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USING A PERSONAL
LEARNING FRAMEWORK
TO TRANSFORM MIDDLE GRADES
TEACHING PRACTICE 

James Nagle Don Taylor
Saint Michael’s College Main Street Middle School

In 2013 the Vermont legislature enacted Act 77 mandating that students in Grades 7–12 develop personalized
learning plans (PLPs) to guide them toward high school graduation using proficiency-based requirements. In
the present qualitative self-study, we document the impact of implementation of a personal learning frame-
work integrating PLPs into a humanities curriculum on a seventh- and eighth-grade team at a Vermont middle
school during a 2-year period. Findings indicate that: (1) teaching transformed over time—it became more
constructivist and integrated; (2) the personal learning framework required students to develop a growth
mindset through the iterative process of goal setting, evidence curation, and reflection; and (3) the use of the
personal learning framework and the digital tools to facilitate the development of PLPs afforded exposure to
multiple and new literacies. 

In July 2013 the Vermont legislature enacted
Act 77, An Act Relating to Encouraging Flexi-
ble Pathways to Secondary School Comple-
tion, mandating that students in Grades 7–12
develop personalized learning plans (PLPs)
that guide them toward high school graduation
using proficiency based requirements. Act 77
required school districts to develop a system
for personalized learning plans (PLPs) to be
implemented in fall 2014 for students entering
seventh grade. The purpose of PLPs is to max-

imize opportunities for students to pursue
high-quality educational experiences that
acknowledge and incorporate individual goals,
interests, learning styles, and abilities (Ver-
mont Agency of Education, n.d.). In addition,
for students who enter seventh grade in the fall
2014, they are expected to demonstrate profi-
ciency in the Vermont Education Quality Stan-
dards (EQSs) to graduate high school. For
these children the Vermont high school
diploma is no longer dependent on credit hours

• Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to: James Nagle, jnagle2@smcvt.edu

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​mgrj/​article-pdf/​11/​1/​85/​10766894/​mgrj-06-2017-0006en.​pdf by guest on 30 August 2026



86 Middle Grades Research Journal Vol. 11, No. 1, 2017

IAP PROOFS

© 2017

or “seat time” but rather on students demon-
strating proficiency (Vermont Agency of Edu-
cation, n.d.).

PURPOSE AND CONTEXT 

We designed a 2-year study to pilot PLPs and
document how PLPs affect teacher practice
and student engagement. The purpose of the
study was to document the implementation of
a personal learning framework integrating
PLPs into a humanities curriculum on a sev-
enth- and eighth-grade team at Main Street
Middle School in Montpelier, Vermont. As a
middle grades humanities teacher (Taylor) and
a professor in a teacher educator program at a
local college (Nagle), we brought perspectives
to the study based on our own experiences. We
asked two questions: 

1. How does teacher practice change when
incorporating PLPs into a humanities cur-
riculum? 

2. How does student engagement change
over the same 2-year period when a
teacher commits to the personal learning
model? 

It was our intentionality that the results of this
study would informed the design of curriculum
development at Main Street Middle School as
well as that of humanities curricula in other
Vermont middle and high schools attempting
to implement PLPs. Also, it was our intention
that the results be used to create a professional
development program to assist teachers in
implementing PLPs effectively.

The study began in the fall of 2013 and was
completed in spring 2015. Main Street Middle
School is a typical Vermont middle school.
Approximately 200 students in Grades 6–8
attend the school in three teams – a sixth grade
team and two seventh- and eighth-grade teams.
The school has a predominately White student
population (86%), and students come from
more affluent families than the rest of
Vermont—28% free and reduced lunch com-

pared with 41% for Vermont overall. Approxi-
mately 15% of the students in the school
received services through individualized edu-
cation plans (Vermont Agency of Education,
2015). The study focused on one of the two
seventh- and eighth-grade teams. Team Sum-
mit had 48 students, a humanities teacher, a
science, technology, engineering, and mathe-
matics teacher, and two full-time instructional
assistants. At the start of each year, 22–25 stu-
dents joined the team in seventh grade, and at
the end of the year a similar number of eighth
graders moved onto ninth grade. It was typical
for students to stay on the team for 2 years. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Flexible Pathways and Proficiency 
Based Learning

 The concept of flexible pathways to gradu-
ation is at the heart of Act 77, and is defined as
any combination of learning opportunities
demonstrating proficiency towards graduation
requirements (Vermont Agency of Education,
n.d.). There are three important concepts to
consider in flexible pathways: (1) learning is
student centered; (2) learning opportunities are
derived from inside as well as outside of
school; and (3) each pathway is unique. To
implement these concepts of the new law, cur-
riculum, instruction, and assessment must be
proficiency based and grounded in the Ver-
mont Education Quality Standards (EQSs).
The EQSs were adopted as part of Act 77 and
represent the Vermont standards in seven
areas: literacy; mathematical content and prac-
tices; scientific inquiry and content knowl-
edge; global citizenship (including the
concepts of civics, economics, geography,
world language, cultural studies, and history);
physical education and health education; artis-
tic expression (including visual, media, and
performing arts); and transferable skills (Ver-
mont State Board of Education, 2014). For stu-
dents entering seventh grade in fall 2014 (the
second year of the study), PLPs and
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proficiency-based graduation requirements
were mandated.

Flexible pathways and proficiency-based
graduation requirements in Vermont require a
paradigm shift in teachers’ practice and knowl-
edge (i.e., a need for familiarity with school-
based course offerings, community-based/vir-
tual learning opportunities, and proficiency
based assessment).  Schools must be prepared
to assign value toward the satisfaction of learn-
ing experiences well beyond the traditional
classroom and courses (Richardson, 2012).
Understanding how to value all learning expe-
riences against educational standards requires
teachers and schools to think and teach differ-
ently. That is, there is a shift from requiring
students to take specific courses to allowing
students to create or select specific learning
opportunities to demonstrate proficiency
against specific standards (e.g., EQSs) and
personal academic goals (Keefe, 2007).  

Personal Versus Personalized Learning 
Act 77 mandates students use PLPs to doc-

ument flexible pathways toward graduation.
At the middle grades level, significant scaf-
folding may be required to assist students in
the process of creating PLPs. For students at
this developmental stage, the process may be
more important than the product (Nagle &
Taylor, 2015).  Whereas Act 77 requires spe-
cific PLP criteria and an annual review, the
process of developing and revising PLPs can
range from merely completing a form with a
checklist (Vermont Agency of Education,
2014) to developing goals, creating action
plans to meet these goals, and collecting and
reflecting on evidence of meeting these goals
(Clarke, 2013). The difference in this contin-
uum is noteworthy: completing a form is an
example of “personalized” learning whereas
developing goals, collecting evidence, and
reflecting on that evidence to demonstrate
meeting the goals describes the process of
“personal” learning—the latter connotes a
deeper degree of autonomy for the learner.
Richardson emphasized this distinction when
quoting Stephen Downes, a senior researcher

at the National Research Council of Canada:
“Autonomy is what distinguishes between per-
sonal learning, which we do for ourselves, and
personalized learning, which is done for us”
(Richardson, 2012, p. 25). For the purposes of
the present study, the authors took the stance
of personal learning. That is, in developing our
personal learning framework, we viewed the
student as the center of the PLP and attempted
to have the student drive the learning process.

Personal Learning Model:
Landscape and Trajectory

The personal learning model implemented
during the present study had two structural
dimensions: a learning landscape and an itera-
tive personal learning trajectory (see Figure 1).
The elements of the learning landscape pro-
vided the foundation for adults acting as facili-
tators to assist students in creating a personal
learning trajectory. The components for the
learning landscape become the essential ele-
ments of the humanities curriculum. The learn-
ing landscape focuses attention on societal
issues through social justice (Adams, 2007;
Bell, 2007; Gutstein, 2006; Harrison, 2015),
teaching of growth mindsets (Dweck & Yea-
ger, 2012), and use of multiple literacies,
including digital or new literacies (Alvermann,
2008; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Richardson,
2006; Shirky, 2008).

Using social issues as a driver of curriculum
to tap into the middle grades students’ psyche
of fair play, teachers can cocreate a curriculum
that simultaneously addresses students’ inter-
ests and goals while pushing students to meet
high academic standards and investigate press-
ing issues affecting society (Harrison, 2015;
Wormeli, 2014). At the same, time the curricu-
lum fosters skills in growth mindsets. Dweck
and Yeager (2012) spoke to this concept and its
relationship to student resiliency: “We have
found that what students need the most is not
self-esteem boosting or trait labeling; instead,
they need mindsets that represent challenges as
things that they can take on and overcome over
time with effort, new strategies, learning, help
from others, and patience” (p. 312). By incor-
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porating a growth mindset philosophy in the
curriculum, the middle grades teacher may pro-
vide opportunities for students to be challenged
and yet persevere to succeed. The social justice
focus on society issues also required students to
develop what Shirky (2008) called “collective
action,” that is, sharing responsibility and out-
comes of doing real work for real purposes for
real audiences. Within this framework, the
middle grades teacher pressed students to use
new literacies – technology tools in the class-
room to investigate of social issues, gather and
collate information, and organize and present
that information (Alvermann, 2008).

Situated in this learning landscape, the
model directs students to move through a pro-
cess of self-understanding and actualization,
what we refer to as a personal learning frame-
work of identity, growth and reflection, and
transformation (see Figure 2). This process is
an iterative one in which the curriculum leads
students through several cycles over time.
Each phase is linked to curriculum compo-
nents that allow students to explore each con-
cept. By answering the questions posed under
each phase of the trajectory, students learn to
develop an identity of who 

they are; create goals of who they want to
be in the community; gather and reflect on evi-
dence of meeting those goals; and take the next
steps to transform themselves as learners in the
community and as individuals ready for the
challenges of high school and beyond (Taylor
& Nagle, 2015).

MODES OF INQUIRY—
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Because we equally codeveloped the frame-
work and instruments for data collection, and
with the students codesigned the curriculum
over the course of this study, we consider this
research to be a qualitative self-study. As a
methodology, self-study “is used in relation to
teaching and researching practice in order to
better understand: oneself; teaching; learning;
and the development of knowledge about
these” (Loughran, 2004, p. 9). We desired
through conducting the study to better under-
stand the personal learning model’s practical
application and to modify the model for use in
future applications at this middle school and
for consultation with other middle schools
attempting to implement PLPs.

Our data collection consisted of multiple
sources that can be conceptualized as investi-
gating a series of Russian matryoshka nesting
dolls. At the most intimate level were notes
from planning meetings that occurred twice a
month. At the next level we took field notes of
our observations while in the classroom work-
ing with students, and we collected multimedia
evidence, including lessons, presentations,
parent conferences, and student work samples.
At the outer level, we surveyed all students on
an ongoing basis (after each unit of study)
about their perceptions of achievement on the
humanities unit and their progress on their
PLP. Parents were surveyed for their responses
to the student led PLP conferences (twice per

FIGURE 1
Learning Landscape and Personal Learning Trajectory

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​mgrj/​article-pdf/​11/​1/​85/​10766894/​mgrj-06-2017-0006en.​pdf by guest on 30 August 2026



Using a Personal Learning Framework to Transform Middle Grades Teaching Practice 89

IAP PROOFS

© 2017
year—once after the fall conference and again
after the spring conference). 

Analysis of these data sources allowed us to
gain a thick description of the teaching and
learning over the 2-year period. It also
informed our curriculum development (see
Appendix A for a table of learning opportuni-
ties for the creation of PLP from the 2-year
study). As we analyzed our data on a continual
basis, we used Corbin and Strauss’s (2008)
coding strategies to develop a preliminary cod-
ing scheme that we refined over the course of
the study. Reviewing the data, we followed a
selective coding process by creating broad cat-
egories developed in our notes. The categories
from these were cross-tabulated with different
sets of data to refine the categories. We used
this process of developing codes, triangulating
the categories with different sets of data, and
separately coding the data before discussing it
to ensure reliability.

FINDINGS

Three primary findings emerged from our self-
study. The first finding focused on the change
in teacher practice as the humanities teacher
integrated the personal learning framework
within the context of a seventh- and eighth-

grade humanities curriculum. The humanities
teacher became more constructivist and inte-
grative in his approach toward understanding
how students applied the personal learning
framework to their own lives and incidentally
how students understood how to deconstruct
text and apply it to their learning. The last two
findings centered on how the personal learning
model and multiple or new literacies afforded
opportunities for students to explore, organize,
and share their learning in new ways. First, the
personal learning framework required students
to take the stance of a growth mindset through
the iterative process of goal setting, evidence
curation, and reflection. Second, the use of the
personal learning framework and the digital
tools (e.g., Google, Blogger, YouTube) to
facilitate the development of PLPs afforded
students the opportunities to learn multiple and
new literacies. 

Teaching Became More
Constructivist and Integrated 

As the project unfolded over this 2-year
period, it became increasing apparent that
teaching transformed in a drastic way—it
became more constructivist and integrated. For
the purpose of this section of the findings, we

FIGURE 2
Personal Learning Framework
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draw on data from a unit of study in the curric-
ulum. The PLPs and personal learning frame-
work required the humanities teacher to move
away from being a “provider of knowledge to
becoming a demander of understanding”
(humanities teacher, October 24, 2014). That
is, the humanities teacher began asking stu-
dents what they wanted to know – about them-
selves, their relationships, and society. These
questions began to drive the curriculum and
followed the personal learning framework of
identity, growth and reflection, and transfor-
mation. Each phase of the framework became,
in essence, a core of the essential questions for
units of study in the curriculum. 

In the school district in which the human-
ities teacher taught, there were a prescribed
progression of standards to follow, based on
the Common Core State Standards (National
Governors Association Center for Best Prac-
tices & Council of Chief State School Officers,
2010), and resources to use to address those
standards, but teachers did have discretion in
how they taught those standards. Within the
districtwide curriculum structure the human-
ities teacher integrated the personal framework
into the curriculum.1 The intention was to
introduce one phase of the personal learning
framework in a separate unit of study during
the first trimester of the course. However, due
to time constraints around introducing the con-
cepts within the personal learning framework
and time needed to teach the technical skills
associated with Google drive and Blogger,
each phase of the personal learning framework
was introduced in each of the three trimesters
during the first year of the study. For example,
while teaching character analysis and the
hero’s journey in the Odyssey, the humanities
teacher also introduced the personal learning
framework phase of identity. While identify-
ing their own principles and values, students
examined those traits in characters of the
Odyssey to analyze and connect with how
those principles and values motivated and
drove characters’ decisions. As students dis-
cussed and analyzed Odysseus’s relationships
as the basis for his values and a factor in his

quest to return to Ithaca, students were also
thinking about how the values, generated by
their own relationships with friends, family,
and community can shape their values and can
influence their own personal goals. Students
critically analyzed the character of Odysseus
while at the same time critically reflecting on
their own identity and what it means to be an
individual in society. 

Figure 3 illustrates the task progressions
that students experienced in working through
their identity. First, after a class discussion of
Odysseus’ important relationships, students
created a relationship web of their meaningful
relations using Google drawings. Next, after
students examined Odysseus’ relationships to
understand how those relationships symbol-
ized his values, student discussed the values
illustrated by their relationships and identified
their values and shared them in a chart on their
PLP Google site. Finally, students selected
passages that illustrated Odysseus’ values and
they also posted on their Google site an exam-
ple of how they enact their own values.

My most positive characteristics of any
relationship are effort, flexibility, and positive
energy. These were all evident in the summer
of 2013 when my family and I went to the
Outer Banks for a vacation with my cousins.
On the 16 hour car ride my relationship with
my sister was put to the test. I was desperate to
do something and really wanted to play a card
game, she wanted to sleep! We decided that we
have to compromise with increments of 30
minutes doing what we each wanted to do with
each other. We both showed effort in our rela-
tionship throughout the trip to impress our par-
ents and by doing this we radiated positive
energy! From the beginning of the trip to the
moment we pulled into our driveway we were
models of my kind of a perfect relationship. 

Consequently, while students were learning
about character development and the hero’s
journey in the Odyssey, they created relation-
ship webs and values charts to assist them in
thinking about their own academic and per-
sonal journey. These webs and charts served as
stepping stones for students to then articulate
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TABLE 1

Characteristics of a Positive Relationship

Effort Flexibility Positive Energy

• Trust
• Commitment
• Awareness
• Connections
• Empathy
• Caring

• Sharing
• Faith
• Communication
• Compatibility
• Similarities
• Nonjudgmental
• Humble
• Loyal/commitment

• Humor
• Unassuming
• Honesty
• Compromise
• Respect
• Listen
• Similar interests
• Flexibility
• Dedication

Relationships

• Mom and Dad
• Extended family
• Cousins
• Soccer friends
• Swimming friends

• Cousins, aunts, and uncles
• Grandparents
• Best friends
• Close friends

• Mom and Dad
• Extended family
• Cousins
• Soccer friends
• Swimming friends
• Best friends
• Close friends

FIGURE 3
Student Relationship Web, Values Chart, and Reflection
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goals—both academic and personal. For the
humanities teacher these learning activities
provided significant opportunities for him to
learn about the interests, values and aspirations
of his students and set the stage for him to
develop goals for students and customize the
curriculum to address those goals and inter-
ests.

In a survey conducted after the completion
of the unit on the Odyssey, two thirds of the
students agreed that identifying their own rela-
tionships and values allowed them to better
understand how Odysseus’ principles and val-
ues drove his decisions in the story. At the
same time, students developed detailed rela-
tionship webs of their own lives and identified
important values that became the foundation of
personal goals in their PLPs and important
information for the teacher to integrate into the
humanities curriculum. 

Personal Learning as Growth Mindset

Main Street Middle School had a trimester
marking period schedule in which standards-
based grades were reported three times per
year in each of seven courses (literacy, mathe-
matics, science, social studies, the arts, modern
languages, physical education). During each
marking period for each course, students were
evaluated on three to six content standards and
two personal development standards. Each
standard was assigned a 1–4 score with anchor
descriptors at each half point. A 1.0 score indi-
cated achievement as “substantially below pro-
ficient”; a 2.0 score indicated achievement as
“partially proficient”; a 3.0 score indicated
achievement as “proficient”; and a 4.0 score
indicated achievement as “proficient with dis-
tinction.” This standards based grading system
was introduced in 2012. One year later, stu-
dents created a PLP using a Google sites tem-
plate with Blogger embedded under the
evidence tab of the site. The PLP was not
graded, but continuous feedback, both verbal
and written, was provided by the humanities
and science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics teachers as well as by other

students on Team Summit. Our intention was
to have the students complete the iterative
cycle of the personal learning framework—
identity, growth and reflection, and transfor-
mation—during each of the trimesters. In real-
ity, seventh-grade students cycled through the
framework once during the first year, and
eighth-grade students cycled through the
framework twice during the second year of the
study. Thus, students who were on Team Sum-
mit for both years of the study cycled through
the personal learning framework three times
before moving on to ninth grade. 

Initially, in fall 2013 we anticipated devel-
oping the curriculum by aligning one unit of
study with each phrase of the personal learning
framework, but we soon discovered that use of
the new framework required much more than
teaching a particular unit of study within a par-
ticular discipline (i.e., humanities). The new
framework required planning, teaching, and
assessing units of study in humanities along
with teaching technology skills associated with
many technology tools such as Google and
Blogger used to investigate, organize, analyze,
and communicate learning in humanities. It
was also essential to show progress in individ-
ual academic goals for the PLP. Adam (a stu-
dent on the team) developed his principles and
values depicted in Figure D. From those four
principles and values, Adam turned his atten-
tion to the creation of six goals that were a
combination of academic and school goals. As
shown in Table 2, Adam selected goals that
required his use of his values and principles to
help attain the goals. Students were asked to
select a combination of goals that were short,
medium, and long term while at the same time
including goals that were personal (e.g.,
become a better photographer) and academic
(e.g., spend more time studying). Once each
goal was created, students were asked to
develop an action plan—steps to take to
achieve the goal. Although this sort of goal set-
ting process may not be difficult for adults, it
was developmentally challenging for middle
school aged students. Many students initially
had difficulty with understanding the parame-
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ficulty. In the six goals that Adam selected,
some were much more long term and open
ended (e.g., become a better photographer),
and others were more short term and specific
(e.g., spend more time studying). Initially, it
was typical for students to choose outcome-
orientated goals (e.g., score a goal in soccer,
receive a 3 on all my math standards). How-
ever, as students learned that outcome oriented

goals were actually benchmarks of achieving a
process oriented goal, students began to write
more process-oriented goals (similar to the
goals set by Adam in Table 3). 

Once goals were developed, students
posted evidence of their work on the evidence
page of their PLP Google site. The evidence
page included an embedded Blogger applica-
tion to let students post evidence (e.g., a photo,
a document, a video), “tag” or attach the evi-

TABLE 2
Adam’s Principles and Values

Commitment

Staying committed to a project or just about anything can get you very far in life. This is important to me as I am committed 
to my work and I value when others share the same trait in a collaboration. If you are committed to something you can also 
learn much more on that topic.

Creativity

I value creativity mainly because I am a media creator. If you can make something creative people will care about it. 
Creativity can lead to something entertaining and compelling.

Patience and Optimism

Patience and optimism go together hand in hand. Being patient about anything and hoping it will go well in the end requires 
optimism. Optimism is what keeps one patient. I rely on this when I cannot figure out how to do something or when 
someone else has to do their part in a collaboration.

Improvement

Improving upon anything is my most valued principle. I won’t do something and say it’s okay, I will seek to improve it 
until I’m at the point where I think its great. I improve a project until I am absolutely proud of it. For instance, the GTN 
video I made was okay but I really wanted to make it better and that’s exactly what I did.

TABLE 3
Adam’s Goals and Action Plan

Become a better photographer
Medium/Long

Steps to completion:
1. Refine my knowledge of exposure

theory.
2. Search for the best composition in

a scene

Learn Color Correction Basics
Medium/Long

Steps to completion:
1. Watch tutorials from good sources
2. Develop the look I want to achieve

Learn Lighting Basics
Long

Steps to completion:
1. Learn from Carlos or Peter
2. Find good learning resources.

Become more fluent and able to 
uphold a conversation in French

Steps to completion:
1. Talk as much french as possible

while in france.
2. Study more often and learn more

words that will keep the conversa-
tion going.

Spend More Time Studying
Short

Steps to completion:
1.  Study for at least 5 minutes per night

—mainly when there will be an
assessment.

Finalize GTN for next year
Short

Steps to completion:
1.   Organize file structure
2.  Make images and video ready-to-

use
3.  Package as a zip file and distribute 
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dence to a goal, and post a rationale (written,
audio, or video). The rationale served as a brief
analysis of how the evidence relates to the goal
and to what extent the evidence demonstrates
proficiency of the goal. As evidence accumu-
lates on the evidence page, it can eventually be
sorted so that a student can view all the evi-
dence related to one goal, analyze it, and write
a reflection. In the reflection below, Adam
employed a meta-reflection in which he
reflects on how well his video reflection of his
goal (Become a better photographer) demon-
strated his growth as a photographer.

Adam’s goal reflection video clearly identi-
fies his goal to become a better photographer
and learn about middle grey and surfaces that
reflect that amount of light. The short clip
quickly identifies its topic and the writing
seems to fit. This demonstrates that the video
had been planned out. Though their is no
hook in the beginning nor much of a conclu-
sion, the writing is concise and to the point
with a short introduction and evidence to
back up his theory. During the video, Blair
was speaking clearly and confidently though,
unfortunately, he was not looking directly
into the camera. As for postproduction: the
video was color corrected but could have
been brightened as the picture was at least a
half stop underexposed. Furthermore, the
light sources in the could have been moved as
the image looked a bit flat—not much con-
trast. Conclusively, the goal reflection video
was not done poorly, but it could have been
improved and in future videos this should be
corrected.

I believe it is good to set goals as it will
lead you to success. This is because when
you set a goal you have organized your
thoughts and have a solid plan on how to
achieve them.

Once a student has completed a reflection,
he or she can make a decision whether to
revise that goal or move on to a new goal. The
decision is made in consultation with the
humanities teacher on a trimester basis during
preparation for the student-led PLP teacher
conference in which students share their prog-
ress on their PLPs with their families and/or

significant adults. Before each student led PLP
teacher conference, students have the opportu-
nity to revise the welcome page of their PLP to
more accurately reflect their identity and
where they are on their goals. Figure 4 presents
an example of Adam’s featuring his work with
photography. We found that students at this
age revise their profile or “bio” page on a reg-
ular basis, and this is reflective of their growth
as changing young adolescents.

The demands of the PLPs require students
to develop specific, achievable goals through
the short, medium, and long term. Within the
context of setting goals, students develop a
deeper understanding of the critical disposi-
tions for a growth mindset.  Technology, such
as video, digital photography, podcasting, and
blogs, helps students document progress. PLP
websites serve three critical functions in devel-
oping a growth mindset. First, these tools facil-
itate ongoing student reflection. Students
consistently review their progress toward self-
selected goals using different technologies.
Second, these tools allow students to select
evidence of meeting goals via use of Blogger
to “tag” or code a piece of evidence to a spe-
cific goal. Third, technology allows for
personalization and differentiation. To demon-
strate growth and learning, students continu-
ally curate and organize work on their digital
PLP. This dynamic format allows students to
update their progress and growth on a regular
basis. Through this continual cycle of review,
revision, and refinement, students demonstrate
mastery of self-selected goals while develop-
ing a growth mindset.

Personal Learning Framework 
Promoted Multiple Literacies 

The creation of PLPs using Google sites
and Blogger afforded students new opportuni-
ties to use digital tools to investigate, organize,
synthesize, and share their PLPs and new
learning in literacy. Although students were
exposed to multiple literacies over the course
of the 2-year study, the discussion in this sec-
tion is limited to new literacy skills that stu-
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dents developed associated with the personal
learning process and digital tools used in creat-
ing the PLP. These literacies can be catego-
rized as genre-based literacies using new
digital tools. The personal learning process, as
outlined by Taylor and Nagle (2015), required
students to create an accurate identity, set
goals, collect evidence of meeting those goals,
reflect on whether and to what extent the evi-
dence demonstrated proficiency in meeting
those goals, and then transform those goals to
the next level of learning. In each phase of the
personal learning process—identity, goals set-
ting, evidence gathering, and reflecting—stu-
dents learned a new genre of writing and the
thought process associated with it. The human-
ities teacher took a functional approach to lan-
guage (Halliday, 1978; Scheppegrell, 2004)
and borrowed from Derewianka’s (2009) cur-
riculum cycle of preparation, modeling, joint
construction, and independent construction of
texts. Unlike the more generic texts discussed
in Derewianka’s work (recounts, instructions,

narrative, informational reports, explanations,
and arguments), the texts constructed for the
Google site PLPs were biographies, goal set-
ting, and reflective writing. Using Derewi-
anka’s iterative curriculum cycle the
humanities teacher walked students through
the deconstruction and construction of each
PLP genre. For the biographies, students
viewed professional biographies of prominent
sports and entertainment figures presented on
websites. They investigated the structure and
elements of the sites: photos used; the voice
and tone of the bio description; and even the
composition and layout of the site itself. Once
they understood the elements, structure, and
style of the biography genre as depicted on a
website, students jointly constructed their own
biographies (usually in small groups), received
critical feedback from peers and the teachers,
and then independently constructed their biog-
raphies that were posted on their Google site
PLP. Adam’s profile (Figure 4) is an example. 

FIGURE 4
Adam’s Homepage Profile
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Another instance, which focused on the
sharing or communication aspect of the per-
sonal learning process, was the student led
PLP conference. Using digital tools (e.g., Goo-
gle, Blogger, YouTube and Screencast-o-
matic), students developed screencasts of their
Google site PLP to present to their families
prior to their student led PLP conferences. The
conferences were a 20-minute conversation
between the student, the humanities and sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and mathemat-
ics teachers, and the student’s chosen
responsible adults. The purpose of the confer-
ence was to allow all stakeholders to discuss
the student’s progress and revise or set goals
for the student for the nest trimester. In order to
do so, the responsible adults, often parents,
needed to be brought up to speed with the stu-
dent’s progress. The screencast was a quick
and easy way for the students to share their
progress while also learning new literacy skills
using a multi media digital tool (Screencast-o-
matic). Again, using the iterative process of
Derewianka’s curriculum cycle, students cre-
ated screencasts of their progress on the PLP. 

IMPLICATIONS

The present study’s findings have varied
implications for practice. First, as PLPs are
implemented, teachers need to become
colearners in the new personal learning land-
scape – synthesizing students’ goals, interests
and needs; learning alongside students to adopt
new technology; and integrating the personal
learning process into the content curriculum
(Nagle & Taylor, 2015). Second, teachers need
to understand that allowing students to move
through the personal learning framework will
require students to explore who they are, what
they want to pursue as goals, and how to select
evidence of making progress toward their
goals. This process runs counter to implicit
fixed mindsets developed in earlier grades and,
in many cases, contradicts models of tradi-
tional schooling (Dweck & Yeager, 2012).
Third, teachers must be transparent in how

they use and teach technology in this new
learning landscape by modeling their own use
of technology and addressing new digital tools
from a functional language perspective
(Scheppegrell, 2004; Derewianka, 2009). That
is, teachers will need to think about digital
tools as new genres of inquiry, expression, and
communication. The experience at Main Street
Middle School indicates that given the oppor-
tunity to develop PLPs using digital tools, stu-
dents develop a stronger sense of engagement
and autonomy of their own learning.

NOTE

1. This was a novel approach to incorporate PLPs
at the middle or high school level in Vermont
in this manner. An informal survey of Vermont
middle and high schools, conducted by the
Middle Grades Collaborative during the 2014
Middle Grades Collaborative summer institute,
found that only 4 of 39 schools intended to
integrate PLPs into content specific courses
such as a humanities class (Middle Grades Col-
laborative, 2014).
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APPENDIX A: LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR PLP CURRICULUM INTEGRATION

 Phase 1 Identity Resource 1    Resource 2

Personalize 
Learning 
Plan Site 
Construction

• Students need to create a Google site using the MSMS PLP - 
ePortfolio template.

• PLP Site 
Creation 
Instructions

• PLP Creation: 
Instructional 
Video

Introduction 
and 
Biography 

• Students created a short biography, written in the third person, for 
their Person Learning Plan. The biography page should also 
include an appropriate self-portrait. 

For an extension activity, students can create a short, 30 second 
introductory video: Three Things You Need To Know About Me.

• PLP Biogra-
phy Instruc-
tions

• PLP Biogra-
phy Graphic 
Organizer

Relationship 
Web

• Student identifies and illustrates the relationships they have in 
their lives. These might include family, extended family, teams, 
groups, or any other positive relationships currently being main-
tained. Diagram should be created on Google Drawing. After cre-
ating the diagram, students should create a post answering 
questions about that web.

• Grade 7 
Community 
Page Criteria

• Relationship 
Web Analy-
sis

• Grade 8 Com-
munity Page 
Criteria

• Grade 8: Rela-
tionships 
Revisited

Relationship 
Characteris-
tics

• Students need to examine their relationship web and identify pos-
itive characteristics of their relationships. Once students have 
brainstormed a list of these characteristics, they should identify the 
three most important. Next, students should categorize the remain-
ing characteristics underneath the primary 3.

• Positive 
Characteris-
tics Chart 
Exemplar

 

Blog Entry 1 • Review your relationship web and the positive characteristics list 
that you have created. In a new post on your community page, 
describe an event, memory, or moment when the characteristics 
you most appreciate were reflected by one of your relation-
ships.Your entry should be at least a paragraph.

• Blog Entry 
#1 Exemplar

 

Principles 
and Values

• Students will brainstorm the concept of principles and values, 
engage in small/large group discussion, and spend time defining 
their personal principles and values. This will then become a part 
of their PLP plan.

• Principles 
and Values 
Presentation

• Principles and 
Values Reflec-
tion

Setting Goals • Students will discuss, develop, and plan short and long-term goals 
for the trimester and year.

• Setting 
Goals: 2015

• Trimester 1 
Reflection

• Goals, Growth 
Presentation

• Video Reflec-
tion: Goals

Google 
Drive 
Organization

• Students need to organize folders and documents in their Google 
Drive. The Hapara Dashboard requires you to maintain your 
shared folders: TEAMSUMMIT_CORE, TEAMSUMMIT_LA, 
and TEAMSUMMIT_MATH. You may also create folders for 
other subjects or areas.

• Drive
Organization 
Exemplar

 

 Phase 2 Growth and Reflection  Resource 1  Resource 2

PLP 
Evidence

• As part of your PLP Page, you will need to upload 3–5 exemplars 
from your time on Team Summit or at Main Street Middle School. 
Each exemplar should be accompanied by a paragraph description 
that meets the attached criteria.

• Project 
Description 
Criteria

• Project 
Description 
Exemplar

PLP Blog 
Entry

• Review your community page and social relationships web. In a 
short reflection write, explain how your relationships have 
changed or evolved since you first identified your different rela-
tionships. How have you grown in or with these relationships? 

• PLP Blog 
Entry
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PLP Goals 2 • Students will review Trimester 1 goals and reflect on their prog-
ress. Students will then develop a second set of goals for the sec-
ond trimester.

• PLP Trimes-
ter 2 Goals

• 2015–2016 
Trimester 2 
Reflection

PLP Goals 3 • Students will review Trimester 2 goals and reflect on their prog-
ress. Students will then develop a second set of goals for the third 
trimester.

• PLP Trimes-
ter 3 Goals

 

PLP 
Citizenship

• Based on class discussion, create a two sentence definition of citi-
zenship. Additionally, create a graphic that identifies at least 5 
positive characteristics of a “good citizen.” These should then be 
posted on your PLP_CITIZENSHIP page. 

• Citizenship 
Exemplar 1

• Citizenship 
Exemplar 2

Citizenship 
Narrative

• Create a short narrative describing how you are a good citizen. 
You should give the definition of good citizenship and examples 
of how you meet the criteria. Submissions may be written or 
filmed. Please see Citizenship Narrative Instructions for details.

• Citizenship 
Narrative 
Instructions

• One Minute 
Movie Exem-
plar

Minecraft 
Presentation

• Students need to embed their Minecraft Presentation into their 
Evidence page. The presentation should have an accompanying 
paragraph that describes the purpose of playing Minecraft, the 
connections to the curriculum, and new learning related to game 
play.

• Minecraft 
Presentation 
Instructions

 

Principles 
and Values 
Reflection

• Principles and Values: review these critical elements of your PLP 
page.

• Have any of your principles tested this year? How? Did the your 
principles and values meet the challenge?

• In a well-structured paragraph, describe how your principles and 
values were tested, if you would change any on your current list, 
and how that event has influenced your outlook. 

• Principles 
and Values 
Reflection #2

 

 Coding   • Students need to begin learning coding through Scratch, Code.org 
or Code Academy. Students will work with an adult to visit each 
website and begin the learning progression. 

• Students must have their technology permission slip turned in to 
the Main Street Middle School office prior to registering.

• Registration requires the use of their Montpelier Public Schools 
Google email.
Initial expectations are that students will spend at least 2 hours 
working on coding.

• Scratch
• Code.org
• Code Acad-

emy

 

PLP 
Enhance-
ments

• Exploration: continue your exploration of colleges, camps, pro-
grams and resources that might be of future possibilities. Include 
websites, links, and information. You can also check out activities 
listed in adjacent pages. 

• PLP Activi-
ties to Con-
sider

• Creative Art 
and Technol-
ogy

Phase 1 
Conference   

• At the completion of Phase 1 and 2 student and teacher will con-
ference and review the PLP.

• Students will adjust goals, identify strengths and challenges, and 
develop a plan for continued Growth and Reflection.

  

  Phase 3  Transformation  Resource 1  Resource 2

PLP 
Exploration 
1

• A key element of the Personal Learning Plan (PLP) process is to 
encourage students to begin developing links and understanding 
between current learning and future educational, career, and extra-
curricular activities. In essence, what am I interested in and what 
opportunities are there related to those interests? In this session, 
students will begin identifying educational and career interesting 
by utilizing online career planning guides.

• 2016 PLP 
Exploration

• Middle 
School 
Career 
Exploration

• Learning 
Style Inven-
tory

• My Next 
Move
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Survey and 
Exploration 
Blog Entry

• Part 1: Complete the PLP_Exploration Survey
• Part 2: In an organized and appropriate blog entry, describe at least 

THREE future personal or educational interests. Explain how you 
got interested in those subjects, where you get information, and 
what types of careers might connect with those interests.

• Exploration 
Blog Entry 
Examples 

• PLP Explora-
tion Survey

PLP 
Exploration 
2

• Based on your initial exploration and class discussion, complete 
the graphic organizer detailing interests, resources, and educa-
tional opportunities.

• When you have completed the graphic organizer, assemble all of 
the information into a Wordle. Post that Wordle onto your PLP 
Exploration page. 

• PLP Explora-
tion TEM-
PLATE 1

 WORDLE

PLP 
Exploration 
Page 
Formatting

• Students should have completed their PLP Exploration Blog 
Entry, Wordle, and PLP_Exploration_Unit 1.

• Students should copy and paste their Wordle onto the PLP Explo-
rations Page. Second, students should copy and paste the text of 
their Exploration Blog Entry onto the page as an introduction.

• Finally, students should embed their Exploration Unit 1 in a for-
mat of their choice: Google Presentation, Prezi, screencast, or 
Google Doc.

• PLP Explora-
tion Example

 

PLP 
Exploration 
3

• Students will continue creating units of exploration around areas 
of interest. Using previous brainstorming and research, students 
will identify opportunities at the high school, post-secondary and 
career levels.

• PLP Explora-
tion TEM-
PLATE 2

 

Summer 
Opportunities

• Student created a map of summer opportunities correlated to their 
career and college interests.

• Exploration 
Opportuni-
ties

 

 Self-
Assessment

• Students need to review their PLP website and complete the self-
assessment. Based on the self-assessment and student-teacher con-
ference, student will develop PLP goals for year 2. Student and 
teacher, together, will determine where student will begin year 2.

• PHASE 1 
ASSESS-
MENT 
PAGE 1

• PHASE 1
• ASSESS-

MENT 
PAGE 2

• PLP SELF 
ASSESS-
MENT 
PARA-
GRAPH
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