factors as triadic reciprocal causation 

(Bandura, 1986, 2001). Each factor exerts influence over the others through a complex 

interplay of bidirectional interactions (see Figure 1).

Personal Factors
memories, emotions, values, 

intrinsic motivation, pedagogical 
beliefs, sense-making

Behavior
planning, teaching, reflecting, 

collaborating, resisting

Environmental Factors 
political climate, community, 

district, school, classroom, 
peers, students, technology

Figure 1. A visual representation of triadic reciprocal causation
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Because o f the reciprocal nature of these interactions, individuals are not merely 

objects at the mercy of the environment; rather, humans exert influence over the 

environment, as well, both through their actions and through how they perceive 

environmental influences (Bandura, 1986, 2006). Even in similar environments, 

individuals have the freedom to choose the course of action that they will pursue 

(Bandura, 1986). Additionally, when people encounter environmental factors that do not 

align with their beliefs or goals, they have the power to shape environmental factors.

This freedom of thought and action is called agency.

Agency

Bandura (2001) defined agency as the capacity to act intentionally. Individuals 

who have a strong sense of agency possess forethought, which informs their decisions, 

and reflectiveness, which allows them to measure the accuracy and effectiveness o f their 

actions and adjust their behavior to achieve desired goals or standards more effectively. 

Individuals channel agency when engaging in specific actions. For example, teachers are 

exercising agency when they plan instruction.

Though humans operate within social systems and may not have direct control 

over every situation they encounter in life, they still maintain a great deal of freedom to 

choose actions that will enable them to accomplish specific goals (Bandura, 2006).

Indeed, Bandura (1986) stated, “Most human behavior is purposeful and regulated by 

forethought” (Bandura, 1986, p. 19). What people think and anticipate accomplishing 

can outweigh the influence o f present conditions. Thus, people do not yield to
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environmental influences inevitably. Even in environments that influence them to act a 

certain way, people will choose the course of action that most closely aligns with their 

own desires and beliefs.

One important belief that shapes an individual’s actions relates to whether ability 

is inherent or acquirable. According to Bandura (1991), those who view ability as an 

inherent capacity tend to set lower goals, play it safe, feel threatened by comparisons with 

others, and doubt their abilities in the face of challenges. These individuals often struggle 

when they encounter failure, lose faith in themselves, perhaps even become despondent 

or apathetic, and make less effective decisions, which creates a self-fulfilling cycle. If 

people believe they will not succeed, they do not try as hard, which results in failure and 

ultimately confirms their low sense o f self-efficacy. Those who view abilities as 

acquirable skills tend to set higher goals; additionally, they tend to be more self- 

evaluative, more likely to expand their knowledge, and more resilient. Because they 

believe that they can increase their capacity through more effort, trial and error, and 

learning, they do better when they encounter challenges. Rather than losing faith in 

themselves, those who believe they can acquire a skill move forward confidently and 

eventually achieve success.

It is important to note that not all people evaluate their performance fairly 

(Bandura, 1991). Some set standards that are too high and then criticize themselves for 

failing to meet them. They blame themselves for their failures rather than recognizing 

external factors. They do not give themselves enough credit for their successes.
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Self-Efficacy

Another component o f social cognitive theory is self-efficacy, which serves as the 

foundation o f agency (Bandura, 2006). According to Bandura (1986), self-efficacy is 

“one’s beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses o f action required 

to produce given attainments” (p. 3). Bandura (2001) wrote, “Unless people believe they 

can produce desired results and forestall detrimental ones by their actions, they have little 

incentive to act or to persevere in the face o f difficulties” (p. 10). Individuals’ efficacy 

beliefs influence the challenges they choose to pursue, the effort they invest in pursuing 

those challenges, their perseverance when facing obstacles, and how they respond to 

failure (Bandura, 2001). Individuals’ belief in their ability to act effectively links 

intrinsically to both motivation and perseverance.

Social cognitive theory provides a lens for investigating teachers’ experiences 

with personalized learning. Understanding the complex interplay o f teachers’ beliefs and 

actions with their environment has the potential to provide insight concerning how to 

facilitate the implementation of personalized learning effectively.

Purpose o f the Study

The purpose o f this study was to develop an understanding o f how teachers in one 

suburban school experienced the transition to a personalized approach to instruction. The 

findings o f this study have the potential to influence policies at both the school and 

district level (Merriam, 1998). This initiative involved an approach to teaching that was 

unfamiliar to many teachers; it was possible that teachers did not have a clear
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understanding o f personalized learning and how to implement personalized learning in 

their classrooms or that their understanding was not in line with the district’s conception 

of personalized learning. It was also possible that the district’s conception of 

personalized learning was not in line with teachers’ beliefs about education, teaching, and 

learning. Gaining insight into the complex interplay of personal, environmental, and 

behavioral factors that affects teachers’ implementation of personalized learning may 

increase change leaders’ awareness of and sensitivity to how teachers experience this 

transition and assist them in making effective, informed decisions about how to 

implement personalized learning. Furthermore, understanding how teachers experience 

personalized learning and how that relates to their practice may assist schools and 

districts in implementing personalized learning more consistently and effectively so that 

what teachers are doing in the classroom aligns with what school and district leaders want 

to achieve.

It is important for school and district leaders to recognize that just as teachers 

must personalize instruction for students, personalization of support for teachers in 

response to individual differences is also necessary. Bandura (2006) wrote, "Human 

functioning is a product o f  a reciprocal interplay of intrapersonal, behavioral, and 

environmental determinants” (p. 165). Thus, any attempt to explain human behavior 

must consider both sociocultural and personal factors (Bandura, 2001). Recognizing the 

relationship among personal factors such as teachers’ beliefs and experiences, teachers’ 

environment, and teachers’ implementation o f personalized learning has the potential to



11

assist districts in providing more effective support for teachers and thus more effective 

implementation of personalized learning.

Research Questions

The following questions framed my research:

1. How have teachers experienced the transition to a personalized approach to 

instruction?

a. What experiences are unique to individual teachers?

b. What experiences are common to multiple teachers?

c. How do the experiences o f teachers in their first year o f implementing 

personalized learning differ from the experiences o f teachers in their 

second year of implementing personalized learning?

2. In what ways are teachers’ experiences with personalized learning related to 

social cognitive theory?

a. What role do personal factors, environmental factors, and behavior 

play in teachers’ experiences with personalized learning?

b. How does the interplay o f personal factors, environmental factors, and 

behavior affect teachers’ implementation o f personalized learning?

c. What personal factors, environmental factors, and behaviors do 

teachers indicate facilitate effective implementation o f personalized 

learning?
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Assumptions, Limitations, and Design Controls

An assumption o f this study is that each person constructs reality uniquely, and 

that a qualitative approach is an appropriate method for increasing understanding o f how 

individuals construct their realities (Merriam, 1998). A further assumption is that 

understanding the experiences of these teachers as they implement personalized learning 

has value both for the district as they continue implementing personalized learning and 

for leaders o f other schools and districts attempting to implement personalized learning.

Merriam (1998) suggested that a limitation specific to case study research is that 

the investigator is a human who will potentially make mistakes, miss opportunities, and 

succumb to the influence of personal biases. She then explained that assessing the 

characteristics o f the researcher addresses this limitation. It is important for a qualitative 

research to be tolerant of ambiguity, as there are no set steps for qualitative research. 

Researchers must be willing and able to design a study that is suitable to his or her 

research interests, as well as be willing to adapt the research process in the pursuit o f 

meaning. I was a teacher in the school in which the research occurred; thus, it was also 

necessary to take steps to control for bias.

I addressed limitations in the following ways:

• I used an interview protocol to guide my questioning and ensure that I asked 

each participant the same basic questions.
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• 1 recorded interviews so that I could transcribe and review them, as well as 

have individuals outside my study review them, to allow for a more accurate 

and reliable interpretation o f the data.

• I triangulated my data by using multiple sources o f information, including 

individual interviews, classroom observations, and documents such as lesson 

plans and student work.

• I conducted member checks throughout the study.

• I sought peer examination o f my work by individuals not connected with the 

school district throughout the study.

Definition o f Key Terms

The definitions below provide clarification o f terms that I used throughout this 

report. These are operational definitions specific to this research.

Agency is the ability to act intentionally, through forethought and reflection, to 

bring about desired results in one’s life and environment (Bandura, 2001).

Beliefs are the personal opinions, assumptions, judgments, and commitments held 

by an individual, through which the individual filters new knowledge and experiences 

(Ertmer, 2005; Pajares, 1992).

Pedagogical beliefs are teachers’ beliefs about education, teaching, and learning 

(Ertmer, 2005).

Personalized learning is a flexible and responsive instructional approach that 

involves tailoring learning to students’ individual interests, strengths, and needs.
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Students are actively involved in choosing when, where, how, and what they learn. The 

ultimate goal is mastery of specific standards (Patrick et al., 2013).

Self-efficacy involves personal beliefs in one’s ability to produce specific 

outcomes. Self-efficacy beliefs are situation-specific and serve as both motivators and 

deterrents to action (Bandura, 1997).

Summary

A suburban school district in the southeastern region o f the United States 

implemented personalized learning in an effort to improve student achievement and 

better prepare students for success in the 21st century. This qualitative case study 

investigated middle school teachers’ experiences with personalized learning through a 

social cognitive lens. An understanding of teachers’ experiences implementing 

personalized learning and how these experiences embody the complex interaction of 

personal factors and environmental factors has the potential to positively affect district 

and school policies and practices as they implement personalized learning.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Teachers play a key role in the education and development o f children. It is

important that teachers understand their significance in developing students’ potential and

are prepared to meet the diverse needs o f all learners (VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh,

2005). This is not an easy endeavor, but it is one worth pursuing. Howard and Aleman

(2008) observed, “The gravity of this challenge is underscored by the millions o f school

children who depend on educators to help them reach their full potential in every aspect

o f their development as citizens” (p. 169). Indeed, Dewey (1934/2008) proposed a

philosophy o f education in which it was the responsibility o f teachers to identify the

unique traits o f each student and then use this knowledge as the basis o f modifying

instruction in response to individual students’ needs. Dewey cautioned that when

teachers do not take the time to provide an appropriate learning environment for each

child, an environment full o f rich and varied subject matter, it creates a vacuum, leaving

children in a precarious position, without guidance or direction.

In the United States, school leaders have commonly expected teachers to respond

to individual students’ readiness, interests, and learning styles by differentiating

instruction. Though this approach sounds good in theory, it has proven to be ineffective

in reality (Moon, Brighton, & Callahan, 2003; Tomlinson et al., 2003; Westberg &

Daoust, 2003). Additionally, students are struggling to engage in learning in schools that

15
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focus on preparation for standardized assessment at the expense of more constructivist 

approaches (Chen, 2008; Clarke, 2003; Moon et al., 2003). The way that schools educate 

students in the United States is not working. Students from the United States do not 

perform as well as students from other countries on international assessments; 

additionally, within the United States, there are vast disparities in student achievement 

(Clarke, 2003; Koyama & Cofield, 2013; Omstein, 2010; Schleicher, 2009; Severin, 

2013). Recognizing this, schools and districts across the United States are implementing 

personalized learning as a way to engage students in learning and improve student 

achievement. Teachers will play a pivotal role in implementing personalized learning. 

Understanding how teachers experience the transition to personalized learning has the 

potential to give district and school leaders insight into how to support teachers through 

the change process, ensure greater effectiveness in the adoption of the new approach, and 

lead to a better learning experience for students. Social cognitive theory, with its focus 

on human functioning in diverse environments, provides a useful lens for interpreting 

these experiences.

The review of literature for this study included the history o f personalized 

learning; empirical research relevant to personalized learning; and research related to the 

interplay of personal factors, environmental factors, and school change efforts. The 

review began by using the search terms “personalized learning” and “middle school” in 

both ProQuest and EBSCOhost databases. Subsequently, I used terms such as 

personalized education, personalised learning, teacher beliefs, and change efforts to
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locate sources o f information relevant to this study. I also reviewed literature that applied 

elements o f social cognitive theory to educational settings, particularly research relevant 

to the implementation o f new instructional methods. I limited my review to literature that 

had been published either by a reputable organization or in a peer-reviewed journal. I 

included only literature that represented the views of experts in the field of education or 

reported the findings o f relevant research. Once I selected an article, I also considered its 

references for inclusion in the literature review.

Political Context

Though the purpose o f this research is not to analyze personalization as a political 

movement, it is still necessary to understand the political context in which teachers 

function, particularly considering that the goal o f fostering each child’s potential is 

becoming increasingly difficult to address in an environment that stresses assessing 

students’ mastery of minimal standards through high-stakes testing (Tanner, 2013). What 

began as a state-led effort to hold schools accountable for growth in student achievement 

gained national impetus with the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act during the George W. Bush administration (Kane, Staiger, & Geppert, 

2002). This legislation, more commonly known as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

act, and associated legislation at the state level, placed enormous pressure on schools, and 

consequently teachers, to ensure that all students, particularly those who struggle 

academically, reached minimum standards of achievement, typically assessed through 

standardized tests (Gallagher, 2004; Jahng, 2011).
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Goodlad (2008) cautioned that one danger o f the accountability movement 

ushered in by NCLB is that “hundreds o f thousands of children and youths are being 

denied the breadth and depth of education they need for making the most o f themselves 

in this complex world” (p. 112). Moon et al. (2003) reviewed several studies related to 

the effect of standardized testing on instruction and found that a desire to prepare students 

for tests often leads to a rigid curriculum and limited instructional methods. In other 

words, educators often ignore the needs o f students who require more challenging 

instruction and require these students to participate in routine test preparation (Gallagher, 

2004). At the same time, students representing minority populations and students from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds have been targeted for learning interventions in an effort 

to ensure that all subgroups make adequate yearly progress (Jahng, 2011).

The Obama administration extended NCLB by implementing Race to the Top, a 

federal grant program that awards money to states to support educational reforms (Jahng, 

2011; U.S. Department o f Education, 2009). Like NCLB, Race to the Top provided 

incentives to improve student achievement as measured by performance on standardized 

assessments, but focused more on rewarding teachers and districts whose students 

succeeded in meeting those standards rather than on penalizing those who did not.

Severin (2013) asserted that “the use of economic incentives attached to education under 

‘No Child Left Behind’ and ‘Race to the Top’ has pushed states toward a data driven 

system that has led to a decline in quality education” (p. 732). Jahng (2011) noted that 

the effect of standardized learning rewarded by NCLB and Race to the Top has been to
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marginalize minority students and to devalue knowledge that students bring from their 

home culture, as it is not included in standardized tests. In essence, educators normalize 

these students by repressing their unique knowledge and encouraging their knowledge of 

common standards. Ironically, an attempt to include minority children only emphasizes 

their otherness and creates a system that is intolerant o f their differences. Tanner (2013) 

agreed that the policies and practices adopted under NCLB and Race to the Top are not 

working. Innovative approaches are necessary to support student achievement.

The latest reform affecting many U. S. students and teachers is the adoption of 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS). This initiative calls for a national 

standardization o f learning objectives, a goal that educators do not unanimously support. 

Critics of the standards cite a narrow focus and one-size-fits-all approach (Botzakis, 

Bums, & Hall, 2014; Tienken, 2012). Tienken (2012) claimed that rather than preparing 

diverse learners for diverse futures, the CCSS provide one standardized path to college 

and career readiness. This approach to education is contradictory to personalized 

learning, which calls for students to have voice and choice in how and what they learn. 

Regardless o f the merit o f the CCSS, they have an undeniable impact on the decisions 

teachers make in the classroom. Research indicates that the pressure teachers feel to 

prepare students for standardized tests that measure students’ mastery of standards 

inhibits them from adopting more constructivist, differentiated approaches to instruction 

(Brighton, 2003; Brighton, Hertberg, Moon, Tomlinson, & Callahan, 2005; Chen, 2008; 

Prain et al., 2013). Teachers must find creative approaches that both address state
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standards and meet individual students’ needs, approaches that focus on learning as a 

whole, not just covering the standards. Personalized learning has emerged as an 

approach that may fulfill both purposes: content mastery and learning experiences 

tailored to the unique needs of individual students.

Personalized Learning 

Efforts to personalize learning for individual students have existed throughout 

history (Anderson, 2010), though the term personalized learning has only become 

common in education since 2004, when England’s Department for Education and Skills 

(DfES) included personalized learning in its Five Year Strategy fo r  Children and 

Learners (DfES, 2004). Since that time, educators in other countries, including the 

United States, have used the term to describe various approaches to instruction. The 

purpose of this section is to discuss theoretical conceptions o f personalized learning in 

policy documents and academic literature. Additionally, I will discuss empirical studies 

relevant to personalized learning. Finally, I will discuss a particular approach to 

personalized learning, personalized learning environments (PLEs), and related research. 

England

Charles Leadbeater first advocated the idea o f personalization in England 

(Campbell, Robinson, Neelands, Hewston, & Mazzoli, 2007). In his initial speeches, 

Leadbeater discussed personalization o f public services in general. Later publications, 

however, focused on the personalization of education (Leadbeater, 2004a, 2004b). After 

Leadbeater shared his ideas relevant to personalized learning, several other publications
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addressed the possibility of personalization in England (DfES, 2004a, 2004b; Pollard & 

James, 2004; Sebba, Brown, Steward, Galton, & James, 2007). The publications 

identified a common purpose for personalization: closing the achievement gap, raising 

achievement for all, keeping students in school past age 16, developing successful adults, 

and becoming more competitive globally as a nation (Sebba et al., 2007). Despite the 

common purpose, each of these publications had a slightly different conception of 

personalization; they lacked a unified vision or construct. Still, schools throughout 

England attempted to implement personalized learning, with varying degrees of success.

Leadbeater’s vision. In the pamphlet Learning about Personalisation: How Can 

We Put the Learner at the Heart o f  the Education System?, Leadbeater (2004a) 

emphasized the misalignment in England between public services and students’ needs.

He explained how three suggestions for improving the system— investing more money in 

more teachers, making education more competitive through consumerism and school 

choice, and making schools more democratic by having students collectively make 

decisions about their governance— do not address this misalignment. He then highlighted 

the success o f one student who overcame obstacles to his education with the support o f a 

group o f adults who helped him personalize his educational experience. His point was 

that the way to improve education is to change education models so that individuals have 

more say in how and what they leam: “The aim o f public service reform in the 21st 

century should not be to sustain existing, often outmoded forms o f provision. The aim 

instead should be to disrupt these models and find new, more adaptive solutions”
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(Leadbeater, 2004a, p. 8). Leadbeater raised questions about how to increase choice 

relevant to education and at what level: parents or students? Choosing a school requires a 

lot of information, and many parents do not want to go through that process. They would 

rather someone tell them where to go. Furthermore, they may choose a school simply 

because other parents choose it. Personalization at the student level, allowing students to 

choose what to learn, how to learn, and how they are assessed may be more effective. 

Leadbeater qualified his suggestion by asserting that for personalization to be effective, 

users (students) and providers must work together, through consultation and advocacy, to 

select the most appropriate services for each learner.

Many tout personalized learning as a way to provide equity, but Leadbeater 

(2004a) pointed out that if  the expectation is for students to do more learning at home, it 

could actually increase inequities, since middle- and upper-class families have greater 

access to computers, internet, and books, thus enabling at-home learning. In addition, 

those with more stable lives and better experiences with education are more likely to 

make better and more informed choices concerning their own, or their children’s, 

education. Thus, Leadbeater suggested that young people from challenging backgrounds 

would need much more support to take advantage of the opportunities available to them 

through personalized learning.

David Miliband. David Miliband was England’s Minister o f State for School 

Standards when personalized learning became a national education initiative. In January 

of 2004, he spoke at the North o f England Education Conference in Belfast in support o f
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personalized learning. Miliband (2006) also spoke at The Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development’s 2004 London conference. During his speech, Miliband 

identified challenges to personalization, such as the tensions between excellence and 

equity, flexibility and accountability, and personalization and universality. He called for 

excellence in the pursuit of equality, not just as a privilege o f the wealthy. He also called 

for increased flexible accountability measures that honor improvement.

Like Leadbeater (2004a), Miliband (2006) discussed the failure o f vouchers and 

parent choice to spur change, stating that engagement requires more than choosing a 

school. The solution he proposed was to provide more flexible, responsive services that 

meet students’ individual needs. He spoke o f tailoring education to focus on the 

aptitudes and interests of each student, recommending five key elements: (a) use of 

assessment to identify each student’s learning needs; (b) teaching and learning that 

promote learning for all students and help students manage their own learning; (c) 

curriculum choice, including opportunities for enrichment and problem solving; (d) 

reorganization o f schools to focus on students’ needs by strategically deploying 

personnel; and (e) involvement o f the community and social services.

Miliband (2006) spoke of the concept o f voice and choice, the idea that 

consumers and voters have the choice to leave commercial and political institutions, 

including schools, but that companies and politicians have the option of listening to their 

voice and responding to convince them to stay. Parents and students had limited choice 

regarding education, but greater voice for each would increase their engagement. He
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referenced efforts to provide personalized learning for gifted students in the United 

Kingdom, including provisions to support gifted students from poor schools, as a model 

for personalizing learning. The goal was to allow gifted students to learn as much as they 

could and always experience challenge. He emphasized the importance of listening to 

students when devising educational choices but also acknowledged that the average 

student is less able to articulate his or her needs. He concluded by asserting that 

personalization, not specialization, was demanded by the new economy.

Department for Education and Skills. The combined voices o f Leadbeater and 

Miliband made personalized learning a national topic of conversation. To add to this 

conversation, England’s Department for Education and Skills (2004b) published The Five 

Year Strategy fo r  Children and Learners. In his introduction to this publication, Charles 

Clarke (then England’s Secretary o f State for Education and Skills) identified 

personalized learning as a means of abandoning a system that catered to the lowest 

common denominator and adopting a system that would provide excellence for all 

students by fitting education to the individual. The report identified personalization as a 

means of ensuring students meet high learning standards. Though the proposed scope of 

personalization in England extended beyond the classroom to before- and after-school 

programs, health care, and support for parents, it also listed goals for achieving 

personalization within schools, particularly at the secondary level. The report stated that 

personalization at the secondary level should promote knowledge of students, provide 

broad curriculum offerings, and ensure student choice in what and how students learn
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during school, as well as what students do outside of school (such as clubs and athletics). 

The report also called for attempts to build confidence and skills in each child, to relieve 

boredom and frustration, and to help students of all ability levels reach their full potential. 

The report specified the following in regards to effective teaching in the classroom: the 

provision o f flexible instruction that responds to the individual needs and characteristics 

o f each student, a variety of learning opportunities for students beyond the classroom, 

and the administration of regular assessments as an essential element of monitoring 

students’ progress in meeting learning goals.

In 2004, England’s Department for Education and Skills (DfES) also published 

the pamphlet A National Conversation about Personalised Learning. The purpose of this 

publication was to promote personalized learning as a way of serving the best interests o f 

each young person and to provide educators with a shared vision for implementation.

The explanation of personalized learning echoed Leadbeater’s emphasis on giving 

citizens more control over public services. The pamphlet also provided an explanation of 

the five key components o f personalized learning introduced by Miliband (2006): 

assessment for learning, effective teaching and learning strategies, curriculum entitlement 

and choice, school organization, and strong partnerships beyond the school. The 

publication ended with an invitation for educators to join the conversation about 

personalized learning by accessing a website devoted to personalized learning.

Criticism and concerns. Not everyone was convinced that personalized learning 

would effectively meet the needs o f England’s students, and even advocates had their
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concerns. Campbell and colleagues (2007) noted the difficulty o f implementing deep 

personalization o f services, driven by users, as described by Leadbeater (2004a, 2004b), 

and identified ambiguities in Leadbeater’s argument. Regarding education, they pointed 

out that the degree of personalization Leadbeater suggested would be impossible given 

the degree of regulation that the state held over the curriculum. They also noted that the 

adoption o f a personalized approach to learning requires a significant shift for educators, 

which they may not accept. Another ambiguity was that students supposedly earn 

autonomy by mastering the state-prescribed curriculum. Leadbeater (2004a) had 

acknowledged that not all students have the same financial or cultural capital and may not 

benefit equally from personalization, but Campbell et al. (2007) criticized Leadbeater’s 

suggestion that resources be directed to those in need to support them in gaining agency 

in making decisions. They emphasized that personalization is a theory, not a proven 

method, and observed that none of the government papers relevant to personalized 

learning provided empirical support either for the individual tenets that comprised 

personalized learning or for personalized learning in its entirety.

Campbell et al. (2007) also observed that later papers relevant to personalization 

lacked specificity and called for less radical reforms than earlier papers. The authors 

acknowledged that personalization may be feasible for students age 16 and older and for 

gifted students because these students have the maturity and ability to make choices. 

However, they doubted that personalized learning would work effectively with 

elementary students or that teachers would be able to tailor learning to 20 or more
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students in one classroom. They also cited research indicating that students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds benefit from structured, directed instruction, and 

hypothesized that they would struggle under a personalized learning approach. Campbell 

and his colleagues did not totally dismiss personalized learning; indeed, they proposed a 

model o f teachers and students collaboratively constructing knowledge that they viewed 

as a more effective form of personalization than that suggested by the state. However, 

the authors clearly conveyed their concern that given the Department o f Education and 

Skills’ approach to personalized learning, only surface, ineffective changes resulting in 

shallow personalization would occur when what was truly necessary was a major 

disruption in education.

Ginsberg also shared concerns relevant to personalized learning in his forward to 

the work Personalisation o f  Education in Contexts, a volume of essays related to 

personalization, particularly as discussed in English contexts (Mincu, 2012). He noted 

that there was no consistent definition of personalization in education. Additionally, he 

observed that though the intent of personalized learning was individualizing education, 

even personalization could be systematized in such a way that the individual was lost 

through a series o f  mandated practices that served the needs of a global society rather 

than attending to the unique needs o f individual students. Thus, personalization of 

education would not be for the good of the individual; instead, it would ensure that the 

individual would be o f greater utility to society.



28

Leadbeater (2004a), himself, had shared his concern that personalization may 

only benefit those who already do well. Equity issues included lack o f access to 

resources at home, as well as lack o f knowledge about what resources to access beyond 

the school and how to access them. He acknowledged that students from families 

struggling with day-to-day issues may not have the knowledge or time to make sound 

educational choices and suggested that such students would need advocates to connect 

them to the most appropriate services.

Research in England. Research conducted in England indicated that 

implementing personalized learning is, indeed, problematic. However, as denoted by the 

peer-reviewed research in Table 1 and summary o f research reports in Table 2, not all 

research findings relevant to personalized learning were negative. Research revealed 

that, just as there was no consistent definition of personalized learning, there was no 

consistent method of personalizing learning (Courcier, 2007; Rudduck, Brown, & Hendy, 

2006; Sebba et al., 2007). Multiple schools favored attention to student voice as an 

aspect o f personalized learning (Rudduck et al., 2006; Sebba et al., 2007). One study 

focused on the students’ perspectives o f their teachers’ efforts to personalize learning 

(Rudduck et al., 2006). Another study attempted to understand what practices schools 

were implementing in response to the DfES’ push for personalized learning (Sebba et al., 

2007). Two studies (Courcier, 2007; Rudduck et al., 2006) sought to gain insight 

relevant to teachers’ experiences with personalized learning. Courcier (2007) focused on 

teachers’ perspectives o f personalized learning and found that implementing personalized
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learning was challenging for teachers. Rudduck et al. (2006) found that for teachers, 

personalized learning changed their orientation toward learning, forcing them to consider 

students’ perspectives. Teachers gained insight into changes needed in their schools by 

listening to student voices. Several teachers noted the benefits of dialogue with students 

for solving problems and gaining understanding. Neither study considered the breadth of 

teachers’ experiences from a social cognitive perspective.

Table 1

Peer-Reviewed Research Relevant to Personalized Learning in England

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Courcier The researcher The researcher • There was no precise, operationalized
(2007) sought to gain interviewed 13 definition of personalized learning in the

both a theoretical secondary literature in England at the time of this
and empirical English, science, study.
understanding of and math • Personalized learning is a collection of
conceptions of teachers as well old and new approaches.
personalized as special • One key factor that differentiates
learning, both in education personalized learning is that students
policy documents teachers, teachers share responsibility for their learning.
and in practice. of the gifted, and 

head teachers in 
two schools in 
England.

• Schools focused on various elements of 
personalized learning: assessment for 
learning, behavior for learning, and 
ability grouping.

• Teachers had an inconsistent 
understanding of personalized learning. 
Much of this was due to the approach of 
lead teachers.
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Research Reports Relevant to Personalized Learning in England
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Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Rudduck, The purpose o f •  Research in eight secondary •  In one school, initial student
Brown, & this research schools began in the comments revealed a desire
Hendy was to summer o f  2004, with to be heard and to be valued
(2006) determine if teachers (assisted by a as an individual, so this

personalized researcher) using student became a focus.
learning was commentaries to determine •  Practices students appreciated
worth the one area o f  emphasis included quickly learning
investment of relevant to personalized their names and providing
time and effort. learning. specific, personalized

•  The researchers supported commentary on their work.
teachers in engaging in •  Several schools focused on
action research. individualized feedback.

•  Data came from many •  The most daunting aspect o f
sources, including personalizing education was
conversations with both shifting power to students.
students and teachers,
students’ learning logs, and
presentations.

Sebba, Representatives • Representatives o f  347 •  Participants were uncertain
Brown, from two schools completed surveys about the definition o f
Steward, universities and relevant to personalized personalized learning.
Galton, the London learning practices. •  Pupil voice was extremely
& Janies Institute o f •  The researchers conducted important in all schools but
(2007) Education case studies o f  13 schools that each school had

conducted that had fully implemented implemented personalized
research to personalized learning learning differently with
identify best according to factors different emphasis.
practices in established by the DfES. •  Teachers who participated in
personalized the study conveyed a concern
learning. that average ability students

were overlooked.
•  One commonality o f  the case

study schools was a clear,
frequently articulated vision.
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Research in Other International Contexts

Implementation of personalized learning was not limited to England. Numerous 

countries implemented personalized learning initiatives, and multiple sources convey the 

findings o f research related to these initiatives (see Table 3). Several studies investigated 

teachers’ experiences with personalized learning. Beach and Dovemark’s (2009) study 

focused on the implementation of personalized learning, not teacher experiences, but the 

methodology did include both observations of and interviews with teachers as part of 

their methodology. Their findings seemed to confirm the concerns o f Leadbeater (2004a) 

and Campbell et al. (2007) that students from lower socioeconomic background who 

lacked cultural capital would struggle to succeed through personalized learning.

Table 3

Research Relevant to Personalized Learning outside o f  England or the United States

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Beach & The purpose of • In this ethnographic • Even when learning in a personalized
Dovemark this study was qualitative study, framework, external expectations
(2009) to investigate researchers (assessments, grades, choosing the

how observed and right courses) drove decisions.
personalized interviewed teachers • Performance still emphasized,
learning and students in two including making good choices that
policies were Year 8 classes in resulted in high grades.
being two schools; one • The emphasis on performance stifled
implemented in served mainly creativity and agency.
two secondary middle class • Teachers directed more time and
schools in students and a attention to ambitious, capable,
Sweden and second served engaged learners.
how this poorer students, • Students with middle and upper class
implementation many of whom did capital reaped the greatest benefits
was affecting not speak Swedish and highest validation.
students. as their first 

language.
• Personalization as enacted in this 

context yielded social reproduction.
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Table 3 (continued)

Research Relevant to Personalized Learning outside o f  England or the United States

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Karmeshu, The authors •  The study involved •  Teachers were the most important
Raman, & investigated the 295 adopter teachers factor in adopting educational
Nedungadi rate o f  adoption from 18 schools in innovations.
(2012 o f personalized three states in India. •  The most influential factor that

learning in • The study affected adoption o f personalized
schools considered teacher learning was teacher training in
throughout India incentives, teacher pedagogical methods and the use o f
following the workload, peer technology.
introduction o f  a influence, school
personalized support, perceived
learning usefulness o f  the
framework by innovation,
India’s Central perceived ease o f
Board o f use, and
Secondary compatibility.
Education •  Teachers completed
(CBSE). a questionnaire to

measure each factor.

Prain The authors first •  The researchers •  There is agreement that
et al. conducted a introduced personalization has benefits for

(2013) literature review personalized increasing student engagement and
o f  personalized learning as one improving education, but there are
learning to element o f an effort few suggestions for how to
understand and to improve academic implement it.
critique the achievement in four •  Teachers struggled with releasing
concept. The low SES secondary control o f  learning and enabling
authors then schools in Australia. student voice. This stems from a
developed and •  They surveyed 2407 concern with meeting assessment
implemented a students. demands.
framework for •  They also conducted •  Students reported that
personalized a case study o f  a differentiation o f instruction,
learning. They differentiated, shared control o f  learning,
wanted to personalized consultation between students and
“identify approach to teachers about work, and
enablers, mathematics at one authenticity o f  tasks were
constraints, and o f the schools. implemented least.
outcomes” (p. •  Students’ growth in math
666). achievement on a national test

exceeded the national average.
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Table 3 (continued)

Research Relevant to Personalized Learning outside o f  England or the United States

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Bautista
(2012)

Deed 
et al. 
(2014)

The purpose of 
the study was to 
investigate the 
effects o f  
personalized 
instruction on 
college students’ 
academic 
achievement in 
physics. The 
research focused 
on students 
enrolled in a 
college in the 
Philippines.

The researchers 
investigated 
characteristics o f  
teacher and 
student agency 
when engaging in 
personalized 
learning in an 
open classroom 
setting. The 
research focused 
on Year 9-10 
students enrolled 
in a
programming 
unit at a
secondary school 
in Australia.

Researchers placed 
78 learners in either 
am experimental or 
control group. 
Learners in the 
experimental group 
moved through the 
course at their own 
pace and experienced 
more personalized 
instruction as well as 
a more interactive 
and collaborative 
approach.
Researchers analyzed 
transcripts o f small 
group discussions.

This researchers 
conducted case study 
in which they 
observed one teacher 
and her students for 
10 weeks. Data 
collection involved 
two interviews with 
the teacher, informal 
interviews with 
students, and 
classroom 
observations, and 
student survey about 
their experiences.

The mean post-test score o f those students 
who participated in personalized learning 
was significantly higher than the mean 
score o f  students who participated in 
traditional instruction; however, “the 
models o f teaching account for only 72.7 
% o f  the variability in the academic 
achievement o f the students” (p. 580). 
Personalized learning benefitted students 
of average ability the most, then students 
of low ability and high ability.

To facilitate personalized learning, the 
teacher and the students interactively 
engaged in making decisions about the 
learning process and environment.
The teacher’s role was to design pedagogy 
in line with personalized learning 
principles and assist students with 
accessing resources to support their 
learning.
Student autonomy was limited as they 
made choices within boundaries 
established by the teacher.
Teaching and learning was a mutual 
experience during which sometimes the 
student, rather than the teacher, became 
the expert.
Students and teachers need a shared 
understanding o f personalized learning to 
support coregulation o f learning.
Teachers can support students’ learning by 
providing prompts to guide students’ 
thinking and by providing exemplars of 
the learning process, including problem- 
solving strategies.______________________
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The teachers in these studies did not indicate confusion relevant to the definition 

of personalized learning, as the teachers in England did. Perhaps this is because the 

educational authorities in these countries provided more specific definitions and 

expectations for personalized learning. Still, findings indicated that teachers struggled to 

implement personalized learning for two reasons: a concern with standardized tests and 

difficulty with releasing control of learning to students (Prain et al., 2013). Furthermore, 

Karmeshu, Raman, and Nedungadi (2012) emphasized the importance o f training 

teachers to implement personalized learning. Again, no study directly focused on 

teachers’ experiences.

The United States: Theory

In contrast to England, the United States has not had a national initiative 

promoting personalized learning. Instead, interest in personalized learning has risen in 

specific schools and districts, in regions, in states, or through particular organizations. 

These advocates often support the use o f technology and blended learning in personalized 

learning.

The Education Alliance at Brown University. One o f the earliest efforts to 

explain the purposes and processes o f personalized learning in the United States was a 

publication o f The Education Alliance at Brown University titled Changing Systems to 

Personalize Learning (Clarke, 2003). The preface to this work notes the inequities in the 

U.S. education system, citing research that showed that both Hispanic and African 

American students had higher drop out rates and lower test scores than white students.
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Clarke (2003) suggested that the anonymity students experience in the traditional high 

school system contributes to these inequities. He presented personalized education as a 

way to know students and help them experience greater investment in their educations.

Clarke’s (2003) conception of personalized learning involved shaping education 

in response to students’ learning styles and interests. It also involved students having a 

voice in how they meet learning goals. According to Clarke, the students’ efforts to 

direct their own learning differentiates personalized learning from individualized 

education. There is no one way to personalize education; rather, each school should have 

the freedom to personalize education in a way that is unique to the school’s culture and 

climate. What should be common to all schools, however, are efforts to increase 

engagement among diverse students so that “all students meet high standards and acquire 

the knowledge they need to pursue their own aspirations” (Clarke, 2003, p. 6). His work, 

an urgent call to reform high schools to provide more personalized learning experiences, 

had a basis o f research conducted in high schools. He did not explain how his 

recommendation might look in a middle school, though his basic premise applies to both 

settings: students who learn differently must be educated differently.

International Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL). More recently, 

iNACOL published the report Mean What You Say: Defining and Integrating 

Personalized, Blended and Competency Education (Patrick, Kennedy, & Powell, 2013). 

The report defined personalized learning as “tailoring learning for each student’s 

strengths, needs and interests— including enabling student voice and choice in what, how,
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when and where they learn— to provide flexibility and supports to ensure mastery o f the 

highest standards possible” (Patrick et al., 2013, p. 4). This definition emphasizes the 

importance o f anchoring learning to standards while also stressing the importance of 

student voice and choice. In a personalized learning environment, students become 

agents o f the learning process: “Learners have agency to set their own goals for learning, 

create a reflective process during their journey to attain those goals, and be flexible 

enough to take their learning outside the confines of the traditional classroom” (Patrick et 

al., 2013, p. 4). This requires a significant shift in the roles and responsibilities of 

teachers and learners when compared to traditional models o f instruction.

Patrick and colleagues (2013) stressed that teachers still play an active role in 

education by gaining knowledge of individual students and responding to their unique 

characteristics, including interests, learning styles, and pacing. Personalized learning 

involves meeting students where they are, using data as the most important tool to adjust 

instruction, but also considering parent and student input. Assessment is formative and 

summative, performance-based, and individualized to each student. The goal is 

individual mastery o f key knowledge and skills. Teachers use their knowledge of 

students to create a flexible learning environment in which students are encouraged to 

access a variety o f resources to support their learning. These resources involve 

community members as well as other members o f the student’s class. In addition, 

teachers support students in developing individualized pathways to success, commonly 

referred to as personal learning paths.
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Patrick and colleagues (2013) suggested blended learning as an avenue for 

transitioning to personalized learning; indeed, they stated that it would be difficult to 

implement personalized learning without the assistance o f technology. Technology is 

valuable for personalizing learning when it supports teachers’ efforts to evaluate learning 

and when it provides options for how and when students access content and materials. 

Blended learning is more than just adding technology; it is a transformation of the 

instructional approach during which technology serves as a tool for monitoring students’ 

learning, accessing resources, providing interventions, and creating individual student 

profiles that indicate students’ progress over time and include samples o f their work. 

Blended learning also includes interactions among humans (students, teachers, mentors, 

etc.) as well as the expansion o f the learning environment (museums, internships, and 

field experiences, to name a few). Additionally, educators must embrace shifts in 

instructional design that include an element o f student control. Blended learning is only 

authentic blended learning if it supports personalized learning, multiple pathways to 

learning, and student control. Patrick et al. likened effective blended learning to a GPS 

system that assists students in reaching their goals by providing immediate feedback and 

opportunities for individual exploration as students navigate different routes.

Competency education, in which students make progress by demonstrating 

mastery of specific goals rather than due to age or seat time, complements personalized 

education (Patrick et al., 2013). Competency learning allows greater freedom and 

flexibility for pacing, environment, and learning experiences. Personalized learning
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plans outline the expected competencies for students to master. Standards, necessary to 

prepare students for success ‘in  a globally competitive economy” (Patrick et al., 2013, p. 

26), become the basis o f the competencies that students master, the floor (not the ceiling). 

Patrick et al., 2013 advocate rigorous, internationally benchmarked standards and cite the 

Common Core State Standards as an exemplar. How well students master these 

standards serve as the measurement of their progress, and the avenue through which 

students receive supports to continue making progress is personalized learning. Each 

student’s profile contains a record o f individual progress in meeting specific standards.

The language o f the iNACOL report substantiates that Patrick et al. (2013) were 

enthusiastic supporters of personalized learning, blended learning, competency-based 

learning, and the Common Core State Standards. They described a model o f education in 

which standards provide structure for personalized learning, technology provides access 

to learning resources and support for assessing students’ mastery o f standards, and 

personalization allows students to engage in the learning process at their own pace with 

the intent of mastering specific knowledge and skills. Their discussion provides a 

framework for how personalized learning could serve to increase equity and access to 

high-quality educational opportunities, but they also emphasize the need for classroom- 

level research to guide policy development.

Research Relevant to Personalized Learning in the United States

Researchers have conducted multiple studies relevant to personalized learning in 

the United States. Still, limited empirical, peer-reviewed research relevant to teachers’
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experiences with personalized learning in A m erica ex ists in the literature. Table 4 

presents a summary o f  this research.

Table 4

Research Relevant to Personalized Learning in the United States

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Breunlin, The researchers • Researchers • Student data indicated a
Mann, investigated the conducted the study in moderate shift to a
Kelly, effects of one a large suburban high personalized learning
Cimmarusti, school’s efforts to school (over 3700 environment after two years
Dunne, & shift toward a more students) in the and a significant shift after
Lieber personalized Chicago suburbs. four years.
(2005) environment. The • Researchers invited • Despite the shift toward

school targeted six all teachers and a personalized learning, on the
areas: teacher- random sample of final administration of the
student students to respond to scale, less than 50% of
relationships, items on a responses related to
student-student personalization scale personalized learning were
relationships, with three factors: “agree” or “strongly agree.”
discipline, teacher-student • There were no significant
relationships with relationships, student- changes in the data from
the community, student relationships, teachers’ responses.
students' the school as a whole. • There was a large discrepancy
attachment to • Researchers between teachers’ perceptions
school, and administered the of the level of personalization
faculty- instrument three times in the school environment and
administration
relationships.

over the course of 
four years.

students’ perceptions.

Phillips, Researchers • The researchers • Educators became more
Prue, investigated the conducted qualitative, knowledgeable about students
Hasazi, & implementation of participant research. and more thoughtful about
Morgan personal learning • Participants in the providing personalized
(2000) plans (PLPs) for all PLP process (parents, learning experiences.

students at a high teachers, and • Teachers struggled to make
school in Vermont, students) completed time for the meetings but still
with a focus on written evaluations of believed the PLPs were
how these plans the process after the worthwhile.
affected students first and third PLP • Students also had a positive
with disabilities. meetings. view of the process.
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O f those studies, one study investigated efforts to personalize learning in a large 

high school by forming stronger relationships (Breunlin et al., 2005). The other 

investigated the implementation of personalized learning plans in middle school and high 

school settings (Phillips, Prue, Hasazi, & Morgan, 2000). Neither addressed the 

implementation o f personalized learning with the intent to incorporate competency-based, 

technology-assisted learning in a middle school setting, which is the focus o f the current 

study.

In addition to this research, personalized learning has been the focus o f doctoral 

research (Astin, 2008) and university study (John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce 

Development, 2010). Jacobs (2014) also shared information on the implementation of 

personalized learning in Oakland Unified schools, and Meece (2003) investigated the 

effects o f a learner-centered approach on middle school students’ learning from the 

students’ perspective. Combined, these sources illuminate both the possibilities and the 

challenges o f implementing a personalized approach to learning.

Astin (2008) conducted research at a large California middle school that was 

implementing small learning communities (SLCs) within the framework o f the larger 

school. Students move to middle schools, typically structured much differently from 

elementary schools, at a time when they are also experiencing a tremendous amount of 

physical and psychological change, a precarious combination. Astin (2008) contended 

that SLCs do a better job of meeting adolescents’ needs and cited research on the 

numerous benefits o f small schools including higher achievement, less misbehavior, less
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truancy, greater motivation, and better self-concept, particularly for low SES and 

minority students. This approach also related to more positive teacher attitudes.

Astin’s (2008) research focused on the perceptions o f sixth grade teachers 

involved in the transition to SLCs. All sixth grade teachers completed a survey with 

items related to changes in personalization, as well as teachers’ beliefs about adolescents’ 

needs and development. In addition, Astin (2008) interviewed 10 teachers who were 

either more willing or more able to personalize instruction following conversion to the 

SLC. Personalization, in this study, involved knowing students and providing individual 

attention and guidance (such as through advisories). The items related to changes in 

personalization indicated that teachers who had not personalized learning before the 

change increased their personalization.

Several factors correlated with more personalization, including smaller student-to- 

teacher ratios, collaboration among team members, cooperative instructional strategies, 

transformational leadership, and high teacher morale. Obstacles to personalization 

included negative teacher attitudes and too many students. Structural supports included 

administrative support and teaming. Astin (2008) noted that the role of the principal was 

pivotal for establishing a clear vision, granting teachers autonomy, modeling 

personalization, and encouraging positive morale. Teachers noted that the organization 

of teams promoted camaraderie and allowed them to know students better, which in turn 

gave students a greater sense o f belonging. Astin (2008) emphasized the importance of 

students’ connection with adults at school to foster positive behavior, as well as academic
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success. Though Astin (2008) identified the school under consideration as a "small” 

school, the student body consisted o f 675 students with each team of four teachers 

working with around 120 students, an average of 30 students per teacher, so this was only 

a small school by comparison to what it was previously. Still, one definite conclusion of 

the study was that fewer students allows for greater personalization.

A report by the John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development (2010) at 

Rutgers University investigated the first year o f a two-year pilot (2009-2011) of 

personalized student learning plans (PSLPs) at six middle schools and ten high schools. 

Teachers worked with parents and students to develop the PSLPs, in which they outlined 

specific "learning goals based on personal, academic and career interests” (John J. 

Heldrich Center for Workforce Development, 2010, p. 1). The researchers used a mixed 

methods approach including surveys; interviews with principals, teachers, and 

counselors; and focus groups with students. The data indicated that challenges to 

implementing PSLPs included securing teacher buy-in, scheduling time for meetings, and 

providing access to computers. To assist with overcoming these challenges, the schools 

needed someone to plan and coordinate the implementation of the PSLPs. Additionally, 

an active, supportive principal was vital in securing teacher investment. Those schools 

where PSLPs had the greatest impact included some sort of small-group element in which 

a group of 10 or less students worked with a mentor. Staff buy-in, teacher training, 

adequate resources, and staff feedback also closely connected to successful 

implementation of PSLPs.
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Jacobs (2014) reported on an effort by Oakland Unified schools to use the 

Clayton Christensen conception o f blended learning to personalize instruction. Two- 

thirds of Oakland’s students at the time of implementation were Latino or African 

American, and 80% qualified for free or reduced lunch. One-third o f Oakland’s students 

were English language learners. Eight schools were involved in the pilot, funded in part 

by the Rogers Foundation, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and the Quest 

Foundation. The implementation involved highly motivated principals and teachers who 

had committed to spending an additional hour after school each week for training and 

collaboration.

Jacobs (2014) found that Oakland educators learned much during their 

implementation of personalized learning. Greg Klein, director o f blended learning for the 

Rogers Foundation, acknowledged that the schools spent too much on technology during 

the first year of implementation and shared that asking teachers to learn several 

technology programs was overwhelming. After the first year, teachers implemented one 

program at a time. The schools also streamlined implementation by using Chromebooks 

in all new blended-leaming classrooms. Another challenge teachers faced was teaching 

students to manage their own learning while supporting students involved in multiple 

learning tasks. Teachers also found analyzing data to guide instruction challenging. In 

addition to learning how to use technology effectively and working through pedagogical 

challenges, the district had to make changes to furniture, and classrooms needed more 

wireless access points.
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Jacobs (2014) reported that despite the challenges, teachers still viewed blended 

learning favorably, though they were more confident that blended learning improved 

engagement than they were that it improved achievement. Teachers’ practices revealed 

their willingness to implement blended, personalized learning approaches. Many 

teachers used the station rotation model in which students rotate through different 

activities such as computer-based learning, projects, and small groups with the teacher. 

Others used computer labs. Technology was particularly useful for providing students’ 

access to learning resources through an online portal and for providing teachers access to 

online assessments that enabled them to monitor students’ learning. Jacobs (2014) 

highlighted many examples o f personalized learning. For example, an eighth grade math 

class at Elmhurst used Khan Academy to allow students to move at their own pace; then, 

the teacher worked with individual students as needed. Overall, however, teachers used 

technology for remediation rather than for introducing new concepts.

Meece (2003) investigated the relationship between Learner Centered Practices 

and students’ achievement and motivation. She reviewed reports specifically related to 

adolescent development and the importance o f providing a supportive environment that is 

still intellectually challenging. She concluded that tenets of the learner-centered model 

are appropriate for middle grades learners. She then reported on the results of the 

validation o f the Assessment of Learner-Centered Practices survey with a sample o f 109 

teachers and 2,200 middle school students from across the United States. The data from 

the survey indicated that learner-centered practices (as perceived by students) correlate
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positively with both achievement and motivation. Additionally, a focus on mastery 

correlated positively with self-efficacy, self-monitoring o f learning, and making 

connections. This research suggests that personalized learning has the potential to 

support students’ academic success through the middle school years.

Personalized Learning Environments

Technology is valuable for personalizing learning when it supports teachers’ 

efforts to evaluate learning and provide support (Patrick et al., 2013). Technology also 

provides options for how and when students access content and materials (Patrick et al., 

2013). Transforming American Education: Learning Powered by Technology (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2010), America’s National Educational Technology Plan, calls 

for educators to use technology in new and innovative ways to facilitate learning for all 

students. The plan specifically suggests the need for instructional approaches that 

provide “engaging and empowering personalized learning experiences” (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2010, p. v). One way that educators are using technology to accomplish 

this is by supporting students’ development o f  personal learning environments (PLEs).

A PLE is not a tool or a product that schools may purchase, though there are 

products that facilitate the creation and use o f  individual PLEs. Rather, PLEs are “an 

approach or process that is individualized by design, and thus different from person to 

person” (Johnson, Adams, & Cummins, 2012, p. 24). Personal learning environments 

encompass both the human resources and technological tools that students collect to 

support their learning (Drexler, 2010; EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative, 2009; Johnson,
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Adams, & Haywood, 2011). Thus, learning through PLEs is not an isolated process. 

Indeed, through technology, learners are able to collaborate not only with other learners 

who share their interests, but also experts in the field (EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative, 

2009). The essential idea is that students are in charge o f the process by which they learn 

with the freedom to make choices that reflect their individual needs and preferences 

(Johnson et al., 2012). PLEs are different from learning management systems, which 

include calendars and assignments; instead, they require individualized access to learning 

experiences (Johnson et al., 2011).

PLEs are not only personalized but also student-centered. Though teachers are an 

essential resource for supporting students (Drexler, 2010), students drive decisions 

regarding the tools they will use, the content they will access, and even the topics they 

will study. Textbooks and teacher-delivery are no longer the primary source of 

information. Through technology, learners access information through “learning 

communities, information management and communication tools, personal learning 

networks,. . .  authoritative sources, online tutoring and guided sources tailored to their 

needs, knowledge-building tools, and peers with common interests” (Demski, 2012, para. 

10). To develop their PLEs, students might incorporate blogs, YouTube, RSS feeds from 

news agencies, social media, Skype, wikis, and a variety o f other resources (EDUCAUSE 

Learning Initiative, 2009; Johnson et al., 2012)

When used in formal educational settings, the use of PLEs requires a balance of 

student autonomy, predetermined lessons, and teacher facilitation (Johnson et al., 2011).
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Teachers typically provide some structure for student learning, including helping them to 

set goals for learning and guiding students to lessons and resources suited to their 

interests and abilities (Drexler, 2010). For example, a teacher using PLEs to facilitate 

instruction in a public school could still guide students in selecting learning experiences, 

tools, and resources that ensured their mastery of state standards. Teachers are essential 

for helping students to balance structure with autonomy (Drexler, 2010).

In the 2011 Horizon Report for K-12 education, Johnson et al. provide specific 

examples of contexts in which students are using PLEs to engage in learning. One 

example involves 10th grade media students in Canton, Georgia, who use an online 

program called Netvibes to construct personalized dashboards related to a variety of 

veterans’ issues that students had chosen to investigate. A personalized dashboard is a 

collection of resources that connect to the curriculum in ways that reflect each individual 

student’s interests. Students can also use dashboards to curate content in other subject 

areas such as English, math, and science. Teachers can help students customize their 

dashboard to target specific skills, such as when math teachers suggest particular 

resources for students to support their mastery of particular units. Symbaloo and Diigo 

are two other tools that educators and students can use to collect and organize electronic 

resources that support learning.

Drexler (2010) reported on research she conducted in which students in a 

contemporary issues course used The Networked Student Model. In this model, students 

construct PLEs to facilitate their learning both within and beyond the classroom.
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Students began by learning about and experimenting with technological tools that would 

facilitate their learning. Students then engaged in independent study, including video 

conferences with experts in the fields they were studying. Students were required to meet 

minimum weekly expectations as well as to create a final project. Student response was 

generally positive, though several students experienced frustration with having to learn 

new technologies and struggled with managing their own learning. Students also noted 

the importance o f having a teacher available to provide assistance with their studies.

Demski (2012) reported on the successful use of PLEs in several contexts. For 

example, the Mooresville Graded School District in North Carolina implemented a 1 -to-1 

laptop initiative to support personalized learning. Superintendent Mark Edwards noted a 

dramatic increase in student engagement and achievement, including a rise in the 

graduation rate from 64% to 91% over five years. Thomas Greaves, CEO o f educational 

consulting firm The Greaves Group, commented that his firm found that access to web- 

based, individualized remedial coursework in which students moved through the material 

at their own pace with teacher support was the primary predictor o f success in remedial 

courses. Greaves also noted a positive correlation between access to search tools and 

student achievement and attendance. Students were also less likely to drop out o f school 

and more likely to attend college (Demski, 2012).

Implementing PLEs affords educators the opportunity to connect the learning that 

students engage in outside of school with what takes place in the classroom. Demski 

(2012), quoting Jayne James, who once served as ISTE’s senior director o f education
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leadership, emphasized that PLEs allow students and teachers to connect students’ 

interests and natural curiosity with the curriculum and competencies that teachers want 

them to master. They also allow teachers to differentiate instruction, a practice that is 

difficult to implement through traditional methods o f curricular and instructional 

development. When teachers collaborate with students to develop students’ PLEs, 

teachers have the opportunity to provide both flexible and customized instruction 

(Johnson et al., 2011). As Johnson et al. (2012) wrote, PLEs “enable students to 

determine the style and pace at which they learn while exposing them to technologies that 

they may not otherwise encounter in traditional classroom settings that will help prepare 

them for university and the workforce” (p. 24). The chief benefit of PLEs is this ability 

to respond to individual student needs.

Differentiation is possible not only through teacher facilitation, but also through 

student control of their PLEs, which provide access to a wealth of online material that 

students can use to gain content knowledge, as well as tools that they can use to 

transform that knowledge into a variety o f products and applications. Students can 

control the style, pace, and direction o f learning as they collect resources (Johnson et al.,

2012). Greaves observed that students have the potential to personalize their learning 

more effectively and efficiently than teachers, who often lack time to individualize 

instruction for each student (Demski, 2012). PLEs can also serve as electronic portfolios 

to document individual student learning (Johnson et al., 2012; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010).
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The U.S. Department o f Education’s (2010) National Educational Technology 

Plan states that “to prepare students to learn throughout their lives and in settings far 

beyond classrooms, we must change what and how we teach to match what people need 

to know, how they learn, and where and when they learn” (p. 10). Implementing PLEs 

could serve as an effective method o f connecting students’ lives outside o f school with 

the learning that takes place within schools and merits consideration as a strategy for 

adoption in K-12 settings.

Using PLEs to facilitate learning satisfies multiple goals and criteria set forth by 

the National Educational Technology Plan (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). First, 

“the model puts students at the center and empowers them to take control o f their own 

learning by providing flexibility on several dimensions” (U.S. Department of Education, 

2010, p. 10). It allows teachers to focus on core, standards-based concepts while still 

having options regarding content, grouping, activities, and assessments. Second, teachers 

and students are able to personalize learning in response to learners’ needs, preferences, 

and interests. Implementing PLEs also supports the acquisition o f information literacy, 

media literacy, and digital citizenship. Some platforms, such as Symbaloo and Junyo 

also include analytics that support data-driven instruction.

The technology itself is one element important to consider when implementing 

PLEs. Though “the underlying technologies needed to construct a personal learning 

environment are relatively straightforward and readily available now” (Johnson et al., 

2012, p. 24), students must have sufficient access to hardware connected to a stable
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infrastructure. Greaves commented on research that shows 1 -to-1 laptop initiatives work 

best, if  implemented correctly (Demski, 2012). Few schools have the resources to 

support such an initiative. One way o f addressing a lack o f hardware is by allowing 

students to use their own technology devices such as smart phones. Though PLEs are 

technology-based, one does not need a computer to develop a PLE. In 2012, Johnson et 

al. noted that “the conceptual basis for PLEs has shifted significantly in the last year, as 

smartphones, tablets, and apps have begun to emerge as a compelling alternative to 

browser-based PLEs and e-portfolios” (p. 24). An additional challenge to implementing 

PLEs is that because PLEs allow such flexibility, it is much harder to provide technical 

support. Furthermore, technology issues beyond the school’s control, such as when 

applications crash or disappear or when data is lost, may disrupt the learning of students 

(Mott, 2010).

Even when the technology is in place, learning with PLEs may provide challenges 

to both students and teachers. Students need a degree of self-direction, motivation, and 

responsibility they may lack; furthermore, students may feel frustrated when they are 

required to learn new technologies and make decisions traditionally left to the teacher 

(Drexler, 2010; EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative, 2009). Students may also be unaware 

of how they learn best. They will be required to gain insight into their own 

metacognition, ultimately a positive learning outcome, but a factor that necessary to take 

into account. Students may also lack the ability to judge the value o f information, 

determine the authority o f  a source, and differentiate fact from opinion (EDUCAUSE
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Learning Initiative, 2009). Structures must be in place to facilitate the acquisition of this 

skill. Providing this kind of support is unfamiliar and uncomfortable for many teachers. 

Facilitating students through PLEs would be a radical change for most educators. To 

address this, Drexler (2010) suggested incorporating a cognitive apprenticeship model in 

which teachers who are comfortable with networked learning guide and mentor those 

with less comfort and experience.

Theoretical Framework 

Social cognitive theory provides a framework for interpreting the complex 

interactions between individuals and their environments. Elements o f social cognitive 

theory consider how individuals perceive experiences as well as how people exert both 

self-influence and influence over their environments through agency. Because social 

cognitive theory addresses both personal and environmental factors and how they impact 

human functioning, it serves as an appropriate theoretical framework for an investigation 

of teachers’ experiences with personalized learning.

Social Cognitive Theory

Social cognitive theory rests on the premise that people are able to engage in 

specific psychological activities, such as symbolizing (picturing events and actions in the 

mind as well as conveying ideas through communication), forethought, vicarious 

learning, evaluative self-regulation, and self-reflection (Bandura, 1986). A second key 

premise is that any attempt to explain human behavior must consider both sociocultural 

and personal factors (Bandura, 2001). Sociocultural factors refer to environmental
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influences. Personal factors include cognitive and affective factors such as feelings, 

thoughts, and beliefs including preferences, conceptions, and intentions, as well as 

biological factors, such as appearance, age, race, and sex (Bandura, 1986). An 

understanding of human behavior must avoid a dualistic approach in which psychological 

factors operate separately from environmental factors. Rather, personal, behavioral, and 

environmental factors interact and influence each other (Bandura, 1986).

Reciprocal Causation

Social cognitive theorists recognize that people are not autonomous (Bandura, 

2006). Individuals constantly interact with and are subject to the influence o f the 

environment. The environment affects individuals through modeling, teaching, and 

social persuasion (Bandura, 1986). Though the environment consistently exerts influence 

on individuals, they do not yield inevitably to environmental influences (Bandura, 1986, 

2006). Individuals are also capable of shaping the environment. Thus, humans shape 

social systems, and social systems shape humans. This interaction o f internal personal 

factors, behavioral patterns, and environmental influences is called triadic reciprocal 

causation (Bandura, 1986, 2001). This reciprocal interaction shapes every aspect o f 

human functioning (Bandura, 2006).

Triadic reciprocal causation provides an explanation for how people operating 

within similar environments develop unique identities (Bandura, 2006). External factors 

do influence behavior, but so does self-influence. Humans create social structures to 

guide and regulate human activity through rules and sanctions. These social structures
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both limit and support personal development, but they do not determine the direction of 

human development. Humans choose how to operate within social structures. They may 

adhere to expectations, but they may also circumvent them or absolutely oppose them. 

Humans interact with society uniquely in what they accept, what they reject, and what 

they do. Even in environments that influence them to act a certain way, people will 

choose the course o f action that most closely aligns with their own beliefs (Bandura, 

1986). Furthermore, people will shape environmental factors to facilitate the actions they 

choose and motivate themselves. Thus, people contribute both to their own development 

and to the development o f the environments in which they function.

The influence of different factors is neither equally strong nor simultaneous 

(Bandura, 1986). It takes time for one determinant to influence another. This allows 

researchers to study the effect that one factor has on another. It is important to study the 

interaction o f factors rather than studying factors in isolation. Analyzing just one 

segment of interaction yields an incomplete understanding o f human functioning.

Research Relevant to Reciprocal Causation

Research supports Bandura’s assertion that the interaction between personal 

factors, behavior, and environmental factors can be reciprocal (Harackiewicz, Durik, 

Barron, Linnenbrink-Garcia & Tauer, 2008; James & Jones, 1980; Kompier & Taris,

2011; Pekrun, Hall, Goetz, & Perry, 2014). Table 5 provides more information about the 

factors researchers investigated and their relation to each other. When investigating 

reciprocal causation, researchers most often relied on quantitative methods, using scales
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to collect data and statistical analysis to reach conclusions relevant to the interplay of 

specific factors that they selected prior to their investigation (Goetz, Pekrun, Hall, & 

Haag, 2006; Harackiewicz et al., 2008; James & Jones, 1980). In several cases, 

researchers acknowledged that quantitative methods yield an incomplete understanding 

of the interaction among factors (Goetz et al., 2006; Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Pekrun et 

al., 2014). Though this research demonstrated that the causal relationship between two 

interacting factors can be reciprocal, it also demonstrated the need for a qualitative 

approach to understand completely the interactions among personal factors, beliefs, and 

environmental factors.

Table 5

Research Relevant to Reciprocal Causation

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Goetz, • The researchers • The study examined • Though aspects of the
Pekrun, tested Pekron’s students’ emotions environment were
Hall, & social-cognitive relevant to Latin antecedents of students’
Haag model in which he instruction to test the emotions, their cognitions,
(2006) proposed that model. specifically related to

students’ cognitions • The sample included appraisals of control (i.e.
as well as their 200 students in Grades self-concept) and value (in
environments serve 7 to 10 in Germany. this case, of Latin),
as antecedents to • The researchers mediated the influence of
their emotions. collected all data their environment.

• They also wanted to through scales. • The relationship among
understand if these • The researchers variables was reciprocal.
correlations were analyzed data through • Correlational research does
subject specific. correlational analyses 

and linear structural 
equation modeling.

not reveal the complexity 
of the relationships 
between variables 
(emotions, cognitions, and 
social environment).
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Table 5 (continued)

Research Relevant to Reciprocal Causation

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Harackiewicz, Researchers • Participants completed • Interest and mastery goals are
Durik, investigated the questionnaires about reciprocally related over time.
Barron, interaction of their interests and Interest influences mastery
Linnenbrink- interest and background, goals and mastery goals
Garcia, & mastery goals achievement influence interest.
Tauer(2008) among 858 motivation, • Low initial interest (personal)

students in an achievement and work- could be mediated by
introductory avoidance goals, situational interest when
psychology situational interest, and professors offered engaging
course. course interest. 

Researchers also 
collected data relevant 
to their academic 
performance.

• Researchers used factor 
analysis and multiple 
regression analysis.

coursework (environment) 
such that participants 
increased interest in the 
subject. Increased interest 
was reciprocally related with 
performance (behavior).

Pekrun, Hall, The researchers • Participants were 424 • Analysis revealed that
Goetz, & investigated the undergraduate students boredom had a negative effect
Perry (2014) relationship enrolled in a year-long on achievement and

between course. achievement had a negative
boredom and • Over time, researchers effect on boredom.
academic conducted five • Further research is necessary
achievement. assessments of to understand the factors that
Specifically, boredom as well as five mediate the relationship
they were assessments of between boredom and
testing a model 
of the reciprocal 
relationship 
between 
boredom and 
achievement.

achievement.
• Researchers analyzed 

data using structural 
equation modeling.

achievement.
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Table 5 (continued)

Research Relevant to Reciprocal Causation

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
James The researchers tested
& Jones the hypothesis that job

(1980) perceptions and job
satisfaction are related 
through reciprocal 
causation.

The study included 642 
participants from 
diverse work 
environments. 
Measures of job 
perception included 
challenge, autonomy, 
and importance.
Job satisfaction related 
to the tasks required by 
thejob.
All data was collected 
via questionnaires and 
analyzed using 
nonrecursive, structural 
equation analysis.

It is important not to 
assume that the relationship 
between two variables is 
unidirectional. Researchers 
must consider that 
influence may be 
reciprocal.
There was a reciprocal 
relationship between job 
perceptions and job 
satisfaction.
Job perception is 
commonly assumed to 
influence job satisfaction in 
a unidirectional manner; 
however, job satisfaction’s 
influence on job perception 
was actually stronger than 
the influence of job 
perception on job 
satisfaction.

After summarizing research on bullying in the work place that revealed a 

reciprocal relationship between personal factors and occasions o f bullying, Kompier and 

Taris (2011) shared recommendations for research related to reciprocal causation. They 

suggested that longitudinal research that considers all relevant concepts is necessary to 

understand causation fully. They further suggested that researchers must also consider 

mediating factors that contribute to the association between variables, which is consistent 

with findings reported by both Goetz et al. (2006) and Harackiewicz et al. (2008). Thus, 

the literature indicates that when investigating reciprocal causation, it is important to
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recognize not only the relationship of two factors over time but also factors that mediate 

the affect that one factor exerts on another.

Reciprocal Causation and Implementing Educational Change

The results o f multiple studies demonstrate the complex interplay o f personal 

factors, environmental factors, and behavior when schools attempt to implement change 

(see Table 6). Much of this research refers to a specific personal factor: teacher beliefs. 

The research confirms that teachers are constantly influencing their environments as their 

environments influence them. Research indicates that teacher beliefs influence their 

actions in the classroom (Albion & Ertmer, 2002; Brighton, 2003; Ertmer, 2005; Haney, 

Lumpe, & Czemiak, 2002; Inan & Lowther, 2010). Connected to this is the finding that 

teacher beliefs influence reform efforts (Ertmer, 2005; Fetters, Czemiak, & Fish, 2002). 

Ertmer (2005) concluded that change agents must understand and address beliefs for 

successful implementation of change. A challenge when implementing change with 

teachers whose beliefs do not align with the change is that teachers’ beliefs are stable and 

not easily changed (Albion & Ertmer, 2002; Brighton et al., 2005). The powerful role 

that teachers play when implementing change relates to another aspect o f social cognitive 

theory: agency.
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Table 6

Research Relating Personal Factors, Environmental Factors, and Implementation o f  

Change

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Albion 
& Ertmer 
(2002)

Brighton
(2003)

The authors 
investigated how 
teachers’ beliefs 
influence their 
integration of 
technology.

Both researchers used 
multimedia resources to 
expose pre-service 
teachers to practicing 
teachers’ beliefs, visions, 
and use of technology.

“This study sought to 
examine 48 middle 
school... teachers’ 
beliefs about teaching 
in diverse classrooms to 
determine how these 
beliefs affected their 
willingness and 
capacity to differentiate 
their instruction and 
assessment” (p. 177).

This was a qualitative 
study that incorporated 
interviews, observation, 
and analysis of 
documents.

In both the Albion and 
Ertmer studies, teachers 
had increased self-efficacy 
related to integrating 
technology after interacting 
with the multimedia 
resources.
In the Ertmer study, pre
service teachers also had 
more ideas about how to 
integrate technology in 
their own classrooms.

Four beliefs conflict with 
differentiation: the teacher 
must entertain students to 
sustain engagement; the 
teacher controls what 
students learn, and students 
learn by listening to the 
teacher; struggle is not 
good because students will 
shut down; to be fair, all 
students must engage in the 
same activities.
As a whole, teachers in this 
study did little to address 
diverse learning needs.
“It is critical to 
acknowledge and build on 
existing teacher beliefs 
when attempting to 
implement a new 
approach” (p. 201)._______
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Table 6 (continued)

Research Relating Personal Factors, Environmental Factors, and Implementation o f

Change

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Chen The purpose was to • The research involved • Teachers’ expressed beliefs
(2008) investigate whether 12 Taiwanese high were not always consistent

teachers’ school teachers at a with their practice.
pedagogical beliefs public school in Taipei. • The misalignment between
were in line with • Data included beliefs and practice was
their integration of interviews, documents, related to three factors:
technology and, if and classroom external influences, a
not, to understand 
the misalignment.

observations. limited or incorrect 
theoretical understanding 
of the pedagogy, and other 
beliefs that conflicted with 
the professed belief.

• To fully understand 
teachers’ experiences with 
a new implementation, 
researchers must consider 
both their beliefs and other 
contextual factors.

Fetters, Investigated • 233 elementary teachers • Teachers need to be
Czerniak, elementary (K-6) from two school involved in the process of
& Fish teachers’ adoption of districts, some establishing a shared vision
(2002) science kits with a classroom teachers, for the change effort, and

focus on their beliefs others support teachers the vision must be
and challenges they • First year of a five-year communicated clearly in
faced during the implementation plan multiple mediums.
transition. • Discourse and case 

study analysis of data
• Change agents must 

address teachers’ personal 
concerns before teachers 
can focus on how the 
change affects students’ 
learning.

• Two weeks of intensive 
training changed teachers 
from apprehensive to 
confident.



61

Table 6 (continued)

Research Relating Personal Factors, Environmental Factors, and Implementation o f

Change

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Garthwait The researchers • Qualitative, • “For both teachers, the
& Weller investigated teachers’ ethnographic research effects of ubiquitous
(2005) implementation of a focused on two seventh computing were strongly

one-to-one laptop grade teachers’ shaped by their beliefs
initiative in Maine experiences. about teaching and
during the 2002-2003 • The researchers used learning” (p. 373).
school year, focusing both phenomenological • School policies hindered
on how teachers used and grounded theory the effective
laptops relevant to 
curriculum and 
instruction and the 
barriers and facilitators 
teachers encountered.

inquiry. implementation of the one- 
to-one laptop initiative.

• Effective change requires 
teachers to believe in 
common goals.

Haney, ‘'The purpose of this • The researchers used • “Teachers who possessed
Lumpe, study was to examine the Context Beliefs positive capability and
& the relationship About Teaching context beliefs scored high
Czemiak, between elementary Science (CBATS) on effective science
(2002) teachers’ personal instrument and the teaching domains as

agency beliefs about Science Teacher measured by the Horizons
teaching science and Efficacy Beliefs (1998) scales” (p. 179),
their ability to (STEBI) to investigate which relate effective
effectively implement teachers’ personal teaching to student
science instruction” (p. agency and context engagement and
178). beliefs.

• They interviewed and 
observed six 
elementary science 
teachers who had 
responded to questions 
from the instruments.

understanding.
• Teachers with less positive 

beliefs had lower scores on 
all domains of the Horizons 
scales.

• Findings were not 
consistent, as one teacher 
with strong capability 
beliefs had a low score on 
the Horizons scales.
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Table 6 (continued)

Research Relating Personal Factors, Environmental Factors, and Implementation o f

Change

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
I nan & “The purpose of this • The researchers • Teachers’ beliefs in the ability
Lowther study was to collected survey data of technology to impact both
(2010) examine the effects from 1,382 public instruction and students’

of teachers’ school teachers learning had a positive,
individual working in 54 schools statistically significant effect
characteristics and in Tennessee. on technology integration.
environmental • The researchers • Teachers’ perception of their
factors on teachers’ developed a path ability to integrate technology
technology model to guide data had the strongest effect on
integration” (p. 142). analysis. technology integration.

• Overall support had the second 
strongest overall effect, and it 
indirectly affected teachers’ 
beliefs.

Liu, The researchers • Researchers observed • Several elements of PBL
Wivagg, investigated ten 10 teachers’ supported teachers’
Geurtz, middle school implementation of implementation: 1) addressed
Shih- teachers’ PBL with over 1.000 curricular needs, 2) received
Ting & implementation of sixth grade students in both administrative and
Chang problem-based five different schools. technical support, 3) aligned
(2012) learning (PBL) • Researchers also with teachers’ pre-existing

through a software interviewed teachers pedagogical beliefs, 4)
program called Alien and kept reflective promotes higher-order thinking
Rescue to understand journals. skills, and 5) engages and
teachers’ motivation, • Teachers spent three challenges students.
document how they weeks implementing a • Each participating teacher
implemented PBL, pre-developed PBL seemed to value a student-
and “identify factors program that focused centered approach to learning,
that teachers 
considered important 
in using technology- 
based PBL tools” (p. 
46).

on the solar system. which aligned with the 
implementation of PBL.

• Each teacher also valued a 
constructivist approach during 
which the teacher serves as a 
facilitator to students’ learning.



63

Table 6 (continued)

Research Relating Personal Factors, Environmental Factors, and Implementation o f

Change

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Tyminski, The researchers • The setting was a • After two semesters of using graphic
Haltiwanger, investigated the middle school in calculators with consistent support,
Zambak, effects of and a small city in teachers indicated more positive
Horton, & changes in South Carolina. beliefs toward the use of graphing
Hedetniemi teacher’s beliefs • The researchers calculators in their classrooms.
(2013) and attitudes interviewed and • After two years of implementation,

relevant to using observed six teachers’ feelings had changed from
graphic middle school apprehensive about the use of
calculators as math teachers. graphing calculators to support
teachers • They also inquiry-based mathematics to excited
implemented collected data and confident.
inquiry-based from field notes,
mathematics lesson plans,
instruction. journals, and 

surveys.
Windschitl Researchers • Two year case • Beliefs about learners’ needs, what
& Sahl investigated study of three counted as learning in particular
(2002) how and why middle school subject areas, and whether learning

teachers used teachers should be controlled by the teacher or
technology to integrating a by students influenced teachers’
support laptop program pedagogical decisions.
instruction as in an • Teachers integrated technology in
part of a laptop independent ways that aligned with their beliefs
computer Catholic school about their students, what good
program. They that served teaching looked like, and
specifically affluent families technology’s role in students’ lives.
sought to with high • The teaching environment shapes
understand how expectations for teachers’ beliefs about learners and
social and student learning. learning.
cultural contexts • Researchers • Environmental elements supported
influenced analyzed data teachers’ changes in teaching:
teachers’ beliefs through a lens of approach to instruction and structure
and actions. sociocultural 

theory to 
understand the 
interaction of 
teacher beliefs.

of curriculum, small class sizes, and 
few discipline concerns.

• Students viewed as capable of 
approaching learning in mature ways 
received more constructivist learning.
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Personal Agency

Bandura (2001) asserted, “The human mind is generative, creative, proactive, and 

reflective, not just reactive” (p. 4). In social cognitive theory, the term agency refers to 

the human capacity to act on one’s environment rather than just to react to environmental 

events (Bandura, 2001). People exercise agency when they make deliberate efforts to 

exercise control over their environments either to secure desired outcomes or to avoid 

undesired outcomes (Bandura, 1997). Agency also involves people’s efforts to influence 

their own functioning and life circumstances (Bandura, 2001, 2006). People demonstrate 

agency when they manage their own thoughts, feelings, motivation, and actions 

(Bandura, 1997). When people act as agents, they envision a desired outcome, make 

plans that they think will lead to the desired outcome, purposefully exert effort to achieve 

the desired outcome, and then reflect on the success and effectiveness o f their plans 

(Bandura, 1986, 2006). Agency is a vital element o f adaptation and change as people 

shape both themselves and their environments (Bandura, 2006).

The agentic perspective of social cognitive theory illuminates people’s 

interactions with the environment. Social cognitive theory acknowledges that human 

functioning is connects integrally to social systems that involve rules, norms, and 

practices that guide human affairs (Bandura, 2001). However, in social cognitive theory, 

humans are not at the mercy o f their environments; rather, “personal agency and social 

structure operate interdependently” (Bandura, 2001, p. 15). Humans create the social 

structures that affect their activity; those structures, in turn, can both constrain human
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functioning and provide resources and opportunities that support personal development 

(Bandura, 2001). People have the freedom to choose how these structures influence their 

efforts to pursue personal goals and bring about desired outcomes (Bandura, 2006). 

Indeed, humans have the capacity to override environmental influences as they 

intentionally shape the circumstances o f their lives through forethought, self-regulation, 

and self-reflection.

A key element o f agency is intentional ity, which involves people making 

purposeful decisions about how to conduct themselves in various situations (Bandura, 

2006). Through intentionality, people have personal control over their actions and 

choose those actions deliberately to achieve goals and intentions (Bandura, 2001). An 

intention indicates a commitment to engage in a future course o f action (Bandura, 2001). 

People also sometimes choose to join with other individuals toward a common goal, 

which Bandura (2006) refers to as collective intentionality.

A second element o f agency is forethought, through which people visualize future 

realities that they would like to attain and choose present actions to move toward that 

vision (Bandura, 2006). Bandura (1986) suggested that most human behavior is 

purposeful and regulated by forethought. As individuals make choices, they are able to 

anticipate how their actions will affect their futures. Thus, anticipated future outcomes 

can guide present behavior. Bandura (2001) wrote, “When projected over a long time 

course on matters o f value, a forethoughtful perspective provides direction, coherence, 

and meaning to one’s life” (p. 7). Forethought is a powerful force. What people
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anticipate accomplishing can outweigh the influence o f present conditions, motivating 

them to persevere even when facing obstacles.

A third element o f agency is self-reactiveness. Once an individual, through 

forethought, has set a goal, self-reactiveness is the ability to motivate one’s self and to 

regulate one’s own behavior to achieve that goal (Bandura, 2001). Having envisioned a 

desired future and established goals for themselves, individuals are able to plan actions to 

achieve those desired outcomes, motivate themselves to stay on course, and make 

adjustments when needed (Bandura, 2006). The source of motivation varies; personal 

standards motivate some people, whereas social factors motivate others (Bandura, 1991). 

An example of self-reactiveness is people making choices to manage their health by 

making healthy choices regarding diet and exercise (Bandura, 2001).

Self-reactiveness involves self-monitoring, self-motivating, standard setting, and 

self-appraisal (Bandura, 1991). Self-monitoring involves monitoring both one’s 

performance and the effects o f one’s actions. When self-monitoring, individuals reflect 

on their actions, make deliberate changes, and monitor the outcomes of their choices. 

Self-motivating involves setting goals. Quick feedback, including self-observation, on 

attainable goals promotes motivation better than distant goals. People develop standards 

by sifting through influences including standardized measures o f performance, the 

performance of acquaintances, or their own previous performance. These standards 

become powerful motivators as people choose to engage in actions, adhere to their own 

standards, and avoid actions that would result in their not meeting their self-imposed
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standards (Bandura, 1986). People may even reward themselves with tangible incentives 

for meeting or exceeding their own standards. In this way, they regulate their own 

behavior. Those people with strong self-regulatory skills are more capable o f exerting 

effort and managing resources to accomplish their goals than those with weak self- 

regulatory skills. Self-regulation enables humans to engage deliberately and effectively 

in actions that secure valued outcomes, even when achieving those outcomes requires 

them to override environmental influences (Bandura, 2006).

People often have an emotional response to their evaluations and judgments of 

their achievement o f standards, which Bandura (1991) referred to as affective self

reactions. How people respond to their assessment of their own performance links to 

whether they view ability as inherent or acquirable. Those with an inherent view may 

grow despondent or apathetic in the face of failure or challenges. Those with acquirable 

view and strong sense o f self-efficacy bolster themselves and increase motivation to 

achieve goals.

One’s view o f ability links to other aspects o f agency, as well. A person who 

views ability as a set o f acquirable skills is more willing to set higher goals and expand 

his or her knowledge, more self-evaluative, and more resilient. Furthermore, those who 

believe that they can increase their capacity through more effort, trial and error, and 

learning do better when they encounter challenges. In contrast, a person who views 

ability as an inheritable capacity tends to set lower goals, engage in activities that are 

safe, feel threatened by comparisons with others, and doubt his or her abilities in the face
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of challenges. Those who believe in fixed capacity struggle when they encounter failure, 

lose faith in themselves, and make less effective decisions. Thus, ability beliefs create a 

self-fulfilling cycle. Those who believe they can acquire a skill move forward 

confidently and eventually achieve success. Those who believe in inherent ability lose 

confidence when they fail and then continue to make poor decisions.

One aspect of agency is that people reflect on their motives and actions and 

choose which to pursue, which Bandura (2001) termed self-reflection. Describing the 

human capacity for self-reflection, Bandura (2006) stated the following:

People are not only agents of action. They are also self-examiners o f their own 

functioning. Through functional self-awareness, they reflect on their personal 

efficacy, the soundness of their thoughts and actions, and the meaning of their 

pursuits, and they make corrective adjustments if necessary. The metacognitive 

capability to reflect upon oneself and the adequacy of one’s thoughts and actions 

is the most distinctly human core property of agency, (p. 165)

Through self-reflection, individuals combine knowledge of performance with standards 

to evaluate their own performance (Bandura, 1991). Social modeling influences the 

development o f standards upon which one judges his or her behavior (Bandura, 1991). 

However, people always filter these influences to develop their own personal standards. 

Furthermore, people adjust their standards as they gain competence in a specific 

endeavor.
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During self-reflection, not all people evaluate their performance fairly (Bandura, 

1997). They may set too-high standards, and then criticize themselves for failing to meet 

them. They may blame themselves for their failures rather than recognizing external 

factors. They also may not give themselves enough credit for their successes. Those 

who are able to reflect effectively on their actions, however, use that reflection as a 

platform for developing their competence and self-regulatory skills, and experience more 

freedom in how to act and more success in realizing desired outcomes (Bandura, 2006).

In 2006, Bandura extended his discussion o f agency to include moral agency, 

taking into consideration that people often make decisions in line with their personal 

beliefs relevant to right and wrong. There are two types of moral agency: Inhibitive 

stops inhumane behavior; proactive produces humane behavior. A sense of moral agency 

may lead one to become involved in social issues or causes. When acting as moral 

agents, individuals recognize that their actions have moral implications and demonstrate a 

willingness to accept responsibility for their actions and the consequences. The self

reactive function motivates people to behave according to their moral values as they 

evaluate their performance against moral standards. People can have strong affective 

reactions even when no one knows they failed to meet a certain moral behavior standard, 

for affective responses are stronger moral standards are not met (Bandura, 1991).

Proxy and Collective Agency

People cannot always exert direct control over environments and institutions 

(Bandura, 2001). In these situations, they may relinquish control and choose to allow
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others to act to secure their well-being, which Bandura (2001) referred to as proxy 

agency. This typically occurs when another person is better suited to secure an 

individual’s desired ends because the person has power, influence, or access to expertise 

or resources. Examples of proxy agency include children relying on their parents or 

citizens relying on government representatives.

People may rely on proxy agency when they do not believe in their own ability to 

affect change (Bandura, 1997). People may also rely on proxy agency when they do not 

want the responsibility o f working toward and attaining desired outcomes (Bandura, 

2001). Not all people are willing to invest the time and effort that personal control 

demands. Proxy agency frees individuals from the demands and hazards o f personal 

agency (Bandura, 1997)

Proxy agency can be both beneficial and harmful. While it can free a person to 

develop personal agency in some areas, it can also hinder a person from developing 

competencies (Bandura, 2001). Some people refuse to relinquish control even when it 

would be to their advantage (Bandura, 1997). Others relinquish control without even 

realizing it. They may do this when they encounter someone exuding more confidence or 

when they encounter an unfamiliar situation with which someone else is more 

comfortable. They might also have an unconscious belief in their own lack of 

competence, which Bandura (1997) referred to as illusory incompetence.

People do not always work alone to achieve desired outcomes. Instead, they 

recognize the need to work cooperatively with others to achieve ends, as well (Bandura,
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1997). People exercise collective agency when they exercise coordinated, interdependent 

effort toward a common intent (Bandura, 2001). Collective agency allows individuals to 

“pool their knowledge, skills, and resources, and act in concert to shape their future” 

(Bandura, 2006, p. 165). Through collective agency, individuals are able to affect change 

and achieve ends that they could not achieve if working independently.

Research Relating Agency to Teachers’ Experiences

Multiple studies have investigated both factors that influence teacher agency and 

how teachers demonstrate agency (see Table 7). Research indicates that external factors 

such as mentors and social networks influence teacher agency (Anderson, 2010; Bieler,

2013). Anderson (2010) emphasized that accessing resources, including human 

resources, to support their practice is a form of teacher agency. Two studies (Bieler,

2013; Levinson, Blackwood, & Cross, 2013) indicated that a lack of confidence in their 

own abilities can hinder teacher agency, and teachers can lose agency when stronger 

voices overwhelm their voices. In their study of teachers’ participation in reform efforts 

in Mexico, Levinson et al. (2013) found that teachers exercise agency through 

compliance and noncompliance with mandated reforms. Ray (2009) concluded, “The 

evidence gathered from this study suggests that agentic practices are associated with high 

student achievement and therefore warrant further study” (p. 135). Only one study (Deed 

et al., 2014) investigated teacher agency in the context o f personalized learning. Deed 

and colleagues (2014) found that personalized learning involves both the teacher and 

students acting as agents with the teacher having primary agency as he made decisions
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relevant to both appropriate pedagogy and learning environments. This study was limited 

in its scope, however, as it only involved one teacher working on a very specific project.

Table 7

Research Relating Agency to Teachers ’ Experiences

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Anderson Anderson • This was a two-year • Through a network of ties
(2010) investigated teacher case study that drew both within and beyond her

agency in an urban, on social networking school, the teacher was able
high-needs school. theory and to access resources to support
She also sought to ethnography. her practice.
understand teacher • The research focused • The teacher’s sense of
supports as teachers on one teacher’s efficacy increased as she
seek equity for experiences. broadened her network of
students. • Data collection 

included social 
network surveys, 
interviews, 
observations, and 
analysis of 
documents/ artifacts.

resources.
• Seeking a support network is 

a form of agency that may 
help teachers overcome 
negative influences.

• Support networks may serve 
as either a positive or 
negative influence.

Bieler A teacher mentor • The researcher • Three mentoring behaviors
(2013) studied her engaged in holistic encouraged agency: create

interactions with four mentoring, which space for teacher voice, be
student teachers. Her involves a reciprocal inquisitive, and encourage
purpose was to serve relationship with teachers to view their
as a holistic mentor those being mentored students holistically.
whose approach in an effort to fully • Holistic mentoring that
fostered teacher develop their fosters agency leads to more
agency in each of the identities as teachers. authentic teaching and
individuals she •  The researcher looked learning.
mentored. She saw for moments when the • Authentic teacher
this approach as students demonstrated development must be rooted
contrary to traditional agency either through in teachers’ personal
teacher education 
programs that view 
student teachers as 
vessels or objects.

self-influence or 
through influencing 
their environments.

identities.
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Table 7 (continued)

Research Relating Agency to Teachers ’ Experiences

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Deed et al. The researchers • This research was a • Teachers demonstrated
(2014) investigated case study during agency in several ways: use

characteristics of which the researchers of both physical and virtual
teacher and observed one teacher space, working with students
student agency and his students for 10 to regulate learning,
when engaging in weeks. supporting student autonomy,
personalized • Data collection and facilitating students’
learning in an involved classroom access to resources.
open classroom observations, two • Teacher and student agency
setting. The interviews with the was interactive and
research focused teacher, and informal reciprocal. The teacher’s
on Year 9-10 interviews with agency was primary, though,
students enrolled students. Students also as he made decisions about
in a programming completed a survey pedagogy and the learning
unit at a secondary 
school in 
Australia.

about their 
experiences.

environment.

Levinson, The researchers • Researchers • Despite purported attempts to
Blackwood, investigated interviewed teachers, increase teacher participation
& Cross secondary administrators, and in the reform process,
(2013) teachers’ government officials teachers neither felt like nor

participation in involved in secondary functioned as agents.
Mexico’s Reform education in Mexico. • Teachers felt that they were
of Secondary • They also analyzed objects of government
Education. various documents and mandated reform. Many
Specifically, they reports relevant to the neither committed to nor
investigated reform. fully complied with the
efforts to include • Researchers also reform.
teachers in the observed policy • Teachers’ willingness to act
planning and makers and teacher as agents is linked to a lack of
implementation 
process as well as 
teachers’ actual 
level of 
participation.

trainers. confidence in their own 
expertise and authority.
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Table 7 (continued)

Research Relating Agency to Teachers' Experiences

Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Ray This researcher • Bandura’s (1989) • Antecedents to teacher
(2009) investigated conception of agency agency included prior

characteristics of guided this research. teaching success, belief in the
teacher agency at a • The study was a DL program, information
dual language (DL) qualitative case study. from other teachers, shared
elementary school • The researcher beliefs and support from
known for academic interviewed four colleagues, the family
success. Of teachers from a small atmosphere of the school, and
particular interest urban school in South the teachers’ enjoyment of
were antecedents of Texas and analyzed the school.
agency and how transcripts of the • Manifestations of teacher
teacher agency interviews, sorting data agency included teamwork;
influenced into categories derived planning instruction; offering
instruction. from Bandura’s theory. extended tutoring options; 

dedication to teaching, 
specifically in the DL 
program; feeling responsible 
for individual students; and 
fostering a sense of 
community.

Self-Efficacy

Willingness to act as an agent links inextricably to the belief that one is capable of 

influencing realities o f his or her life, including personal actions and environmental 

events (Bandura, 1986, 2001). Self-efficacy is a person’s perception o f his or her ability 

to effectively engage in specific activities and achieve specific ends (Bandura, 1997). It 

is the foundation of agency (Bandura, 2006). Efficacy beliefs affect a variety o f factors 

related to intentional action including motivation, effort, perseverance, optimism, 

pessimism, and outcome expectations (Bandura, 1986, 1991, 2006). People who have no 

confidence in their own ability to effect change are unlikely to act toward a specific end.
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Those who feel confident in their abilities set higher goals and persevere in the face of 

obstacles. It is people’s belief in their ability to produce desired outcomes and forestall 

undesirable realities through their actions that motivates them to act and to persevere 

when they encounter difficulties (Bandura, 1986, 2001, 2006). Lee (2000) emphasized 

the importance of conducting qualitative research to understand fully teachers’ efficacy 

beliefs and their effects, since teachers’ efficacy beliefs affect both their general attitude 

toward teaching and how they use specific instructional approaches.

Efficacy beliefs also influence whether individuals approach a task anxiously or 

confidently and how they respond when they fail (Bandura, 1986, 2001). People with 

high self-efficacy view failures as an opportunity for growth and reflection. People with 

low self-efficacy find failure demoralizing, resulting in a self-defeating cycle: When 

people believe they will not succeed, they don’t try as hard, which results in failure and 

ultimately confirms their low sense o f self-efficacy.

It is important to note that individuals’ perceptions of their personal efficacy, and 

not necessarily by their actual ability, govern these reactions (Bandura, 1991).

Individuals with low self-efficacy often realize little change even when they are 

competent, they are operating in supportive environments, and they have opportunities to 

make a difference. In contrast, individuals with high self-efficacy persevere and find 

innovative ways to exercise control even when they are operating in challenging 

environments. Efficacious people interact in the environment in ways that help them to 

achieve the ends they desire, both by building on resources and circumventing or
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changing constraints (Bandura, 1997). Inefficacious people are less able to take 

advantage o f opportunities and more easily discouraged or thwarted by constraints. Thus, 

individuals are constantly shaping and being shaped by the environment.

Collective Efficacy

Collective agency requires members to work in an interactive and coordinated 

manner. Collective efficacy is the group’s belief that they are able to do so (Bandura, 

1997). In situations where people must exercise collective agency to achieve desired 

ends, they will have a sense o f the group’s collective efficacy, a shared belief in their 

ability to produce the outcomes they seek (Bandura, 2001). Collective efficacy is a 

perception of what people can accomplish when acting together. It links to personal 

efficacy because people’s belief in their individual ability to achieve desired outcomes 

contributes to their belief that the group will achieve its desired ends. Each individual 

believing in his or her ability to effect change through combined efforts helps the group 

to function successfully.

Collective agency is not the sum of individual measures of personal efficacy; 

rather, it is an emergent, conjoint belief in the group’s ability to further their common 

interests (Bandura, 1997, 2006). In many cases, collective efficacy develops as group 

members work together and recognize the strength o f their combined knowledge and 

abilities. Meta-analyses o f research indicated, “Perceived collective efficacy accounts for 

a good share o f variance in quality o f group functioning in diverse social systems” 

(Bandura, 2006, p. 166). Collective efficacy serves the same function as personal
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agency; thus, a group that has a strong belief in its efficacy will pursue greater 

achievements, invest more effort, and have greater perseverance in the face o f obstacles 

and setbacks than a group with a weaker sense o f self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).

Research Relating Efficacy Beliefs to Reform Efforts

Multiple studies have investigated the relationship between teachers’ efficacy 

beliefs and reform efforts (see Table 8). Charalambous and Philippou’s (2010) study of 

the interplay of efficacy beliefs and mandated reform supports the idea that 

environmental factors affect efficacy beliefs just as efficacy beliefs influence how 

teachers perceive and interact with their environment. Research with teachers 

implementing mathematics reform in two different settings also indicated that teachers’ 

sense of efficacy relevant to a reform effort is positively correlated with the level of 

knowledge they have of the reform and how to implement it effectively (Bruce & Ross, 

2008; Charalambous & Philippou, 2010). The findings o f Cerit’s (2013) study that 

teachers’ efficacy beliefs relevant to instructional strategies positively correlated with 

teachers’ willingness to implement curriculum reform were contrary to Charalambous 

and Philippou’s study, which indicated that teachers who had a strong sense of efficacy 

regarding their practices prior to a reform were less willing to implement the reform.

There are several possible explanations for this. One explanation is that Cerit’s (2013) 

study investigated teachers’ beliefs prior to enacting reform, while Charalambous and 

Philippou’s (2010) research investigated teachers’ beliefs five years after implementing 

reform. Another explanation is that Cerit’s study was limited to the analysis o f survey
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data while Charalambous and Philippou’s research included the analyses of both survey 

data and teacher’s logs, which would permit a fuller understanding o f teachers’ 

experiences. Indeed, Charalambous and Philippou (2010) were able to offer more 

insights concerning how to support teachers during a time of reform. For example, they 

emphasized the significance o f teachers’ past mastery experiences when implementing 

reform. Furthermore, ignoring teachers’ efficacy beliefs relevant to how they taught 

before a reform can hinder the success o f a reform effort. They also suggested that 

sustained support could assist teachers in forming more positive efficacy beliefs about the 

new approach (Charalambous & Philippou, 2010).
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Research Relating Efficacy Beliefs to Reform Efforts
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Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Bruce & The researchers •  Eight third grade •  Teachers indicated increased
Ross investigated the teachers and four sixth efficacy relevant to teaching
(2008) effects o f grade teachers mathematics as a result o f  the

professional participated in a six- professional development.
development month professional •  The increase in teacher
relevant to both peer development program efficacy followed a decline in
coaching and emphasizing peer some teachers’ efficacy when
specific mathematics coaching and they first began the program
teaching practices mathematics teaching and realized how much they
on teacher efficacy practices. did not know.
and mathematics •  Researchers collected •  Sources contributing to
teaching practices. data through teacher

self-assessments,
classroom
observations, and field 
notes.

increased efficacy included 
validation o f teachers’ current 
practices, positive feedback 
from peers, and successful 
implementation o f  new  
instructional strategies.

• Positive efficacy information 
from multiple sources can 
have a cumulative effect.

•  Observing other teachers’ 
practice and witnessing 
positive reactions from 
students also supported 
teachers’ increased efficacy.

Cerit The researcher •  The research sample • There was a significant,
(2013) investigated the was 255 teachers. positive correlation between

relationship •  Participants completed classroom teachers’
“between classroom two surveys: the willingness to implement
teachers’ self- Teachers’ Sense o f curriculum reform and their
efficacy and their Efficacy Scale and the self-efficacy.
willingness to Teachers’ Willingness •  Self-efficacy specific to
implement to Implement student engagement and
curriculum reform” Curriculum Reform instructional strategies were
(p. 252). Inventory.

•  The researcher 
analyzed data using 
Pearson correlation 
analyses.

significant predictors o f  
teachers’ willingness to 
implement curriculum 
reform.
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Research Relating Efficacy Beliefs to Reform Efforts
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Source Purpose Methodology Findings
Charalambous 
& Philippou 
(2010)

The researchers 
investigated the 
interplay o f  
teachers’ 
efficacy beliefs 
and reform 
efforts five years 
after a shift to a 
problem-solving 
approach to 
mathematics 
instruction

In Cyprus, 151 fourth, 
fifth, and sixth grade 
mathematics teachers 
from 27 elementary 
schools completed 
questionnaires related 
to their concerns about 
the reform and their 
efficacy beliefs. 
Fifty-three fourth grade 
teachers also kept a log 
relevant to
implementing the new 
approach to math.

Teachers’ concerns about 
how they would implement 
the reform influenced their 
efficacy beliefs.
Teachers’ efficacy beliefs 
influenced their task concerns 
(concerns about daily 
responsibilities) and impact 
concerns (how the reform 
would affect students). 
Teachers’ efficacy beliefs 
were negatively influenced 
by a lack o f knowledge about 
the reform.
Teachers who had strong 
efficacy beliefs relevant to 
how they taught before the 
reform were more critical o f  
the reform and less 
comfortable implementing 
the reform.
Management concerns can 
lead teachers to doubt the 
effectiveness o f a reform and 
to abandon the reform. 
Teachers need significant 
support to effectively 
implement reform efforts.
This support yields stronger 
efficacy beliefs that in turn 
assuage teacher concerns.

Practical Applications

Social cognitive theory has many applications in the modem world and in every 

cultural setting (Bandura, 2006). Though diverse cultures and settings may differ in their
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emphasis on individual, proxy, and collective efficacy, each play a pivotal role in human 

functioning. Additionally, the human capacity for agency permeates all cultures. Self- 

efficacy also has cross-cultural applications when considering the effects o f efficacy 

beliefs on individual actions. Thus, social cognitive theory provides a framework for 

understanding how people navigate a complex world. Those who are successful are able 

to assess their own efficacy accurately, use forethought to anticipate the outcomes of 

different courses of action, recognize and evaluate opportunities and constraints, and 

engage in self-regulation of their behavior.

Human agency creates the potential for tremendous good as people effect positive 

change in their own lives and in the sociocultural structures that surround them, but it has 

the potential for harm if people choose to use their agency for negative purposes, for self- 

interest, or in ways that endanger the environment (Bandura, 1997). Therefore, in both 

positive and negative ways, the exercise o f personal and collective agency is shaping the 

world as humans develop, adapt, and change themselves, the technological and 

sociocultural structures surrounding them, and the physical environment (Bandura, 2006).

Summary

A review o f literature revealed a dearth o f research-based literature relevant to 

personalized learning, particularly in the United States. Given the enthusiasm with which 

districts are adopting this approach to instruction, and given the vital role that teachers 

play in successfully implementing educational interventions, more research is necessary 

to understand teachers’ experiences with personalized learning. Social cognitive theory



provides a lens through which to interpret these experiences. Though research exists 

relating interpersonal factors, environmental factors, and school change efforts (see Table 

4), no one has ever investigated teachers’ experiences with personalized learning from 

this approach. Understanding the complex interaction o f factors that influence teachers’ 

experiences with personalized learning has the potential o f  leading to better support for 

them and better learning experiences for students.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory suggests that teachers’ environments 

influence their beliefs as teachers concurrently shape their environments. One element of 

Bandura’s (2001) social cognitive theory is human agency. Though humans operate 

within social systems and may not have direct control over every situation they encounter 

in life, they still maintain a great deal o f freedom to choose their actions. Teachers 

exercise this agency when they make instructional decisions in their classrooms, 

including decisions related to how to implement instructional innovations. Teachers’ 

willingness to adjust their practice is necessary for successful implementation of a 

school-wide innovation. Thus, it is useful to anticipate how teachers’ beliefs and 

environments shape their perspectives o f change efforts and how they implement change. 

This study focused specifically on teachers’ perspectives concerning the adoption of 

personalized learning as implemented in one middle school in a large, suburban school 

district located in the southeastern region of the United States.

Extensive theoretical work has been published relevant to the implementation o f

personalized learning, but few empirical studies relate to personalized learning and fewer

still to teachers’ experiences with the implementation process. This study, which

considered how teachers’ prior experiences, personal beliefs, and environmental

interactions influenced their experiences with personalized learning, shed light on how to

83
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support teachers throughout the implementation of personalized learning and ultimately 

provide a better learning experience for students.

I drew on qualitative research methods to investigate how teachers in one middle 

school experienced the transition to personalized learning. This chapter includes a 

description o f the study including an explanation o f the research design, a description o f 

the setting and participants, and a description of procedures for data collection and 

analysis. The final sections of this chapter discuss the role o f the researcher, ethical 

safeguards, and dependability and reliability o f the study.

Research Questions Reiterated

The following questions framed my research:

1. How have teachers experienced the transition to a personalized approach to 

instruction?

a. What experiences are unique to individual teachers?

b. What experiences are common to multiple teachers?

c. How do the experiences o f teachers in their first year of implementing 

personalized learning differ from the experiences o f teachers in their 

second year o f implementing personalized learning?

2. In what ways are teachers’ experiences with personalized learning related to 

social cognitive theory?

a. What role do personal factors, environmental factors, and behavior 

play in teachers’ experiences with personalized learning?
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b. How does the interplay o f personal factors, environmental factors, and 

behavior affect teachers’ implementation o f personalized learning?

c. What personal factors, environmental factors, and behaviors do 

teachers indicate facilitate effective implementation o f personalized 

learning?

Research Design and Rationale 

A qualitative research approach was appropriate for gaining a deeper 

understanding of how middle school teachers experience the transition to personalized 

learning. As Merriam (2009) emphasized, qualitative research rests on the belief that 

individuals construct reality through their interactions with the world. The purpose of 

this research was to increase understanding of the meaning teachers constructed as they 

attempted to implement personalized learning. I situated this study within a social 

constructivist framework in an attempt to increase understanding of teachers’ beliefs and 

experiences and the influence of those beliefs and experiences on their implementation o f 

personalized learning (Creswell, 2013). The specific approach was case study research. 

This is an appropriate method when “the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within 

a real-life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 2). A case study allows the researcher to deepen 

understanding both of the situation and how those involved make meaning of the 

situation (Merriam, 1998), which was appropriate for my efforts to understand how 

individual teachers implement personalized learning and how their implementation was 

related to their beliefs.
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Research Setting

The setting for this study was a Title I middle school in a large school district in 

the southeastern United States. The district was in the initial stages of implementing a 

five-year plan to transition to personalized learning. District leaders had invited each 

school in the district to participate in the first wave of implementation, and Dr. Blevins 

(pseudonym), the principal o f Crossings Middle School (pseudonym), chose to accept the 

invitation. The target date for full implementation at Crossings was the 2015-2016 

school year; the 2014-2015 school year served as a staging ground for this change, 

allowing school leaders to plan for a successful school wide implementation of 

personalized learning.

Prior to the 2014-2015 school year, teachers in the school experienced gradual 

exposure to the concept o f  personalized learning and had opportunities to share concerns 

with their principal, Dr. Blevins. She had invited staff members to join a School 

Redesign Team that steered the implementation of personalized learning. This team, 

along with Dr. Blevins, led the adoption o f organizational structures, technology, and 

instructional methods that support personalized learning. One organizational and 

instructional change was the implementation of STEM (Science, Technology,

Engineering, and Mathematics) teams at each grade level team. Students and teachers on 

these teams were part o f the STEM Academy. Other teachers and students were on teams 

in the Humanities Academy. Those teachers on the STEM teams piloted personalized 

learning during the 2014-2015 school year. Those teachers on the humanities teams may
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have chosen to adopt elements o f personalized learning as they understood it, but they 

were not required to fully implement personalized learning in their classrooms until the 

2015-2016 school year.

Participants

For this research, I used a purposeful sampling approach. Merriam (2009) 

suggested that a researcher should ‘"select a sample from which the most can be learned” 

(p. 77). To illuminate fully how teachers in this school had experienced the transition to 

a personalized approach to instruction, I needed to include the experiences o f a diverse 

group of teachers. Thus, I employed maximum variation as my sampling strategy 

(Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002). Patton (2002) contended that maximum variation 

sampling “aims at capturing and describing the central themes that cut across a great deal 

of variation” (p. 234). This strategy allowed me to understand multiple perspectives of 

how teachers had experienced personalized learning (Creswell, 2013). Though finding 

common themes among diverse samples can be challenging, the common themes and 

patterns that do emerge have great value because they represent “the core experiences 

and central, shared dimensions o f a setting or phenomenon” (Patton, 2002, p. 235). 

Maximum variation sampling was useful, then, for understanding both those experiences 

that were common throughout the building and those experiences that were unique to 

particular teachers.

Patton (2002) recommended establishing particular criteria for identifying 

participants in a study. The criteria that I took into consideration when selecting
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participants were content area, teaching assignment, and years of experience 

implementing personalized learning at this school. Content area refers to math, science, 

language arts, or social studies. Teaching assignment refers to regular education or 

special education. Years of experience refers to whether teachers had piloted 

personalized learning during the 2014-2015 school year or were implementing 

personalized learning for the first time in 2015-2016 school year. Though the scope of 

this study did not allow me to include participants representing every possible 

combination o f these criteria, I was careful to ensure that each participant met a 

combination o f criteria that was unique from every other participant. After I selected the 

participants, each signed an informed consent form, located in Appendix B, and I 

assigned each participant a pseudonym.

My first participant, Ms. Greene, was a math teacher who was new to 

personalizing learning in her own classroom. Though she had been in the building during 

the 2014-2015 school year and had served as a coteacher with another teacher who was 

implementing personalized learning, she had not attempted to implement personalized 

learning in her own classroom until the 2015-2016 school year. She taught on a team of 

four teachers (math, science, social studies, and language arts). Each of her four classes 

was comprised o f 25-32 students classified as general education students, which means 

that they had not met the criteria for special education services.

My second participant, Mr. Daniels, was a language arts teacher who was new to 

the building. He served as both a resource teacher and a coteacher. Resource teachers
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serve small groups of students in need o f  special education services in a resource class 

that focuses on a particular content, such as language arts or math. Coteachers work with 

general education teachers to support students in need of special education services in a 

general education classroom.

My third participant, Ms. Myer, was a social studies teacher who had piloted 

personalized learning during the 2014-2015 school year. She also taught on a team of 

four teachers. Each o f her four classes was comprised o f a combination of general 

education, special education, and gifted students.

My final participant, Ms. Bolden, was a science teacher in the STEM Academy. 

She began implementing personalized learning during the 2014-2015 school year. She 

was on a team with Ms. Myer, and like Ms. Myer, she taught four classes comprised of a 

combination o f general education, special education, and gifted students.

Data Collection

I collected data from multiple sources in an attempt to understand each of the 

factors that interact in social cognitive theory’s model o f triadic reciprocal causation: the 

environment, personal factors, and behavior. These included district and school 

documents, interviews, observations, and discussions with teachers. Table 9 displays the 

research timeline and activities.



90

Table 9

Research Timeline and Activities

Month/Year Research Activities

August 2015 • Synthesized information from district and school documents 
to understand the school’s vision for personalized learning

• Selected research participants and gained their consent to 
participate in the study

September 2015 • Initial interviews
• First classroom observations and follow-up discussions with 

teachers
• Began analysis o f interviews, observations, and discussions 

with teachers

October 2015 • Continued analysis o f interviews, observations, and 
discussions with teachers

November 2015 • Begin second round o f observations and follow-up 
discussions

December 2015 • Continued analysis o f interviews, observations, and 
discussions with teachers

January 2016 • Continued classroom observations and follow-up 
discussions with teachers

February 2016 • Conducted final interviews
• Analysis o f second observations, follow-up discussions with 

teachers, and final interviews

March 2016 • Synthesis o f data and findings
• Member checking

I first increased my understanding of the teachers’ environments by analyzing 

relevant documents, including meeting minutes, faculty emails, communication with 

parents, and district resources related to personalized learning. This data allowed me to 

create a timeline of the steps taken to support the implementation o f personalized 

learning as I began my research. It also deepened my understanding o f the environmental
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factors that had shaped teachers’ awareness of and experiences with personalized 

learning.

The principal source o f data was interviews with teachers, which shed light on 

personal factors that had influenced their experiences with personalized learning. 

Interviews are the most useful form of data for understanding “how people interpret the 

world around them” (Merriam, 1998, p. 72), which was the purpose o f this study. I 

conducted two semi-structured interviews with each participant, one at the beginning of 

the school year and a second after several months o f school. I used an interview protocol 

as a springboard for each interview. The questions were open-ended, and I used follow- 

up questions to engage participants in conversation, elicit detailed responses, and allow 

them to share their unique perspectives (Merriam, 2009). 1 also conducted additional 

informal interviews with participants during the course o f the study as well as one 

interview with Ms. Mason, the coteacher who worked with Ms. Myer and Ms. Bolden. I 

recorded and transcribed each interview for analysis.

The purpose of the first wave o f interviews was for teachers to share what 

challenges they had encountered as they attempted to implement personalized learning 

and what supports were proving most beneficial. The interview protocol included the 

following items, among others:

1. Tell me about your experiences with personalized learning.

2. When did you first become familiar with personalized learning?

3. Tell me about how implementing personalized learning has affected you.
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4. Tell me about how implementing personalized learning has affected your 

students.

5. What are some challenges to implementing personalized learning?

6. What supports have proven valuable as you implement personalized learning?

The purpose o f the second wave o f interviews was to deepen my understanding o f

teachers’ experiences with personalized learning and the interactions among teachers’ 

personal factors, their behavior, and the external environment. At this point, teachers 

who were new to personalized learning had had more time to become familiar with the 

process, and I w'anted to investigate what experiences had influenced their developing 

practice, how these experiences had influenced their beliefs relevant to personalized 

learning, and how their beliefs had influenced their behaviors and environment. For 

those teachers who were new to personalized learning, the second interview protocol 

included the following questions, among others:

1. What are your thoughts relevant to personalized learning at this point in the 

year?

2. How are you currently implementing personalized learning in your 

classroom?

3. What, if any, experiences have had a positive effect on how you think about 

and implement personalized learning?

4. What, if any, experiences have had a negative effect on how you think about 

and implement personalized learning?
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5. What do you know about personalized learning now that you did not know at 

the beginning of the year?

The other questions I asked were specific to each participant. The question related to 

each participant’s unique experiences with personalized learning and served as an attempt 

to expand and clarify my understanding.

Two teachers were in their second year o f implementing personalized learning. 1 

wanted to understand these teachers’ experiences given the fact that they had more 

experience with implementing personalized learning and given the fact that they were 

working in a different environment. During the 2014-2015 school year, only teachers in 

the STEM Academy had been implementing personalized learning. During the 2015- 

2016 school year, the entire school was implementing personalized learning with much 

more specific expectations concerning what elements o f personalized learning teachers 

should have adopted. For these experienced teachers, the second interview protocol 

included the following questions, among others:

1. How have your experiences with personalized learning this year been both 

similar to and different from your experiences with personalized learning last 

year?

2. What, if any, experiences have had a positive effect on how you think about 

and implement personalized learning?

3. What, if any, experiences have had a negative effect on how you think about 

and implement personalized learning?
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4. What do you know about personalized learning now that you did not know a 

year ago?

As I did with the teachers new to personalized learning, I supplemented these questions 

with other questions that were specific to each participant’s situation.

The informal interviews served several purposes. One aspect of my study was 

observations o f teachers’ practice. Whenever possible, I interviewed participants after I 

observed them. This allowed me to ask questions about what L had seen during the 

observation, allowed participants to clarify any misunderstandings, and also gave 

participants the opportunity to share any other thoughts related to what I had observed or 

to what they were experiencing relevant to personalized learning at that time. Other 

interviews occurred when participants reached out to me because there was something 

that they wanted to share about their experiences with personalized learning. I 

interviewed Ms. Mason after I realized that the presence o f a coteacher in the room 

played a significant role in teachers’ experiences with personalized learning. I wanted to 

know how her experiences aligned with those of my research participants. These 

informal interviews added richness and depth to my understanding o f each participant’s 

experiences.

The final source o f data for this study was observation o f teachers’ practice. 

Teachers’ beliefs are not always consistent with their practice (Chen, 2008; Ertmer,

2005); therefore, it is important to observe what teachers actually do. I observed each 

teacher in his or her classroom at least twice. During these observations, I recorded
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general observations about the classroom environment. Additionally, I used a two- 

column chart to list both teacher behaviors and student behaviors, alternating the focus of 

my observations between the teacher and the students in five-minute increments. I also 

made note o f coteacher and paraprofessional behaviors when these individuals were 

present. Appendix C contains a copy o f the observation protocol.

Data Analysis

As Merriam (2009) recommended, data collection and analysis were 

simultaneous. I analyzed each piece o f data as I collected it through constant 

comparison. My analysis o f each piece o f data informed subsequent steps in my 

investigation o f personalized learning. The process was both iterative and emergent. The 

purpose o f the comparison was to recognize commonalities and differences among the 

data in order to sort them into categories to create themes. The categories reflected both 

ideas that emerged from the data and the purpose o f the study, which was to gain a deeper 

understanding of teachers’ experiences relevant to personalized learning. I used the 

program NVivo to facilitate data analysis. One benefit of programs such as this is that 

they allow access to data from multiple sources, thus facilitating my ability to code and 

retrieve data (Merriam, 2009). Appendix D contains a copy o f the NVivo coding for this 

study.

This multiple case study focusing on four teachers required two stages o f data 

analysis. Merriam (2009) identified the first stage as within-case analysis, during which 

the researcher analyzes each case individually, and the second stage as cross-case
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analysis, during which the researcher seeks to recognized connections among cases. The 

unit o f study during the within-case analysis was the individual teachers. During this 

stage, it was important to recognize the unique personal factors, environmental factors, 

and actions that had influenced each teacher’s experience with personalized learning.

The purpose of the second stage was to recognize commonalities among teachers’ 

experiences as well as disparities.

Researcher Bias

My role as a teacher and then as an instructional coach in the building in which 1 

conducted this research influenced my observations. In my role as a teacher, I had 

experienced the instability and uncertainty that had resulted from the decision to 

implement personalized learning. As a member o f the redesign team, I had witnessed the 

hope that personalized learning would serve as a more effective method of educating 

students and meeting their needs. As an instructional coach, I was responsible for 

supporting teachers in their efforts to implement personalized learning. It was my hope 

that this research would provide needed insight concerning how to provide teachers with 

the supports that they needed to implement personalized learning well. I took steps to 

ensure that the biases associated with my position did not affect my interpretation o f the 

data I collected and the way that I reported the findings o f my research.

One way I guarded against my biases was to consider data representative of 

several different perspectives within the school. As I conducted research, I included 

multiple options for participation in an effort to truly hear teachers’ voices. I also invited
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participants to check transcripts, analyses, and reporting to ensure that the findings o f my 

research reflected their beliefs and experiences. Additionally, I had peers critically 

review my research methods and data analysis to check my interpretations and provide 

suggestions for modifying how I collected and interpreted data (Yin, 2009).

Ethical Issues

I made every effort to conduct this study in an ethical manner. I have described 

the steps I took to limit the effects of my personal biases. Transparency with participants 

concerning the purpose o f the research and their participation in the research was also an 

important ethical issue. This began with obtaining approval from the Mercer Internal 

Review Board (IRB), gaining permission from the school district, ensuring the principal 

had a full understanding o f the scope o f the research, and gaining informed consent from 

individual teachers who participated in the research. Merriam (2009) emphasized the 

need to be sensitive to participants’ privacy and the potential for emotional responses 

during interviews. The need to protect participants’ privacy also extends to reporting the 

findings of the research. This required me to assign pseudonyms and be careful in how I 

referred to participants to protect their anonymity. Finally, my dissertation committee 

served as advisors to ensure I conducted the research in an ethical manner.

Trustworthiness of the Study 

Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) suggested that qualitative researchers should take 

steps to insure both internal credibility and external credibility. To enhance internal
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validity, I used several strategies recommended in the literature (Merriam, 1998, 2009; 

Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007; Yin, 2009):

• triangulation,

•  member checks,

• peer examination,

•  acknowledging researcher’s biases from the outset o f the study,

• establishing a searchable case study database in NVivo, and

• maintaining a chain of evidence.

Achieving reliability in any qualitative study is problematic because the intent is 

to determine how participants’ environments uniquely affect their experiences. Thus, 

reaching the same conclusions in a different study would be unlikely. Indeed, as the 

purpose of this study was to understand participants’ reality at a particular moment, it is 

reasonable to anticipate that their beliefs will change as their realities change. There is no 

single reality. There is value, however, in understanding the complexity o f  teachers’ 

experiences with personalized learning so that those involved in transitioning to 

personalized learning know how to provide a more supportive environment for all 

teachers. Rather than striving for reliability in the traditional sense, the objective was for 

the results to make sense given the data collected (Merriam, 1998). To ensure that the 

findings I reported were dependable, I explained the theory behind this study and my 

assumptions as a researcher. I also used triangulation by incorporating multiple methods
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of data collection. Additionally, 1 provided a clear and thorough explanation of how I 

conducted my research and data analysis.

Summary

The purpose o f this research was to gain an understanding o f teachers’ 

experiences with personalized learning from a social cognitive perspective. A qualitative 

research approach was appropriate as the purpose o f qualitative research is to observe 

“peoples’ constructions o f reality— how they understand the world” (Merriam, 1998, p. 

203). Specifically, the objective of qualitative research is “to understand the perspectives 

of those involved in the phenomenon of interest, to uncover the complexity o f human 

behavior in a contextual framework, and to present a holistic interpretation o f what is 

happening” (Merriam, 1998, p. 203). This objective is in line with a social cognitive 

framework in the intent to understand the complex interplay o f factors that influence 

human functioning. I selected multiple data sources and data collection methods to shed 

light on each element o f triadic reciprocal causation: internal personal factors, behavioral 

patterns, and environmental influences (Bandura, 1997). Data analysis coincided with 

data collection as I sought to identify and confirm emerging themes through constant 

comparison. I made every effort to ensure the trustworthiness of this study through 

triangulation, member checks, peer examination, and acknowledging my bias as an 

instructional coach in the school in which I conducted the research. The care with which 

I conducted this study enabled me to gain valuable insights into teachers’ experiences 

with personalized learning.



CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION OF INDIVIDUAL PARTICIPANTS 

The purpose of this study was to understand teachers’ experiences with 

implementing personalized learning. Understanding teachers’ experiences will provide 

insight for those considering adopting personalized learning, both school leaders who 

want to promote the change and classroom teachers who bear the day-to-day 

responsibility for actually making change happen. My first research question was “How 

have teachers experienced the transition to a personalized approach to instruction?” This 

chapter addresses that question by describing each participant’s individual experiences. I 

will begin with Ms. Greene’s experience with personalized learning and then share the 

experiences of Mr. Daniels, Ms. Myer, and Ms. Bolden. My second research question 

was “In what ways are teachers’ experiences with personalized learning related to social 

cognitive theory?” Thus, I used elements o f social cognitive theory— including personal 

factors, environment, behavior, and reciprocal interactions among the three— to organize 

the description o f each participant’s experiences.

Ms. Greene: “I Don't See It Working”

Ms. Greene was the first teacher to agree to participate in this study. She was a

math teacher in the Humanities Academy, and this was her first year implementing

personalized learning as a regular classroom teacher. Though she began the year

determined to implement personalized learning in a way that fostered her students’

100
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learning, she soon reached the conclusion that personalized learning could not work in 

her classroom.

Personal Factors

Ms. Greene had been a middle school teacher for eight years. Before becoming a 

teacher, Ms. Greene had earned her degree in accounting and worked in business for 15 

years. She had always wanted to be a teacher, though, so when she had the opportunity 

to earn her teaching degree, she made the transition to education. During her time as a 

teacher, she had taught a variety o f subjects including math, social studies, and science in 

three different schools. Prior to her assignment to a regular education math classroom, 

Ms. Greene had served as an exceptional education teacher working with students who 

had learning disabilities that affected their understanding of math.

Ms. Greene had very firm beliefs about her role as a teacher. She saw herself as a 

supporter of student learning with an obligation to help students grasp new concepts as 

well as fill in gaps in their understanding o f math, which is exemplified by the following 

comments that she made to her students at the beginning of the year:

I’m not letting you out hanging, out there to just flounder. We’re in it together. If 

you don’t understand, if you’re lost, call me . . . and I”m going to be there 

because . . .  you’ve got to learn your math this way, and we’re going to learn it 

together.

Ms. Greene reiterated during our interview that when students needed her, she was right 

there to help them. It was very important to her to provide students the assistance they 

needed.
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Beliefs about personalized learning. Ms. Greene’s initial reaction to the news that 

the school would be implementing personalized learning was “that we were crazy.” Ms. 

Greene’s first experiences with personalized learning as a coteacher on the STEM 

Academy during their transition to personalized learning the previous year had not 

improved her opinion of personalized learning. In her words, “Last year I taught sixth 

grade math, and the students did not know how to take notes. They didn’t know how to 

do— they were totally lost. They couldn’t do the group activities. They couldn't function 

at all.” She did not believe that the students had the skills they needed to engage 

successfully in personalized learning.

When I spoke to Ms. Greene in August, after she had begun implementing 

personalized learning in her own seventh grade math classes, she still had reservations: 

“At this point, I question it. I really do. Although I’m doing it, I still question it. I don’t 

believe that sixth and seventh graders can teach themselves. I think they need more 

guidance. But I'm doing it.” This statement revealed Ms. Greene’s perception that 

personalized learning requires students to teach themselves the content, an understanding 

that she had gained the previous year when her coteacher exposed students to new 

content through an online platform called Edgenuity that the district had purchased to 

assist teachers with personalizing learning. Given this understanding and her desire to 

comply with the school’s personalized learning initiative, Ms. Greene also used 

Edgenuity to introduce concepts to her students. However, in keeping with her beliefs 

about the role o f a teacher as a partner in students’ learning, she provided support for
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students by conferencing with them individually and by providing group tasks related to 

the concepts they were learning.

As the year progressed, Dr. Blevins made it clear that teachers could provide up to 

15 minutes of whole group instruction during a class period and that she expected 

teachers to provide targeted, direct instruction to small groups o f students in a seminar 

station. Ms. Greene did not feel that she could offer her students a seminar station due to 

challenges with student behavior, but she lamented that she had not known she could 

offer the 15 minutes o f direct instruction during the first semester, stating that her 

students might be where they needed to be if she had known she could do that. Instead, 

she felt as if the first semester had been wasted while students unsuccessfully tried to 

teach themselves.

When I spoke with Ms. Greene in February, she had made changes in how she 

approached personalized learning, but she still was not satisfied with the results: “I’m still 

working towards doing the personalized learning, allowing students to personalize the 

learning for themselves, doing the station rotation, but it’s still, in my opinion, a fiasco. I 

don’t see it working in my classroom.” Ms. Greene identified specific aspects of 

personalized learning that she believed made it inappropriate for middle school students. 

She had found that it was difficult for students to understand the concept of personalized 

learning and their role as learners, attributing this to their age. Though students enjoyed 

the personalized approach at the beginning o f the year, Ms. Greene believed that students 

did not understand “the seriousness o f it” and were consequently spending a lot o f time
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playing and socializing rather than working. She was particularly discouraged by her 

students’ lack of progress on Edgenuity, the online program students were using to learn 

new math concepts, and by her students’ disruptive and off-task behavior when she 

attempted to implement the station rotation model.

Ms. Greene’s perspective of personalized learning was also influenced by her 

son’s educational experiences: “My son’s in college, and he doesn't like it. He’s used to 

it now, but he didn’t like it. He’d prefer a teacher. He likes the interaction of the 

teacher.” Ms. Greene’s commitment to helping her students learn math combined with 

her observations of students’ experiences with personalized learning in her class 

convinced her that personalized learning was not an effective instructional approach.

Beliefs about efficacy. Though Ms. Greene did not believe that personalized 

learning was effective, she was adamant about her ability to help students learn math.

She shared with me, “I'm making sure they understand the concepts.” She was also 

confident that she could help students leam to be independent workers as well as group 

workers.

As the year progressed, Ms. Greene did not lose her confidence in her ability to 

teach students math, but she did lose her confidence in her ability to do so through 

personalized learning. In her words, “I feel like it’s a failure, and I feel like a failure.”

She shared with me that using station rotation was impossible in all but her advanced 

class, so she had begun using whole group instruction in her regular classes. She 

believed that this was the way that she could best support her students in understanding
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the material that she was responsible for teaching before students took their annual 

standardized assessment.

Environment

Several elements of Ms. Greene’s environment influenced her experiences with 

personalized learning. She was on a humanities team, which meant that she was the only 

teacher in the room throughout the day. She taught one advanced math class and three 

regular math classes. As of August, her impression of her students was positive. As the 

year progressed, her perspective changed, and she was often frustrated, even exasperated, 

with students’ behavior. Her sixth period class was the most challenging: “They’re wild.

. .  . They’re immature. . . . Literally, I had one child throw a shoe across the room this 

last period. That's how their behavior is.” The behavior was not as frustrating in her 

other classes, particularly her advanced class, but even her well-behaved students 

struggled to complete assignments and grasp material through online learning platforms, 

which made it difficult for Ms. Greene to utilize a technology station to support 

instruction.

Despite the challenges, Ms. Greene made many efforts to shape her environment. 

She had written each student’s name on a magnet, and she assigned students to stations 

by arranging the magnets on a grid she had created on the whiteboard at the front o f the 

room. When I observed her class in September, there were desks facing the back and 

side walls for students who were using laptops, groups o f desks in the center of the room 

for students working collaboratively, and chairs situated around a table near the front o f a
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room for students working with Ms. Greene. During other observations, Ms. Greene had 

arranged the desks in rows facing the front of the room. By February, Ms. Greene had 

arranged half o f her desks in groups at the back of the room for students to collaborate or 

work with technology and the rest o f the desks at the front o f the room, facing the white 

board, so that she could lead direct instruction. Each o f these arrangements represented 

Ms. Greene’s efforts to structure her classroom in a way that provided an appropriate 

learning environment for her students.

Ms. Greene’s classroom operated within the broader school environment. This 

meant that there were expectations for her behavior, but also that there were potential 

supports. When 1 First spoke with Ms. Greene in August, she did not feel that she had 

received support, stating, “No one’s helped. It’s just been me. Me, myself, and I.” She 

did concede that the math coach had given her the idea for the grid and magnets and that 

the literacy coach had assisted with integrating writing instruction. Ms. Greene had 

asked for more assistance, but she was told that the coaches were busy with other 

responsibilities. This lack o f assistance was frustrating to Ms. Greene. It also kept her 

from seeing the big picture so that she did not recognize when she was doing good work. 

She was surprised and delighted when Dr. Blevins stopped her to share how thrilled she 

was with how Ms. Greene was implementing personalized learning in her classroom. In 

Ms. Greene’s words, “I was just floored and I did not expect it because I’ve just been 

down here struggling and plugging away.” The principal’s acknowledgement was deeply 

affirming for Ms. Greene, making her feel that her hard work had been worth the effort.
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Behavior

At the beginning of the year, Ms. Greene had a very clear idea of how she would 

implement personalized learning. She had conducted research during the summer, 

accessing relevant resources, and she was ready to begin. Her plan was to use Edgenuity 

to deliver content, but to support students through the learning process:

I’m doing guided notes. If they don’t pass the quiz— they have to take a pre-quiz. 

If they don’t pass that with an 80, they have to do the unit. If they don’t pass the 

quiz with an 80, they have to sit down with me. I’m making sure they understand 

the concepts, because I think that’s where they get lost, without any guidance.

In addition to the work they completed on computers, students also worked in groups to 

complete assignments that reinforced the concepts they were studying.

Ms. Greene’s decision-making revealed a strong sense of agency. She had taken 

the summer to conduct research on personalized learning and select appropriate 

resources. She had set up Edgenuity so that students could not move forward in the 

curriculum until they had demonstrated 80 percent mastery of content. When she saw 

that students were not learning despite these efforts, she decided to change the way that 

she was teaching: “I've changed the online to something less intimidating. We use 

LeamZillion, and my learning platform is Edmodo.” Ms. Greene also began to use whole 

group instruction much more frequently.

During my last observation of Ms. Greene in February, she spent 70 minutes of 

class time leading her students through an introduction to the Pythagorean Theorem.
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During the last 20 minutes o f class, students worked in groups to complete an activity 

related to the Pythagorean Theorem. Ms. Greene shared with me that she had used 

students’ most recent assessment scores to group them for this activity. On other days, 

students would have more time to practice the concepts they were learning, either online 

or via group assignments. This pattern of beginning class with direct instruction and then 

having students practice the concept was the instructional approach that Ms. Greene 

believed was necessary to ensure that students learned the math, so this is what she chose 

to do.

Reciprocal Interactions

A strong reciprocal interaction that began with the influence o f her prior 

experiences with personalized learning on her behavior existed between Ms. Greene’s 

beliefs and her behavior. As a coteacher, Ms. Greene had observed that personalized 

learning required students to teach themselves with online program assistance.

Convinced that this method did not work, she was determined to implement personalized 

learning differently in her classrooms. In her words, “This year, I’m making sure that I 

don’t do that to my kids.” Thus, she provided supports throughout the year to ensure that 

students understood the material, even choosing to cease station rotation in three o f her 

classrooms because she did not believe that it was an effective method of teaching 

students. The fact that Ms. Greene had worked so hard to implement personalized 

learning effectively with limited success reinforced her belief that personalized learning 

was not an effective instructional method for middle school students.
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Summary

Ms. Greene struggled with implementing personalized learning. She had initially 

embraced the challenge, even conducting independent research to develop her 

understanding o f personalized learning and locate appropriate resources. After 

encountering the realities o f personalizing learning, she became weary with the effort to 

implement an instructional strategy that she did not view as effective or beneficial to her 

students. She felt a lack of administrative and instructional coach support and found the 

students’ behavior very challenging. Frequent disruptions when she tried to work with 

small groups of students and students’ choice to socialize rather than complete their work 

when they were at the technology and group stations thwarted Ms. Greene’s plan for 

personalizing learning. Additionally, gaps in students’ knowledge made it difficult for 

them to grasp math concepts without consistent teacher support. Given her commitment 

to students’ success and her belief that personalized learning was not leading to that 

success, Ms. Greene reverted to more traditional instructional methods as the year 

progressed. She still attempted to integrate enough elements o f personalized learning to 

satisfy school leadership, but her desire to provide what she believed was an appropriate 

education for her students outweighed her concern with the leadership expectations.

Mr. Daniels: “It’s Worth It for the Kids”

Mr. Daniels was a seventh grade language arts teacher in the STEM Academy.

He served as a coteacher for one class and as a resource teacher for three other classes. 

This was his first year implementing personalized learning.
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Personal Factors

Mr. Daniels had six years o f teaching experience in multiple subject areas: band, 

music appreciation, language arts, and social studies. He had taught music at both the 

elementary and middle school levels and language arts and social studies at the middle 

school level only. Mr. Daniels was extremely student-focused, keeping students’ welfare 

at the center of his decisions. When I asked him what advice he would give to teachers 

attempting to personalize learning, he responded, “Just keep taking yourself out of the 

equation. Keep taking yourself out of the equation, and that's it.” For Mr. Daniels, it was 

important that learning was authentic and that learning experiences were relevant to 

students’ lives: “I've been trying to figure out how to just take what we're dealing with, 

what’s familiar, what they hear all the time, and then kind o f weave those lessons into it.” 

He viewed this as a way to support students’ learning, and he viewed being able to 

support students’ learning as a key element o f being a teacher. When students did not 

grasp a concept, Mr. Daniels considered it his responsibility to find a way to help them 

gain understanding.

Beliefs about personalized learning. Mr. Daniels first heard the term personalized 

learning during the district’s Teacher Induction Program at the beginning of the year:

They gave us an overview o f what it was and then they followed up throughout 

the week with workshops that kind o f explained it a little bit deeper. The basic 

takeaway for me was that students learn differently at different paces and 

personalized learning was a way to accommodate that.
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For Mr. Daniels, personalizing learning was not a new instructional approach; rather, it 

was a new name for something he had been doing throughout his career.

Mr. Daniels saw many benefits to personalizing learning, but he also recognized 

that not all students were prepared to enjoy those benefits. One benefit he saw was the 

freedom students had to learn at their own pace:

I think for those students who are already independent and the ones who come in 

and say, “Hey, I already know this, can I move on?”— for them it’s great. For 

them I feel this is like “Ha-ha! This is what I’ve been waiting on. Finally, you 

can just give me what I need to do and leave me be.”

However, he also recognized that learning independently intimidated some students:

In the resource class for me, I guess my experience is they’re a little bit more 

afraid because the personalized learning to them says, “I have to do something by 

myself.” So, I feel like it’s stretching— I think it’s challenging mostly for those 

students.

Another benefit was the effect personalized learning was having on students’ ownership 

o f their learning: “It’s forcing them to be more responsible for their work and forcing 

them to really realize where they really are.” Mr. Daniels believed that personalized 

learning helped students recognize not only where they were, but also how they learned 

best and when they needed support. He also saw that recognizing where they were 

academically was creating a struggle for some students, particularly when they compared 

themselves to other students or realized that they were not as far along academically as
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they wanted to be. He observed that this aspect of personalized learning discouraged 

some of his students, and he was very concerned for them:

With the kids now that have taken this negative stance, I’m a little fearful. One o f 

my fears has been, “Oh, man, what about these kids? I know we can move on 

when ready, but these kids are— how can I move them? They’re still here.”

This comment conveys not only Mr. Daniel’s concern for students but also his sense of 

responsibility for students’ academic progress.

When students struggled with engaging in personalized learning, Mr. Daniels saw 

this not as a reason to give up, but as a challenge to embrace: “It feels like it comes back 

to me as a teacher learning how to figure out how to get them to move forward.” This 

challenge motivated Mr. Daniels to examine his role as a teacher:

I think it makes you face you. As a teacher, it makes you face your skill set.

That’s been the toughest thing for me, having to come face to face with “Where 

am I? What are my real skill sets?” Because if I am as good as I say I am, or as I 

think I am, then I should be able to translate those skills and help the kids. So,

I’ve had to do a lot o f soul-searching and a lot o f  just facing my own skill sets and 

abilities to determine my own strengths and weaknesses.

Mr. Daniels acknowledged that personalizing learning required much of him, but he 

declared, “I think it’s worth it for the kids”. Rather than being daunted, he was excited 

about figuring out how to personalize learning effectively for his students.
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Beliefs about efficacy. Though his efforts to personalize learning caused Mr. 

Daniels to reassess his strengths and weaknesses as a teacher, he maintained a strong 

sense o f efficacy relevant to his ability to help students learn. He was not as confident, 

however, in his ability to document how he personalized learning through lesson plans. 

This was a struggle throughout the building as teachers shifted from a template that 

required a clearly defined beginning, middle, and end in a 50-minute class period to a 

block schedule during which students were completing a variety o f different learning 

activities at the same time. When I met with Mr. Daniels as an instructional coach, I was 

able to show him alternate forms of documenting the instruction that was taking place in 

his classroom that were better suited for personalized learning.

Having students rotate through stations also proved challenging for Mr. Daniels. 

At the beginning o f the year, he did not feel that he was effectively implementing 

personalized learning because either he moved through the stations with his resource 

students, or he met with students at the beginning of class and then directed each student 

to specific activities according to his or her individual needs. A student pointed out to 

him that, although they were not following a formal schedule, students were still rotating 

through different activities. Coming to terms with these formal aspects of personalizing 

learning strengthened Mr. Daniels’s efficacy beliefs.

Two other factors were significant to building Mr. Daniels’s sense o f efficacy 

regarding personalizing learning: knowledge of his content and knowledge o f his 

students. Mr. Daniels believed that a lack o f content knowledge had hindered his ability
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to personalize learning at the beginning of the year: “ I think Eve been a big hindrance.

It’s been taking me just all this time just to figure that out, just to have that aha moment, 

and it happened.” What Mr. Daniels had figured out was the direction students needed to 

take to master the language arts standards and competencies. One of Mr. Daniels’s 

proudest moments was when he had this epiphany about what students needed to be 

learning in his class. For him, everything in the standards led to students’ being strong 

writers. He believed that this understanding had to be coupled with knowledge of where 

students were personally and academically for truly effective teaching. This did not 

happen until September, when Mr. Daniels had spent over a month with his students. 

Then, he shared, “I feel like I have enough information about each student. . .  I know 

where I’m going, and I know where they are and how to get them there, so I feel like I’m 

ready.” A thorough understanding of both his content and his students gave Mr. Daniels 

a strong sense o f efficacy relevant to personalizing learning.

Environment

It is important to note that although Mr. Daniels operated in the same school 

environment as the other participants in this study and, therefore, had many similar 

experiences, his immediate environment was very different from that of other teachers. 

Though he spent one class period with a large group of students in a coteaching setting, 

he spent three other periods with small groups of students in a resource setting. It is also 

important to note that Mr. Daniels did not allow the fact that he worked in the exceptional 

education department to deter him from personalizing learning; indeed, he was persistent
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in his efforts to seek assistance from anyone in his environment who had the knowledge 

or skills he needed.

Classroom setting. Like other teachers, Mr. Daniels had arranged his room so that 

it was conducive to personalized learning. To support a focus on standards, Mr. Daniels 

had hung posters with information about a writing strategy at the back of the room, more 

posters about writing at the side of the room, and posters with graduation 

standards/learning competencies at the front o f the room. He had also purposefully 

positioned furniture and resources.

Though Mr. Daniels experimented with how he arranged furniture and resources 

in his room, one arrangement was the most common. At the front o f the room were three 

tables arranged in a U-shape. Mr. Daniels sat in a chair in the center o f the U as he 

worked with groups of students, while the students sat in chairs along the perimeter of the 

tables. On the right side o f the room, two desks faced each other for Mr. Daniels to 

conduct individual conferences with students. In the back right comer of the room were 

two computers on a table. Next to the computers was a round table with a plastic 

container full of materials. In the back left comer o f the room was a large, hexagonal 

table with two plastic containers, also full o f learning materials. Mr. Daniels stored 

students’ portfolios on a table near the door where they could easily access them.

Students selected where to sit based on how and what they were learning, and the 

resources they needed were readily available at each station.
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Assistance from others. Mr. Daniels felt that he had sufficient support to 

implement personalized learning effectively. He identified specific sources o f this 

support: “The instructional coaches have been . . . great. The instructional coaches and 

just my teammates, just seeing what my teammates are doing and how they're doing it 

and meshing ideas.” Specifically, instructional coaches had assisted Mr. Daniels with 

using online programs such as Edgenuity, USA Testprep, and Triumph Learning; they 

had also provided him with resources such as instructional materials and posters. In 

addition, Mr. Daniels had increased his understanding of specialized instruction during a 

training session for teachers in the exceptional education department.

Behavior

Whenever I spoke to Mr. Daniels about personalized learning, he had something 

new to tell me about the progress he had made. He was proud of this progress, and he 

was excited about the effect that this progress was having on his students’ learning.

As I reported previously, Mr. Daniels spent the first few weeks o f school dealing 

with the logistics o f personalized learning, becoming familiar with the language arts 

standards and competencies, and getting to know his students. He had his students 

complete interest inventories, and he reviewed various sources of standardized 

assessment data. He also used written assessments, Kahoot, and Socrative to monitor 

students’ progress in meeting specific content goals. Additionally, Mr. Daniels learned 

about his students through observation: “When you’re teaching, you see the face or you 

see how they’re responding.” He observed students as they completed work at the board
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and as they worked independently. He observed how they interacted with other students. 

He used the insight he gained from these observations to group students, determine when 

students needed individual instruction, and select assignments appropriate to students’ 

readiness and interests.

At the beginning o f the year, Mr. Daniels had four stations in addition to the 

teacher-led station at the front o f the room: a grammar station, a reading station, a writing 

station, and a technology station. Students did not work at these stations independently; 

instead, students rotated through the stations as a group with Mr. Daniels supporting them 

in their learning and teaching them his expectations for each station. This was 

technically whole group instruction; however, given the small size o f Mr. Daniels’s 

classes, the number of students in the group was less than the number of students 

assigned to a station in a regular classroom. They just had the undivided attention o f 

their teacher. Mr. Daniels acknowledged that at this point in the year, both he and his 

students were struggling “to let go of each other and to be more independent”. He was 

conscious of this struggle, though, and determined to foster students’ independence.

Once Mr. Daniels was familiar with his students and his students were familiar 

with the stations, he began structuring his class differently. Each day began with students 

seated at the teacher-led station for a warm-up activity. Once that was complete, Mr. 

Daniels either continued with whole group instruction or referred students to an agenda 

that he had prepared for the week. Each student moved through the activities on the 

agenda at his or her own pace. When I observed Mr. Daniels’s resource class in January,
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students sat at three different stations identified as quiet zone, technology, and text 

structures. Mr. Daniels tailored each student's work to him or her. Mr. Daniels was 

conferencing with students individually to make sure that they knew how to keep up with 

their assignments and what work they should be doing. This showed a lot o f change for 

Mr. Daniels. Whenever I had visited in the past, he had been working with the whole 

group, leading instruction. During this visit, students were working individually. Mr. 

Daniels shared with me that prior to this, he had experimented with different instructional 

approaches, such as having students complete assignments without his reading the 

instructions, in an attempt to determine what worked best for each student, and he was 

excited about the progress and his students were making.

I saw similar personalized learning when I visited the class in February. Two 

students were working on text structure notebooks, one student was working on a PBL 

presentation, and two other students were finding book sources on the Internet. At the 

end o f class, two students shared their PowerPoint presentations with Mr. Daniels, who 

provided feedback on the presentations. He commented on the progress they had made: 

We’re finally set up in a way that our conference station is really working out, so 

they can come and get the help they need to help them move forward. So, the 

personalized learning portion, I think I see it, and I think the kids see it, and they 

feel it. They’re very familiar with the term “move on when ready.”

Mr. Daniels had structured his class so that rather than being dependent on him to tell 

them what they needed to do, students had ownership o f their own learning process:
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“They come in and know where they are, and what they need to work on, and they know 

what to move on to next.” In addition to the agenda, Mr. Daniels had used two other 

tools to support students’ ownership of their learning: a progress-monitoring sheet that 

Mr. Daniels had developed and a Learning Targets Tracker that the school’s leadership 

team had developed. The students used the progress-monitoring sheet to record their 

grades on specific assignments:

I require them to do progress monitoring sheets every week, and so every week 

they have to check in with me and write down missing assignments, write down 

what their grade is, what their plan is, what they plan to work on next.

Students used the Learning Targets Tracker to monitor their progress relevant to specific 

competencies and standards. Over the course of a few months, Mr. Daniels had adjusted 

his practice in his resource classes so that, rather than directing students through their 

learning each day, students had the tools to make informed decisions about their own 

learning.

When he was not in his resource class, Mr. Daniels worked with a coteacher who 

was very comfortable with implementing station rotation. As a coteacher, Mr. Daniels 

did not lead whole group instruction. Instead, Mr. Daniels served as a resource to 

students, working with them at their stations much as he did in his resource class. 

Reciprocal Interactions

At the beginning o f the year, his environment strongly influenced Mr. Daniels’s 

ideas about how to implement personalized learning. He had absorbed information from
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both district and building-level professional development, and he worked to implement 

personalized learning in a way that aligned with what he had absorbed. As he worked 

with his students, however, Mr. Daniels found that he was struggling to implement 

specific aspects o f personalized learning. When this happened, Mr. Daniels actively 

sought assistance from the many people who served as resources at Crossings Middle.

Mr. Daniels’s actions enhanced his understanding of personalized learning and 

allowed him to implement personalized learning in a way that aligned with both his 

beliefs about teaching and the needs of his students. His students’ beliefs also influenced 

Mr. Daniels’s beliefs about personalized learning, for they helped him to understand that 

his efforts to provide targeted learning experiences for them were indeed personalized 

learning, even if they did not exactly line up with the vision that the school had cast. 

Summary

With persistent effort and a willingness to adopt new instructional approaches,

Mr. Daniels was able to create a version o f personalized learning that he felt confident 

about his ability to implement and that he believed was truly good for his students.

Though Mr. Daniels constantly felt the weight o f his environment, whether through the 

expectations o f school leaders or the needs o f his students, he remained positive and 

persevered in seeking ways to implement personalized learning that aligned with his 

beliefs about education. He demonstrated agency as he intentionally sought assistance, 

reflected on his practice, and adjusted his practice. The progress that he made bolstered 

his sense of efficacy and strengthened his enthusiasm for continuing this work.
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Personalized learning was a natural fit for Mr. Daniels, and his resource classes 

were the perfect environment for implementing personalized learning effectively. He 

was able to know his students well and attend to the needs of each of his students. 

Consequently, Mr. Daniels had both a positive view of personalized learning and a 

positive attitude relevant to his experiences implementing personalized learning. Mr. 

Daniels possessed a strong sense of efficacy, believing that he could help students learn, 

and he further believed that he could acquire the ability to do this by personalizing 

learning, qualities that Bandura (1991) identified as essential to achieving success. 

Consequently, Mr. Daniels’s perspective o f personalized learning remained stable: It was 

a good thing.

Ms. Myer: “We're Still Working on It”

Ms. Myer was a seventh grade social studies teacher in the STEM Academy. This 

was her second year implementing personalized learning. She had learned much about 

personalizing learning for her students, chiefly through trial and error, but she was still 

not satisfied with how personalized learning worked in her classroom. Undaunted, she 

continued to adjust elements o f her instruction to make personalized learning more 

effective.

Personal Factors

Ms. Myer had been a teacher for 21 years, working with sixth, seventh, and eighth 

grade students. In addition to teaching social studies, she had taught math and language 

arts. Ms. Myer was confident in her role as a social studies teacher, exhibiting a high
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degree of self-efficacy concerning her capacity to teach students the required material.

The strong scores that her past students had earned on the state-mandated standardized 

assessment bolstered her sense o f efficacy.

Ms. Myer felt the weight of an educational system that she believed placed the 

sole responsibility for students’ learning on the teacher. She worked diligently to develop 

lessons that were both interesting and effective and took great pleasure in working with 

students who were motivated to engage in these lessons. She found it frustrating, though, 

when students lacked this motivation:

I love it with my kids that are self-motivated. It’s really fun with them . . . 

because they actually enjoyed doing it. But the kids that don’t want to work, and 

they’re not motivated to, and they just want to sit and talk and do nothing and 

pass me anyway, it’s a trial. It’s a real trial to try and move them forward.

Though it may have been a trial, Ms. Myer persisted in her efforts to help students move 

forward. She had a firm belief that direct instruction from her was necessary to 

accomplish this: “The instruction, to me, is where they leam it the best. They learn it 

better with instruction than project and with the computer.” She also believed that they 

learned better through direct instruction from her than they did from a paraprofessional or 

coteacher who lacked the content knowledge that she had developed:

If they get the material and they . .  . start a project, but I haven’t taught it, they 

look at this and some will get it and go. Or, if  I have a second teacher, they could 

say, “Okay, start doing this.” But they don’t get it like when I teach it. If I can
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teach it, they’re like, “I know what to do now.” But anybody else, a helper in the 

room, unless they are a social studies teacher, they’re not able to teach it like a 

social studies teacher.

Ms. Myer’s belief in the importance o f direct instruction had a clear effect on her 

thoughts about personalized learning.

Ms. Myer was a proponent of students learning in ways that were best for them, 

but she found personalized learning difficult to implement given the expectations for 

personalized learning at Crossings Middle School, and she had deep concern that 

implementing personalized learning was having a negative impact on students’ learning. 

Ms. Myer felt frustrated by the expectation that she limit the amount of time that she used 

direct instruction: ‘T hey’re receiving direct instruction from the computer. Why can’t 

they receive it from me— a live person?” She didn’t feel that the students were learning 

as much as they had when she used more traditional methods because she only had 10-20 

minutes twice a week for direct, whole group instruction supplemented by a few minutes 

of direct instruction when students were in her teacher-led station.

The expectation that she use the station rotation model did not align with her 

beliefs about effective instructional practices and frustrated Ms. Myer. She stated, “It 

doesn't make sense to have this little group doing this, that little group doing that in the 

back . . .  three different things going on at the same time, and the teacher is supposed to 

be watching all o f it.” Additionally, having students engage in lessons or activities
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through station rotation rather than whole group instruction seemed inefficient to Ms. 

Myer when all students would benefit from the lesson or activity:

Station rotation in a way doesn’t make sense. It would be easier for me to do 

whole group instruction for the instruction part. . . . Let me [teach] them all at 

once in instruction. Give me that 30 minutes or whatever I need. Twenty minutes 

is not enough, but let me take that 30, 40, whatever minutes I need for whole 

group instruction.. . .  There’s not enough time with what they give us for whole 

group.

furthermore, there were some activities, such as skits and simulations, which Ms. Myer 

was unable to use when students were in separate stations. Ms. Myer had also observed 

that many of her students did not complete their classwork when they were not at her 

seminar station or working with another adult, nor did they complete their homework, 

which she believed was hindering students’ learning. All o f these considerations 

contributed to Ms. Myer concerns about personalized learning, leading her to believe that 

the way that Crossings Middle School was implementing personalized learning was not 

the optimal instructional approach for either students or teachers.

From Ms. Myer’s perspective, introducing new material through direct, whole 

group instruction would be much more effective than introducing new material to 

students in stations: “Give us a period o f time where we can be instructors, so we can 

give them an understanding.” Her suggestion was that teachers should meet with each 

class Monday to introduce new concepts; then, for the rest o f the week, students would
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complete station activities: “Now when I hand them the assignment, they have an 

understanding o f what they need to do.” Additionally, since she would no longer be tied 

to a teacher-led instructional station; she would have more freedom to move about the 

room supporting students’ learning, support that she felt students needed, but she was 

unable to provide.

In addition to her concerns about student learning, Ms. Myer questioned the 

effectiveness of other aspects o f  personalized learning:

Something needs to change because one teacher to monitor, to have an instruction 

area, and then you’ve got kids that are supposed to be working on projects. I 

think I’m doing a good job, but then sometimes it’s hard to tell. Are they using 

their cellphone for BYOT for their project, or are they texting somebody? Are 

they just having a nice conversation or are they— ? So, those are the things. I 

can’t get around to everybody. And when I want to work personally with the kids 

that are failing, I’ve got three other things going on in my classroom and not 

enough help. It’s too many kids. And it’s too many kids that aren’t self

motivated. It’s really hard work to keep that up every single day.

By January, Ms. Myer was extremely frustrated. She felt like her efforts to implement 

personalized learning were keeping her from other practices that worked well: “I keep 

doing what everybody’s telling me to do, and they won’t let me do what works with me.” 

Despite her frustration, Ms. Myer consistently worked to implement personalized 

learning as she understood the school’s vision, but she grew weary with the effort.
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There were bright moments in the midst o f  the frustration. After a particularly 

difficult morning class, Ms. Myer had a meeting with her students. She asked for their 

input and immediately made changes, including rearranging her desks to facilitate her 

ability to work with a small group of students while still monitoring the rest of the 

classroom and selecting station leaders, students who would have the responsibility of 

making sure all students at a station understand teacher expectations and have the 

materials they need. She was very happy with the changes that she had made and felt like 

they contributed to a much better classroom environment.

Environment

Ms. Myer was particularly aware of and sensitive to elements of both her 

classroom and building environment. She worked hard to create an environment that was 

conducive to learning for her students while also meeting the expectations of her 

administrators.

Classroom setting. Throughout the year, Ms. Myer consistently arranged her 

class to support personalized learning. In January, there were three distinct stations. On 

the left side o f the room were two groups of four desks, which served as the project 

station. Along the back o f the room were 10 desks and a table facing the wall for those 

students learning via technology. At the front o f the room were eight desks arranged near 

Ms. Myer’s desk for her instructional group. In the center o f the room was a round table 

that served multiple purposes: an isolation table for students who were disruptive, a 

fourth station for students who had mastered the material and were working ahead or
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completing extension activities, and a conference table for Ms. Myer to work with 

students individually. Earlier in the year, Ms. Myer had tried placing two rows of desks 

facing the wall on the left side of the room with desks for her project groups in the back 

right comer o f the room, but this did not allow her to have the conference table in the 

center o f the room. As Ms. Myer arranged her room, she was mindful of both the stations 

that she had planned and the fact that she was not always the only adult in the room.

Though she was alone one period, Ms. Myer had a coteacher with her during two 

class periods, and a paraprofessional with her during her fourth class. The purpose of 

having the coteacher and the paraprofessional was to support students who were in need 

of special education services. The amount o f assistance that these individuals provided at 

the beginning o f the year was limited, though, due to two factors: their lack o f familiarity 

with the content and their lack of comfort with managing students’ behavior. For 

example, as Ms. Myer observed, “I know that the coteacher is not comfortable about 

taking my students out and working with them because she says that they will cut up too 

much.” Consequently, in August, Ms. Myer shared, “It's like I had the class to myself, 

really.” The paraprofessional also spoke very loudly when she was working with 

students, and she would speak to the students seated with her while Ms. Myer was 

attempting to clarify instructions, which took their attention from her. Although 

sometimes a distraction, as the year continued, the paraprofessional and coteacher who 

worked with her provided increasing support by both managing students’ behavior and 

working with students in stations.
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The school’s schedule was another significant element of Ms. Myer’s 

environment. The seventh grade schedule provided 120 minutes o f instruction for each 

block; however, lunch interrupted the first, and connections interrupted the second block 

after 90 minutes. Additionally, bathroom breaks and locker breaks took away from 

instructional time. Ms. Myer also had a unique situation because she worked with several 

students who left during her first block to attend their eighth grade math class and then 

returned during her second block to finish their time with her.

Students. The most significant element of Ms. Myer’s environment was her 

students. She found that many of her students struggled to work independently. They 

preferred to learn new information from her rather than reading to gain understanding. 

Additionally, many students struggled to follow the instructions on the assignments they 

needed to complete, so they did the work incorrectly. This was another source of 

frustration: “I know we're supposed to get these kids at the place where they follow 

instructions, but they’re not there.” Ms. Myer also worked with students who needed 

extra time and attention because they needed special education services.

Motivating her students was challenging form Ms. Myer. Ms. Myer believed in 

encouraging her students to move on to elements o f  the curriculum when they were 

ready; however, she found that few of her students wanted to keep moving. Instead, they 

waited for her to introduce topics to the class as a whole. Crossings Middle School had a 

policy for retaining students; however, the administration typically placed students who
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did not meet the qualifications for promotion in the next grade. Ms. Myer believed that 

this contributed to students’ lack o f motivation.

Pressure from outside. Ms. Myer seemed to be the most sensitive to the 

environment of the school and the forces at work beyond the scope o f her classroom. 

Specifically, she expressed concerned about administrative demands. Another issue was 

the school’s policy o f promoting students to the next grade level who had failed multiple 

classes.

Ms. Myer found the amount o f work that accompanied her responsibilities as a 

teacher overwhelming. When 1 spoke with her in early September, she mentioned 

completing tasks on a checklist, watching videos, calling the home of each student in 

advisory, and reading and responding to “a thousand emails”. She spoke of arranging her 

room for station rotation, hanging posters, and displaying evidence of station rotation 

such as seating assignments and instructions for each station. She felt like there were 

many people overseeing her practice, each with his or her own demands that often did not 

align with her vision for personalizing learning: “It feels like we're micro-managed 

because we have to do it the way somebody else is telling us to do.” Additionally, Ms. 

Myer felt that many of the tasks did not support the school’s vision:

What we’re asked to do doesn’t always connect with what we need to do to get 

our job done. So, we make administration look good, but it’s not helping us. 

Where is the time at school? How about the pre-planning? We had a couple of 

hours in there to get our rooms up.
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In an attempt to meet these demands, Ms. Myer spent many hours at work beyond the 

required workday, and she did more work at home. From her perspective, this was 

necessary because she had not had time to complete the required assignments during pre

planning or her planning time: “We have so many different things that they want us to do, 

but we need the time.” She was not happy with this aspect o f her job: “It’s ridiculous . . . 

it’s not a good thing for teachers. It’s not right, and it’s not fair. And I think that 

something really needs to change.” She did not voice these objections to the 

administration; instead, she continued her efforts to adjust both to the external demands 

on her practice and the needs o f her students.

Behavior

As one of the first teachers at Crossings Middle School to implement personalized 

learning, Ms. Myer had based much of her practice on trial and error. By the time I 

observed her during her second year of personalizing learning, a consistent practice that 

she had implemented was to give her students choices on the projects they created in her 

class, from presentations, to dioramas, to songs, to skits. Another practice that she had 

adopted was to have materials prepared so that students could move forward through the 

curriculum when they were ready. She also took advantage of a study skills class that the 

school had implemented to support students who were behind in their work; when 

students had assignments to complete, Ms. Myer would assign them to the study skills 

class during a 50-minute block of time called Extended Learning Time. Though these
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practices were consistent, other aspects o f Ms. Myer’s practice evolved as she sought to 

discover what worked best for her students.

One practice that required much attention was station rotation. Ms. Myer shared 

that when she had first implemented personalized learning, students would rotate twice 

during a class to ensure that they spent time at each of three stations. This was not an 

effective practice because students did not have time to complete meaningful 

assignments. Another strategy Ms. Myer used was to have one large group at the 

technology station and two smaller groups at a teacher-led station and a project station. 

With this arrangement, the large group would use the computers for the entire class 

period while the two small groups rotated. On the next day of class, students who had 

been in small groups would be at the technology station, and the students who had been 

at the technology station would be in the smaller groups. As Ms. Myer became more 

comfortable with personalized learning, she became more flexible with how she used 

stations. For example, during her second year o f implementing personalized learning, 

she frequently changed where she assigned students based on their progress in the class: 

This year, I’m looking at kids’ scores and their weaknesses. When they don’t do 

well, I have a round table, and it doesn’t matter what station they are, they’re 

going to come back to me. We’ve already done it this year. After the first round 

o f formative assessment, I had them come back with me, and I worked with them 

individually, and they seemed to like it. They try harder when they make that test 

up, like, “I really want to do it now.” So, I’ve seen some improvement in scores.
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Additionally, students who demonstrated mastery of material engaged in enrichment 

activities at a separate station, often with the support o f technology, to advance their 

learning.

Ms. Myer was very concerned about her students’ mastery of social studies 

content, and this concern affected her practice. She consistently used assessment to 

monitor her students’ progress and adjusted her instruction accordingly. Ms. Myer 

shared this in February: “I’m doing benchmarks right now and I’m taking the kids and 

regrouping according to how they do on the benchmarks.” Ms. Myer used an online 

assessment program to administer and analyze the results o f assessments; then, she 

grouped those students who had not mastered certain standards together so that she could 

re-teach the material to them. In addition to reteaching material, Ms. Myer also provided 

study guides so that students had a clear idea o f what she expected them to know. In her 

opinion, providing this support for students who were behind was an important part of 

personalizing learning. Ms. Myer acknowledged that pulling students who needed 

additional assistance meant that she spent much more time with them than with those 

students who quickly grasped material, who spent more time learning through technology 

or projects.

Though Ms. Myer attempted to implement personalized learning consistently 

through the station rotation model, she occasionally adjusted the model when rotating 

through stations just was not working with her students. For example, when I observed 

her classroom in December, Ms. Myer’s students sat in stations, but they were all
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completing the same assignment. She explained to me that the students were not rotating 

through stations because the assignment that they were completing was taking a very 

long time, and they had not been able to complete it successfully in stations, despite 

much scaffolding. The assignment required students to read an article, analyze the 

information, and write a response. The prior class period, Ms. Myer and her coteacher 

had divided the class into stations, explained the assignment to students, and then read 

and annotated the article with the students in their stations. When students returned to 

class, however, many of them had lost the assignment, and many claimed that they did 

not know how to complete it. Consequently, Ms. Myer had decided that everyone would 

work on the assignment at the same time. A few worked independently, but most were 

depending on Ms. Myer’s support as she rotated around the room, while several students 

received much more support from Ms. Myer’s coteacher in a small-group setting. 

Additionally, rather than grouping students homogeneously when she assigned them to 

stations, Ms. Myer would occasionally create heterogeneous groups so that students 

could support one another, academically and behaviorally, by encouraging more focused, 

on-task behavior.

Despite the limitations that Ms. Myer felt from her environment, she persisted in 

demonstrating her agency. She consistently worked to improve instruction, conducting 

research on her content and accessing resources to support her teaching. She constantly 

reflected on how she could adapts elements o f personalized learning to meet the needs of 

her students, which led to changes in how she grouped students and how they rotated
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through stations. Still, she felt that the constraints o f the school’s vision for personalized 

learning limited the actions she could take. During one conversation, Ms. Myer was 

discussing the struggles she faced in her efforts to comply with the school’s vision of 

personalized learning. She placed her hands behind her back to indicate that she felt like 

her hands were tied.

Reciprocal Interactions

Ms. Myer more than anyone expressed concerned about time. Environmental 

factors and her personal behaviors influenced this concern. She felt the pressure to meet 

multiple demands. Additionally, she was very conscientious about preparing lessons, 

grading papers, and calling parents. Her efforts to implement personalized learning 

influenced her physical state: “I’m exhausted all the time. I’ve stayed up until midnight, 

many nights. I work Saturdays and Sundays all day long. There's a thousand things that 

I have to do to dot my is and cross my ts. I’m tired.” She described the work that she did 

outside of class on evenings and weekends:

You’re trying to make really cool lesson plans, and you’re trying to do USA Test 

Prep. You’re trying to put all those assignments on your web page . . .  then, I use 

Edmodo. I do Remind. I do different things. It’s like the time goes very, very 

quickly, and you really want that time for good lesson plans and grading those 

papers, letting the kids know where they stand. But it just feels like we’re 

running a thousand miles a minute.
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The combined influence o f Ms. M yers personal factors and the demands o f her 

environment led her to commit to doing much work relevant to personalized learning, 

which in turn resulted in exhaustion and frustration. Her desire to be an effective teacher 

outweighed her exhaustion, however, and motivated her to persevere.

Ms. Myer’s personal beliefs also affected the way that she implemented 

personalized learning in her classroom. For example, she believed that students needed 

direct instruction. Thus, she adhered to the teacher-led seminar station. Additionally, she 

did not believe in interrupting student learning. Thus, when students were in the midst of 

something, she would not rotate them.

Summary

Ms. Myer grew frustrated implementing a version of personalized learning that 

did not align with her beliefs about what, exactly, personalized learning should be. She 

felt constrained by the expectation that she use the station rotation model during the 

majority of her time with students. Furthermore, she did not believe that the station 

rotation model allowed her to meet students’ needs. She believed that students should be 

able to learn in the way that worked best for them, whether that was through direct 

instruction, time on the computer, or through projects. In her words, “That’s 

personalized learning. Let them learn in the way that they learn the best.” She disagreed 

with the idea of forcing students to rotate through each type o f instruction: “If they want 

everybody to do everything like we’ve been doing, just do it all at once. Everybody, 

w e’re doing this, then there’s less confusion, less chaos for the teachers and for the kids.”



136

Much of Ms. Myer’s frustration derived from her prior teaching experiences. She felt as 

if she had had success using traditional teaching methods and experienced frustration that 

she was no longer able to use teaching methods that she believed were successful. Other 

teachers in Ms. Myer’s position had left the school. Ms. Myer, however, persevered.

Ms. Bolden: “This May Work”

Ms, Bolden was a science teacher in the STEM Academy, and this was her second 

year implementing personalized learning. She worked diligently to implement 

personalized learning, trying various approaches in response to the needs o f her students 

and seeking assistance from multiple sources. Still, she had reservations concerning the 

effectiveness of personalized learning as an instructional approach.

Personal Factors

Ms. Bolden had been a teacher for four years, all at Crossings Middle School.

She had taught sixth grade her first year at Crossings, but she moved to seventh grade her 

second year. Ms. Bolden had become familiar with personalized learning during her 

third year as a teacher when she joined the STEAM Team and they began implementing 

blended learning. She did not remember ever hearing a formal definition o f personalized 

learning prior to implementing it in her classroom, nor did she recall participating in any 

professional development specifically related to personalized learning. In August, she 

shared, “Personalized learning was to just be basically personalizing instruction for each 

individual student. Giving each specific student what they need. But there hasn’t been
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too much training on it to make sure we get it done.” Consequently, she did not feel that 

she had a clear understanding of personalized learning when she first implemented it.

Ms. Bolden began feeling more comfortable with personalized learning as the 

district began offering more training related to personalized learning on professional 

development days:

I went to a training where they talked about contracts and that was kind o f an 

introduction, for me personally, on how 1 can personalize instruction for every 

student. So based on a contract, students would pick activities that they felt were 

best for them to complete and still be . . .  mastering content based on what they 

felt they were able or capable of doing. That was a good introduction for me.

Ms. Bolden found it most helpful, though, when she connected with individuals who had 

expertise in personalized learning, particularly when these individual were willing to 

share resources that she could use in her classroom. Gradually, Ms. Bolden’s 

understandings o f blended learning and personalized learning grew, and she consistently 

adjusted her approach to personalized learning as she applied her new understanding to 

her experiences with her students. She still found this approach to instruction 

challenging, however, particularly due to how her students responded to personalized 

learning.

One element o f personalized learning at Crossings Middle was station rotation. 

Ideally, students rotated through three stations each day, completing a variety o f different 

assignments. In reality, Ms. Bolden’s students frequently did not complete their
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assignments when they were in their stations. She attributed this to two factors: 

characteristics of her students and elements o f her school environment. The students’ 

willingness and ability to focus on their work and be productive was inconsistent:

It’s hard to keep everyone focused on what they’re supposed to do, and it’s up and 

down. One day you can come in and they’re fully into what they're doing. 

Everybody’s doing what they’re supposed to be doing. It’s quiet. People are 

engaged in the teacher-led station. But then there’s days when they’re all over the 

place.

The administration’s expectation that students would rotate through stations each day and 

the frequent interruptions each class period presented further challenges to their ability to 

focus. Concerning rotating through three stations, Ms. Bolden shared that “it doesn’t 

work” and offered the following explanation:

When we were doing that, they wouldn’t finish their benchmark, and then they 

would go to another station. And then by the time they came back on Wednesday 

and went back to the station with the benchmark, they were like, “I’ve got to start 

all over,” because they completely lost their thought or they don’t know where it 

is. Even if it’s not a benchmark, they wouldn’t know where their work was, they 

don’t remember what they were doing.

Concerning the frequent interruptions, she shared this:

With the station rotation, you have to give them short tasks to complete because 

I’m noticing with the work that I give them, they can’t just do it in 30 minutes.
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Even though we’re supposed to be in here for a two-hour block, it’s not really two 

hours with the bathroom break and all those things. They’re constantly being 

interrupted . . .  you interrupt them in the middle o f their work, and then they start 

feeling like it’s not important. Or they’re lost, because they had to stop and start 

something else.

Her experiences with personalizing learning in this environment led Ms. Bolden to 

believe that rotating through three stations was too much for students. They lacked the 

focus and the stamina to engage in their learning consistently and were not successful in 

completing their assignments at each station. Students’ completing work was very 

important to Ms. Bolden. She viewed the work that students did as evidence of students’ 

learning and a gauge o f her success as a teacher. Consequently, Ms. Bolden had serious 

concerns about the progress her students were making academically, and she was 

frustrated that her efforts to personalize instruction effectively were not working.

To understand her students’ struggles with personalized learning and station 

rotation better, Ms. Bolden made personalized learning the topic o f a class meeting. This 

meeting deepened her concerns about students’ perceptions o f personalized learning. She 

discovered that a student had texted her mom that she was not learning anything, which 

in Ms. Bolden’s words was “not good.” She realized that many students believed that the 

teachers were not teaching them and that they were not learning anything at school 

because they spent a significant portion of their time working independently. When 

students spent time at the teacher-led station, however, they felt that they had learned
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something. The lack o f work students were completing combined with the students’ 

perceptions o f personalized learning served to undermine Ms. Bolden’s faith in this 

method of teaching.

Ms. Bolden was much more confident in the way she had taught before 

implementing personalizing learning. Before personalized learning, students focused on 

one task each day. Describing her first year as a seventh grade teacher, she shared, “That 

was the best year because I always had something for them to do. There was always 

something for them to show me. There was always something that I had posted in my 

classroom of their work.’’ Ms. Bolden felt that this approach was much more effective 

than having students rotate through multiple stations:

They could focus on that one thing in that class period, rather than, “I have three 

different things I have to do. I just have one thing that I have to do, and I can 

focus on that one thing, and I don’t have to worry about rotating, 1 don't have to 

worry about the computer. I’m just focusing on my poster, or I’m focusing on my 

place mat, or my graphic organizer for that class period and I’m done. I’ve 

accomplished something for the day.

The following comments further illustrate Ms. Bolden’s beliefs:

One o f our standards was the different kingdoms, so I gave them a graphic 

organizer. We put the information in it, and I only gave them the bare minimum 

information just so that they had something to refer back to. And then after that, I 

put them in groups, and then they took a kingdom, and then they made posters for
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it, and we did a gallery walk. The kids got so much more out o f that because they 

felt like I gave them something. They had something to start with, but we need to 

add more than what she gave us, and it took them all class period. And they had 

something to look at, and they had something to show to their peers, and it wasn’t 

necessarily station rotation at all, but I got something from them.

Ms. Bolden believed that students could learn successfully without using the station 

rotation model, perhaps even more effectively, because they were able to focus on one 

assignment rather than having to divide their attention among several. The success that 

her students had had in the past on the state’s standardized end of grade science 

assessment bolstered this confidence. Consequently, she was constantly striving to 

reconcile what she believed was effective teaching with the school’s vision for how she 

should be personalizing learning in her classroom.

Small success with personalized learning increased Ms. Bolden’s determination to 

persevere. She was encouraged by evidence o f  students’ learning: “When I see the kids 

actually do well or grasp a concept, then I’m like, ‘Okay, this may work.’” The progress 

that students were making with the simplified contracts also led Ms. Bolden to believe 

that personalized learning “might work”. Additionally, Ms. Bolden recognized that 

shifting to blended learning had been a positive aspect o f personalizing learning: “I love 

the incorporation o f technology as another form of direct instruction. That’s been really 

helpful too, because a lot o f these kids do well on Edusmart, and they actually like it.”

Yet, she remained uncertain and unconvinced:
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I just feel like I’m overwhelmed, and there’s not a consistency of—I can’t quite 

put my finger on it yet. So that’s the part about personalized learning. I think I’m 

just doing too many things at one time, or it incorporates too many things at one 

time that I’m not able to cohesively put together.

Being consistently overwhelmed took its toll on Ms. Bolden. She shared that when she 

had first started teaching, “I felt like I could do this forever!” Though Ms. Bolden was 

still committed to her students’ education, she had grown weary with the effort of 

personalizing learning.

Environment

Ms. Bolden understood the key components of personalizing learning at 

Crossings Middle School. She implemented station rotation, supported students’ learning 

with technology, and met the needs of individual students. Her classroom environment 

reflected her awareness o f these expectations.

Classroom setting. At the beginning o f the year, Ms. Bolden’s room looked like 

the rooms of most teachers who were attempting to implement the station rotation model 

faithfully. There were three clearly defined stations. One was teacher-led, technology 

drove a second station, and students completed independent activities at a third.

As the year progressed, and Ms. Bolden experimented with giving her students 

more choice and autonomy, the atmosphere shifted to loosely organized chaos. A 

constant hum filled Ms. Bolden’s classroom. Despite the informal air that generally 

permeated the room, whenever I observed Ms. Bolden, students seemed to know what
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they were supposed to be doing. Common activities for students included interacting 

with the teacher, coteacher, or paraprofessional; talking amongst themselves; just sitting, 

perhaps with one’s head down; asking one another questions; clarifying instructions for 

one another; signing out and logging in to technology; and gathering materials. This 

activity among the students required much o f Ms. Bolden. She was constantly moving, 

constantly answering questions, constantly shifting gears in response to students' needs. 

Even with her constant attention, students’ focus on their work was inconsistent. During 

one observation, although most students were working on projects or activities they had 

selected from choice boards, two young men were listening to music on their laptops, two 

others were playfully pushing one another, and one was wandering around the room 

tossing a Gatorade drink from hand to hand. Ms. Bolden’s role at this point was clearly 

to facilitate students’ efforts as she answered questions, provided materials, and 

redirected students who had lost their focus.

By January, the atmosphere had shifted again. There was an air of purpose and 

direction to the classroom. Ms. Bolden had written a competency, some notes, a weekly 

focus (explain the role o f genes and chromosomes in the process o f inheriting traits), 

instructions for logging in to Google Classroom and Edusmart, and a detention list on the 

white board at the front o f the room. There was a lab table at the front o f the room with a 

sink and a work area. Four stools provided seats for students to sit at this lab table. On 

the left side o f the room, there were two groups, each with two tables so that six students 

could sit at each pair of tables. Along the back wall were four tables and chairs arranged
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so that students faced the wall. In the center o f the room were one table, seven desks, and 

a few chairs arranged in a circle. Closer to the front of the room were two desks, facing 

each other. A computer cart sat at the front right o f the room with several chairs situated 

near it. Students sat at the front or center o f the room if they needed support from Ms. 

Bolden and spent the majority of their time interacting with her. Students sat at the tables 

along the side and back o f the wall to either collaborate with peers or work 

independently.

Other adults in the room. A coteacher worked with Ms. Bolden during two class 

periods; a paraprofessional worked with her during a third class. Ms. Bolden repeatedly 

shared how helpful it was to have the extra support for students: “It's great to have two of 

us. If [the coteacher] is working in the teacher-led station with a group, then I’m working 

with students in the independent group.. .  . That’s been helpful to have a coteacher this 

year.” The coteacher and the paraprofessional assisted Ms. Bolden in multiple ways: 

including grading papers, distributing materials, monitoring students’ behavior, and 

assisting students with their work. Ms. Bolden considered the extra assistance with 

managing stations extremely beneficial to personalizing learning because it enabled each 

adult to focus on students’ individual needs as they completed specific tasks. She found 

it much harder to manage personalized learning when she was the only adult in the room. 

Behavior

Along with the changes in her classroom environment, Ms. Bolden’s efforts to 

implement personalized learning reflected her ever-evolving understanding of
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personalized learning. Ms. Bolden acknowledged that her early experiences 

implementing personalized learning were filled with uncertainty: “I don't think we, or me 

personally, had a good understanding o f what it was. . . . We didn’t know what we were 

doing. We just jumped in head first.” As a teacher implementing personalized learning 

for the second year, she was able to reflect on her experiences from the beginning, when 

she had very little knowledge o f personalized learning, to her current practice. Despite 

her experience with personalized learning, she was still grappling with it and working on 

how to implement it effectively.

Implementing personalized learning. One way that Ms. Bolden chose to support a 

personalized approach to instruction was to give students choices concerning how they 

learned. For example, she developed learning contracts that gave students choices 

concerning the assignments they completed. In August, Ms. Bolden also had students 

choose whether to learn through technology alone, technology supported by small group 

collaboration, or technology supported by teacher-led instruction. This did not continue, 

however, after Ms. Bolden realized that students who were not in the teacher-led station 

were not completing their work. Still, Ms. Bolden’s students frequently chose what work 

they should do on a given day, rather than having Ms. Bolden assign them to a station.

For example, in September I witnessed students making choices about their learning 

when they decided whether to work on a project or to complete Edgenuity assignments 

online, and in January students chose to work at an independent station or a teacher-led 

station.
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Data analysis was another element o f personalized learning in Ms. Bolden’s class. 

At the beginning of the year, students completed diagnostic assessments on a platform 

called Point that allowed them to see how they performed on specific standards. Ms. 

Bolden’s hope was that students would recognize areas o f strength and weakness, and 

that this understanding would help them to focus their learning on specific standards. In 

January, Ms. Bolden began using Google Classroom to administer assessments. She 

found that this provided more flexibility as students could easily access the program on 

their own devices, which was useful since she only had 15 laptops. These assessments 

gave Ms. Bolden a quick snapshot o f students’ progress on specific standards. She 

demonstrated her familiarity with students’ progress during class one day when she was 

able to summarize students’ scores quickly, including the percentage that had passed and 

the range o f scores for students who had failed.

Because Ms. Bolden found Google Classroom extremely easy to use, she used it 

to support learning in other ways, as well. She uploaded content for students via 

Microsoft Word documents. When there was content on other platforms that students 

could not access, she copied and pasted the content into a Google document for students 

to access. One o f the assignments students regularly completed was a journal entry. Ms. 

Bolden uploaded the prompts to a Google Document via Google Classroom. After the 

students completed the assignment, they selected “Turn In” to submit it to Ms. Bolden.

Ms. Bolden also used Edusmart Science, a cloud-based program that includes standards- 

based lessons, activities, and assessments.
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By February, Ms. Bolden had made significant changes to how she implemented 

personalized learning. Her students worked in one o f two stations, one group working 

with her and another group working independently but supported by the paraprofessional 

or coteacher. When students were at the teacher-led station, Ms. Bolden introduced new 

material, helped students begin assignments, assisted students in completing work that 

they had found difficult, and retaught material to students who were struggling to master 

particular concepts. When students were at the independent station, they responded to 

questions from the textbook, read and responded to articles, completed activities that 

required them to apply the concepts they were learning, or engaged in activities on their 

laptops. Some days, Ms. Bolden assigned students to their stations based on assessment 

data. Other days, she allowed students to select their stations based on the work they 

needed to do or on whether or not they needed assistance. Additionally, she began 

stamping students’ contracts at the end of each class period if  students had completed an 

assignment. This was a useful tool for monitoring students’ progress both to provide 

support in the classroom and to know when she needed to contact parents.

Ms. Bolden also changed the way that she developed students’ contracts. At the 

beginning o f the year, she developed a contract for each unit, and students had several 

weeks to complete the work. As the year progressed, she realized that students needed 

more structure. Additionally, the district began providing training in planning instruction 

around competencies rather than standards. Consequently, Ms. Bolden began developing 

contracts that focused on one or two competencies worded as “I can” statements with
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assignments that students could complete in a week. Ms. Bolden reported that limiting 

students’ efforts to one competency and two assignments and having them work in just 

two stations had helped them to focus their learning and be more successful.

Ms. Bolden made another change to her practice when Crossings’ principal, Dr. 

Blevins, instituted weekly pulse checks, quick assessments that teachers used to gauge 

students’ progress. Dr. Blevins expected teachers to use the data from these pulse checks 

to adjust instruction each week, both in the stations students moved through and the work 

that students completed. Though Ms. Bolden had grouped her students by learning style 

and by academic progress in the past, she had not attempted to adjust students’ groups 

each week. She complied with the directive, but she found it difficult for her and the 

students, as she frequently had students who were confused about where they should be 

and what they should be doing in her class. Furthermore, Ms. Bolden shared that 

students sometimes chose to sit somewhere other than their assigned group: “They keep 

on moving to the wrong group, knowing that they are in the wrong group.” Thus, she 

found herself spending more time telling students where to sit and what to do once they 

moved to the correct station, which added to Ms. Bolden’s frustration, since it reduced 

the time that she was able to devote to actual instruction. To address this, Ms. Bolden 

began posting station assignments on the wall.

In addition to the day-to-day work required to manage a personalized learning 

classroom, Ms. Bolden made further efforts to personalize learning for those students 

who had demonstrated their understanding of the curriculum by scoring 90% or above on
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either a diagnostic test that they had taken at the beginning o f the school year or on a unit 

pretest. At the beginning of the year, these students engaged in project-based learning, 

and Ms. Bolden was pleased with the results, but she did not feel that the projects 

engaged students on a daily basis. To provide students a more challenging learning 

experience, she accessed the ninth grade biology standards online and gave students a list 

o f learning activities that aligned with the standards she was addressing in her class, but 

that required students to develop a deeper understanding. These tasks often required 

technology, so the students completing them generally sat near the lap top cart during 

class, pausing occasionally to join Ms. Bolden’s teacher-led group.

Ms. Bolden engaged in many tasks as a teacher in a personalized learning 

classroom. She assessed students’ knowledge. She developed lessons that supported 

students’ understanding o f science concepts through a variety of instructional methods, 

including teacher-led instruction, gaining information from texts, engaging in hands-on 

activities, and writing about their knowledge. When she was not providing direct 

instruction, Ms. Bolden served as a facilitator to students’ learning as they worked, 

answering students’ questions, providing materials, and encouraging students to stay 

focused. She was determined to do what was best for her students, which led her to try 

many approaches to personalizing learning. When she was out o f ideas, or when she 

wanted to try something new but was not sure how to make it work, she sought assistance 

from others in the building and even outside o f the building.
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Seeking assistance. As Ms. Bolden sought to "work out all the kinks” related to 

personalizing learning for her students, she made full use of the many resources available 

to her. She talked to the personalized learning coach, the personalized learning project 

manager, the science coach, and the literacy coach. The instructional coaches were able 

to provide resources as well as suggestions for instructional strategies. At Ms. Bolden’s 

request, the science coach began creating a calendar with daily warm-ups that Ms.

Bolden used to reinforce and assess key concepts. When Ms. Bolden decided that her 

students needed to be reading and writing about more science-based texts, the literacy 

coach introduced her to online resources and began sending her texts to use in her 

classroom.

Ms. Bolden also took advantage of Dr. Blevins’s offer to allocate funds for 

materials to support hands-on science investigations. Prior to this, she had shared that 

one of the biggest challenges for her as a science teacher was that her students needed a 

lot of hands on experiences “because some o f my students need to be able to do it, to see 

it, to understand it, and they don’t have that option”. However, the school did not have 

the resources for students to do the lab activities that would support their learning. When 

the funds became available to purchase these resources, Ms. Bolden seized the 

opportunity. She also sought assistance from district-level personnel and teachers at 

other schools.

Ms. Bolden’s behavior demonstrated a significant amount of agency. She took 

great pains to access resources that met the needs o f  her students. She regularly sought
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assistance to support and improve her practice. When she realized that having students 

rotate through three stations each week was not effective, she made the decision to have 

two stations in her room and to have her students stay in one station for an entire class 

period unless they needed to move to a different station for assistance or because they 

were ready to a new assignment. She also chose ways to integrate technology in her 

classroom, such as when she began using Google Classroom and when she found 

interactive activities online.

Summary

Ms. Bolden was in conflict regarding two obligations: the obligation to implement 

her school’s vision o f personalized learning and the obligation to provide an effective 

education for her students. Though she embraced personalized learning at the outset, she 

grew frustrated when she saw that her students were struggling with personalized 

learning, despite the many efforts she was making to implement personalized learning 

effectively. Ms. Bolden attributed her students’ struggles with personalized learning to 

station rotation and sought ways to improve how she was implementing personalized 

learning in her classroom.

By January, Ms. Bolden felt that she understood the competencies that the district 

was implementing and methods to scaffold students’ learning so that they understood the 

competencies and could successfully complete their performance tasks. She also felt 

confident in her ability to create contracts, but she was still struggling with how to 

manage station rotation effectively. Despite the challenges o f implementing
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personalizing learning, Ms. Bolden had a strong sense o f efficacy concerning her ability 

to help students learn science due to past success. This confidence motivated her to 

persevere despite the challenges, constantly seeking ways to make personalized learning 

work for her students.

Summary o f Participant’s Experiences 

This chapter discussed the experiences o f four teachers attempting to implement 

personalized learning: a regular education teacher implementing personalized learning in 

her own classroom for the first time, a special education teacher implementing 

personalized learning for the first time, and two regular education teachers in their second 

year o f implementing personalized learning. The next chapter addresses those 

experiences that were common and unique among teachers.



CHAPTER 5 

CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

As I conducted my research, I saw that while some experiences were unique to 

individual teachers, other experiences were common to all or most o f the participants in 

this study. This purpose of this chapter is to provide a general discussion o f those 

experiences shared among the participants in this study. The following topics frame my 

discussion: adapting to the school’s vision of personalized learning, instructional shifts, 

classroom management, teacher workload, ensuring success for each student, coteachers 

and paraprofessionals, students’ academic progress, and frustration and resistance.

Adapting to the School’s Vision o f Personalized Learning 

In order to implement personalized learning, Crossings Middle School had chosen 

to focus on four specific initiatives: advisory, connections pathways, the station rotation 

model, and project-based service learning. Advisory was a class that met each morning. 

During advisory, students focused on character education; monitoring their academic 

progress; understanding and solving problems through class meetings; and developing 

college, career, and life skills. The intention was to keep advisory classes small (16 

students or fewer) and to keep students with the same teacher for the three years they 

were enrolled in the school so that they developed a close relationship with their advisory 

teacher and with their classmates. Connections pathways referred to the school’s efforts

153
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to allow students to focus on either STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math), 

humanities, or personal fitness during their elective classes. None of the teachers in this 

study noted that either o f these two initiatives had particularly affected them, other than 

Ms. Myer commenting that she was good at advisory. The effects of implementing the 

station rotation model and project-based learning were evident, however, in the teachers’ 

practice and conversation.

The Station Rotation Model

To facilitate personalized learning within the classroom, the expectation was for 

teachers to adopt the station rotation model rather than using whole group instruction. In 

the station rotation model, the teacher divides the classroom into several stations. At 

each station, students focus on a different activity. The School Redesign Team and the 

Leadership Team provided suggestions for stations that teachers might incorporate into 

their classrooms, such as a technology station, a writing station, a project-based learning 

station, and a teacher-led station. Stations had multiple purposes, including the 

following: provide dedicated access to technology in classrooms that did not have a 

computer for each student; give students greater flexibility in their work and their pace 

through the curriculum; and allow teachers to work with smaller groups of students, 

providing instruction that met the individual needs o f students.

At the beginning o f the year, teachers were fairly structured in how they assigned 

students to stations and rotated students through stations. This was in large part due to a 

school-level expectation that teachers have clearly defined stations with clear directives
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for where students were to sit, what work they were expected to do, and when they 

should rotate from one station to the next. In her math class, Ms. Greene’s students 

worked on their writing, studied vocabulary, and completed manipulative tasks in their 

stations. When I observed her class, students were working either individually on a task, 

in a group on the same task, or on a laptop while she worked with students individually at 

the front of the room. Mr. Daniels, a language arts teacher, had a grammar station, a 

reading station, a writing station, and a technology station in his resource classroom and 

noted that in his cotaught class, they had a teacher-led station, a small group station, a 

quiet zone, and a computer station. Ms. Myer assigned half of her class to her technology 

station, while the remaining students worked either at a teacher-led station, which she 

referred to as the instruction group, or at the project station. Likewise, 1 observed three 

stations in Ms. Bolden’s room: a technology station, a writing station, and a teacher-led 

station.

Using the station rotation model required a constant shift in focus for teachers. It 

was common for teachers to be giving the entire class instructions one minute and then 

focusing on two specific students the next. They juggled managing their instruction 

groups with rotating around the room to support students at other stations. When 

teachers were trying to work with individual students or a small group, they had to be 

aware o f what students in other parts of the room were doing. This often created a 

challenge for teachers to provide focused instruction to the students they were trying to 

assist because they were often interrupted or distracted. Ms. Myer shared, “I've got half
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my class on a computer now at a time so I can have instruction group and I can have 

project group, and it’s quieter that way. But, 1 get interrupted a lot with computer 

problems.” Ms. Bolden’s way of dealing with this was to have students write questions 

on a sticky note and place them on the board so that she could address the questions when 

she had a free moment. Clearly, implementing the station rotation model was a 

challenge.

In response to these challenges, teachers became more flexible in their use of 

stations as the year progressed. For example, Mr. Daniels did not rotate students through 

the stations in his classroom. What he did instead was provide students with an agenda 

and have students move through the activities at their own pace, providing support when 

they needed it. Ms. Myer began reserving a few computers for students in the project 

group so that they could conduct research and create multimedia products. Ms. Bolden 

implemented a two-station system in which students who needed assistance, or were just 

learning the material, worked with her while other students worked independently. Only 

one teacher, Ms. Greene, abandoned the station rotation model completely, choosing to 

combine whole group instruction with tiered group work.

Technology. The availability of technology was an important element of 

integrating stations for each of the teachers. Ms. Myer, who was in her second year of 

personalizing learning, conveyed how important access to computers was for 

implementing the station rotation model in her classes:
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I think the station rotation is getting a little bit smoother. I think it takes time to 

work out the kinks, so last year it was a little chaotic, and some classes it was 

smooth as silk. My best classes, smooth sailing. The kids were quiet; I could do 

instruction; the kids did really well. Other kids where there’s high energy, it was 

a little bit harder. I think what’s changed this year is we got a few extra 

computers, so I have more on the computers where they could sit there for a 

longer period of time while the other two groups were doing instruction and 

project. It just seems like a smoother operation. It seems like it’s a little bit 

easier.

Teachers used technology in multiple ways to support their implementation of 

personalized learning.

The district had purchased access to Edgenuity, a web-based learning platform 

that provides online instruction in both core and elective courses. Both Ms. Bolden and 

Ms. Greene regularly assigned content in Edgenuity at the beginning of the year, but they 

stopped using it several months into the year because students found the content 

challenging and balked at completing their Edgenuity lessons. Ms. Bolden regretted 

doing this, however, as the year progressed and she saw her students struggling to make 

progress through other instructional methods, observing that those students who had been 

conscientious about completing their Edgenuity assignments the previous year had 

consistently earned strong scores on Georgia’s standardized, end-of-grade science 

assessment. Ms. Greene chose to use LeamZillion in her classroom, a cloud-based
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curriculum that she believed was more accessible to students and better aligned with her 

instructional goals.

The school had purchased access to USA Test Prep, a web-based application that 

provides standards-based test preparation through quizzes, games, videos, and printable 

activities. Ms. Myer used USA Test Prep in her social studies class, and Mr. Daniels 

used the program to reinforce language arts skills. School leadership also encouraged the 

use o f other online resources such as Edmodo and Google Classroom. Mr. Daniels used 

Edmodo to post students’ assignments and to help students monitor their progress. After 

a school-based training in January, Ms. Bolden began using Google Classroom both to 

assess students’ learning and as an avenue for students to complete and submit 

assignments online. She found this to be a particularly useful tool because it was easy for 

students to access on any device anywhere that they had access to the internet.

While technology was useful for supporting personalized learning, it was also a 

burden, creating a variety of classroom management challenges. Though teachers 

generally expected students to learn independently at the technology station, students 

often required assistance from the teacher when they had technology issues.

Additionally, as teachers were responsible for the technology in their classrooms, they 

had to establish specific classroom norms regarding the use o f technology and allocate 

time for distributing and collecting the laptops. Ms. Myer dealt with this by assigning 

students to distribute the laptops and pass around a sign-out sheet. Ms. Bolden had 

students walk to the computer cart and sign their computers out themselves. Both
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methods resulted in a disruptive period at both the beginning and end of class. During 

one o f my observations o f Ms. Bolden’s class, a student’s laptop fell onto the floor. This 

required Ms. Bolden to stop working with students individually so that she could 

investigate what had happened to the laptop, send it to the librarian for repair, and speak 

with the student about his potential responsibility for any damage to the computer.

Another challenge with the computers was that they did not work all the time. 

Sometimes, a computer would not allow a student to log in to the network. When this 

happened, students required the teacher’s attention to either assist them with logging in or 

assign them another computer. If there were not enough working computers for the 

students that the teacher had planned to be in the technology station, the teacher had to 

make adjustments quickly before returning to the students waiting at the teacher-led 

station. Furthermore, computers frequently lost power during afternoon classes. This 

required teachers to adopt innovative solutions to keep the computers charged.

Monitoring whether students were using technology for the intended purpose was 

also a concern for teachers. In Ms. Myer’s words, “Are they using their cellphone for 

BYOT for their project, or are they texting somebody?” Indeed, during my time in Ms. 

Myer’s class, I observed students showing each other videos and searching for videos; 

during my time in Ms. Greene’s class, I observed a student using FaceTime during class; 

and during my time in Ms. Bolden’s class, two students were searching for and listening 

to music on a laptop rather than completing their assignments.
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A final concern was that students did not always enjoy using technology as a 

vehicle for learning. After a class meeting, Ms. Bolden shared what she had learned from 

her students:

They’re saying, “No, that’s not how I want to learn. I like to use technology for 

certain things, but I don’t want to learn from technology.” They would rather 

learn from a person and then be able to use technology for other things.

This was not always the case, such as when I observed one o f Ms. Myer’s students using 

a web application called Storyboard That to create a project. However, students 

frequently displayed resistance to using Edgenuity and USA Test Prep.

Assessment. Assessing students’ learning is an important part o f providing 

students with a personalized learning experience, including assigning them to stations. 

Each of the participants in this study shared how they used assessment to support 

personalized learning. Ms. Greene assessed students’ learning through online quizzes 

and written assignments. She required students who did not score an 80 on their quizzes 

to sit down with her for individual instruction so that she could help them to understand 

the concepts they had missed on the quiz. Both Ms. Bolden and Ms. Myer also spoke of 

using assessment results to identify students’ strengths and weaknesses and to determine 

which students needed remediation, which they provided through direct instruction in the 

teacher-led station. Mr. Daniels spoke o f using assessment data not just to provide 

remediation but also to determine how to group students at other stations, and Ms. Greene 

used data to group her students, as well, even after she stopped using the station-rotation
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model. Ms. Bolden also mentioned allowing students to see their data so that students 

were able to see for themselves where they struggled and where they had mastered 

concepts. She viewed this as a way to help students focus their efforts on specific 

learning goals.

In January, the principal o f Crossings required that teachers begin administering 

weekly assessments to monitor students’ progress. The expectation was that teachers 

would use data from these assessments to personalize instruction, and the principal 

required that teachers provide documentation for how they were doing this also. When I 

observed Ms. Bolden in February, she had used data from the prior week’s assessment to 

assign students to stations, and during the course of class, she was able to cite students’ 

performance on the assessment quickly as she encouraged them to pay closer attention to 

their warm-up activity. She also mentioned, though, that regrouping students each week 

was challenging because the students became confused about their station assignments. 

Still, it was evident that the initiative was causing teachers to look more closely at the 

data and make immediate adjustments to their instruction.

Project-Based Learning

The principal o f Crossings expected each teacher to guide students through one 

project-based learning experience during the fall semester. In November, the school 

hosted a parents’ day highlighting project-based learning during which some students 

presented their projects to visitors in the media center, while all other students worked on 

projects in their classrooms. I observed Ms. Bolden on this day. During my visit, all of
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her students were engaged in completing their projects. Some sat at tables along the back 

of the room, while others sat at desks arranged in a half circle in the middle of the room. 

Students were talkative, but generally on task, and the energy in the room was positive.

Ms. Greene had students in the media center presenting the work they had done in 

her class. She had worked with the personalized learning coach to develop a project that 

integrated origami and geometry. Students were eager to share their work. When I 

visited her classroom, students were highly engaged, some taking notes using their 

phones, some on Edgenuity, and others folding paper. Ms. Greene shared how much 

more engaged the students were in their learning since they had begun their projects and 

how much more willing they were to get to work when they arrived in her class. Despite 

her enthusiasm, Ms. Greene did not make project-based learning a regular part of her 

instruction; indeed, this was the only time that I observed Ms. Greene’s students actively 

engaged in project-based learning.

As students worked on projects throughout the building, administrators and 

teachers realized that engaging students in a project-based learning experience in every 

class was very demanding for students and decided to implement interdisciplinary 

projects during the second semester o f the year. Teachers had designated times to plan 

these projects collaboratively before and after the semester break.

Instructional Shifts

In addition to adopting the station rotation model, integrating technology in new 

ways, purposefully assessing students’ learning, and implementing project-based
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learning, the vision for personalizing learning at Crossings required teachers to make 

many other changes to their pedagogy. These changes included shifting away from 

whole group instruction, providing direct instruction through teacher-led seminar 

stations, and finding ways for students to have more voice and choice in their learning. 

Whole Group Instruction

One o f the guidelines for implementing personalized learning at Crossings Middle 

School was that teachers should refrain from whole group instruction, limiting it to no 

more than 15 minutes in any class period. This proved to be a major adjustment for these 

teachers, who were not only accustomed to using whole group instruction, but who also 

believed that whole group instruction was an effective way to help students learn.

At the beginning of the year, the three general education teachers (Ms. Greene,

Ms. Bolden, and Ms. Myer) complied with this expectation, consistently using small- 

group instruction rather than whole group instruction. During our first interview, in 

August, Ms. Greene shared how she had been supporting students’ learning without using 

whole group instruction:

I gave them a list of every unit, every sub-unit in the uni t . . . .  And then, going 

back and revisiting the quizzes so that they see where they're making their 

mistakes. And then I’m just available for each group. I’m constantly there.

“What do you need? How can I help you?”

Ms. Bolden and Ms. Myer avoided whole group instruction by using a teacher-led 

seminar station to provide direct instruction to small groups o f students while the rest o f
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the class engaged in independent or collaborative activities in other stations. They grew 

frustrated, however, with the necessity of repeatedly introducing the same material at 

their seminar stations, rather than being able to introduce material to the whole class at 

the same time and then support students as they extended their understanding in stations.

As the year passed, teachers seemed more willing to abandon station rotation in 

favor o f whole group instruction. Teachers sometimes did this due to time constraints.

As Ms. Greene shared, “It’s like this afternoon, we had 30 minutes left, so I did just 

stories. I made up stories of integers and money. . . . You don’t get that with 

personalized learning. You know, but we had fun.” Teachers also used whole group 

instruction when they thought that all students would benefit from a particular activity.

For example, I observed Ms. Greene using whole group instruction for longer than the 

allowed 15 minutes on two occasions in the middle o f the year: once when she led 

students through an origami activity related to a unit on lines and angles and again when 

she reviewed items on a benchmark assessment for an entire class period.

Ms. Myer consistently had her classroom organized in stations, but this did not 

mean that students were completing different work. During one observation, some 

students were working with Ms. Myer, some students were working with her coteacher, 

and some students working either independently or collaboratively, but they were all 

working on the same activity, an assignment that required them to read an article, create a 

thinking map to organize information from the article, and write a paragraph synthesizing 

the information. When she paused to speak with me, Ms. Myer shared that this was the
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case because it was taking students so long to complete the assignment independently, 

and many were not prepared. During an interview, Ms. Myer spoke of another occasion 

when she used whole group instruction to teach students a lesson:

We did a thing with OPEC —Organization o f Petroleum Exporting Countries— 

where they learned how those countries got together to set oil prices, and we just 

did a little skit. I didn’t tell them how it was going to end up. We just went 

through it. Then we had different people represent different countries. Some set 

their prices high; some set them low. I let the kids do it. The audience out here, 

who is the world, they decided who they were going to buy from. So the kids 

learned to start lowering their prices on their own.

Ms. Myer’s enthusiasm about this whole group activity was evident as she shared the 

experience:

Then they figured out that we all need to set a price together. I helped them with 

that a little— that we all need to come together to set one price, and let’s make it 

high so we can make some money. It was really good. That was an awesome, 

awesome experiment.

This was an example o f a whole group activity that Ms. Myer was not willing to give up, 

despite the expectations for implementing personalized learning, because she believed 

that it benefitted all o f her students to complete the activity together.

Mr. Daniels’s implementation o f personalized learning differed from the other 

teachers in this study. At the beginning o f the year, Mr. Daniels typically used whole
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group instruction. When I observed Mr. Daniels in September, he was leading the five 

students in his resource class through analyzing a PowerPoint presentation, developing a 

thinking map, and writing a paragraph based on the information the students had selected 

for the thinking map. This represented one o f the challenges of avoiding whole group 

instruction in a small resource class: Mr. Daniels’s entire class was smaller than most o f 

teacher’s smallest groups. This also represented the reason why Dr. Blevins, the 

principal o f Crossings Middle School, wanted teachers to avoid whole group, direct 

instruction: Mr. Daniels was doing much more thinking than his students were. Though 

Mr. Daniels consistently asked students for input and encouraged them to stay focused, 

he did all o f the writing, investing much more thought and energy than the students did. 

As the year progressed, Mr. Daniels used whole group instruction less frequently, 

encouraging each student to move through the curriculum at his or her own pace, instead, 

and supporting students individually rather than working with them as a group. He only 

felt comfortable doing this because he knew both his students and his curriculum well 

enough to guide each student in the right direction. He was also able to do this because 

he had invested time at the beginning o f the year to teach students his expectations.

Moving away from whole group instruction was one of the most challenging 

aspects of personalizing learning. After nearly two years o f personalizing learning, Ms. 

Bolden and Ms. Myer still struggled with this. After a few months, Ms. Greene had 

abandoned the effort completely, devoting the majority o f her class time to either
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introducing or reviewing material through whole group instruction. Only Mr. Daniels 

seemed comfortable with not using whole group instruction any longer.

Direct Instruction

Though the principal discouraged whole group instruction, she did encourage 

direct instruction. However, the context for direct instruction was in a teacher-led station 

where teachers provided targeted instruction to small groups of students. Integrating 

direct instruction with personalized learning was challenging for teachers due both to 

their own beliefs and to environmental factors.

Initially, both Ms. Greene and Ms. Bolden struggled because they held the belief 

that administrators frowned on direct instruction. They were committed to their roles as 

facilitators o f students’ learning rather than instructors, relying on Edgenuity to provide 

students with direct instruction in key concepts while they provided support. Once Ms. 

Greene realized that she could and should provide direct instruction to students through a 

seminar station, the many distractions in her classroom often thwarted her attempts to do 

so, which resulted in Ms. Greene’s decision to shift to whole group direct instruction.

Ms. Myer recognized that direct instruction had its place in her classroom, but she 

struggled to manage a teacher-led station while also facilitating various other stations in 

the classroom.

As the year progressed, Ms. Bolden began using direct instruction more because 

she was disappointed with her students’ academic progress and because the students 

expressed they wanted more information from the teacher rather than learning from
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online programs. When I observed her in February, two groups o f students worked 

independently, while another group o f students worked with her on a genotypes and 

phenotypes activity. 1 also observed her using direct instruction during a warm-up 

activity that had several multiple-choice questions relevant to material most students 

were studying. The students attempted to respond to the questions on their own; then,

Ms. Bolden checked their work and explained the reasoning behind the correct answers.

Mr. Daniels was the most willing to engage in direct instruction throughout the 

year, in part because he believed that his students needed to work closely with him to 

complete their assignments successfully. He was the least willing, however, to allow his 

students to work independently and facilitate their own learning for the first few months 

of the school year. After the second time I observed him writing a constructed response 

with his students, I asked him what would happen if he allowed the students to grapple 

with the assignment without his assistance or with limited support, perhaps by allowing 

them to collaborate with one another. He shook his head and said that he had tried that 

before, but it did not work well due to conflicts among the students. As Mr. Daniels 

became more comfortable with students moving through stations at their own pace rather 

than working together, he was still constantly available to provide assistance, frequently 

conferencing with students.

Voice and Choice

Though the school had not chosen to emphasize student voice and choice as part 

o f their implementation of personalized learning, the district had identified voice and
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choice as a foundational element o f personalizing learning. Dr. Blevins conveyed to 

teachers that she expected to see evidence of students’ having voice and choice in their 

learning. Teachers had various ways o f meeting this expectation.

At the most basic level, teachers asked students for input into how to run the 

classroom. Ms. Greene shared the following:

The kids have had input on this. We’ve had some struggles with it. I say, “Well, 

how can we make this better?” They . . .  have input, and it’s been wonderful 

because this is our room. W e’re in it together, and I tell them that. So, they’re 

buying into this, too.

After a particularly challenging day, Ms. Myer ended class by having a discussion with 

her students about what they needed for class to run smoothly. She immediately began 

discussing and implementing changes with her students, such as designating a station 

leader for each station. More often, though, teachers personalized learning by giving 

students choices.

Some of the choices that students made were basic. Ms. Greene’s students chose 

which origami activity to complete after finishing the initial activity, a box, with Ms. 

Greene. Ms. Bolden gave her students a menu o f activities to choose from during their 

unit on viruses, and she also structured open-ended assignments so that students could 

tailor the product to their own skills and interests. For example, she asked them to show 

the structure of a cell in a creative way by finding another entity that could serve as an 

analogy for a cell. Additionally, during Ms. Bolden’s work periods, students often chose
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which work to complete based on where they were in the unit. Ms. Myer’s students 

always had choices related to the projects they completed, particularly how they would 

demonstrate their learning through a specific product, which resulted in her students 

choosing such options as PowerPoint presentations, Prezis, dioramas, writing a rap, and 

performing skits.

Other choices were more complex. Ms. Bolden experimented with allowing 

students to choose how they wanted to learn: “I think I hear a lot about students taking 

their own routes on learning. So, they can choose just straight technology, or technology 

in small group instruction, or technology in teacher-led instruction. They get to choose 

what they need.” She and her coteacher chose not to continue this method of 

personalized learning, though, because students were not completing their work.

Classroom Management 

To facilitate personalized learning, teachers had to adopt new and different 

classroom management strategies. This section provides a discussion o f these strategies. 

Specific aspects of classroom management that needed attention included arranging 

furniture and resources, assisting students with determining where to sit, and managing 

time.

Classroom Arrangement

Traditional rows o f desks are not appropriate for personalized learning. Neither 

are groups of four to six desks. Instead, teachers need flexible arrangements o f furniture 

that accommodate the stations that they deem appropriate for any particular day of
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learning, It was even a common practice for students to move furniture during class to fit 

the way that they were learning.

One station that each teacher had was the technology station. In each room, 

teachers had chosen to arrange either desks or tables so that those students using 

technology as their primary tool for learning faced the wall. This decreased distractions 

for the students, inhibited their ability to interact with students in other stations, and 

allowed the teacher to see what was on the students’ computer screens. Ms. Greene had 

desks facing the wall along the perimeter o f her room; Mr. Daniels had a table at the back 

of the room with his two stationary computers and another table on the side o f the room 

for those students with laptops. Ms. Bolden had a row o f tables facing the back o f the 

room for students using technology, and Ms. Myer had two rows of desks facing the wall 

along the side o f the room for her technology station.

For the other stations, teachers had a combination of desks, tables, and chairs that 

they moved regularly to facilitate instruction. On one occasion when I visited Ms.

Greene, she had three groups of four desks in the center o f the room for cooperative 

learning, as well as a table at the front o f the room for conferencing. On another 

occasion, Ms. Greene had arranged most desks in a u-shape facing the front o f the room 

with only four desks at the back of the room arranged in a group. At the beginning of the 

year, Mr. Daniels had tables arranged in a u-shape consistently at the front o f the room 

for direct instruction, as well as a table in the back o f the room for students to work 

independently. However, he changed this in the spring, separating the desks for students
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to work independently and using the table for collaborative work. On one occasion when 

I observed Ms. Myer, she had two rows o f desks at the front o f  the room for her seminar 

station, two groups of desks at the back o f the room for students working together or with 

the coteacher, and two small tables that students could utilize for independent work. On 

another occasion, she still had the desks at the front o f the room for her teacher-led 

station, but she had moved the two groups o f four desks to the side o f the room for 

cooperative work and lined up desks along the rear wall for her technology station. She 

had also moved a large table to the center o f the room that she used flexibly. Ms. Bolden 

began the year with one large group of tables on the left side o f her room, another large 

group o f desks on the right side of the room, and a small group o f desks at the front of the 

room for direct instruction. As the year progressed, she experimented with different 

arrangements, including placing stools around a lab table at the front for students who 

needed to conference with her and arranging a combination of tables and desks in a circle 

in the center of her room for direct instruction. When she was not working with students 

at front of the room, Ms. Bolden was standing in the center o f  the room so she could 

easily monitor and assist students at each station. This strategy o f working in the center 

o f the room was one several teachers throughout the building had adopted.

Where to Sit?

When teachers use the station rotation model to facilitate personalized learning, 

they need a way to indicate where students should sit each day. The teachers in this study
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found creative ways to do this. Though the methods were different, they each served to 

provide direction for students concerning where to be and what to do.

Ms. Bolden had four panes of glass in colored frames hanging at the front o f her 

room, each a different color: blue, red, green, and orange. She placed each student in a 

group and assigned each group a color that corresponded with the frames. Each day, she 

used the frames to assign students to their stations by writing on the glass. For example, 

during one o f my observations, Ms. Bolden had written, “Station 1: Computer Station” 

and “Edgenuity” on the glass framed in blue, so students in the blue group knew where to 

sit and what to do. Lists posted on the wall indicated students’ group assignments each 

day.

Ms. Greene had created a small, button-sized magnet for each student. On the 

whiteboard at the front o f her room, she had used colored tape to fashion a grid with four 

squares, one for each group: earth, wind, fire, and water. Ms. Greene placed each 

student’s name under one o f the group names; then, she wrote the assignment for each 

group on a separate daily board, telling the students where to go and what to do. Other 

teachers had less creative but equally effective methods of telling students where to go. 

Ms. Myer printed lists with her students’ group assignments and taped them to the board 

at the front of the room.

Even with the methods teachers used, settling students in their stations often 

proved chaotic. Though most students would sit at the correct station, other students 

would disregard where they were supposed to sit (often because they wanted to sit near
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friends), forget their group assignments, or misread the directions for where to sit. 1 

observed Ms. Greene, Ms. Myer, and Ms. Bolden having to use class time to check where 

students were sitting and direct them to their correct seats.

Given that he worked with far fewer students in a resource setting, Mr. Daniels 

managed his stations very differently from the other teachers in the study. He began the 

year by moving through the stations with his students, teaching them the expectations for 

each station and supporting them as they completed the work. Later, he allowed his 

students to pace themselves, giving them an agenda each week and having them move 

through the stations independently.

Time Management

When Crossings Middle School implemented personalized learning building- 

wide, the school adopted a new modified block schedule. Rather than seeing each of 

their classes every school day, content teachers typically saw two of their classes 

Mondays and Wednesdays, two other classes Tuesdays and Thursdays, and all four 

classes Fridays, allowing for longer classes four days o f the week. Teachers had to adjust 

to an extended instructional period. More challenging, however, was determining how 

much time for students to spend in each station.

Inherent in the term station rotation is the idea that students will not stay in the 

same station; rather, they will rotate from one station to another. Teachers experimented 

with many ways o f determining when to rotate students. Ms. Myer shared some of these 

experiences:
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We would sometimes rotate two times. You start with the first station, you rotate 

once, rotate again. And that didn’t seem like enough time for the kids to get their 

stuff done, so they would be in those stations; then, we would play catch up two 

days later. We would rotate and other people would get to get on the computer 

and get their time in.

She explained that having such a rigid system of rotating stations was not effective:

I’m finding that's not enough time. Once they get into a project and they’ve got 

their scissors out, and they’re cutting paper, and they have their paint out or 

whatever they’re doing, they’re making a diorama or even a PowerPoint, when 

they’re into it, you don’t want to break what they’ve got going on. Also, USA 

Test Prep, when they get on that, you don’t want to break their— once they start, it 

takes a while to get the computer up, to get them out. Takes a long time to collect 

them. You want to give them time to get into it.

Even with the longer class periods, Ms. Myer often felt that the time she had with 

students was too short. In addition to the students needing time to complete projects and 

online assignments, they also needed time for direct instruction with the teacher. Ms. 

Myer commented on how challenging it was to provide this instruction for all students:

“In station rotation, your instruction time is cut down to maybe 10 to 20 minutes twice a 

week. Each student gets about 10 to 20 minutes twice a week from you. That’s it.” The 

varied expectations for personalized learning in this school combined with the needs of 

the students made managing time extremely challenging for teachers.
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To complicate the situation, lunch or students’ connections time interrupted some 

classes. Ms. Greene shared, “I wanted to switch it every half of class, but the way our 

classes are broken up, it usually works out one day they’re on the computer, the next day 

they’re in stations.” Bathroom breaks and locker breaks also competed for instructional 

time, often taking 10 to 15 minutes in some classes. One way that Ms. Myer dealt with 

this was to have students stay at the technology station for an entire class period; then, 

rather than having the students at the other two stations physically rotate, she would have 

them stay at the same seats but change the work they were doing. For these teachers, 

managing time demanded constant flexibility as they adjusted for the pace and 

engagement of students’ learning.

Teacher Workload

In addition to affecting teachers’ instruction and their classroom management, 

implementing personalized learning also affected teachers’ workload. Teaching is never 

an easy endeavor, but personalizing learning places particular demands on teachers both 

in and out o f the classroom. Teachers commented that the extra planning and additional 

work involved in personalized learning was often overwhelming.

A Lot o f Work at the Front End

Every teacher in this study indicated that implementing personalized learning 

required a significant amount of planning. In Ms. Bolden’s words, “It requires a lot more 

preparation.” Ms. Myer shared, “It's more work— it’s tremendous work for the teachers. 

It’s tremendous work at night, weekends.” Ms. Greene described her workload: “A lot



177

of front-end work, a lot o f work at home, a lot o f work at home. But, as I get it prepared, 

it eases off. The preparation is heavy, but then, as we move on, it eases up.” Ms. Greene 

provided more details about the flow o f teachers’ work:

You prepare for Monday, and then the rest of the week kind of eases off, because 

everything’s got to be ready Monday. And then Tuesdays the same— because 

we’re block schedule— Tuesday’s the same thing as Monday. Wednesday, we’re 

still doing the same thing, because we’re grouped, and they’ve got to finish their 

work, so at this point, the work just kind o f runs through the week.

Mr. Daniels shared his thoughts on the planning that went into personalizing learning, as 

well:

I feel like I’m still up late, trying to figure out— I guess on the front end, I feel 

there is a little bit more work because you’re trying to figure out where everyone 

is and figuring out where they need to be. So I feel—and I don’t know if this will 

always be this way— but I feel like so far there’s more work outside o f class for 

me because just in one class, no matter how many students there are, they’re all in 

different places. So trying to keep up where everybody is supposed to be and 

where they’re trying to go, it’s a little bit more challenging for me.

The planning the teachers did was necessary not only to ensure that instruction was 

appropriate for individual students’ needs but also to ensure that the learning process was 

clear to students. In Ms. Bolden’s words, “You have to plan out everything before you 

can give it to the students because if it’s not together, then they don’t know what to do.”



178

Teachers had to think differently about how they prepared lessons for independent 

stations so that students would be able to access content and complete assignments 

without an instructor walking them through the material.

Teachers used the time they spent preparing for their classes in various ways.

They invested significant time analyzing assessment data and monitoring students’ 

progress. Ms. Greene described this process: “Last night, I went in, and I reset quizzes, 1 

checked people’s grades, checking where they were. Just little things that I don’t have 

time to do during the day. . .  . Tonight, I’m going to go home and check Edgenuity 

again.” Ms. Bolden shared that teachers also had more copies to make as students 

completed a variety o f assignments. Ms. Myer mentioned the time she invested in 

researching content for her class, as well as time she spent selecting assignments for 

students to complete on USA Testprep, posting assignments to her web page and to 

Edmodo, sending messages to students and parents via Remind, and setting up her 

classroom.

Whether teachers were personalizing instruction for 10 students or 110 students, 

they needed a lot o f time to prepare, and teachers did much of this work at home. Indeed, 

time was the biggest challenge teachers faced in personalizing learning. As Mr. Daniels 

shared, “I think on my end, as a teacher, I feel like it’s just the time.” Ms. Bolden agreed, 

stating, “Having time to plan personalized learning is the biggest issue.” Although the 

schedule set aside 70 minutes for teachers’ planning time Monday through Thursday and 

100 minutes for teachers’ planning on Friday, teachers were rarely able to use this time
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for planning due to meetings and professional development. Ms. Greene bemoaned this 

fact, stating, “If they’d let us have planning . . . .” These teachers needed time not only 

for planning but also for the myriad other responsibilities they had as faculty members at 

Crossings Middle School.

The Work Never Ends

Teachers identified numerous tasks that they completed in addition to the day-to- 

day work of implementing personalized learning. Some were typical o f the teaching 

profession: organizing their rooms, grading papers, reading emails, contacting parents. 

Documentation was also a significant aspect o f their responsibilities. Teachers 

documented their compliance with school policies, procedures, initiatives, and activities 

via monthly departmental and team checklists. They documented their project-based 

learning plans via a Google form. At the beginning o f the second semester, they began 

documenting how they were using data to assign students to stations. Teachers also 

participated in parent conferences Mondays and Fridays, team meetings Wednesdays, and 

collaborative planning every other Thursday during their planning time. Additionally, 

teachers had meetings after school three Thursdays each month: department meetings, 

faculty meetings, and focus team meetings.

All o f these responsibilities could be overwhelming for teachers. Ms. Myer 

shared her frustration:

There’s no time between trying to get your papers graded, making your tests, 

making your lesson plans, you know, thinking through all the things you want to
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do, looking at the kids that are failing and trying to figure strategies to help them 

out. How about calling parents? How about, by the end o f October, all 16 of my 

advisory parents had to be called to welcome them, so I didn’t have time to call 

. . .  the 16 parents whose kids were failing?

The amount o f work that personalized learning required of teachers at Crossings Middle 

school was inescapable.

Spread Thin

Teachers were just as overwhelmed by the work they had to do in class as they 

were by the work they did outside o f class. There were times when student worked 

independently, but often they were in need of teacher assistance. Mr. Daniels described 

this dichotomy:

It can work both ways. It can be like, I’m just sitting back as a teacher. I’m just 

monitoring. I’m just watching. I’m answering questions here and there. But 

when you have several— it only backfires when you have people in different 

groups, and it depends on how many teachers. . . .  I think it depends on how 

many questions there are that day and what kind of—how do they need me, and if 

I’m over here and then I’m trying to say, “Okay, hold on. Let me get over here,” 

and you know, “Oh, wait a minute. Now I’ve got to get over there.” It just 

depends.

Mr. Daniels provided further explanation o f how challenging providing personalized 

instruction could be: “Sometimes because students are in different places, and they’re
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raising hands for questions or they need some guidance . . .  you’re stretched thin.” Ms.

Greene described her time with her students: “I’m all over the place It’s constant.”

My observations of teachers revealed the myriad tasks that demanded their attention 

during a class session: working with small groups o f students, offering quiet guidance; 

keeping an eye on the rests of the class; calling out to students occasionally to keep their 

voices down; capturing students’ attention to give instructions; moving around the room 

to offer encouragement and gentle correction as necessary; assigning students silent lunch 

when they continually talked; monitoring silent lunch; reiterating instructions; providing 

direct instruction; reteaching when students were confused; making sure students have 

the materials they needed; monitoring students’ progress. The tasks were seemingly 

endless.

The demands on the teacher were higher when he or she was the only adult in the 

room. Ms. Greene shared:

There's nobody but me . . . There’s a lot o f “Ms. Greene! Ms. Greene!” The 

computers don’t work all the time. The kids don’t know what to do. So, there’s a 

lot o f running around being— I wish I could make myself about three different 

people.

Ms. Myer shared the sense that there were great demands on her time and attention in the 

classroom, often more than she had to give: “I can’t get around to everybody. And when 

I want to work personally with the kids that are failing, I’ve got three other things going 

on in my classroom and not enough help. It’s too many kids.” She also shared the



182

opinion that part of the challenge was that students struggled with learning 

independently: “I always have to explain it to them. They don’t get it. . . .  I have to work 

with the project group to start them. I have to work with the instruction group.” Ms. 

Bolden relayed specific details about how challenging it is for one teacher to manage a 

personalized learning classroom with stations:

The station rotation does make it challenging with one teacher. It does because 

you’re going to have somebody— if you’re working with a group under personal 

instruction, and there’s somebody back there that needs some help on the 

computer, there’s no way that you can leave your small group instruction to go 

help them. If their quizzes are locked, you have to stop what you’re doing with 

your small group instruction to go unlock a quiz because, if not, they’ll just sit 

back there. And even if you have something else for them to do like, “Okay, well, 

your quiz is locked,” now you’re hindering them on progressing to the next level. 

So it is difficult when i f  s just one o f you.

Teachers wanted to provide each student the individual support that they needed, but they 

found it very challenging when there were so many students in the classroom with 

diverse needs.

I asked Ms. Bolden what administrators needed to know about personalized 

learning to support teachers, and she offered this response:

Honestly, they just need to be in the classroom to see it, to experience it, and not 

just observe it— actually partake in the process o f doing it. Be here when there’s
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just one teacher and see how it feels to have 30 kids needing your help at one 

time.

Her response reflected a consensus among teachers that the leaders making decisions 

about personalized learning did not understand or appreciate what they were asking of 

teachers.

Unlike the other participants in this study, Mr. Daniels shared that, overall, he 

found that personalized learning reduced his workload in the classroom: “I feel it takes a 

lot o f work off the teachers, I think on the end, at the end of it. I think it’s a lot o f work 

on the beginning part o f it, but it really takes away a lot o f stress.” The reason for this 

was that rather than standing at the front o f the class lecturing, he spent more time 

monitoring and facilitating. He was the only teacher in the study who shared this 

sentiment, though, perhaps because o f his unique teaching situation as an exceptional 

education teacher with three resource classes.

Ensuring Success for Each Student 

A major tenet o f personalized learning in this school district was “ensuring 

success for each student.” Teachers agreed with this tenet, but they also agreed that the 

biggest challenge to personalizing learning was trying to meet the needs o f so many 

diverse learners. Whether students had specific disabilities, demonstrated different levels 

o f readiness, or lacked interest in learning, each needed a different type o f support from 

his or her teachers. The purpose o f personalized learning is to provide this support; 

fulfilling that purpose demanded much o f teachers.
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Ability and Readiness

To personalize learning, teachers had to be constantly aware o f students’ unique 

abilities and readiness. Both Ms. Myer and Ms. Bolden had exceptional education 

students with Individual Education Plans in (IEPs) their classrooms. Ms. Myer explained 

that many of her students had IEPs that called for repetition; however, it was difficult to 

provide this repetition for students when they were only in her small group for a short 

amount of time each class period. Ms. Bolden also observed that she had students who 

needed much more direct instruction than she was able to provide for them using the 

station rotation model along with personalized learning.

Another challenge the teachers perceived was that students were at very different 

places academically. Many students either could not read well or were reluctant readers, 

which posed a problem with students learning via online programs or completing written 

assignments independently. Ms. Myer explained further:

A lot of the kids can’t read very well at all. Here you are, you’re putting them on 

the computer, and you’re telling them to do all these assignments that they have to 

read. You sit them in instruction and they have to read, and then you have a 

project over here— they can’t read and understand the— when you give an 

assignment, so I always have to tell them what to do.

This need to tell students what to do consumed valuable learning time. On multiple 

occasions, I observed students sitting for as long as eight minutes waiting for instructions 

from the teacher even when they had received an assignment with written instructions or
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when the teacher had written instructions on the board. In Ms. Greene’s class, students 

had many and different gaps in their knowledge of math, which meant that in addition to 

helping students access the current year’s standards, Ms. Greene was constantly trying to 

fill those gaps. It also meant that students struggled to work independently. Many 

students were also unprepared to find the answers they needed to move forward. In Ms. 

Bolden’s words, “They can't go and explore. They’re not trained. I’m noticing they’re 

not trained that way. We’re just kind of springing this on them, and they don’t know 

what to do.” Thus, teachers had to teach not only the content, but also teach students how 

to be independent learners.

Given students’ academic weaknesses, teachers found it difficult to find work that 

was both rigorous and accessible. Ms. Myer shared the following:

If you want to make it at a higher level, you have to actually explain because they 

don’t understand. If it was some basic, simple assignment that I did, I could write 

something simple and here you go, but if you’re going to try to get it at a higher 

level, it’s a lot harder to get to.

Ms. Bolden agreed that students needed much more support than she was able to provide: 

“They actually need small group instruction for the actual computer station .. . .  They 

need it at the independent station; they need it at the project station.” Though teachers 

recognized that students needed more support, they often felt limited in their ability to 

provide this support due to the student-to-teacher ratio in their classes, as well as the 

requirement that they adhere to the station rotation model.
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Teachers indicated that because o f the challenges, not all students were reaping 

the same benefits from personalized learning. In Ms. Myer’s words, “I think some of 

them do well with it, and some o f them burn out with it.” Ms. Bolden provided further 

explanation:

Some of them are getting their needs met much more than they were before.

There are gifted students that they don’t need our help at all. “Just let me go. Let 

me do my thing.” And they are able to do that without me hindering them by 

doing small group instruction or direct instruction. But then there’s the students 

that need that one-on-one small group instruction that get it from time to time 

whenever they get to that station, but they actually need it through all the stations.

I saw this at work in one of Ms. Bolden’s classes in which two students who had 

mastered the current content were working on projects independently while other 

students either worked with Ms. Bolden or worked at a station. She was able to provide 

support for the students working close to her, but she was not able to offer students seated 

farther away as much support.

Student Motivation

Another challenge to ensuring each student succeeded academically was that not 

all students were equally motivated to engage in personalized learning. As Ms. Myer 

shared, “You have some kids that love the computer. Some kids hate the computer. You 

have some kids that love instruction. Some kids, they don’t like it. And, you have some 

that love projects and some that hate projects.” Student preferences had the potential to



187

impact what they would do. As Ms. Myer explained, “Part of that thing about they don’t 

like something is, usually the kids that don’t like this or that or the other, they don’t like 

to work either. So, they have to be motivated.” The differences in students’ motivation 

affected their success with personalized learning as well as the teachers’ experiences with 

implementing a personalized learning environment.

As I have already shared, students’ success with adapting to a personalized 

learning environment was uneven. These uneven results were due not only to students’ 

unique academic needs, but also to their willingness to engage in the process of learning. 

As Ms. Greene observed, “The ones who want to learn are working, and the ones who 

don’t understand are lost, and they just talk.” One way students’ lack o f motivation 

manifested itself was through students not completing their work. According to Ms. 

Myer, “They don’t turn work in. They don’t do homework. We have some that do, at 

least half that don’t.” Ms. Bolden had the same concern: “They're not completing their 

work with the station rotation. They’re not doing it.” The teachers were most concerned 

with students not doing their work because they viewed students completing their work 

as an avenue to students’ learning. According to Ms. Myer, “What worries me with the 

kids is that the projects they do and the assignments they do are standards aligned in my 

class. But if they’re not doing the work and not turning it in, are they learning? No.”

Ms. Bolden also shared her belief that students’ success in her class linked inextricably to 

their completing their work. When students were not motivated to do their work, 

teachers felt more stress and pressure to help the students succeed.
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Student Self-Direction

Closely related to student lack o f motivation was student lack of self-direction. 

Even when students wanted to engage in learning, they were often unable to move 

forward without teacher input or assistance. I observed the struggles teachers were facing 

with students’ lack o f self-direction and autonomy when I visited their classrooms.

During one o f my observations of Ms. Greene’s class, each group of students waited for 

her to visit them and tell them what to do at the beginning of class. There were many 

minutes of lost instructional time, particularly for the small groups, while they waited for 

the teacher to give them instructions. I also observed Ms. Myer’s students sitting and 

waiting for her verbal directions before they began learning. This highlighted how 

important it was for teachers to structure assignments and instructions in a way that 

facilitated students’ ability to engage in learning without the teacher directing them.

Often, though, the lack o f learning was solely due to the students’ lack o f self-direction.

Teachers observed that students lacked the skills to direct their own learning, a 

necessary component of personalized learning. Ms. Bolden expressed her concerns about 

this:

It’s difficult because even though they say that the kids are ready, I don’t think 

that they’re ready from where I see on an everyday basis. They still want that, I 

guess you’d say, small or direct instruction. But it’s difficult being the facilitator 

when they don’t know where to start themselves, so I think we need to get them to 

a place where they can start to self-direct, but they’re not there yet. We’re just
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kind of hopping into, “Okay, these are what the kids like. So let’s be facilitators, 

and they can self-direct themselves.” And they don’t know how to do that yet, so 

it’s hard for me to try to be a facilitator, but they still really need me.

Ms. Bolden explained further,

They don’t have the knowledge to be able to apply it to anything else, and then 

. .  . when we say, “Okay. We’ve given you this. Now, you go and you take it 

further,” they don’t even know how to ask themselves the questions.

She felt that students were dependent on her, unable to make the connections necessary 

for independent learning. Ms. Greene shared the same concern: “They're not used to 

taking hold o f something and going on their own, so it’s very difficult for them.” These 

comments reveal how students’ lack of self-direction was a challenge to personalized 

learning: it often led to a lack o f productivity.

During an observation o f Ms. Myer’s class in September, students were 

frequently off task. A few occasionally wandered around the room. One was passing 

around food. Several boys were searching for music rather than focusing on their 

technology work. When Ms. Myer walked away from her teacher-led seminar group, 

they went as far as she had assisted them in going, but no further. Instead, they sat and 

waited for her. Not all students were off task, though. Others (particularly those in the 

PBL group) got to work and stayed on task with only occasional assistance from Ms.

Myer and her coteacher. The key to keeping students on task was self-directed learners
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engaged in assignments that they could complete with limited assistance from the 

teacher.

Another challenge for teachers was releasing control and allowing students to be 

self-directed learners. Mr. Daniels viewed the students in his coteaching class as ready to 

work independently, but felt that the students in his resource classes needed much more 

support:

In coteaching class, the kids are strong enough, in my opinion, the kids are strong 

enough based on what they’ve been doing, they’re strong enough to rotate, and 

they’re strong enough to work a little bit more independently. And so here’s 

another struggle for me in the resource class; I think the students and myself, 

we’re both struggling to let go o f each other and to be more independent. Like in 

the resource class, we’re doing three stations but we’re moving together.

Mr. Daniels recognized that not just the students were struggling with directing their own 

learning—he was also struggling to make the adjustments. Though Ms. Greene never 

verbalized this struggle, it was apparent time that she spent engaging in direct, whole 

group instruction because she believed that this was the only way that students would 

truly grasp new concepts.

Despite the challenges, these teachers seemed determined to help students learn 

the skills they needed to succeed in personalized learning. As Ms. Greene expressed,

“It's a process o f teaching them how to be independent workers, group workers, but 

they’re going to learn.” Ms. Bolden persisted in providing opportunities her students to
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select the activities they needed to complete, gather their materials, and get on task. Ms. 

Myer continued to provide her students opportunities to gain content knowledge through 

reading and writing. Mr. Daniels adjusted his approach so that students moved through 

the curriculum at their own pace rather than lockstep with him.

Pacing of Learning

The students’ struggles with engaging in personalized learning often resulted in 

their moving through the material slowly, which made the teachers uncomfortable given 

everything they knew students needed to learn. In November, Ms. Greene shared an 

example of this: “Students have an integers exam on Edgenuity, but some haven’t made it 

that far. They have a review they have to do before taking the unit test, but several 

haven’t completed the review.” Ms. Myer shared her struggles, as well:

The projects don’t go as fast as I would like them to. The kids take a lot longer. 

They need to do these projects. They’re too slow to do all the ones I have for 

them. They take too much time in class and they’re not good about doing work at 

home.

Moving through the curriculum slowly was a major concern for language arts, math, 

science, and social teachers faced with content-driven standardized assessments.

Concern with the pacing o f students’ learning was one o f the factors that led Ms. 

Greene to decide that personalized learning was not an effective approach to instruction 

in her classroom. These concerns led Ms. Bolden to switch to two stations rather than 

three so that she could be more actively involved in students’ learning. They led Ms.
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Myer to engage in whole group instruction when students struggled to complete an 

activity. They led Mr. Daniels to conference with students individually, confirming that 

they knew how to access online platforms so that they could monitor their progress. 

Teachers were constantly concerned with how much students were learning during their 

implementation o f a personalized approach to instruction.

Student Behavior

Another challenge to ensuring success for each student was one that is common to 

most teachers: student behavior. What is unique, however, is the impact o f student 

behavior on teachers’ ability to implement personalized learning effectively. Each 

teacher expressed concern regarding student behavior.

Poor student behavior hindered teachers’ efforts to provide instruction to both 

individual students and small groups o f students. Ms. Greene shared that she was often 

unable to conference with individual students to address their unique areas o f need 

because keeping the rest of the class on task required all o f her effort and attention. Ms. 

Myer expressed that it was difficult for her coteacher to work with small groups of 

students due to the struggles she had managing students’ behavior. Consequently, Ms. 

Myer kept the students in the classroom where she could help manage students’ behavior 

and provide support when needed.

I observed how challenging students’ behavior could be to providing instruction 

during my observations of teachers’ classrooms. When I observed Ms. Bolden’s class in 

September, students engaged in frequent off-task behavior that required Ms. Bolden to
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correct them on multiple occasions. She did it quickly and efficiently, typically by 

moving students, but it still took time away from the instruction she was attempting to 

provide to her teacher-led group. Ms. Myer tried to manage student behavior proactively 

by structuring her instructional station in such a way that she would work with her 

teacher-led group for a few minutes, give them a brief task to complete, rotate around the 

room to check on other students, and return to her teacher-led group. Still, there were 

occasions when students’ behavior in other stations demanded her attention. Teachers 

were never able to give the students in their instructional groups their undivided attention.

Students’ behavior not only distracted teachers from providing instruction to those 

in need of assistance but also contributed to a challenge already mentioned: students not 

doing their work. Ms. Bolden observed that students wanted more time in each station to 

complete their assignments, not recognizing that the reason they needed more time was 

that they were not doing what they were supposed to do. She described how students’ 

behavior influenced her efforts to implement personalized learning:

It’s hard to keep everyone focused on what they’re supposed to do, and it’s up and 

down. One day you can come in, and they’re fully into what they’re doing. 

Everybody’s doing what they’re supposed to be doing. It’s quiet. People are 

engaged in the teacher-led station. But then there are days when they’re all over 

the place.

In Ms. Greene’s words, “The behavior is such a problem . . .  they don’t know how to 

settle down and work.” A specific challenge was that students frequently chose to
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socialize with one another rather than to focus on their learning. Ms. Greene noted that 

students often used time allocated for group work and online work to socialize, 

commenting, “It’s very difficult to control that, but I try.” Ms. Myer also shared her 

struggles with students viewing time in groups as a time to socialize. Mr. Daniels had a 

different concern with students’ behavior: Time that he designated for students to work 

cooperatively frequently became unproductive when students began arguing and calling 

one another names.

Coteachers and Paraprofessionals 

In the previous chapter, I discussed how the effect o f a coteacher or 

paraprofessional on individual teachers. This section shares overall observations o f this 

effect on teachers’ experiences with personalized learning. At Crossings Middle School, 

a class had both a regular education teacher and a coteacher or paraprofessional when 

students receiving exceptional education services were enrolled in the class. Both Ms. 

Myer and Ms. Bolden taught two classes with a coteacher, one class with a 

paraprofessional, and one class with no other adult in the room. The same coteacher, Ms. 

Mason, worked with both Ms. Myer and Ms. Bolden. Mr. Daniels served as a coteacher 

in one class. Ms. Greene did not have any students receiving exceptional education 

services in her classes; therefore, she was solely responsible for meeting the needs of the 

students in each of her four classes.

Each of the participants in this research who worked in a coteaching setting noted 

the benefits o f having another adult in the room. Mr. Daniels shared, “In a coteaching
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setting, it’s cool because you have two teachers in the room, and you can float in different 

places as opposed to just one teacher.” Ms. Myer noted that Ms. Mason was particularly 

helpful with managing students’ behavior and helping to keep them focused on learning. 

Ms. Bolden provided the most in-depth description of the benefits o f a coteacher on 

personalizing learning:

We’re able to work with [students] much more. We’re able to have hands over 

here and hands over there .. . . You have a teacher that’s just working with 

computer stations, so if you need help with something, if you need it read to you 

if you don’t understand it, you’re going to have somebody that is there to help 

you. And then there’s another teacher somewhere else that can man two other 

groups.

I observed how both Mr. Daniels and Ms. Mason were able to provide assistance in their 

coteaching settings by monitoring students’ behavior and encouraging students to stay 

focused, anticipating students’ needs, working with small groups o f students to support 

them while completing assignments, distributing materials, and helping with 

administering and grading assessments.

However, having another adult in the room was not a solution to all o f the 

challenges of implementing a personalized learning environment. Discussing the many 

demands on a teacher’s attention, Ms. Myer relayed to me, “If you have a coteacher, 

sometimes they can help with that. But if they’ve got their kids that they’re trying to 

work with, then the kids with the computers, they’re going to interrupt one or two
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teachers.” Ideally, coteachers are able to work with small groups of students both in and 

out of the classroom, but Ms. Mason did not always feel comfortable taking a small 

group of students out of the classroom due to concerns with students’ behavior. An 

additional challenge for Ms. Mason was that she cotaught in two different subject areas, 

which meant that she was not always able to plan with her coteachers. Furthermore, this 

year was her first year teaching seventh grade social studies, so she was not familiar with 

the material.

Ms. Greene was the only adult in the room during each o f her classes, and it was 

evident that she grew weary with bearing the sole responsibility for attempting to provide 

a personalized learning experience for the students in her classes. Though none o f the 

students that she taught qualified for exceptional education services, multiple students in 

each class had been identified for placement in the school’s Multi-Tiered Support 

System, a method o f providing additional support to students who struggle either 

academically or with behavior. Tier 1 reflects a need for instructional supports that 

teachers provide to all students; Tier 2 reflects a need for additional specific supports;

Tier 3 reflects a need for significant specific supports; and Tier 4 is the designation for 

students who qualify for exceptional education services. The school provided support for 

Tier 2 and Tier 3 students through both a connections class and an Extended Learning 

Time, but they still needed additional support from Ms. Greene to meet the academic 

demands of her math class. In addition to providing instruction relevant to grade-level
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standards, Ms. Greene had to find ways to fill in gaps in students’ knowledge when they 

had not mastered skills from prior years of instruction— a very demanding task.

Students’ Academic Progress 

Despite the many efforts teachers were making to implement personalized 

learning, all o f the regular education teachers in this study were uncertain about how 

personalized learning was affecting students’ academic progress. Mr. Daniels, a resource 

teacher and coteacher, had a very positive view of how personalized learning was 

affecting his students. Other teachers, however, were concerned that their students were 

not learning.

Each o f the regular education teachers shared her concerns about students’ 

academic progress. Ms. Greene noted that a large number of her students were failing 

math, and students with gaps in their knowledge were lost. Ms. Myer was concerned 

about students’ test scores. She had seen improvements in some students’ learning when 

they took a second assessment on material, but she noted that this did not apply to all 

students; some still fared poorly even when they participated in small-group, teacher-led 

instruction and had multiple opportunities to demonstrate their understanding. In Ms. 

Myer’s words, “My kids did w e l l . . .  a lot of them did well on my tests [prior to 

personalized learning], and it just doesn’t seem like they learned as much last year with 

station rotation.” Both Ms. Myer and Ms. Bolden spoke about students’ standardized test 

scores, noting that their students had performed well on the state’s annual standardized
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test when they were providing traditional instruction but that they were very concerned 

about students’ performance since they had implemented personalized learning.

Doing the Work

For the regular education teachers in this study, there was a pervasive connection 

between students’ learning and their completion of their work. When Ms. Bolden 

discussed what she considered her best year o f teaching, a year when she engaged in 

traditional instruction, the value she placed on the work students did was evident: “ I 

always had something for them to do. There was always something for them to show me. 

There was always something that I had posted in my classroom of their work.” Ms. Myer 

shared that students not doing their work was affecting their grades: “If they’re not doing 

the projects, and if they don’t do your assignments and they don’t do USA Test Prep, 

they got a failing grade.” She further explained how students not doing their work 

affected their learning: “That’s what worries me with the kids is that the projects they do 

and the assignments they do are standards aligned in my class. But if they’re not doing 

the work and not turning it in, are they learning? No.” Teachers’ belief in the connection 

between doing work and learning, combined with the fact that many students were not 

consistently doing their work, caused the teachers to doubt the efficacy of personalized 

learning and long for the days o f traditional instruction. Ms. Bolden shared the 

following:

I feel like I’ve gotten more from the students in the old way that I taught than I do 

now. Now I’m not really getting anything, any products from them, even though
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1 am requesting products, and I'm chunking the work and giving them a smaller 

amount, but I’m not getting anything. Where before, I was getting something all 

the time. I would give them place mats that they had to complete, and I really 

didn’t have any child not turn it in at all.

During multiple observations, I witnessed the efforts teachers were making to support 

students in completing their work. During a work session, Ms. Bolden encouraged her 

students to complete make-up work. Ms. Myer froze her station rotation one day so that 

all students would complete an assignment.

Advanced Students

Although teachers doubted the success of personalized learning for students who 

did not choose to do their work, they also noted the advantages of personalized learning 

for advanced learners. Ms. Myer spoke enthusiastically o f the projects that her students 

were completing and o f the pace in which some students were moving through the 

curriculum: “I feel like with the kids that are advanced and the kids that are self

motivated, it works really, really well. They’re ready to take off.” Ms. Bolden had 

several students who had demonstrated their mastery o f science content and subsequently 

moving forward in their studies.

Frustration and Resistance 

The challenges and uncertainty relevant to implementing personalized learning 

resulted in frustration for teachers. This frustration led them to resist or even reject those 

practices that they did not consider in the best interest o f students. Teachers’ frustration
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and subsequent resistance resulted in a lack o f full implementation o f the schoolwide plan 

for personalized learning.

When I asked Ms. Greene to identify the most challenging aspect o f personalized 

learning, she shared, “Not wanting to throw up my hands up and say, ‘The heck with it,’ 

and doing whole group instruction.” Teachers also found the many challenges associated 

with integrating technology and students’ using computers challenging, whether these 

challenges related to technology not working or students lack o f familiarity with 

particular programs and lack of knowledge about how to solve simple computer issues. 

Students’ lack of independence also frustrated teachers. As Ms. Myer shared, “This is 

very frustrating. I’m just telling you. It’s aggravating. I should be able to just go around 

and help one or two. You wouldn’t believe the needy kids: I don’t have this. I don’t 

have that.” By far, though, teachers displayed the most frustration when they spoke of 

students’ academic progress. Ms. Bolden’s comments illuminate the complexity of this 

issue:

I’m frustrated. I’m confused. I understand what administration wants from us. 

That’s clear. It seems like we can do it. Like, “Oh, okay. I can make different 

stations, and I can make choice boards, and I can make a good contract for them 

to do.” But when you have to put it into play is where it just goes downhill, and 

I’m trying to figure out what’s best for these kids, because they need to feel like 

they’re learning something at school.
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Ms. Bolden became even more frustrated after she saw the scores her students had earned 

on the state’s standardized test during her first year o f personalizing learning, stating, 

“There should be no reason why our scores aren’t good.” Ms. Myer was also 

disappointed with her students’ scores.

Teachers often attributed students’ academic decline to elements o f personalized 

learning; consequently, they began to engage in practices that were contrary to the 

expectations o f the school leadership. For example, I observed Ms. Greene using whole 

group instruction on multiple occasions: when she was leading students in folding paper 

to practice lines and angles, when she was demonstrating how students should have 

crafted their response for a writing benchmark, and when she was introducing students to 

the Pythagorean Theorem. On the day when Ms. Greene was reviewing the writing 

benchmark, she was exhausted and discouraged. She had struggled with behavior issues 

all day as she attempted to teach writing to the whole class, regardless o f students’ 

performance on the benchmark. Though she viewed this as a more effective teaching 

strategy for the moment, I wondered if it would have been more effective to have 

students in stations so that she could provide targeted writing instruction to small groups 

of students and ensure the focus o f each student. I also observed Ms. Myer’s students 

engaged in whole group instruction on a day when she felt that student were behind on 

their work. Ms. Greene and Ms. Bolden also increased their use o f direct instruction as 

the year progressed, which they considered contrary to the school’s vision for
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personalized learning, though the administration had always asserted that targeted direct 

instruction was appropriate when used with small groups o f students.

Teachers also adjusted their procedures for implementing station rotation. In 

some instances, teachers stopped rotating students through the stations. As Ms. Bolden 

shared, "I’ve just learned from what they need, we’re just not going to rotate, because if I 

do, then they’ll never go back and finish their work.” In other instances, teachers did not 

use stations at all, such as when Ms. Greene began her class with 50 minutes of whole 

group instruction and then divided students into groups to complete an activity relevant to 

the concept she had introduced.

Summary

The purpose o f this study was to understand how four middle school teachers 

experienced the transition to a personalized approach to instruction and the ways those 

experiences related to social cognitive theory. A combination o f interviews and 

observations allowed insight into teachers’ experiences, revealing that a variety of factors 

related to teachers’ experiences with personalized learning (see Table 10). Common 

factors included adapting to the school’s vision for personalized learning, shifting 

instructional methods, integrating technology, student autonomy, and ensuring success 

for each student. Though initially teachers depended on the school’s vision to shape their 

implementation o f personalized learning, ultimately individual teachers’ beliefs about 

what worked best for students combined with their experiences with personalized 

learning in this environment to determine the extent to which they adhered to this vision.
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Table 10

Most Frequent Coding Nodes (Cumulative) and Inclusion in Each Participant’s Most

Frequent Coding Nodes

Most Frequent Coding Nodes

Included in Participant’s 
Most Frequent Coding Nodes

Greene Daniels Myer Bolden

Shifting Instructional Methods X X X X

Ensuring Success for Each Student X X X X

Student Autonomy X X X X

Workload X X X X

Stations X X X X

Pace and Quality of Learning X X X

Coteacher X X

Role of Teacher X X X

Challenge: Time X X X

Figuring Out What Works X X X X

Integrating Technology X X X X

Compliance with PL Directives X X X X

Assistance from Others X X X

Interactions with Students X X

Student Behavior X X

Assessment X X X

Student Choice X X

Classroom Procedures X X

Frustration and Noncompliance X X X

Concerned About Effectiveness of PL X

School Environment X X

Training: Professional Development X X

Not Appropriate for Students X X

Spread Thin X

Knowledge of Content X

Challenge: Planning X

Whole Group Instruction X X

Tension: Competing Influences X

Making Progress X

Teacher Efficacy X X

Note. Coding nodes are listed in order of frequency.



CHAPTER 6

ANALYSIS, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

In this chapter, I First provide a summary of the study. Next, I share insights that I 

gained relevant to my research questions and discuss how these insights relate to other 

published research. Finally, I discuss implications of the study and make suggestions for 

further research.

Summary of the Study 

Students in the United States are not fulfilling their academic potential. 

International tests indicate that their achievement lags behind that o f students in other 

countries, and achievement among subgroups o f students in the United States is still 

uneven (Clarke, 2003; Koyama & Cofield, 2013; Omstein, 2010; Schleicher, 2009; 

Severin, 2013). In an effort to improve the academic achievement o f its students, one 

large suburban school district in the southeastern United States decided to adopt a 

personalized approach to instruction. A review o f the literature revealed that though 

much theory related to personalized learning exists, there have been very few peer- 

reviewed studies published relevant to personalized learning, and even fewer that sought 

to understand the teacher’s role in implementing personalized learning. The purpose of 

this study was to contribute to the understanding of teachers’ experiences when 

transitioning to a personalized approach to instruction.
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For this research, I used a qualitative case study approach that included interviews 

with teachers and observations of classroom practice. My participants were four middle 

school teachers, two in their first year o f personalizing learning and two in their second 

year o f personalizing learning. Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory provided a 

framework for interpreting teachers’ experiences.

Research Questions 

This study addressed the following research questions:

1. How have teachers experienced the transition to a personalized approach to 

instruction?

a. What experiences are unique to individual teachers?

b. What experiences are common to multiple teachers?

c. How do the experiences of teachers in their first year of implementing 

personalized learning differ from the experiences o f teachers in their 

second year o f implementing personalized learning?

2. In what ways are teachers’ experiences with personalized learning related to 

social cognitive theory?

a. What role do personal factors, environmental factors, and behavior 

play in teachers’ experiences with personalized learning?

b. How does the interplay o f personal factors, environmental factors, and 

behavior affect teachers’ implementation o f personalized learning?
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c. What personal factors, environmental factors, and behaviors do 

teachers indicate facilitate effective implementation of personalized 

learning?

Teachers’ Experiences with Personalized Learning 

My first research question was “How have teachers experienced the transition to a 

personalized approach to instruction?” Conversations with teachers indicated that 

implementing personalized learning demanded much of them: much time, much energy, 

and much effort. To implement personalized learning, teachers had to adopt new 

instructional methods and classroom management strategies while attending to the needs 

o f individual students in a way they had not experienced before. Working with students 

who lacked habits and mindsets such as motivation and self-direction that were essential 

for engaging in a personalized learning environment made participants’ task more 

challenging. Disruptive student behavior also proved challenging; the more time teachers 

spent redirecting students’ behavior, the less time they were able to provide instructional 

support. The presence o f a second adult in the room helped teachers to navigate these 

challenges, but even under these circumstances, many students struggled to adapt to 

personalized learning, and the participants in this study were concerned that students’ 

academic progress was suffering. At the same time, participants felt encouraged by the 

progress that some students made when they were free to move through the curriculum at 

their own pace. Successfully navigating the challenges o f implementing personalized
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learning and meeting the needs o f individual learners required teachers to make constant 

adjustments to their practice 

Unique Experiences

One goal o f this study was to understand what experiences relevant to 

personalizing learning were unique to individual teachers. This research indicated that 

two factors unique to individual participants had an undeniable influence on teachers’ 

experiences with personalizing learning: class size and the presence or absence of another 

adult in the room. Having a smaller class size facilitated both the teacher’s ability to get 

to know each student’s abilities, interests, and learning style and to manage students’ 

behavior. Having more students in a class required teachers to rely on data rather than 

personal interactions with students. More students also frequently meant more 

distractions and interruptions when teachers were attempting to work with individual or 

small groups o f students. The literature has not addressed the issue o f class size as it 

relates to personalized learning, but it certainly deserves more attention.

In lieu o f small class sizes, having another adult in the room also facilitated 

participants’ ability to personalize learning. With either a coteacher or paraprofessional 

in the room, students received more individual attention and support for their learning. 

This adult was also able to assist with monitoring and managing students’ behavior. 

Participants were able to spend more time focusing on instruction and interacting directly 

with students rather than addressing off-task behavior or interruptions of students with
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pressing needs. Having another adult in the room was most helpful when this person was 

familiar with the content and had strong classroom management skills.

It is noteworthy that Mr. Daniels, who taught the fewest number o f students, also 

had the most positive view o f personalized learning. Ms. Myer and Ms. Bolden, who had 

the support o f a second adult in three o f their four classes, expressed concerns about 

personalized learning, but persevered. Ms. Greene, who had sole responsibility for the 

students in her class, found it impossible to adhere to the expectations for personalized 

learning and reverted to more traditional forms of instruction. Ms. Greene serves as just 

one case, but her experiences indicate how challenging it is for teachers to personalize 

learning for a large number o f students.

Common Experiences

Another goal of this study was to gain an understanding of the experiences that 

were common to multiple teachers as they attempted to implement a personalized 

approach to instruction. Analysis of interviews and observations indicated that common 

experiences included the need for teachers to make extensive adjustments both to their 

instruction and to how they managed their classrooms. Navigating these changes was 

challenging for teachers, causing each one to examine his or her role in the classroom.

Instructional shifts. Transitioning to personalized learning required teachers to 

make multiple changes in how they approached instruction. Key amongst the changes 

was a shift from instructor and dispenser o f knowledge to facilitator of students’ efforts to 

construct knowledge. This shift involved promoting student voice and choice in how
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they learned and guiding students in setting and meeting their own learning goals rather 

than dictating the path o f the learning experience o f each student. This meant that rather 

than directing students through specific activities in lockstep fashion, teachers provided a 

variety o f options for how students engaged with the curriculum, including web-based 

instruction, hands-on activities, and project-based learning. On days when students were 

using technology and completing assignments, teachers did not engage in direct 

instruction. Instead, they engaged in a variety o f activities to facilitate students' learning, 

including providing them with materials, keeping them on task, and clarifying confusion 

about the knowledge and skills they were seeking to gain and the work that they were 

attempting to complete. This shift in the teacher’s role was often uncomfortable for both 

students and teachers. Students frequently complained that teachers were not providing 

them with the instruction that they needed and accused teachers of not teaching them.

The teachers, concerned that students felt adrift and that they were not learning 

everything that they should, questioned whether personalized learning was appropriate 

for their students.

Personalizing learning required teachers to change not only their role in the 

classroom but also the instructional strategies that they used to support students’ learning. 

Station rotation, in particular, placed limitations on teachers’ instructional strategies. 

Teachers frequently mentioned their dismay at not being able to use strategies that they 

had successfully used before the transition to personalized learning. Most notably, they 

were unable to engage students in whole group activities. Teachers wanted the freedom
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to engage their students in whole group activities when they felt that the activities would 

be beneficial to all students. Some chose to engage in the activities even when they knew 

that they were unsanctioned, deciding that allowing students to learn in that way was 

worth more than complying with directives that did not align with their beliefs about 

what worked best for students.

Ultimately, teachers favored a model that allowed them to engage in direct, whole 

group instruction to introduce material followed by opportunities for students to complete 

activities that extended their understanding of the material. One reason teachers favored 

this approach is that students were still moving through the material at the same pace. 

Rather than personalizing learning by adjusting the pace at which individuals moved 

through the curriculum, teachers more frequently chose to personalize instruction by 

offering students choices in how they demonstrated their learning and by varying the 

amount o f remediation and enrichment that each student received. Even students who 

had demonstrated mastery of the material did not move on to new standards. Instead, 

they engaged in projects that deepened or extended their understanding of the standards.

Management shifts. To facilitate instructional shifts, teachers had to adjust how 

they managed their classrooms. Teachers were no longer able to focus on just one lesson 

or activity. Instead, students were engaged in a variety of activities at different stations 

throughout the classroom. This required constant multitasking on the part o f teachers as 

they worked to support all students’ learning.
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Personalized learning also required teachers to establish new rituals and routines. 

Classes ran more smoothly when teachers had classroom management strategies that 

supported personalized learning. Where students should sit, how students knew what 

work to do, how to distribute technology, how to effectively conference with students, 

how and when to provide direct instruction, and when to rotate stations were just a few of 

the aspects o f managing a personalized learning classroom that teachers had to address.

Determining how and when to rotate students through station was particularly 

challenging. Teachers found that rotating students through two or three stations in a class 

period did not give students enough time to complete meaningful work. They also 

observed that students were unable to keep up with assignments or to pick up where they 

left o ff if they had to continue an assignment over more than one day. A more effective 

approach was for students to rotate less frequently so that they had a longer timeframe to 

complete their assignments. Teachers experimented with several methods for facilitating 

this, including having fewer stations, having half of their students stay at the technology 

station for an entire class period while other students rotated, and allowing students to 

rotate through stations at their own pace. Although the methods teachers chose were 

unique to them, the struggle to find effective ways to manage their classrooms to 

implement personalized learning successfully were common and persistent. There was 

no specific way to implement personalized learning effectively; rather, teachers had to 

determine what worked best for them and for their students.
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Identity shifts. The many changes and challenges these teachers encountered as 

they attempted to personalize learning caused them to question both their role and 

effectiveness as educators. Teachers experienced frustration when they had invested 

hours of effort and made countless adjustments without seeing clear, consistent success. 

Teachers also experienced frustration when they felt constrained by the expectations for 

implementing personalized in this environment. Uncertainty arose when students did not 

make the academic progress that teachers expected. Participants vacillated between 

doubting personalized learning as an instructional approach and doubting their own 

abilities as teachers. When teachers were able to reconcile their beliefs about teaching 

with the expectations for personalized learning, they regained a sense o f confidence in 

their role in the classroom. Teachers who were not able to do this either continued to 

struggle or reverted to a more comfortable role such as that of a traditional teacher 

dispensing knowledge and leading students through guided practice.

Years o f Experience

An aim of this study was to investigate how the experiences o f those participants 

in their second year o f implementing personalized learning differed from the experiences 

of those teachers in their first year of implementing personalized learning. Both Ms.

Myer and Ms. Bolden were in their second year o f implementing personalized learning, 

while this was the first year that Mr. Daniels and Ms. Greene had implemented 

personalized learning in their classrooms. Interviews with all participants indicated that 

one difference was teachers’ approach to implementing personalized learning A second
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difference was the way that participants spoke about personalized learning. A final 

difference was the nature and amount o f support teachers perceived. The differences in 

these teachers’ experiences indicated that transitioning to personalized learning is an 

ongoing process that takes years to refine.

Each of the participants in this study were still trying to determine how to 

implement personalized learning effectively, but Mr. Daniels and Ms. Greene were just 

discovering the challenges of personalizing learning, whereas Ms. Myer and Ms. Bolden 

were refining their approach. The more experienced teachers already knew much about 

what did not work; during this second year o f personalizing learning, they were trying to 

determine what did work. At the beginning o f the year, the more experienced teachers 

seemed more willing to acknowledge the challenges and frustrations that accompanied 

their efforts to personalize learning, while the new teachers were more optimistic. As the 

year passed, Mr. Daniels maintained his optimism, but Ms. Greene grew frustrated, 

which was evident in both her comments about personalized learning and her behavior 

when she chose to revert to whole group instruction with all students moving through the 

curriculum at the same pace.

This may be attributable to the fact that when Ms. Myer and Ms. Bolden first 

implemented personalized learning, a strong cohort o f teachers supported one another, 

while Ms. Greene often felt that she lacked support in her efforts. She lacked the support 

in the classroom that Ms. Bolden and Ms. Myer had, as well as the support o f her team 

members, which genuinely seemed to be a detriment to her ability to implement
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personalized learning. Though Mr. Daniels was new to personalized learning, he taught 

in the STEM Academy and frequently sought the support of his coworkers who had more 

experience personalized learning. It seems that a strong support network is important for 

maintaining students’ willingness to persist in personalizing learning. This persistence is 

important given the amount o f time that it takes teachers to determine how to implement 

personalize learning effectively.

The differences in the first year teachers’ role as experimenters and the second 

year teachers’ role as refiners indicates that implementing personalized learning takes 

time. It takes time for teachers to get to know their students. It takes time for teachers to 

adjust to their role as facilitators of students’ learning. It takes time for teachers to 

determine what works in their classrooms for their students. Even after 18 months, 

neither Ms. Myer nor Ms. Bolden were confident in the way they were implementing 

personalized learning or in the positive benefits for students. Personalized learning is not 

a quick fix for schools whose students are struggling academically. It is a challenging 

endeavor requiring years to implement effectively.

Relationships between Teachers’ Experiences and Social Cognitive Theory 

My second research question was “In what ways are teachers’ experiences with 

personalized learning related to social cognitive theory?” Social cognitive theory was an 

appropriate framework for this study because it deals with how individuals interact with 

their environments (Bandura, 2006). I was particularly interested in how teachers’ 

personal characteristics and the particular expectations of this setting influenced teachers’
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experiences with personalized learning and how teachers, in turn, responded. Bandura 

referred to this interaction o f personal factors, environmental factors, and behavior as 

triadic reciprocal causation (Bandura, 1986, 2001). My hope was that understanding 

these interactions would assist change leaders interested in adopting personalized 

learning with providing the supports that teachers need to implement a personalized 

approach to instruction effectively.

The Role of Personal Factors, Environmental Factors, and Behavior

The purpose of this section is to identify personal factors, environmental factors, 

and behavior that played a significant role in shaping teachers’ experiences with 

personalized learning. In this section, I will discuss each factor separately. In a later 

section, I will discuss the complex array of reciprocal interactions among these factors.

Personal factors. Each of the participants in this study attempted to comply with 

the school’s expectations for personalized learning. They did this in a way that was 

unique to their personalities, though, supporting a key aspect o f social cognitive theory: 

Even in environments that influence them to act a certain way, people will choose the 

course of action that most closely aligns with their own goals and beliefs (Bandura,

1986). In this research, teachers’ personal beliefs and experiences influenced how they 

chose to implement personalized learning, confirming other research that indicated that 

teacher beliefs influence their actions in the classroom (Albion & Ertmer, 2002; Brighton, 

2003; Ertmer, 2005; Haney, Lumpe, & Czemiak, 2002; Inan & Lowther, 2010).



216

The influence o f teachers’ beliefs was evident both in the way they implemented 

personalized learning initially and in the ways they chose to adjust their instruction when 

their initial implementation was ineffective. Mr. Daniels believed that he could not 

effectively personalize learning until he knew his students well, so he did not begin 

having students work independently at their own pace until several months into the year. 

Ms. Greene’s prior experiences with personalized learning had shaped her belief that 

personalized learning involved students teaching themselves alone at laptops, a method 

that she viewed as ineffective; thus, she determined to have frequent progress monitoring 

and interventions, such as conferencing with individual students. Ms. Myer believed in 

direct instruction, but she also loved her students to synthesize the information they had 

learned; thus, she maintained both a teacher-led seminar station and a separate project 

station throughout the year. Ms. Bolden believed that students learned best by 

completing work. When she saw that her students were not completing the work without 

her guidance, she responded by veering away from the school’s vision for personalized 

learning and adopting a two-station model that she believed was more effective.

Teachers’ beliefs provided a touchstone for interpreting both the expectations and the 

effects o f personalized learning.

Environmental factors. Although teachers’ beliefs most strongly influenced their 

experiences with personalized learning, the effect o f environmental factors was 

undeniable. The school’s vision shaped how teachers’ implemented personalized 

learning, while the characteristics o f students and the quality of their learning shaped both
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teachers’ behavior and beliefs about personalized learning. Elements o f the environment 

such as access to technology and the bell schedule played a role in teachers’ experiences, 

as well. Teachers were better able to deal with each o f these aspects o f the environment 

when they felt supported.

The vision for personalized learning at Crossings Middle School included limiting 

the amount o f time teachers engaged students in whole group instruction, adopting the 

station rotation model, regularly assessing students’ progress to make informed decisions 

about their learning, and incorporating project-based learning. Limiting whole group 

instruction forced teachers to employ alternate instructional methods. Adopting the 

station rotation model also required new instructional approaches, as well as new 

classroom management strategies and the ability to multitask. Regularly assessing 

students’ progress increased participants’ knowledge of their students, but it also required 

much time to monitor each student’s learning and make appropriate adjustments. 

Project-based learning was challenging on many levels: teachers had to develop projects 

that aligned with their curriculum, they had to support students in developing the skills 

necessary to complete their projects successfully, and they had to designate time for 

students to engage in project-based learning. Adhering to the many requirements for 

personalizing learning at Crossings Middle School affected every area of teachers’ 

instruction.

The students played an undeniable role in shaping teachers’ experiences with 

personalized learning, as well. Participants in this study were ever mindful of the needs
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of their students and the quality of their learning. Teachers’ beliefs about personalized 

learning may have been more favorable if they had seen greater gains in student 

achievement. Instead, three participants believed that students were not learning as much 

or as well as they had using the traditional methods that were familiar and comfortable 

for the teachers. Again, Mr. Daniels did not fit this mold. It is important to note, though, 

that he only had a few students in each class, so he was able to be much more flexible and 

responsive to individual student’s needs. All participants agreed that students’ lack of 

motivation, lack of autonomy, and misbehavior thwarted their efforts to implement 

personalized learning.

Behavior. Although personal and environmental factors often influenced 

teachers’ behavior, the behavior, itself, played its own role in teachers’ experiences with 

personalizing learning. As Bandura (2001) observed, individuals not only react to 

environmental factors but also act on their environments. Bandura (2001) referred to this 

capacity to influence one’s environment deliberately as agency. Each decision teachers 

made as they implemented personalized learning was an agentic act. As Anderson (2010) 

noted, even teachers’ efforts to access resources, such as when they searched for online 

programs that supported students’ learning or sought assistance from instructional 

coaches or peers, were a form o f agency. The findings of this research also aligned with 

the findings o f research by Levinson, Blackwood, and Cross (2013) that indicated that the 

exercise of agency might be a form of compliance or noncompliance with the 

expectations for how they implement a reform. As noted earlier, in this study, teachers
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chose those actions that aligned with their own beliefs about what was best for students 

and what worked best for them and their students, even when they were contrary to the 

school’s vision for personalized learning. This represents another facet of agency, moral 

agency, which suggests that individuals’ personal beliefs about what is right and wrong 

often determine their decisions about how to act (Bandura, 2006).

According to Bandura (1986, 1991, 2001, 2006), there are four important 

elements of agency: intentionality, forethought, self-reactiveness, and self-reflection. 

Teachers demonstrated intentionality when they determined how they would implement 

personalized learning in their classrooms. Teachers demonstrated forethought when they 

anticipated how their choices would affect students’ learning. Teachers demonstrated 

self-reflection and self-reactiveness when they considered the outcomes o f their choices 

and adjusted their instruction in response to those outcomes. Initially, the standard that 

teachers used to gauge the effectiveness o f their implementation of personalized learning 

and to appraise their own effectiveness as teachers was how well their classroom practice 

aligned with the school’s vision for personalized learning. Ultimately, however, the 

standard that teachers relied on was student achievement. When participants failed to 

meet these standards, they grew frustrated, even defeated. When they succeeded in 

meeting these standards, they grew more confident in both personalized learning and 

their own abilities as teachers.

Bandura (1991) noted the importance o f an individual’s response to his or her 

assessment of a situation and the ways it links to an individual’s view of ability as an



220

inherent trait or an acquirable trait. My research revealed that individuals could also 

view a reform’s effectiveness as either inherent or acquirable. Those teachers who 

believed that adjusting how they implemented personalized learning might yield better 

results were able to bolster themselves in the face o f challenges and continue seeking 

ways to implement personalized learning effectively. Those teachers who viewed 

personalized learning as inherently ineffective grew frustrated and discouraged in the 

face o f challenges.

Because teachers demonstrated agency, the way each teacher implemented 

personalized learning was unique, even given the fact that they worked in the same 

school with clear expectation for how teachers should personalize learning. A review o f 

the literature indicated that when educators in England were implementing personalized 

learning, methods of personalized learning varied from school to school (Courcier, 2007; 

Rudduck, Brown, & Hendy, 2006; Sebba, Brown, Steward, Galton, & James, 2007).

This research revealed that personalization varies not only from school to school, but also 

from classroom to classroom.

The Interplay o f Personal Factors, Environmental Factors, and Behavior

According to social cognitive theory, personal factors, environmental factors, and 

behavior do not exist in isolation, nor does influence flow in only one direction. Rather, 

these factors constantly interact to shape human experience, a phenomenon that Bandura 

referred to as triadic reciprocal causation (Bandura, 1986, 2001). Teachers’ experiences
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with implementing personalized learning were consistent with this tenet o f  social 

cognitive theory as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Triadic reciprocal causation and implementing personalized learning
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Beliefs and behavior. Triadic reciprocal causation provides an explanation for 

how personal factors, environmental factors, and behavior interacted to shape teachers’ 

experiences with personalized learning. One persistent chain o f reciprocal interactions 

involved teachers’ beliefs about personalized learning, teachers’ decisions about how to 

personalize learning, and students’ response to teachers’ efforts. Teachers had particular 

beliefs and goals relevant to personalized learning, which they acted on, shaping their 

environment and influencing how students experienced personalized learning. Students’ 

behavior in this environment then influenced teachers’ beliefs about personalized 

learning. In response to this, teachers adjusted the way that they implemented 

personalized learning, once again shaping their environment. Thus, teachers’ beliefs 

consistently influenced their actions and their environment as their environment 

consistently shaped teachers’ beliefs.

Triadic reciprocal causation also provides an explanation for why each teacher 

implemented personalized learning in unique ways despite the fact that each worked in 

the same environment. External factors did influence teachers’ behavior, but so did 

personal factors, such as beliefs about education, as well as teachers’ beliefs about 

students, their comfort with technology, and their willingness and ability to adopt new 

instructional methods. For example, when teachers viewed students as unmotivated, 

undisciplined, and ill prepared for personalized learning, they doubted the wisdom of 

using it at as an instructional approach and less likely to implement elements of 

personalized learning consistently, instead choosing to use other methods of instruction.
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When teachers viewed students as capable, they were more likely to hold themselves 

accountable for students’ success and persist in adapting the way that they personalized 

learning in an effort to meet students’ needs better.

The misalignment between teachers’ beliefs and the expectations for 

personalizing learning at Crossings resulted in veiled noncompliance during which 

teachers appeared to adhere to the school’s vision o f personalized learning, while in 

reality their practices were contrary to the school’s vision for personalized learning. For 

example, students might be sitting at stations but completing the same assignment. This 

veiled noncompliance allowed teachers to be faithful to their beliefs, while at least on the 

surface satisfying the expectation that they implement personalized learning.

Assistance with implementing personalized learning mediated the relationship 

between teachers’ beliefs about personalized learning and other environmental factors, as 

well as the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and their behavior. Assistance from a 

coteacher or paraprofessional supported teachers in maintaining positive beliefs about 

personalized learning and shaped teachers’ choices about how they could implement 

personalized learning in a particular class. Assistance from instructional coaches and 

peers influenced teachers’ ability to access resources, supported teachers in adhering to 

Crossings’ vision for personalized learning, and helped teachers to develop effective 

classroom management strategies.

Self-efficacy and implementing personalized learning. The experiences o f these 

participants also demonstrated the reciprocal relationship between efficacy beliefs and
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teachers’ implementation of personalized learning. Bruce and Ross (2008) concluded 

that when teachers first become familiar with a new practice, their efficacy could 

decrease as they realize how much they have to learn. This was true o f the participants in 

this study. However, interviews with participants revealed that validation of teachers’ 

instructional practices, successful implementation o f new instructional strategies, and 

positive effects on students’ learning experiences served to increase efficacy.

The findings o f this study confirmed the findings o f prior research (Cerit, 2013) 

that indicated a positive correlation between teacher efficacy and willingness to 

implement curriculum change. Initially, each participant was confident of his or her 

ability to help students learn, and each participant willingly chose to implement 

personalized learning. It was apparent that these teachers believed they could acquire the 

skills they needed to support their students effectively and their students could acquire 

the skills they needed to leam. This belief motivated them to persevere when they 

became frustrated with how personalized learning was going in their classrooms, causing 

them to reassess their practices and choose new approaches.

Participants’ sense of efficacy dimmed, however, when their efforts were not as 

successful as they had hoped, and had been told, they would be. When this happened, 

teachers were less willing to implement personalized learning. This aligns with 

Bandura’s (2001) assertion that individuals are less likely to persevere in a challenging 

course o f  action when they do not believe that they have the ability to achieve success.



225

Conversely, when teachers had success with personalized learning, their sense of efficacy 

grew stronger.

In their research investigating the interplay of teachers’ efficacy beliefs with 

reform efforts, Charalambous and Philippou (2010) found that teachers’ efficacy beliefs 

interacted most strongly with their concerns about how the reform would affect their day- 

to-day work and how the reform would affect their students. The teachers in this study 

demonstrated the same concerns. Charalambous and Philippou also found lack of 

knowledge about the reform negatively influenced teachers’ efficacy beliefs, a finding 

that this research also confirmed. When teachers found that their initial efforts to 

implement personalized learning were not reaping the promised benefits, they felt 

frustrated by their lack o f knowledge about how to implement personalized learning 

effectively. They began to doubt their ability to achieve success in teaching students 

using personalized learning and longed for the days when they had used traditional 

instructional methods that they believed were more effective. In Ms. Greene’s case, she 

stopped trying to personalize learning in favor of methods that she felt were more 

effective to teach students math, including whole group instruction. These behaviors 

align with another finding of Charalambous and Philippou’s (2010) research: teachers 

who had strong efficacy beliefs relevant to how they taught before the reform were more 

critical o f the reform and less comfortable implementing the reform. Only Mr. Daniels, 

whose teaching methods prior to coming to Crossings Middle School aligned with
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personalized learning, maintained a positive view of personalized learning and grew more 

confident in this approach as he continued to implement it in his classroom.

Factors That Facilitate Personalized Learning

The findings o f this research indicate that there are multiple factors that facilitate 

teachers’ implementation of personalized learning. This section provides a discussion o f 

those factors. They include alignment with teachers’ pedagogical beliefs, preparation, 

support and assistance, agency, and student autonomy.

Alignment with teachers’ pedagogical beliefs. Participants were more likely to 

implement elements of personalized learning that aligned with their beliefs about 

teaching and learning. When elements o f personalized learning did not align with their 

beliefs, teachers began to question its effectiveness. The consequence o f this was that 

they were less likely to persevere in the face of challenges.

Preparation. Participants in this study did not feel adequately prepared to 

implement personalized learning. They indicated that they had participated in limited 

professional development, leaving them unaware o f how to effectively transition to a 

personalized approach to instruction and dependent on a trial-and-error approach.

Though participants in this study had a basic understanding of the purpose of 

personalized learning, they did not have a clear idea o f how to implement it in their 

classrooms. This lack of preparation made their work more challenging, which 

ultimately resulted in diminished self-efficacy and a negative view of personalized 

learning as an instructional approach.
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Support and assistance. Once teachers began the transition to personalized 

learning, they needed continuous support for effective implementation. Participants in 

this study valued specific types of assistance, including targeted professional 

development that addressed their specific needs and gave them concrete knowledge and 

resources that they could immediately implement. They also found it helpful when 

someone was available to complete tasks for them that lightened their load. Participants 

reported that they did not benefit much from haphazard or sweeping professional 

development; indeed, they quickly became overwhelmed. Support came from many 

sources; participants in this study valued support from other teachers, instructional 

coaches, administrators, and district employees. The importance was not the source of 

support; rather, it was the amount and variety o f support that participants received. This 

finding aligns with research by Charalambous and Philippou (2010), who reported that 

support contributes to stronger efficacy beliefs that in turn assuage teacher concerns 

about implementing reform.

Agency. A sense of agency facilitated teachers’ ability to implement personalized 

learning effectively. Participants’ practice, as well as their confidence in their role as a 

teacher, suffered when they made decisions solely because they aligned with the school’s 

vision for personalized learning. Additionally, participants attributed the failure o f 

personalized learning to the method rather than examining how they might modify their 

practice to implement this instructional approach more successfully. When teachers 

began shaping how they implemented personalized learning to align with their
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pedagogical beliefs, they grew more confident in what they were doing and took 

ownership for the outcomes. In general, teachers demonstrated more agency as their 

understanding o f personalized learning and how it could work in their classrooms 

developed.

Student autonomy. One o f the biggest challenges teachers faced as they 

attempted to implement personalized learning was a lack of autonomy among their 

students. When students lacked autonomy, teachers reverted to differentiating 

instruction, rather than personalizing instruction. Dixon, Yssel, McConnell, and Hardin 

(2014) noted that differentiating instruction for multiple learners is an impossible task. 

What sets personalized learning apart from other instructional methods, including 

differentiated learning, is that it requires students to make choices about their learning 

instead of teachers making these choices (Clarke, 2003). The challenge is preparing 

students to accept this role as agents in their own learning (Jacobs, 2014). Students 

needed time and support to develop the mindsets and behaviors that facilitate autonomy 

and promote their engagement in personalized learning including perseverance, time- 

management, and awareness o f how they leam best.

Students also needed to be advocates for their own learning. However, the 

participants in this study indicated that not all students were equally able to be their own 

advocates. They observed that many students were either unwilling or unable to make 

choices concerning their learning.
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The success of station rotation, in particular, rested on students’ ability to stay 

focused and work without a teacher’s constant supervision and support in these stations. 

Student autonomy ensured that students were able to continue learning and freed teachers 

to provide targeted, direct instruction for students in the seminar station. This level of 

focus and responsibility was very challenging for many of the students that I observed 

and compromised teachers’ ability to establish a personalized approach to learning.

Student autonomy was particularly important when they worked independently at 

the technology station. Teachers confirmed Leadbeater’s (2004a) prediction that 

personalized learning highlighted inequities in students’ home situation, as not all 

students had access to technology at home that would have allowed them to access 

learning materials and complete assignments outside o f the school day. Access to 

technology was not the biggest challenge students faced, though. Participants’ 

observations aligned with reports (Drexler, 2010; EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative, 2009) 

that indicated that the bigger challenge for students is developing the self-direction, 

motivation, and responsibility to engage with technology productively. Though other 

research (Beach & Dovemark, 2009) attributed students’ struggles with the transition to 

personalized learning to socioeconomic status, participants in this study attributed 

students’ difficulties to a lack of preparation.

Implications for Practice

The findings o f this research yield several implications for practice when 

attempting to transition to a personalized approach to instruction:
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1. Teachers need adequate preparation to implement personalized learning 

effectively. This preparation should include professional development 

addressing both the instructional and classroom management shifts that 

support a transition to personalized learning. This research, as well as other 

research (John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development, 2010; 

Karmeshu, Raman, & Nedungadi, 2012), indicates the importance of teacher 

training for successful adoption o f personalized learning. Research has also 

revealed a positive correlation between teachers’ sense o f efficacy relevant to 

a reform effort and the level of knowledge they have of the reform and how to 

implement it effectively (Bruce & Ross, 2008; Charalambous & Philippou, 

2010). Adequate preparation will contribute to both the knowledge and the 

confidence teachers need to effectively implement personalized learning.

2. Change leaders must acknowledge and attend to teacher beliefs. This includes 

beliefs about teaching and learning, as well as beliefs about the effectiveness 

o f personalized learning for improving student achievement. Many of the 

struggles that accompanied teachers’ attempts to implement personalized 

learning resulted from a lack o f alignment between teachers’ pedagogical 

beliefs and the tenets o f personalized learning included in the school’s vision. 

Furthermore, multiple studies (Brighton, 2003; Garthwait & Weller, 2005;

Inan & Lowther, 2010; Liu, Wivagg, Geurtz, Shih-Ting & Chang, 2012; 

Windschitl & Sahl, 2002) indicated the importance of attending to teachers’
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beliefs when attempting to implement reform. It is also important to address 

teachers’ beliefs about their ability to implement the change (Inan & Lowther, 

2010). Teachers are much more likely to implement personalized learning 

effectively when they believe in their ability to do so.

3. Personalized learning works best when there is a smaller student to teacher 

ratio. This can be accomplished by having smaller classes with one teacher or 

by having larger classes with either two teachers or a teacher and a 

paraprofessional. It is also beneficial for the adults who work with the 

students to have strong content knowledge. This allows them to address 

students’ learning needs in addition to managing behavior.

4. The transition to personalized learning takes time. Teachers need time to 

experiment and determine what works best in their classrooms with their 

students and to feel comfortable with a new approach to instruction. Even 

participants in their second year of personalizing learning at Crossings Middle 

School were neither confident in, nor comfortable with, personalized learning. 

Research conducted in one high school attempting to adopt elements of 

personalized learning indicated only a moderate shift to personalized learning 

after two years (Breunlin et al., 2005). Four years passed before the school 

experienced a significant shift to personalized learning, and even then, 

implementation was not complete. Additionally, when the school’s vision for 

personalized learning involves multiple elements (i.e. station rotation, project-
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based learning, and blended learning), implementing individual elements 

separately over time is more manageable for teachers than implementing 

multiple elements simultaneously, for it allows teachers to focus on 

implementing one change well before implementing a second change and 

decreases the likelihood that teachers will become overwhelmed.

5. Teachers benefit from multiple forms o f support and assistance.

Implementing personalized learning demands much o f teachers, which can 

result in exhaustion, frustration, and a lack of willingness to implement 

personalized learning with fidelity. Providing support and assistance for 

teachers alleviates these feelings. This support may include a cohort of 

teachers working together, the presence o f a coteacher or paraprofessional, 

targeted professional development, or access to resources such as technology. 

Assistance may include helping teachers’ develop lessons, providing 

suggestions for effective classroom management strategies, or developing 

common assessments that measure students’ progress in achieving academic 

goals. The important thing is that teachers need support and assistance that 

address their unique needs.

Suggestions for Future Research 

Although this research shed light on teachers’ experiences with personalized 

learning, further research related to personalized learning is necessary. Specifically, 

research needs to involve teachers in other settings where teachers are engaged in the
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transition to personalized learning. This will extend the understanding of teachers’ 

experiences and provide more insight into how to support teachers implementing 

personalized learning in different ways and in different environments.

Research should also examine students’ perspectives on personalized learning. 

This would assist in determining which practices are most effective for students and aid 

in understanding why these practices work. Educators also need to understand what is 

not working for students in order to modify or abandon these practices.

Finally, quantitative research is necessary to investigate the effects o f a 

personalized approach to learning on student achievement and to investigate correlations 

between specific practices and student achievement. Conducting this research in a 

variety o f settings could determine the existence of any particular approaches to 

personalized learning that are more or less effective.

Final Thoughts

The purpose o f this study was to increase awareness and understanding of 

teachers’ experiences with implementing personalized learning. Qualitative, case-study 

research involving four middle school teachers in a large, suburban, southeastern school 

district revealed that personalizing learning was a challenging endeavor that required 

them to make many changes in their practice. While it was clear that participants 

believed in their ability to teach and their students’ ability to leam, it was also clear that 

they did not always believe that personalized learning was the best way to support 

students’ learning, at least not personalized learning as prescribed by the school. Thus,
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teachers were constantly seeking ways to make personalized learning work in their 

classroom and demonstrating agency in their choices. The result o f this agency was that 

though each teacher was implementing personalized learning, the way that they did it was 

very unique. Teachers’ behaviors revealed that they were more committed to their 

personal beliefs about education than they were with complying with school change 

efforts; thus, either they adapted elements o f personalized learning to align with their 

beliefs or they rejected personalized learning altogether and reverted to practices that they 

believed were more effective. Teachers were more likely to persevere in implementing 

the tenets o f personalized learning when they had smaller class sizes, when they had 

assistance with implementing personalized learning, and when they saw students succeed.

This study investigated just one aspect o f implementing personalized learning. 

Much more research in a variety o f settings is necessary to understand fully how 

personalized learning affects both teachers and students. Personalized learning is not a 

simple solution to the educational challenges that face the United Sates. Rather, 

personalized learning is a complicated instructional approach that requires much effort on 

the part of all stakeholders to implement fully. Change leaders hoping to adopt 

personalized learning must be sensitive to teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and be prepared 

to offer teachers the supports that they need if they expect to implement a personalized 

approach to instruction successfully.
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\4 !  'Rt 1 '.H 
09-JOL2015

Ms. Bridget E Taylor
Mercer university
Tift College of Education - Atlanta
3001 Mercere University Drive
Atlanta, GA 30341

RE: A CASE STUDY OF MIODtE SCHOOL TEACHERS* EXPERIENCES WITH PERSONALIZED LEARNING (H1507193)

Dear Ms. Taylor.

Your app{»cat»on entitled: A CASE STUDY OF MIDDLE SCHOOLTEACHERS* EXPERIENCES WITH PERSONAUZEO LEARNING (H1507I93) was reviewed 
by this Institutional Review Board for Human subjects Research in accordance with Federal Regulations 21 CFR y6.llO»bia n d 4S CFR46.liO«b‘ {for 
expedited review) and was approved under Category 6,7  per 63 Fft 60364.

Your application was approved for one year of study on 09-jui-20i5. The protocol expires OB-iuLzoifi. rf the study continues beyond one year, it must 
be re-evaluated by the *RB committee.

ttem(s) Approved:
New Application use of interviews and audio recordings

Please complete the survey for the IRB and the Office of Research Compliance To access the survey, dick on the following 
link: https / /www.survevmonkev.com/s/KTCTTSR

Respectfully,

Ava Chamblns-Richardson, M ED., CIP, CiM 
Member
intuitional Review Board
Mercer university' IRB & Office of Research complia nee 
Phone (478! 301-4101 
Fax {47BJ 301-2329 
ORC_Mercerg»Mercer.E<fei

http://www.survevmonkev.com/s/KTCTTSR
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Tift College o f  Education

Informed Consent
(A CASK STUDY OF MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHERS' EXPERIENCES 

WITH PERSONALIZED LEARNING)

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your  
consent to volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask 
as many questions as necessary to be sure you understand svhat you will be asked to 
do.

Investigators
Bridget laylor. doctoral student attending M ercer University in Atlanta. GA
Dr. Geri Collins, faculty member at Mercer University in Atlanta. GA and faculty advisor

Purpose o f  the Research
The purpose o f  this study is to develop an understanding o f  how teachers in one suburban 
middle school are experiencing ihc transition to a personalized approach to instruction. 
Understanding how teachers are experiencing personalized learning and how that relates 
to then practice could assist districts in implementing personalized learning more 
consistently and effectively. This research will also assist the researcher in completing 
the requirements for her doctoral degree.

Procedures
If  you volunteer to participate in this study, you may be asked to participate in any or all 
o f  the following procedures:

□  Participate in an individual interview' at a location o f  your choice. This interview 
will last from 15 minutes to an hour.

□  Participate in multiple interviews related to your experiences with personalized 
learning. Each interv iew will last from 30 minutes to an hour.

□  Allow the researcher to observe your classroom practice for two onc-hour
sessions. You will select the day and time o f each observation. Following the
observation, the researcher will meet with you at your convenience to discuss the 
observation.

□  Allow the researcher to observe your participation in collaborative meetings
relevant to personalized learning. Y'ou will select the day and time o f these
observations.

□  Participate in one foeus-group interview, i his discussion will last approximately 
90 minutes.

Xitvcv* vst'i , 'j ^ s l iU X
'V ota-c
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Q  After your participation in an interview, you may be contacted to answer follow- 
up questions or to provide feedback relevant to data analysis. This will require no 
more than one hour o f  your time.

Audio or Video Timing
All interviews will be recorded by an audio recorder and transcribed.

Potential Risks or Discomforts
You may be uncomfortable answering the researcher's questions, sharing information 
during the focus group discussion, or having your practice observed. You may decline to 
answer any question at any time. You also have the right to discontinue participation in 
the study, eillicr temporarily or permanently, at any time.

Potential Benefits o f the Research
There are no explicit Irene tits for the participants. I lowcvcr. understanding how teachers 
are experiencing personalized learning and how that relates to their practice could assist 
schools and districts in implementing personalized learning more consistently and 
effectively.

Confidentiality and Data Storage
Every effort will be made to maintain your confidentiality during this study. In all 
records related to this study, including interview transcripts, observation documents, and 
Held notes, a pseudonym will be used in place o f  your actual name to protect your 
anonymity.

As standard operating procedure, the investigator will not reference specific individuals 
when sharing information gained during interviews or observations. The researcher and 
the researcher’s dissertation committee at Mercer University are the only people who will 
have access to (he data. Additionally, when sharing research findings, the investigator 
will share limited information relevant to  the identity o f individual participants and the 
school so as not reveal the identity o f  the participants or the school in which the 
participants work

Electronic versions of transcripts will be stored in a password-protected file. Paper 
copies of transcripts will be stored in a locked safe, t he locked safe will also hold field 
notes and tire institutional review board's approval to proceed with the research. The 
information will be stored in the locked safe for up to three years after the dissertation hits 
been written.

Participation anti Withdrawal
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to 
participate at any lime. To withdraw from the study please contact Bridget Taylor at 
Bridget.F.Tavlorri live.mercer.edu. 678-552-3719.

Questions about the Research
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i f  you have any questions about the research, please speak 

to the faculty achisor. Dr. Geri Collins, at 678-547-6322.

This project has been reviewed and approved by M ercer University’s IRB. If you  
believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the IRB Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered 
to your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to 
participate in this research study.

KFi-.r S K i N A H  Rl.S

Signature of Research Participant Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature o f Person Obtaining Consent Date

Rcv.MVIirailO
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Observation Protocol 

Participant: Date: Time:

General observations:

Station Station 2 Station 3

Time Interval Teacher Behaviors Student Behaviors



APPENDIX D 

NVIVO CODING

252



253

Nam e of Coding Node | Num ber of Sources | p e je fen ces

Background of PL a t C rossings 2 6

C hallenges 0 0

Challenge - Planning 4 10

Challenge - R esources 2 3

C hallenge-T echnology  14 25

Challenge - Time 9  27

Compliance with PL Directive 16 26

PBL 3 5

Stations 12 30

C onnections to Social Cognitive Theory 0 0

P ast Experience S h a p e s  Behavior 3 5

T eacher Agency 8 14

T eacher Efficacy 5 8

Ensuring S u ccess for Each Student 17 59

Advanced Learners 3 4

C oncerns 4 13

Student Autonomy 15 33

P ace  and Quality of Learning 10 28

Student Behavior 10 19

Environment 0  0

C lassroom  Environment 5 6

Classroom  Layout 7 8

Classroom  Procedures 8 15

C o-teacher 13 28

Personal Environment 1 1

School Environment 3 13
Affirmation 1 2

Leadership 2 3

Figuring Out W hat W orks 8 27

First Y ear V ersus Second Year 1 1

Last Year 3 6

Longing for th e  P ast 3 7

Impact on  T eachers 2  2

Emotions 0 0

Frustrated 6 14

W eary 2  3

Isolated 1 1

Spread  Thin 5 11

T eachers Absorb S tudent Frustrations 1 4

Tension - Com peting Influences 6 9

Workload 12 36

Individual Participants 0 0

P ar A (Ms. G reene) Background an d  Experiences 7 33
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P ar B (Mr. Daniels) Background and Experiences 7 37

P ar C (Ms. Myer) Background and Experiences 6 28

Par D (Ms. Bolden) Background and Experiences 7 32

It Might Work If... 2 5
Noncompliance 4 7

Pedagogy 22 73

A ssessm ent 11 18

C om petencies 2 5

Interactions with S tudents 8 21

Role of T eacher 8 28
Student Choice 8 16

Student Voice 2 2

W hole Group Instruction 9 10

Personal Factors that Support PL 1 1

Knowledge of C ontent 3 11

Knowledge of S tudents 2 7

Progress 6 9

S tudents 0 0

Initial O bservations of S tudents 4 14

Student Experience 4 6

Student Perceptions of PL 3 3

Support for T eachers 0 0

A ssistance from O thers 10 24

Training - PD 3 12

T eachers ' Perceptions of PL 11 20

Initial R eactions to PL 10 20

Later R eactions to  PL 4 12

Not Appropriate for Students 5 12


