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Student Leadership Part 3: 
Personalization
What is personalization of an educational program? 
According to students involved in this conference 
and follow up focus group interviews, it’s about 
discovering your passions, setting goals (purpose) 
and then designing an educational program to help 
you get there. It’s also about communication with 
caring adults to get feedback and refine those goals. 
It’s about having time for those conversations. It’s 
about taking responsibility for one’s own learning. 
It’s about student engagement. It’s about respect 
for diversity. It’s about scaffolding when things 
aren’t going well. It’s about having options for 
demonstrating your learning. It’s about equity not 
equality. Ultimately, it’s about democratic schools 
where students are engaged in decision making 
with adults about their learning. 

“The world doesn’t look the same for all people. Different families, different values, 
and different goals require different pathways.”

– A student

Some Background:
 On October 5th, 2016, close to 180 middle and secondary 
students from the Fraser Valley came together to discuss 
Personalization in Education and how schools and districts 
could support students in the personalization of their 
educational programs. The conference was the last of a three part 
series to discuss Passion, Purpose and Personalization. Students 
attending were: from five different school districts; from both 
middle and secondary schools and an alternate secondary 
program. 76% of the attendees were female; 24% were male; and 
5% of the students attending, self identified as having Indigenous 
heritage. 

 The day included a keynote speaker, presentations and 
discussions in small groups. Opportunities for reporting 
out were provided at key points during the day. An artist 
also captured a graphic representation of the discussion as 
the day progressed and the conference was video-taped. 
Students provided leadership throughout the day by chairing 
the conference, leading discussions at table groups, and 
summarizing discussions at the end of the day. 



Student reflection sheets were collected and summarized to identify key themes.  Focus group interviews were 
then organized at five different schools in Langley from December 2016 to February 2017.  These included 
secondary school students, middle school students, alternate program students, and Youth TRAIN in Trades 
program students. The goal was to discuss the findings from the day long conference and to deepen our 
understanding of student views on personalization in education.  The discussions in the focus groups also gave 
students an opportunity to hear each other and helped to deepen their understanding of the key ideas. What 
follows is a summary of those findings. 

What is currently happening in schools to 
personalize education? 
Students identified a number of ways that education is 
personalized in their schools and their school districts. Teachers 
who are passionate about their work, who engage with students 
one on one, who provide options for students to demonstrate 
their learning were identified consistently as catalysts for 
personalizing learning. Project based learning, tutorials, classes 
on Youtube, peer mentoring and class field trips were also 
identified as ways to personalize learning. School structures 
such as electives, flex blocks, leadership classes, and online 
courses allowed for greater personalization. Some schools 
make a practice of reaching out to the community to work 
with individuals and organizations in order to support more 
personalized learning.

District programs such as Apprenticeships, AVID, International 
Baccalaureate, Fine Arts, Equestrian, French Immersion, 
Outdoor Education, Sports Academies and other schools 
of choice were identified by students as a way to create 
opportunities for personalized learning. 

What else could schools do to make learning more 
personalized?
Students stated that they would like to be more involved in decision 
making about their learning. They are fully aware of the Ministry 
requirements regarding curriculum but within those constraints they 
would like to have some options. A more flexible time table (or no time 
table at all) would also permit more personalization. Students also see a 
need for more resources in classrooms and in schools. The many years 
of inadequate funding for education seem to have taken their toll. In 
addition to greater resources, students see greater access to technology 
as a critical part of their education. We met several students who did 
not have access to a computer in their homes. Smaller class sizes would 
also allow for more interaction with teachers and provide time to build 
relationships. Students cited those relationships as key to their success 
as learners. Students also cited the desire to work at their own pace with 
more options to demonstrate their learning as important. In addition, less 
emphasis on grades where students do not feel rated or compared to one 



another would lead to greater personalization. They also felt that real life connections to what they were learning 
made education more meaningful, more personalized. Students felt that negotiable deadlines and taking tests 
when you are ready would reduce anxiety and increase personalization. 

Students cited the rapid pace of change in education as a deterrent to personalization. One student said, 
“Introduce new ideas and be patient with the results.”  At the same time, they observed that there were some 
members of their school communities who were resistant to change and that that impeded progress in education. 
And they felt strongly that education needs to change as it feels as though “teachers are preparing us for a world 
that no longer exists.” (a student). 

What are the barriers to personalization?
Time tables, limited course options, fear of change, lack of funding, lack of specialist teachers, lack of support 
staff, and large class sizes were all seen as barriers to personalization.  Time tables are a structure that 
continues to drive the education system when “it should be learning that drives the system.” (a student) Lack 
of opportunity to take a variety of electives in middle school or in grades 8,9, and 10, limited possibilities of 
discovering passions or at least in selecting courses in senior grades that they might want to explore in more 
depth. Many students felt that the people most fearful of change were their parents. Parents seemed quite happy 
with the “good old days” in education because it is what they know. For many, support workers in classrooms 
made all the difference in terms of their success as learners.  Support workers were accessible and could provide 
one on one help to support learning. 

Some Interesting Findings:
During the Leadership Conference and focus group interviews, students made some interesting observations 
which deserve consideration. 

Mental Health
Mental Health issues continue to be a concern for students 
of all ages. Although more conversations are happening in 
schools and more information is available, there is still a 
stigma associated with telling someone that you need help. It 
is still safer to suggest that “I am asking for a friend,” than to 
ask for help.  A few of the students interviewed talked about 
home situations and how it was difficult to focus on learning 
when you were caring for younger siblings or caring for a 
parent who was dealing with mental health issues. It was often 
difficult to get support at home and learning often had to be 
put on hold. As one student said so well, ‘Your personal life 
affects your school life, your work life.”

Funding
In the three years that we have been working with students, this is the first time that funding was raised as a 
concern by most of them. They cited lack of funds for classroom resources, field trips, school uniforms, and 
supplies for special programs as barriers to a more personalized learning program. 



Alternate Programs Should be a Choice 
Some students in Alternate Programs would prefer that their schools be recognized as schools of choice. In focus 
group interviews, they explained that they all had personalized education plans and therefore, their schools 
should be identified as schools of choice, not as a place for the “bad kids, the failures”. One student shared that 
at a previous school, if he made a mistake he felt like a “shattered plate and it was hard to put the pieces back 
together”; in the alternate program he felt like a rubber ball “always able to bounce back.” Students in mainstream 
schools who had siblings or friends in alternate programs, concurred. “It’s a choice school for those who learn 
differently” said one student. 

Apprenticeship Programs
Students in Apprenticeship Programs saw their programs as programs of choice and felt that their learning 
programs were highly personalized and very purposeful. They also stated that there are rigorous entry 
requirements for each program and high expectations for successful completion. As a result, they worked very 
hard and supported one another. 

Student Leadership
Students involved in the conference found the experience to be a valuable one. Having the opportunity to discuss 
the future of education with students from other districts was something they agreed they would like to do 
more of. Some of the students took the ideas shared back to their school and used them to plan events with their 
Student Council. 

Students from an alternate program who were not involved in the first conference, participated in the second, 
and then became actively involved in the third one. When asked about their experience they indicated that 
student leadership was not something they had been involved in, but their principal believed “that everyone has 
leadership potential”. This lead to their involvement, something that they hadn’t considered before. 



Final Thoughts on Personalization:
 A student wrote the following quote on a reflection sheet at the Student Leadership Conference. It was was used 
at the end of Focus Group Interviews to get some final thoughts on Personalization.

“Vision is a function of the heart; we all have a heart; therefore, we can write our own 
story.”

– A student



Some Thoughtful Student Responses:

“Usually vision is a part of seeing, a function of the brain. If vision is part of the 
heart, it becomes a new way of seeing. We can do what we envision. We create our 
own path. We are the authors of our own stories. If you write your own story, you can 
add to it, make changes. If you listen more to your heart, you will get more out of life. 
You need to do it yourself. No one else can write your story for you.”

Summary:
This conference is the final one in a series about Passion, Purpose and 
Personalization. It has been an interesting journey and we would like 
to thank all of the students from all five districts involved for their 
candour, their passion, their leadership and their concern for education. 
We would also like to thank all of the educators who supported the 
project by engaging with their students in this very worthwhile work. 
We asked students we interviewed what advice they would give to the 
next organizing committee based on their experience. Here’s what they 
had to say:

• Student leadership is key: students to MC and to facilitate round table discussions.
• Have fewer people talking at the front; more opportunities for dialogue among students instead.
• A keynote is great; someone inspirational is best.
• Teachers/staff could have their own tables to discuss ideas from their perspective. 
• Picking three topics that were linked worked well.
• Continue with focus group interviews as a follow up. It is important for student voices to be heard. 

As we look back on all three conferences, there are key ideas that have emerged consistently. Students feel that it 
is time for change in education. They want to be involved in decision making about their education and their life 
in schools. They value a sense of community where everyone matters and people care. Less emphasis on grades 
and more on taking risks, trying new things, finding one’s passions was a priority. These are student priorities 
and all are key components of developing an educated citizen.

It is time for educators and policy makers to make them a priority as well.
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