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Learner Agency: What’s Our Why?

Waiuku Kāhui Ako Wellbeing Survey (2020 data set):

‘Teachers make learning interesting’

‘Students have a say in what happens at school’



Quality Practice - Standards for the Teaching 

Profession

Standard Elaborations of the standard

Teaching:

Teach and respond to learners in 

a knowledgeable and adaptive 

way to progress their learning at 

an appropriate depth and pace. 

Teach in ways which enable 

learners to learn from one 

another, to collaborate, to self-

regulate, and to develop agency 

over their learning.



● Unpack the learner agency dimensions of choice and voice

● Identify how voice and choice relate to different learning contexts and levels 

of learning

● Investigate activities and ideas related to choice and voice

● Apply understandings



The Elements of Learner Agency – Barbara Bray and Kathleen McClaskey



Choice…

It’s important to give students influence over how and what they learn in the classroom. But not all 
choices are equal. Teachers should structure learning scenarios that equip students with 

opportunities to strengthen their autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Giving student real choices in the classroom — having to do with what they learn, the tasks they 
complete, the peers with whom they work, and so on — can boost their engagement and 

motivation, allow them to capitalize on their strengths, and enable them to meet their individual 
learning needs. But, like most teaching strategies, the structuring of choices for students can go very 

well, and it can go very badly — the nuances make all the difference.

-from ‘To engage students, give them meaningful choices in the classroom’, Frieda Parker, Jodie Novak, and Tonya Bartell, 2017
Retrieved from https://kappanonline.org/engage-students-give-meaningful-choices-classroom/

https://kappanonline.org/engage-students-give-meaningful-choices-classroom/


Engaging with Learner Agency

Integrated Science and Literacy rotation

● Decide whether you want to work independently, with a 
partner, or in a small group.

● Select one of the stations.
○ Kia Ora Tui – early primary
○ Explore the Gulf – middle primary
○ Hard Pressed – upper primary/early secondary

● At each station there is a selection of activities. Decide which 
one activity you will complete.

● Find and use resources that will help you to complete the 
activity.

● Be prepared to share your work at the completion of the 
activity, if you choose to.



Engaging with Learner Agency

Integrated Science and Literacy rotation

● Decide whether you would like to share your work with a 

partner, small group or the whole group.

● Share and discuss your own and others’ work.



Reflection

What choices were included in these activities?

What were the successes?

What were the challenges?

How were you empowered to learn through making these choices?



Choose a learning area:

Discuss and list ideas:

What choices do we/can we give students in our programme for this learning 

area?

Consider choices within these three domains:

Classroom environment Social Academic



Classroom 

environment

Social Academic

✔ Seating arrangements

✔ Student choice of wall 

coverings/work displayed on 

the walls

✔ Furniture layout

✔ Seating arrangements –

who to sit with

✔ Cooperative, collaborative 

learning

✔ Groupings for discussion –

choice of pairs, threes, small 

groups etc

✔Ways of working together 

e.g. paired work, small 

group work

✔ Sharing of work

✔ Range of 

tasks/activities/problems to 

solve – choice of which 

activities to complete

✔ ‘Must do’, ‘Can do’ activities

✔ Graphic organisers, e.g. 

note taking

✔ Resources used

✔ Presentation format

✔ Key vocabulary

✔Opportunities for ako –

reciprocal teaching and 

learning

What does providing choice look like in the classroom?



10 Ways to Empower Students with Choice. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L08wNizulOY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L08wNizulOY


Empowering Students with Choice (by John Spencer)

Let students:

✔Decide on the strategies they will use

✔Choose their materials and resources

✔Choose topics or themes based on their interests 

✔Ask questions based on their own sense of wonder

✔Choose their own format

✔Choose their scaffolding – when and how to use teacher tutorials

✔Work at their own pace

✔Self-assess

✔Choose their own audience – local or global

✔Manage their projects – break down the task and set deadlines

Consider how these ideas will look in the learning area you selected.  

Add to your’ ‘providing choice’ table.





Learners choose a graphic organizer that best suits their 

needs or learning style…

● T-charts

● Venn diagrams

● Cornell notes

● Sticky notes

● Mind maps

-from ‘Canberra High School Research Skills Booklet’, 2015



Learners choose a graphic organizer that best suits their 

needs or learning style…

Mind Maps

-from ‘Canberra High School Research Skills Booklet’, 2015



Cornell Notes

Explicitly teach and model 

how to use 

different graphic organisers 

effectively.

Students choose which best 

suits their learning.

-from ‘Canberra High School Research Skills Booklet’, 2015



Choosing Learning Groups…

In what ways can students can be given social choices in their learning?



Choice within the Social Dimension:

Students Select their own Groups

● Students select their own group. The simplest way could just be to tell students to get into groups 
and trust them to do it. Reflect on choices after the activity.

● Students select their own group with exceptions. A variation from above, you can let them choose 
their groups but add, “Don’t join with one of the people from the group you were last with,” or “No 
more than ‘X’ many people.”

● Contact list . Ask students to create their own contact list of classmates, like they might on their 
phones. Then tell them, “Get together with your third contact.”

● Students given options. Try describing what different group tasks are available, then letting students 
choose which task they’d like to join.

● Let students choose which task they would like to do, and create a group consisting of students 
doing each of the other tasks. For instance, In a reading class, you might have one student be a 
“vocabulary finder,” one be a “summarizer,” etc.

● Students choose based on random interest. Have students form mixed groups based on something 
they are personally interested in. You can give them suggestions or categories of interests, and 
design their task to include that interest.

-adapted from https://www.teachhub.com/classroom-management/2019/09/30-ways-to-arrange-

students-for-group-work/

https://www.teachhub.com/classroom-management/2019/09/30-ways-to-arrange-students-for-group-work/


Group Roles, e.g. 

Reciprocal Reading
For more complex tasks, create group 

roles:

● Assign different roles to group 
members. 

● For example, students might assume 
different roles of group leader, 
recorder, reporter, and fact checker. 

● Giving them a specific role, such as 
summarizer, provides a clear route 
into discussion.

● Explicitly teach students how to carry 
out each role.

● The students could have turns to 
choose their own role and alternate 
roles.



What roles might be suitable for secondary school students?

Some typical roles that can be useful in various cooperative learning activities 
(Johnson & Johnson, 1999a):

● Manager
● Reporter
● Reader

● Consensus Builder
● Recorder

● Researcher
● Leader

● Mediator
● Monitor



Choice of Prompts and Resources…

Give students limited options of prompts to 

respond to or resources to use. By giving them 

leeway to decide on their own prompts or choose 

from a list of resources, you will find that their 

excitement for responding increases. And if their 

engagement increases, you will get the highest 

level of response they can muster.

Retrieved from https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/52421/what-giving-students-choice-looks-like-in-the-classroom

https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/52421/what-giving-students-choice-looks-like-in-the-classroom


Learning Prompts and Supports

What prompts and supports can we use to scaffold learning?

Videos

Books (fiction and non-fiction)

Pictures

Photographs

Diagrams

Data, e.g. graphs

Quotes

Short readings

Discussions

What is it important to consider when using 

learning prompts and supports?

Relevance

Students’ interests

Length of prompt or resource, e.g. video clips

Variety

Level, e.g. difficulty of language 



Choosing What to Learn…

● Consider the ways in which the students in this video are given opportunities 

to choose what they will learn.

● How can you apply this to your classroom programme?



Student Voice and Choice – Shelburne Community School 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MVRCEq5jZkU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MVRCEq5jZkU


Learner Agency: Student Voice



”If you have any questions, start with the students, because they always have 

better answers than you’re going to come up with on your own.” 

-Shelburne Community School teacher



Pause and Ponder…

● When will students collaborate to problem-solve, 

devise higher-order questions, contribute to the 

creation of a product, or otherwise actively grapple with 

a lesson’s meaning?

● How often are students offered the opportunity to 

speak to others about their learning, model learning or 

ideas, or conduct demonstrations?

-retrieved and adapted from https://www.edutopia.org/article/simple-ways-promote-student-voice-classroom

https://www.edutopia.org/article/simple-ways-promote-student-voice-classroom




ASK FOR STUDENT FEEDBACK—AND USE IT

‘Another important way to elevate student voice is to ask for feedback. As much 

as we wish we could, we will never know what it really feels like to be a student in 

our classrooms, and our students hold many of the answers we seek. We can 

ask them for feedback throughout the year and (when feasible) implement their 

suggestions. Student feedback not only informs instruction, it conveys that we 

value their insight, and that their voices are at the centre of the work that we do.

When we listen to and honour our students, we can show them that their voices 

can be powerful instruments of learning for themselves and others—and levers of 

change in their classrooms and beyond.’

-retrieved and adapted from https://www.edutopia.org/article/simple-ways-promote-student-voice-classroom

https://www.edutopia.org/article/simple-ways-promote-student-voice-classroom


How do teachers use student voice as “levers of change in their classrooms and 

beyond?”

As a leader, what outcomes do you wish to see when teachers give students 

opportunities to voice their thoughts, feelings, opinions and ideas?



Ways to Develop Student Voice

Brainstorm. Since brainstorming is a group activity, it’s an opportunity for kids to 

participate without pressure. We want all students to participate, with ideas from 

everyone. As a group, organize and sort the ideas into actionable items. 

Debate. Debate is a positive way for students to use their voice constructively. 

Classroom discussions and debates can help teach communication and critical-

thinking skills.

Survey. Asking students what they enjoyed in their learning and what wasn’t 

helpful is another way to give them an opportunity to express themselves. 

-retrieved and adapted from 

https://www.iste.org/explore/In-the-classroom/8-ways-to-empower-student-voice-in-your-classroom

http://www.edutopia.org/blog/critical-thinking-toolbox-brainstorm-hans-nathaniel-bluedorn
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/student-debate-deepens-thinking-engagement-ben-johnson
https://www.iste.org/explore/articleDetail?articleid=346&category=Toolbox&article=
https://www.iste.org/explore/In-the-classroom/8-ways-to-empower-student-voice-in-your-classroom


Ako – Reciprocity of Teaching and Learning

The concept of ako describes a teaching and learning relationship, where the 

educator is also learning from the student and where educators’ practices are 

informed by the latest research and are both deliberate and reflective. Ako is 

grounded in the principle of reciprocity and also recognises that the learner 

and whānau cannot be separated.

-Ka Hikitia, 2008, p.20

This powerful concept has been supported by educational research showing that 

when teachers facilitate reciprocal teaching and learning roles in their 

classrooms, students’ achievement improves (Alton-Lee, 2003).

-retrieved from https://tereomaori.tki.org.nz/Curriculum-guidelines/Teaching-and-learning-te-reo-Maori/Aspects-of-

planning/The-concept-of-ako

https://tereomaori.tki.org.nz/var/tki-trm/storage/original/audio/17e435ed026c8c22a1afab2e434735a1.mp3
https://tereomaori.tki.org.nz/var/tki-trm/storage/original/audio/17e435ed026c8c22a1afab2e434735a1.mp3
https://tereomaori.tki.org.nz/var/tki-trm/storage/original/audio/7cd890e0d0865823fa63c295e9af208e.mp3
https://tereomaori.tki.org.nz/var/tki-trm/storage/original/audio/e56090ee65f502a4a3634b14bf6124f1.mp3
https://tereomaori.tki.org.nz/Curriculum-guidelines/Teaching-and-learning-te-reo-Maori/Aspects-of-planning/The-concept-of-ako




Surveys

Learning in Science Survey

What do you find tricky/hard about learning in Science?

What do you like to learn about in Science?

What type of Science do you like doing most? (Give some examples – Biology, Physical Science, Earth 

Science etc)

Who do you work best with in Science? Who would you like to work with?

Who or what is most helpful to you when learning in Science? Who or what else could help you?

What does the school/teacher do that helps you with Science?

What other things would you like the school/teacher to do to help you with Science?



-image retrieved from

https://www.thinkconceptually.com/blog/a-shift-towards-concept-

based-inquiry

-image retrieved from 

https://www.facebook.com/mrspriestleysict/photos/m

aths-preexit-slips-i-have-used-maths-exit-slips-for-

the-last-year-a-half-these-/3144309428993128/

https://www.thinkconceptually.com/blog/a-shift-towards-concept-based-inquiry
https://www.facebook.com/mrspriestleysict/photos/maths-preexit-slips-i-have-used-maths-exit-slips-for-the-last-year-a-half-these-/3144309428993128/


Digital Exit Slips: Voice to Show Learning, Self-Assessment

-image retrieved from https://jenniferfindley.com/free-digital-exit-slips-for-any-lesson/

https://jenniferfindley.com/free-digital-exit-slips-for-any-lesson/


Possible Prompts and Questions for Students to Comment 

on Learning. Add to these ….. 

● In a few sentences, write what you learned today.

● What was the most difficult part of today’s lesson?

● What was the easiest part of today’s lesson?

● Explain the most important part of today’s lesson.

● Would you feel confident explaining this lesson to a friend? Why or why not?

● If you were asked to help someone with today’s lesson, how would you explain it?

● Do you feel ready to move on to a new lesson, or do you need more practice with 

what you learned today? Explain.

● What part of today’s lesson do you think we need to continue practicing?

● Imagine someone asked you, “What did you learn at school today?” What would 

you say?

● If you were giving someone advice about today’s lesson, what part would you tell 

them to pay special attention to?



Student-led conferences. The student is given the opportunity to share and discuss 
what they have been doing in class, as well as identify their own strengths and areas 
to improve. Such conferences empower students by allowing them to take 
responsibility for their own learning.

Genius Hour. Daniel Pink coined the term in his book Drive, Genius Hour is class time 
set aside for students to work on their own passion projects.

Projects. While it’s great to encourage student voice inside a classroom, sometimes 
the best way to do that is to open the classroom doors. Online resources such as 
TakingITGlobal allow students to connect with other students who are passionate 
about solving real-world problems. Doing a unit on energy conservation and your kids 
have great ideas? Connect them with other learners and see what they can do.

-retrieved and adapted from 

https://www.iste.org/explore/In-the-classroom/8-ways-to-empower-student-voice-in-your-classroom

http://www.educationworld.com/a_admin/admin/admin112.shtml
https://www.iste.org/explore/ArticleDetail?articleid=92
http://www.tigweb.org/
https://www.iste.org/explore/In-the-classroom/8-ways-to-empower-student-voice-in-your-classroom


Four Corners 

Debate/ Discussion

An effective debate mixer is the four corners method. 

▪ The teacher displays a topic on the white board 

and assigns a different position relative to that 

topic to each corner of the room. 

▪ Students then choose to stand in the corner that 

best reflects their personal opinion on the matter. 

▪ Each corner has 2 minutes to discuss and solidify 

their reasoning/logic. 

▪ Each group selects a spokesperson to express the 

group’s position. He/she has 30 seconds to 

express thoughts concisely and persuade their 

classmates. Other groups must listen intently.

▪ After the first corner presents, invite those who 

have been persuaded, to move to the appropriate 

corner.

▪ This can be followed up by each student writing a 

short paragraph explaining their position. 

-image and text retrieved and adapted from 

https://www.edutopia.org/blog/student-debate-

deepens-thinking-engagement-ben-johnson

https://www.edutopia.org/blog/student-debate-deepens-thinking-engagement-ben-johnson


Four Corners 

Debate/ Discussion

Debate:

All New Zealand schools should be 

required to start the school year on 

the same day in term one.

-image and text retrieved and adapted from 

https://www.edutopia.org/blog/student-debate-

deepens-thinking-engagement-ben-johnson

https://www.edutopia.org/blog/student-debate-deepens-thinking-engagement-ben-johnson


Exit Ticket

I used to think…. Now I think….


