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C HAPTE R 1

 Choice

“Why do my students need choice? Well, it helps with 
ownership, motivation, responsibility, self-confi dence, the 
list goes on.”

—Shared by a group of primary teachers when 
asked why choice is important for students

Why Is Choice Important?

Ask any adult if they would prefer to choose what to do or be told 

what to do, and of course, they are going to prefer the choice. Children 

have these same feelings. Although they may not always stand up and 

demand a choice if none is present, children benefi t in many ways from 

having them.
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One benefi t of choice is its ability to meet the needs of so many diff er-

ent students. Th e Dunedin College of Education (Keen, 2001) conducted 

a research study on the preferred learning options of 250 gifted students. 

Students were asked to rank diff erent learning options. Of the 13 vari-

ous options described to the students, only one option did not receive at 

least one negative response, and that was choice. Although students have 

diff erent preferences, choice is the one option that meets all students’ 

needs. Why? Well, it removes the teacher from the role of decision maker 

and allows students to decide what is best for them. Choice permits the 

teacher to become a facilitator, and the child to be the centre of their 

educational experience. When given the opportunity to choose, students 

are going to choose what best fi ts their educational needs.

Another benefi t of choice is its ability to address diff erent learning 

styles and ultimately better assess what students understand about the 

content being studied. During professional development, I often ask 

teachers what learning styles are most addressed in the products they 

provide. Not surprisingly, visual and written products top the list. Th ese 

two learning styles are most popular for many reasons including ease of 

assessment, ease of organising and managing and lack of supplies needed. 

In looking back on all of the diff erent products my students have cre-

ated, however, I noticed that most often, the tactile, kinesthetic and ver-

bal products provided greater depth and complexity (Komarraju, Karau, 

Schmeck & Avdic, 2011). After analysing these “noisy” products, I have 

come to realise that if I really want to know what my students understand, 

I need to allow them to show me through their learning style – and the 

most common learning styles of my students are not visual-written. Most 

students are tactile-kinesthetic (Dunn & Honigsfeld, 2013; Ricca, 1984; 

Sagan, 2010; Snyder, 1999). Because these learning styles are not always 

provided during whole-class instruction, teachers need a strategy that 

can allow students to express themselves through their learning styles. 

Using choice to off er these opportunities can help address the needs of 

more students in our classrooms. 

“I saw a change in how my students participated in class. We 
do not always have as much time for science, so I decided 
to try a community menu. They got into the topics, and we 
were able to cover a lot of information in a short amount of 
time!”

—Year three teacher, when asked to share a 
benefi t of using menus in her classroom
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Another advantage of choice is a greater sense of independence 

for the students (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier & Ryan, 1991; Patall, 2013; 

Robinson, Patall & Cooper, 2008). When teachers off er choice, students 

design and create a product based on what they envision, rather than 

what their teacher envisions. When students would enter my classroom, 

many times they had been trained by previous teachers to produce 

what the teacher wanted, not what the students thought would be best. 

Teaching my students that what they envision could be correct (and won-

derful) could be a struggle. “Is this what you want?” or “Is this right?” were 

popular questions as we started the school year. As we progressed and I 

continued to redirect their questions back to them (“Is that what you 

would like to show?” or “Does that seem right to you?”), students began 

to ask for my approval less; they became more independent in their work. 

Th ey might still need assurance, but the phrasing was diff erent: “Th is is 

what I have so far. Can I ask for help from Joe?” or “I don’t like this; I am 

going to pick something else.” When teachers allow students choice in 

the products they create to show their learning, students can develop this 

independence. 

Increased student focus and persistence is another benefi t of off ering 

choice. When students are making choices in the activities they wish to 

complete, they are more focused on the learning that is needed to create 

their choice product (Flowerday & Schraw, 2003; Ricca, 1984). Students 

become excited when they learn information that can help them develop 

a product they are excited about creating. Many students struggle with 

the purpose of the information being taught in the classroom, and this 

can lead to behaviour problems. Students may feel disconnected with the 

content and lose interest (Robinson et al., 2008). Instead, students will 

pay closer attention to instruction when an immediate application (the 

student’s choice product) for the knowledge being presented in class is 

present. If students are excited about the product, they are more focused 

on the content and they are less likely to be off  task during instruction.

Many a great educator has referred to the idea that the best learning 

takes place when students have a desire to learn. Some students have a 

desire to learn anything that is new to them; others do not want to learn 

anything unless it has interest for them. By incorporating choice activi-

ties that require the students to stretch beyond what they already know, 

teachers create a void that needs to be fi lled. Th is void leads to a desire 

to learn. © H
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A Point to Ponder: Making 
Good Choices Is a Skill

“This makes a lot of sense. My students struggled when I 
gave them a menu last month. They just had no idea how to 
make a choice and drove me crazy with it. I was frustrated 
thinking they knew how to make them [choices], but I had 
not considered they would not know how.”

—Year fi ve teacher, after hearing me discuss choice as a skill

When we think of making a good choice as a skill, much like writing 

an eff ective paragraph or essay, it becomes easy enough to understand 

that we need to encourage students to make their own choices. In keep-

ing with this analogy, students could certainly fi gure out how to write 

on their own, and perhaps even how to compose sentences and para-

graphs, by modelling other examples. Imagine, however, the progress 

and strength of the writing produced when students are given guidance 

and even the most basic of instruction on how to accomplish the task. 

Th e written piece is still their own, but the quality of the fi nished piece 

is much stronger when guidance is given during the process. Th e same 

is true with choices; the quality of choices our students can make in the 

classroom is directly impacted by exposure and practice.

As with writing, students could make choices on their own, but when 

the teacher provides background knowledge and assistance, the choices 

become more meaningful and the products richer. All students certainly 

need guidance (even our strong-willed gifted students who may think 

they know it all), as the idea of choice may be new to them. Some stu-

dents may only have experienced basic choices, like choosing between 

two breakfast options or what to wear to school that day. Some may not 

have experienced even this basic level of choice. Th is lack of experience 

in making choices can cause frustration for both teachers and students.

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



Choice

7© 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743307441 • PRU7441

Teaching Choices as a Skill

“Wow, so if good choices are a skill, that means I should 
teach it. That is an eye-opening statement.”

—Year four teacher, after hearing me discuss choice as a skill

So what is the best way to provide guidance and enable our students 

to develop the skill of making good choices while still allowing them 

to develop their individuality? First, choose the appropriate number of 

choices for your students. Although the goal might be to have students 

choose from 12 diff erent options, teachers might start by having their 

students choose from three predetermined choices the fi rst day (if they 

were using a Game Show menu, for instance, students might choose an 

activity from the fi rst column). Th en, after that product had been cre-

ated, students could choose from another three options from another 

column a few days later, and perhaps from another three the following 

week. By breaking students’ choices down, teachers reinforce how to 

approach or attack a more complex and/or varied choice format in the 

future. All students can work up to making complex choices from longer 

lists of options as their choice skill level increases.

Inexperienced “choice-makers” may need guidance on how to select 

the option that is right for them. Students may not automatically gravi-

tate toward options without an exciting and detailed description of each 

choice. For the most part, students have been trained to produce what 

the teacher requests, which means that when given a choice, they may 

choose what seems to be the easiest and what the teacher most wants 

(then they can get to what they would prefer to be doing). Th is behavior 

means that when the teacher discusses the diff erent menu options, they 

have to be equally as excited about each option. Th e discussion of the 

diff erent choices has to be somewhat animated and specifi c. For example, 

if the content is all very similar, the focus should be on the product: “If 

you want to get up and perform something, this one is for you!” or “If you 

want to draw or work on the computer, check this one as a maybe!” Th e 

more exposure students have to the processing the teacher provides, the 

more skillful they become in their choice making.
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 Prime and 
Composite Numbers

2-5-8 Menu

Objectives Covered Through This Menu and These Activities

 • Students will be able to distinguish if a number is prime or composite.

Materials Needed by Students for Completion

 • Poster board or large white paper

 • Newspapers 

 • Magazines (for collages) 

 • Large, blank, lined index cards (for instruction cards)

 • How to Make a Dichotomous Key (p. 60)

Special Notes on the Use of This Menu

 • None

Time Frame

 • 1–2 weeks: Students are given a menu as the unit is started, and the 

teacher discusses all of the product options on the menu. As the 

diff erent options are discussed, students will choose the activities 

they are most interested in completing so they meet their goal of 10 

points. As the lessons progress through the week(s), the teacher and 

students refer back to the menu options associated with the content 

being taught.

 • 1–2 days: Th e teacher chooses an activity or product from the menu 

to use with the entire class.

Suggested Forms

 • All-purpose rubric

 • Proposal form for point-based projects

2 Points
   _________________________

   _________________________

5 Points
   _________________________

   _________________________

   _________________________

   _________________________

8 Points
   _________________________

   _________________________
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Name:___________________________________________________   Date:________________________

R E PRODU C IBLE

Prime and Composite Numbers

Directions: Choose at least two activities from the menu below. Th e activities 

must total 10 points. Place a tick next to each box to show which activities you will 

complete. All activities must be completed by _______________________.

2 Points
  Find a newspaper article that has at least 10 numbers in it (Hint: Look 

in the sports section). Choose a symbol to represent prime numbers and 

another symbol for composite numbers. Label each number you fi nd using 

these symbols. Be sure to explain why you chose the symbols you used.

  Make a collage of numbers from magazines and newspapers. Your collage 

must have at least fi ve prime numbers and fi ve composite numbers. No 

repeating the same numbers!

5 Points 
  Write a journal entry about either a prime or composite number and its 

feelings about its fact families.

  Create an instruction card that lists all the ways to check if a large number 

is prime or composite. Use your card to test a number your teacher gives 

you.

  Perform a song or rap that would help your classmates remember the 

diff erence between prime and composite numbers.

  Free choice on prime and composite numbers: Prepare a proposal form 

and submit it to your teacher for approval.

8 Points
  Design your own dichotomous key or fl ow chart that tells 

the steps to determine if a number is prime or composite. 

Try and fi nd the fewest steps to guarantee your answer.

  Crisis has struck. Th e number 12 has suddenly disappeared. 

All of the numbers in his fact family have gotten together to 

try and search for him. Perform a skit that has all of the family 

members discussing their relationship to him while they search.
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