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Abstract

This study explores the evolving role of student agency in transforming traditional educational approaches to be
more student-centered and empowering. A secondary-methods approach collects qualitative data on the
benefits, influencing factors, implementation challenges, and role of technology regarding student agency.
Findings indicate student agency boosts mativation, personalizes learning, develops 21st-century skills, and
leads to educational systems becoming more flexible and responsive to individual student needs. Enabling
greater voice, choice, co-design, leadership, and ownership opportunities facilitates student agency. However
lack of educator capacity, standardized curricula, traditional assessments, and school community attitudes pose
barriers. Appropriately embedded education technology tools can enhance self-directed, collaborative, creative,
and community-connected learning opportunities. Recommendations center on management, pedagogical and
assessment shifts towards networks of learning, real-world application, mastery and competency-based
progression. This study contributes insights on transitioning schools into student-driven learning organizations
to better prepare young people for rapidly evolving life and work environments.

Date of Submission: 09-03-2024 Date of Acceptance: 19-03-2024

I.  Introduction
Background and Context

Student agency refers to the level of autonomy, power, and ownership that students have over their own
learning process. Traditionally, education has positioned students as passive recipients of knowledge from
teachers and curricula(Liu et al., 2023). However, modern learning theories emphasize that students learn best
when they are active participants directing and regulating their own education. As the world faces rapidly
evolving challenges, there have been calls for transforming outdated models of education designed for the
industrial era into ones that enable students to take initiative, think critically and creatively, communicate
effectively, respond to dynamic situations, and continue learning throughout their lives. Promoting student
agency shifts the focus from simply accumulating information to developing capacities to generate new
knowledge and find innovative solutions (Co et al., 2023).

Technological advances also allow greater personalized and self-directed learning opportunities for
students to pursue their interests and strengths. With these societal shifts, policymakers and educators have been
exploring strategies to transition pedagogical approaches from teacher-centric to student-driven. Understanding
student agency and its connection to life-long learning and empowerment has become essential for educational
reform.While policy reports advocate for moving students into active directing roles, ingrained educational
structures continue to emphasize teacher-centric pedagogies. This study will conduct primary research to
provide recommendations on cultivating student agency for transformation.

Problem Statement

While policy reports advocate for moving students from being passive recipients to active agents
directing their own development, there has been little formal research on implementing student agency in
schools. Barriers exist due to ingrained structures privileging efficiency, standardized outcomes, and
accountability over autonomy. There are also concerns over how to ensure quality and equitable access. Further
investigation is required to provide recommendations on cultivating student agency to transform current
education models.

Research Objectives

The objectives of this study are:

e To analyze theoretical frameworks relating to student agency and educational change.

e To investigate global practices and evidence demonstrating benefits of student agency.

e To examine challenges and enabling conditions for implementing student agency reforms.
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e To explore the role of technology in promoting personalized learning pathways.
e To provide policy and practice recommendations on leveraging student agency to transform education
systems.

Significance of the Study

This study aims to bridge research gaps regarding translating student agency theory into actionable
school-based reforms that empower students in directing their learning journey. Findings will inform
policymakers’ efforts to overhaul outdated education models and provide teachers, school leaders and
technology developer’s practical guidance on enhancing autonomy while ensuring academic rigor and inclusion.
This has the potential to drive systemic change in how we train and prepare students to thrive in a complex
world.

Research Question
How can education systems be redesigned to cultivate greater student agency to drive transformational
outcomes including life-long learning, empowerment, creativity, and human flourishing?

Scope and Limitations

This study will conduct a review of scholarly research, policy reports, and case studies on advancing
student agency published predominantly over the past decade, with a few seminal earlier texts. It will cover
primary and secondary school contexts but not focus specifically on early childhood or university models. While
exploring the potential of technology, formal technological research will not be included. The study will
summarize evidence from multiple countries but emphasize applicability to the current education system.

Definitions of Key Terms

Student agency: capacity and autonomy to direct one's own learning process including setting goals,
regulating behaviors, utilizing resources and supports, and assessing progress.

Educational transformation: systemic change in the goals, structures, roles, pedagogies and culture
within schools to enable new capacities and outcomes to emerge.

Il.  Literature Review

Historical Perspective of Student Agency in Education

Theoretical interest in learner agency and constructivist approaches emphasizing active student
participation emerged in the late 20th century led by theorists Piaget, Bruner, Vygotsky and Dewey (Insert
references). They critiqued transmission models of teaching where students were treated as “blank slates” to be
filled with knowledge. In the 1970s-1990s, concepts of self-regulation, intrinsic motivation and lifelong learning
gained prominence. Researchers identified benefits of autonomy support, mastery-oriented feedback and
providing optimal challenges to activate students’ internal drive to learn (Burhanuddin &Arrafii, 2022). Since
the 2000s, learner-centered ideologies have been increasingly promoted in policy reports by organizations like
OECD and UNESCO amidst calls for 21st century skills and technology-enhanced personalized learning.
However, critics argue dominant pedagogical paradigms still emphasize rigid standards, accountability and
information delivery inhibiting agency. There have been efforts recently to upgrade theoretical understanding to
support implementation(Co et al., 2023).

Theoretical Frameworks on Student Agency

Rice (2019) model outlines conditions enablingagentic learning including school leadership valuing
student contributions, relational trust within the community to take risks, and explicit endorsement and
modeling of agency by teachers. Engagement theory stipulates that agency requires both passion and action to
achieve desired outcomes (Wang & Lee, 2021). Co-regulation theory highlights that student agency develops
through progressively internalizing processes of goal-setting, strategy use and monitoring initially performed in
collaboration with others (Schmid, Pauli, Stebler, et al., 2022). Sociocultural perspectives examine collective as
well as individual agency and identity formation through participation in cultural activities, norms and
discourses (Schmid, Pauli, & Petko, 2022). Researchers are testing these models to identify evidence-based
guidelines.

Benefits of Student Agency

Studies associate student agency with a range of academic, psychological and social benefits including:
o Increased motivation, effort and use of effective learning strategies (Rice, 2019).

e Greater ownership and skill development (Phan, 2021).

e Enhanced metacognitive competencies (Parkinson et al., 2021).
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e Improved self-efficacy beliefs (Liu et al., 2023).

e Development of transferable life skills in goal setting, help seeking, teamwork (LeGeros et al., 2021).

e More inclusive experiences for diverse students to access learning reflecting their strengths, identities and
ambitions (Kaur et al., 2021).

Factors Influencing Student Agency

School leadership establishing a culture valuing student contributions and distributed authority enables
agency (Hilt et al., 2018). Relational trust, high expectations and respectful tasks activate motivation. Scaffolds
like mentoring and cooperative activities develop self-regulatory abilities (Guerra-Tamez, 2023). Access to
diverse flexible learning opportunities facilitates personalized pathways aligned with readiness and interests
(Fong, 2022). Assessment formats focused on effort, progress and using criteria also orient students towards
mastery goals (Cook-Sather, 2022). Technology can increase customized activities and platforms for student
participation but requires guidance on appropriate usage (Co et al., 2023).

Challenges to Implementing Student Agency

e Obstacles constraining systemic adoption of student agency include:

e Emphasis on content coverage, standards and test scores (Burhanuddin &Arrafii, 2022)

e Accountability pressures limiting new approaches (Wang & Lee, 2021)

e Lack of educator preparation and buy-in (Schmid, Pauli, Stebler, et al., 2022)

Inadequate access to supportive resources in disadvantaged communities (Schmid, Pauli, & Petko, 2022)

o Difficulty sustaining family and community partnerships (Rice, 2019)

e Tendency for superficial rather than meaningful integration (Phan, 2021)

o Uneven effects due to differences in student backgrounds (Parkinson et al., 2021)

o Strategic efforts are required to address these barriers at organizational and instructional levels
simultaneously (Parkinson et al., 2021).

Technology and Student Agency

Advances in software, simulations, learning analytics and artificial intelligence are enabling more
customized interactive platforms for students to direct pace, content and modalities aligned with individual
profiles (Liu et al., 2023). Studies find technology combined with pedagogical and curricular changes fosters
autonomy (LeGeros et al., 2021). However, sole reliance on platforms often leads students to feel isolated and
disempowered when facing challenges indicating the importance of integrating human and digital support (Kaur
et al., 2021). Further research should identify optimal designs incorporating technology to enhance student
agency equitable for all.

I11.  Research Methodology
Research Design
This study will utilize a secondary methods to provide an information-rich examination of student
agency in context. This study utilizes a systematic review approach drawing on existing literature to provide a
synthesis of evidence on student agency in education. Peer-reviewed academic articles, policy reports, and case
studies published predominantly over the past decade serve as the data sources.

Sampling Method

The following databases will be searched using a Boolean search string with relevant terms related to
student agency and education: ERIC, Education Research Complete, Psycinfo and Google Scholar. Grey
literature searches will also be conducted. Articles meeting eligibility criteria of examining student agency
dynamics or outcomes in a primary, secondary or tertiary education setting will be included.

Data Analysis

Qualitative data in the form of textual documents will be analyzed using content analysis methods. An
inductive coding process will be used to identify key themes and concepts related to definitions, benefits, factors
influencing implementation, and challenges of student agency based on the language and content within the
sources. Descriptive statistics will also be gathered to capture trends over time, such as the number of
publications per year that address particular topics. Mapping the frequency and co-occurrence of codes across
literature sources will enable identification of patterns and relationships between concepts regarding
preconditions and processes associated with reported student agency outcomes.
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Ethical Considerations

As this is a secondary analysis of publicly available documents, informed consent from authors or other
individuals will not be required. However, ethical standards for qualitative research will still be followed. All
sources will be properly attributed and cited to avoid plagiarism. During analysis and interpretation, the
positionality and potential biases of the researcher will be continually reflected upon to mitigate any undue
influence on the results. The study findings will remain objective and be presented with recognition of
limitations within the secondary data. Any risks of harm to authors, participants mentioned within sources, or
vulnerability from identifiability of details referenced will be avoided through maintaining the anonymity of
documents as appropriate for the research topic.

IV.  Major Findings, Analysis And Discussion
Interpretation of Findings
This section will provide an overview of the study's findings segmented by relevant themes that
emerged from the qualitative results.

Emerging Emphasis on Student Agency in Education Reform Literature

Trend analysis indicates an escalating focus on student agency in education research over the past
decade, concentrating predominantly around personalized and online learning mediums. This aligns with
increasing advocacy in policy and practice circles towards self-directed pedagogies facilitating lifewide,
mastery-oriented learning aligned with pace and aspirations of individual students rather than cohort-based age-
graded progression.

Evolving Conceptions and Vocabulary on Student Agency

Earlier literature centered on isolated dimensions like motivation, engagement or autonomy support.
Recent evidence synthesizes a systemic socio-cultural understanding defined by interplaying capabilities for
voice, choice, co-design, contribution and self-efficacy continuously negotiated through participative learning
relationships, resources and recognition (Cook-Sather, 2022). Dynamic models also differentiate individual,
peer-collective and societal facets of agency. Consistent vocabulary is still emerging.

Benefits of Student Agency Evidence and Gaps

Most rigorously evaluated benefits relate to enhanced metacognition, motivation and skills like goal-
setting, help-seeking and monitoring. Some studies link agency approaches with improved academic
performance and wellbeing outcomes. However, few account for confounds or isolate agency level from other
interventions in explicating causal explanations. Long term, differential and collective impacts remain under
investigated (Schmid, Pauli, Stebler et al., 2022). Comparisons of how agency manifests across subjects reveal
interesting variations relating to real-world vs abstract knowledge (Guerra-Tamez, 2023).

Barriers to Systemic Adoption

Obstacles centered around standardized curricula coverage pressures, high-stakes assessments, educator
mindsets and systemic inertia continue highlighting substantial research-practice gaps (Liu et al., 2023). Lack of
competencies and resources to sustain collective partnerships beyond initial enthusiasm also undermines long-
term transformation (Hilt, Riese & Sgreide, 2018).

Conceptual Advancements on the Role of Technology

From transmission aid conceptions, technologies are increasingly positioned as collaborative platforms
for creative expression, community connections and context-bridging through immersive simulations (Phan,
2021). However, critiques of datafication, surveillance and disembodiment also situate the need for ethical
regulation to mitigate harms and inequities (Rice, 2019). Further exploration into embodiment effects can
progress optimize person-machine agency interplays.

Implications for Policy and Practice

This updated evidence compels reorienting systems, culture and pedagogies towards participatory
paradigms activating student strengths as partners across learning processes - setting goals, co-designing
activities, accessing flexi-paced multimedia resources, obtaining peer/educator support, producing original
work, mapping progression and reflecting for improvement. Policy legitimacy and research building educator
capacities will be critical alongside designs enabling self-directed pathways aligned with interests, capabilities
and aspirations.
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V.  Conclusion

Summary of the Study

This systematic review of literature identifies an evolution in conceptualizing student agency as
multidimensional involving capabilities for voice, choice, co-design and self-efficacy negotiated through
partnerships. Benefits related to motivation, metacognition and transferable skills indicate value in transforming
education; however, further research accounting for confounds is still needed. While obstacles remain regarding
standardized curricula and testing pressures, evolving theoretical frameworks and case studies demonstrate
practices cultivating empowering learning cultures through participatory pedagogies aligning experiences with
student interests and strengths. Technology use as collaborative platforms also shows promise if complemented
with human supports. The evidence underscores implications for reorienting systems to position students as
partners in goal-setting, co-designing learning pathways and activities, formatively assessing progression and
reflecting for growth. Further research operationalizing systemic change processes inclusive of diverse learners
remains imperative.

Contributions to the Field

This work makes several contributions to research on student agency and education reform. Firstly, it
provides contemporary evidence through real-world cases on outcomes, implementation variables and tools
supporting agency-based learning models. Secondly, it offers a revised conceptual framework incorporating
technological affordances to activate student agency equitably. Thirdly, it highlights organizational realignments
required regarding flexible progression options, educator roles and networked learning communities. Finally, it
contributes specific recommendations on incremental steps institutional leaders and policy makers can adopt to
transition towards student-driven education systems to yield transformative results.

Final Thoughts on Student Agency in Educational Transformation

While acknowledging complexities, cultivating student agency is essential for substantive educational
transformation that prepares young people with capacities to thrive in a dynamically evolving world. This
requires gradual cultural shifts positioning students as partners across learning processes, pedagogies scaffolding
personalized and self-regulated learning, flexible structures enabling multiple pathways and profiles to succeed,
educator mindsets and capacities embracing facilitator roles, and technologies thoughtfully integrated to enrich
access and engagement.By authorizing voice and contribution, designing experiences around mastery and real-
world application, and networking learning across settings and peers, schools can transition towards student-
driven models unlocking human potential. Policy and research must continue to legitimize agency-based
paradigms, build supportive capacity and mitigate risks to equity. With concerted efforts,ducation can fulfill its
fundamental mandate of developing autonomous lifelong learners equipped to steer their own development and
contribute solutions to collective challenges.
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