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Dallas ISD

Personalized Learning

Enrollment:
150,000

Theory of Change:
Opt-in Cohort of Schools

Number of Schools:
230

Demographics:
70% Latino

Learning Model:
Personalized Learning

21% African American
5% White

Context:
Urban
Website:
dallasisd.org/personalizedlearning

Overview
In 2013 Dallas ISD’s Personalized Learning team set out to reimagine the classroom experience
guided by this key question: If the strengths, needs, and interests of no two students are exactly alike,
how do we construct learning models to meet the needs of an individual student? Tapping into the
skills and talents within their learning community to address this question, they launched a competitive
application process open to school teams across the district.
Five teams received additional funding to launch their personalized learning model in the 2015-2016
school year. The Personalized Learning Cohorts have continued to expand year after year and have
grown to 14 schools across the district, impacting 5,500 students and counting.
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Dallas ISD provides families with a wide array of choices to ensure every student can attend their bestfit school. The district currently offers 45 Transformation and Innovation Schools, which are identified
through the Office of Transformation and Innovation’s competitive Public School Choice application
process. All schools selected through this process are designed around an innovative anchor model,
such as Performing and Visual Arts, Montessori, Personalized Learning, or STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering and Math).
There are fourteen schools in the Personalized Learning Cohort through the Office of Transformation
and Innovation, including 10 elementary schools, two middle schools, and one high school.

Theory of Change
As a large, urban district, Dallas ISD has successfully accelerated innovation and transformation
through an opt-in cohort model. Through their Personalized Learning Cohort, they have seen positive
impacts throughout their learning community including educators, administrators, learners, and
families.

Shared Vision
Dallas ISD’s vision is to be a premier urban school district with a mission to educate all students for
success.

Success Metrics
To achieve their desired goals, Dallas ISD has outlined the following benchmarks to show continuous
growth and improvement. The Personalized Learning Cohort is held accountable to the same outcomes
as the district:
●

●

●

●

●

 tudent Outcome Goal 1: Student achievement on state assessments in all subjects in Domain 1
S
will increase from 46% to 58% by June 2024.
 tudent Outcome Goal 2: Student achievement on the third-grade state assessment in reading
S
at the Meets performance level or above will increase from 40% to 56% by June 2024.
 tudent Outcome Goal 3: Student achievement on the third-grade state assessment in
S
mathematics at the Meets performance level or above shall increase from 42.3% to 56.0% by
June 2024.
 tudent Outcome Goal 4: The percent of graduates who are college, career, or military ready
S
(CCMR) from Domain 1 will increase from 42% to 54% by June 2024.
 tudent Outcome Goal 5: Middle-grade (grades six through eight) student achievement on
S
state assessments in all subjects in Domain 1 will increase from 40% to 50% by June 2024.
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Learning Model
As Dallas ISD seeks to continually raise expectations, innovate, and amplify student achievement,
Personalized Learning is a vehicle through which high-quality instruction is delivered. Personalized
Learning is a one-size-fits-one approach to instruction that (1) taps into each student’s strengths, needs,
and interests to customize learning and (2) supports student voice and choice in what, how, when and
where they learn to ensure that all students achieve at their greatest potential.
In Dallas ISD, Personalized Learning environments include:

Instructional Enablers
Assessment and Data
Students demonstrate learning through authentic, rigorous and relevant assessment and engage in
frequent feedback cycles in order to improve. Data drives instructional decision-making.
Instructional Rigor
Students engage in rigorous, standards-aligned content at their unique zone of proximal development.
Content is accessed through authentic, rigorous and relevant learning experiences.
Student Agency
Students operate in the context of a learning environment that nurtures a growth mindset, a sense of
belonging, and student-led accountability.
Classroom Culture
Students actively exercise voice and choice in the classroom through personal goal-setting, reflection,
and instructional decision-making (as appropriate).

Operational Enablers
Learner Profiles
Used to tell students’ academic and personal stories, learner profiles include students’ strengths, areas
of growth, interests, aspirations, and how they learn best. Students’ profiles should empower them to
own their learning and advocate for what’s needed in order to be successful.
Personal Learning Paths
These customized roadmaps help all students reach their academic destination. A personal learning
path describes how a student will master a concept or skill, including what lessons and activities they
will engage in to become an expert in rigorous content.
Flexible Learning Environments
Students are empowered with voice and choice in when, where and how they learn. Depending on
the student, they may learn in a big group, small group, or by themself—sometimes all in one day.
Learning spaces aren’t just at school: With the help of technology, students can learn anytime and
anywhere.
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Competency-Based Education
Students learn at their own pace. When a student demonstrates mastery of a concept or skill, they
can move on to the next one. Teachers work closely with students to understand what they’ve already
mastered and what’s coming up next so that students know exactly how they are progressing through
content. Mastery means that a student is an expert. If complete command of a concept or skill is not
demonstrated, they continue to work on it.

Staffing Model
Staffing allocations for Personalized Learning schools are consistent with district practices. At each
Personalized Learning school, one staff member is designated as the “Quarterback” to reinforce the
idea that this is not an individual sport. The Quarterback may primarily be an instructional coach,
teacher leader, or assistant principal. The Quarterbacks from each school are connected through a
Personalized Learning Cohort Community of Practice where they receive support and assistance from
the district as well as through the peer network.
Professional collaboration for teams of teachers is embedded into the school day across all schools,
which supports ongoing learning and growth.

Flexible Learning Models
In addition to in-person classes, the Personalized Learning Cohort is committed to meeting the needs of
all families. Families in Dallas ISD choose whether their students attend school in-person or virtually for
the 2020-2021 school year. Throughout the 2020-2021 school year, the driving question has been,
“How might we design this year to have an extraordinary impact on our community?” In the distance
learning model, students and parents can expect an established daily routine that will present both
guided and independent learning opportunities within the district identified guidelines:
●

Guided learning will be presented through a variety of options, such as:

●

Teacher-directed lessons via video conferencing.

●

Teacher-led small group instruction or individual support via video conferencing.

Office hours or tutoring sessions via video conferencing or prerecorded instructional videos that
provide direct teacher support for online learning. Independent learning will be available through a
variety of options, such as:
●

Student participation and completion and submission of online assignments.

●

Individual work with specific software applications that focus on key content.

Based on age-appropriate screen time interaction, students in pre-K through 12th grade will have
established periods of time built into the day for guided learning to occur. Independent learning
opportunities will be directed by the teacher, based on the needs of the students for appropriate
practice with content and demonstration of mastery for progress monitoring purposes.
The district has outlined a distance learning progression to help teachers design effective learning
experiences that can support learners in-person or remotely. Extensive professional learning has
been provided to support teachers as they shift practices and leverage technology to meet learners
anytime, anywhere. Families have a choice to send students to school or engage remotely.
Personalized Learning
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Distance Learning Progression

Engagement
in Independent Learning

Establish a LMS

Asynchronous Learning

Engagement
in Guided Learning

Feedback for
Learning

Synchronous Learning

Curricular Resources
Teachers use the same curriculum and resources that are used throughout the district but adapt
them based on the needs and goals of their students to create more personalized learning. Teachers
collaborate during the school day to use data and adjust approaches as necessary.

Technology
Eight years ago the district began providing devices with a 3-1 or 2-1 ratio, which enabled a station
rotation model for blended learning at Personalized Learning schools. Gradually they have been able
to go 1-1 across the entire district. While the technology plans originally began with a mix of iPads,
Chromebooks, Macbooks, and Kindles, among other devices, they are now standardized in the
Personalized Learning Cohorts, where K-2 students have iPads and use Seesaw as their learning
platform. In grades three through twelve, students use Chromebooks, while campuses can use both
PowerSchool or Google Classroom.
To support equitable access, the district has a firm commitment to connectivity, which has included
broadband and hotspots to support families across the districts, especially those without reliable
internet.
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Professional Learning
Personalized Learning is a one-size-fits-one instructional strategy used by campuses and educators
throughout the district. The Personalized Learning Department provides robust resources, training,
and support to schools and practitioners to meet the needs of every learner. Click here for more
information.
The Personalized Learning Department works with the schools in the cohort to provide a menu of
support: Appetizers (new innovations), Main Dishes (requirements), Sides (provided by centralized
team) and Desserts (external partners). The district team provides coaching and support for principals
and teachers to build communities of practice over the course of the year. Part of this involves teacher
leaders creating learner profiles and documenting their learning goals, growth and impact. See an
example here.
According to Kristen Watkins, the Director of Personalized Learning for Dallas ISD, “for learning to be
impactful, it has to be experiential.” Given this approach, the district team creates design experiences
such as a three-day voluntary summer workshop around a theme such as a trip, cruise or the “World
Cup.” The goal is to model for teachers how to make a memorable experience and to inspire them to
create similar experiences for their students.

Funding/Partnerships
Dallas ISD supports the Personalized Learning schools using local funding. During the initial phases
there was some outside funding from the Gates Foundation. The district contribution through the Office
of Transformation and Innovation provides for the centralized staff development, the community of
practice, and other efforts that provide extensive and comprehensive support from a small team. The
commitment of the School Board and Superintendent to sustain these efforts over an extended time
frame is to be commended and has been central in the success of this initiative.

Impact
The Personalized Learning Department is a component of the Public School Choice priority, which is
a strategic initiative of the Superintendent to accelerate innovation and transformation. The district’s
Personalized Learning Cohort campuses were examined using data from multiple standardized
assessments, state ratings, survey results and an independent study of the initiative by researchers at
Southern Methodist University. “The Future is Bright,” a report of the initial impact of the Personalized
Learning solution, highlights that the first five schools that participated generally outperformed both
the district and their feeder patterns (geographically grouped K-12 schools to which students are
zoned) on these measures, with the strongest results seen at the elementary level.
The following notable trends were identified in the report:
Application Rates: From the initiative’s launch in the 2015-2016 through the 2017-2018 school year,
over 250 students have chosen to transfer to the district’s four Personalized Learning neighborhood
schools, and 1,969 students have applied for 718 seats at the lottery-based Personalized Learning high
school (IDEA) and new middle school (Ignite), which opened in the fall of 2018.
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Human Capital:The district’s Personalized Learning teacher competency framework and recruitment
model led to a set of Personalized Learning teacher applicants that outperformed the general applicant
pool on every metric examined.
STAAR Results: Cohort campuses generally achieved both higher passing rates and more growth than
the district and their feeder pattern schools on the Math and Reading State Assessments of Academic
Readiness (STAAR). The independent study found that Personalized Learning students outperformed
their matched non-Personalized Learning peers on these assessments across six demographic
subgroups.
NWEA MAP Assessment Results: The Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) Measures of Academic
Progress (MAP) is an online, adaptive assessment that is independent of students’ grade levels and
used for formative instruction. Cohort students were split approximately in half among the “high
growth”/“high achieving” and “low growth”/“low achieving” categories on the assessments taken
between Spring 2016 and Spring 2017.
State Performance Index Ratings: The majority of cohort schools exceeded state targets on two key
Performance Index Ratings (Student Progress and Postsecondary Readiness) at a greater rate each
year.
Survey Responses: Staff and student responses to key survey questions related to Personalized
Learning practices were generally positive and consistently exceeded the average positive response
rates for the district and their feeder pattern schools.
Change Management: Positive response rates to the district staff survey question, “My campus
leadership helps me understand recent changes in the school’s focus,” generally decreased during the
two years of Personalized Learning implementation, though it remained relatively high overall.
You can find more information here.

Contact
●

Kristen Watkins – Director of Personalized Learning: krwatkins@dallasisd.org

●

Angie Gaylord – Deputy Chief of Transformation and Innovation: agaylord@dallasisd.org
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