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“The purpose of life is not to be happy. It is to be useful, to be honourable, to be 
compassionate, to have it make some difference that you have lived and lived well.”

– Ralph Waldo Emerson

The purpose of education and ultimately of life is 
a question that all of us struggle with over time. 
Students in schools wonder about their education 
and as one student said, “It seems the purpose of 
Math 8 seems to be only that I can take Math 9. 
What’s the value in that?” 

On October 7th, close to 200 middle and secondary 
students from the Fraser Valley came together to 
discuss Purpose in Education and how schools 
and districts could support students in exploring 
their passions and determining a purpose for their 
education and their lives. The conference was the 
second of a three part series to discuss Passion, 
Purpose and Personalization. Students attending 
were from five different school districts; were from 
both middle and secondary schools, an alternate 
secondary program and an ACE IT program. 76% 
of the attendees were female; 24% were male; and 
6% of the students attending, self identified as 
having Aboriginal heritage. 

 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 of the discussion as the 
day progressed. Students provided leadership throughout the day by chairing the conference, leading discussions 
at table groups, and video taping the day’s events. 

 The data (individual sheets and group charts) was collected and 
summarized to identify key themes.  Focus group interviews 
were organized at six different schools in Langley from 
December until April, 2016. These included secondary school 
students, middle school students, alternate program students, 
ACE It program students, and an Aboriginal gathering of middle 
and secondary students.  The goal was to discuss the findings 
from the day long conference and to deepen our understanding 
of student views on passion and purpose 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. 
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Who exemplifies passion/purpose?
Students were asked to identify people, whom they believed, exemplified passion/purpose. Many students 
identified Terry Fox, Steve Jobs, Martin Luther King, Ghandi, Nelson Mandela, Malala, Barack Obama, Neil 
Armstrong, David Suzuki, Bill Nye, or Beyonce as individuals who lived their lives with passion  
and purpose. 

When asked what qualities these people possessed the responses included: 

determined; inspirational; passion was an anchor; courageous; risk taker; empowered others; humble; had a 
desire to create a legacy; strong belief in their cause; visionary; and wanted to make the world a better place. 

Students were able to identify people who had clearly found purpose in their lives. It seems that there is much to 
learn from these life stories and from the life stories of lesser known individuals who have found their passion 
and purpose. The lesson to be learned is not that everyone should aim for greatness, but that life should be lived 
with the belief that “anything is possible.” 

Provide a definition for purpose; What is it?
Students provided personal definitions but many found it difficult to define purpose without including passion as 
many found them inextricably linked.

Here are some of the definitions provided: 

— Purpose is the desire to succeed with determination by taking risks to achieve your passion. 
— Passion is the gateway to purpose.
— You discover your purpose by sharing your passion. 
— Passion is for yourself; purpose goes beyond you. Purpose is more universal, a selfless drive. 
— “Purpassion”: cannot have one without the other. 
— Purpose is usually for a larger cause.
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How can individuals find their passion/purpose?
Students felt that education is extremely important in helping them to find their passion/purpose. In schools 
they felt that being exposed to different values, beliefs, meeting new people with passions of their own, with 
different cultural backgrounds, opened their eyes to new possibilities. 

Teachers who were passionate and caring created classrooms where learning was engaging and exciting. At the 
same time, their purpose seemed to be “to ensure our success,” said one student. Seeing examples of passion and 
purpose helped students to understand what they were striving to discover. 

They also felt that they needed opportunities to try new things in a safe environment where “letter grades didn’t 
matter.” Students needed to be encouraged to step out of their comfort zone, to try things that they may have 
thought they wouldn’t like. The outcome might be surprising.

They also felt that life experiences helped 
an individual to discover their passion/
purpose. And that it sometimes takes 
time and it is important to be patient 
with oneself on this journey of discovery. 
They also felt that it is important to 
learn from one’s mistakes. They also 
stated that purpose and passion can 
shift and change over a lifetime as a 
result of experience, achievements, self 
awareness, and coming to understand 
others’ values. 

All students felt that negative 
environments, whether at home, at 
school, or in the community, made 
it much more difficult to discover 
passions and purpose. Students who 
viewed themselves as unsuccessful 
learners found it difficult to consider possibilities, so the idea of searching for one’s purpose seemed an almost 
insurmountable task. 

How can schools help?
Students felt that schools do a lot already to help students find passion and purpose. Leadership classes, a variety 
of electives, extra-curricular activities, career counselling, trades programs, online options, work experience, 
sports programs, Grade 8 Discovery Program, and a supportive teaching staff creating a safe environment for 
students to explore possibilities all contributed to helping them discover passion and purpose.

But they all believe that more could be done. 

Students at the middle school level expressed a desire to explore more course offerings to help them discover 
their passion. “Let us try more before we specialize in high school,” said one student. This would help them 
decide on what courses to take in high school and help them to find their purpose. They suggested that middle 
school should be about being more “open”: new skills, new friends, new areas, and new passions. They felt it was 
better to dislike something after you had tried it, than to regret not having tried it at all. They also felt that trying 
new things in a safe environment gave one more confidence. 
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Personalization
All students expressed a desire for a more personalized schedule; one that gave them options to explore their 
passions, to relate their learning to their real life experiences. They felt that time tables drive school organization, 
not their needs as learners. They cited the following as ways to personalize their education:

“Grades don’t define us”
Students want to demonstrate their learning in a variety of ways and have fewer marks assigned to that learning. 
“Marks are such a small part of who I am,” said one student. “Grades are a big competition between students and 
a lot of pressure from parents. They are not about learning,” said another. 

Real Life Connections
Students want opportunities to “connect with their passions, connect with careers, connect with life” in their 
classes. They want learning to be more relevant to them personally. They also expressed a desire to link and 
engage more deeply with their community. 

Connections with career counsellors 
Students want more opportunities to meet with 
career counsellors to explore options for their 
future. They felt that staffing levels in this area 
were too low and this made it very difficult 
to meet with a counsellor when they needed 
information or advice. Other students expressed 
the need to begin discussing careers at a much 
earlier age.

Opportunities to work with like 
minded students
Students would like the opportunity to work 
with other students who shared their passion. 
“Bring like minded people together; share; learn 
from each other,” was the sentiment expressed. 
Connecting with others would provide opportunities to share ideas, discuss problems, and offer new possibilities 
in an effort to find their purpose. 

Sports Programs for all 
Students stated that at most high schools, sports programs seemed to be designed for elite athletes. If you did not 
play at an elite level, then there wasn’t a spot on a school team for you. They believed that sports, like all other 
options at high school, should be an opportunity to try new things, learn new skills, and make an informed 
opinion about whether it was something you might want to pursue further. 
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Mental Health awareness and understanding
Students expressed a need to understand Mental Health issues, to know where and how to access resources, and 
how to support themselves and their friends. This was also a theme at the conference last year. 

First Nations awareness
Students expressed a strong desire to learn more about the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and First 
Nations issues. They hoped that this would help to build more caring and inclusive communities within their 
schools which would in turn enable more students to explore their passion and purpose. 

Students want to provide leadership
Students expressed a strong desire to provide leadership in schools that would support students in exploring 
their passions and finding their purpose. One school’s Student Council had taken the theme of Finding Your 
Passion” as a theme for their work during the school year. They also felt that they could support and mentor 
younger students as they entered high school, made course selections, and became part of the school community. 

A Final Word About the Conference
Students appreciated the opportunity to provide leadership, to meet with students from other districts, to 
have conversations to help to shape their schools, and to have teachers participating in those conversations 
collaboratively. They also felt that students could provide or support the keynote address. Many wanted more 
time at the end of the day to develop plans to take back to their Student Councils and Leadership classes. One 
student commented, “I really appreciated the spotlight on students.”

Some Final Thoughts
Students engaged in the Student Leadership 
Conference and in the follow-up focus group 
discussions in a very thoughtful way. Their 
conversations were positive and insightful. 
They are also trusting that educators and 
policy makers will take their comments to 
shape education in their districts in the future. 
As the Ministry of Education implements 
new curriculum, there is a real opportunity 
to include the wisdom of students in that 
discussion. There is an opportunity for greater 
personalization, deeper learning, more 
meaningful assessment, real world connections, 
and learning outside classrooms, all key 
components of developing an educated citizen, 
and all things that students cited as priorities for 
them. The time is right; let’s do it together. 
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A question for Educators and Policy Makers to consider:

If the education system is no longer driven by curriculum or university admissions, 
what is our purpose in education?”

– a student

“The reconciliation of education and democracy rests on a vision of society in which 
reflection, dialogue, critical thinking, and mutual care are central.”

(Levin, 1998, p. 73)

“Juan Diego saw now that Senior Eduardo was truly a man with a purpose. And 
he felt the way that he did in his dream—the way that you feel when you know 
everything has changed, and that this moment heralds the rest of your life.”

(John Irving, Avenue of Mysteries, 2015, p.78)
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