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The importance of choice
what to expect…

• Status quo and problems

• In a nutshell: why do we need choice?

• How we learn

• Turning the brain on: sense and meaning

• Active learning

• Deep learning and cognitive conflict

• Intrinsic motivation: autonomy – mastery – connection

• How to engage students with choice: practical examples





Porter‘s continuum

Porter, L. (2000) Student behaviour: Theory and practice for teachers, 2nd Editioon, Sydney: Allen & Unwin.

http://slideplayer.com/slide/6836578/23/images/5/Porter%E2%80%99s+Continuum+Source:+Lane,+J.+(2009).+EDU+4205+Lecture+2.+Retrieved+on+26+August+2009+from+ECU+Blackboard:.jpg

Where are you and 

your students now?



always 

the teacher

sometimes 

the students

often 

the students

usually the 

studentsHow much freedom do your students have?

Who chooses the topics?

Who chooses the activities / exercises/ tasks?

Who chooses the products?  (assignments, homework…)

Who writes or chooses comprehension questions?

Who chooses the resources (texts, books, videos…)

Who selects vocabulary?

Who checks the students‘ work?

Choice in your classroom





John Hattie on teacher talk

“The current dominance of monologue may cause less damage for brighter students, who 

can engage in learning with their typically greater access to learning strategies and self-

talk about the learning. Monologue is less satisfactory for the struggling students, the 

disengaged, and the confused.”

“Students seem to come to school to watch teachers working!”

John Hattie, Visible Learning

„One of the difficulties of so much teacher talk is that it demonstrates that teachers are the 

owners of suject content, and controllers of the pacing and sequencing of learning, andit 

reduces opportunities for students to impose their own prior achievement, understanding, 

sequencing, and questions.“



John Hattie: Visible Learning

“Often we have been much more concerned with 

teaching rather than learning.”

“The key is what is going on in each student’s mind -

because influencing these minds is the point of the 

lesson.”



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-

ND

https://ifitshipitshere.blogspot.com/2013/06/ricolas-unwrap-your-voice-packaging-ad.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


How do we learn? Why do we need choice?

• every brain is unique

• our existing networks determine what we notice and how we learn new things: interests, gender, 

readiness levels,  learning preferences…

• choice triggers an exciting chain reaction on a psychological AND chemical level

Learning = making new connections 

or strengthening existing ones

Neurons that fire 

together 

wire together

choice = freedom = a strong motivating factor engagement and empowerment

acetylcholine improves synapse communication and growth of new connections.



How to get in…

Cut STRESS !

Making 

mistakes is 

ok.

Create a safe 

and pleasurable  

environment.



Hijacking the brain : 

Emotions are the key to the brain

Stimulus Thalamus Amygdala Hippocampus and Cortex

Ok, harmless



• authentic and reliable

• relevant and interesting

• relaxed and non-threatening
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Turning the brain on

meaningful



Why is engagement so important?
Sense and Meaning
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© MPI von Neurobiologie Meyer, in http://www.news-medical.net/news/20140422/791/German.aspx

“Teaching is the art of changing the brain. …. I mean, 

creating conditions that lead to change in a learner’s 

brain.”

James E. Zull, p.5

Acetylcholine



Active learning 
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Active Learning = simultaneous activation of neural networks

Macedonia, Manuela. “Mit Händen und Füßen” in Gehirn und Geist,  Spektrum, 12.2. 06.12.2012. http://www.macedonia.at/uncategorized/gehirn-und-geist-und-brain-cast/



Students must 

be allowed to 

struggle.

Deep learning needs cognitive conflict



Cognitive conflict

“Complex learning is enhanced by 

challenge and inhibited by threat 

associated with helplessness. 

(Caine  & Caine 2000)

Challenge  them!



Challenge: find the rule

Hello, I am Mrs. Pölzleitner.

I live in a blue house in Graz. I am an 

English teacher. I love reading books and 

learning languages.  I speak English, 

German, French, Italian and Greek. I also 

like sports. In winter I go skiing and in 

summer I go jogging. I ride my bike to 

school every day. My favorite food is 

Indian curry. I am vegetarian, so I do not 

eat meat.

This is Mrs. Pölzleitner.

She lives in a blue house in Graz. She is an 

English teacher. She loves reading books and 

learning languages. She speaks English, 

German, French, Italian and Greek. She also 

likes sports. In winter she goes skiing and in 

summer she goes jogging. She rides her bike 

to school every day. Her favorite food is 

Indian curry. She is vegetarian, so she does 

not eat meat.

What do you notice?



Active learning needs multiple paths 
in and out



Why we need choice

all brains are 
different

student 
readiness

student 
interest

learning 
styles and 

preferences

cultural 
background

gender



Long-term learning needs intrinsic motivation

Autonomy Mastery

Connection



Factors leading to intrinsic motivation

Autonomy Mastery Connection

Self-determination
FIP 

Format- Imagination- Pride

Ownership

Personal Meaning

ChallengeChoice Social  connections, peers



• We address these needs by creating 

opportunities for the students to express 

themselves individually or to work with others

• By allowing students to choose activities of 

interest that are playful yet challenging 

• And by empowering students through active 

learning and decision making. 

(Judith Dodge, Differentiation in Action, p. 51)

In an effective classroom…

• Basic survial

• Need for belonging

• Need for power

• Need for freedom

• Need for fun

Five basic needs

Autonomy: Choice theory 
(William Glasser)

Our 5 basic needs drive our 

choices. We choose to behave 

in a way that will satisfy most of 

these needs.



Empowering students means 

giving them the skills and 

knowledge to pursue their own 

interests, passions and future

getting them excited about 

OUR topics, interests, content

Engaging students means

Autonomy and Choice
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“Complex learning is 

enhanced by challenge and 

inhibited by threat associated 

with helplessness. (Caine  & 

Caine 2000)

http://www.cainelearning.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Principles-Wheel.png

Challenge  them!
Trust them!

Create 

opportunities  

for success

FIP

Format – Imagination - Pride

Autonomy – Mastery - Connection
Lernen unter der Dopamindusche



Examples

Autonomy – Mastery - Connection
Lernen unter der Dopamindusche



Connection 
Belonging 

Sharing

https://flipgrid.com/1113d7


How can this work? 

Where can we give students choice?

Themes and topics of 
interest

Resources and 
materials

Route and strategy: 
how do you want to 

learn this? 

Real questions: 
students ask questions 

based on their own 
sense of wonder

Product: how do you 
want to show that you 

have learned it? 
(Video, audio, 

texttype, format…)

Scaffolding: what kind 
of help do you need? 
(Textbook, handout, 

instruction video, 
peers, teacher…)

Setting and social 
preferences: 

groupwork, individual 
work, quiet place, 

classroom, outside…

Pace: how much time 
do you need?

Self assessment: 
where are you? What 
will be the next step?



Questions: students ask questions based on their 

own sense of wonder

• Choose an article 

that interests you.

• What are the most 

interesting facts in 

this text?

• Write 5 questions 

about these facts.

• Ask another student 

to answer your 

questions.



Choice of topic



Choice of topic

Blogging

www.gibsters.com

http://gibsters.com/gb/


Choice of 
resources and 

materials

https://www.symbaloo.com/home/mix/13ePBgY6B4


Choice of product



Choice boards, menus and tic-tac-toe

✓Different work, not more or less

✓ Same learning goals for all – different paths

✓More motivating – choice = empowerment

✓Cater for different interests and preferances

✓Allow choice for different readiness levels (easier tasks, more challenging tasks -- or choiceboards 

at different levels)

✓All tasks must be equally interesting and meaningful. No mindless exercises.

✓Maintain teacher control and give students some freedom within a given framework

✓Can be used for a single task or a whole project (where students choose 3 or 4 tasks and cover 

different skills)

✓Can be used at all levels and for all subjects



Choice 

of 

product



My Home
Soup or salad Mindmap

Make a mindmap of all the new vocabulary for describing your 

home. Make good categories.

Drawing

Draw a plan or picture of your apartment. Label all the 

rooms and the furniture in the rooms.

Main Course

Video message on Flipgrid

Make a flipgrid video where you describe your home to the class.

You can show us your floorplan or drawing and describe all the 

rooms.

or

You can walk around your home and describe the rooms you are in.

Tip: Stand still while you are talking and do not move the camera 

too much.

Tea and Talk: Sharing photos

Bring 2-3 photos of your home to “Tea and Talk”.

Practice describing them in detail.

Then present your home to your friends.

Tell us what you like and don’t like about the rooms.

Dessert

A short letter to your penfriend

Tell your new penfriend about your home. Describe the rooms and 

furniture and say what you like and don’t like about your home. 

Start like this: 

Dear xx,

Thank you for your long letter. Now I know a lot about your home. 

Your room is really cool.

Now, I am going to describe my home to you:

Matching pictures and text

Bring a picture of your room or another room in your 

home.

On an extra sheet describe the room in detail. Do not 

write your name on the sheet.

We will then post all the pictures and all the texts on the 

wall. Your classmates will have to find the matching 

pairs.

Choose one option from each course: 1 soup or salad, 1 main course, 1 dessert

examples



A CHOICE BOARD FOR STUDENTS OF PPS 2: 
COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING IN PRACTICE II

examples



HOW TO GET STARTED

• Define your learning goal: what should your learners be able to DO? How can this be shown?

• Provide different resources: textbook, other texts, videos, audio material, web-sites, learning 

games…

• Create a set of tasks where the learners can SHOW that they have achieved the goal(s)

• Make sure your tasks cover different skills: reading and listening (resources) and speaking and 

writing (for the products)

• Make sure you cater for different interests, skills, learning preferences (visual learners will like 

mindmaps, auditive learners will prefer videos and audio input and tasks… 



Let‘s take a first step…
Plan a choiceboard for one of your classes.

Audio tasks

• 2-minute radio program

• telphone conversation

• interview

• radio commercial

• act out a dialog

• …

Video tasks (Flipgrid)

• act out a scene

• interview

• TV commercial

• how to: instructions video

• …

Writing tasks

• letter

• postcard

• diary

• e-mail

• blog-comment

• article

• how-to instructions

• quiz: 5 questions for 

your partner

• …

Visual tasks

• mindmap

• checklist

• diagram

• timeline

• …



Let‘s take a first 
step…

• Which of the ideas in this 

presentation seem most relevant 

for your own teaching?

• Plan one first step to give your 

students more choice: what is it 

going to be?
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 

under CC BY-SA

http://babousrini.blogspot.com.au/2012/02/thought-provoking-cartoon-which-step.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
http://profslusos.blogspot.com/2013/08/para-quando-publicitacao-das-listas-de.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/






Thanks for your attention

• FIND OUT MORE ON

• WWW.EPEP.AT

• WWW.GIBSTERS.COM

• WWW.READINGISCOOL.XYZ

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

http://www.epep.at/
http://www.gibsters.com/
http://www.readingiscool.xyz/
http://www.portalhr.ro/cand-ai-spus-multumesc-ultima-data/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Resources

https://tinyurl.com/choiceboard-recources

https://www.symbaloo.com/home/mix/13ePBgY6B4
https://tinyurl.com/choiceboard-recources


Poster

Make a poster that presents the 

advantages of choice-boards to 

your colleagues in school. You 

can then show the poster to your 

colleagues during the next 

pedagogical conference or 

subject teacher meeting.

Video message on Flipgrid

Record a short video message  explaining the 

benefits of choice-boards to other teachers. 

Record the message on flipgrid. You can also do 

this with a partner in form of an interview or a 

questions- answer session.

Flipgrid: https://flipgrid.com/fcff38f6

Explain to your students

Explain the idea of choice-boards to your students in 

school. Think of a specific class that you are teaching at 

the moment. Do this in the language you are teaching.

Prepare 3-5 powerpoint slides (or sketch them on paper if 

you did not bring your computer).

E-mail to a colleague

Write an e-mail to a colleague 

of yours. (Maybe the colleague 

who is teaching a parallel 

group.) Explain the benefits of 

choice-boards and invite 

him/her to try it out with you. 

Letter to the editor

Write a short letter to the editor of your local 

newspaper. Explain the importance of 

differentiation and choice for effective learning 

and argue for inclusion and against early 

segregation in schools.

Design your first choice board

Design a  basic choice board for one of your classes. 

Define your learning objectives.

Then offer options for students to choose from.

Consider: different language skills,

interests, readiness levels, learning preferences

Mindmap

Make a detailed mind map 

about choice boards: benefits 

and how-to-tips.

Questions

Write a set of meaningful comprehension and 

discussion  questions for one of the texts or videos 

about choice-boards.

Provide an answer sheet (in keywords).

Why I do NOT like choice boards

Explain why you do NOT want to use choice-boards in 

your classes. What are the disadvantages for you and 

your leaners?

Choose any format: video, e-mail, mind map of 

disadvantages, checklist of disadvantages…

A mini choice board for this session
Do one of the  tasks from the choice board. 
Be prepared to present your product to the group in the last 15 minutes of this session.

Now it‘s 

your turn



LET‘S SHARE…

• RESULTS AND PRODUCTS • ANY FURTHER QUESTIONS

• WHERE ELSE COULD YOU 

GIVE CHOICE TO YOUR 

LEARERS?
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

http://www.mrscienceshow.com/2010/06/bring-us-your-burning-science-questions.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://www.eoi.es/blogs/lauraambros/2011/11/28/what-about-managerial-skills/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/

