Module 2: Lesson 2
Design Options for Welcoming Interests and Identities
Optimize Choice and Autonomy
Design choices for how students achieve their learning goals, including varied ways to access lessons and practice what they have learned, to develop agency and a sense of personal responsibility for learning (Conscious Pathways, 2024, 9:40 and 13:40). 
It is especially important to offer choices to engage neurodivergent students who are interest driven. Will Hennessy shared in his podcast episode, Fostering Neurodivergent Learners' Growth that "providing choice and flexibility in learning gives opportunities to...demonstrate their learning in intrinsically motivated ways" (Stachowiak, 2024, 30:55).
When we design for choice, we can engage more students and empower them to develop learner agency. But be cautious not to overwhelm students with too many choices.
There are many ways we can accomplish this. Here are a few options that might work for you.
Strategies:
Consider offering many ways to learn about a topic: articles at different levels of comprehension; podcast or reading; choice of topic or subtopic for research; choice in how to explore those topics (CAST, 2024)
Offer options on the sequencing and timing of learning tasks (CAST, 2024)
Design many ways for students to practice what they are learning, like H5P activities, Kahoot, case studies or scenarios, options to demonstrate acquired skills
Invite students to create a list of learning goals for the course, or by lesson: "What do you want to learn today?”
Use or teach students to use AI to generate case studies, simulations, or narratives tailored to different contexts (e.g., local vs. global, industry-specific vs. theoretical), giving students agency in choosing content that resonates with their interests (ChatGPT, April 25, 2025).
Optimize Relevance, Value, and Authenticity
Design learning experiences that are meaningful to all learners. This includes exploring how the lessons relate to their academic, career, and community or personal goals. Eyler refers to this as cognitive authenticity (Eyler, 2018).
Here are some strategies worth trying.
Strategies:
Co-create goals and definitions of success. This gives students practice in developing agency.
Provide authentic ways for students to relate to each other, by sharing stories, concerns, or curiosities.
Design ways for students to share what they know - to tap into their "funds of knowledge" (Conscious Pathways, 2024, 36:30; Moll et al, 1992). Invite students to demonstrate their skills for their peers. This is one way we can welcome identities and value our students' strengths and diverse perspectives. What students know and how they know it is at the core of who they are (CAST, 2024).
Create authentic experiences by replicating challenges and problem-solving from your field or industry.
Include service-learning opportunities coupled with reflective practice (Eyler, 2018).
Avoid prolonged lecturing as this does not allow for the necessary social engagement that is so important for learning (Eyler, 2018).
Nurture Joy and Play
Design options to explore, discover, play, and experience joy while learning. Curiosity is a critical motive influencing behaviour (Eyler, 2018). Gruber et al's research (2014) revealed that participants are more likely to remember information when curiosity is activated (Eyler, 2018).
Here are a few strategies that might work for you.
Strategies:
Use Newbury's Notice/Wonder activity to provoke wonder and discussion at the start of class.
Design experiential learning tasks and use industry-specific tools in class.
Practice using an approach popularized by John Hutchinson of Rice University where he asks his students, "What if we didn't know anything?" to prompt discussions about how mathematicians, researchers, and scientists discovered new ideas based on the knowledge they had at that time (Hutchinson, 2016).
Facilitate joy through activities that connect students’ learning to their cultures, backgrounds, and communities (CAST, 2024).
Provide students with Lego to build physical representations of parts of a lecture or reading; form groups to discuss how their creations connect with others' structures.
Design options to engage in storytelling as a means of sharing knowledge. Weaving personal narratives throughout lessons help to make complex ideas more memorable and accessible (CAST, 2024). 
Address Biases, Threats, and Distractions
One of the most meaningful things an educator can do is create a supportive learning environment where students feel safe and valued, where they are encouraged to take risks and share their opinions (CAST, 2024).
For this to happen, educators need to address biases, threats and distractions. What feels distracting or even threatening to students varies depending on students' needs and histories (CAST, 2024). By introducing flexibility in how students participate, we can reduce threats and distractions in class (Conscious Pathways, 2024, 11:10).
Here are a few strategies you can try.
Strategies:
Create systems that are predictable - like having an opening routine to each class, a clear weekly schedule, post announcements to alert of changes, and create a shared and respectful language for disagreements in class. Prompt your students to reflect - “What situations in prior courses or learning environments made you feel anxious or excluded? How can we address those through routines and practices in our class?”
Create a classroom culture where mistakes are part of learning. Prompt students to use generative AI to get feedback on their ideas before sharing them with the group. Try out three versions—what changed, and what stayed the same? (ChatGPT, April 25, 2025).
Offer different ways to contribute to class discussions (like live discussion boards like Padlet - students can post comments, ask questions, share on-topic videos, links, and resources).
Provide options to explore personally relevant social issues for an assignment or provide options to include lived experience.
Vary the level of social demands for learning and requirements for public evaluation (CAST, 2024). Some students process information internally, through observation and quiet contemplation, while others may enjoy more social learning opportunities.
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