Archived Information

[image: image2.jpg]




What is Student-Led Learning?

Student-led learning occurs when high school students assess themselves and their community in order to design learning opportunities that fit their own aspirations, while they also show that they are meeting academic expectations.  Although many classroom practices may prepare students to describe a situation, define problems and opportunities, weight available options, make a careful plan, gather information or assess results, the subject of student-led learning in this workshop is the student-- past, present and future. Student led learning in this framework will surely include gaining subject area knowledge, but the three phases in this workshop all aim to increase student control over the process of their education:

· Personal Learning Plan.  (Or Personal Plan for Progress) A flexible outline for learning managed by students, parents and advisors to guide student inquiry over four high school years.

· Presentation Portfolio: A collection of student work and reflections organized to show progress toward student goals and school standards or expectations;

· Student-led Exhibition: A meeting of parents, teachers and friends at which students demonstrate their learning, reconsider their purposes and examine new options.

Together, these basic components make up the essence of student-led learning as a method of increasing student control over the direction of their studies.

Fig. 1General Scheme for PLP Planning, Learning and Portfolio Assessment







The Theory Behind Student Led Learning; Selected Observations

If one theme could be extracted that is overarching and paramount, it is a message that the high school of the 21st century must be much more student-centered and above all much more personalized in programs, support services, and intellectual rigor.  These seven recommendations are illustrative of what we envision:  Every student will have a personal adult advocate; the Carnegie unit must be replaced or redefined; student anonymity must be banished; teachers should meet no more than 90 students per day; every student should have a Personal Plan of Progress; imaginative flexible scheduling must be the order of the day; every principal and teacher will have a Personal Learning Plan.”  (NAASP, Breaking Ranks, 1996)
Too many kids don’t see a connection between their efforts and school success, don’t know what it is they need to practice, can’t imagine themselves ever being academic and have never seen academics played.  (Meier, 1996, 164)

Empowerment in this spirit is less about preparing youth for tomorrow and more about equipping them for engagement, connection and contribution today.  (Scales & Leffert, 1999, p. 73)

We believe we have discovered that personalization is not the same as individualization.  Personal learning requires the active direction of the student; individualization lets the school tailor the curriculum to scaled assessments of interest and abilities. The difference between individualization and personalization lies in control. (Clarke & Frazer, 2003)

The atmosphere must allow the adults the time and support to focus on students as people who have promising hopes and aspirations, even if those are veiled or hard to draw out. The adults need to believe deeply that in those hopes lies all motivation for learning and that by attending to aspirations, teaching becomes ever more powerful. In addition, the adults need a personal toolkit of their own that helps them develop the sensitivities, responsiveness and vocabulary of personal learning.   (Friedrichs and Gibson, 2003)

Educators and parents, as long-term partners of the learner, need to build relationships to become better listeners and facilitators of learning grounded in and motivated by learners themselves. The central component of those new relationships is a continuous open dialogue about learning and growth. The structure of schools must change in order to allow the time and support for such dialogues to evolve in order for all students to become more engaged and successful in learning. (Friedrichs and Gibson, 2003)

Many students see high school as an impersonal experience, forced upon them by an uncaring world at the very moment in their lives when they begin to imagine their independence and yearn for opportunities to expand and express their own talents.  Schools emphasize uniformity; the students want to develop a unique identity.  Strife is inevitable, except perhaps for the minority of students whose families can assure them that conformity will bring future rewards. (Clarke, 2003)

“ One student at a time” is the Met’s mantra, and the school acts on it with remarkable consistency.  Their first step is creating small schools and small classrooms.  Currently they have two schools, each with 110 students, eight teachers, a director, a workplace coordinator, and other administrative and specialty staff.  One school is located on the fourth floor of a downtown office building, and the other is two miles away in a new school building…  (Levine, 2002)

In short, student led learning allows the student to understand who she is, what adult roles seem most desirable and how to get from here to there in the most productive way. Four years of personalized high school learning become an investigation of how knowledge play a part in real-world learning, leading to career and educational choices for each student

Figure 2 represents the same concept applied to all four high school years.  Surely, the question, “Who am I?’ will not get a full answer in the ninth grade.  Instead, the question will pervade explorations and expressions of learning that occur throughout the four years and the answers will expand as each student proceeds.  Student-led learning is recursive and self-correcting.  That is who all high school students need the close attention of a teacher or advisor.  

Personalized learning makes the high school years into a personal investigation of the options in adult life that require knowledge of different kinds.

The Personal Investigation revolve around these questions:
Who are you? Describe yourself in as many ways as possible. What words describe you? What do you like? Dislike? What are your favorite activities? What are your strengths? Gifts? Talents?

History: What important things have happened in your life? Highlight people, places, events, successes challenges and achievements?
Dreams: What hopes do you have for the future? What vision of the future pleases you? What are your dreams concerning school, work, life experiences, friendship and fun?

Fears: What do you not want to happen in your life? What barriers or challenges do you face in making your dreams possible?

Needs: Looking back at your history. Personal qualities, dreams and fears, what do you need to make your dreams come true? What will make your high school experience move you toward your hopes? (Clarke, forthcoming, 2003)

As students describe their self-perceptions, they also raise questions. Should I continue exploring nature? Am I a real writer? Are my dreams possible? Which ones have the most power? Will my fears slow me down? Can I meet my own needs while pursuing my hopes? Students begin to see the whole array of goals that are possible from where they are right now. (Clarke, forthcoming, 2003) Courses, field experiences and other school activities then become an effort on their part to answer the questions they have generated
Figure 2: 
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