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What room is there for human agency in a world increasingly infused with Big Data, predictive analytics, 
and responsive technologies? In theorizing about e-learning, what emphasis is placed on peoples’ abilities to act 
beyond the pushes and pulls of theory-posited factors and variables? This paper addresses those questions, 
introducing human agency as a construct and then exploring its role in understanding practice in four contexts of 
inquiry: practical reasoning; change and innovation; learning and instruction; and human values and social justice. 
In each context we briefly show how agency erupts and disrupts either established theorizing or prevailing notions 
of a technology-driven world. As a complement to both learning theory and technological determinism, attention to 
agency can carve out space for surprise and the unexpected – essential for true learning and change to happen. 

Learning technologies have grown so rapidly in recent years, we are still looking for appropriate 
interpretive frames to make sense of things (Anderson, 2008; Siemens, 2005). Our purpose in this paper is to revisit 
foundational thinking in educational technology, highlighting the role of human agency. An agentic perspective 
presents a fresh way of seeing our work, with the potential of re-invigorating the project of informing and improving 
e-learning thinking and practice (Yanchar & Spackman, 2012).  
Human Agency Defined 

For our purposes, human agency refers to: people’s capacity to act and shape their worlds in a given time 
and place, in pursuit of individual and collective purposes. Agency is concerned with our ongoing engagement in 
the world – with the material world and with each other, individually and collectively, as we pursue various human 
goals and activities. In some respects the construct of agency reflects some longstanding questions about free will 
and the nature and consequence of human choice and action, brought to the forefront by Enlightenment thinking 
about reason, causality, and God’s receding prominence (see Yanchar, 2011). More recently agency has proven 
useful in the social sciences, particularly in theories of activity and practice (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Kaptelinin 
& Nardi, 2006). 

A central concern involves the extent to which our actions are determined by various internal and external 
factors. Following an agentic perspective, a significant part of human engagement in the world is not reducible to 
smaller or larger-scale structures, theories, or causal processes, real or hypothesized. Practice divided by theory 
always leaves a remainder. Brain research or cultural studies or organizational theory or educational principles – 
these may help us understand a particular situation, but the people themselves and the always highly specific details 
of the situation also play essential roles. An agentic perspective is not dismissive of attempts at scientific 
explanation, but rather seeks to complement those patterned explanations with equal time and respect for the choices 
and actions of people as they encounter the particulars of a time and place. 

 
Agency and E-Learning 

 
In educational literature, agency often refers to individual students empowered as active learners within 

learning ecosystems (e.g., Holden et al., 2014). At other times agency is used to denote principled activism based on 
a moral stance to achieve social change (Campbell, Schwier, and Kenny, 2005; Schwier, 2004). These framings are 
useful, and we explore them further below. At a deeper level, however, we see people as fundamentally active 
agents in all settings and conditions. Agency is not only a special case for effecting social change or engaging in a 
particular kind of learning environment; agency is how people engage the world productively, even when they do 
not feel particularly active or moral or in control of our environment. In spite of constraints, agency plays a central 
role in human activity, to learning in general, and to e-learning in particular. 
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Our tech-driven stories 
 
Like every field of practice, e-learning depends on some key stories to explain and justify its existence. 

These meta-stories generally draw on the power and promise of technology as a tool for education and learning: 
E-learning as reform. Education is broken – too many students failing, too many 
unprepared or incompetent teachers, too much boring seat-time, too inequitable, and too 
expensive. And not relevant enough to the real world. E-learning is the fix. 
Education as a cutthroat business. Schools, like countries, must compete for attention, 
for prestige, and for business. Schools that do not invest in technology will become less 
attractive and less relevant over time – and will eventually go out of business. We have 
no choice – we must invest in e-learning to stay competitive. 
Innovation drives the future. Technology is fast becoming so pervasive and powerful – it 
will determine our future more than anything we can do ourselves. E-learning is how 
technology is manifest in education – hence e-learning is our future. The sooner we 
engage and commit, the better adapted to the future we will be. 
 

Each of these stories is compelling and familiar. Each story is also “true” in many ways: education does 
have increasingly publicized challenges, university administration is under incredible external pressures, and we are 
living in highly technologically innovative times. Within this context e-learning certainly does offer some potential 
solutions. Yet each story also paints a very particular version of reality with real consequences for how we think 
about the rights, roles, and responsibilities of individuals. Technology is indeed powerful, but we need to also ask 
where people fit within these narratives. Seeing people as active agents engaged in co-constructing their worlds 
serves as a useful complement to the potentially homogenizing narrative of technological determinism. 
 
Practical reasoning in the world 

 
Ken Wilber (2001) presents a simple way of framing human endeavor in terms of scale (see Table 1 

below). 
 

 Inside-Out Outside-In 
 
Individual 

I 
Psychological 

Spiritual 

It 
Physiological 

Behavioral 
 
Collective 

We 
Relational 
Cultural 

Its 
Structural 

Social 
 
 

Table 1. Individual and collective perspectives, adapted from Wilber (2001). 
 

Viewed from the inside out, we tend to see relations in inter-subjective terms:  “you” and “I” construct 
meaning and “we” engage in activities through shared understanding. The shift to the outside-in perspective adopts a 
more “objective” stance. A social network, “it,” consists of various structural and process variables from which “its” 
meaning is developed.  

Human agency comes from a place where the structures and processes of human relations are given and 
played out – but even with those structures in place, people find surprising ways to connect and act together. The 
relations are personal and experiential, and the way we relate is not just logical but interpersonal and meaningful and 
often illogical from outside frames. We are more than objects in a model or even characters in a story – we have a 
tacit understanding of situations that transcends propositional knowledge. 

This close-in view has implications for learning and knowledge construction. Knowledge is created and 
shared wherever people engage actively and purposefully: in ETRD articles, but also in UGA faculty meetings, in 
Google’s halls, and in AECT annual meetings. It happens in the blogosphere, on Twitter, and the IT Forum listserv. 
And especially, knowledge creation happens in classrooms—online, face-to-face, and hybrid; seminars and 
MOOCs, museums, workplace cubicles, and brown-bag meetings all over the world. 

Reasoning itself is affected by a close-in view of collective activity. Abstract, quantitative, and reductive 
forms of reasoning have been privileged since the Enlightenment. An agentic perspective assigns equal value to 
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applied forms of reasoning in everyday affairs: running households, mediating conflicts, brokering a business deal, 
managing a classroom, scouring the Internet for information to guide a decision. This practical thinking (Aristotle’s 
phronesis or practical wisdom) uses a variety of explicit strategies (e.g., costs and benefits, problem-solving 
routines) and intuition or tacit knowledge (cf. Polanyi, 1958) – along with a healthy dose of emotion (Roth, 2009). 

Activity theory (cultural-historical activity theory or CHAT) posits that people act intentionally to pursue 
ends within complex systems. The careful analysis of everyday work and performance contexts is the main inquiry 
method used by CHAT researchers. Agency can be seen as an individual level or in groups. How individuals and 
groups interrelate and share agency is a subject discussed among CHAT researchers (Edwards, 2009; Matuso & 
Marjanovic, 2014; Yamazumi, 2009) and other practice theorists (e.g., Bourdieu, 1977; Schatzki, 2001).  
 
Change and innovation 

 
Change and innovation are essential terms for e-learning specialists, as noted in our meta-stories referenced 

above. The term “change agent” occurs more than 3 million times on the Web and refers to someone whose job is to 
facilitate change. Because e-learning is so tightly identified with emerging technologies, we are often asked to play 
the role of change agent in introducing e-learning products and services. Transformational change, the kind that 
redefines deep structures and processes, occurs less often but has become a serious object of study in business and 
technology. 

Some change models focus on information dissemination and people’s rational use of that information 
(e.g., Rogers, 2003). Other theories see change as cultural assimilation and adoption of tools and practices (Wilson, 
et al., 2001). Change theories can sometimes carry a pro-change bias, assuming that new technologies or innovations 
are inherently valuable. Critical perspectives, in contrast, can help us appraise the risks and possible unintended 
consequences of change proposals. Both ways of thinking about change can be productive – considering potential 
positive, negative, and neutral outcomes. E-learning specialists in a change-agent role, therefore, should be aware of 
these multiple perspectives and values, in order to better serve clients and the profession. 

Human agency becomes especially important for technology adoption when we realize that it is not just a 
neutral tool that gets adopted. Rather, technology change involves a whole set of values, practices, and perspectives 
necessary for the tool to be used productively in ways that make meaningful differences for people.  These 
differences can be micro—an individual learner’s achievements; meso—an organization or group’s growth; or 
macro—positive social change at a national or global scale.  

Instructional design grew out of a tradition of active problem solving in the world. Our theories are 
prescriptive, we say; our plans and efforts are interventions. Both terms have a connection to medical diagnosis and 
treatment. The student or patient is lacking or ill, and we are here to diagnose the problem and determine an 
appropriate solution or fix. This generic problem-solving orientation is reflected in ADDIE; in our applied research 
models (e.g., needs assessment, performance gap analysis, formative evaluation; return on investment); and in our 
technology adoption and change models. 

Of course, we now know that complex systems resist top-down control and externally imposed change. 
Some systems theorists even avoid any use of problem-solving language, referring instead to the emergence or 
evolution of features and affordances.  And some more flexible methods have emerged: rapid instructional design, 
agile project management, appreciative inquiry. The Web has accelerated the emergence emphasis, to a point where 
innovation and change are often associated not with top-down designs but with crowd-sourced development and 
sharing of open educational resources (OER).  
 
Learning and instruction 

 
Human agency has deep roots in learning theory. Working within an information-processing tradition, a 

generation of learning theorists explored ways that people pursue, monitor, and regulate their own learning (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2008). As a capstone to an impressive career in this area, Albert Bandura 
explored some learning implications of human agency (Bandura, 2001). At the same time, educational 
anthropologists saw learning both as a shift in how people see themselves and their abilities to participate in 
community (e.g., Lave and Wenger, 1991). These two theoretical traditions have contributed to a number of 
instructional approaches that seek to empower individual students (and often teachers) as they engage in self-
directed and problem-solving activities. 

One current manifestation is the maker movement, typically framed as a means of training students for 
STEM professions. An ongoing initiative at Harvard (Agency by Design, 2015) frames maker learning in terms of 
three elements: 
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Capacity – students have the skills and knowledge needed to shape their world through 
design activities 
Inclination – students have the disposition to engage in self-directed and collaborative 
maker activities that lead to tangible and virtual products 
Sensitivity – students notice occasions and opportunities in their worlds where maker 
activity is appropriate 
 

Knowing and being able to design useful and cool things in a studio or lab is not enough: students also need the 
disposition or frame of mind, and then linking to their everyday worlds by noticing and acting on opportunities for 
engagement. The authors speak of these three elements together as maker empowerment (Agency by Design, 23015, 
p. 5). 

Active pedagogies like makerspaces, constructivist environments, and problem-based learning put human 
agency front and center. Many of the current trends in technology-enhanced learning emphasize self-directed 
learning: personalized learning paths based on individual preferences; universal design for learning which is 
sensitive to individualized approaches to the same learning outcome; competency-based learning which removes 
arbitrary specifications for seat-time and grants more control to learners and their use of individual abilities. While 
other methods such as direct instruction or lecture- or text-based learning are not so obviously agentic by design, 
learners can still exercise control within these more constrained environments. Indeed agency may be more 
important in these constrained environments, because learners must actively make connections to received content to 
make it worthwhile (Morse, 2010). Every learning situation involves pushes and pulls, opportunities to act and to be 
“acted upon,” submission and mastery. For students to be fully prepared and resourceful, they need coping strategies 
to respond productively when they are not fully in control. Again we emphasize: human agency is not a special case, 
reserved for the right pedagogy or opportunity. Agency describes how people are, how we engage the world, and 
how we learn. 
 
Equity and social values 

 
Educational studies have largely turned away from value-neutral, scientific investigations of strategies and 

methods, toward seeing education as a response to structural inequities in our institutions and society. Critical 
pedagogies and critical theory in general have become mainstream ways of seeing educational problems. From this 
lens, education seeks to empower all students to resist cultural systems that curtail their full participation. Students 
exercise their agency by claiming their voice and actively responding to their worlds. 

Issues of social justice and equity permeate e-learning theory and practice, sometimes referred to as the 
Digital Divide. When students have an option to use technology, some will and some will not or cannot. When 
someone develops a curriculum or chooses a tool, some will be advantaged and others left out. Casting our gaze and 
remaining fully open to the full range of effects of technological innovations – this is the responsibility of e-learning 
specialists as professionals and leaders. 

Physical access is only part of the challenge: students also need access to cultural capital and ongoing 
support for their development. Specific support and guidance with technology can be especially empowering to 
disadvantaged learners. Glynda Hull reports on the use of digital storytelling to give students a chance to tell their 
stories, thereby seeing themselves as active achievers able to shape their worlds (Hull & Katz, 2006; see also Davis 
& Weinshenker, 2012).  

Just as people can be seen as engaged or passive – so can theories or models of education. Theories can 
reflect agentic or inclusive values in varying ways and degrees, and we should be conscious of those differences. 
Similarly with our educational technology foundations: learning theory, traditionally proffered by white male 
theorists, has enjoyed a near hegemony in framing core issues of learning and instruction. Traditional learning 
theories, however, are facing challenge from critical theorists of feminist and critical-race persuasions (Sandlin, 
2005). This overall turn to greater access and participation in the conversation about learning is consistent with the 
goals of social justice and inclusion. The point here is not that technological changes and innovations or learning 
theories are themselves inherently oppressive but that we must think critically about ends and impacts, perhaps 
especially the unintended consequences. An agentic perspective is comfortable in this cross-border terrain, and helps 
legitimize the infusion of values into professional practice – empowering students to use learning as a means of 
gaining full participation; and encouraging designers to think critically and reflectively about their work. 
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Agency extended 
 
We have defined agency as a human quality, but agency can also be constructed as a quality of non-human 

objects and artifacts. Bruno Latour is a French thinker whose actor-network theory places humans as agents within 
complex networks of human and non-human agents (Latour, 2005). Human artifacts in particular exercise a form of 
agency; they “have a way of exceeding or changing the designs of their makers” (Shafer & Clinton, 2005; see also 
Tenner, 1997 and Postman, 1993). Think of our world in terms of actors and agents and pushes and pulls. My boss 
wants me to… My students are asking me… This Web browser wants me to… This LMS tries to get me to… 
Material and cultural artifacts are designed for a purpose; everything has properties or “agendas” that constrain and 
afford action. We live in a world where we must assert our own agency amidst the various efforts to act upon us. 
This is the topic for another paper, but the idea should be enough to invite reflection about e-learning practices, and 
how designers, instructor-facilitators, and learners can all make good use of their agency in applied settings. 
 

Concluding Thoughts 
 
Among philosophers, free will and agency have long been subjects for theoretical debate (Yanchar, 

Spackman, & Faulconer, 2013). We would argue that the issue remains relevant for practice. A student who feels 
empowered to act freely and assert his or her will upon a situation – that student will likely do better in class or on a 
test (Dweck, 2006). Likewise teachers, learning designers, and educational change agents with an agentic 
perspective will likely be able to function effectively within challenging environments with distractions, constraints, 
and completing pushes and pulls. Thus we believe both theoretical and practical advantages can come from agentic 
thinking as it concerns ed-tech and e-learning practices. 
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