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A bit of history
On April 29, over 100 middle and secondary students from the Fraser Valley came together to discuss Passion 
in Education and how schools and districts could support students in defining, developing and following their 
passions. The conference was the first of a three part series to discuss Passion, Purpose and Personalization. The 
day included presentations and opportunities for discussions in small groups. Students recorded personal ideas 
on individual sheets and the results of discussions on large charts. Opportunities for reporting out were provided 
at key points during the day. An artist also captured a graphic representation (mind map) of the discussion as the 
day progressed. 

The data (individual sheets and group charts) was collected and summarized to identify key themes. Student 
quotes, which reflected the themes, were also selected as part of the summary. Focus group interviews were 
organized with two key groups of students: some who attended the Leadership Forum and some from alternate/
ACE IT programs who had not attended the forum. The goal was to verify if the findings were accurate and to 
determine if students who were not necessarily part of the “mainstream” shared the same views. 

The notes from the focus group interviews were reviewed and the results confirmed that the original themes 
did in fact reflect the thinking of a majority of our students. The discussions in the focus groups gave students 
an opportunity to hear each other and helped to deepen our understanding of the key issues. What follows is a 
summary of those understandings. 

Students want change
All students have a desire to see change in the education system. They feel that they are getting a good education 
but it could be so much better. The students at the Leadership Conference stated this very clearly. When we 
shared this with students in the alternate programs they concurred but were astounded that students in the 
mainstream felt that way too. They believed that the problem was theirs alone, that they didn’t “fit” the system 
somehow.  As a result, they saw themselves as failures and said that they had only achieved success as learners 
when they discovered their passion, what they could be good at! All these comments stress the need for change 
in public education. 

“Students have a unique perspective on what happens in schools and classrooms and 
on the dynamics between their schools and their communities that can inform what 
happens in those schools and classrooms.” (Cook-Sather 2002, p.3)
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A need for community
There is a need for building community within each school and for building connections to the greater 
community. With a sense of community students feel more confident reaching out, asking questions, finding 
others who share their passions. Connections to the larger community extend that resource base for further 
exploration. Students want to see people doing their work, what they’re passionate about and to have the 
opportunity to ask questions, to learn from them. 

Teachers who are caring, who value students as individuals not just by their marks on assignments, and who 
build relationships with their students are seen as essential to building community. Students who felt valued by 
their teachers said that in those classrooms they could be who they were and not have to “play a role.”

Students want to have a voice in their classrooms and in their schools about what they want to learn, how their 
learning is assessed and about what matters to them. A greater say in their education would provide more 
opportunities to explore their passions. They stated that they wanted “fairness not equality.”  “What some kids 
need is not what all kids need.” Fairness is achievable in community. Support for grade eight students as they 
enter high school was seen as essential. They seemed to be the biggest group not connected to the community 
and more work needs to be done to change that. Students from alternate programs concurred and said that they 
felt successful as learners in elementary school and that grade 8 was the time they began for feel disconnected 
and less able as learners. 

“As human beings we want to care and be cared for. Caring is important in itself.” 
(Noddings, 1984, p.7)

“I wish it was understood and accepted that brilliance and 
intelligence come in all different shapes and sizes”
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Educational practices matter
Students value teachers who are caring, passionate about their work, who take risks to try new things and who 
encourage them to take risks in their learning. In those classrooms it is safe to try new things and to explore their 
passions. Students stated that “If passion and education are connected you are more likely to be successful; it’s 
actually “an adrenaline rush when that happens.” 

They valued opportunities to show their learning in different ways. “We have different types of brains, different 
ways of learning. We should not all be judged the same way.” 

Many students commented that timetables and programs are very restrictive. They would like to explore what 
might become a passion but are unable to do so because their timetable won’t accommodate the course. They 

are also told primarily by their parents and the media 
to “explore their passions but don’t forget you’ll need 
to pay the bills,” and feel pressured to take a course that 
is more career-oriented. Post secondary requirements 
are barriers to exploring passions. Students said that 
universities also expect too much: an A average, 
volunteer time, sports fine arts, leadership, etc. There 
is little time left over for oneself, never mind exploring 
one’s passions. Students also said change was not about 
building totally new courses.  It was about letting 
students connect with their passions through their 
learning of the content in more inter-disciplinary ways. 

Students also expressed a desire to have time to meet 
with other students in other classes and other schools 
who shared their passions. This could happen a few 
times each year with facilitators from the school district 
or community members. They felt that this would create 
a network of like-minded young people who could 
continue the conversation on their own 

Technology was not mentioned on many of the comment 
sheets and when asked why, students responded that 
they use it all the time and that teachers are using it more 
in classrooms. It simply was not a big priority for them. 

“I wish schools showed 
more interest in 

everyone’s different 
passions.” 
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Explorations for middle school students was seen as a way to begin to learn about new things and to begin to 
discover future passions. Senior students commented that Leadership classes should be offered to all students 
and at a younger age/grade. Students who took Leadership courses saw them as a way to build community 
in schools, connections across grades, and provided them with skills to pursue their passions, dreams and 
aspirations.

“At their best, schools become sanctuaries where talented, responsible adults help 
children figure out who they are and who they want to become.” (Wiens and Coulter, 
2008, p. 309)

What about mental health?
Mental health is a concern for young people and many of them commented that they had friends or knew of 
students who were struggling with mental health issues. They felt that teachers, students, and parents needed 
to be better informed about mental health, how to reach out to others, and about resources available in the 
community. They also expressed interest in learning how to support their peers dealing with these issues. 

Other students commented that how you viewed yourself as a learner impacted mental health. “When you have 
a C/C- , you don’t feel good when your marks are posted. Parent/family comments are negative.”  “When you are 
successful learning, you feel good about yourself.”
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Advice for future discussions
As our focus group discussions ended, students were asked to provide advice about how to plan and organize 
future Leadership Conferences as there are two more proposed: Purpose and Personalization being the themes.

Students had lots of advice:

 • Advertise more; use social media; have students contact students.
 • Good food.
 • Stress that the conference is about Change. Students will attend if the conversation is about changing the  
  school system.
 • At the same time, we need to talk “about the whole person”.
 • Ask teachers to invite students from different social groups; “to get more information you need to talk to  
  everyone, not just the successful ones”.
 • Give students greater responsibility: students could MC, be moderators at each table, perhaps be the  
  keynote.
 • “Kids need to know that their voice matters.” People in leadership roles need to do something with the  
  information they receive.
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Final thoughts
Students have a genuine interest in educational change for the benefit of all students. They know that when their 
passions and their learning connect, there is nothing quite like it. From our conversations, we know that they 
can identify the key components of that kind of learning when it happens: excitement, risk-taking, humour, 
relationships, activity, respect, and setting high standards for oneself. A majority of students expressed concerns 
about mental health issues amongst their peers. This certainly needs to be addressed. They are also expecting that 
some good will result from engaging in these conversations with adults in public education. Those adults have an 
obligation to influence policy-makers so that something meaningful comes out of all their efforts. 

“For student involvement to be meaningful, participation must link back to decision 
making.”  (Laforest and Phillips, 2007, p. 78)
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