
CHANNELING JOHN DEWEY 

WHAT WOULD VERMONT'S PHILOSOPHER HAVE TO SAY 

ABOUT PERSONALIZED LEARNING?



THREE PILLARS OF 
PERSONALIZED 
LEARNING

Personalized Learning Plans

Proficiency-based Graduation 
Requirements (PBGR’s)

Flexible Pathways



JOHN DEWEY

1891, as a young 
professor at the 
University of Michigan



ELLWOOD CUBBERLEY

Our schools are in a sense, factories in which the raw materials 
are to be shaped and fashioned into products to meet the 
various demands of life.  The specifications for manufacturing 
come from the demands of the twentieth century civilization, 
and it is the business of the school to build its pupils to the 
specifications laid down.  This demands good tools, specialized 
machinery, continuous measurement of production…



SCHOOL AS FACTORY



STANDARDIZED MANAGEMENT PARADIGM

• Separate academic subjects

• Rigorous standards

• Standardized testing

• Hierarchical management of labor

• Centralized planning

• Rewards and penalties

• Separation of school and community



21ST CENTURY 
CLASSROOM



DEMOCRACY AND 
EDUCATION



HOMO-ECONOMICUS

Homo-economicus: the concept in 
many economic theories of humans 
as rational and narrowly self-
interested actors who have the 
ability to make judgments toward 
their subjectively defined ends.



EDUCATIONAL VALUES

Personal 
Development

Citizenship
(Social responsibility)

Economic Role



• “The many interlocking problems of this nation and this world are escalating so rapidly 
that only swift changes in thought and action can save either. The generation about to 
enter schools may be the last who can still reverse the negative megatrends converging 
today. In order for these children to learn the needed new ways of thinking the present 
generation in charge of society must begin to set up for them a kind of education it 
never had and arrange to educate itself further at the same time.”



ROYCE “TIM” PITKIN



PERSONALIZED LEARNING PLANS (PLPS)



PROFICIENCIES (TRANSFERABLE SKILLS)

• clear and effective communication

• self-direction

• creative and practical problem-solving

• responsible and involved citizenship

• informed and integrative thinking 



FLEXIBLE PATHWAYS



WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS

• Students need to be at the center of their learning, with increasing choice, autonomy, and 
decision-making about what they learn and how they go about it. 

• Learning tasks should connect with students’ emerging interests, curiosities, questions, 
and passions.

• Learning should be characterized by interdisciplinary, integrated projects and authentic, 
meaningful tasks.

• Assessment should be formative, collaborative, and grounded in performances and 
exhibitions of learning.  



• The student portfolio should be a repository of self-chosen work by which the student 
demonstrates what they have learned and how they have grown.

• Young people should have access to a wide range of mentors, both in the school and in 
the wider community.

• Advising students, building relationships with them, and connecting them to resources in 
the community should be as important to teachers’ work as curriculum planning and 
instruction.

• Parents are important partners in the development of young people’s learning plans.



THE CULTIVATION OF DEMOCRATIC COMMUNITY



QUESTION	1

How can schools and communities forge the kinds of 
alliances necessary to rebuild “communal life” in ways that 
enhance learning, provide students a deep sense of 
connection and belonging, and enable them to make 
meaningful contributions to public life?



THE	PERILS	OF	THE	PERSONALIZED	PLAYLIST



QUESTION	2

How might we determine the appropriate role of technology 
in the personalized learning paradigm, so that it becomes not 
a substitute for experience, but a supplement to it? 



FROM	INDIVIDUAL	TO	ECOLOGICAL	INTELLIGENCE



QUESTION	3

• How do we swim against the currents of hyper-individualism 
and consumerism to ensure that the cultivation of sociability, 
critical discussion, cooperative learning and collaboration are 
not pushed aside in the interests of highly individualized 
pursuits that have no potential social value? 



THE	SCHOOL-TO-COLLEGE-OR-CAREER	PIPELINE





QUESTION	4

• How can we not become enslaved to the demands of 
“career readiness” (homo-economicus) and allow for the 
free play of inquiry and exploration, so that young people 
have opportunities to entertain many options for their 
futures?



THE	ELUSIVE	QUEST	FOR	EQUITY	



QUESTION	5

How will we equalize the educational opportunities available 
to all of our young people, so that every student can benefit 
equitably from enhanced and extended learning experiences?



TWO VISIONS



IT’S IN OUR HANDS
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