Fostering
Learner Agency
FROM THE DISTRICT OFFICE TO THE CLASSROOM

Introduction

A

s the world continues to evolve and change, there is an increasingly urgent call
to create schools that equip learners with the academic and social skills that
are critical for success in work, life, and citizenship in our world today. Many
educators recognize the diverse strengths and challenges that children come
to school with and understand that to truly develop and grow unique individuals we cannot
teach in a standardized way.
Transitioning from a teacher-centered to a learner-centric model is very challenging. The shift
in practices can have profound effects in every corner of a district, from the facilities office to
the classroom. The key to collective success in a school community is the learner voice, and
embracing learner agency leads to a stronger, more cohesive learning community.
At Altitude Learning, our goal is to put students at the center of their own learning by
equipping them with the knowledge, skills, and awareness to advocate for themselves.
When a child takes purposeful initiative in his or her learning experiences, they become
more engaged in and dedicated to learning. We want to help school practice whole-child
development, competency-based assessment, appropriate interventions, and project-based
learning—all of which all aid in the development of learner agency.
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CHAPTER 1

How Agency Ripples
Through a System
By Dr. Devin Vodicka, Chief Impact Officer &
Chief Academic Officer, Altitude Learning

S

chool systems are interconnected communities of
learners, and shifting to learner-centered models is
a complex and humbling journey. In schools that are
designed for standardization, tensions can arise very
quickly when you begin to promote agency and innovation. In my
experience as a teacher, principal, and school superintendent, I
saw firsthand how the ripple effects of changes to teaching and
learning at the classroom level catalyzed unexpected and important
changes in our leadership approach and management structures.

03

CHAPTER 1
How Agency Ripples Through a System

When I was the superintendent of the Vista Unified School
District, the trigger for us to begin re-examining our leadership
approach was a wave of requests that our facilities
department received from students in our schools.
• Can

we install hydration stations that work with water
bottles so that we use less plastic in the school?
• Can we paint the walls of the maker space ourselves to
inspire creativity and innovation?
• Can we move our furniture outside so that we can conduct
learning labs in the wooded areas next to the school?
While these requests were specific to facilities, they exposed the reality that our school management team
didn’t know how to prioritize, establish limits, or continue encouraging proposals directly from the kids. It wasn’t
something that we had anticipated, but in retrospect, it all made sense. Once you allow, encourage, promote, and
cultivate learner agency, it begins to put pressure on all aspects of the system.
None of these ideas had been part of our existing plans and now we had to decide how to respond—we had to
decide how to adapt. And it was coming from the students because of changes in our instructional model.
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Shifting Practices
s teachers were beginning to empower a learner-centered approach, students began to engage in problems that
were relevant to them. Many of these problems involved making improvements in their environment. One of
the reasons that we were now receiving facility requests from the students was that they were encouraged to
engage in projects aligned with their interests.
The basic flow here is that when students begin to know themselves and to create and implement their own learning
pathways, it requires a system-wide shift.
• At
 the classroom level, it requires teachers to let go of perceived control. Shifting from teacher-centered to learnercentered education means that teachers become activators of learning. For observers, it often looks like the switch
from “sage on the stage” to “guide on the side,” and teachers will rightfully assert that the work is just as intense (and
more rewarding).
• Site and district administrators find that when they promote this change in classroom practice, they must also adjust from
a compliance and management mindset to one of empowerment and servant leadership. Many educators have reflected on
how this is a difficult change that is validated by the improvements in learner engagement that they see and feel.
• In facilities and operations, someone like a Maintenance Director—who is accustomed to work tickets coming through
official channels and being managed by a predictable workflow with clear boundaries—can feel like they are moving from
order to chaos. In many ways, that is the tension that all educators must adapt to in support of this new model.
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Leading with Outcomes
ow does one ensure that there is an appropriate balance between structure and flexibility? Between
coherence and individuality? Between compliance and creativity? In practice, this is an adaptive
challenge and the optimal edge is dynamic and ever-changing. The answer, from my experience, is to
embrace feedback to inform when and where to increase or reduce structure. This requires another shift
from process to outcomes and process.
What I mean here is that the first re-orientation is to be clear on what you are trying to achieve and to use the
clarity of goals as the first filter in any decision making. Those goals need to be clearly identified at every layer of
the organization (district, school site, department, classroom, and student). Being tight on outcomes and loose
on process creates accountability and coherence while also allowing for individuality, flexibility, and creativity in
achieving those outcomes.
With clear goal alignment, the next re-orientation is to move away from following a rigid process and, instead,
create and implement feedback systems on the process itself. This feedback tends to be qualitative, best achieved
through conversation in context, and can be very time intensive. However, the benefits are tremendous in terms
of providing a surface for meaningful input, developing relationships, and identifying creative ways to improve the
process based on perspectives informed by experience.
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Impact
t the end of the day, we decided to evaluate the student requests on their merits and to be as
responsive and adaptive as we could be. We swapped out hydration stations and it ended up
reducing waste. We allowed students to paint the walls of the maker space and found it did improve
engagement. We allowed some furniture to go outside to promote outdoor learning. As a result, we met
our desired outcomes and ended up improving our procedures.
It turns out that once you unleash student agency, it ripples through the community. Once you unleash student
agency, many things get better that weren’t part of the original plan. In a profound way, I learned that by
empowering individuality we become better together.

TO
LEARN HOW Altitude Learning can support your district or school’s shift from a teacher

to learner-centered model through our professional learning and comprehensive platform,
visit www.AltitudeLearning.com.
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CHAPTER 2

Five Trends
That Increase
Learner Agency
By Dr. Katie Martin, VP of Professional Learning, Altitude Learning

I

often advocate going beyond your classroom and school
to see other learning styles and approaches, and drive
inspiration. I feel very fortunate to have been to at least
100 schools this year, including our amazing partner
schools and diverse public, charter, independent, urban, rural,
and suburban schools.

Students collaborate and drive their learning
at Design39Campus, a public school in San
Diego’s Poway school district where student
voice and choice is embedded into the entire
learning process.
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Through these visits and in conversations with many
educators, students, and parents, I have seen tremendous
shifts in our education system. This paradigm shift from
teacher-centered to learner-centered is changing how we
see learners and their critical role in their own learning, now
and throughout their lives. Education Reimagined highlights
that in this paradigm: Learners are seen and known as
wondrous, curious individuals with vast capabilities and
limitless potential.
Here are five trends in schools that are empowering learners
to drive their learning in authentic and meaningful ways.
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Authentic Problem Solving:

Little people are capable of solving big problems.
tudents of all ages can have a tremendous influence on their community and the world. I saw
so many great examples of students making an impact. For example, fourth graders at the
Desert Learning Academy in Palm Springs have been researching the impact of straws on the
environment. They have shifted the mindset at school to be more environmentally friendly and are
even influencing city council to ban straws. To do this, they did research to better understand the
impact that humans are having on the environment and created a public service announcement to help others
take action to improve the environment. They made a commitment to ban plastic straws in their classroom,
are influencing school-wide procedures, and creating awareness in their community. In partnership with
Altitude Learning, they have created authentic projects and helped learners drive their learning and capture
evidence of their learning and impact.
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Investing in Relationships:

They are the foundation for powerful learning.
hat often stands out to me is the relationships between educators and students. This
year I was encouraged to see so many interactions that highlighted genuine care for one
another. At Calavera Hills Middle School and Design 39 Campus, as I walked through the
halls and in and out of classrooms I noticed happy educators and students. Educators
were treated with respect and were looked to for answers and ideas while students were
valued and celebrated. I love seeing the learning community celebrating each other and students who
feel comfortable laughing with one another and their teachers.

11

CHAPTER 2
Five Trends That Increase Learner Agency

Sharing Learning:

When learners have an authentic
audience they are more invested.
hen students have an authentic purpose and audience beyond their
teacher to share what they are learning, they are more motivated to learn
and often go above and beyond. I am excited to see more schools moving
toward structures that empower learners to share through portfolios and
student-led conferences. Students have to share their learning process
and illustrate it to adults and their peers, which makes learning real and empowers
learners to take ownership of the process.
Opportunities for learners to share their work beyond the classroom in student-led
exhibitions can be powerful in ensuring students have an authentic audience and are
doing work that has value. Students documenting and capturing evidence of their learning
journey is also one of the most exciting things that I have seen and I love how even
kindergartners are able to do this at Arcadia Unified.
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Co-constructing Learning:

When learners have agency, they help chart
the course and drive their own learning.
e know from decades of research on motivation that autonomy and purpose
are critical in learning. If we want a learner to be motivated we need to provide
opportunities that allow them to engage in authentic tasks, foster autonomy, invite
the pursuit of mastery, and intrigue them with a sense of purpose. Although I
would not say this is the norm yet, I have seen great examples in Lindsay Unified
and throughout Arcadia Unified where students are setting goals in collaboration with teachers
and peers, charting their course of action, and working along the path to mastery. I look forward
to seeing this practice expand for both students and educators.
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Sharing Learning:

When learners have an authentic
audience they are more invested.
continue to see more educators and systems designed to empower learners
to understand their unique strengths, ask more questions, and pursue their
goals to chart personal paths. I see more celebrations of individuals, like at
Odyssey STEM Academy where students chart
their strengths and goals leveraging Altitude
Learning’s platform. In recognition of the diversity of
learners, I see more targeted, small-group instruction
rather than teaching to the middle (or no one). We
are recognizing that learning is personal and moving
toward learner-centered approaches that honor the
uniqueness of learners. Also, we are creating more
opportunities and structures that empower learners to
move from their point A to their point B.
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Moving Forward

T

hese trends are encouraging and these positive shifts mark progress in creating new
and better opportunities for learners across the country. But I would be remiss if I didn’t
acknowledge that access and opportunities vary widely across the country. As I see so
many great things happening I also feel a tremendous sense of urgency to make these
experiences the norm throughout education for all children.
While at times it can feel daunting to think about the enormous challenges of shifting entire
systems—whether it be in the classroom, a school, a district, or the whole nation—I know it’s possible
and it’s so important to look at the progress we continue to make. Keep sharing, connecting, and
pushing each other and the system to improve and meet the needs of all learners in our classrooms.

INTERESTED
IN bringing learner-centered practices to your school? We meet you where
	

you are and partner every step of the way from district and school transformation to
classroom implementation. Get in touch with our team at partners@altitudelearning.com.
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3 Components of Informed
Learner Agency
By Jim Liu, Head of Product, Altitude Learning

A

t Altitude Learning, our product development team isn’t just informed by learners and
educators, but stitches their needs deep within the fabric of our platform. Development
practices are derived from education and engineering models, with team members
undergoing rigorous pedagogical training. Product design is guided by a relentless focus
on our educator and learner needs across current and future partner communities, and at the same
time incorporates 21st century workplace practices. This interdisciplinary and collaborative approach
is evident throughout the Altitude Learning platform and especially in how we enable informed learner
agency throughout the learning cycle.
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What Is Informed Learner Agency?
earner agency is at the heart of our learner-centered model. Admittedly, my early understanding of
learner agency conjured images of a chaotic classroom with children shirking responsibility, unsure
of what to do next. In the absence of intentional systems and conditions in place, I may not have been
too far off. However, dozens of school visits and hundreds of hours collaborating with educators and
learners later, it’s clear agency done right is critical for engaging, meaningful, and lasting learning.
Agency at its best endows learners with ownership of their learning through careful context that informs how they
drive their own learning. Education Reimagined defines learner agency, a key learner-centered pillar:

“

Learner agency involves the availability of meaningful choice and
the learner’s wherewithal for exercising that choice, such that they
develop into responsible owners of their own learning.
Education Reimagined Practitioners Lexicon
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Nurturing Agency
Throughout the
Learning Cycle
he Altitude Learning platform nurtures informed
learner agency throughout the learning cycle.
Transferring agency to learners isn’t a switch that
gets turned on and off. Informed agency requires
context, specifically, an input (data and results to
inform next steps), and a goal (which provides direction).
Here’s what it looks like in the Altitude Learning platform:
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Availability of meaningful choice
earners of all ages can have a tremendous influence on their community and the world. To honor that
potential within all learners, the Altitude Learning platform gives them authentic choices in a way that
builds their ability to wield their influence effectively.
For example, learners manage their own work
and schedule within the Altitude Learning platform. Looking
beyond prevalent, top-down calendars that are solely
controlled by the educator, we drew inspiration from 21st
century workplace task management tools. With Playlist
Kanban View, learners exercise ownership of their learning
sequence and schedule, scaffolded by an intuitive visual
interface.
Learners create columns that represent a period of time, then
drag activities into them. Cards within columns disappear
as they are completed. Learners may determine if a column
represents a to-do list during a school week, a specific activity
block during the school day, and anything in between. Their choices create meaningful reflection opportunities and
conversations. Educators scaffold this process with due dates on select activities and pre-made templates.
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Wherewithal for exercising choice
earning science describes the capacity to exercise choice
effectively as a muscle that builds over time. The fuel
that drives this growth is context. The Altitude Learning
platform aims to help learners answer key questions
toward making effective decisions, including:
• What’s the destination?: “What is the larger competency behind
this activity I’m working on?”
• How do I get there?: “Which competencies should I focus on
next?”
• Where am I now?: “Based on my current progress, what are my
challenges? Where am I excelling?”

Learner Progress View displays data for a standard, competency,
or habit across time and displays evidence for each data point
through goals and cards aligned to the standard.

In answering these questions, our Learner Progress View presents a mirror of learners’ progress back to them with deep
context. This tool helps put the “informed” in “informed learner agency.”
Competency-based scores from educators are contextualized by a visual portfolio of related student work. Learners can
navigate easily between their progress across domains of learning (e.g. ELA, Habits), within a learning objective (e.g.
RL.7.1, Grit), and evidence of that learning (e.g. a recent group project). Learners can also take a next step in their learning
by creating a Goal, right from this tool. Rather than emphasizing the quantity of data, insights from our partners and
research have led us to focus on contextualized evidence that enables a learner to take an informed next action.
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Responsible learners of their own learning
cross our partners, we see that as learners
take control of their own learning, educators
are cultivating learners’ responsibility for
their choices in parallel. The Altitude Learning
platform supports educator efforts to foster a
growth mindset in learners to proactively act on challenges
by framing constructive feedback as an integral part of the
learning journey.
Feedback takes on many forms within the Altitude Platform so
After learners submit an activity, and educators give
learners can work through concepts toward mastery. Educators
assessment feedback, the learning journey is only just
can provide feedback to a specific piece of work, to a specific
beginning. Responsibility means that learners act on that
competency, or offer global feedback on an entire card or project.
feedback and incorporate it into their future drafts and
revisions. The platform’s “Redo” flow is the glue that holds this
process together. By marking an activity as redo in addition to providing feedback, educators are holding learners
accountable for taking the next step from that feedback. Learners can resubmit the assignment after revisions,
reinforcing their notion of a formative feedback cycle that is non-punitive. Rather than ending the conversation with a
final score, the Altitude Learning platform helps foster a process-oriented culture of continuous feedback.
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Building a Culture of Learning
eeply embedded in the learner-centered practices at the root of our work is a culture of learning.
Our product designers and engineers model their work after the progressive learning communities
that we serve. This means we offer each other frequent and intentional feedback, engage in ongoing
professional development, and strive for the continuous improvement we see in our partner
communities.
Our partner schools and districts are building and scaling a classroom culture of informed learner agency, where
learners make meaningful informed choices, and hold the responsibility for learning next steps. As learners take
control and become more independent, educators can scale their impact and learning for all.

GET
IN TOUCH to learn more about how Altitude Learnings customized solutions can accelerate

your shift to informed learner agency, competency-based assessment, and more. Contact us
at partners@altitudelearning.com.
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ALTITUDE LEARNING PARTNERS WITH SCHOOLS AND DISTRICTS NATIONWIDE
TO CATALYZE AND ACCELERATE THEIR SHIFT TO LEARNER-CENTRIC EDUCATION.
With our Professional Learning Services and Platform, we focus on making learning: 1) competencybased, 2) personalized, relevant, and contextualized, 3) learner-owned and learner-driven, 4)
community-embedded and contextualized, and 5) anywhere, anytime. We meet educators where they
are and support their adaptive and technical change toward learner-centered. This occurs through
workshops, educator academies, and innovation zones, and is combined with a unique technology
platform that enables this learning pedagogy to be put into practice.
We are a partner in your journey with a multi-phase support approach customized around your
curriculum to build buy-in and engagement. We will work with you each step of the way as we know
that bringing about change is not easy. Learn more at: www.AltitudeLearning.com

