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Eportfolios: A High Impact Launch into Personalized Learning 

A Review of the Literature 

As schools begin to move beyond simple reform measures and into more encompassing 

and revolutionary systemic reimaginings, blended learning continues to provide options that 

previously did not exist. Blended learning can allow teachers to create a personalized learning 

experience for students that offers student choice, ownership, voice, and agency, which will 

increase student engagement and academic achievement (Cummings, C., Harapnuik, D., & 

Thibodeaux, T., 2017).  Blended learning, utilized as a personalized learning approach, has the 

potential to fundamentally innovate current educational models “unleashing the potential of each 

and every student in ways never before possible” (Kennedy, Patrick, and Powell, 2013, p.4). 

Despite the promising potential, teachers are not moving toward personalized learning. This 

literature review will consider whether personalized learning can be achieved across a school by 

responding to the following questions: 

1. What are the benefits of personalized learning? 

2. What are the barriers to implementing personalized learning in a high school campus? 

3. How can a school overcome the barriers to implementation? 

4. How can a school successfully launch a personalized learning initiative? 

Understanding the complexities and limitations of high school campuses and faculty highlights 

and underscores the need for specific, easy to implement strategies for launching a personalized 

learning approach. 

What Are the Benefits of Personalized Learning 

Until more recent years, technology use in school was limited to computer classes and 

Language Arts for the typing of essays. Technology innovations and personal technology device 
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ownership have created a population of students who expect on-demand learning. Many teachers 

struggled to meet the needs of this new tech-savvy student, so they began attempting to leverage 

that technology in new ways. Unfortunately, many were simply digitizing lessons that were 

previously on paper, rather than actually changing their approach. Teachers soon realized that 

this method was not successful, and many deemed the technology in education fad to be just that, 

a fad.  However, those who had adopted a student-centered approach that utilized blended 

learning models found that students were affected positively. “Blended learning is any formal 

education program in which a student learns at least in part through online learning, with some 

element of student control over time, place, path and/ or pace” (Horn, M. B., & Staker, H., 2015, 

p. 33). “What blended learning offers is a rational approach, focused on redesigning instructional 

models first, then applying technology, not as the driver, but as the enabler for high-quality 

learning experiences” (Kennedy, Patrick, and Powell, 2013, p.9). The most important aspect of 

blended learning is the focus on being student-centered with the student having “increased 

control over the time, place, path, and/or pace of their learning” (Kennedy, Patrick, and Powell, 

2013, p.12). The majority of blended learning programs utilize one of four models- Rotation, 

Flex, A La Carte, and Enriched Virtual, which allow a variety of applications and interactions 

between the instructor, student, and learning material (Horn, M. B., & Staker, H., 2015). 

Personalized learning is defined as “tailoring learning for each student’s strengths, needs, 

and interests- including enabling student voice and choice in what, how, when and where they 

learn- to provide flexibility and supports to ensure mastery of the highest standards possible” 

(Kennedy, Patrick, and Powell, 2013, p.4). Miliband stresses that personalized learning is 

dependant upon “really knowing the strengths and weaknesses of individual students. So, the 

biggest driver for change is assessment for learning and the use of data and dialogue to diagnose 
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every student’s learning needs” (2006).  In order to sustain a successful personalized learning 

program, strategies are needed “that actively engage and stretch all students, that creatively 

deploy teachers, support staff and new technologies to extend learning opportunities, and that 

accommodate different paces and styles of learning” (Miliband, 2006). “Across the country, 

personalized learning is increasingly recognized as a promising strategy to boost student 

academic growth by meeting the individual needs of students” (Johns, 2016). 

 Johns identifies a framework, referred to as the Core Four elements, as a spectrum within 

which teachers may begin integrating personalized learning (2016). Johns’ Core Four are 

Integrated Digital Content, Targeted Instruction, Student Reflection and Ownership, and Data 

Driven Decisions (2016). This model puts an emphasis on student reflection, similar to the 

“authentic and deep learning experiences” discussed by Cummings, Harapnuik, and Thibodeaux 

(2016).  

The COVA approach, as defined by Cummings, Harapnuik, and Thibodeaux, emphasizes 

student choice, ownership, and voice through authentic learning experiences (2016). This could 

become the cornerstone of a sustainable personalized learning system due to the effects of 

student agency on learning.  

Positive Effects of Personalized Learning 

Personalized learning, facilitated via blended learning, enables teachers “to provide each 

and every student with the flexibility for the learner to maximize how, when, where, and what 

they are learning” (Kennedy, Patrick, and Powell, 2013, p. 15). “Personalization allows students 

to take ownership of their learning, giving them the opportunity to feel valued, motivated, in 

control” (Kennedy, Patrick, and Powell, 2013, p.5). “To personalize learning is to encourage 

students to develop clear goals and expectations for achievement and support them to make good 
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decisions in a challenging and rigorous learning environment” (Kennedy, Patrick, and Powell, 

2013, p 5). As Sir Ken Robinson said, “Education doesn’t need to be reformed-- it needs to be 

transformed. The key is not to standardize education, but to personalize it, to build achievement 

on discovering the talents of each child, to put students in an environment where they can 

naturally discover their true passions” (2009). Personalized learning allows students to explore 

their interests, move at their own pace, and set goals to reach their potential (Johns, 2016). 

What Are the Barriers to Implementing Personalized Learning? 

In order for personalized learning to be effective, the relationship between the teacher and 

student must take precedence. Often, blended learning fails because of a lack of infrastructure to 

support learning (wi-fi, equipment, etc) and a “lack of quality training or support” and “no clear 

vision for how technology will change instruction” (Johns, 2016). These challenges can be 

overcome with careful implementation and training.  

 According to the research, the most significant barrier to implementation of innovative 

change is teachers. Resistance to change happens when the innovation strategy does not 

immediately include the reason for the change, exactly what the change will look like, and how 

adopting the change will benefit teachers (Terhart, 2013). In addition, teachers often protect 

themselves from the onslaught of change by arguing that they lack time for implementation, they 

have been through this before to little or no effect, they would prefer younger teachers to take the 

lead, they don’t believe that they have a problem to begin with, or that they don’t see the benefit 

of the effort required for making change (Terhart, 2013).  

 When it comes to an innovation plan that includes personalizing learning for students, 

many teachers immediately respond with fear over the amount of work that would be required to 
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not just teach all 150 students, but to personalize learning plans and goals for all 150 students 

individually.  

How Can a School Overcome the Barriers to Implementation? 

 Administrators must begin innovative initiatives carefully to ensure their success.  

Beginning with the Influencer model, administrators should leverage ability and motivation, 

offering the reason why the change must happen and providing training for skill attainment 

(Patterson, 2008). In addition, administrators would benefit from establishing one vision or goal, 

but then providing the smaller steps that will lead toward attainment of that goal (McChesney, 

2013).  

How Can a School Successfully Launch a Personalized Learning Initiative? 

One of the primary goals of personalized learning is to increase student engagement 

(Ferlazzo, 2017). Ken Robinson, a leading voice for change, has long argued that schools must 

find a way to tap into students’ passions to deepen their engagement in learning (2009, 2010). In 

reality, the key to student engagement is the ability for the student to have choice, voice, and 

ownership of learning (Harapnuik, 2017).  Eportfolios in the secondary language arts classroom 

can be the gateway toward using digital tools to personalize learning.  The aptitudes and interests 

of students are displayed by the establishment of eportfolios in the ELA classroom, which is a 

priority for personalized learning (Miliband, 2006). The eportfolio is simple to initiate. Teachers 

can create sections for posting of classwork but can also encourage students to blog and post 

researched information about personal topics of interest.  Each students’ eportfolio will showcase 

their strengths, while giving instructors specific insight into the interests and passions of the 

student.  It is the ease of launch that makes the eportfolio a likely solution to implementing 

personalized learning.  
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