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Explanation of Strategy:  
A learning contract is an agreement between a teacher and student that allows the student to 
work independently (to some extent) on material that the teacher has chosen. The student is 
given some freedom to decide how to achieve the general goals determined by the teacher, 
and in some cases, the teacher and student. This individualizes learning for one or more 
students and allows for student ownership of the process. 
 
Learning contracts outline what students will learn, how they will learn it, in what period of 
time, and how they will be evaluated. It helps students learn to make decisions about their 
learning and manage their time wisely. Contracts also provide an efficient means of 
differentiation based on assessed needs, strengths, learning styles, and interests.  

  
Overview:  
Elements of a Contract: 
Name, subject, signatures, dates (start and completion) 
Directions 
Required activities 
Optional activities 
Criteria for evaluation  

  
Materials:  
(varies)  

  
Examples of Use:  
A high school psychology class is covering a unit on abnormal psychology. Rather that 
superficially covering the various disorders, this class will be getting an in-depth look at the 
field of psychology as a profession. Students will be expected to read the chapter in their book 
and become acquainted with the DSM-IV manual. In addition to these two required texts, 
students are expected to do further research in at least two other manuals. 

mailto:srhoudeshell@hotmail.com


 
Students understand that they have a number of choices for in-depth studies of the field, such 
as comparing two disorders, researching rare disorders, linking a disorder to a cause in 
another aspect of psychology, or trying to get in on new discoveries in the field. This pushes 
the student to employ higher levels of thinking, as well as performing as a professional in the 
field. 
 
The format in which students will present their research is also agreed upon. Students are 
aware that they are able to make their own suggestions of different ideas, as indicated in the 
contract. A due date is set, and the students know that they are to go to the teacher with any 
questions in order to be "sent in the right direction." The teacher also signs the contract, 
agreeing that she will do her best to answer questions or send the student to someone who 
can help.  

  
Practical Hints for Implementation:  
1. Be sure to thoroughly explain the role and function of contracts before putting them into 
use. 
2. Be flexible in negotiating contracts with students when possible. 
3. Help students set realistic deadlines and be willing to renegotiate the contract if it is not 
working. 
4. Solicit student feedback, gradually involving students in the contract development. 
5. Last but not least, do not use contracts without a good management system.  

  
Related Web Sites:  
http://www.lle.mdx.ac.uk/hec/journal/1-1/2-1.htm 
http://www.staff.dmu.ac.uk/~jamesa/teaching/learning_contracts.htm 
http:carbon.cudenver.edu/~ldeleon/pad5220/learning_contracts/about_contracts/conditns.html

  
Attachments:  
PsycLearningContract.pdf 

  
Supplemental Resources:  
Tomlinson, C.A. (1999). The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of All 
Learners. Alexandria, VA: ASCD  
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