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INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH
In Empower: What Happens When Students Own Their Learning, 

A.J. Juliani perhaps said it best: “Our job is not to prepare students for 

something; instead, our role is to help students prepare themselves for 

anything” (p. xxxiii). Teacher-centered, ‘Sage on the Stage,’ direct 

instruction—there are a dozen terms for this approach to teaching, yet 

they all translate the same: the teacher is the expert, doling out 

knowledge on their terms for students to receive. It’s Paulo Freire’s 

(1970/2008) classic concept of the banking model, assigning the teacher 

all knowledge and agency while students are treated as objects to be 

talked at instead of talked with (p. 242). Perhaps it’s not always taken to 

such extremes, but this is the mindset at the heart of this approach: 

teaching is transmission; it is not, cannot be, a co-occurring learning 

experience, continuously adapting to the needs of students and their 

world. Yet when the teacher acts solely as the expert, they create a 

dependency upon their expertise. As Robert Welker (1991) concludes in 

his article, “Expertise and the Teacher as Expert: Rethinking a 

Questionable Metaphor,” “the teacher whose knowledge has not been 

used to make the student less dependent has failed” (p. 35). If students 

do not finish their education able to think and act critically and 

independently as they interact with a world constantly bombarding them 

with new perspectives, what has been the point of our instruction? The 

goal of the teacher must be the creation of a confident, lifelong learner 

ready to meet the civic, social, and intellectual demands of our society. 

Thus, research supports a mass switch from the traditional, teacher-

centered approach to collaborative, student-centered learning, where the 

inclusion and agency of all students is not only encouraged but 

expected.

Centering on TPEP Criteria 1, 2, and 3, the goal of this inquiry 

project will be to explain how and why teachers should focus on 

developing agency in students by setting high expectations and then 

helping students meet them. One of the foundations of my inquiry is an 

expansive definition of inclusion that considers all students traditionally 

excluded from consideration in educational design, not only the “SPED” 

kids. To this end, I prefer to use the Sheridan Center for Teaching and 

Learning’s definition: “Inclusive teaching is an explicit intellectual and 

affective inclusion of all students into our fields and disciplines, through 

course content, assessment, and/or pedagogy.”

WHAT IS STUDENT AGENCY?
First, I should say, there is no broad consensus on the definition of 

student agency. Many different words are used to describe the concept, 

and sometimes the same words are used to describe different concepts. 

That said, by looking across researchers, practitioners, and other 

thought leaders, common elements arise that begin to suggest a 

consensus.

From these sources, the dust seems to settle on a concept of 

“student agency” that involves four distinct components. The first three 

are temporally linked covering future, present, and past:

▪ Setting advantageous goals;

▪ Initiating action toward those goals; and

▪ Reflecting on and regulating progress toward those goals.

Several sources also agree on a fourth dimension, that undergirds the 

others—a belief in self-efficacy. That is, whether one believes they can 

act with agency actually enhances or diminishes that agency.

quoted from Jennifer Davis Poon (2018)

HAMMOND & FREIRE:

LEARNED HELPLESSNESS AND THE 

NEUROSCIENCE OF LEARNING
To make inclusion function as it should, teachers must be willing to 

empower their students and each other in the classroom. When Paulo 

Freire (1970/2008) identified and then challenged the traditional model 

of education, he addressed the ideological and sociological concerns of 

a teacher-centered approach. When he declared, “Education as the 

exercise of domination stimulates the credulity of students, with the 

ideological intent (often not perceived by educators) of indoctrinating 

them to adapt to the world of oppression,” Freire made the case that the 

teacher-centered model fails to open a meaningful dialogue and so 

trains students to accept a one-sided dynamic in which they are 

voiceless and powerless (p. 248). This dynamic and the learned 

helplessness it generates parallels the experience of other traditionally 

excluded students as well, as Zaretta Hammond argues in Culturally 

Responsive Teaching and the Brain. Referencing the most recent 

developments in neuroscientific research, Hammond explains how 

students who feel unheard, unseen, and disempowered in school, 

cannot feel safe enough to learn in the classroom. Research has 

revealed that students who do not feel safe actually cannot learn, as the 

parts of their brain necessary for learning cannot engage while those 

focused on self-defense are active. Thus, a truly inclusive classroom 

must center on growing agency in students - they must be empowered to 

achieve more than they believe they are capable of and to assess their 

own growth and capabilities accurately.

However, it is vital to a culturally response perspective of agency to 

consider how our students may enact agency differently than white 

American’s might expect. For instance, students from non-Western, 

more collectivist cultures may consider agency to be the practice of 

restraint or of valuing social harmony over individual desires. That this 

may not look the way the majority of teachers expect agency to look, 

does not lessen its value. It simply highlights how teachers must 

continuously check their own biases and expand their perspectives. 

TOOLS 

▪ Portfolios

o Self-Assessment: “As a component of a variety of assessment 

practices, [self-assessment] can foster students’ involvement 

and inclusion in choices about their own learning. By 

strengthening students’ sense of identity and belonging through 

self-assessment, it is possible to counter the impact of 

assessment practices that might normally serve to exclude and 

marginalise them” (Bourke & Mentis, 2013, p. 854).

o Students identify and set their own goals, measuring their own 

progress toward achieving them.

o Promoting a growth mindset through revision and reflection. 

▪ Rubrics: Designed by students, or by students in collaboration with 

teachers.

▪ Choice Menus 

▪ Accessibility Technology: Speech-to-text and text-to-speech 

software, subtitles, Rewordify and Newsela to adjust language level 

to student needs, alternative seating and lighting.

ACTION PLAN & SUPPORTING THEORIES

➢ Relinquish control: give students as much choice as possible in their 

learning, from materials to assessment. 

➢ Plan with UDL in mind, ensuring all materials are accessible and all 

goals/targets are achievable.

➢ Choose culturally-relevant topics and materials. Share diverse 

perspectives and validate diverse ways of learning.

➢ Solicit regular feedback from students about their learning. 

➢ Use trauma-informed practices: 

Garcia, Marlatt, McDermott, and O’Byrne (2021) acknowledge teacher 

concerns that student-centered learning “conflicts with the hierarchical 

nature of schooling, where teachers are routinely evaluated on how well 

they get students to comply. It involves risk, mistakes, and failure. But it 

also creates a classroom environment that sustains the curiosity and 

engagement of both the students and the teacher.” As John Spencer has 

pointed out, "we need to move from entertaining our students (‘The 

kids love this activity!’) to engaging them by connecting them with real 

ideas that matter, and then go further to 

empowering them to seek out the learning 

for themselves instead of waiting for it to be 

delivered” (Terborg, 2017). This is how we 

start countering learned helplessness. This 

is how we create lifelong learners.

REFERENCES:

FOUR COMPONENTS OF STUDENT AGENCY

INTEGRATING APPROACHES

Building student agency in the classroom, requires the teacher to 

relinquish control but not consideration or structure. It requires the 

teacher to understand and integrate key pedagogical concepts with a 

humanistic, whole person view of our students. The consensus of so 

many of our developments in pedagogy is that supporting student 

agency is vital to all of our students’ learning.

Siddall (2016) summarizes in his article for the Aurora Institute: "As 

the WestEd team points out in their research brief How Students 

Learn…To Learn, deeper learning truly takes hold when the student 

herself perceives a gap between where she is and where she wants to 

be, and takes action to close that gap. In other words, great instruction 

only takes a student so far. Agency, cultivated over an extended period 

of time, allows students to make the most important connections and 

decisions themselves.” Students must be able to independently shape:

▪ Metacognitive practices (e.g. goal setting, monitoring

progress toward these goals, reflecting)

▪ Motivation and feelings of self-efficacy

▪ Behavioral changes (e.g. seeking out help, finding a quiet   

place to work).


