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Equity and Excellence in school education; 
policies, practices and pedagogy for good 

schools in Australia.
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If excellence is not possible 
without equity…



Is equity possible without 
learner agency?
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‘Agency’ - to our leaders means………...

Talking point: Consider 2 learners from your school
- one who epitomises 'high agency' and
- another at the other end of the spectrum

*Write the key characteristics of each learner on your table mat.

Use this contrast to help you progress your thinking 
about the key features of learner agency.
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Features of learner agency –
as a leadership team
1. Discuss & settle on 3 defining 

characteristics that capture the essence of 
learner agency.

2. And 3 defining characteristics that 
demonstrate lack of agency.

Once you have agreed upon 3 characteristics for each 
question, scan the QR code on your phone and enter 
your table's responses into the Padlet.

Essence of 
learner 
agency

Absence 
of agency



So what do
we mean

by
"learner agency"?

Student agency is defined as the capacity to set a goal, reflect and 
act responsibly to effect change.
It is about acting rather than being acted upon; shaping rather than 
being shaped; and making responsible decisions and choices rather 
than accepting those determined by others.

OECD Future of Education & Skills 2030

Learners who have agency are purposive, reflective, invested and 
action-oriented.   Agency means:
• Developing goals (personal & social)
• Initiating action towards those goals
• Reflecting on & regulating progress towards those goals
• Belief in self-efficacy                                Hannon & Peterson; Thrive

Agency is not action for the sake of it. Nor is it simply offering 
students more choice from a pre-set menu, nor an occasional voice 
to give feedback on their teachers.

Charles Leadbeater: Learning on Purpose
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‘Agency’ – thought leaders & academics

OECD 2030 Student Agency definition
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‘Agency’ – thought leaders & academics

Introduction 
The school leaving exam should have just one 
question, which should read: 
Show how you can work with others
to combine and use your knowledge to create 
change that will generate better outcomes for 
people and the planet, while doing what you 
consider to be the right thing.
That’s it. 
In a world that is increasingly volatile, unstable, 
uncertain and unequal, education needs to help 
students exert some control and purpose over 
their lives. To do that they need to develop a 
sense of agency so that they can: understand 
what matters
to them and the communities they are a part of; 
sense opportunity and act on it; take risks; make 
commitments; and learn in action how to recover 
from setbacks,
to adjust their plans when things do not work out 
as they had hoped..................

10 lessons learned
- a short reading

4 minutes
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Learner Agency – in South Australia 2021
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‘Agency’ - to our learners means………...



Connections and 
contrasts between 

the academics, 
learners and 
educators?

reflection
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Professor Dylan Wiliam
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It's a hierarchy - Professor Dylan Wiliam

1 2 3

4

5



UK Education Endowment Foundation 2019
Gold standard educational research 
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today 



The evidence 
base is strong 

– any 
yes, buts…?

reflection
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Is this possible without student 
involvement?

“If I had to reduce all of educational 
psychology to one principle, I would say this: 
'The most important single factor influencing 
learning is what the learner already knows. 

Ascertain this and teach… accordingly.'”

Ausubel, David (1968). Educational Psychology – A Cognitive View.



SA TfEL – Teaching for Effective Learning Team – Curriculum Services DECS

.
It would be possible to 

have lessons where all the 
elements of formative 

assessment featured but were 
more or less cancelled out by 

the absence of a 
true learning culture.



SA TfEL – Teaching for Effective Learning Team – Curriculum Services DECS

.

What do 
we mean 

by culture?



SA TfEL – Teaching for Effective Learning Team – Curriculum Services DECS

.

What do 
we want 

our 
learning 

culture to 
look like??
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Gone are the days of
- compliance as the norm
- a quiet classroom…
- questioning as disruption…
- choice only from fixed menu

Food for thought...what are our challenges related 
to developing student agency?
- Why are these sections harder to embed in our culture?

What might we need to 
supercharge to achieve the 
learning culture we are 
seeking?

reflection
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Professor Tanya Fitzgerald
September 2021

Mission impossible?: 
Why equity and inclusion 
matters

DISRUPTING 
PATTERNS



Ten lessons
Lesson One: Learning on purpose
Lesson Two: Dynamic capability
Lesson Three: Philosophy, product, 

practice
Lesson Four: Students bring it to life
Lesson Five: Teachers as agent
Lesson Six: Creating new patterns
Lesson Seven: Recognising agency
Lesson Eight: Strategies for change
Lesson Nine: The power of narrative
Lesson Ten: Whole-school leadership
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Independent
schools context

CHARLES LEADBEATER AND THE STUDENT AGENCY LAB
The Learning Future Podcast Series



many useful
practical examples
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https://acleadersresource.sa.edu.au/resources/teaching-for-
effective-learning-resources/tfel-card-collections/ 33
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LEARNING DESIGN CARD IS A TOOL THAT CAN BE SELECTED TO:
• encourage relationships between students and teachers
• encourage teachers to consider the individual in their planning
• encourage students to consider what works for them
• provide students with choice and voice
• encourage negotiation between students and teachers



Leading this work involves 
building the staff learning 
culture and 'disrupting 
compliant teaching 
patterns'. 
What might be your small 
step forward in this? 36

reflection
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ideas 
steal
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Learner agency for 
equity and inclusion 
as the main game –
or a bit on the side?
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Surely the 
main game is 
the teaching 
and learning.



next steps
Where we started ‘advice’ 

from leaders in the 
Student Agency Lab project.
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• Involve the learners from the beginning
• Model being OK with the uncertainty of 'no 

program'
• Anticipate teachers' discomfort with shifting 

power dynamics
• Design to maximise teachers' intrinsic 

motivation
• Just start – all in – small steps – teacher choice



A powerful lever for change

Teachers’ intrinsic 
motivation in listening to 

their learners. 
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Best Paper of the Year 2007 - Educational Management Administration and Leadership 



Ten lessons
Lesson Three: 
Philosophy, product, practice
You can start anywhere ....... 
but ultimately these 3 aspects work 
together.
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Charles Leadbeater
thelearningfuture.com/the-learning-
future-podcast/a-lab-3
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Where is your thinking 
now – a key insight?

What would you want 
to learn more about in 
this area?
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reflection
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