
A call to adventure: Learner agency 
in the traditional school

e-Fellow 2014

ht t p:/ / goo.gl/XwQ7IW

@TimGanderNZ

+TimGander

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Traditional school 100 years old, freedom and agency over my teaching
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Presentation Notes
I wanted to find out what a classroom teacher do in a traditional school do to disrupt the traditional model we have around what the learners are thinking and how the learning happens.

the examples we are given regarding future focussed learning and innovative pedagogical models occur in ‘new’ institutions or well resourced schools, with malleable staff.  
I wanted to ATTEMPT TO demonstrate to other teachers in the secondary sector who struggle to make change that there are still applicable methods that can make a difference to the socially constructed view of what teaching and learning is.  

So, with the help of my students we planned on transforming how the teaching and learning occurred within our classroom, within the boundaries of a traditional secondary school and the confines of the NCEA, I wanted to discover if agency is even possible in a traditional school and how can I tell if it is...
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Presentation Notes
This Picture from school prospectus, and reflects the socially constructed view of what teaching and learning is.  In the keynote from Yoram Harpaz on day 2 of uLearn of %50 of teachers believed that this is what is happening in our schools, This is what agency doesn’t look like, and it is the way I was taught but I stayed in the system because I enjoyed school, however some learners don’t enjoy school that much and drop out - would an agentic approach make a difference to them, how much more could students learn and how much further could they go if they had a say in how and when they learned, so that it was authentic and meaningful to them.

This Low agency approach is how I started my journey of teaching, I was teaching in a way what I thought was right, as it was the way I was shown to teach at college and it seemed to work as everyone was sitting still and getting on with whatever I had told them to do, it was more focussed on behaviour management and content than positive outcomes for the learner, but when I moved to New Zealand tried to teach in the same way, the outcomes were different and it wasn’t working that well, and I had to adapt the way I looked at it and developed a method that suited the learner.

Agency starts to occur when the learners shift from being passive recipients to being active and constructive in the learning process, they are involved in the decisions about learning.  The notion of agency has been around for a long time and has similarities to theories from Dewey, Vygotsky and Piaget, as well as the critical pedagogical theorists such as Freire and Illich.  Perhaps one thing to note is that agency is differentiated from autonomy as it allows us to move on from the terms ‘personalised learning’ and ‘learner centeredness’ which could indicate that the learner operates in a bubble without consideration of others and their environment,  agency aims to remedy that by emphasising interactions with others in the learning process. They are interdependent and must interact for the greater good.
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This is a picture of my son, and the learner I know most about and how he has changed in the last 5 years, therefore I was really interested to find that ideas behind agency seem to be especially prominent in much of the literature in ECE, it is the foundation of many of the alternative models from this sector, for example Reggio Emilia and Montessori are built on the belief that the child is the center of the learning and they can do it themselves. 
 
My son has had a difficult transition from ECE to primary, not because he is in a bad school, but because of the dramatic change in the expectations of 5 year olds as they hit the mainstream.  I had a sadly melancholic conversation when we both came to the realisation that ‘school’ was not as fun as the agentic and explorative approach he had at Montessori, the monotony of day to day learning in slots and segments combined with an externally paced approach just wasn't what he was expecting. 
 
This was particularly heart wrenching as he had been so excited to go to school and meet the teachers and do all the ‘fun’ things, when these ‘fun’ things generally evolved around following instructions that were placed into their neat categories I was sad thinking that this was his life for the next 11 or more years, it felt like we had taught this baby bird to spread its wings and learn to fly, only to put it in a cage and decide when it was going to be fed and when it was going to be watered and when it could go outside and play.  Although this is a touch melodramatic, perhaps because I am connected to it on such a personal level, but it made me think about the whole system and why can it not be different, what is stopping us from doing this and what practical steps can we take as educators to enable school to be a more liberating experience 

Many teachers will say that assessment gets in the way of agency as schools are assessment driven and league tables, national standards and the NCEA quash any autonomy or learner agency, but I knew how hard it was for him and how he felt he was losing his direction and motivation at school, so I wanted to see if I could explore it further and see with the pressure of assessment in a level 2 class it was still possible to foster learner agency.
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You might notice a couple of star wars pictures scattered through this presentation, it’s not a mistake….  I felt like the enquiry was a journey for me, and the boys, and I decided to use Joseph Campbell's traditional 'monomyth' outline as it fits well with the developments and cycles in this research process - this was a cyclical action research project; and of course Star Wars is a classic example of the ‘hero’s journey’.  I’m not trying to make out that I am Luke Skywalker (even though I secretly want to be) or that school is the Death Star!  But I will say that in the story Derek Wenmoth was a bit like Obi Wan kenobi, as he provided a couple of checkpoints and valuable guidance along the way, consciously, and subconsciously - through the force...

Back to agency, again why all the emphasis on agency, well from the earlier slide you can see that all the things we are aiming for in modern learning practice can gain leverage from learner agency, it makes sense, and is backed up by endless amounts of theory.  I believe that student agency is the cornerstone of initiating authentic and meaningful learning - leading to the concept of the lifelong learner as prescribed by the New Zealand Curriculum.  It fits in really welly with johansens and Marra’s meaningful elements of learning.  It is therefore of great necessity to gain a better understanding about how learners behave, orient towards, and invest in their learning when they have agency.

In this scene Obi is showing Luke a message to rescue princess Leia, he has to decide whether to follow the directions in the message, but he has no idea where the princess is, or even who she is, he’s not to sure about it - but is keen on the sound of an adventure.  Agency is a real buzz word and a head nodder at the moment lots of people are talking about it, but what does it really look like, and is it possible in a traditional school and, You could have a hundred Dereks or obi’s or princesses telling you that agency was a good thing, but I really wanted to find out for myself and my students.
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Near the beginning of the film Luke is on his home planet, watching the two moons of tatooine rise, jealous of his friends going off to fight in the battle, he didn’t want to be in the constricting environment he needed his freedom, and was frustrated he wasn’t allowed those experiences that his friends were having.  

On the efellowship saw some amazing things in other schools and I was dazzled by the way school leaders and staff were telling us how the learners were responding to all the modern learning practices that they were putting into place, I came back from the other schools feeling as if the students at my school had the right to experience the learning with them at the driving seat.
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In any journey you need a vehicle, in star wars it was the millenium falcon but our vehicle was e-learning, e-learning as a vehicle can support and amplify cultural identity, support UDL and in this case enhance agency, they seem to be inextricably linked.

In other words the, use of e-learning tools allowed this to happen, like the hyperdrive on the millenium falcon it allowed us to do things that we couldn’t previously do, I have some links on my blog to how this happened in more detail as well as templates and plans for some documents you could use.

However, we weren’t trying to get to the other side of the galaxy, we were trying to get to the other side of the school year, with some valuable credits on board - 
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Started off with a subject specific learning site, which underpinned much of the work we did and had all the content on there that they boys could ever need, but this wasn’t new, and I had been doing this for a while and a website is generally one way traffic where each user has the same experience, and almost mirrors the transmission approach to education.  Example of a common tool in tech, but not really transformational unless it is combined with other approaches and opportunities for student voice, 

So I engaged learner voice and we came up with
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Boys decided that since they all had mobiles or internet at home a Google+ community would be good - online cloud community would allow the students to bounce ideas off each other and share resources and articles.  Engaging with them through ubiquitous mobile technology and encouraging them to create their own connected support network through interactions with each other, there is plenty of theory to support learning in connected communities and the principles of constructivism and connectivism from siemens, downes and so-on, and I have written about the benefits of using a community in more detail on my blog, but in this process it was just one of the steps we took - we used it to collect feedback on lessons, collaborate on tasks, share images and track what we were doing, however the first thing we did, and perhaps most powerful was co-constructed what agency meant - I could not tell them what agency is, that to me seems to defeat the whole point of it, so this was the first step in creating learner agency - it was empowering to give all students a voice, and all students the freedom and access to ways of representing their opinions and ideas. 
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This is what the boys came up with, at the beginning it was unsurprising that the boys reflected the socially constructed view of what teaching and learning involved that it was about knowledge retention, passing the test and summative assessment.  I wanted to challenge them in their beliefs and hand ownership over to them to create their own ways of learning and working.  We also looked into what depths of agency were appropriate, and that the concept of agency allows a realisation of others around you and how you interact and support them is also important.  

The most transformational part of using this approach was listening and watching the students communicating… there was now diversity in who I was communicating with - Changed voice of who was making the noise...


Key things that came out of the discussions...This is about our school and our students, how were we going to act on that.  
Can’t change everything… There were some barriers
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However, in a traditional school we have some barriers, I can’t just have students showing up to my class whenever they like just yet.  The barriers we established were, timetable, time and credits - however not all of these turned out to be negative and we explored ways around this.

Timetable was worked around by going into lunchtime, or interval - 60min lessons are hard in a practical subject - or any subject and boys find it hard to find a flow or reflect on a practical activity, the boys came up with this one, 17yr old boys keen to miss out on stuffing themselves with whatever high fat content food they could find in the cafe, to look into how they could improve a left handed volleyball serve through ///////biomechanics.  To work around the limited time we had the boys were keen on the sound of 20% time, or 25% time as we had to create as it allowed them time to follow things they were interested in - training or practical performance, or working on research for a sport and society internal.  To support this However the boys had to share what they achieved and how it was related to the internals with the rest of the group - through our google+ community, which mainly involved selfies of them lifting weights.  Learning was completely self directed and reflected upon during these sessions.

And the credits thing, the actual thing I was paid to do, well that was a slightly larger thing to tackle - but at this stage we were feeling good about how we were all going. 



zenothian-archives.tumblr.com
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Hooks, Bell (1994) Teaching to Transgress. Education as the practice of freedom, London: Routledge.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first cycle of the enquiry was over, now had to indulge the boys in some actual learning!  This quote that Louise shared with us gave me hope to carry on and feel like I was on the right track. 

Hook believed along with the other critical pedagogicaL theorists believed in education as the practice of freedom.  Although we had constraints within the classroom that were outside of our control we still had options of working around these if we worked together on it.
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In stage 2 we decided to change what we were going to learn about, adapt the content to allow the learners ownership.  NCEA internal is amazing, and flexible, really lucky in New Zealand to have this system to work with allowing us autonomy in how we construct the curriculum.  I gave the boys access to all of the internals in a shared folder and they could ‘comment’ on them through google docs, we also used a form with the results embedded at the bottom which allowed us to ‘crowdsource’ potential modifications.  I have done similar things with lit reviews with students and they enjoy the amount of output that is created over a short amount of time.



Authentic and real Co-constructed  Anchor
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At the end of the process we had an overview of all the standards available to us and then divided the year up into ‘modules’.  In each module the students had the choice over about 4 different internals.  It simply allowed the students to literally touch and be part of real things that are authentic to them and allow freedom and specialisation, cater for that predictable variability in all classes.  It pains me to hear about teachers who have been teaching the same standard for years, in the same way - the classroom stays the same, the lesson stays the same - the only variable is the students passing through,  we need to teach the students we have not the ones we used to have, or want to have in the future, they are only with us for a finite amount of time and we must make it count.  Next year I will do the same thing again and create new assessments depending on the students I have in front of me.  This co-constructed document was the anchor that we returned to again and again. 
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Part of agency is allowing learners choice, but there is also the responsibility of the teacher to provide guidance in more of a ‘facilitation’ style roll, and I came up with a flow chart for each module which allowed the boys choice in the path that they pursued essentially creating their own Learning maps, this was my attempt at allowing the students autonomy as well as providing scaffolding and enabling constraints so they wouldn’t fall through the gaps.
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At this stage it felt like we had stormed the death star and rescued the princess, Everyone was buzzing, things were looking and sounding great, we had a shared language and all the boys seemed to know where they were going and what they were working on, they were motivated to come to class and get on with all the things that were interesting them.  This was the end of the second cycle, and we felt what it was like to be teaching in an agentic environment, and as if we had unlocked the door to learner engagement - if I had smashed a couple of walls down and scattered a couple of bean bags about we could have been in any modern learning environment in NZ, I didn’t do that, and ended up running into a couple of problems….

http://starwars.wikia.com/wiki/Millennium_Falcon



Presenter
Presentation Notes
We ended up taking a bit of a wrong turn So in Star Wars, Luke and Han rescue princess leia and are fleeing the storm troopers ready to jump in the millenium falcon and back to safety, however they take a wrong turn and end up jumping down into the garbage chute, into the dump of the death star, which is inhabited by a tentacled one eyed  monster, as we approached the co-constructed submission time for some of the internals some of these nodding and happy students, who seemed to be eagerly going on their way and directing their own learning had quite large gaps in their knowledge and not much to show for a couple of weeks work some boys were employing more agency in their youtube playlists than they were on their study.  One of the key attributes of the agentic learner is their realisation of the self-regulation, and at this stage I was quite sure that some of the boys had missed this point, even though it had been re-enforced and discussed at length. It was only a couple of students, but not the outcome I had desired.  


http://starwars.wikia.com/wiki/Garbage_compactor
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After gaining some feedback from the boys they said they were a bit lost, and didn’t really know what to do, I had given them plenty of guidance, but they had not acted on it.  They literally wanted to be told the answers and where they needed to write them.  As mentioned another thing that was worrying me was the depth of academic rigour I was enabling the boys to delve into.  I was spreading myself thinly as a teacher to allow the boys a wide choice, but as a teacher it was hard to be in 4 places at onces helping all the students.  Even though I was conscious of these things occurring and tried to put scaffolds in place to stop it happening, it still happened!  There was a tension between the two approaches, allowing the boys freedom to direct their own learning, but to also insist on that rigour.  Is it possible to have freedom of thought, choice and direction and the underlying aspects of effectiveness, efficiency and academic rigour?
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I felt confused and torn - was I doing the right thing… Luckily we had another meeting with the e-fellows and Derek was there, these conversations acted as guidance, we talked about how some students are having agency in not choosing to have agency, but we then had to re-visit what agency meant, and the bottom line is that agency requires you to make choices in a way that makes a difference.

I decided that some of the boys needed some more support, I was conscious by supporting the students too much I was taking their agency away, some simply didn’t want agency because it required too much thought, and as we know, thinking is hard, but they would have been in a position where they would have a minimal amount of completed work halfway through the year.

We created a document that was called ‘falling through the gaps’ and it allowed the students to plan and attain short term goals, this was instrumental in helping those boys who still struggled to find the motivation to avoid the digital distractions in the online environment we were working in.  Retrospectively I should have initiated this at the start, but this is part of the action research process and I was happy we had identified a problem before we had progressed too far into the year.
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Agency is about engaging voice, so I collected student voice throughout the year, and some of it was contradictory but it led to some interesting and thoughtful insights. .  In addition to online forms and anecdotal evidence at the end of each module I asked the boys to draw their learning journey on a big piece of paper (no computers involved), this was good as it allowed a different way of representing their information, many of them are artistic and this led to hopefully more honesty and depth
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Overall positive comments outweighed the negative comments, and agency allowed extension and depth, as well as more enjoyment from the majority of the boys, but there was still this overall tension in the balance between allowing agency, and being told what to do.  Even though the negative comments were in the minority they were still there so it doesn’t mean we can disregard them.  Was it my fault - I felt as if I put in enough enabling constraints and scaffolds for learners.  It is my belief that if a student is not reaching targets in their learning then it is up to us as teachers to change the way we teach and enable them to find their own success, however In this instance learner agency doesn’t seem to work for everyone, at least our version of learner agency, this opened up more questions around ‘will anything motivate these learners’, are they lacking agency and an understanding of it because they haven’t had any before’ 

In other words, some learners still need plenty of guidance and support on how to be self-motivated and self-directed in the online environment. 
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However, two comments which were echoed several times stuck in my mind - and made me feel good as a teacher as they weren’t specifically about passing the year, or gaining credits.  These comments came from boys who you would call ‘at risk’ no fixed abode or stable family life, issues with substance abuse and a low regard to teachers and school in general - again, it started me thinking about the big questions, why are we teaching, what are we teaching and how are we going about it, Who are we making a difference to, and why I became a teacher not because I wanted students to pass exams and learn facts, not to emulate societies definition of success, but to help them find who they are and enable them to lead happy and fulfilling lives as positive members of society, and motivation to come to school and increased confidence are high on the list of requirements when approaching education from more of a humanistic viewpoint.  
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If I was going to use the metaphor of the death star being the school, and we blew it up by being revolutionary and going against all that had been done before and let the learners dicate what was taught and how they learned I wouldn’t be too unhappy, but it was actually quite removed from that,

what I learnt from the enquiry is that in teaching we always have to be asking questions about our own practice - it is simply not good enough to print out internal assessments as they come off the NZQA site, the NZQA say the assessment should be changed because they understand that it needs to be adapted for each school so it is authentic and contextualised.  The whole process has allowed my thinking to develop and this was a catalyst for many more questions about agency; can agency benefit everyone, is there a longitudinal pattern in why agency works well with some learners and not others, Are there factors that contribute to whether an agentic approach will work or not, and is it possible to predict this before attempting it? what type of agency is acceptable in school, are some students unresponsive to an agentic approach as they have not had the opportunity to exercise it in their education, or own lives, or is it just too hard to have agency and easier to be spoon fed ‘learning’?  is true agency ever possible
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Not sure if I have found anything new, or created groundbreaking work, but what I do know is I have 
improved my own practice and engaged learners that would previously have not been engaged in my class, or even showed up to school, and that may be transformational for them.

I also learnt that as we know in education there is no one way of doing it, in Yoram harpaz’s keynote speech he proposed we had to choose one of three meta-ideaologies in our approach to learning, Socialisation, Acculturation and Individuation.  However, we are not trying to produce robots, life is variable and so is teaching in all schools, as well as the way that any one student will react to the teaching method, and the teacher themselves - some students want agency and others don’t we can't’ force it upon them - again it really comes down to knowing the learner and reinforcing whanaungatanga and positive relationships. 

In the end as a teacher I think you have to use the force, and that voice in your head and decide what is best, but if you can use the voices of the learners on that journey you are not only going to be able to engage and and extending more of the learners but also empowering the ones that don’t always have their say, whether it is in their own lives at home, or in their relationships, or school life, we must give them opportunities to do this, because that’s what they are going to need to be able to do beyond school, I think this is more of the reason that most of us are teachers and work in education.  And in that way it is potentially transformational for the learners and their engagement in to only school, but also in society.  Mac Naughton A transforming society position rests on the belief that educators can work with children and their families to create a better world (2003)
 
I know teachers in traditional schools can make a difference and are making a difference in fostering a culture of learner agency, regardless of the environment, through e-learning we have the ability to listen every day - we can lead change from the front of the classroom and this year I feel we have done this as a class - next year is another chapter and another new hope….
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