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A
ttending to the individual learning needs of students has long been a priority of educators. 
Although resourceful teachers find ways to individualize instruction using whatever tools 
and materials they have at hand, many educators and schools recently have taken a more 
intentional approach to addressing individual student needs. Personalized learning (PL) 

refers to a collection of instructional practices and school conditions that enable the creation of 
individual learning experiences and pathways for students. PL can take a wide variety of forms, but 
it typically involves changes to instructional materials and practices and school and system-level 

KEY FINDINGS
How Teachers Reported Using PL Practices

 ■ Teachers used a variety of instructional materials and adapted course content to meet students’ needs; giving students choices of 
instructional topics or materials was less common. 

 ■ Teachers used mastery-based assessment more frequently than other mastery-based practices.

 ■ Most teachers addressed students’ social and emotional growth in their instruction.

 ■ More teachers used student data for tailoring instructional approaches when teaching a specific topic or content area than for  
adjusting how quickly students advanced through content.

 ■ Teachers' use of PL practices and supports did not vary substantially by school or teacher characteristics. 

How Teachers Reported Their Supports for PL

 ■ Professional development helped teachers learn how to use PL approaches but was less helpful for addressing students’ social and 
emotional needs.

 ■ Structural factors, such as scheduling constraints and pressure to cover specific material, and student-level factors, such as  
absenteeism, limited teachers' ability to enact PL practices.

 ■ Teachers infrequently received data on the learning progress of individual students and needed better data systems to support PL. 

 ■ Teachers with access to high-quality data systems and higher use of student achievement data engaged in higher levels of some PL 
practices (e.g., mastery-based assessment, variable pacing, and tailoring instruction to students’ learning needs and interests). 

Research Report

C O R P O R A T I O N

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA322-1.html
https://www.rand.org


2

district leaders are likely to adopt the approaches that 
they believe will work best in their contexts and that 
are appropriate for their constraints, such as budget 
or scheduling limits. As a result, there is little con-
sensus about how to define PL (Pane et al., 2017), but 
the literature suggests that schools that espouse a PL 
approach generally share a common set of strategies 
and supports. In many conceptualizations, these 
strategies and supports can be grouped into three 
categories: personalized instructional practices,  
mastery-based practices, and efforts to promote 
social and emotional learning (SEL). Personalized 
instructional practices generally include providing 
students with choice in content or topic and are 
designed to give students more control over their 
learning; mastery-based practices are intended to 
allow students to move through content at their 
own pace (Sturgis, 2012; Pane et al., 2017; Gross 
and DeArmond, 2018).2 PL often involves a mix of 
individual learning, small-group collaboration (e.g., 
project-based learning), and whole-class instruction. 
Examples of specific practices in each of these catego-
ries are displayed in Figure 1.

PL frequently includes efforts to promote stu-
dents’ social and emotional development in addition 
to academic skills (Gross, Tuchman, and Patrick, 
2018). This expansive view of the goals of PL reflects 
a growing body of research that highlights the 

organizational conditions. These PL approaches are 
facilitated by, but not exclusively reliant on, informa-
tion technology.1

PL approaches have become increasingly com-
mon in K–12 schools across the United States (Gross, 
Tuchman, and Patrick, 2018). In a 2018 Education 
Week poll of 500 principals, only 9 percent reported 
that PL was not “on their radar screens” (Davis, 2018). 
PL and similar approaches are particularly common 
in high schools, as demonstrated by high-school 
reform efforts, such as the XQ Initiative and invest-
ments by the Carnegie Corporation of New York, 
the Nellie Mae Education Foundation, and the Barr 
Foundation. Growing interest in PL might be spurred 
by several factors, such as the increasing availability 
of learning management systems and other platforms 
that facilitate sharing and analysis of student data, 
along with an increase in instructional materials that 
support individualized instructional pathways.  

Understanding teachers’ use of PL practices and 
the available supports in high schools is especially 
important because research suggests that many stu-
dents graduate without the academic, interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal skills necessary for success in col-
lege and career (National Assessment of Educational 
Progress, undated; Scott-Clayton and Rodriguez, 
2015; Casner-Lotto and Barrington, 2006). Research 
suggests that PL is a promising approach to ensur-
ing that students succeed on their chosen pathway 
(Hamilton and Mackinnon, 2013; Pane et al., 2017), 
but high-quality implementation and supports is cru-
cial to realizing these benefits. Large-scale implemen-
tation of PL in high schools has been challenging; it is 
difficult to provide tailored instruction and a variety 
of instructional practices and materials to every 
individual student and to reorganize assessments, 
schedules, and curricula to support mastery-based 
practices (Mehta and Fine, 2015; Steiner et al., 2017). 

Because PL takes a wide variety of forms, schools 
and districts enact it in different ways. School and 

Abbreviations

ATP American Teacher Panel
PL personalized learning
SEL social and emotional learning

Personalized learning 
refers to a collection of 
instructional practices 
and school conditions 
that enable the creation 
of individual learning 
experiences and 
pathways for students. 
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in a holistic way is especially important in high 
schools, as students learn to navigate their lives inde-
pendently, develop their identities, and prepare for 
the transition from high school to college or career 
(Nagaoka et al., 2015; Yeager, 2017). 

Recent national surveys have examined the 
contextual conditions and supports—such as easily 
accessible data systems, appropriate professional 
development, and school and district administrator 
support—that can promote teachers’ high-quality 
implementation of PL approaches (Pane et al., 
2017; Gross, Tuchman, and Patrick, 2018). Teachers 
especially report needing professional development, 
with only a small minority of teachers rating their 
PL-related professional development as effective in 
a nationwide survey (Klein, 2019). In addition, even 
though PL is about more than merely the use of tech-
nology, the quality and features of digital instruc-
tional tools are important for effective PL use; about 

value of social and emotional competencies, such 
as teamwork, emotion regulation, and resilience, 
to academic learning and longer-term outcomes, 
including postsecondary attainment and earnings 
(Aspen Institute, 2019; Grant et al., 2017; Jackson et 
al., 2020; National Research Council, 2012). Critics 
of PL have argued that it could detract from social 
and emotional development (Wilson, 2019), although 
most of their concerns pertain to students working 
alone with a computer or device, rather than the 
broad variety of individual and group activities that 
we consider in this report. Well-designed PL has the 
potential to promote social and emotional develop-
ment. Opportunities for students to pursue topics 
that interest them and collaborate with peers can 
enhance student agency, persistence, teamwork, and 
other competencies that can help them succeed both 
in school and in other parts of their lives (Berlinski, 
2016; Richardson, 2019). Developing students’ skills 

FIGURE 1

Examples of Personalized Learning Practices

Personalized instructional practices include
• tailoring the pace or content of instruction to individual students’ needs
• tailoring instructional strategies to individual students’ needs
• adapting course content to meet students’ needs by providing additional assignments, 

resources, and activities for remediation or enrichment
• providing students with opportunities to choose what instructional materials (such as books 

or computer software) they use in class 
• providing a variety of materials or instructional approaches to accommodate individual 

students’ needs and interests.  

Mastery-based practices include
• allowing different students to work on different topics or skills at the same time
• giving students the chance to work through instructional material at a faster or slower pace 

than other students in the class
• giving students opportunities to review or practice new material until they fully understand it
• giving students multiple opportunities, throughout a unit or throughout the year, to demon-

strate mastery of certain content and skills.

Social and emotional learning practices include
• connecting academic content to themes related to social and emotional learning 
• addressing topics such as collaborating with other students, persisting through challenging 

tasks, and making responsible decisions during instruction.
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Panel (ATP). We address the following broad 
research questions: 

1. To what extent do U.S. high school teachers 
report using PL practices? 

2. What supports do U.S. high school teachers 
receive for implementing PL, and what are 
their opinions of those supports? 

Implementation of education reforms can vary 
by school and teacher characteristics; little research 
is focused on variations of PL across school contexts. 
In addition, resource disparities—such as access to 
professional development, curriculum materials, 
and technology tools—across school contexts could 
infl uence teachers’ ability to adopt PL and their per-
ceptions of supports for PL (Reich, 2019). Th erefore, 
we explored diff erences in reported practices and 
supports between high- and low-poverty schools 
and between urban and nonurban schools, as well as 
diff erences between novice and experienced teach-
ers.3 However, we found few diff erences that were 
statistically signifi cant or meaningful in magnitude; 
therefore, we limit discussion in this report to the full  
sample of high school teachers. 

Th e fi ndings we summarize in this report should 
help principals, district staff , and other support 
providers understand the extent to which teachers 
are implementing PL practices in their classrooms 
and the ways that teachers are most and least likely 
to personalize their instruction. Th e fi ndings should 
also help teacher coaches, technical assistance orga-
nizations, and other support providers identify areas 
where teachers need additional resources, reduce 
inequities in support, and identify and address’ per-
ceived barriers to high-quality PL implementation. 

In this report, we present results from a spring 
2018 survey administered to a nationally representa-
tive sample of high school teachers via the ATP. We 
received completed surveys from 1,009 teachers, and 
the results are weighted to ensure that the results are 
nationally representative in terms of teacher char-
acteristics (e.g., years of teaching, race/ethnicity) 
and school characteristics (e.g., geographic location, 
enrollment, student racial/ethnic composition).

For a description of data and methods, see the 
“Data Sources and Methods” section at the end of this 
report. A more complete discussion of methods and 

one-third of teachers in another national survey 
reported that “actionable data on students’ progress” 
was among their top criteria when selecting digital 
instructional materials (Gallup and the NewSchools 
Venture Fund, 2019).

Despite the popularity of PL and the avail-
ability of some national survey data, little data is 
available on the nationwide prevalence of specifi c 
PL instructional practices and supports, particu-
larly in high schools. Th is report draws on a 2018 
survey of a nationally representative sample of high 
school teachers to measure the extent to which high 
school teachers have enacted practices consistent 
with high-quality PL and to gauge teachers’ access 
to necessary supports. Th e survey was not designed 
to examine the implementation of a particular PL 
model or initiative; rather, we examine the prevalence 
of practices and conditions that might support a per-
sonalized approach to teaching and learning in high 
schools. Consistent with recent research regarding 
oft en-characteristic elements of PL, survey questions 
focused on personalized instruction, mastery-based 
instruction, and SEL and school conditions and 
supports that could enable or hinder the use of these 
practices. In the survey, we gave the following defi ni-
tions for the following three broad practices:

1. Th roughout this survey, we sometimes refer 
to personalized instruction: adapting the 
pace and content of instruction to students’ 
strengths and learning goals and using data 
strategically to adjust instruction. 

2. We also refer to mastery-based instruction: 
instruction that links student advancement to 
demonstrated mastery of learning goals and 
providing students with multiple opportuni-
ties to demonstrate mastery. 

3. Finally, we refer to SEL: instruction that builds 
inter- and intrapersonal competencies such 
as collaboration, relationship building, and 
emotion management. 

Purpose of This Report 

Th is report presents fi ndings from a survey admin-
istered in spring 2018 to RAND’s American Teacher 
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components of mastery-based instruction are variable 
pacing and mastery-based assessment. Variable pacing 
often involves allowing students to work at a faster or 
slower pace than others in the class and ensuring that 
students demonstrate mastery before they move on to 
a new topic. When questioned about a range of vari-
able pacing techniques, depending on the practice, 
42 to 68 percent of teachers reported emphasizing 
variable pacing in their instruction to a moderate or 
large extent (see Appendix Table B.2). Mastery-based 
assessment is generally considered to involve a variety 
of practices designed to ensure that students can inde-
pendently demonstrate deep knowledge of the topic 
or skill and apply that knowledge to a novel problem 
or context, instead of simply completing a set number 
of tasks. In addition, students might have multiple 
opportunities to demonstrate mastery of concepts 
or skills throughout the year. Seventy-four to 90 per-
cent of teachers reported that key mastery-based 
assessment practices, such as giving students mul-
tiple opportunities to master content and skills and 
allowing students to make multiple attempts at a task 
that counts towards mastery, resembled their own 
practices to a moderate or great extent, as shown in 
Figure 2 and Appendix Table B.3. However, about 
50 percent of teachers reported that students were 
considered to have achieved mastery when they had 
completed a set number of tasks, a practice that is not 
consistent with mastery-based assessment.

The survey data do not reveal why teachers 
reported using mastery-based assessment practices 
more than variable pacing practices. Prior research, 
as well as other data from this survey, indicate that 
teachers’ need to prepare students for mandatory 
grade-level tests and complete a set amount of con-
tent might hamper their use of variable pacing. The 
challenges of preparing individualized lessons and 
keeping track of which students are learning which 
content might also keep teachers from using variable 
pacing (Pane et al., 2017). Mastery-based assess-
ment practices, such as requiring students to apply 
knowledge and skills to a new problem or providing 
students with multiple opportunities to demonstrate 
mastery, might simply be easier to implement.

Most teachers reported addressing students’ 
social and emotional growth. Sixty to 87 percent of 
teachers reported emphasizing practices intended to 

full survey results are available in the separate techni-
cal appendix (Steiner, Doss, and Hamilton, 2020), as 
are the appendix tables referenced in this text.

Results

In this section, we present our findings on high 
school teachers’ use of PL practices and supports for 
implementing PL. 

Use of Personalized Learning Practices 

Teachers reported providing a variety of instruc-
tional materials and adapting course content to 
meet students’ needs, but offering students choice 
was uncommon. The ability to tailor instruction to 
meet the learning needs of individual students is a 
common tenet of PL approaches and is intended to 
promote learning by supporting student engagement. 
Teachers reported doing this in a variety of ways, 
such as adapting instructional approaches, providing 
differentiated supports, or offering students the ability 
to choose the content or topics that are most of inter-
est to them. Teachers reported using some strategies 
more than others. Majorities of teachers reported 
providing additional assignments, resources, and 
activities for remediation or enrichment and provid-
ing a variety of materials or instructional approaches 
to accommodate students’ individual needs and inter-
ests to a large or moderate extent (63 and 76 percent, 
respectively; see Appendix Table B.1). 

Offering students the ability to choose the 
instructional materials or topics they focused on in 
class was reportedly less common. Thirty-six and 
28 percent of teachers, respectively, reported empha-
sizing choice of instructional materials or topics to a 
moderate or large extent (see Appendix Table B.1). The 
survey data do not offer any insight into why offering 
students choice in materials or topics was less com-
mon. This finding is consistent with other data that 
suggest that even at the high school level, providing 
students with opportunities to choose content or set 
their own goals is challenging (Klein, 2019). 

Teachers reported using mastery-based assess-
ment more frequently than they reported using 
other mastery-based practices. Two important 
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than for adjusting how quickly students advanced 
through content. Tailoring the pace and content of 
instruction to meet the needs of individual students 
is a key component of personalized instruction (Pane 
et al., 2017). Adjusting how students advance through 
content—such as whether a student who demon-
strates mastery of a particular skill or concept is able 
to skip the lessons in which that skill is taught—is 
considered to be a central feature of mastery-based 
instruction (Sturgis, 2012). 

Ideally, personalized instruction relies on 
detailed, up-to-date student data, and teachers use 
such data to inform their decisions about how to 
tailor instruction and when to advance students. 
However, fewer than half of teachers reported using 
student data (specifi cally student achievement or 
mastery data) to make these decisions. Forty-three 
percent of teachers reported using student achieve-
ment data to tailor the pace or content of instruc-
tion, and 47 percent reported using these data to 

support students’ social and emotional growth. Th ese 
practices included connecting academic content 
to SEL themes (e.g., by discussing resilience in the 
context of a character in a book or by emphasizing 
perseverance in solving math problems) and giving 
students opportunities to display their nonacademic 
talents in class (see Appendix Table B.4). Majorities of 
teachers also reported emphasizing a variety of social 
and emotional skills, many of which are crucial for 
successfully navigating college and career, as shown 
in Figure 3 and Appendix Table B.5. For exam-
ple, more than three-quarters of teachers reported 
emphasizing making responsible decisions, persisting 
through challenging tasks, and collaborating with 
other students to a moderate or large extent in their 
instruction. Somewhat fewer teachers—but still a 
majority—placed an emphasis on handling stress and 
communicating thoughts and emotions. 

More teachers reported using student data 
for tailoring instructional approaches to a topic 

FIGURE 2

Which Mastery-Based Practices Do Teachers Report Using? 
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or by teacher experience. In general, we did not fi nd 
systematic, meaningful diff erences. However, our 
analyses revealed some isolated diff erences between 
novice and experienced teachers (see Appendix 
Table B.5) and between teachers in urban and rural 
schools (see Appendix Table B.6) in reported use of 
mastery-based assessment practices, addressing SEL 
during instruction, and use of student achievement 
data. Th ese diff erences, while statistically signifi -
cant, were small in magnitude and do not appear to 
suggest substantive diff erences in reported use of PL 
practices across teachers or schools with diff erent 
characteristics.

Supports for Implementing 
Personalized Learning

Teachers reported that their professional develop-
ment supported use of PL approaches, but it was 
less helpful for addressing social and emotional 
needs. Professional development is crucial when 
implementing any new instructional materials or 
approaches, and it is particularly important in the 
context of PL, which oft en requires teachers to adopt 

tailor their instructional strategies (see Appendix 
Table B.6). Even fewer teachers (18 percent) reported 
that they used student data to allow students to skip 
units or lessons if they demonstrated mastery. Th is is 
consistent with the earlier fi nding that relatively few 
teachers allow students to work through content at 
their own pace. 

Th ese results are consistent with prior research 
that suggests that teachers might be more likely to 
use personalized instruction elements that they can 
easily introduce in their own classrooms than they 
are to use some elements of mastery-based instruc-
tion that require broader school or district-level 
policy change—such as allowing students to skip a 
unit or course (Pane et al., 2017).  

High school teachers’ reported use of PL 
practices did not vary substantially by school or 
teacher characteristics. As noted in the introduc-
tion, the resources required to eff ectively implement 
PL practices (e.g., teacher training, appropriate 
curriculum materials) might vary by school charac-
teristics. Th erefore, we examined the survey results 
to discern whether teachers’ reported use of PL 
practices varied by school poverty level, urbanicity, 

FIGURE 3

How Strongly Do Teachers Emphasize SEL Topics?
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survey results, which have found that teachers 
perceive a need for more professional development 
and support related to supporting SEL, especially for 
integrating SEL into academic instruction (Hamilton, 
Doss, and Steiner, 2019). Given that PL aims to 
holistically address students’ academic, social, and 
emotional needs, there may be opportunities for 
principals, district staff , and other support providers 
to provide targeted professional development, partic-
ularly in a PL context. 

Teachers identifi ed several structural factors 
that they believed limited their ability to enact PL 
practices. Although PL is becoming more wide-
spread, many approaches to PL involve instruc-
tional tools or strategies that teachers might not 
have experience using. Moreover, the district policy 
shift s, school schedule adjustments, and curriculum 
changes necessary for PL might still be underway at 
many schools. We asked teachers whether a series of 
school-level structural conditions and policies were 

new instructional materials and shift  their teaching 
practices. Figure 4 (and Appendix Table B.7) show 
that majorities of teachers agreed or strongly agreed 
that their professional development opportunities 
addressed strategies for personalizing instruction and 
for implementing mastery-based instruction (72 per-
cent and 66 percent, respectively). Sixty-two percent 
agreed or strongly agreed that their professional 
development provided opportunities to review and 
discuss examples of student work or grading schemes; 
some research has suggested that these opportunities 
are a key element of successful professional develop-
ment for PL (Steiner et al., 2017). 

Although 63 percent of teachers reported that 
their professional development opportunities pro-
vided guidance for addressing students’ SEL needs, 
slightly fewer reported that it helped them under-
stand how to integrate SEL into academic instruction 
(57 percent; see Figure 4 and Appendix Table B.7). 
Th is fi nding is consistent with other recent national 

FIGURE 4

Do Teachers Report Having Appropriate Professional Development Opportunities?  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 t

ea
ch

er
s

Survey question text: “Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements about the professional learning opportunities in which you 
participated over the past school year (2017–2018). Consider all forms of formal and informal professional learning such as district- or school-
sponsored sessions, common planning time with other teachers, coaching, and professional learning communities. My professional learning 
opportunities . . . ” Response options were strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree. 
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new way of providing instruction in some schools, 
and school and district structures are still working 
to adjust the schedules and pacing requirements to 
support PL practices. 

Teachers perceived that some student-level 
factors hindered their ability to enact PL practices. 
We also asked teachers about whether they perceived 
a series of student-related factors as obstacles to 
implementing high-quality PL practices. Majorities 
(61 to 75 percent, depending on the factor) of teachers 
perceived that some of these student-level condi-
tions—absenteeism, too much diversity in achieve-
ment levels, and disciplinary problems—to be major 
or minor obstacles to implementing PL (see Figure 5).  

Th e results suggest the need to address teachers’ 
perceptions of some student-level factors. Th is could 
involve professional development specifi cally designed 
to help teachers develop PL-specifi c classroom 
management strategies or approaches to supporting 

obstacles to providing PL. Although more than half 
of teachers perceived each of these conditions to be a 
major or minor obstacle to PL, teachers were report-
edly most concerned about the following school and 
district conditions: scheduling constraints, pres-
sure to cover specifi c material as a result of state or 
district standards or testing requirements, and the 
need to spend excessive amounts of time developing 
content that meets individual students’ needs (see 
Figure 5 and Appendix Table B.8). Teachers found 
other obstacles, such as inadequate data to help them 
personalize instruction, to be less concerning (see 
Appendix Table B.8). 

Although the survey data do not shed any light 
on teachers’ reasons for perceiving these conditions 
to be obstacles, these perceptions are consistent with 
prior surveys of teachers in explicitly PL environ-
ments (Pane et al., 2017; Steiner et al., 2017). One 
possible explanation is that PL is still a relatively 

FIGURE 5

Which Conditions Do Teachers Report as Obstacles to Personalized Learning?  
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NOTES: Survey weights were used in all tabulations. Teachers who indicated that the obstacle did not exist in their schools were eliminated from 
the sample for that particular obstacle; n = 766–880.
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mastery, and specifi c students who are at risk of 
dropping out or not progressing to the next grade. 
About half (41 to 52 percent, depending on data type) 
of teachers reported receiving such data once or twice 
per year. About a third of teachers (28 to 40 percent, 
depending on data type) reported receiving them 
more frequently, and relatively few (8 to 31 per-
cent, depending on data type) said that they never 
received such data at all (see Figure 6 and Appendix 
Table B.9). 

We also asked teachers about the ways in which 
they believed their schools’ data systems supported 
PL. Although 82 percent were confi dent of their 
skills and experience to use data to guide instruction, 
only about half of teachers agreed or strongly agreed 
that their schools’ data systems provided real-time 
data that were actionable and allowed them to make 
good decisions about mastery-based progress for 
individual students. In addition, only a slight major-
ity of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that their 
school’s data system allowed them to easily produce 
needed views or reports and that they had access 

students at diff erent levels of achievement in a PL 
environment. Another possibility might be profes-
sional development designed to help teachers support 
students to develop the skills and behaviors—such as 
time management—needed for success in a PL envi-
ronment. Recent research conducted in high schools 
that have formally adopted PL approaches has sug-
gested that students need additional support to adjust 
to PL environments. Th e practices in a PL classroom, 
such as the ability to choose one’s own assignments 
or to have multiple opportunities to revise work, are 
oft en diff erent than those of traditional learning envi-
ronments (Steiner et al., 2017). 

Teachers reported that they infrequently 
received student data and needed better school data 
systems to support PL. PL oft en requires teachers to 
use up-to-date data on individual students’ prog-
ress to make instructional decisions. Th e survey 
asked about several forms of student data, including 
information about student performance on specifi c 
concepts or skills, specifi c students who need extra 
assistance, specifi c students who have achieved 

FIGURE 6

How Often Do Teachers Receive Student Performance Data?  
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Survey question text: “In general how frequently do you receive the following types of information about the performance of your students?’” 
Response options were never, once a year, a few times per year, approximately monthly, a few times per month, approximately weekly, a few 
times per week, and at least daily. “Once a year” and “a few times a year” were combined, “approximately monthly” and “a few times a month” 
were combined, and “approximately weekly,” “a few times a week,” and “daily” were combined.  
NOTES: Survey weights were used in all tabulations. Not all columns sum to 100 because of rounding; n = 1,002–1,004.
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such as tailoring instruction to students’ learning 
needs and interests (see Figure 8 and Appendix 
Table B.11). 

Although our survey data do not directly illumi-
nate the reasons for these associations, the ability to 
use current, accurate student-level data that is easily 
accessible in a usable format can support high-quality 
instruction, regardless of the extent to which teach-
ers are personalizing their instruction (Coburn and 
Turner, 2012). Many conceptions of PL include the use 
of up-to-date data on the learning progress of indi-
vidual students to make instructional decisions, and 
so it is perhaps unsurprising that teachers who report 
greater access to usable data and more-extensive use 
of student data also report more-extensive use of per-
sonalized instructional practices.

High school teachers’ reported access to sup-
ports for PL did not diff er systematically across 
teacher characteristics. As discussed in the intro-
duction, distribution of resources—particularly 

to high-quality data that help them adapt the pace, 
content, or strategies of instruction to meet students’ 
needs, as shown in Figure 7 and Appendix Table B.10. 

Higher-quality data systems and more extensive 
use of student data might support use of personal-
ized instructional practices. Given the importance 
of high-quality assessments that provide real-time 
data, along with reporting systems that facilitate use 
of those data, in informing instructional practice 
(Coburn and Turner, 2012; Hamilton et al., 2009), we 
probed how teacher reports of personalized instruc-
tional practices varied by teachers’ reported data use 
and perceptions of school data systems. We found that 
teachers who had more positive perceptions of their 
schools’ data systems also reported more extensive use 
of mastery-based and personalized instructional prac-
tices. In addition, teachers who reported more exten-
sive use of student data to inform their instruction 
also reported greater use of mastery-based assessment 
and variable pacing, as well as personalized practices, 

FIGURE 7

Do Teachers Feel They Have High-Quality Data and the Skills to Use This Data?  
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Survey question text: “Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements.” Response options were strongly disagree, disagree, 
agree, and strongly agree.
NOTES: Survey weights were used in all tabulations. Not all columns sum to 100 because of rounding; n = 999–1,000.
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68 percent), while teachers with less experience were 
more likely to report high student absenteeism as 
an obstacle than their more experienced counter-
parts (93 percent versus 74 percent; see Appendix 
Table B.8). Novice teachers were more likely to report 
that they received information that allowed them to 
identify specifi c students who needed extra assistance 
at least once per month (65 percent versus 39 percent; 
see Appendix Table B.9). Overall, these diff erences, 
while statistically signifi cant, do not appear to sug-
gest substantive diff erences in reported access to sup-
ports for PL across teachers or schools with diff erent 
characteristics.

Implications

In this section, we discuss some implications of our 
fi ndings for practice and policy.

Most teachers reported that they do not 
regularly use data to inform decisionmaking, 
despite emphasizing several PL practices. Although 

technology resources—necessary for PL implementa-
tion can vary by school characteristics. We examined 
the survey results to discern if teachers’ reported 
access to supports for PL varied by school poverty 
level, urbanicity, or by teacher experience. In general, 
we did not fi nd systematic, meaningful diff erences. 
However, our analyses revealed some isolated diff er-
ences in perceptions of professional learning oppor-
tunities, obstacles, and frequency of receipt of student 
data across teacher subgroups. Teachers in high-
poverty schools were more likely to report that their 
professional development opportunities were aligned 
to what they do in the classroom than their peers 
in low-poverty schools (85 percent versus 75 per-
cent), while teachers in nonurban schools were more 
likely to report that their professional development 
opportunities provided them with opportunities to 
try out new ideas (85 percent versus 77 percent; see 
Appendix Table B.7). More teachers in high-poverty 
schools reported pressure to cover material to meet 
standards and tests compared with their counter-
parts in low-poverty schools (79 percent versus 

FIGURE 8

How Does Teachers’ Perception of Data Access Affect Their Use of Personalized 
Learning Practices?
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NOTES: Results are from linear probability models, in which measures of mastery-based practices, use of mastery-based assessment, and tailoring 
of instruction are regressed on measures of perceptions of quality of school data or use of data. All measures are averages of individual survey 
items. Averages are then dichotomized to indicate an average over the midpoint of the underlying Likert scale; see Appendix B for more details. 
Survey weights were used in all regressions; n = 1,009. ** p < 0.01.
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Although teachers’ reported use of personalized 
instructional practices and mastery-based approaches 
was mixed, most teachers indicated engaging in the 
full set of SEL activities we examined in our survey. 
The reported ubiquity of SEL emphasis is consistent 
with other research (Atwell and Bridgeland, 2019; 
Hamilton, Doss, and Steiner, 2019). Many educators 
have expressed concerns about potential negative 
effects of these approaches, particularly those that rely 
heavily on technology (Kim, 2019). However, large 
majorities of teachers reported using both SEL and 
other PL strategies, suggesting that these approaches 
are not necessarily in conflict and could reinforce one 
another. Helping educators, and those who support 
them, understand how to ensure that PL supports a 
wide range of student academic, social, and emotional 
needs should be a priority for the PL field. 

State and local education agencies should con-
sider how policy supports or hinders personaliza-
tion. Teachers reported that a variety of school and 
district conditions were obstacles to implementing 
PL. These included scheduling constraints, pressure 
to cover specific material as a result of state or district 
standards or testing requirements, and the need to 
spend excessive amounts of time developing content 
that meets individual students’ needs. These percep-
tions are consistent with other surveys of teachers in 
PL environments, and prior research suggests that 
pressure to cover grade-level content or standards 
in preparation for end-of-year tests is a key barrier 
to full implementation of mastery-based instruction 
(Pane et al., 2017; Steiner et al., 2017) and to support-
ing students’ full mastery of instructional content 
(New Classrooms Innovation Partners for Learning, 
2019). If states and districts are interested in sup-
porting PL, they could consider ways to adjust these 
policies to allow flexibility in how student learning 
is measured (e.g., reducing the reliance on grade-
level proficiency), the types of assessments used (e.g., 
including adaptive assessments), and the content and 
standards covered on assessments (e.g., including 
standards and content from multiple grade levels). 

Teachers’ attributions of PL-related challenges 
to students suggests a need for professional devel-
opment and other supports to help meet student 
needs in a personalized environment. Two-thirds to 
three-quarters of teachers perceived that student-level 

majorities of teachers reported emphasizing ele-
ments of personalized instruction, such as adapting 
course content to meet students’ needs and providing 
a variety of materials or instructional approaches, 
fewer than half reported using student achievement 
or mastery data to make these decisions. Teachers’ 
responses to questions about school data systems 
and frequency of data receipt suggest some reasons 
why relatively few teachers reported data use: Only 
about half of teachers reported that they had access 
to easily accessible, high-quality, up-to-date data. 
About half of teachers reported receiving data on the 
learning progress of individual students only once a 
year, and between 8 and 31 percent said they never 
received such data at all. These findings suggest a 
need to improve high school data systems to improve 
usability and access and to examine the feasibility of 
providing specific data on individual students more 
frequently.

Teachers might need additional supports to 
promote student-led learning. Teachers’ reported 
use of personalized instructional practices suggests 
that most differentiation of content is teacher-di-
rected rather than student-directed. Majorities of 
teachers reported emphasizing PL strategies aligned 
with differentiation of content, such as adapting 
course content to meet students’ needs by providing 
additional assignments, resources, and activities and 
offering a variety of materials or instructional strat-
egies. However, strategies that involved offering stu-
dents autonomy, such as the ability to make choices 
in their instructional materials or topics of focus and 
to work through instructional material at a faster 
or slower pace than their classmates, were empha-
sized by about one-third to one-half of teachers. The 
survey data do not allow us to explore why these 
differences might exist, but we might expect some-
what higher levels of student autonomy, given that 
the sample focuses on high schools. Some research 
suggests teachers face challenges in implementation 
of student-led tasks, such as offering student choice 
about study topics and tasks or letting students adjust 
the pace of their learning (Pane et al., 2017). Some 
teachers may need targeted professional development 
to support their use of these practices.

PL advocates and implementers should consider 
how to incorporate SEL practices into PL models. 
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type or teacher experience, although we did iden-
tify some isolated differences. This finding suggests 
that teachers’ use of PL approaches may be relatively 
consistent, with students in urban and rural schools 
and in high- and low-poverty schools experiencing 
similar PL opportunities. However, these survey 
data represent teachers’ perspectives only; a more 
complete picture of PL approaches and supports 
would include information gathered from multiple 
stakeholders, such as students, administrators, and 
families, and would examine other possible sources 
of inequity (e.g., student gender, race/ethnicity). 
We were not able to examine differences in quality 
of implementation, which may vary across school 
type or teacher experience. Further research could 
examine the prevalence of PL practices and supports 
and quality of implementation in high schools from 
multiple perspectives. 

conditions (i.e., absenteeism, too much diver-
sity in achievement levels, disciplinary problems) 
were obstacles to their ability to implement PL. In 
addition, teachers reported a need for professional 
development to help them understand how to address 
the needs of students who had experienced trauma 
and how to integrate SEL into academic instruction, 
a finding that is consistent with other recent national 
survey results (Hamilton, Doss, and Steiner, 2019). 
These findings suggest that there might be opportu-
nities for principals, district staff, and other support 
providers to offer targeted professional development 
related to SEL and to address student-level factors 
that teachers perceive to be challenges in a way that is 
designed for a PL context.

Educators should monitor equity in PL oppor-
tunities and outcomes both within and across 
schools. We did not find any systematic, meaningful 
differences in teachers’ survey responses by school 



Data Sources and Methods
Our main analyses focus on teachers’ responses to ques-
tions on a survey focused on PL instructional practices 
and supports that was fielded in spring 2018 to the ATP. 
ATP members were recruited using probabilistic sampling 
methods; the samples were designed to be of sufficient size 
to facilitate nationally representative analyses and analy-
ses of prevalent subgroups at the national level. The survey 
was administered to 1,818 teachers who taught at least one 
core academic subject (mathematics, English language 
arts, science, or social studies) in at least one high school 
grade (9–12). The analytic sample contains 995 teachers 
who fully completed the survey and 14 teachers who 
partially completed the survey, for a total of 1,009 teachers 
(56-percent response rate).

The results presented in this report are weighted 
frequencies or averages. Regression models were used 
to test whether weighted responses differed by the 
aforementioned school and teacher categories. We also 
performed supplementary analyses to ensure that signif-
icant differences were not driven by a parsimonious set 
of school or teacher characteristics (additional details 
about the methodology are provided in Appendix A). 

Many of the survey items were developed specifical-
ly for this study; several were adapted from other RAND 
surveys (including those used in Pane et al., 2015) or 
from surveys developed by the University of Chicago 
Consortium on School Research (1999). In this report, 
we examine a subset of questions from a longer survey, 

focusing on questions that pertain to PL practices and 
supports (see Appendix C for the text of the survey ques-
tions analyzed in this report).

Limitations of Results

This analysis provides descriptive evidence on the extent 
to which high school teachers reported using key PL 
practices, whether they have access to important sup-
ports, and what barriers they perceive to high-quality PL 
implementation. When testing for significant differences 
in responses among subgroups, we conducted supple-
mentary analyses (described in Appendix A) to ensure 
that a limited set of school and student characteristics 
were not driving the subgroup results. However, we do 
not account for many characteristics (e.g., student race/
ethnicity, special education status) that could affect 
teacher responses.

It is also important to recognize that the survey data 
rely on the self-reports of teachers who voluntarily par-
ticipated; we have no independent means of verifying the 
accuracy of their responses. Thus, the survey data might 
not always provide an accurate depiction of PL practic-
es, supports, and barriers. Nonetheless, these nation-
ally representative survey responses provide a unique 
opportunity to share the voices of high school educators 
across the country and should be helpful for informing 
decisions about PL-related practices and supports. 
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