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Across the country, schools are confronting a troubling pattern: students who appear
passive, disengaged, and disconnected from their learning, alongside rising failure rates
and declining motivation. Educators describe students who "won't try," "don't care," or
"lack resilience," while students report boredom, irrelevance, anxiety, and exhaustion.
These challenges are often treated as problems of effort or behavior. This white paper
argues that they are instead design problems—the result of an outdated conception of
learning and a misaligned role for students in today's classrooms.

The world students are preparing to enter has changed dramatically, shaped by rapid
technological advancement, global interdependence, and constant access to
information. Education, however, has remained largely rooted in structures and
practices designed for a different era—ones that prioritize compliance, content
coverage, and performance over thinking, adaptability, and learning autonomy. Research
consistently shows that many students are not developing the critical thinking skills,
self-regulation habits, or learning dispositions necessary to navigate complexity, solve
novel problems, and continuously learn in a global world. This misalignment is producing
a generation of learners—particularly Generation Z and Generation Alpha—who may be
physically present in classrooms but are often cognitively disengaged, disconnected
from purpose, and overly dependent on external direction.

66  «if the role of the student does not change, the
instructional core does not change.” 99

As Richard Elmore argues, meaningful improvement in schools does not occur by
changing programs, pacing guides, or instructional strategies alone, but by changing
what students are expected to do as learners—the level of thinking, agency, and
responsibility they are asked to carry. Yet research consistently shows that many
students are not being asked to engage in the kinds of thinking, self-regulation, and
decision-making required to thrive in a complex world. John Hattie's synthesis of meta-
analyses demonstrates that learning accelerates when students set goals, monitor their
progress, and use feedback to guide next steps—capacities that remain underdeveloped
when students are positioned primarily as recipients of instruction (Hattie, 2012; Hattie,
2023). Similarly, TNTP (2018) finds that classroom experiences too often emphasize task
completion and compliance rather than intellectual ownership, limiting opportunities
for students to develop agency. On a global scale, the World Economic Forum (2020)
identifies critical thinking, adaptability, and lifelong learning as essential competencies
for future success, while PISA results reveal persistent gaps in students' ability to apply
knowledge, reason through unfamiliar problems, and transfer learning beyond school
(OECD, 2019; OECD, 2023).

Taken together, this evidence reinforces Elmore's central claim: if schools are serious
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about improving outcomes, they must intentionally change the role of the student from
passive participant in learning tasks to active driver of learning, accountable for
thinking, decision-making, and growth. This is not an initiative or add-on; it is the central
work of instructional improvement.

This paper proposes student agency as both the goal and the solution: the ability for
students to take an active and empowered role in their learning by setting goals, making
informed choices, taking action, monitoring progress, learning from errors, seeking
feedback, reflecting on outcomes, and adjusting strategies to achieve success. When
students own their educational path, engagement increases, learning deepens, and
outcomes improve.

This white paper draws on converging research that points to a clear conclusion:
meaningful improvement in student learning requires redefining learning and
intentionally changing the role of the student. This work is informed by the scholarship
of Michael Absolum; Alison Vandas, Anthony Westfall, Matthew Duvall, and John
Almarode; Douglas Fisher, Nancy Frey, Héctor Ortega, and John Hattie; Ron Ritchhart;
Richard Elmore; Tisha Poncio; and others. The paper outlines how schools can redefine
learning, cultivate the conditions for agency, and design daily classroom experiences
that develop students into confident, capable learners—and future leaders.

The Exhaustion Is Real—And It's Telling Us Something

Walk into faculty rooms across the country, and you'll hear a familiar refrain. "They just
won't try anymore." "They don't care about anything except their phones." "They have
zero resilience—one hard problem and they shut down." The frustration is genuine.
Teachers are working harder than ever, trying intervention after intervention, only to
watch students drift further away.

But listen to students, and you hear something different. Not defiance. Not laziness.
Exhaustion. Anxiety. A bone-deep sense that school is something being done to them
rather than with them. "l don't see the point," one high schooler told a researcher. "l just
do what they tell me to do, turn it in, and move on. I'm not really learning anything."

These aren't two separate problems—one about student motivation, one about student
experience. They're the same problem viewed from different angles. And that problem
isn't personal. It's structural.

For decades, schools have responded to underperformance by tightening control: more
standards, more pacing guides, more monitoring of what teachers teach and when. The
assumption has been that if we could just get the content delivery right—if teachers
could just execute the curriculum with fidelity—student learning would follow. But it
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hasn't. Because we've been designing for compliance, not ownership. We've positioned
students as consumers of instruction rather than drivers of their own learning. And now
we're seeing the predictable result: students who complete tasks without understanding
their purpose, who chase grades rather than mastery, who wait to be told what to do
next, who avoid risk for fear of being wrong, and who experience learning as something
that happens to them rather than something they control.

66 “This isn’t a crisis of motivation. It’s a crisis of
design. 99

Consider what we're asking of students. In many classrooms, they arrive, sit where
they're told, open to the page they're told, complete the work they're told to complete,
and wait for the teacher to tell them if they got it right. The most engaged students are
those who've mastered the game—who can perform the expected behaviors even when
they're not thinking deeply. The least engaged are those who've stopped playing
altogether. But neither group is developing the capacity to set goals, monitor their
thinking, learn from errors, or direct their own growth. Those capacities aren't
demanded by the design.

And that matters more now than ever before. The world students will enter doesn't
reward compliance. It rewards adaptability, problem-solving, collaboration, and
continuous learning—capacities that can only develop when students have
opportunities to exercise agency over their own thinking and growth.

The passivity, disengagement, and failure we're seeing in classrooms aren't personal
shortcomings. They're systemic design problems. And they're telling us that it's time to
redesign.

What If Learning Isn't What We Think It Is?

Traditional schooling has long equated success with performance: completing
assignments, earning points, passing tests. In this model, learning is something students
demonstrate for evaluation, and the central question is "Did you do it correctly?" This
works well if the goal is to sort students or to prepare them for a world in which
following directions is the primary skill. But it fails spectacularly if the goal is to develop
thinkers, problem-solvers, and self-directed learners.

Redefining learning for Generation Z and Generation Alpha requires changing both what
learning means and what students are expected to do as learners.

Learning is not task completion. It's not memorizing information long enough to pass a

Copyright 2026 Partners for Educational Leadership 3



test. It's not points accumulated in a gradebook. Learning is the process of developing
deep understanding, transferring knowledge across contexts, and growing in capability
over time. It's what happens when students move from hearing information to making
meaning from it—when they can apply what they know in new situations, recognize when
their thinking is incomplete, and revise their understanding in response to feedback and
reflection.

This distinction matters because it changes everything about how we design classrooms.
If learning is performance, then the teacher's job is to deliver content clearly, assign
practice, and evaluate accuracy. The student's job is to pay attention, complete the
work, and hope for a good grade. But if learning is growth in understanding and
capability, then the teacher's job becomes designing conditions in which students can
think, question, struggle productively, and revise. And the student's job becomes owning
that process—knowing where they are, where they're going, and how to move forward.

Research consistently shows that learning accelerates when students understand
learning goals, monitor their progress, and use feedback to guide next steps, rather than
simply follow directions (Hattie, 2012; Fisher, Frey, Ortega & Hattie, 2025). When learning
is designed around mastery, feedback, and revision—rather than task completion and
grading—students are invited into ownership. They move beyond performing for the
teacher toward developing their own capability. School becomes less about proving
what you know and more about becoming someone who can learn, adapt, and grow.

66 “Learning is not task completion. It's not
memorizing information long enough to pass a test.
It's not points accumulated in a gradebook. Learning
is the process of developing deep understanding,
transferring knowledge across contexts, and growing
in capability over time. ” 99

Think of it this way: we wouldn't expect a garden to flourish if we only measured the
height of plants and ranked them against one another. We'd tend the soil, provide water
and sunlight, prune what wasn't thriving, and adjust our approach based on what each
plant needed to grow. The same is true for learners. If we want students to develop
intellectual capability, we have to create the conditions in which thinking can take root,
provide the feedback that helps it grow stronger, and give students the responsibility for
tending their own learning over time.

Redefining learning means redesigning the role of the student—not as a compliant
performer, but as an active thinker accountable for their own growth.
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Agency Is the Soil From Which Everything Else Grows

Student agency is one of core levers for meaningful improvement because it
fundamentally redefines the role of the student in learning. Student agency refers to a
learner's ability to take an active and empowered role in their education by knowing
where they are in their learning, where they are going, and how to move forward. It
includes setting meaningful goals, making informed choices about strategies and self-
regulation, taking action, monitoring progress, learning from errors, reflecting on
outcomes, and seeking and using feedback to improve. In short, student agency means
owning one's educational path.

But here's what makes agency essential rather than optional: without it, students remain
fundamentally dependent on external direction. They wait to be told what to do, when
to do it, and whether they did it right. This dependence may look like engagement in the
short term—students completing assignments, raising hands when called on, following
classroom routines—but it masks a deeper problem. Students who are dependent on
external direction haven't developed the internal capacity to navigate complexity,
persist through difficulty, or take responsibility for their own learning. And in a world
that demands adaptability, problem-solving, and continuous learning, dependence is a
liability.

Agency doesn't replace content knowledge or skill development. It changes the
conditions under which those things are learned. When students have agency, they don't
just acquire information—they develop the capacity to monitor their own

understanding, recognize gaps, seek support, and adjust their approach. They learn not
just what to think, but how to think about their own thinking. This metacognitive
awareness is what allows learning to transfer beyond the classroom and become self-
sustaining over time.

The research evidence is clear. Hattie's synthesis of meta-analyses shows that when
students set their own goals, monitor their progress, and use feedback strategically,
effect sizes on learning are among the highest of any intervention (Hattie, 2023). TNTP's
research on assignment quality found that even when students are given grade-level
content, the lack of intellectual ownership—the absence of agency—limits learning
(TNTP, 2018). Globally, PISA results demonstrate that students struggle not with
recalling information, but with applying knowledge in unfamiliar contexts and reasoning
through novel problems—precisely the capacities that agency develops (OECD, 2019;
OECD, 2023).

What does agency look like in practice? It's visible when a student translates a teacher's
learning goal into a personal question they want to answer. It's present when a student
checks their work mid-task against success criteria and adjusts their strategy without
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being told. It emerges when a student encounters an error, pauses to analyze what went
wrong, and tries a different approach. Agency is the difference between a student
asking, "Is this right?" and asking, "Does this make sense based on what I'm trying to
understand?"

Agency also changes the emotional experience of school. When students have agency,
learning becomes less about performing for approval and more about developing
capability. Mistakes shift from threats to information. Feedback becomes guidance
rather than judgment. Effort connects to outcomes in ways that feel meaningful rather
than arbitrary. These shifts don't just improve academic performance—they protect
students' sense of efficacy and belonging, which research shows are essential for long-
term engagement and well-being.

But agency doesn't develop automatically, and it can't be mandated. Like any growing
thing, it requires the right conditions: clarity about what's being learned and why,
structures that make progress visible, time for reflection and adjustment, and a culture
that normalizes productive struggle. Without these conditions, calls for student agency
ring hollow. With them, agency takes root and becomes self-sustaining.

This is the work before us: not to demand that students "take ownership" in systems
designed for compliance, but to redesign those systems so that ownership becomes the
only way to succeed.

Redesighing Roles: What Students and Teachers Do
When Agency Matters

Changing learning requires intentionally changing the role of both the student and the
teacher. These roles are interdependent; one cannot shift without the other.

In agency-driven classrooms, students are expected to know where they are in their
learning, where they are going, and how to move forward. This means they set goals
aligned to learning intentions, make informed decisions about which strategies to use
and when, monitor their progress against success criteria, learn from errors by analyzing
what went wrong and why, and use feedback to revise their thinking and improve their
work. These aren't occasional activities reserved for special projects; they're daily
expectations woven into the fabric of classroom life. Students engage in thinking,
reflection, and decision-making every day, gradually developing the habits of self-
directed learners.

This shift moves students from compliance—doing what they are told—to ownership—
taking responsibility for their learning because they understand its purpose and can see
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their own growth.

At the same time, teachers shift from deliverers of content to designers of learning.
Rather than focusing primarily on what they will say and do during a lesson, teachers
design the conditions that require students to think, choose, monitor, and adjust. They
move from managers of behavior to builders of learning-focused relationships, creating
classroom cultures where intellectual risk is normalized and mistakes are valued as part
of the learning process. And they transition from evaluators—the sole judges of quality—
to coaches and feedback partners who help students develop the capacity to assess and
improve their own work.

66 « agency-driven classrooms, students are
expected to know where they are in their learning,
where they are going, and how to move forward.” 99

As Elmore argues, meaningful improvement does not occur by changing what teachers
do alone, but by changing what students are expected to do as learners (Elmore, 2004).
Redefining these roles is central to transforming the instructional core.

Consider what this looks like in practice. In a traditional classroom, a teacher might
begin a lesson by presenting information, modeling a process, and then assigning
practice problems. Students follow along, complete the work, and submit it for grading.
Engagement is measured by compliance: Did students stay on task? Did they complete
the assignment? Did they get the right answer?

In an agency-driven classroom, the same lesson looks different. The teacher begins by
making the learning intention and success criteria visible, then asks students to assess
what they already know and set a goal for what they want to learn or improve. During the
lesson, the teacher designs checkpoints in which students monitor their own progress,
identify where they're stuck, and decide what to do next—whether that's reviewing a
model, asking a question, trying a different strategy, or seeking feedback from a peer.
Ultimately, students don't just turn in work; they reflect on what they learned, which
strategies were effective, and what they'll do differently next time.

The difference isn't cosmetic. In the first version, the teacher carries the cognitive load—
deciding what students need, when they need it, and whether they've learned it. In the
second version, that load is shared. Students are reflecting on their own thinking, making
decisions about their learning, and developing metacognitive habits that will serve them
well beyond the lesson.

This redistribution of responsibility doesn't mean teachers do less. It means they do
something different—and often harder. Designing learning that cultivates agency

Copyright 2026 Partners for Educational Leadership 7



requires deep clarity about what students are learning and why, intentional structures
that make thinking visible, and a willingness to release control in service of building
capacity. It requires teachers to resist the impulse to rescue students from productive
struggle and instead to coach them through it.

But when this shift occurs—when students are truly positioned as thinkers and decision-
makers rather than task-completers—the nature of classroom life changes. Students
become more engaged because the work requires their thinking rather than merely their
compliance. Teachers become less exhausted because they're not solely responsible for
every student's learning at every moment. Learning becomes more durable because
students develop the habits they need to continue learning independently.

Redefining roles isn't an add-on to instructional improvement. It's the mechanism
through which meaningful improvement occurs.

Cultivating the Conditions: Relationships, Belonging,
and Safety as Foundations for Growth

Before students can own their learning, they must believe that their learning—and they
themselves—matter. Creating the conditions for agency requires intentional attention to
relationships, belonging, and intellectual safety. These aren't separate from learning;
they're the soil in which learning takes root.

Learning-focused relationships communicate three essential messages: I see you. |
believe in your capacity. | will not let you fail. When relationships communicate high
expectations, trust in students' ability to meet those expectations, and a commitment to
supporting growth, students are more likely to engage as thinkers rather than comply as
task completers. This doesn't mean relationships are warm and fuzzy at the expense of
rigor—it means they're built on the belief that effort leads to growth and that every
student is capable of meaningful learning.

Research on classroom relationships consistently shows that students work harder, take
more risks, and persist longer when they trust that their teacher believes in them
(Hattie, 2012). But many students, particularly those who've experienced repeated
academic struggle, have internalized a different message: that their capacity is fixed,
that mistakes are evidence of inadequacy, and that asking for help sighals weakness.
Changing these beliefs requires changing the relational conditions of classrooms—
moving from hierarchies of evaluation to partnerships in learning.

Belonging answers the question Do | matter here? Students who feel they belong are
more willing to engage intellectually, more likely to ask questions, and more resilient in
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the face of challenge. But belonging isn't created through generic affirmations or
surface-level inclusion. It's built when students see their ideas taken seriously, when
their questions shape the direction of learning, and when they experience themselves as
contributors to a shared intellectual community rather than isolated performers.

For students who've been historically marginalized in schools—whether by race,
language, disability, or prior academic performance—belonging is not a given. It's an
ongoing accomplishment that requires teachers to actively disrupt patterns of exclusion
and create structures that invite every student into authentic participation. This means
designing learning experiences where multiple forms of expertise are valued, where
students can bring their full identities into the classroom, and where success is defined
by growth rather than ranking.

Intellectual safety answers the question /s it safe to think, try, and be wrong? Brain
research indicates that fear suppresses the cognitive processes required for complex
learning (Sousa, 2010). When students are afraid of being wrong, of looking stupid in
front of peers, or of disappointing a teacher, they default to self-protection: staying
silent, taking no risks, doing only what's required. These are rational responses to unsafe
conditions, but they foreclose the possibility of agency.

Creating intellectual safety requires normalizing errors as essential to learning, treating
qguestions as evidence of thinking rather than as signs of confusion, and establishing
revision as an expected and valued part of success. It requires teachers to model their
own uncertainty and learning processes, to respond to incorrect answers with curiosity
rather than correction, and to design tasks with multiple pathways to success. When
these elements are in place, students begin to see challenge as opportunity rather than
threat, and struggle as productive rather than shameful.

But relationships, belonging, and safety—while necessary—are not sufficient. Students
also need power and transparency. This means teachers intentionally share decision-
making, make expectations transparent and attainable, and invite students to
participate in defining what quality looks like. When students co-construct success
criteria, choose from multiple pathways to demonstrate learning, and have voice in how
time and resources are used, they develop both the skills and the disposition to exercise
agency.

This shift in power doesn't mean abandoning structure or standards. It means
recognizing that clarity and student ownership are not in tension—they enable each
other. When expectations are made transparent, students can navigate toward them.
When students have voice in how those expectations are met, they're more likely to
invest effort in meeting them.

Creating these conditions also demands attention to equity. Not all students arrive in
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classrooms with the same history of feeling seen, valued, and capable. Some have been
told repeatedly—explicitly or implicitly—that their thinking doesn't matter, that their
questions are off-topic, or that they're "not a math person" or "not a reader." Cultivating
agency in these students requires more than good intentions. It requires actively
disrupting deficit narratives, designing learning experiences that position every student
as a capable thinker, and providing the scaffolding—not lowered expectations—that
allows all students to engage in rigorous intellectual work.

When these conditions are in place—when relationships communicate capacity, when
belonging is actively constructed, when intellectual safety is protected, and when power
is shared—classrooms move from hierarchies of control to communities of learners.
These are the conditions in which agency can take root.

But conditions alone are not enough. If we want students to own their learning, we must
also design structures that make learning visible, navigable, and actionable.

The Architecture of Agency: Structures That Make
Ownership Possible

Student agency does not fail because students lack motivation or effort; it fails when
learning is not intentionally designed to make engagement, progress, and success
visible, learnable, and actionable. One of the most persistent barriers to agency is how
schools misunderstand engagement and motivation.

Engagement is often treated as a student disposition—something learners either bring
with them or do not—rather than as a set of actions that can be named, taught, and
developed over time. As a result, disengagement is frequently misdiagnosed as a lack of
motivation, and schools respond with compliance-driven structures, external rewards,
or punitive consequences. Yet when students do not understand what they are learning,
what quality looks like, or how effort connects to outcomes, disengagement is not a
failure of will—it is a predictable response to unclear design.

Berry (2022) helps us understand engagement not as a binary state but as a continuum
of learner actions—cognitive, metacognitive, behavioral, and emotional—during
learning. Her Continuum of Engagement names these stages: disrupting, avoiding,
withdrawing, participating, investing, and driving. When viewed through the lens of
agency, this continuum becomes a powerful instructional tool. Students can learn to
recognize where they are in their engagement, set intentions for how they want to show
up as learners, and monitor engagement in relation to learning goals. Rather than
categorizing students as "engaged" or "not engaged," teachers can support students in
developing agency over engagement itself—understanding that engagement fluctuates
and can be
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strengthened through clarity, feedback, and purposeful effort.

Motivation, similarly, is often misunderstood. It's not a stable personality trait; it's a
contingent state shaped by experience. Motivation is a learner's willingness to invest
effort toward a goal based on their expectation that the effort will be worthwhile. In
schools, however, motivation is frequently treated as something students either have or
lack. When students do not know what success looks like, cannot see how effort leads to
improvement, or experience feedback as judgment rather than guidance, disengagement
is a rational response—not a character flaw. In these conditions, declining motivation
signals a lack of clarity, not a lack of capability.

Designing for agency therefore requires designing learning experiences in which effort
reliably leads to growth, feedback informs next steps, and students can see the impact
of their thinking. When these conditions are present, motivation becomes self-
reinforcing because students experience themselves as capable of learning and
improvement.

If agency requires students to monitor, regulate, and direct their own learning, then
schools must intentionally design structures that make learning visible and actionable.
Four structures are essential: clarity, assessment of current understanding, time for
learning processes, and feedback literacy. These are not separate components to be
addressed sequentially; they function as an interdependent system, each one enabling
and strengthening the others.

The Architecture of Student Agency

Four Interdependent Structures That Make Ownership Possible

STUDENT AGENCY

CLARITY ASSESSING TIME FOR FEEDBACK
CURRENT : LITERACY

Learning

Intentions Seeking

! Feedback
Success |

Criteria
! Feedback
Relevance |

Interpreting

Using
Feedback

These structures are interdependent—each enables and strengthens the others
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Clarity: Making Purpose and Progress Visible

Clarity is the foundation that enables students to own their learning. When learning is
clear, students understand what they are learning, why it matters, and how they will
know when they have been successful. Without clarity, students default to compliance—
completing tasks without purpose or ownership. With clarity, students are positioned to
engage intentionally, monitor their progress, and take responsibility for learning.

Clarity is built through three instructional anchors: learning intentions, success criteria,
and relevance.

Learning intentions ensure that students can answer the question, What am I learning
today? They set the purpose for learning and prevent students from reverting to
compliance-driven engagement. When learning intentions are clear, students can see
the relationship between their actions and the purpose of learning, enabling them to
approach tasks intentionally rather than merely completing them. For example, a
learning intention might be "l am learning to analyze how authors use rhetorical devices
to persuade an audience" rather than "l am completing questions 1-10 on page 47" The
first names what's being learned; the second names only what's being done.

Success criteria clarify what quality looks like. They clarify what mastery entails,
empower students to assess their own progress, and reduce dependence on the teacher
by enabling them to determine when learning has occurred. Success criteria might
describe the characteristics of strong evidence-based arguments, the features of
accurate mathematical reasoning, or the elements of a well-designed experiment. When
students can reference success criteria throughout their work, they move from asking
"Is this right?" to asking "Does this meet the standard we're working toward?"

Relevance clarifies why learning matters. Teachers must intentionally discuss relevance
so students can connect today's work to larger ideas, real-world contexts, and future
learning. When relevance is clear, motivation increases, and learning becomes self-
reinforcing as students see how skills and knowledge transfer across tasks and time.
Relevance doesn't mean that every lesson must feel immediately applicable to students'
lives; it means that students understand how what they're learning connects to broader
qguestions, develops important capacities, or builds toward future understanding.

Clarity shifts learning from What do | need to do? to What am | learning, why does it
matter, and how will | know when I've learned it? Clarity is not simplification; it is
empowerment. It is a precondition for every other structure that supports agency.

Copyright 2026 Partners for Educational Leadership 12



Assessing Current Understanding: Knowing Where You Are

Student agency—driving one's own learning—requires knowing one's current level of
understanding. To own learning, students must be able to answer the question, Where
am | right now? Without this awareness, students cannot set meaningful goals, choose
effective strategies, seek feedback, or adjust their approach. Assessing current
understanding is therefore not only a teacher responsibility; it is a skill students must
develop if they are to direct their own learning.

There are three primary ways students can develop this capacity: through initial
assessment of prior knowledge, self-assessment during learning, and estimating task
difficulty before beginning work.

Initial assessment ensures that learning experiences build from what students already
know. When prior knowledge is not surfaced, instructional time is often misused. Nuthall
(2007) found that, on average, 40 percent of instructional time is spent on content
students already know. Think about what that means for engagement: nearly half the
time, students are sitting through instruction they don't need. The result is predictable—
boredom, disengagement, and the perception that learning is a waste of time. When
students recognize that instruction responds to their actual understanding, learning
becomes purposeful and engagement increases—conditions essential for agency.

Initial assessment doesn't require elaborate diagnostics. It can be as simple as asking
students to brainstorm what they already know about a topic, identify questions they
have, or predict what will be challenging. The goal is to make prior knowledge visible so
that both teachers and students can see where learning needs to begin.

Self-assessment enables students to identify what they know, what they are still working
toward, and what support they may need. When used regularly, self-assessment
develops metacognitive awareness and positions students as active participants in
monitoring their progress rather than passive recipients of evaluation. Tools such as
Know/Show charts and single-point rubrics make learning visible, allowing students to
connect learning intentions and success criteria to their own understanding and revisit
those judgments as learning deepens.

Consider the difference between a student who completes an assignment and turns it in
versus a student who pauses mid-task to check their work against success criteria,
identifies where they're meeting the standard and where they're not, and makes
strategic decisions about what to revise or what help to seek. The first student is
completing tasks; the second is owning learning.

Just as important, students must learn to recognize when they do not understand. This
awareness allows students to seek help productively rather than disengage. Teaching

Copyright 2026 Partners for Educational Leadership 13



explicit strategies for getting unstuck—such as rereading a model, consulting notes,
trying a different approach, or asking a targeted question—reinforces independence
while normalizing help-seeking as part of learning.

Estimating task difficulty helps students anticipate the demands of learning. Asking
students to consider what will be easy, what will be challenging, how long a task may
take, and what successful work looks like builds planning and self-regulation skills. These
metacognitive moves help students allocate effort strategically and take ownership of
how they approach learning. Over time, students become more accurate in their
predictions, which strengthens their ability to manage their own learning processes.

When students can reliably assess where they are in their learning, they're positioned to
make informed decisions about what to do next—which brings us to the importance of
time.

Time: Protecting Space for Learning Processes

Student agency requires time intentionally designed for learning processes—not just
task completion. If students are expected to assess their understanding, set goals,
monitor progress, analyze errors, and reflect on their learning, then time must be
protected for these actions. Too often, instructional time is devoted entirely to content
delivery and task completion, leaving no space for the metacognitive work that
cultivates agency.

As a structural condition for agency, time must be allocated for students to pause and
reflect on their thinking, to make decisions about their learning, and to adjust their
approach in response to feedback and reflection. This doesn't mean adding more to an
already crowded schedule; it means redistributing time to prioritize the processes that
make learning durable.

What does this look like in practice? It might mean beginning lessons with brief learning-
launch routines in which students review learning intentions and success criteria, assess
what they already know, and set goals for what they want to accomplish. It might mean
building in mid-lesson checkpoints—planned pauses where students stop working to
monitor their progress, identify misconceptions, and adjust strategies before continuing.
It could include dedicated time for error analysis and revision, during which students
examine their misunderstandings, identify what needs to be learned or practiced, and
revise their work accordingly. And it certainly requires feedback and response cycles—
time not just to receive feedback, but to interpret it, ask clarifying questions, and apply
it to improve their work.

Time for learning processes also entails ending lessons and units with reflection and
goal-setting closures, in which students consolidate what they've learned, identify
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which strategies were effective, and plan adjustments for future learning. These routines
strengthen metacognition and ownership, gradually developing students' capacity to
direct their own learning independently.

The cultivation metaphor is useful here. If we want plants to grow strong, we don't just
add fertilizer and water as quickly as possible and then wonder why they wilt. We give
them time to establish roots, time to adjust to new conditions, time to recover from
stress. The same is true for learners. When time is intentionally designed for learning
processes—not just coverage—students develop the daily habits of goal-setting,
monitoring progress, analyzing errors, and reflecting on learning that sustain agency.

Feedback Literacy: Building the Capacity to Use Feedback for Growth

When students know where they are in their learning and have time to reflect on their
progress, they are better positioned to seek, interpret, and use feedback effectively.
Assessing current understanding is not separate from feedback; it is the foundation that
makes feedback meaningful and actionable.

But feedback literacy—the ability to seek, give, interpret, and use feedback to improve
learning—is not innate. Both students and teachers must develop it through ongoing
practice and shared understanding.

Teachers model feedback-seeking and use student feedback to refine learning tasks and
the conditions that shape student thinking. They design feedback to be timely, aligned
with learning goals, and focused on the gap between current understanding and the
success criteria. They resist the urge to over-correct student work and instead offer
guidance that helps students determine their next steps. They create structures—such
as peer feedback protocols, self-assessment routines, and revision cycles—that
normalize feedback as an essential component of learning rather than a judgment of
performance.

Students learn to request feedback aligned with learning goals, to provide feedback to
peers using success criteria as a reference point, and to apply feedback to revise their
thinking and work. This requires teaching students what constitutes effective feedback,
how to interpret it, and how to make strategic decisions about which feedback to
prioritize. Over time, students internalize the questions and moves that enable them to
independently assess and improve their own work.

Feedback is not something done to students; it is a skill developed with them through
ongoing practice. When feedback literacy is shared—when both teachers and students
understand how to give, seek, and use feedback—learning accelerates because students
are no longer dependent on external evaluation to know whether they're improving.
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Together, these four structures—clarity, assessment of current understanding, time for
learning processes, and feedback literacy—create the architecture that makes agency
possible. Clarity makes purpose and progress visible. Assessment of current
understanding helps students know where they are. Time protects space for the
metacognitive work that develops self-regulation. And feedback literacy equips students
to use guidance strategically to improve their learning.

These structures are not separate initiatives; they function as an interdependent
system. Clarity enables students to assess their understanding meaningfully.
Assessment informs what feedback is needed. Time allows students to act on feedback
and adjust their approach. And when all four are in place, students develop the habits
that allow them to own their learning—not occasionally, but every day.

66 “Together, these four structures—clarity, assessment
of current understanding, time for learning
processes, and feedback literacy—create the
architecture that makes agency possible.” 99

Structures enable agency. But agency is ultimately enacted through what students do in
daily classroom life—which is where we turn next.

From Aspiration to Action: A Day in the Life of Agency

Let me introduce you to Maya, a tenth grader in an English class studying rhetorical
analysis. Her experience isn’t extraordinary—that’s the point. It shows what student
agency looks like when it is intentionally designed into everyday classroom practice.
When | walk into class, my teacher has posted the learning intention at the front of the
room: | am learning to identify and analyze how authors use rhetorical appeals (ethos,
pathos, logos) to persuade an audience. Beneath it, she has listed the success criteria,
clearly describing what quality looks like: strong analysis names the appeal, explains
how the author uses it, and connects that choice to the author’s purpose and audience.

Before we begin reading, my teacher gives us two minutes to write in our learning logs.
She asks us to name what we already understand and what still feels challenging. | write,
“l already know what ethos, pathos, and logos are from last week. | can usually spot
them in speeches. But | still have trouble explaining how they work—like, | can say ‘this
is logos,” but | can’t always explain why that choice matters for the audience.” When a
few students share, my teacher listens and then says, “I’m hearing a lot of you say the
same thing. That tells me this is an important focus for today.” Hearing that, | feel
relieved—I’m not the only one.
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As we preview a short op-ed on climate policy, my teacher asks us to estimate task
difficulty. “What do you think will be easy? What will be challenging? What strategies
might help?” I jot down, “Easy: finding examples of appeals. Hard: explaining the
connection to purpose. Strategy: use the sentence frame we practiced—‘The author
uses [appeal] to [effect] because the audience...”” Before we start reading, my teacher
reminds us, “Choose your strategy on purpose. If you get stuck, come back to the
success criteria.” Before the task even begins, I've set a goal, anticipated challenges, and
selected an approach. I’'m not just completing an assignment—I’'m planning my learning.

Midway through the lesson, my teacher pauses the class. “Stop where you are and check
your work against the success criteria,” she says. Looking at my annotations, | realize
something isn’t right. I've written, “The author uses pathos to make readers feel bad.” |
raise my hand and say, “l found the pathos, but I’'m stuck on explaining how it works.” My
teacher nods and responds, “That’s good self-assessment. Let’s go back to the criteria.
What does strong analysis require?” She then asks, “What is the author’s purpose? Who
is the audience? How does this choice help the author reach them?” With those
questions, | revise my thinking and rewrite my analysis. As she moves on, she says,
“That’s analysis—you’re explaining the why, not just the what.” | check my work again.
Better—not perfect, but better.

During peer feedback, my teacher provides a simple protocol and reminds us to use the
success criteria as evidence. My partner tells me, “Your pathos explanations are strong,
but you missed some logos—there’s data in paragraph three.” When my teacher stops by,
she asks, “Why do you think that happened?” | say, “I think | was looking for what I’'m
already good at. Pathos is easier for me to find than logos.” She responds, “That’s strong
metacognition. What does that tell you about your next step?” | answer, “I need to push
myself to look for what I’'m weaker at, not just what’s easiest.” She smiles and says,
“Exactly—that’s how learners grow.”

Before the bell rings, my teacher assigns homework and explains why. “Tonight, | want
you to reflect on what strategy helped your learning today and what you’ll do differently
next time. That reflection is part of the learning.” In my learning log, | write, “The
sentence frame helped me explain how the appeals worked instead of just labeling
them. Next time, I’'m going to start by looking for logos first instead of avoiding it. | also
need to reread the author’s purpose and audience before | analyze, because that’s
what makes the ‘why this matters’ clearer.”

The next day, my teacher invites a few students to share their reflections. When | share
mine, she says, “Noticing your patterns and adjusting your approach—that’s what agency
looks like.” Other students nod and add their own examples.

This is what agency looks like in practice. | set goals, monitor my progress, seek
feedback, analyze my mistakes, and adjust my strategies. My teacher doesn’t remove
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struggle or provide answers—she designs the conditions, prompts, and feedback that
help me do the thinking. Nothing about it is flashy or exceptional. It’s intentional design,
enacted through everyday classroom moves, that teaches me how to direct and advance
my own learning.

What Makes This Different

Maya's day doesn't look radically different from other English classes. She read a text,
annotated it, received feedback, and revised her thinking. But the structure of her
experience is different in crucial ways:

She began by setting a personal goal based on her assessment of what she already knew
and what she needed to work on. She wasn't just following directions; she was planning
her approach to learning.

She monitored her progress midway through, comparing her work to success criteria,
recognizing a gap, and seeking help to close it—before the work was finished and graded.

She analyzed her errors not just to correct them, but to understand the pattern behind
them, which helped her make better decisions about how to approach future learning.

She reflected on what worked and what didn't, then made a specific plan to adjust her
strategy next time.

None of these actions required the teacher to work harder. What they required was
intentional design: clarity about what was being learned and what quality looked like,
time for students to assess and adjust, structures like peer feedback and reflection
prompts that made thinking visible, and a classroom culture that treated mistakes and
adjustments as essential to learning.

By the end of the week, Maya isn't just better at rhetorical analysis. She's better at
learning—at knowing where she is, where she's going, and how to get there. She's
developing agency.

And that's the difference between completing tasks and owning learning.

If Teachers Don't Own Their Learning, Students Won't
Either

Schools cannot expect students to develop agency in environments where adults do not
experience it themselves. If student agency is the goal, professional learning must model
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the same conditions schools seek to create for students.

Think about the most common forms of professional development: teachers sit through
presentations, take notes, and return to classrooms with a mandate to "implement"
something new. Sound familiar? It's the same compliance-driven model we're trying to
move students away from. It produces the same outcomes—surface-level adoption,
frustration, and eventual abandonment when the initiative doesn't take root.

Professional learning that cultivates agency looks fundamentally different. It includes
clarity of purpose—teachers understand not just what they're being asked to do, but
why it matters for student learning and how it connects to their own professional
growth. It provides opportunities for choice and reflection—teachers have voice in what
they focus on, how they approach the work, and how they assess their own progress. It
operates through feedback and iteration—teachers try new practices, examine student
work to see what's working, receive coaching, and revise their approach over time. And it
distributes shared responsibility—teachers aren't positioned as passive recipients of
directives but as active designers of their own learning and contributors to collective
improvement.

When educators experience agency—setting goals, monitoring progress, using feedback,
and adjusting practice—they are better equipped to redesign classrooms in ways that
change the role of the student. They understand from lived experience what it feels like
to own learning rather than comply with mandates. They can anticipate the challenges
students will face in developing agency because they've faced similar challenges
themselves. And they develop the conviction required to sustain this work over time,
even when it's difficult.

Modeling the learning we want is not ancillary to instructional improvement; it is the
mechanism through which sustainable change occurs. If we want teachers to design
learning experiences that cultivate student agency, we must design professional learning
that cultivates teacher agency.

This means resisting the urge to mandate practices and instead creating the conditions
in which teachers can develop capacity. It means protecting time for teachers to
collaborate, examine student work, and refine their practice based on evidence. It
means providing feedback that helps teachers see the impact of their instructional
choices on student thinking, not just on task completion. And it means trusting that
when teachers experience clarity, choice, feedback, and ownership, they will design the
same conditions for their students.

The cultivation metaphor applies here, too. You can't force a seed to grow by pulling on
it. You create the conditions—soil, water, sunlight—and growth happens. The same is true
for teachers. When we create the conditions for professional agency, instructional
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improvement follows.

The Cost of Waiting: What Happens If We Don't Act

The question is no longer whether students can own their learning. The question is
whether schools will intentionally design environments that allow them to do so.

Here's what's at stake if we don't.

For students like Maya, the cost is a narrowing of possibilities. She'll graduate knowing
how to follow directions, complete assignments, and perform well. But she won't
develop the capacity to set her own goals, navigate ambiguity, learn from failure, or
direct her own growth. In college, she'll struggle the first time a professor says, "Here's
the syllabus—manage your own time and let me know if you have questions." In her
career, she'll wait for instructions rather than taking initiative. In her life, she'll defer to
external authorities rather than trusting her own judgment. She'll be dependentin a
world that demands agency.

For students who are already disengaged, the cost is even higher. They'll conclude—
correctly—that school is not designed for them, that their thinking doesn't matter, and
that learning is something that happens to other people. Some will withdraw quietly,
going through the motions until they can leave. Others will disrupt because, at least,
disruption feels like a form of agency. Either way, they'll lose years of their lives sitting in
classrooms where they're asked to comply but never to think, perform but never to
grow. And the opportunity cost of those lost years—the habits they could have
developed, the identities they could have claimed, the capabilities they could have built
—isincalculable.

For teachers, the cost is exhaustion without impact. They'll work harder every year,
trying to compensate for students' lack of engagement by being more entertaining, more
controlling, or more accommodating. They'll feel responsible for every student's
learning at every moment, carrying a cognitive and emotional load that no one can
sustain. And they'll burn out, not because they're weak, but because they're operating in
systems that position them as the sole drivers of learning while simultaneously stripping
them of the agency required to redesign that system.

For schools and communities, the cost is a widening gap between what students need
and what education provides. As the world grows more complex, demanding
adaptability, collaboration, critical thinking, and continuous learning, schools will
continue to produce graduates who are skilled in compliance and performance but
underprepared for leadership, innovation, and civic participation. The result is a
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citizenry that waits to be told what to do rather than taking responsibility for shaping
the future. That's not a workforce readiness problem—it's a democratic crisis.

And here's the deepest cost: when we fail to cultivate agency, we communicate to young
people that their thinking, their voices, and their capacity to shape their own lives don't
matter. We tell them, implicitly, that adults know best and their job is to obey. We rob
them of the experience of being powerful learners at precisely the moment when they're
forming their identities and deciding what kind of people they want to become.

We can't afford to wait--Student agency is not an initiative—it is a design stance. When
schools intentionally change the role of the student and design conditions that support
ownership, they unlock the potential of every learner. Agency is the foundation of
meaningful learning—today and tomorrow.

If schools continue to prioritize compliance over agency, they risk graduating students
who are unprepared to navigate complexity, solve unfamiliar problems, or take
responsibility for their own learning. Disengagement, apathy, and overreliance on
direction are not student failures; they are predictable outcomes of systems designed
for control rather than ownership.

66 «student agency is not an initiative—it is a design
stance. When schools intentionally change the role
of the student and design conditions that support
ownership, they unlock the potential of every
learner. Agency is the foundation of meaningful
learning—today and tomorrow.” 99

By contrast, when schools intentionally change the role of the student, redefine
learning, and design the conditions that make agency possible—clarity, assessment of
current understanding, time for learning processes, and shared feedback literacy—
students develop the habits required to direct their thinking, effort, and growth.

This work is not about adding another initiative or strategy. It is a design stance that
reshapes the instructional core by changing what students are expected to do as
learners and what teachers are expected to design as learning conditions.

When agency is embedded into daily classroom experiences and modeled through
professional learning, schools unlock the potential of every learner. Students don't just
learn content—they develop the capacity to learn independently, to navigate
complexity, to persist through difficulty, and to take responsibility for their own growth.
They become not just graduates, but thinkers. Not just task-completers, but problem-
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solvers. Not just followers, but leaders.

That's not a distant aspiration. It's an urgent necessity. And it starts with the decision to
design learning differently—to create the conditions in which every student can answer
the questions that matter most: Where am I? Where am | going? And how do | get there?

The students are ready. The question is whether we are.
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