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Abstract 

One of the problems instructors face is not only the amount of choice they have to give to 
their students, but also, the levels of control they can exert in their classrooms. A proper 
balance between control and choice in the college classroom offers a path for instructors to 
handle their curriculum and instructional practices effectively and ensure active learning. 
This paper reflects on the dilemma facing instructors as they continue to find ways to 
promote engagement as well as maintain their roles as individuals with a responsibility for 
student learning in a transformed college classroom. 
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“Teaching gets easier with practice. I’ve been through the cycle enough times by now that 
unpleasant surprises come up less often. Dismaying circumstances these days bring to mind 
other dismaying circumstances from years gone by and, usually, an idea of what to do about 
them. There’s no quick fix for nerves, but experience helps a lot. In fact one of the advantages 
of being middle-aged is that it creates plenty of distance between you and the students around 
you. There’s no question now that I’m very different from them. We’re not far from being 
members of different species (in their view), and the roles each has to play are clear.” 

Patrick Allitt, from I’m the Teacher, You’re the Student 

1. Introduction  

Allitt’s quote easily captures the feelings some instructors have with the students and the 
classroom environments in which they work. Indeed, “we are not far from being members of 
different species” (Allitt, 2010). Students view some instructors as funny, old, rigid and out of 
touch with them. Years of post-doctoral teaching have presented and continued to offer a lot 
of varying experiences to most of us. As instructors, we encounter different students – old, 
young, traditional, non-traditional, from different races and nationalities – every new school 
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year. These students come to class with a variety of passions, emotions, ideas, expectations 
and ways of learning. These experiences, in and out of our classrooms, have taught vital 
lessons on how we should tread the future paths in our careers. The same experiences have 
also given us enough reasons to enjoy the work we do, but at some points in our teaching 
lives, they have given us causes to be utterly despondent. 

2. Choice and Control in the Classroom 

Instructors have constantly seen themselves as different from the students they teach through 
their unique perceptions and attitudes toward the lives of their students in general. They often 
describe students as disrespectful, lazy and with gross sense of entitlement. Any unfortunate 
encounter that borders on dispositions with these young adults, any unreasonably hatched 
excuses, any unwarranted demands for better grades regardless of the level of responsibility 
and academic input on their part, any insistence on being treated right no matter the 
circumstance(s), have created unnecessary stressors that many instructors deal with today. In 
the midst of all the confusion and fast moving new technological trends, instructors struggle 
to create the right balance for the choices their students made. At the same time, instructors 
still debate whether to cede some of their power to encourage and motivate learners or to 
maintain the status quo with a tight grip on what should be learned and the manner it should 
be learned. These present considerable dilemma for instructors. However, they should know 
that the choices they often give in the classroom do not only impact their students’ education 
but they also introduce conscious alternatives for student learning and growth.  

There should be awareness that the rich complexity of human social life is partly attributable 
to choice (Vohs, Schmeichel, Nelson, Baumeister, Twenge, & Tice, 2014). Choice in the 
classroom enables students to pick what they like and what piques their curiosity. It further 
enables them to pick learning materials that may be familiar to them as well as how to control 
what and how they study (Dobrow, Smith, & Posner, 2011). Like boundaries, choices are 
motivational tools that encourage young people’s cooperation through empowerment. The 
choices we give to our students ultimately build responsibility and commitment (Bluestein, 
2008). They create an environment where teachers and students exchange respect for each 
other to enhance teaching and learning. They give opportunity for students to make decisions 
about their classroom experiences (Glasser, 1986). A number of students are complaining in 
our classrooms because they feel left out of the learning process. They want to be included 
and their voices heard because when a student is able to identify content that is of interest, or 
are able to make decisions about particular learning activities, they are experiencing 
instructional choice. Thus, instructors need to ensure that students are allowed to bring new 
experiences to the learning process. 

The circumstances instructors face today are too different from what they lived through in the 
past. They are constantly reminded of “the essence of the demand for freedom from our 
young adults. This demand is seen as the need of conditions which will enable an individual 
to make his own special contribution to a group interest, and to partake of its activities in 
such ways that social guidance shall be a matter of his own mental attitude, and not a mere 
authoritative dictation of his acts” (Dewey, 2004). In order to offer and guide students 
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through these conditions, instructors need to walk tight ropes to ensure they are doing the 
right things for all students learning from them. 

Choice and control present overwhelming tasks for instructors as they work to train students 
for the future. Many instructors are constantly having difficult times coming up with effective 
ideas on how to give their students more responsibility and freedom in their classroom while 
at the same time maintaining a semblance of structure and proper organization. The answers 
to these dilemmas do not only rest with the instructors of record who painfully navigate 
through their seemingly old ideas about students’ attitudes and expectations. They rest, in an 
equally large measure, with the student who is required to understand that responsibility and 
freedom are parts of the choices they make for themselves when they come to college. 
Students ought to know that just as they clamor for power and freedom to say, do, act in any 
way they like and find fit, they must understand and respect the challenges instructors face 
negotiating through ways to balance their needs for choice to decide what to learn and 
maintain control of the learning environment.  

According to Bull, Stansberry and Kimball (1998), there are two competing philosophies to 
consider when we talk about these issues in the classroom, which they refer to as pedagogies 
of choice and control. They define the pedagogy of control on the assumption that those who 
have the control to determine the sequence in which the learner approaches the material to be 
learned, also have control over content. Many instructors do these daily with little regard to 
the synergy, which should exist between what is required for teaching and learning in the 
classroom. It is very evident in many of our students who come to classrooms half prepared 
for the day’s work. They may not have completed their homework or read required pages for 
the class. The instructor may have prepared and labored through hours of lecture to a room 
full of passive listeners most of whom are only content with picking every word from his 
mouth. The concept the instructor teaches may be clear to many students, but for the most 
part, mastery and application of skills most often suffers because they feel detached from the 
learning process.  

At this point, choice presents a difference: one that enhances creativity in the classroom to 
boost learning outcomes. Bull et al. (1998) consider this knowledge as socially constructed. 
The introduction of choice, in their view, demonstrates a learning experience that is 
collaborative and cooperative so that social interaction can take place. The focus is on the 
interaction between the learners trying to develop a solution to an authentic problem rather 
than responding only to instructor directed or created information. While this type of activity 
may not apply to every classroom, learning in this format is open and dialogic, and teaching 
is less stressful. 

Additionally, choice enables students to pick learning materials that may be familiar to them 
and consequently enables learning (Dobrow, Smith, & Posner, 2011). Choice increases 
feelings of self-determination by satisfying the need for autonomy. In turn, increased 
self-determination leads to increased intrinsic motivation, interest and engagement (Schraw, 
Flowerday, & Lehman, 2001). Unfortunately, as students try to be part of the teaching and 
learning act, they are turned off because there is an “authority figure” in the room whose 
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ideas should be accepted and followed. Authority in a classroom does not belong to the 
teacher or student. In all cases, sharing authority should be considered as an inter-relational 
act (Brubaker, 2009). It is easy for some instructors to be so rigidly organized and structured 
that students lose freedom in the classroom. However, if these instructors ensure that they do 
their part and support their students with the responsibility of constructing meanings from 
what they learn in the classroom and apply them later, they will be building a future of 
responsible citizens who will be ready to pass on what they cherished from them. 

By providing students with responsibility for making decisions of fundamental importance to 
the course experience, fostering interactions and critical reflection about teaching, and 
involving them in shaping the class agenda, the course instructor ends up negotiating 
authority with his students (Brubaker, 2009). One fact is certain: instructor control in 
classrooms has created an environment where there is little trust in students to the point that 
they selectively pick sections of the same course taught by different professors they want to 
attend. Instructors know students want to learn in spite of the incredible resistance they face 
in the classroom and these students want to earn their grades as well. However, the right 
connections must be made as students enter the classroom. Students are not resisting learning; 
rather, they are complaining about the environment and whole context in which they are 
taught. 

Ryan and Deci (2006) further suggest that people have an inherent psychological need for 
autonomy. When this need is satisfied, they will demonstrate considerable effort, enthusiasm, 
and commitment to a task. When the need for autonomy is not recognized and nurtured, “the 
human spirit can be crushed or diminished” and both children and adults may become 
apathetic, alienated and irresponsible.” Apathy, resistance, alienation and excessive control 
have the power to negate all the hours of preparation for class instruction because the 
instructors have not consciously thought of how stringent rules, and in many instances, 
extreme rigidity affect their work with students. 

Additionally, there are other assumptions about choice that are worth considering. The 
pedagogy of choice further assumes that learners construct their own learning. They acquire 
information and transform it based on what they already know and have experienced. They 
are active learners and anything that does not engage, challenge or free them to think and 
own the learning process is unlikely to be learned (Bull et al., 1998). At the end of it all, 
while control is good when effectively applied to stem behavioral problems, it appears choice 
trumps the entire teaching and learning process. The support systems needed for our students 
will always begin with motivation, total engagement in the course delivery from initial 
expectations to final outcomes. 

By the same token, instructors need to be aware of the effects of choice as it affects the rights 
of others in the classroom. The question then becomes: if affording choice is good but 
instructors dread the violation of the rights of others, how and when should they restrict 
students’ choice? Alfie Kohn (1993) provides the following instructive rationales for 
restricting choice that: 
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(1) “if students were entitled to make decisions about, and had to agree on everything they 
did, there would be no time to do anything else.” 

(2) “the importance of choice is weighed against the fact that children need some structure or 
limits for their behavior, if not for their learning.” 

(3) “the right to choose must give way to the needs and preferences of other people.” 

The instructor’s dilemma comes full circle but as Kohn (1993) concludes, “unavoidable time 
constraints should not be used to rationalize avoidable authoritarian practices. Kohn (1993) 
further cites Ryan and Deci that “before depriving children of choice, an educator is obliged 
to demonstrate not that they need structure but that there is some reason to exclude them from 
helping to shape that structure.” Giving students the right to choose is good but they should 
be instructed on the need to respect other people’s spaces, time, and dispositions in order not 
to deprive others of their specific needs. 

4. Conclusion  

In many learning environments, drawing up a social contract by which both instructor and 
student can agree, often helps. In others, clear guidelines, reasonable and relevant 
expectations, well-defined rubrics, and adherence to requirements in course syllabi are pieces 
of advice instructors can work with. Instructors should be aware that some students walking 
on our campuses are always looking for the inconsistencies in what and how we teach so as 
to plan escape routes for their lives. Students will always live with the “we are smart, they are 
not” mentality. Thus, it is always in best interest of the instructor to ensure a tighter contract 
with them in the form of clear class requirements and expectations. 

Finally, instructors need to model respect, which ensures that their words and actions do not 
compromise any trends students hold dear. Ralph Waldo Emerson (1909) once said; "our own 
experience instructs us that the secret of education lies in respecting the pupil. It is not for 
you to choose what he should know, what he shall do." Instructors have to understand 
students’ new technology-driven lives and work to control their anxieties and emotions. 
Without any doubt, striving to be at the level of these students has been and will always be 
difficult, but if those with the power to offer choices to students take care not to allow 
everything slide into the unacceptable, their expectations will be fulfilled while allowing their 
students the engagement they desire and deserve.  
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