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STUDENT AGENCY: Raising Student Engagement

Unfortunately, most Ministers of Education today, are so concerned with
science, technology, engineering and mathematics, and having test scores,
that they forget that, at the end of the day, if we don't have people with good
character, people who do the right thing, intellect itself will destroy the
world, it will not save it.
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Student Agency: What is it? Why should we focus on it? and How can face-to-face
and online classes expand it?

As usual, so many important questions, so let's take one at a time!

What is student agency? This concept is so important to know - especially today. Our
students are facing a future in which technology is already taking over major sectors of
the professional world - what is often called the Fourth Industrial Revolution...the reality
that multi-faceted technology has integrated itself into almost every aspect of our lives
and has accelerated our dependency on it.

According to economic experts, over the past two decades, automation has increased
threefold and over the next decade, tens of millions more jobs will be taken over by
machines, especially those jobs designed for lower-skilled workers.

What does this have to do with your students? Perfect. That leads us to the second
question from above: Why should you focus on student agency? Well, if machines can
do lower-skill jobs better than our student can, then we have to help them develop
qualities that make them more qualified than machines - that help these up-and-coming
professionals be indispensible in the professional market. If not, they will be lost in the
vast sea of unemployment, - and | don't think you're spending all this time planning the
best lessons you can for them so that that happens to them, right?

But, how does this translate into what students need to develop? Well, according to the
latest OECD survey, to be viable in today's global economy, there are four key traits that
students need to develop:
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= They need to be able to investigate the world beyond their
immediate environment by examining issues of local, global
and cultural significance.

= They need to be able to recognize, understand and appreciate
the perspectives and world views of other.

= They need to be able to communicate ideas effectively with
diverse audiences by engaging in open, appropriate and
effective interactions across cultures.

= They need to be able to take action for collective well-being
and sustainable development both locally and globally.
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How in the world can we help them achieve these goals? No worries. That's where student
agency comes in: one of the most effective ways of developing skills that machines cannot
replicate, is to promote student agency in our learning environments. As much as
possible, we want them to become more proactive in their scholastic and personal lives
so that they are more qualified than machines can ever be.

But, slow down...what is student agency?

Okay, the OECD defines student agency as: the capacity for a young person to set a goal,
reflect, and act responsibly to effect change. When students are agents in their own
learning - when they are active in deciding what and how they learn - they tend to show
more motivation, and are more likely to be conscious of the learning process, plus, they
become aware of what their responsibility is in realising progress.

How can this translate to our face-to-face or online classes. Right on time! That's the third
question from above: How can face-to-face and online classes expand student agency?
This finally gets us to concrete activities.

For student agency to grow, learners need to be involved in the instruction and evaluation
of the material required, but also co-constructors in what they learn. This doesn't mean
that they choose their own curriculum, but it does means that they are participants in
choosing how and in what order they are going to learn what is in the curriculum - at first
in small ways, and later, as they become accustomed to the responsibility, they have a
growing co- authorship.

So, here are easy but four powerful ways to develp student agency in your lessons today:

1. Co-create objectives: (See Let's Blog Objectives for more details). When students
have the opportunity to co-create content and language objectives for a lesson, a
project and/or a unit, they become more integrated in the learning process and
more active and invested in achieving these objectives. According to John Hattie's
effect sizes, this co-athorship has an enormous influence in raising the learning
(0,82).

Example - you propose the following objectives, and then open up a class
discussion:


https://www.dropbox.com/s/5lb0jgvlyvqpwq6/Student_Agency_for_2030_concept_note.pdf?dl=0
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Objectives for Nanny McPhee and the Big Bang.
By the end of this book, you will:

Emma Thompsen

= Write a summary of five chapters of the book from the mp’MﬁB&a
perspective of one of the characters FIREAES

— Record the dialogue on pages 14-17 of the story's
protagonists talking about ethics

Explain how the story addressed global issues

Answer 20 questions- uploaded on the Richmond platform (Class
Materials) - on the story.
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During class discussion on these objectives, students make strong arguments
stating that they do not need to do all of these objectives to show that they have
assimilated the information from the story. So...

The new objectives state:

We will choose three (3) of the four (4) following objectives
to show our knowledge of the story:

Uy iy

Group-designed schedules: We present criteria for a final task. Students work
with their group members to decide in what order they will do steps to complete
the final task. (Negotiating skills are part of the four goals the OECD states
above.)

They make a schedule showing the dates they will complete each part of the task,
and all members sign at the bottom. (They are permitted to adjust the schedule, as
long as they change the plan on the 'official' schedule and all sign again.)

Example:
Date we
Final Task will
8-page Mini-Book on the Upper, Middle and complete
Lower Coures of a River this task:
= 8 pages (digital or physical)
= Colour
= 3 pages: Upper, Middle and Lower courses on separate pages
= 4 pages: map showing four (4) major rivers on four (4) different

continents

U

1 page: Different sources for rivers



= Written explanation of characteristics of each part of the river on
each page (3-4 sentences each page)

= Written explanation of how each country is proactive in
maintaining the health of the river

= Recorded verbal explanation of each page
Final task due: 1 March

Signed by group members:

3. Projects: During the sudden switch to online lessons, teachers realised more than
ever before that for students to engage in their learning, the material needs to be
relevant and meaningful to them. Above all, they need to see connections to their
lives. (See Let's Blog Online Projects).

Projects - especially interdisciplary and multi-cultural projects - mean students
work collaboratively and so develop not only the goals the OECD suggests above,
but also social agency. Social agency is about recognizing the rights and
responsibilities of those around them, the importance of community, and learning
how to build relationships with people outside of their families.

4. Choose learning-styles: Students have the option of the learning style they will
use to make their knowledge visible at the end of a task. You give the options -
any one of them being valid. Because the students can personalise their learning,
you have given them the opportunity to strengthen their student agency.

Example:

Your next unit is on different options for recycling in your town. For the
final project, choose one of the final tasks from below:

= Create a Google Map that details the places you will place recycling
containers so that citizens of your town have the easiest time in finding and
using them.

— Make a pop-up book of 4-6 pages, with detailed views of the town, its
buildings, streets, and where you would place the recycling containers. ;

= Produce a blog post that includes the benefits of recycling, sites that present
debates about recycling, and some possible solutions for recycling as a :
means of achieving a more sustainable environment.

So that's a quick introduction to the importance of always beginning with content and
language objectives. See you soon for the next blog!

In the meantime...

please tell me about the changes you see in your students as they become
more involved and responsible in their learning!!
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