
1/24/2021

1

Getting to Agency

National ESEA Conference Session

February 8, 2021

Nancy Gerzon, Barbara Jones and Bryan Hemberg

Session Success Criteria

• Explore how students’ express ideas about 

how they learn, and how you might engage 

with students to elicit evidence of learner 

agency.

• Explore instructional actions teachers use to 

model and support student metacognition 

and self-regulation during learning.

• Engage with a model for exploring evidence 

of learner agency in your setting.

Session Learning Goals

• Gain an appreciation for the cognitive 

science research base on agency, and how to 

apply this research to help us better 

understand evidence of learner agency.

• Understand an approach to assess the 

current landscape of learner agency within 

your classroom, school or district.

• Understand that there is a relationship 

between a teacher’s instructional practices 

and students’ fluency with skills and 

knowledge that support learner agency.

From the reading in your packet

Building Blocks to Support 

Learner Agency

Key vocabulary to support 

noticing how students learn 

to learn

Learner agency is the set of skills, mindsets, and opportunities that 

enable learners to set purposeful goals for themselves, to take action in 

their learning to move toward those goals, and to reflect and adjust 

learning behaviors as they monitor their progress toward their goals. 

Learner agency requires an understanding of the learning process, a 

belief in one’s abilities, opportunities to practice and demonstrate 

personal autonomy during learning, and the capacity to intentionally 

direct one’s efforts to meet specific goals.

Students with a strong sense of agency create rather than respond to 

educational opportunities. In the classroom, they ask for a say in how 

problems are solved, seek to add relevance during learning, and 

communicate their interest in learning. They act with intention by 

recommending goals or objectives, soliciting resources, identifying 

strategies, and seeking guidance when needed. Students with agency 

advocate for their learning and that of others, and actively support peers’ 

learning by offering suggestions, reflecting on the learning process, 

asking questions, and engaging in rich dialogue.

…Notice the shifts in how 

students learn as they develop 

self-regulation skills and exhibit 

learner agency

In order to respond by 

supporting daily instructional 

routines that promote student 

self-regulation and metacognition 

in service of learner agency

We can strengthen practices 

that support agency by 

developing expert skills and 

knowledge to…
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Noticing Evidence 
of Student Agency

What students say 
when they talk about 

how they learn

How students 
demonstrate agency 

during learning

Noticing the 
Teacher Role in 

Supporting Student 
Agency 

What teachers say 
when you ask them 

about agency

The instructional 
routines and practices 

teachers use to 
support students to 
learn the skills of 

agency

Expert 

Noticing

• Understand what high quality work looks like, and the evidence that will be used to assess meeting the learning 

goal

• Demonstrate a drive to grapple with new ideas and explore them with peers

• Share and explore where they are in their learning, including partially formed ideas

• Routinely engage in self-regulation activities, including self-reflection and peer feedback, to support their learning

• Utilize classroom resources to move learning forward, including relying on peers to support learning

• Take independent action, not prompted by the teacher, to manage their learning

• Show perseverance in their learning, seek teacher support only after other options have been exhausted

• Ask others for feedback on specific aspects of their learning

• Articulate how new learning fits in with a longer series of learning

• Continue learning when a learning task is done, identifying next steps they can use to further advance their 

learning

When we’ve asked teachers (with advanced formative assessment 

practice) to notice evidence of learner agency, they share that students…

Developing an Expert Lens: Listening to Student Voices Template

Noticing Evidence 
of Student Agency

What students say 
when they talk about 

how they learn

How students 
demonstrate agency 

during learning

Noticing the 
Teacher Role in 

Supporting Student 
Agency 

What teachers say 
when you ask them 

about agency

The instructional 
routines and practices 

teachers use to 
support students to 
learn the skills of 

agency

Developing 

Expertise

Listening for 

evidence of 

how students 

talk about 

learning
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Your choice as to what you will listen to

Choice 2: Explore K-12 voices from students 
across different districts and states whose teachers 

learned new ways of supporting student agency

Choice 1: Explore voices from secondary 
students from Tulsa Public Schools, from one 

teacher’s classroom, over multiple years

Enter into the chat

What was something you heard from students, or from peers in your discussion group, that 

strengthened or enhanced how you understand agency? Or that strengthened how you 

might “listen for” evidence of agency?

11

“This is what we 

mean by equity.”

Reflection by a classroom 

teacher, while listening to Tulsa 

students present on how they 

developed learner agency, at 

the National Assessment for 

Learning Conference (2020)

Dylan Wiliam on Metacognition
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Autonomy

Metacognition

Self-Efficacy

Self-Regulation

Motivation

Perseverance

All of this
can (and must) 
be taught!

(Zimmerman, 1986)

Teaching the Skills of Agency through Formative Assessment

1. Explicitly teach students to assess evidence of learning through 

self-regulation practices including discourse, questioning, feedback 

and self-monitoring

2. Model the use of key norms, discourse practices and feedback that 

support students to use evidence during learning

3. Provide structured opportunities for students to rehearse, practice 

and deepen strategies to apply evidence through discourse, peer 

feedback and self-assessment

4. Give students specific feedback on their use of self-regulation and 

metacognitive practices, including suggestions for improvement

5. Offer opportunities for students to give one another feedback on 

their use of these practices

6. Release scaffolds and structures to ensure independent use of self-

regulation and peer review practices
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Noticing Evidence 
of Student Agency

What students say 
when they talk about 

how they learn

How students 
demonstrate agency 

during learning

Noticing the 
Teacher Role in 

Supporting Agency 

What teachers say 
when you ask them 

about agency

The instructional 
routines and practices 

teachers use to 
support students to 
learn the skills of 

agency

Developing Expertise 

in Noticing Agency

When we’ve asked teachers (with advanced formative assessment practice) 

to share how they teach the skills of agency, they report that they…

• Support students to develop a shared understanding of learning expectations using models and exemplars that 

show the qualities of learning necessary to meet the learning goal.

• Create learning tasks during which evidence of learning is elicited, interpreted, and used by both students and 

teacher.

• Establish pacing and learning activities based on what students need next to move forward in their learning.

• Explicitly model, teach, and provide feedback to students on the use of self-regulation strategies, including 

structured peer review and self-assessment.

• Offer structured opportunities, including questioning, during which students explore what they know, and use 

self-reflection strategies to consider their next steps in learning

• Elicit evidence that shows students’ emerging understanding during learning.

• Provide feedback that honors emerging, maturing, and consolidated learning, and supports students to build 

on partial or incomplete understanding.

• Structure a range of tasks that offer varied ways for students to demonstrate learning.

• Provide learning opportunities that support students to develop increasingly sophisticated understanding as 
learning progresses.

Learning to Notice Agency

Reflection
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From a focus on teaching to a focus on learning

Making Learning Explicit

From compliant learning to self-regulated learning

Fostering Learner Agency

From summative evaluation to emerging learning

Prioritizing Learning as a Process

Three Critical Shifts: Noticing Evidence of Learner Agency

2 Lessons Learned and Worth Sharing
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“The reward of using formative assessment is the culture of collective 
agency in the classroom. Their learning is independent of the teacher 
and uses the teacher as a resource for learning. The teacher is no 
longer the POWER in the classroom. The students own the power of 
their learning and they choose to learn together, collectively. In a 
formative assessment classroom, students see each other and the 
teacher as learning partners. They question, give feedback, clarify 
understanding, making meaning of evidence in order to gain a collective 
understanding as a team. ”  

Teacher reflection
WestEd Formative Assessment Institute

Noticing Evidence 
of Student Agency

What students say 
when they talk about 

how they learn

How students 
demonstrate agency 

during learning

Noticing the 
Teacher Role in 

Supporting Student 
Agency 

What teachers say 
when you ask them 

about agency

The instructional 
routines and practices 

teachers use to 
support students to 
learn the skills of 

agency

Expert Noticing

Use a framework, 

grounded in 

research, to 

support analysis in 

each quadrant. 
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Leadership Expertise: Notice and Understand the Agency Landscape 

at your Site
Useful Readings

Non-Negotiables for the New School Year
Three secondary ELA teachers discuss how they are thinking differently about 
leveraging student voice and prioritizing student self-assessment in online learning.

Developing Student Agency in Online Learning
This blog outlines ideas learned from teachers about how formative assessment and 
student agency translate to, and enhance, online learning and ways to strengthen 
online learning based on what we’ve learned from these formative assessment 
teachers. 

Rules or Agency, What’s in Your Remote Learning Plan?
This blog shares how legacy practices that promote teacher-instructs-student models 
and tight rules for student conformity cause students to disengage from learning (in 
both online and in-person instruction)

Toward a Culturally Responsive Understanding of Student Agency
What questions to ask to ensure that we don’t see student agency through a 
dominant cultural frame of reference?

For more information about formative assessment, reach out to us at:

● Barbara - Bjones3@wested.org
● Nancy - ngerzon@wested.org
● Bryan - bhember@wested.org
● bit.ly/WestEdFA
● @FormativInsights

Thank you!
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https://csaa.wested.org/formative-insight/developing-student-agency-during-online-learning/
https://education-reimagined.org/rules-or-agency/
https://education-reimagined.org/toward-a-culturally-responsive-understanding-of-student-agency/
mailto:Bjones3@wested.org
mailto:ngerzon@wested.org

