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      Issues of Standardization and Personalization 
 

Teachers are in the middle of an educational tornado. Reforms of the se-

cond decade of the 21st century are whirling around them with acronyms 

such as CCLS, APPR, and SLO. The complex task of teaching is being 

reformed by governors, politicians, foundations, and business men. Ex-

amples of these reforms include personalization through computers, com-

mon ELA and mathematics curricula adopted by 45 states, and the NYS 

growth score that is to be used in the teacher’s evaluation. Reforms such 

as these can be categorized into two areas, standardization and personali-

zation.  Teachers need to acknowledge and balance what may seem to be 

the competing goals of “equity and excellence, customization and stand-

ards, efficiency and relationships” (Scherer, p.7). 

 

The argument for standardization of curriculum is that this will lead to 

higher test scores, higher graduation rates, a narrower achievement gap 

among ethnicities and races, and equal opportunity for all. The argument 

for personalization is that individualized learning increases the oppor-

tunity for every student to academically excel at his/her own strength 

(Cuban). 

 

Historical Perspective (Cuban) 

Free public education began to flourish in the mid-1800’s with one room 

school houses. Standardization of curriculum for high schools began a 

few decades later.  Then, multiple curriculums were introduced into high 

schools that resulted in tracks such as college bound, commercial, and 

general. Through the 1970’s, teachers were encouraged to use individual-

ized instruction and small group projects. 

 

In the current environment, teachers are keenly aware of the competing 

values of standardization and personalization. Teachers comment that the 

Common Core Learning Standards, common grade level or content dis-

trict assessments, and curriculum mapping take away personalization of 

instruction and teacher creativity. Where is the balance between stand-

ardization and personalization?  

 

Standardization 

Standardization defines a body of knowledge that every student should 

learn by the end of a designated grade. Common grade-level district as-

sessments monitor that every student is learning the concepts/skills that 

the curriculum map defines for each time interval. It is not sufficient that 
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the seventh grade student has mastered colonial American history in grade seven with wonder-

ful engaging projects. The student must also learn about American history from 1800 – 1900 

before leaving grade seven. It is not enough that the grade six student mastered algebra and 

fractions. The student must also learn about geometry and statistics. What the student learns is 

determined by the standards, not by the individual teacher. Clear curriculum goals should be 

non-negotiable. 

 

Personalization 

Personalization challenges the teacher’s creativity. The exemplary teacher is able to combine 

whole-group instruction with individualized learning (Sherer, p. 7 & Tomlinson and Javius, p. 

32)  Personalization occurs in the instructional plan when the teacher uses small group learning, 

individual projects, and online instruction to assist the student in learning the standard (Cuban 

p. 11).     

 

Personalization should not lead to widening the learning gap among students but rather to clos-

ing that gap. Personalization should reflect a mind-set of the capacity of all students to succeed 

(Tomlinson and Javius, p. 30). Personalization may mean that when students are learning how 

to add fractions with unlike denominators, some students are using only denominators of 2, 4, 

5, and 10, while other students are using denominators of 3, 6, 9, and 18. All students are learn-

ing the process of adding fractions with unlike denominators. Some students are learning this 

while reinforcing more complex multiplication facts. All students will learn to apply the multi-

plication of fractions to word problems. Some students will apply this to more complicated 

word problems. Teachers need to scaffold “for students who need additional work with prereq-

uisites and [extend] depth for students who need to move ahead” (Tomlinson and Javius, p. 31). 

 

“Tiered assignments offer students, at different starting points, appropriate ways to engage with 

the same content” (Rakow, p,. 36).   In grade six mathematics, if students are provided a prac-

tice sheet with 10 problems graduated from easy to more complex, students may begin with the 

four hardest problems. If they complete these correctly, they do not need to complete the rest of 

the problems and are assigned a complimentary learning task. Their homework may also be a 

complimentary learning task. The complimentary task should not just be different, but also take 

the student to a deeper level of understanding (Rakow, p. 37). 

 

Standardization and Personalization 

Standardization and Personalization are not necessarily competing values.  The first ensures that 

every student is guaranteed the opportunity to learn what every other student is learning.  Per-

sonalization provides for the instructional needs of individual students and ensures that optimal 

learning opportunities are designed. 
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