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Introduction



Agency in IB: Learners in charge of their learning

We all like to have some control over our lives and what happens around us. From childhood, we do not like to be forced to eat certain foods. We get frustrated when we lose control of our work situation. We feel inspired when we are in charge of something interesting or important to us. We like to be able to organize our own homes and our free time. We like to feel that we can influence events.

When I was a child in school, I liked it most when I felt in control. Sometimes this was in the playground, helping to organize football teams. Other times I worked out for myself how to calculate an integral, or I wrote the wording for motions for a student-run debating society. I was less engaged when I had to work in a specific way through an exercise that seemed irrelevant to me.

When I first started teaching, I disliked how little agency my students sometimes had, but I found it hard to balance controlling difficult classes with empowering them to learn in their own ways. Without knowing the term, and without the skills to do it, I always wished to give them agency, with more active roles in their own learning. Perhaps that is one of the reasons why I gravitated towards the IB programmes.



Agency is a complex concept

Rather than merely ‘letting go’ of control, we, as teachers, look at how students can progressively ‘take control’ of all the aspects of their own learning, and eventually be in charge of their own lives. We keep both the student and their learning at the centre, as we see how a student becomes a ‘learning agent’ through ‘self-efficacy’ (their abilities and confidence to succeed in specific situations and accomplish tasks).

For us, agency does not take the rather weak meaning of an intermediary, like estate agents arranging the letting or selling of properties. Rather, an agent is in charge of themselves. This is worth more than James Bond’s ‘double 0’ code – students are all special agents of their own learning.

Agency highlights how people act, how they make decisions and how they learn to think for themselves. The concept of agency helps us avoid some of the traps common to student-centred learning, such as dwelling too long on a student’s particular likes and dislikes. Instead, it brings out what is central to their learning: how students make decisions; how they develop organizationally; the skills they need to manage their own leaning. It shows how they self-evaluate and set goals.

This book is about putting the spotlight on such learners and what learning means to them. It does not claim to introduce brand new insights, but it brings together some important ideas and concepts, under the umbrella of understanding the implications of agency for learners who use the four IB programmes.


Chapter previews

We begin with an overview of agency in Chapter 1. The following three chapters (Chapters 2–4) look at the three aspects of agency identified by the IB: voice, choice and ownership. A student’s voice helps them when working out and expressing their own thinking, as well as being aware of the thoughts of others. Choice moves beyond simply selecting preferences, to being aware of one’s own learning and considering options before making choices. When their voice is heard and their choices respected, students develop their sense of ownership. This brings the intrinsic motivation and responsibility for one’s own learning that leads to long-term success.

Chapter 5 looks at the relationship between agency and the most relevant models of learning for the IB. These models are developing, due to advances in psychology and changes in society, and they present new challenges and possibilities.

Chapter 6 looks at the extra need for agency in the twenty-first century, while Chapter 7 looks at the tradition of developing agency through the IB programmes, for example, in the core of the Diploma, and how approaches to learning provides a useful language for continuing to enhance agency in IB learning.

Chapter 8 looks at how the work of Carol Dweck can help us provide students with mindsets that support agency. Chapter 9 looks at how students with individual learning needs benefit from a particularly strong focus of agency, so that they learn to take charge of whatever modification or accommodations will make them most successful.

Chapter 10 emphasizes how a deeper and more authentic sense of rigour comes from a thorough approach to agency – sometimes it can look like the most rigorous approaches come from a tight sense of control from teachers and school management.

Chapter 11 looks at how agency is not just individual. It arises from a healthy community which jointly owns learning, with a clear sense of purpose, and with roles and relationships that support students with developing their voices and making their own choices.

Chapter 12 looks at how teachers can also foster interaction, by using forms of interaction and planning that promote agency most effectively. Chapter 13 then looks at how play promotes agency, and how flow and gamification can enhance learning.

Chapter 14 looks at service learning, which can provide one of the most meaningful contexts for students to develop and apply their own agency to real-world situations and genuine needs. It is not only students’ learning that benefits from agency. Teachers’ professional learning, as well as their actions, are at their best when they have meaningful voices and choices, and when they take ownership of their professional growth. This is explored in Chapter 15.

Chapter 16 concludes by summarizing the potential and the challenges of making agency central to our vision for learning.



Not only IB

This book is written particularly with IB schools in mind, and to work across the four programmes, but the ideas are relevant to all forward-thinking educators. Best practice is not, of course, limited to IB schools. Many teachers wish their students to become autonomous and empowered learners, who will develop the tools to continue learning throughout their lives. This book stems from IB practices but it is not written to be exclusively used by IB schools, and blends IB vocabulary with terms commonly used elsewhere.



How to use this book

Naturally, since readers are also agents in charge of their own thinking and professional practice, one should feel free to use the book in any way that is helpful. To help with this, each chapter starts with an ‘In a nutshell’ summary of the chapter. Some readers may prefer to read only the summaries before choosing which chapters are most relevant to read in depth. Some may prefer to read individually, others as part of a professional learning community. This book is only a starting point. Be an agent – make its ideas your own!







CHAPTER 1 What is agency?
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IN A NUTSHELL


	•  Teaching has traditionally been very teacher-led. Even in student-centred approaches students’ perspectives can be overlooked, and they can be very dependent on their teachers for organizing their learning.

	•  The concept of agency helps us to better focus on how students can increasingly determine and drive their own learning.

	•  We use agency to look at students’ self-efficacy – their ability to be autonomous, to organize and carry out courses of action to attain their own goals.

	•  This extends across three interconnected aspects: voice, choice and ownership.

	•  Agency has huge implications for how we develop our school community, communication and interaction, and the professional development of our staff.

	•  To help show agency as a continuum, I introduce four levels of agency which I will develop for voice, choice and ownership in the following chapters.
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Agency

Students develop agency as they learn to run their own lives and take charge of their own learning. Agency grows when they talk about their learning and their lives in ways that are meaningful to them. We see their agency when they are involved in decisions about what and how to learn, so that their school is about their learning. This is quite a contrast to traditional schooling, where students are recipients of learning that is laid out by the teacher under the assumption that responsible professionals organize almost everything for the students. Perhaps some of the following scenarios are familiar to you.


Scenario 1: Copy and recall



Now, boys and girls, copy down the sentences on the board and write them out ten times.




I hope that this is only familiar as a history lesson, a stereotype from when learning was dominated by a narrow model of teacher-centred transmission. It harks back to a previous age, before the exciting, modern world of photocopiers, countless worksheets and glorious electronic devices. We think back to when students were seen as passive receptacles of teaching and were drilled until they learned something or gave up. We can be happy – smug even – that we have moved well beyond such outdated and ineffective lessons.


Scenario 2: PowerPoint

Technology now provides a much more attractive ‘glossy’ approach to information transmission. Many of us are familiar with the ‘death by PowerPointTM’ lesson, where information is shown between impeccable transitions, with colourful pictures, and sometimes, if we are lucky, engaging animations.

Thinking about agency makes us focus more on the students’ role. They still often watch and listen, waiting to be guided step-by-step about what to write. We can make it seem slightly more modern by calling it ‘concept-based’ and flashing definitions of big ideas on the whiteboard for students to copy without really understanding them, but their role only changes slightly. When we provide adult language definitions of abstract notions such as ‘connections’ and ‘causation’, we have to be careful in case biddable students repeat them back to us without thinking through for themselves what they mean. Students can seem to have become thinkers, if we do not think too hard about it, because they repeat our ‘educated’ voice rather than developing one of their own.

Agency helps by focusing on the students themselves, their thinking and their roles. When we listen attentively to students’ voices, we start to hear when too much is just echoed back from adults rather than what they are genuinely thinking through. When they only have passive roles, they do not take any significant decisions.



Scenario 3: Teachers’ assessment

We can also reduce agency in much subtler ways:



I’ve noticed from your last assessment that you need to improve your tables recall/paragraph structure/spelling/biology diagrams. (Select whatever is most relevant to your own teaching.) Practice like I told you and I will test you again at the end of the week.




This seems much better. It is apparently informed by data, but these students are still receiving the teacher’s plan uncritically. They are being processed. Agency helps recognize this by putting a spotlight on how students are thinking, evaluating, creating and inferring for themselves – how much they are true IB learners.




Change of emphasis onto learning

Agency is a change from looking at teaching. Instead, it looks at what each student learns to do for themselves, throughout the learning process.



In the past our schools have catered mostly for groups of learners, for classes of kids, with a one-size-fits-all approach. Arguably, many students felt disenfranchised in the midst of that, as they just had to sit and do what they were told. Lessons were delivered to students who were passive in the way that they received that.

core-ed.org/research-and-innovation/ten-trends/2014/learner-agency/ (Accessed 14 June 2019)




It is not that we have failed to make learning active and engaging. It is just that busy learning does not in itself ensure that students are developing their voices to the full; making increasingly informed choices; owning their learning.

It can be tempting to look at early learners busily playing together, or primary children concentrating, or secondary students studying hard to learn content, and say that they are getting everything that they need. However, our goals should go beyond students being busy and engaged. Some students are particularly happy when they are busy and do not have to think for themselves! The role of the students in their thinking, the choices and the decisions they make, is just as important.

The real test of engagement is not in being happily busy, but in having a drive to be a learner, and in gradually taking over all the aspects of learning until you can learn independently, in school and throughout the rest of your life. Agency requires more than a ‘hands on’ classroom where students can be physically active, but mentally dependent on teachers. Agency requires a ‘hands on – and think it through for yourself’ classroom.

Applying the ‘used to think/now we think’ routine from Visible Thinking, we used to think that active learning was sufficient to have students become lifelong learners, but now we think that they need to become agents in charge of their own learning. You can read more about Visible Thinking on their website: www.visiblethinkingpz.org/VisibleThinking_html_files/VisibleThinking1.html.


Scenario 4: Science

I have seen countless science experiments, even in IB schools, when the students are given materials, a set of instructions to follow and a table to fill in. Because it is an IB school, they may have a ‘prediction’ to write and then perhaps forget, and a conclusion to write, which is sometimes even dictated so that students get the perfect notes they ‘need’.

Agency helps us turn around our approach so that experiments become a way for students to think through concepts for themselves. Young learners might be seeing for themselves how mud can become sticky. Chemistry students might think through for themselves the possible structures of ozone (O3) and how to explain them, or work out how to design an experiment that tests for energy changes from one form to another. It helps ensure that they are authentically involved in making choices, explaining their thinking and designing experiments.

This takes much longer. It needs a high level of expertise and engagement from teachers, who have to follow and guide students’ thinking carefully. However, agency is worth all the hard work! It provides students with the deepest possible learning – and also develops the skills needed to excel in Diploma Programme (DP) internal assessments – so it is best to start as early as possible.



Great examples

There are great examples at all age groups of IB learners taking control of their learning, from very young students selecting activities and challenging themselves every day, to Diploma students organizing their own Creative, Activity, Service (CAS) activities or Extended Essays (EE). To see how this works, and to make this situation the norm, we need to look at the decisions students make and the skills and habits they are developing that will sustain their own learning. We need to see how much of the learning came from the teachers, and how much from the students themselves.




What is agency?

This takes us to a closer look at the definitions of agency. In the social sciences it can be:


	•  an actor’s ability to initiate, plan and maintain a programme of action, or

	•  an actor’s ability to act independently (Campbell, 2009).



We need to examine the different aspects of students taking control, and agency provides a set of ideas in how to do this. A key term here is self-efficacy – the ability to be autonomous, to organize and carry out courses of action to attain desired goals (Bandura, 1997). We can see education as the process by which students develop their abilities to think and act for themselves in a variety of powerful ways, across the curriculum and applied to practical situations.

Since we will look at agency mainly from an IB point of view, we will now look at the IB’s approach to agency, which helps identify its key features.
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Agency in the IB

Agency has formally been part of the IB Primary Year Programme (PYP) since October 2018. However, all IB programmes have had student agency since the founding of the DP in 1968, when it went beyond simply providing an internationally recognized university admissions qualification for mobile young people. The IB has always had high aspirations for developing mature young people with the personal and mental qualities to act as responsible global citizens. The start of the IB Diploma has included three core elements (Hill & Saxton, 2014), which all develop students’ agency:


	•  In the Extended Essay students develop and follow their own lines of research.

	•  In Theory of Knowledge (TOK) they study multiple perspectives about knowledge and develop awareness and agency over their own thinking.

	•  As part of CAS, students engage in service where they make decisions and are responsible to a breadth of physical, creative and social engagements. CAS should never, of course, be about counting service hours. At its best it has always been about developing responsible students with self-efficacy.




[image: ]


Enhancing the role of agency

In the enhanced PYP, launched in October 2018, agency now plays a key role. It is likely to have a similarly explicit role in the other IB programmes in the future; it is emerging as a major organizing theme. Since the enhanced PYP was launched, every IB school that I visit says that ‘agency’ is the new element that makes the most difference, and that it is relevant across all their programmes. However, there is still a huge variety in what agency looks like in different schools, with different schools having different insights, as we learn together how best to use the concept of agency to develop our students.




The three aspects

As part of the extended PYP, the IB identifies key aspects of agency (IBO, 2017).



Agency is the power to take meaningful and intentional action, and acknowledges the rights and responsibilities of the individual, supporting voice, choice and ownership for everyone in the learning community.

IBO, 2017




Voice, choice and ownership are all expanded in the coming chapters (specifically Chapters 2, 3 and 4), but here’s a very brief overview.


Voice

Voice provides students with the ability to express themselves and be heard. It emphasizes learning from a students’ point of view. They talk and listen meaningfully about themselves, their learning and their learning community.

Voice is relevant for all ages: young learners are beginning to express themselves outside the home, while adolescents need to spend time developing their abilities and sense of self. All adults in school need a voice to be fully part of the community.



Choice

Choice can be much more than making a simple option within an activity. For students to make good choices, they need to develop their metacognition and self-regulation. They need to be aware of their learning journeys and be involved in setting and monitoring their next steps. This helps them make informed decisions about their learning. This is vital for having truly effective differentiation, which rarely works smoothly and consistently with only the teacher making choices. Well-developed choice also leads to thoughtful action, which is more likely to be initiated by learners the more they are used to making important choices.



Ownership

Students are more motivated and successful when they have control over their learning and when the learning is connected to their interests. They understand school as their community which sustains their learning. Ownership increases as their voices are heard and their choices are respected.

For students to become self-directed learners who own their learning, they need to share the responsibility for their learning. Responsibility needs some student empowerment which is grounded in shared values and purpose, so a well-functioning learning community plays a central role.

Owning their learning helps students become citizens in charge of their lives and, if we have done our job properly, citizens who are internationally-minded and own their responsibility to act ethically.
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Different levels of agency

Students cannot get to the deepest level of agency straight away. That is normal – and quite okay. Agency should not be seen as an intimidating and unrealistic learning utopia, but a progression from low agency to high agency through which both students and adults move.

I therefore suggest various levels of agency for each dimension of voice, choice and ownership. These approaches are not meant to be definitive, but to present some of the dimensions along which students, and other learners, develop.

I encourage readers to develop their own rubrics to match their circumstances.


Level 0: No agency

The teacher decides everything. Students follow and demonstrate successful compliance. They may be successful in narrowly-focused assessments, but they do not develop agency and are not prepared to organize their own learning in later education or in life.



Level 1: Apprentice

Students are getting started on agency. They are learning to use their voice, making relevant choices about their learning, and have some sense of ownership.



Level 2: Capable

Students are working effectively on their own learning.



Level 3: Accomplished

Students are agentic learners with a mature approach.



Level 4: Exemplary

Students are doing something extraordinary. Perhaps they are taking charge of extended projects, where they think critically and sustain their own work, or perhaps they are combining many aspects of agency. They are certainly well-prepared for life’s great challenges.
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