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In any learning environment, agency helps students make decisions
confidently, motivates them to learn independently, and helps them
overcome challenges. Students who are successful online learners
proactively seek out help, identify gaps in their understanding, and
learn to practice self-advocacy. Rather than relying on traditional
approaches to build motivation or engage curiosity, the online
teacher finds intentional, alternative ways to foster each student's
individual ownership of their learning.

Laurel Springs School’s founder, Marilyn Mosley Gordanier, believed
families should have the ability to make decisions about their
children’s learning, including how, when, and where. Embedded in the
school’s flexible, mastery-based learning environment since 1991 is
individual learner agency. Courses are taught by qualified teachers
and designed for flexible pacing, whether students need room to
accelerate, time to master concepts more thoroughly, or the freedom
to schedule learning around other commitments. This means that a
teacher at Laurel cannot just be an expert in their subject matter;
instead, our teachers understand the importance of relationship
building, exploring different perspectives cultivated by lived
experiences, the power of a good question (and stepping back to
listen!), timely and specific feedback, and being flexible.
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WHY THIS MATTERS

When developing lessons for asynchronous learning
experiences or developing new content, we're always
considering how to promote student agency. For example,
we recently rewrote several Health and Wellness
assignments to offer students who wish to address a
sensitive topic a choice that may feel more manageable,
without going into the same level of depth or detail as the
standard lesson. The assignment options that follow assess
the same criterion but offer a variety of ways for the
students to demonstrate their understanding. Meaningful
conversations with students who shared that certain
lessons evoked difficult thoughts and emotions inspired the
change. We updated our Health course to give students
more choice in how they engage with the material —
because supporting their well-being and growth always
comes first. That they felt comfortable sharing this with a
teacher speaks volumes about how that teacher nurtured
their students’ agency.

As Margaret Vaughn writes, “To promote student agency,
then, teachers must support students’ efforts to define
themselves as independent learners. They must ask
students to reflect on what they've learned, what has been
hard for them, what has gone well, and why. And they must
create a classroom environment, norms, and rules that
allow students to make meaningful decisions about what
they want to learn” (2018). Ultimately, it is by nurturing
agency that optimal learning occurs.
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HELPFUL HINTS from the case studies

Giving students the sense that they have control and the power
to affect their own learning is one of the great challenges of
contemporary education (Lindgren and McDaniel, 2012).

Check in regularly. Use these check-ins as opportunities to not
only learn the student’s interests but also to set individual goals,
understand how they plan to pace through the course, and
follow up on progress (or lack thereof). Students determining
goals, checking their own pacing, and reflecting on their
progress puts them at the center of their learning.

Learn from them. When students reveal knowledge, skills,
cultural experiences, or language proficiency, they become co-
constructors of knowledge. Take time to connect with students
through their personal experiences and ask questions. By
teaching you something, students take ownership of their
learning.

offer flexibility and choices in tasks. When students pick how
they express their learning, it demonstrates that they have a
voice that's worthy of being heard. Not only are you interested
in WHAT they learned, but you're interested in how they present
it because that, too, will tell you something about them.

Ask questions in feedback: “Why did you choose to..” “What
else could you try?” “How did you reach this conclusion?” This
shows students that you trust them to find a solution, or that
they have the tools to get there. It also gently reminds them
that you are there to support them, should they want to follow
up after answering your questions.

Acknowledge effort, persistence, and growth. Mastery, or the
desire to get better at something that matters, is one of the
core concepts in Drive by Daniel Pink. Nurturing agency leads
students to work harder and persevere when confronted with
challenges. This is the very definition of that core concept. In
turn, the student develops a more positive identity as a learner
and self-efficacy. Be sure to share your observations with the
student's parent/guardians, counselor, or learning coach.
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RESOURCES o support standard use (mostly practical)
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2025.
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Edutopia, 4 May 2022.

Lindgren, Robb, and Rudy McDaniel. "Transforming_ Online Learning
through Narrative and Student Agency.” Journal of Educational
Technology & Society, vol. 15, no. 4, Oct. 2012, pp. 344-355.

Moses, Lindsey, et al. "Educators’ Perspectives on Supporting Student
Agency.’ Theory Into Practice, vol. 59, no. 2, Spring 2020, pp. 213-222.

Vaughn, Margaret. "Making Sense of Student Agency in the Early
Grades." Phi Delta Kappan, vol. 99, no. 7, Apr. 2018, pp. 62-66.
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