








SPELT Quarterly   |   Vol. 38  |  No. 1 | 2023 8

The Why, What and How of Learner
Agency

Aliya Jafari, Literacy Specialist & Education Consultant, Founder Pangea: Learning
Without Borders, LLC, U.S.A
email: Aliya.Pangea@gmail.com

“At the end of the day, if they don’t like
reading and writing and they don’t do it
unless they are forced to… what’s the
point?” Mary Chapman

Learner agency, student-centered classroom,
PBL, discovery learning, etc.; have become
buzzwords in our educational world.  What
is agency and why am I writing about it?

The International Baccalaureate defines
agency as “the power to take meaningful and
intentional action, and acknowledges the rights
and responsibilities of the individual,
supporting voice, choice and ownership for
everyone in the learning community.” (IBO,
2017). Harvard University Achievement Gap
Initiative report (2007) states that agency “is
the capacity and propensity to take purposeful
initiative.” When learners move from being
passive recipients of knowledge to active and
reflective participants who design their learning
experiences, we call them agentic learners.
Reggio Emilia views students as protagonists
of their own learning.

I want to clarify a few terms here. When I
talk about learning, I do not mean high grades
on tests and exams.  I mean acquisition of
knowledge, skills and concepts that lead to
personal and intellectual growth. True learning
transfers to real life applications.  “Learning,
simply stated, means that there has been a
change made in one’s long-term memory”
(Kirschner & Clark, 2021, p.168).  If we

continue to solve a math problem the way we
were approaching it before someone
explained it to us, then maybe we haven’t
learned.

At the risk of stating the obvious, supporting
student agency doesn’t mean that we are
absolved of our responsibilities as educators
and let the students do whatever they want.
Leaving it to the learners to “discover”
everything, results in a cognitive overload that
leads to frustration instead of learning
(Kirschner & Clark, 2021, p. 17). In reality,
it’s a gradual release of responsibilities
towards a democratic classroom where
power and decision making are shared among
the students and educators. The onus lies on
the teacher to coach students through carefully
designed learning tasks to effectively use
frameworks, thinking routines, and other step-
by-step processes to become self-regulated
learners.  Bandura’s description of self-
efficacy has two key anchors: “the knowledge
and use of specific learning strategies, and self-
monitoring of performance” (Kirschner &
Clark, 2021, p. 67). Developing and
supporting learner agency, in my opinion,
means nurturing self-efficacy in learners.

Finally, let’s define the word learner. Does it
mean students only? Do the teachers position
themselves as lifelong learners? In fact, unless
teachers take a learner stance and make their
own learning process transparent for the
students to observe, transfer of skills and
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ownership of processes and products may not
happen. It is comparable to letting the students
in on the secret of organizing, learning,
planning, and assessing with the purpose of
helping them develop those skills and use
them efficiently and independently.  Learning
is a social process; compared to working
alone, when we work with peers we learn
and grow more, operating within our zone of
proximal development. Of course, the task
must be strategically designed for optimal
rigor for all–it shouldn’t fall on some students
to do all the heavy lifting while others happily
relinquish responsibility.

In this paper, I will look at the why behind
learner agency and then explore ways we can
support it in our schools. While sharing lesson
planning with students may sound like a pipe
dream; I will share ideas to nurture learner
agency through classroom design, establishing
classroom communities sensitive to individual
learning preferences, demystifying formative
assessment and curating student portfolios.

The Why:

Alfie Kohn and Daniel Pink’s research
highlights the why behind learner agency.
When you survey teachers about the daily
challenges of teaching, “lack of student
motivation” invariably makes the list.  How
many of us have told our students to “pay
attention,” and have used strategies to engage
them in the classroom through reward and
thinly disguised punishment, called
consequences? Alfie Kohn, speaker, author,
and advocate for progressive education,
makes it clear in no uncertain terms that using
extrinsically motivating rewards, praise,
tokens, and point systems is not only
exhausting to keep up with, but also downright
damaging.  Rewards and punishments are
ways to manipulate and control human
behavior and negatively impact the innate
intelligence and curiosity of children.

There are at least 70 studies showing that
extrinsic motivators—including A’s,
sometimes praise, and other rewards—
are not merely ineffective over the long
haul but counterproductive with respect
to the things that concern us most: desire
to learn, commitment to good values, and
so on. Another group of studies shows
that when people are offered a reward
for doing a task that involves some
degree of problem solving or creativity—
or for doing it well—they will tend to do
lower quality work than those offered
no reward. (Brandt, R, 1995)

Daniel Pink, former chief speechwriter to Vice
President Al Gore, bestselling author and
Masterclass host says something similar in his
book, Drive: “children who are praised for
“being smart” often believe that every
encounter is a test of whether they really are.
So to avoid looking dumb, they resist new
challenges and choose the easiest path. By
contrast, kids who understand that effort and
hard work lead to mastery and growth are
more willing to take on new, difficult tasks.”

Pink gives us a formula for intrinsic motivation.
“We have three innate psychological needs—
competence, autonomy, and relatedness.
When those needs are satisfied, we’re
motivated, productive, and happy.” “The
three things that motivate creative people -
autonomy, mastery, purpose!” (Pink, 2011).

Autonomy is the human desire to be the
protagonist of our life journey and design our
own path. It’s hard to be fully motivated when
we are expected to comply with an authority
who tells us what to do and how to do it every
step of the way.

Mastery is achieved as a result of the desire
to maximize one’s own capacity.  The idea of
improving our skills by practice and learning
is innate to human beings.  Working out a
complex and interesting problem, puzzle, or
task is a reward in itself.
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Purpose is the driving force behind
motivation.  When we connect with the
purpose of why we are doing what we are
doing, we work harder and are more
productive because we see the task as
something bigger than ourselves. The goal is
not to be the winner, but to contribute to
something that really matters. (Mind Tools,
2019, para. 11).

Teacher Agency

Do our educational institutions support
teacher agency? Are teachers in our schools
expected to take meaningful initiative to pursue
their own learning goals and professional
growth?

Pink and Kohn’s research equally applies to
teachers.  Just like students often have no say
in their teachers’ pacing guides, lesson plans,
timetables, and tests; teachers have little
control over the professional development
they receive in their schools.  We often find
ourselves sitting in mandatory and boring
professional development sessions. We groan
and complain about the irrelevance and one
size fits all approach, but don’t know what
alternatives we have. Like students, we are
often closely watched by the administration
who require absolute compliance and use the
same carrot and stick principle for teacher
evaluation. Newly trained graduates join the
teaching profession full of enthusiasm to make
a positive impact on the lives of students, but
lack of support and teacher autonomy over
what they want to learn and how they want
to teach often leads to disillusionment and
burnout.

It is imperative that administrators consult
teachers about their needs and learning goals
before making decisions about school-wide
professional development. Effective
“professional development is sustained,
intensive, collaborative, job-embedded, data
driven, and classroom focused.’’ Bailey &

Jakicic go on and specify that “stand-alone,
1-day, short-term workshops” don’t work
(Bailey & Jakicic, 2019, p.1). While I’m fully
aware that the term PLC or professional
learning communities is so loosely used that it
has lost its meaning, I would like to bring us
back to its focus on learning, rather than
teaching. In this vein, we as educators have
the responsibility to reflect on our teaching
practice, set goals and take the necessary
steps to meet those goals. Do we reflect on
our own hopes and dreams each academic
year? Are we agentic learners who reflect on
our teaching purpose and practice, claim the
autonomy to find learning opportunities, and
master what we are curious about? If we can’t
take action to make our own learning
meaningful for us, we would most likely not
see the value of supporting it among our
students.

Tuning in

Let’s begin with ourselves. This simple and
quick checklist, based on terBorg’s graphic
on student agency (2017), is a great starting
point to look critically at our own support of
learner agency in our classrooms and schools.

* Who does the talking in the classroom?
* Who does the listening?
* Who designs the learning space?
* Are all the learners doing the same thing

at the same time?
* Who determines the success criteria?
* Do learners know how they learn best?
* Can learners choose where they work and

what they learn?
* Do teachers and students position

themselves as learners and co-creators?
* Do students and teachers know why they

are doing what they are doing?
* Who owns the learning?

What to Learn:

IBPYP and Reggio-inspired primary schools
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provide students the freedom to steer their
own learning to varying extents. Yet teachers
continue to struggle with supporting student
agency when it comes to “what students must
learn.” Tayrn Bond Clegg (2018), an inspiring
and insightful IB educator and writer of the
blog “Making Good Humans,” shares the
discomfort a teacher feels:

For any of you playing around with the
concept of student agency in a PYP school,
you will likely know the stress and struggle of
trying to negotiate the interplay between what
students want to learn, with what teachers,
schools, and systems have decided they have
to learn.

Much cognitive dissonance and feelings of
hypocrisy stem from standing in front of
students saying “You own your own learning!
We trust you! Follow your own passions,
interests and curiosities!…… buuuuut make
sure you’re meeting the learning outcomes that
have been pre-determined for you in the units
we have designed for you within the timelines
we have set for you.” (Clegg, 2018, para.2-
3)

Traditional schools that most of our children
attend, are driven by pacing guides,
curriculum, report cards, and timetables. They
neither claim nor have the luxury of giving
students full autonomy to chart their own
learning journey. If the bedrock of being a
motivated learner is autonomy, mastery, and
purpose–how can we blend the
predetermined curriculum and learning
outcomes with learner agency?

While we may not be able to have the students
decide What they learn, we can support
students to exercise their voice, choice, and
ownership in Where and How they learn.

How we learn:

Loris Malaguzzi, the founder of the Reggio

Emilia schools, calls a flexible environment
responsive to the need for teachers and
children to create learning together “the third
teacher…the classroom environment can help
shape a child’s identity as a powerful player
in his or her own life and the lives of others.
To foster such an environment, teachers must
go deeper than what is merely seen at eye
level and develop a deep understanding of
the underlying principles and of children’s
thinking, questions, and curiosities.” (Mary
Ann Biermeier, 2015, para. 3).

If we want to walk the talk of honoring diverse
learning styles and personalities in our
classrooms, then let’s start with classroom
design. Coaching students through the
process of intentionally setting up their
classroom and forming a community of
learners are the first steps in supporting learner
agency. In a world where teachers are
required to have the classroom ready and
bulletin boards decorated before the new
school year begins, can we do action research
on how students’ ownership of their learning
shifts when they design their own learning
space? For starters, students can do the
following while applying math,
communication, social-emotional,
collaboration, and literacy skills to real-life
situations:

* Share their hopes and dreams for the
school year and set personal and academic
goals

* Create a classroom floor plan with precise
measurement

* Take learning style inventories and share
with teachers and peers how they learn
best and what kind of learning space will
be most conducive to learning

* Design a seating arrangement for a
collaborative learning space

* Organize the classroom library by a self-
selected criteria
(interest, subject, genre, difficulty level,
etc.)
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* Inventory classroom supplies and materials
and come up with a system to use all the
resources responsibly

* Create spaces for technology, quiet
reading, class meetings, project work, etc.

* Vote on and create class essential
agreement

* Set up and decide what goes on the
bulletin boards

* Plan on reevaluating the classroom layout
decisions in a month to see if they serve or
hinder achieving personal and academic
goals.

* Create a daily timetable

The above-mentioned task list is by no means
exhaustive, but a starting point. For those
trying this on for size, rest assured, this is low
hanging fruit.  These tasks will raise students’
self-awareness and will better position them
to be self-regulated learners. The most
rewarding aspect of this work is the resulting
strong sense of community, ownership, and
pride in the learning space that the students
and teachers co-create.  Reevaluating the
classroom design will drive home two
important messages for our students:

1. The classroom is their space; their
opinions and needs matter

2. When things don’t work out as
anticipated, it is important to step back,
reflect, and find solutions for improvement.

Nothing has put a sharper spotlight on the
importance of social-emotional support than
the Covid-19 pandemic.  Coming back to
Pink, “We have three innate psychological
needs—competence, autonomy, and
relatedness. When those needs are satisfied,
we’re motivated, productive, and happy”
(Pink, 2011).  A sense of safety, belonging
and relatedness is key to our existence. When
students talk about their preferred learning
styles, design quiet and busy spaces, co-
create norms, classroom agreements, and

participate in morning meetings, they become
a cohesive community of learners.  Students
become sensitive to each other’s needs and
can see their success in the success of others.
When our brain’s needs for safety and
connection are met, only then are we able to
engage our higher-order thinking brain and
learn at optimal levels.

How do we know that we have learned?

Earlier, I had made a claim that supporting
learner agency means a gradual release of
responsibility toward a democratic classroom
where power and decision making is shared
among the students and educators. As
students advocate for themselves and develop
metacognitive skills, they can be coached to
participate in the assessment process.
Needless to say, this is a challenging process.
We must initially hold their hand and
deliberately show them how to set goals,
track their progress, determine success
criteria, self-assess, and have a say in the
process and product of learning before we
can expect a level of independence and self-
efficacy.

Before we take on this formidable task, let’s
break down assessment. There are two kinds
of assessments: summative and formative.
Summative assessment is more prevalent and
is the assessment of learning that is conducted
at the end of the learning process. For
example, at the end of a chapter on fractions,
a teacher may give a test to evaluate what
students learned about adding and subtracting
fractions, score their mastery of the concept
with a percentage and close the learning
episode to move on to a new topic. There
are few to no opportunities for student growth
on this topic after the assessment.  Unit tests,
project grades, and final exams are examples
of summative assessments.

Formative assessment is more complex and
less ubiquitous. This is an assessment for



13SPELT Quarterly   |   Vol. 38 |  No. 1 | 2023

learning and happens throughout an iterative
teaching and learning process. A formative
assessment could be a pretest, a check for
understanding, an exit ticket, a discussion, a
quick recall of facts, or an application of a
specific skill to determine what needs to be
learned, where students are in their pathway
to mastery and how they can grow and
progress in their conceptual understanding.
Formative assessment allows the teacher to
differentiate and calibrate instruction by using
evidence-based strategies and specific
feedback. When students participate in the

formative assessment process, they become
stakeholders in what they are learning, and
what they need to do to improve.  They get
invested in learning at high levels.

Let’s dig deeper into five formative
assessment strategies that students and
teachers can have a shared understanding of.
Formative assessment is useful not just for the
teacher, but provides students relevant
information on how to move forward towards
the learning objective. Here is a helpful table
by author and educator Kate Jones, inspired
by the work of William and Leahy.

5 Formative Assessment Strategies

It’s a no-brainer that it is of utmost importance
that everyone knows where the learner is
going.  The first strategy of clarifying and
understanding the learning intentions provides
an opportunity for students to set a purpose
for their learning. How the learner gets to the
learning objective is embedded in the success
criteria.  Teachers can’t be the gatekeepers
of this secret.  Demystifying and co-creating
success criteria with students gives them
autonomy over the process and a deeper
understanding of what they need to do to
achieve mastery.

The second strategy checks for understanding.
Teachers and students can collaborate on

tasks that elicit evidence of understanding. The
activities and discussions that aim at providing
evidence of learning solidify knowledge from
mere regurgitation of facts to a deeper
understanding of concepts. Learning could be
evidenced through discussions, think-pair
share, exit tickets, etc.

With the evidence at hand, the teacher
employs the third strategy: i.e., to provide
clear feedback that extends students’
understanding.  For feedback to be effective,
it must be positive, specific, actionable, timely
and sincere (ilmX, Module 6).  Clear and
concrete feedback that shows ways students
can improve their work translates into learning
growth.
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The fourth and fifth strategies are instrumental
in developing an agentic, self-guided and
informed community of learners.   There is an
emphasis on collaborative learning along with
accountability for an individual’s role and
responsibility.  Peers support is an
underutilized, yet a powerful strategy to
maximize assessment and learning. Peer
support coupled with responsibility for own
learning consolidates the new knowledge into
conceptual understanding.  Students can apply
their knowledge to real-life situations, and test
and challenge its veracity.

These five strategies develop students’
metacognitive skills and enable them to take
purposeful and intentional actions.  When
learners move from being passive recipients
of knowledge to active and reflective
participants who design their learning
experiences, we call them agentic learners.
As I had stated earlier, it’s a gradual release
of responsibilities towards a democratic
classroom where power and decision making
are shared among the students and educators
that transforms students into independent,
agentic learners.

Student portfolios and student-led
conferences are excellent ways of putting
students in the driver’s seat of their learning.
It’s not an uncommon practice in schools
worldwide for students to create a portfolio
of self-selected artifacts that showcases their
understanding, growth, and mastery. Again,
it’s a journey where students need support in
coming up with the criteria for selecting
portfolio items, learning to reflect on their
performance, and setting goals to improve.

Soon students learn the value of choosing a
pretest that they performed poorly on along
with several articles of evidence to show their
growth in that subject over time.  We can see
students’ faces shining with pride on
conference days when they talk to their
parents through the evidence of their
achievements in their carefully curated work
samples. When thoughtfully created, portfolios
are evidence of formative assessments and
feedback that propel students into purposeful
learning and mastery.

At the end let’s review the IB definition of
agency: “the power to take meaningful and
intentional action, and it acknowledges the
rights and responsibilities of the individual,
supporting voice, choice, and ownership for
everyone in the learning community.” To
summarize, in this paper we have taken a
journey through research that defines learner
agency and looked at ways agency can be
supported in co-creating classroom space and
a respectful community of diverse learners.
We dipped our toes in assessment and
touched upon student portfolios as tools for
students to showcase their own growth.  I
would encourage you, readers of this article,
to embody the protagonist of your learning
journey by creating an action plan based on
what you would like to master next.  Reflect
on what resonates with you and how you can
get there. I firmly believe that unless we put
our ideas to the test through intentional and
meaningful action, we will not know if they
are viable in our context. I’ve included a
template to get you started, but you don’t have
to use this one. Create your own that works
for you. After all, you are an agentic learner!
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 My Action Plan for Supporting Learner Agency

Think Reflect Act

What ideas and themes Questions I have: What can I apply from
emerged for me in this this article?
article?

Connections I made:

The strategy I want to apply:

Why do I want to apply it?

How will I do it? What support and How will I share my
 resources do I need? learning with my peers
and/or institution?

I will start by…
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"If anything, technology has liberated the 

classroom, restoring to  

its original function as a communal space for 

guided, collaborative – and attentive – learning." 

 

Scott Thornbury 
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Revising Simple, Compound and
Complex Sentences in a Low-
resource Classroom
Kamran Akhtar Siddiqui, Lecturer of English at Sukkur IBA University, Pakistan

Introduction

Teaching sentence-structures to second
language learners is a challenging task. The
intensity of this challenge increases manifold
when the teacher has very low or limited
resources at hand. Sometimes, a classroom
has state-of-the-art facilities but the students
do not have tools to benefit from them.
Something similar happened to my students
in a Foundation English class.

The students in my class belonged to low-
income families, and they had joined the
university for the Foundation semester on
scholarship. Some of the students did not
have smartphones, so whenever I made
students any online game which required the
use of a smartphone, these students were left
out. This made me feel uneasy as they could
not become a part of the formative assessment
using digital tools. It was this situation that
made me improvise my teaching methodology
to better suit the needs of the students.

When we covered the types of sentence
structures i.e., simple, compound and
complex, I wanted my students to revise them.
Based on the previous experience with digital
tools, this time I decided to take an alternative
course. I decided to plan and implement an
activity which would not be dependent on
technology. Although I teach at a university
with state-of -the-art infrastructure, it was a
time to take a leave from technology to make

my class more inclusive. Hence, I came up
with the following activity which required a
teacher, the students and some sheets of
paper.

The Activity

Aim: To help students revise simple,
compound and complex sentences.

Time: 1 to 1½ hours (depending on the
difficulty level)

Preparation:For this activity, I developed
three things.

1. List of 5 sentences which was to be used
in stage 1 of this activity.

2. Sentence type boxconsisting of chits with
names simple, compound and complex.

3. Verb boxcarrying around 10 verbs on
square chits of paper.

Both boxes were to be used at stage 5.

Procedure:

Step 1: I wrote 05 sentences on the board
which are given in appendix A. I asked the
students to read the sentences and decide the
type of sentences – simple, compound or
complex. I made the students do this work in
pairs so that they can share their previous
knowledge to decide. Moreover, discussion
would help them reach clarity.
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Step 2:Once the students had discussed the
given sentences, I elicited responses for each
sentence. I encouraged students to justifyeach
of their choices. Besides, I also provided
insights about the nature of the sentences as
required.

Step 3:Then I asked students to work
individually and produce three more sentences
using any of the 10 verbs given in appendix
B. There must be at least 1 simple, 1
compound and 1 complex sentence.

Step 4:When students had written the
required sentences,I made them sit in a small
group of four. I instructed each group to
discuss one by one the sentences each
member had written. This meant that each
group had to discuss 12 sentences in all – 4
simple, 4 compound and 4 complex
sentences.This provided an opportunity to
thestudents to engage in peer assessment.
Meanwhile, I moved around the class visiting
every group in the class to discuss and clarify
if and when required.

By now, students had worked on
identification, analysis, production and
evaluation of sentences.

Step 5: Let’s gamify grammar.

a. I divided students into three teams- A, B
and C.

b. Each team decided its team-lead whose
job was to nominate students from their
team when it was their turn.

c. Team leaders nominatedtwo students (1
each from two teams)who came in front
of the class. Each student stood at a
different side of the board with a chalk or
marker in hand.

d. I asked one of them to pick up a chit from
a box of sentence types voluntarily. The
box contained chits named simple,
compound and complex (see appendix C).
The chit decided the kind of sentence both

students had to write on the board
simultaneously.

e. Now, I gave them a verb (either from
appendix B or elsewhere) and both
students started writing a sentence as
quickly and accurately as possible. I
instructed them beforehand that they had
to write a correct sentence in terms of both
structure and tense. Any mistake would
result in loss of points.

f. Whoever wrote the correct sentence first
won 5 points, the runner-up, if wrote a
correct sentence, won 4 points.Otherwise,
he/she got no point at all. The teachers
may, however, decide the marks scheme
as per the environment and the level of the
class.

Since I was dealing with three teams, I
followed the team sequence given below for
each round:

a. Two students from A and B
b. Then two students from C and A
c. Then two students from B and C

By doing this, each team got two chances in
one round. The number of rounds could be
added as per the availability of time.

Conclusion

When I implemented this technique, I found
that all students became active and energetic.
They relied on their own knowledge and that
of their classmates. Moreover, this activity
created another chance for them to use the
target language. Additionally, it developed
collaboration and cooperation amongst them
as they had to discuss the concepts with their
peers. Besides, they had a responsibility on
their shoulders to win points for their team as
they got a chance ensuring individual
accountability and responsibility.Furthermore,
I asked students from different teams to
decide whether the sentences were right or
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wrong which made them think about the
structures more and more.

If teachers do not have access to technological
gadgets or students do not have them, this
activity is a great choice to get students using
the sentence-structures collaboratively and
competitively.

Appendices

A. Sentences

1. The university in town has announced a
summer programme; it is a wonderful
opportunity to learn new skills.

2. Sheela always carries a bottle of water with
herself.

3. Smart phone is very distracting; however,
its benefits cannot be negated.

4. Nobody invited Salman to come to the
party, yet everybody complained about his
absence.

5. Although English paper is easy, some of
the students are unable to answer the
questions.

B. Verbs
agree
arrive
ask
bake
bring
build
buy
call
climb

C. Sentence-type box chits

Simple  compound
 complex






















