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when technology was deployed, it wasn’t being used
1o do anything differently—a problem many indus-
tries have long since confronted and resclved.

But a number of entrepreneurs and public school
leaders have been experimenting with new tech-
nologies and new ways to apply them (which I have
been studying for six years at Harvard and now at
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation) that show
real promise of delivering the kinds of productivity
gains that so many other sectors have achieved. A
new generation of sophisticated adaptive course-
ware and schools that blend the best of teacher-
and computer-delivered instruction are making
personalized-learning approaches feasible and af-
fordable, not as a replacement for teachers but asa
way to give them the tools they ueed to become dra-
matically more effective.

Perscnalized learning is not a new idea, and its
value is well established: Research shows that iu-
dividuaily tutored students perform two standard
deviations higher than (o1 better than §8% of) their
traditionally taught peers, Adaptive software makes
personalized learning practical through a combina-
tion of data analysis and pattern recognition technol-
ogy—something like a more sophisticated version of
Netflix’s recommendation engine—which tailors
instruction by offering up different content and ex-
ercises depending on how students did on the previ-
ousone,

DreamBox Learning delivers math lessons for
kindergarten through grade three in this way, al-
lowing students to work alone at their own pace
while providing their teacher with a dashboard of
granular diagnostic information about what they’re
mastering, what they’re missing, and why. Armed
with this knowledge and freed from the demands
of large-group instruction, a single teacher can tailor
his or her efforts to the individual needs of dozens
of students. Students who work with DreamBox and
Reasoning Mind, a similar program for grades three
through seven, are outperforming their peers on
both state and independent assessment tests, And
teachers report that they have more time for individ-
ualized and small-group instruction and for critical-
thinking projects.

What's more, a growing number of free resources
are becoming available online, the most prominent
of which are the 2,700 short video lessons produced
by Khan Academy, which the MIT graduate Sal Khan
began to record in 2004 in response to requests for
math tutoring from his family, Three million unique

users access Khan Academy every month, and teach-
ers in 10 school districts are piloting Khan Academy
content in classrooms this year, assigning the video
lessons for homework and thereby freeing students
to focus on deeper learning in the classroom.

Rocketship Education, which runs five charter
schools serving 2,500 students in San Jose, Califor-
nia, takes this approach much further in comprehen-
sive programs that blend such software with teacher-
facilitated instruction in both math and reading. Its
students, §0% of whom come from low-income
backgrounds and start out two or three grades be-
hind their more affluent classmates, are now out-
performing those in every elementary school in the
area and performing at the same level as studentsin
affluent Palo Alto.

And in New York City, some students and teach-
ers have participated in a similarly comprehensive
math program called School of One, in which each
student receives a unique daily schedule, cailed a
playlist, based on his or her academic strengths and
needs. Students in the same classroom receive sub-
stantially different instruction every day, often from
several teachers, both in person and online. More
than 600 NYC sixth-graders of varying academic
achievement in three middle schools attended
School of One as their sixth-grade math class for the
last two months of the school year in 2010. Results
were astounding. Students learned 60% more than
their traditionally taught peers, which if annualized
would come out to about the equivalent of a year and
a half’s worth of learning. In other words, they did
as well as students taught by the top 2% of teachers.
The program has spun out into an independent non-
profit to expand the model around the nation. Other
districts are beginning to explore ways to launch
similar efforts.

SUCH PROGRAMS offer promise, but they are just a
start. By 2018, if today’s college graduation rates
hold as steady as they have for decades, the U.S. will
be short at least 3 million college-educated workers
for the projected 101 million jobs that will require a
degree. We must give our teachers and students the
breakthrough tools they need so that the next gen-
eration of Americans will be better prepared to take
advantage of those jobs and contribute to a stronger
economy. © HBR Reprint R1203E
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To support the vision
of a more effective and
practical education...

ALOW STUTENTS T0 earn
credit on the basis of
mastery of skills rather
than attendance.

Amend textbock adop-
tion rules and spending
policies to allow schools
to use high-quality digital
materials, not just printed
curricula.

Resist locking in teach-
ers’ roles in teacher-
effectiveness policies.

Eliminate fixed limits on
class size and charter
schools.

HEHST SpeciTying traaimonal
teaching approaches in any
reauthorization of federal
education law.

Rather than create man-
dates, use the bully pulpit
to focus attention on op-
portunities for personaliza-
tion and encourage states
to innovate.

AOVDCALE Tor personat-
ized learning in their
communities.

Participate in programs that
explicitly connect skills to
careers,

Direct philanthropic funds
and volunteer time to such
programs.
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