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The joy of learning

The state of flow

Learner agency



Overview

In this workshop we will:

• Discuss the rationale for, and description of, learner 
agency 

• Outline components of learner agency

• Explore 3 examples of activities designed to 
develop learner agency  

1. Raising learner awareness of agency
2. Helping learners manage resources 
3. Using problem-solving approaches to promote 

learner agency



The importance of 
learner agency 

The impact of Covid-19 on learners in 2020
• Dramatic shift toward self-directed study

Learners became responsible for:

• Their hours of study

• The content they studied (partially)

• Their cognitive engagement

• Completion of activities

• Dramatic reduction in support services

• Much of the shift has become entrenched as a new normal

down



Support 
structures

Expectation for 
personal agency

down

up

This increases the risk potential for vulnerable learners

Learner agency is a  way to lower the risk 
profile and raise the success profile

The need for 
learner agency  



What is learner agency?   

And… what is teacher lust?  

And… what is ‘devolution’ 



What is learner 
agency? 

The ability to purposely 
navigate educational 
institutions, tools and 
resources, to achieve 
self-directed goals. 



What is learner 
agency? 

The dance of agency

A dance between the 
learners’ choices and 
knowledge, and the 
structures of the 
institution



What is learner 
agency? 

A dance between the 
learners’ choices and 
knowledge, and the 
structures of the institution

Co-ordinate your actions 
with others

Learner agency
• The learners goals
• The learner’s choices
• Authority
• Goals and actions

Institutional agency  
• The tutor
• The curriculum
• The ‘way things are 

done’

Example: a learner finds that extra tuition is provided by 
their institution, decides to attend, but has to do things 

the way the tutor shows. 



What is learner 
agency? 

Attitudinal approaches, 
dispositions and 
confidence  

Statements from non-agentic learners

• I’m lost. No friggin idea what I’m meant to do.

• I get my friend to do it! (laughs)  

• I assume the tutor will give me the resources. 



What is learner 
agency? 

Attitudinal approaches, 
dispositions and 
confidence  

Statements from agentic learners

• I know what I need to do

• I’m going to figure this out 

• Yeah, I know where the resources are

• I’ve set goals and I’m going to get them



Looking at learner 
agency with fresh 
eyes

What do learners 
need?

Learners need:

• To know what  agency is and how to improve it
• Positive beliefs, dispositions and attitudes
• Goal setting and planning skills
• To understanding their learning style 
• Self-management skills



Slicing up learner 
agency



What are the 
component skills 
that contribute to 
learner agency?

1. Beliefs, dispositions and attitude
2. Setting goals
3. Making plans

4. Drawing on and using resources (people and 
things)

5. Putting the plan into action
6. Finding out how you learn

7. Managing the process
8. Managing motivation and setbacks  
9. Celebrating success

It’s a big list!



How do we develop these components 

1. Beliefs, awareness and attitude
2. Setting goals
3. Making plans

4. Drawing on and using resources 
(people and things)

5. Putting the plan into action
6. Finding out how you learn

7. Managing the process
8. Managing motivation and setbacks  
9. Celebrating success

Stories about agentic behaviours 
followed by drawing out key 

strategic components



Raising awareness of 
agentic behaviours 

(Wirimu, 2016)

1. Case study narratives of highly agentic 
learners

2. Taonga – stories:  Tama nui-te-Rā



Raising awareness of 
agentic behaviours 

(Wirimu, 2016)

A difficult situation existed. 

Rather than accept this situation as fixed and 
unchangeable Māui and his brothers make a plan, 
creatively construct a net using available resources, trap 
the sun, and negotiate a successful agreement with te rā to 
move through the sky slower.

1. Recognise the opportunity for action
2. Design a plan
3. Draw on resources (people and tools)
4. Put the plan into action
5. Check to make sure it’s working, change when you 

need to.



Taking personal action 
to change a situation. Māui recognised that the current bad 

situation could be changed, if he did 
something.

Set goals.
Māui and his brothers set some 

goals, primarily trapping the sun and 
forcing him to slow down.

Make a plan.
Once the goal was set, Māui and his 
brothers made a plan that included 
collecting resources, making tools, 
and organising how to trap the sun.

Collect and develop 
resources.

Māui called on the people he knew 
would help him, his brothers, and 

then together they collected flax and 
weaved a net.



Put the plan into 
action.

Māui and his brothers took the net 
they had made, got into a position to 
throw the net, trapped the sun, and 
then had the courage to negotiate a 

deal.

Check if the plan is 
working and change 

where necessary.

Māui and his brothers would have 
had to check the net was strong 

enough to hold the sun. If it was not, 
they would have weaved in more flax, 

or started again, or checked the
design.

Celebrate success.

Māui and his brothers were 
successful. They would have 

celebrated that the days were now 
longer, and that they had faced the 

sun, and won.



These steps are also the steps to 
developing high levels of learner 

agency.

Developing these will help you become 
a great learner.



How do we develop these components 

1. Beliefs, dispositions and attitude
2. Setting goals
3. Making plans
4. Drawing on and using resources (people and 

things)
5. Putting the plan into action
6. Finding out how you learn
7. Managing the process
8. Managing motivation and setbacks  
9. Celebrating success

Stories about agentic behaviours 
followed by drawing out key 

strategic components

Guided planning sessions using 
Snowball technique



Thinking about resources

SNOWBALL approach to guided goal setting and resource collecting session.

Learners individually write 
down all the resources 

they know that they can 
use.

• People
• Internet resources
• Institutional supports
• Workbooks

Move into pairs and share 
ideas. Discuss what you 

have and try and think of 
others.

Move into groups of four 
and share ideas. Discuss 
what you have and try 

and think of others.

Move into groups of eight 
and share ideas. Discuss 
what you have and try 

and think of others.



How do we develop these components 

1. Beliefs, dispositions and attitude
2. Setting goals
3. Making plans
4. Drawing on and using resources (people and 

things)
5. Putting the plan into action
6. Finding out how you learn
7. Managing the process
8. Managing motivation and setbacks  
9. Celebrating success

Stories about agentic behaviours 
followed by drawing out key 

strategic components

Guided planning sessions using 
Snowball technique

Problem-solving approaches with 
self-regulation supports



There is transfer between problem-solving and 
learner agency skills 

Agency skills include:
• applying a strategic approach to understand a 

problem, while

• managing emotional and mental tension 
(getting mad not sad!) and 

• building resilience and persistence (grit)



Observations on foundation-level learners responding to 
challenging problems 

• Status seekers, “Let me show you how I do it”

• Rescuers, “Here, I’ll do it for you”. 

• Evaders, “I’m doing something else equally as important” 

• Delegators, “Here, you’re smart, you do it”. 

• Agentic, “I’ll give it a go”.

Whitten. D. (2018). Understanding the beliefs and behaviours of low-skilled adult learners. 



Schoenfeld, A. (2011). How we think. New York, NY: Routledge.



Whitten, 2018



The Pedagogy of Problem-Solving  

1. Engage learners in novel problems they do not know 
how to solve

2. Coach learners to apply a heuristic approach 

3. Encourage learners to verbally articulate and pictorially 
represent their thinking 

4. Use their explanations as the object of the discussion

Heuristic 
approach}



Phases of engagement
1. Work to understand the problem

2. Make a plan

3. Carry out the plan

4. Look back

What to do when 
you don’t know 

what to do





Phases of engagement

1. Work to understand the problem
• Read it, read it, read it

• Explain it to another person

• Identify what you know

• Identify what you don’t know

What to do when 
you don’t know 

what to do



Using questions to gain understanding 

1. What do I know for sure? 

2. What don’t I know?

3. Have I seen anything like this before? Can I 
compare it to another situation/problem?

4. Restate the problem in your own words – this 
will raise questions.

5. How might this problem be drawn? 

6. How would I solve this in real life? 



Make a plan

• Have you seen anything like this before?

• Invent a similar but solvable problem –
compare and contrast

• Select a strategy



• Guess and check

• Look for a pattern

• Make an orderly list

• Draw a picture/diagram 

• Work backwards 

• Compare and contrast

• Eliminate possibilities

• Solve a simpler problem 

• Use a model

• Use direct reasoning

• Use a formula

Strategies that learners can use in the planning stage



Action! Carry out the plan

• Carry out the plan and check each step

• Can you see clearly that the step is correct?



Looking back (check, check, check!)
• Can you check the result?

• Can you check the argument?

• Can you use this approach to solve another 
problem?



Treasure hunt



A simple strategy for learners

Self-evaluation progress chart 



When working on the problems, did you do all you 
could do?  

If not, why not?

Discuss the following questions



How do we develop these components 

1. Beliefs, dispositions and attitude
2. Setting goals
3. Making plans
4. Drawing on and using resources (people and 

things)
5. Putting the plan into action
6. Finding out how you learn
7. Managing the process
8. Managing motivation and setbacks  
9. Celebrating success

Stories about agentic behaviours 
followed by drawing out key 

strategic components

Guided planning sessions using 
Snowball technique

Problem-solving approaches with 
self-regulation supports



Feedback and thoughts 

What is one thing you are taking from this 
session?



The hamburger problem

There are only two hot plates working and they can 
only fit one patty on each hot plate at a time. Each 
meat patty must be cooked for five minutes on each 
of its sides before it can be served in a hamburger. 

What is the quickest way to cook three meat 
patties? Can it be done quicker than 20 minutes?  

Through a series of unfortunate events a hamburger restaurant finds itself with 
limited hot plates to cook their meat patties on.


