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Empowering
Adult Learner
Agency

HOW DO WE DEVELOP a school

culture where the learning of every
child and every teacher is a focus and

a priority? Building learner agency

is a vital foundation for creating an
inquiry culture in a school. Learner
agency can be defined as ‘having the
power combined with choices to take
meaningful action and see the results of
your decision’ (Inspiring Inquiry, 2020).

How can we inclusively ensure this
applies to all learners in the school
- adults and students alike? Key to
achieving this is the idea that ‘schools
can't become the best places for students
to learn and grow unless we make them
the best places for teachers to learn, work
and grow’ (Hansen, n.d.).

So, what’s the ‘new story’ of adult
professional learning we want to embed
and create for our teachers in our
schools? What foundational components
need to be present to create such a
learning culture, one that is focused on
building powerful collective efficacy?
From our research and collaborative
work with schools nationally and
internationally, we propose there are four
key foundations to build a culture of truly
collaborative adult learner agency.

1. Ownership and efficacy

Collective efficacy is defined as ‘the
belief that, through collective actions,
educators can influence student

24 THE QUEENSLAND PRINCIPAL JUNE 2023



outcomes and increase achievement.

Educators with high efficacy show greater

effort and persistence, willingness to try
new teaching approaches, and attend
more closely to struggling students’
needs’ (Donohoo, 2013, pl).

Suggestions regarding how this might
be achieved include:
> Principals and deputy principals

modelling the way as ‘learning leaders’

(Robinson, 2011, p15). While this
is easier said than done, it is well

acknowledged in the research that truly

‘walking alongside teachers’ on any
learning journey also builds teachers’
individual and collective efficacy as
well as a platform of mutual trust and
respect.

‘The more leaders focus their
relationships, their work

and their learning on the

core business of teaching and
learning, the greater will be their
influence on student outcomes’
(Robinson, 2011, p15).

> Explicitly prioritising and ensuring the

presence of teacher voice in strategic

decision-making. Many models exist

that empower teacher leadership in the

school.

> Focusing on building mutually
respectful relationships with all
colleagues, founded on genuine
relational trust (Robinson, 2011, p13).

> Valuing the ‘leading of self’ for
every school member. Prioritising
professional and personal growth,
including the development of
each educator’s own components
of emotional intelligence: self-
awareness, awareness of others,

authenticity, emotional reasoning,
self-management, positive influence
(Palmer, 2020).

2. Embedding a coaching, learning and
thinking culture, focused on crafting
pedagogy
If ‘learning is a consequence of

thinking’ (Ritchhart, 2011), then

another key driver is building a culture
of coaching based on adult learning,
thinking and reflecting. Simple to say,
though perhaps complex to achieve, if it
is truly based on distributive leadership
practices that empower teacher
ownership and voice. The following
points are paramount to achieving this
culture:

> Explicitly and collaboratively engaging
teachers in the development of a
whole school professional learning
framework that is driven by student
data, the perceived or observed
professional learning needs of
teachers, and school priorities. Such
a framework needs to take into
consideration the professional learning
designs that will best meet each
educator’s needs.

> An unswerving focus on the
instructional core (City, Elmore,
Fiarman & Teitel, 2014). This drills
down to a whole school focus
on pedagogy in the presence
of curriculum, assessment and
moderation. While many pay lip-
service to this ideal, authentically

‘The quality of the teaching
is the most powerful school
level influence on student
achievement’

(Robinson, 2011, p13).

prioritising this core focus will be
evident in the professional learning
choices and designs collaboratively
developed and offered.

Too often, the depth and rigor of
explicitly and collaboratively delving
into the learning in classrooms is
replaced with superficial designs that
pretend to do the same work. As well,
large implementation gaps are often
evident in the proposal and detailing of
various professional learning strategies
and their superficial reality. The result?
No movement in the crafting and
refining of pedagogy. Instead, merely
experiences that promote a compliance
level of culture by all staff and another
shallow attempt at fulfilling the
system’s demands of professional
learning, with little focus on the heart
of the work - classroom pedagogy and
students’ deep learning.

Building shared understandings and
expectations of what professional
learning means to each adult in the
school and differentiating according to
needs. Is it completed ‘because I have
to’ or is there a feeling of being ‘done
to’? Alternatively, is there collective
agreement that we are steadfastly
working on learning ourselves; that
we are building a ‘culture of thinking’
(Ritchhart, 2015), focused on refining
and crafting our own, and collectively
our colleagues’ highly effective
teaching and learning strategies to
ensure we maximise outcomes for
every student in the school?

Adult learning environments are
collaboratively developed that provide
a wide variety of professional learning
experiences that meet every teacher’s
diverse needs, grounded in choice

and self-determination of learning
pathways alongside school-based

priorities.
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3. Building powerful teacher teams

If, as Ritchhart, Church and Morrison
(2011) state, ‘learning and thinking are
as much a collective enterprise as they
are an individual endeavour’, then the
learning culture we create in our work
teams is an essential feature of powerful
and intentional teamwork. Teamwork
is prevalent in most organisational
structures. What’s not common, is the
deliberate and scaffolded learning
experiences needed to develop each
member’s metacognitive reflection on
effective team practices, protocols,
collaboration processes and monitoring
of collective achievements and impact.
The following beliefs are fundamental to
adult professional learning and working

in effective and cohesive teams:

‘Cultures of thinking are places in
which a group’s collective as well
as individual thinking is valued,
visible and actively promoted as
part of the regular, day to day
experience of all group members’
(Ritchhart, 2015).

> All teachers are responsible and
accountable for their professional
contributions to their team.

> Systems and structures need to
be embedded in the whole school
professional learning framework
that prioritise addressing the ‘five
dysfunctions of a team’ (Lencioni,
2002), the explicit scanning and
assessing of the current reality of each
team’s progress and impact, and the
equally explicit professional learning
support for the ongoing development
of effective and cohesive teams. This

is combined with continuous meta-

cognitive reflection on monitoring
impact of the intentional collaboration
developed within and across school

teams (Lencioni, 2002).

4. Prioritising wellbeing and nurturing
growth mindsets
If we know that a growth mindset is a
solid base for being an inquiry learner,
so too for adult learners. Growing
professionally in a culture involves
sharing common beliefs by all adults
that:
> mistakes are considered to be valuable
learning opportunities
> every educator is capable of
continuously learning and growing

> questioning and ‘reflections on
practice’ are vital drivers of any adult
learning agenda.

It’s also a culture where wellbeing is
prioritised in systems and structures
throughout the school, creating positive,
psychologically
safe and equitable
adult learning
environments. There
is support for the

management of
1
’

stress and anxiety
within the framework
of an unswerving
focus on a culture of
teachers’ individual
and collective
efficacy. If agency is
about ‘shifting the
ownership of learning
from teachers to
students’ (Inspiring
Inquiry, 2020), then
adult learner agency
surely corresponds to
shifting the balance
to prioritising teacher

ownership and voice
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in their own professional learning.

These four key components support
Calvert’s (2016) definition that ‘teacher
agency is the capacity of teachers to act
purposefully and constructively to direct
their professional growth and contribute
to the growth of their colleagues’ (p1).
This is dependent of course on a school’s
structures and systems for professional
learning, including how much teachers
are involved in decision-making about
their own learning.

Building a ‘new story’ of professional
learning that creates a culture of adult
learner agency is complex and, at times
difficult. But the rewards outweigh all
else when powerful collective efficacy

results.
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focused on differentiated adult learning,
establishing sustainable professional
learning communities, whole school
improvement, distributive leadership
development and coaching for curriculum
and instructional change.
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