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Abstract 

 

The Province of British Columbia is currently implementing a revised curriculum for the 

K-12 school system to provide opportunities for schools to reassess and initiate unique and novel 

learning programs. The Grade 9/10 Reynolds Flexible Studies Program is already a Greater 

Victoria School District (SD 61) “program of choice,” providing opportunities for students to be 

engaged with their peers, teachers, community and the environment in meaningful ways. 

Throughout this case study, I used several data collection methods – surveys, focus groups, and 

interviews – to glean a detailed understanding of the Flexible Studies Program from the 

perspectives of parents, teachers and students. Further, I took a phenomenological approach as a 

participant-observer to attempt to discover what aspects of a flexible learning environment are 

most meaningful to students, how they experience change throughout the program, and how they 

engage emotionally, behaviourally and cognitively during the year. A significant outcome of this 

study is a final synthesis of best practices and insights that constitute a list of recommendations 

that may be used for developing, designing, communicating and teaching in response to the 

revised BC curriculum through Flexible Studies Programs.  

Keywords: flexible studies, novel learning environment, transformation, student 

experience, new BC curriculum, guided inquiry, whole person learning, self-directed, classroom 

community.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Historical Context 

 

Figure 2: The spiral by N. Ewing, 2015. 

 

Background 

With a background in biology and ocean science, I realized early on that doing strict 

science research in the laboratory was not my passion; rather, through several co-op positions 

with the BC Ministry of Environment, World Fisheries Trust, and Ocean Networks Canada 

(ONC), I discovered my enthusiasm for outreach and education. My final co-op position with 

ONC turned into a permanent position, where I am currently the K-12 Education Coordinator. 

Inspiring students, developing learning resources, initiating unique learning opportunities (e.g. 
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Ocean Science Symposium1 and Ship2Shore2), and encouraging educators to incorporate ocean 

science and technology into their lessons has been a rewarding, exciting and challenging job. 

During the 2015/2016 school year, I mentored a group of Flexible Studies students who 

were interested in pursuing an ocean-related project (on plastics and marine debris) at the    

Royal BC Museum (RBCM). Through previous collaborations with the RBCM’s learning team, 

my name was offered up as a potential mentor. Over several months, I interacted with the 

students, sharing information about the Pacific Garbage Patch and discussing ways in which they 

could present their findings throughout the natural history gallery. Parts of my role also included 

attending the students’ final presentations and joining in on the program yearly debrief to 

brainstorm for the following year. 

Through conversations with students, teachers, parents and other community mentors, it 

became clear that the students had undergone a huge transition over the year while working on 

dedicated projects in teams with community members. Some students appeared quite stressed 

with the amount of flexibility that was offered in the program, while others thrived at being self-

directed from the beginning. Some students thoroughly enjoyed the content, field trips and 

learning that took place outside the classroom, while others were profoundly impacted by the 

classroom culture and unique learning environment that had been created. By the end of the year, 

I was amazed at how much the students had learned, how their communication and thinking 

                                                 
1 The Ocean Science Symposium is an event geared towards students and their teachers in grades 8-10 who are 

interested in ocean science and technology. The two-day event brings together graduate students, expert 

oceanographers and high school students to explore current ocean issues, research and career options through lively 

discussions and hands-on activities. The event is now heading into its 6th year.  
2 The Ship2Shore program was initiated as an exciting professional development opportunity for formal and informal 

educators to experience ocean science and technology while at sea on an ONC expedition. The educators are involved 

in all ship, science and engineering aspects of the expedition, in addition to sharing their experience back to shore via 

live classroom presentations.  
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skills had improved, and how they were able to self-reflect and describe how they had changed. 

As discussions and planning for the 2016/2017 school year continued, I was enthralled by the 

ideas put forth by the teachers, parents, and community partners and wanted to investigate what 

life-changing education was taking place within the program. One day, I casually stated that, 

“Perhaps, I should just do this as my thesis” …and the teachers enthusiastically agreed. 

The Reynolds Flexible Studies Program 

Reynolds High School is an urban school in Saanich, BC, on the southern tip of 

Vancouver Island that offers both English and French Immersion programming. Reynolds 

originally opened its doors in 1967 as a junior high school, but currently caters to approximately 

1000 high school students in grades 9-12. In addition to Reynolds’ glowing reputation for 

academic excellence, athletics, fine arts, leadership and environmental initiatives (Reynolds 

Secondary School, n.d., para. 1), the Reynolds Flexible Studies program is unique within   

School District 61 (SD 61), and is considered a SD 61 “program of choice,” as it offers a one-of-

a-kind structured inquiry-based approach to education (Flex Information Package, n.d., p. 3) 

(Note: I use the terms “Flexible Studies Program”, “Flexible Studies”, “Flex Studies” and “Flex” 

interchangeably). 

History of the flexible studies program.  In 1988, parents began advocating for a high 

school program modeled from the Sundance Program3, that “would meet the diverse needs of 

                                                 
3 Sundance Elementary School was established in 1973 as an alternative program and was classified as a SD 61 

“School of Choice”. The school had a strong sense of community, classes were multi-aged, and letter grades were not 

given. Further, social responsibility, academics, arts and the environment were equally important and integrated into the 

classes. Due to declining enrollment within the district, the SD 61 school trustees voted to close down the school in 

2014 and move the program to another school in Greater Victoria (Retrieved September 18, 2017, 

http://www.timescolonist.com/news/local/greater-victoria-school-trustees-vote-to-close-sundance-elementary-

1.932343; https://islandparent.ca/forum3/viewtopic.php?t=3767281) 

 

http://www.timescolonist.com/news/local/greater-victoria-school-trustees-vote-to-close-sundance-elementary-1.932343
http://www.timescolonist.com/news/local/greater-victoria-school-trustees-vote-to-close-sundance-elementary-1.932343
https://islandparent.ca/forum3/viewtopic.php?t=3767281
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learners in a way that honoured their individual learning style[s] and pace while creating 

opportunities for close working relationships with adults” (Flex Information Package, n.d., p. 3). 

For three years, parents continued to work on their program vision, finding support from the 

Greater Victoria School District and a home for this new individualized model that they called 

the Flexible Studies Program at Reynolds Secondary School (Flex Information Package, n.d., p. 

3). The Flexible Studies Program is like a “school within a school,” becoming “part of the fabric 

of the culture and community at Reynolds” (p. 3). Since the beginning, the Flexible Studies 

Program has emphasized “service to the community, as well as a focus on achieving students’ 

individual potentials, both in academics and other pursuits” (p. 3).  

Over the last two and a half decades, the program has continued to evolve and has 

undergone dramatic changes influenced by both internal and external pressures. For example, 

Reynolds was on a linear timetable, but moved to a semester system in the late 1990s; early on, 

Flex catered to grades 8 through 12, but was restructured in the mid-2000s due to the 

implementation of middle schools in SD 61, thus loosing grade 8; furthermore, the addition of 

French immersion to Reynolds caused major shifts in how Flexible Studies was structured – a 

shift that eventually caused English and French Flex to go on divergent paths.   

Other major influences on the program have included: funding cuts, a shift in dedicated 

teachers (both in the numbers of teachers present and those that change year to year), a reduction 

in student numbers, and two major revisions of the BC Curriculum (one in the early 2000s and 

another this past year [2015/2016]). The creation, implementation and success of a program does 

not occur overnight; through a praxis of feedback and planning there is a constant evolution and 

learning that takes place each year to allow the program to grow, improve, and better meet the 
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needs of students and teachers alike. To highlight the history of Flexible Studies, please refer to 

Appendix A for a graphic timeline that I created to provide a visual perspective after 

conversations with parents of previous students and past and current teachers to provide historic 

documentation for review.  

Flexible studies today.  Over two decades later, the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program 

is flourishing, and provides a unique opportunity for “students to engage with their peers, 

teachers, community and the environment as they pursue academic excellence” (The Flexible 

Studies Program, n.d., para. 1). To encourage students to be invested in their education, the “Flex 

Studies Program provides opportunities for students to be engaged with content in meaningful 

and relevant ways, to explore their own ideas and questions, and to share their knowledge with 

the broader community” (para. 2). In short, the “Flex Studies Program uses the acronym 

VOICES to summarize their educational philosophies” (para. 2): 

●      Voice and Choice 

●      Outdoors and Nature 

●      Inquiry and Innovation 

●      Community and Culture 

●      Environment and Relationships 

●      Service to others 

By applying to the program, students in grades 9 and 10 have the opportunity to learn in a 

unique, multi-grade, multi-disciplinary inquiry where Social Studies, English, Science, 

Environment and Sustainability, Planning, and a Directed Study are all combined; and, through a 

place-based learning format for two years in either English or French Immersion. Linear Flex-
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like courses (e.g. biochemistry) are now offered in the senior grades (11/12) to allow former Flex 

students to stay connected with their teachers and engage in a similar interdisciplinary inquiry-

based way of learning.  

Due to dramatic differences in the structure and operation of the Flex program overall, 

and to best fit the scope of this study, this research looked into the English stream only, focusing 

on the grade 9/10 cohort that runs all afternoon for the entire year (12:15-3:10pm). Morning 

classes are not part of “Flex” and consist of electives (e.g. band, art, drama, etc.) and 

mathematics (required course), of which two classes are selected by the student each semester 

(Note: in previous years, math was included within Flex, however it was removed for the 

2016/2017 school year). The Flexible Studies Program is taught by a team of three teachers (plus 

several additional pre-service teachers) and involves community mentors, including the 

University of Victoria, Camosun College, NGOs, local First Nations, government, entrepreneurs, 

artists, etc. which are all brought in to support the students’ learning (Flex Information Package, 

n.d., p. 3). The team teacher approach is unique in that teachers work together rather than in 

isolation to support students beyond the specific subject areas being taught, and in effect, can 

create a welcoming, safe and respectful space for students entering high school, “much like a 

‘family within a larger family’” (p. 3).  

BC’s New Curriculum 

The British Columbia Ministry of Education has been actively reviewing the K-12 school 

curriculum since 2012. Broadly following the ideas of curriculum leaders like Sir Ken Robinson4 

                                                 
4 Sir Ken Robinson, a British advisor, author, and international speaker on education and the need for creativity in 

schools.  
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and using examples from other high achieving education countries such as Finland5, the           

BC Ministry of Education of the previous (Liberal) provincial government decided to frame the 

revision of the curriculum around current research that proposes that learning is best supported 

by a flexible, competency-driven, concept-based and inclusive curriculum (Government of 

British Columbia, 2017a).  

Published statements about the curriculum revision claim that students today are living in 

a rapidly changing and “technology-enabled world and thus must gain the skills they need to 

successfully locate, analyze and apply information to their everyday lives” (Government of 

British Columbia, 2017a, p. 1). Furthermore, the document states that important 21st century 

skills, such as critical thinking and social responsibility (although challenging to incorporate into 

the prescriptive nature of the existing curriculum), balance against the dozens of required 

learning objectives (or outcomes) (Government of British Columbia, 2017a). The Ministry posits 

that the new curriculum will allow students to develop important competencies with fewer 

prescribed content objectives through flexible and personalized learning experiences 

(Government of British Columbia, 2017a). 

Knowledge, Skills and Attitudes – are the terminology found in previous Ministry 

curriculum documents that are now being replaced with the new “Know-Do-Understand” model 

(Government of British Columbia, 2017b, para. 13) (See Figure 1), where each stage represents 

the following: 

                                                 
5 Finland is well known as a country that is breaking down the boundaries of education. Teachers are well respected, 

students do not get homework and there are virtually no “disciplines”. Further, the changes occurring in Finland appear 

to be working well as Finnish students have been outcompeting students worldwide on international tests. 
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●      Know – This stage focuses on the curriculum content, learning standards, and topics;  

 essentially what students will come to know. 

●      Do – The doing stage focuses on the curriculum competencies and learning standards, 

 highlighting the skills, strategies and processes, resulting in what students will be able to 

 do. 

●      Understand – This stage encompasses “big ideas” and highlights generalizations and 

 principles that students will understand (Government of British Columbia, 2017b). 

   

 

Figure 3: “The Know-Do-Understand” Curriculum Model Diagram. Copyright © Province of 

British Columbia. All rights reserved. Reproduced with permission of the Province of British 

Columbia.  
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The idea of “core competencies” is a new aspect of the curriculum and “comes into play 

during the ‘doing’ phase of the model” (Government of British Columbia, 2017c, para. 5). “The 

ultimate goal for learners is to employ the core competencies every day in school and in life, and 

for the core competencies to be an integral part of the learning in all curriculum areas” (para. 5). 

Moving forward, three core competency areas have been identified by the Ministry of Education 

(Government of British Columbia, 2017c) as their focus: 

●      Communications 

●      Thinking (creative thinking; critical thinking) 

●      Personal and Social (positive personal and cultural identity; personal awareness and 

 responsibility; social responsibility). 

According to the Ministry of Education, learning can take place anywhere across age 

groups and can integrate various disciplines. “The focus on personalization and flexible structure 

of the curriculum allows teachers and schools to teach creatively and cater to students needs and 

interests” (Government of British Columbia, 2017b, para. 23). “In effect, the Ministry of 

Education defines ‘what’ to teach but not ‘how’ to organize the time, space or methods to teach 

it” (para. 22).  And while this change in “how” to teach may be viewed as freeing and positive 

for some teachers, it can also be too open-ended and even difficult for others more accustomed to 

rigid structure and prescription to imagine. However, this may also provide an opportunity for 

existing innovative programs like the Reynolds’ Flexible Studies Program (that already includes 

many of these aspects), to be more widely shared and adapted as a model for what is possible. 

Therefore, considering the Ministry’s decision for such revisions to be made, this case study may 

be even more timely.                                                                  
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Chapter 2: Research Rational and Questions 

 

Rationale and Research Benefits 

After an investigation of the literature that included numerous studies on classroom 

communities, personalized learning environments, student engagement and learning styles, I 

found there was less research being done on students’ behavioural, emotional, and cognitive 

engagement at the high school level, and even less with regards to a flexible learning 

environment. What a student finds meaningful and identifies with (e.g. experiencing place-based 

education in nature or the dynamic learning environment itself), is important to consider when 

developing new educational programs. Furthermore, documenting how students experience 

learning and change throughout a Flexible Studies Program from their own perspectives (as well 

as from the view of their parents and teachers) may indicate the level of the students’ 

engagement in the program and their investment in their own learning overall.  

Figure 4: Flex fieldtrip to Saturna Island, BC by N. Ewing, 2016. 
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As the new BC curriculum is rolled out and schools across the province begin to initiate 

new programs with a focus on flexible learning environments, it will be crucial to understand the 

students’ perspectives of their learning and what engagement strategies are needed to ensure they 

are engaged and invested in their education, as much of personalized learning is self-directed. In 

addition, as new programs are initiated, it could be incredibly helpful to study the effects of, and 

to build upon, the Reynolds’ Flex model that has undergone twenty-five plus years of trial and 

error. While no two programs will ever be identical, looking at Reynolds Flexible Studies’ best 

practices may provide a valuable template and in turn, help to mitigate the futile process of each 

teacher having to “reinvent the wheel.” 

While my first goal is to provide valuable information to the Flexible Studies staff such 

as creating documentation for the program, confirming (or challenging) their assumptions 

through explicit research, and bringing valuable insights to light that will further improve the 

program, my second goal is to develop recommendations and best practices to share with other 

schools and teachers across the province. I hope this resource will illustrate some “how’s” that 

the Ministry of Education has not provided and provide teachers with a baseline for structuring 

flexible learning environments replete with insights and ideas on how to create and teach 

meaningful and successful programs. 

Research Questions 

This case study was created in order to gain insights into what makes the Reynolds 

Flexible Studies Program meaningful from the student, teacher and parent perspectives within 

the context of a critique of the programs’ design and delivery overall. Using a qualitative, 
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phenomenological approach to research the lived experience of those involved with the program, 

I investigated the following overarching questions. 

1. How and to what degree do students behaviourally, emotionally and cognitively 

engage during the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program? Do students perceive 

themselves changing after participating in a Flexible Studies Program? If so, in 

what ways? 

2. What do parents understand Flexible Studies to be? Do they perceive their 

children changing after participating in a Flexible Studies program? If so, how? 

3. What do teachers experience during a Flexible Studies program? How do teachers 

prepare to make a flexible learning environment meaningful for their students? 

Do teachers perceive their students changing after participating in a flexible 

studies program? If so, in what ways? 

4. Did the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program meet the core competency 

expectations as described in the Know-Do-Understand model of the newly revised 

BC Curriculum (e.g. the development of:  communication skills, creative and 

critical thinking, and personal and social responsibility within a flexible and 

personalized learning environment)? 

Sustainable Education Lens 

As I researched the Flexible Studies Program I peered through the lens of sustainable 

education that Stephen Sterling’s (2001) Sustainable Education: Re-visioning Learning and 

Change provides. Sterling argues that if humans are to live in a sustainable future – as opposed 

to a chaotic one – then we must take a transformative learning approach. He goes on to say that 
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we not only need to focus on the “socialization and vocational goals” (p. 10), but also encourage 

the development of the individual’s potential as we all strive towards a fairer, healthier and 

secure society. Thus, throughout my research I held Sterling’s’ four functions of education as a 

litmus test for what a well-rounded and sustainable education might look like.  I applied it as an 

optic by which to view and critique the Flexible Studies Program, and as a guide for considering 

future trajectories of Flex that might best prepare students for a rapidly changing world: 

1. To replicate society and culture and promote citizenship – the socialization 

function, 

2. To train people for employment – the vocational function, 

3. To develop the individual and his/her potential – the liberal function, and 

4. To encourage change towards a fairer society and better world – the 

transformative function (p. 25). 

In counterbalance to Sterling’s point number one, it should be noted that “replicating 

society” in promoting citizenship may not be the best approach as our current cultures are often 

fraught with difficulties and outdated thinking; so why would we want to outright replicate 

them? True citizenship is not a form of “replication”, as children do not passively receive. 

Rather, they learn “through their own (social) activity”, they “model, and learn citizenship” 

(Nussbaum, 2010, p. 67). If we look at socialization in a positive light and give it the benefit of 

the doubt, then in the microcosm of the classroom we should replicate – or at least model – the 

good parts of society such as, accepting diversity, being compassionate, and honouring 

individual voices. It is through offering real-world learning experiences that can allow for a type 

of discernment and critical thinking to be developed by students so that they, as future decision 
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makers, can “sift and sort” for what is worthy of being carried forward in society and what needs 

to be reimagined. Further following Sterling’s point number three, is it through the development 

of a student’s sense of self – gaining an understanding of their individual proclivities, passions 

and potential –  that could ignite the reimaging of what citizenship is and in the end, lead 

students to a more authentic vocation and contribution for society as a whole. When students 

embody the best qualities of society, deeply know and honour themselves, and intertwine their 

passions with their future vocation, they will better able to lead the way towards a fairer society 

and better world.  

My early research revealed that the Flexible Studies Program employs all four of these 

functions to varying degrees and further strives to balance the instrumental values (it stresses the 

product in terms of “what is education for?” p. 26) with intrinsic values (it stresses the process 

by asking “what education is?” p. 26). From the beginning, the Flexible Studies Program 

teachers made clear that it was not only designed with an end in mind, but a means on how to get 

there. 

Throughout this thesis, I will continue to reflect back and discuss how the Reynolds 

Flexible Studies Program has addressed the first two of Sterling’s functions, yet, (and unlike 

most existing high school programs) is also strongly incorporating the liberal and transformative 

functions as well, thus potentially preparing students to become more self-actualized, and 

contributive citizens within a complex and complicated world. 

 

  



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 24 

 

 

 

Chapter 3: Literature Overview   

 

 

I have integrated literature throughout this study from the introduction, through to the 

methods and analysis and finally to the findings and discussion section. In keeping with the 

Royal Roads University Thesis Handbook (2016), a literature review is acceptable as either “…a 

stand-alone section or incorporated throughout” the thesis (p. 10). I have chosen to bring in the 

literature to each chapter of this research to affirm, reinforce, or counter my procedure and 

findings as a powerful way to create a more story-like flow as it tells the narrative of the Flexible 

Studies Program.  

I have contextualized this work by exploring the philosophy and history of the Reynolds 

Flexible Studies Program and by peering into the BC Ministry of Education’s new curriculum 

documents, displayed new aspects of the curriculum and key language such as the “core 

competencies” and the ministry’s vision of “flexible learning.” To round out the introduction, I 

Figure 5: Life at Mary Lake Nature Sanctuary by N. Ewing, 2017. 
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bring in Stephen Sterling’s (2001) four functions of sustainable education – the social, 

vocational, liberal and transformational – as a lens to determine how well Flex Studies may be 

preparing youth for dramatic global changes and their future.  

The methodology chapter is rich with literature that supports qualitative research via a 

case study method (Gillham, 2010; Holliday, 2002; Yin, 1981; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 

2000) and explores the phenomenological or lived experience (van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 

1994), of students and teachers within the 2016/2017 school year of Flexible Studies. I go on to 

highlight the four distinct data collection methods – matrix interviews (Ormond, McClaren, 

Zandvliet, Robertson, Leddy, Mayer, & Metcalfe, 2015), focus groups (Robson, 2011), surveys 

(Robson, 2011; Zandvliet, 2012; Cohen et al., 2000), and direct observations (Robson, 2011; 

Gillham, 2010; Richardson, 2000; Cohen et al., 2000). Next, I discuss the pros and cons of each 

technique, how it was conducted, and why I thought it was best suited for this study. Data 

analysis is discussed through the perspectives of Gillham (2010), Robson (2011) and most 

importantly Richardson’s (2000) Creative Analytic Practice (CAP), which provides a valuable 

framework from which to write and acknowledges that I, the researcher, was completely (and 

purposefully) intertwined within the research.  

The findings and discussion chapter integrates significant literature spanning the last 

century. From the great educational theorist, John Dewey (1938), to education activists, John 

Gatto (2002), Parker Palmer (1998) and Sir Ken Robinson (2009), I discuss the challenges within 

the education system and what is needed to create rich, experiential and socially situated 

programs. The creation of fertile learning environments (OECD, 2017; Hill, 2006) and 

constructivist approaches to education (Tobias and Duffy, 2009; Kintsch, 2009; Schwartz, 
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Lindgren, & Lewis, 2009; Wise, O’Neill, 2009; Joyce, Weil, & Calhoun, 2009; and Honebein, 

1996) are thoroughly discussed, advocating for student-centred programs (Mascolo, 2009; 

Rudduck and Demetriou, 2003) and the creation of “classroom communities.” Discussions 

continue into various theories, including motivation theory (Toshalis and Nakkula, 2012), 

mindsets (Dweck, 2006), and the positive power of vulnerability (Brown, 2012).  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

As the new BC curriculum comes into effect and the opportunity for flexible 

programming increases, it is important to understand what components of the learning 

experience (e.g. field trips, environmental studies, multi-age cohorts, multidisciplinary learning, 

etc.) resonate with students in Flex and fosters engagement.  

I chose to conduct this qualitative case study using a phenomenological approach, as my 

excitement and curiosity in the topic inspired a deep yearning to thoroughly investigate and 

better understand flexible learning environments, especially through the lens of those directly 

and immediately experiencing it (Moustakas, 1994). “The naturalistic style of case study 

research made it particularly appropriate to study human phenomena, and what it means to be 

human in the real world as it happens” (Gillham, 2010, p.3). With a phenomenological 

perspective in mind, focusing on the deeper qualitative elements, I sought out the research 

Figure 6: A microcosm of the world by N. Ewing, 2017. 
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participants’ underlying feelings and perceptions, rather than relying solely on the objective 

evidence (Gillham, 2010).  

As a “naturalistic researcher,” I was not “detached” from my work, but completely 

intertwined as a “participant observer” (Gillham, 2010, p. 7), therefore this study is also 

ethnographic in nature (Richardson, 2000) (a genre that will be further explored in the Data 

Analysis section). “What I [saw was] interwoven with how I [saw] it, with whom I [saw] it, and 

with whom I am” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58); thus, this study in part became a “self-reflective 

process” enabling me to “increasingly know [myself] with the experience being investigated” (p. 

47). Following the journey of the Flex Students often mirrored my own graduate study 

experience and caused me to reflect upon the opportunities I had been given – or not – back in 

high school. Through the intimate connection between my research, the participants, and I, it was 

imperative to acknowledge my role in what I discovered and my impact on the dynamic within 

the classroom. 

Case studies represent a research strategy, that seeks “to examine a contemporary 

phenomenon in its real-live context” (Yin, 1981, p. 59), through the use of various sub or mixed 

methods approaches. For instance, I employed matrix interviews, focus groups, and direct 

observations to qualitatively assess what was taking place within the classroom from the student 

and teacher perspectives, in order to gain a deeper understanding of how they were orienting and 

making “meaning of [their] everyday lived experience” (van Manen, 1990, p. 4). It is critical to 

study students and teachers directly in their context – their “world” – which partially determines 

how they behave, feel, and think as oppose to defining them with abstract theories (Cohen et al., 

2000; Gillham, 2010).  As “their world,” namely the Flex classroom, is progressive and one of a 
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kind, “case studies explore and investigate the dynamic and unfolding interactions of events, 

human relationships and other factors in a unique instance” (Cohen et al., 2000, p. 181). Further, 

it is important to note, that within this case study, I was looking deeply into the behaviours, 

feelings and perceptions of teachers and students within a “specific social setting” – the 

2016/2017 Flex school year – “rather than at broad populations” (Holliday, 2002, p.5). In 

addition to the student and teachers lived experience, I also sought out the parents’ perspectives 

through pre- and post-surveys, broadening the social setting outside of the direct confines of the 

classroom.  

While working with human subjects and peering into their lived experiences, van Manen 

(1990) points out that “human science is rigorous when it is ‘strong’ in a moral and spirited 

sense” (p. 18). He continues with describing the four “S’s,” that dictate that human science “must 

be prepared to be ‘soft’, ‘subtle’, ‘soulful’ and ‘sensitive’” if it is to be effective when humans 

are at its centre (p.18). I had the great privilege of participating in Flex, not only as a researcher, 

but also through my extended contact and regular visits (on average 1-2 times per week over a 

10-month period). An unintended, yet beneficial outcome was that I became an integrated 

member of their community. This allowed me to approach my research as more of an insider 

than an outsider and more naturally embrace the four S’s. Although this provided some 

limitations for my research (discussed below), it did allow me the advantage of becoming more 

deeply embedded in the program and more relational with the students and teachers overall. This 

allowed me to develop a more empathetic understanding and trusting foundation than if I had 

just dropped in from time to time.  
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Although from a scientific perspective, qualitative methods can often be described as 

“soft,” one significant benefit is that, “they enable you to understand the meaning of what is 

going on… illuminating issues and turning up possible explanations” (Gillham, 2010, p. 10). To 

really “understand human affairs it is insufficient to rely on quantitative surveys and statistics,” 

rather it is imperative to “delve deep into the subjective qualities that govern behaviour” 

(Holliday, 2002, p.7).  Furthermore, qualitative methods are necessary in many situations. 

Gillham (2010), clearly states six situations where qualitative methods should be used – all of 

which applied directly to the complexities and uniqueness of my case study within the Reynolds 

Flexible Studies Program: 

1. To carry out an investigation where other methods - such as experiments - are 

either not practicable or not ethically justifiable; 

2. To investigate situations where little is known about what is there or what is going 

on; 

3. To explore complexities that are beyond the scope of more 'controlled' 

approaches; 

4. To get under the skin of a group or organization to find out what really happens - 

the informal reality that can only be perceived from the inside.  

5. To view the case from the inside out: to see it from the perspective of those 

involved; 

6. To carry out research into the processes leading to results rather than into the 

'significance' of the results themselves (p. 11).  
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Qualitative studies are “open-ended and set up research opportunities designed to lead the 

researcher into unforeseen areas of discovery within the lives of the people she is investigating” 

(Holliday, 2002 p.5). Yin (1981) reminds us that while the “conceptual framework” of case 

studies is often limited, “the narrative must nevertheless be organized around specific 

propositions, questions, or activities, with flexibility provided for modifying these topics as 

analysis progresses (p. 60). For this study, I had a clear narrative to work around; from clear 

research questions to well-defined and structured methods (focus groups, surveys, matrix 

interviews). The framework, however, was flexible allowing me to follow the dynamic 

experiences occurring in the classroom.  

Gillham (2010) argues, it is imperative that “the case study researcher must strive to keep 

an open mind” (p. 13), despite having pre-conceptions or familiarity with the context, and create 

a stance that they are studying a “culture quite different from their own” (p.18). Similarly, within 

phenomenology, Moustakas (1994) suggests that it is a requirement of the researcher to shut out 

“preconceived biases and judgements” and set “aside voices, sounds and silences that so readily 

tell us what something is” (p. 58). Rather the researcher is to use “qualities,” “specific contexts 

or perspectives” and “describe in detail and fully the whole account…so that the experience 

takes on a vivid and essential meaning, a clear portrait of what is” (p. 58).  

Cohen et al. (2000) argues that within a case study “it is important for events and 

situations to be allowed to speak for themselves rather than to be largely interpreted, evaluated or 

judged by the researcher” (p. 182). Gillham continues this line of thinking by pointing out that 

the evidence will “gradually emerge” and that “analysis, sorting, categorizing and theorizing 

must be deferred” for a time (p.18). Further, it is advised not to “read the literature in vacuo,” but 
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to spend time getting to know the “case in context” first and then do “parallel” reading of the 

literature with on-the-ground research as a “form of dialogue” (Gillham, 2010, p. 15). Over the 

ten-month study, I constantly read and researched in parallel; as interesting concepts, ideas and 

themes (i.e. mindsets) arose in the classroom, I would look for corresponding literature (e.g. 

Carol Dweck’s 2006 book on Mindsets: A Psychology for Success) to help make sense of what 

was taking place in the Flexible Studies Program.  

According to van Manen (1990), one word characterizes phenomenology – 

“thoughtfulness” (p. 12). And it is through the thoughtfulness of the researcher that a case study 

such as this “can have an impact greater than almost any other form of research” (Gillham, 2010, 

p. 101) and be illuminating to the organization described. Further, as phenomenological research 

deserves to be taken within the context of the larger story, “links to results cannot be broken” 

(van Manen, 1990, p. 13) and data must be taken into account as a whole.  Although focus 

groups and interviews were conducted at the beginning, middle and end of the school year, direct 

observation occurred throughout out and allowed me to stay connected and deeply involved 

within Flex. Further, extensive data analysis was not started until all data was collected, could be 

interpreted together, and the program was complete. Investigating the program from start to 

finish granted a more storied approached and offered a profound look into the lived experience 

of students and teachers over one year of Flex.  

Further, Moustakas (1994) reinforces that “phenomenology is committed to descriptions 

of experiences, not explanations or analyses”; that it is “concerned with wholeness” and 

“examining entities from many sides, angles and perspectives”; that it strives to find a “unified 

vision of the essences of a phenomenon” (p. 57). And as van Manen (1990) also claims, 
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“phenomenological research has, as its ultimate aim, the fulfilment of our human nature: to 

become more fully who we are” (p. 12). So, in effect, the combination of a qualitative-

phenomenologically-focussed-case study was a powerful way for me to explore and discover 

more of the nature of the Flex Studies program as a whole through the vivid lenses of teachers, 

students and parents.  

I had initially considered adding a secondary survey for a mixed methods approach, 

namely the Place-based and Constructivist Environment Survey (PLACES6), developed by 

David Zandvliet (2012) at Simon Fraser University. This questionnaire was designed for students 

to comment on their preferred psychosocial learning environment and on the actual learning 

environment they perceived to have experienced so that I could gain an understanding of how the 

students perceived their learning environment, engaged in it, and changed as they navigated 

through the year.  

The PLACES questionnaire was intended to be administered to the students twice during 

the year (once at the beginning and once at the end of their program) in order to correlate the 

students’ preferred experience and that of their actual experience. However, after administering 

the first PLACES survey, I realized that many of the questions being asked were about aspects 

that were fundamental to the program itself and that this survey tool was not going to divulge 

much that could be considered new information. I was confident that the other qualitative data 

collection methods consisting of: interviews, focus groups, parent surveys and observations, 

would suffice and provide a deeper and more profound understanding of the overall program, 

                                                 
6 The questionnaire uses eight selected scales (Relevance/ Integration, Critical Voice, Student Negotiation, Group 

Cohesiveness, Student Involvement, Shared Control, Open Endedness and Environmental Interaction) and is evaluated 

through a five-point Likert scale (Zandvliet, 2012, p. 133).  
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classroom context, and those involved. I decided that the PLACES survey was not required, 

therefore the second survey was not issued and the results from the first are not included in the 

final analysis.  

Ethical Considerations 

An ethics review application was submitted to Royal Roads University Research Office 

and subsequently, this study received clearance from the Ethics Review Board. Invitations to 

participate and consent forms for signature were handed out to students, parents and teachers 

prior to the study commencing (See Appendix B, C, and D). Consent forms clearly laid out the 

goals of the study and researcher contact information as well as indicated that questions could be 

asked of the researcher at any point, and that anyone who choose to participate could also 

withdraw from the study at any time. In addition, photo consent forms were also handed out to 

students and teachers for their signatures prior to the study commencing (See Appendix E and F).  

Data from interviews and surveys was combined and no personal identifying information 

was included. While participants could withdraw at any time, anyone who participated in 

interviews and focus groups could not have their data removed, as it became part of a larger data 

set almost immediately. Focus groups were audio recorded, however, data from all interviews, 

focus groups and surveys were aggregated into what I refer to as a collective “student,” 

“teacher,” or “parent” “voice” where I used coloured fonts to determine which voice it was in the 

text. It was clearly emphasized that there would be no consequences to student or parent 

participants who withdrew from the study (although data up to that point would not be removed), 

as I had no influence over the students’ grades or assessments, which was also clearly laid out in 

the consent forms and introduction to the study. 
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The Reynolds Secondary School Principal agreed to allow the school and program name 

to be used explicitly as he and I both felt this would be beneficial to future dissemination of these 

findings and follow-up. In hindsight, it has become clear that there is a necessary ordering to 

these types of permissions. Obtaining the principal’s permission to use the school’s name ought 

to have come before obtaining the informed consent of the teachers to participate as this could 

possibly jeopardize their anonymity due to their small number and gender split. After gaining the 

principal’s approval to use the proper name of the school, I re-contacted the teachers to ensure 

that this decision met with their individual approvals.  

All raw and analyzed data, including survey results, transcribed notes from 

interviews/focus groups, audio recordings and photos, were stored on a password-protected 

computer. My thesis supervisor and I were the only ones who had access to the raw data.  With 

the study complete and thesis written, all raw data has been destroyed as per Royal Roads 

University research ethics protocols. 

School District 61 and the Reynolds principal will receive a copy of this completed thesis 

as per their requests and the participants (and parents) from the Flex Study Program could, upon 

request, have access to the final report. All who receive the finished thesis are encouraged to 

provide the researcher with feedback on the study’s findings and outcomes, as this will continue 

to inform the future direction of the Flex program.  

Researcher Bias 

As one of the themes in Flex Studies for the 2016-2017 school year was Oceans and 

Climate Change, I had previously mentored students interested in ocean-related projects, and as 

someone working in the field of marine science, the Flex Studies teachers asked me to be their 
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community partner. This role included brainstorming ideas for inquiry projects, lining up guest 

speakers and mentoring students interested in ocean-themed projects. Although this role allowed 

me to be deeply engaged with certain inquiry project groups, all research participants were asked 

the same questions. 

On average, I spent 1-2 afternoons per week observing and working with the Flex 

students. This amount of dedicated time spent within the program allowed me to become 

genuinely involved. Acting as a mentor, community partner and researcher, I was often thought 

of as “another teacher”; students would ask questions about their homework and often share 

aspects of their lives with me. Committing to the students’ journeys in both time and space 

enabled a sense of trust and respect to be formed. While it may be thought of as a research 

limitation to play so many roles within the program, without such a commitment on my part, I do 

not believe I would have gained the insights I did through this project. 

Not having worked as a formal educator, but having spent significant amounts of time 

presenting in K-12 classrooms, I had prior assumptions, concerns and understandings of the BC 

education system. Furthermore, I tend to gravitate towards hands-on, inquiry-based, and 

experiential programs and I design and initiate my own programs in that manner. I concur with 

the idea of offering students’ choice in learning, allowing them to take risks and develop life 

skills; thus, I was immediately attracted to the Flex Studies program and interested in sharing 

their story. While, flexible learning environments are complex and there is no one “perfect 

model,” I was keen to investigate a long-standing program, discover best practices, and learn 

what aspects were most meaningful to students. 
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Although I was clearly attracted and inspired by the Flex program from the beginning, I 

was equally keen to find out what could be improved. I remained vigilant and open-minded 

throughout the research process and carefully tended to all research biases. Through my self- 

awareness, vigilance, and an openness to see where the program succeeded, where challenges 

existed and areas of improvement, I welcomed the many surprises that arrived and came to 

acknowledge just how dynamic Flexible Studies was.  

Reliability and Validity 

To achieve the highest reliability and validity within this proposed project I used several 

different data collection methods, including the interview matrix, parent surveys and focus 

groups, and thus I could triangulate and compare data from the various perspectives. I had a large 

sample size (approximately 65% of students participated which translated to 34) and spent 

considerable amounts of time working in the classroom, observing and making notes which I 

could use to cross-reference and help to verify what had transpired. Further, many masters’ 

projects are short. I, however, conducted this research over 10 months, observing and 

communicating with students and teachers all year to gain an understanding of the inner 

workings of Flex Studies; this was a real luxury for qualitative research and strengthened my 

findings immensely.  

While working with students, I encouraged them to be honest, that there was no “right” 

or “wrong” answers, and continually reminded them that their responses would have no impact 

on their grades.  While conducting interviews and focus groups, I reduced interview bias by 

using open-ended questions, avoiding leading questions, voice-recorded all sessions, and 

transcribed information verbatim. Furthermore, where appropriate, such as during the teachers’ 
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focus groups, participants were given a verbal summary afterward to confirm that the answers I 

had written down were accurate and had been recorded correctly. I was solely responsible for 

any data transcription and coding to avoid any discrepancy in opinions.  

Furthermore, to increase trustworthiness in qualitative analysis, I allowed time for a 

prolonged engagement with the data, which increased credibility by employing several data 

collection methods to compare responses and arising themes, by providing a detailed description 

of my analysis process for transferability and by working alongside my supervisor to review, I 

was able to confirm that my analysis was dependable (Robson, 2011). 

Limitations of the Study 

This case study was designed to occur over one school year (September 2016 - June 

2017). As there are both grade 9 and 10s in the same class, half of the group had already 

experienced one year of Flex Studies, while for the grade 9s it was completely new. This proved 

to be an interesting dynamic as the grade 10s could also reflect on the year prior and comment on 

how the program had changed year to year. In addition, prior to the study commencing, I knew 

some of the grade 10s as I had mentored a group of students the year prior. 

Students in the 2016-2017 Flex Studies year were offered a choice of whether or not they 

wanted to participate in the research study. Well over half of the students (34 in total) agreed to 

participate in the study, while approximately 47% (16 in total) of those students also agreed to 

partake in additional focus groups throughout the year. Although, matrix interviews and focus 

groups were carefully planned, and dates were agreed upon with the educators, the number of 

student participants varied greatly session-to-session, due to students being sick, away or focused 

on other work. In addition, as the study was designed as a case study, it solely focused on the 
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2016/2017 year and the perspectives of students enrolled in that school year. I did not talk to 

previous Flex Studies’ students to investigate what long-term impacts the program had (although 

when discussing my project informally I did hear positive anecdotal remarks from friends who 

had attended the program years ago. This information is of course not included).  

On average, I was at the school one to two times per week. There were however, a few 

weeks where I was unable to be present due to work and other personal obligations. In addition, I 

did not speak directly with students or teachers during Pro-D-Days or over school closures 

(winter and spring break). It is possible that I may have missed some “transformational 

moments,” however due to the longitudinal nature of the studies, I am confident that I was able 

to track a significant number of the experiences of most participants throughout the course of the 

year.  

The final limitation of this study was that I was unable to devise a control group, or 

witness the students’ engagement in any other conventional learning environment to compare the 

two. As students in Flex are taught different material and offered opportunities of choice, it 

would have been challenging to create a control group that would be authentic in its 

comparability and reached beyond the scope of this study.  

Design and Data Collection 

This case study was conducted using a blend of data gathering methods including;  

1. Three interview matrices conducted with the students at the beginning, middle 

and end of the year;  

2. Three student focus groups conducted randomly throughout the year as questions 

arose; 
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3. Three teacher focus groups conducted at the beginning, middle and end of the 

year; 

4. Pre- and post-parent surveys conducted online via Google Forms; and  

5. Direct observations by the researcher to capture the lived experiences of the 

students and the teachers in the Flexible Studies program.  

Each of these methods is described below, including a rationale for using them and how 

they were conducted.  

Sample population. September 8th, 2016 was my first day in the classroom. I gave a 

short presentation about my research, goals and why I was interested in using the Flex program 

as a case study. After respectfully conveying how I saw the students as my “co-researchers” and 

what sorts of data collection and activities would occur over the 10 months, the students had time 

to ask me questions. To conclude, consent forms for students and their parents and the Flex 

Studies’ teachers were then handed out. In the end, the total sample population included 34 Flex 

Study students from Reynolds Secondary, the three main Flex Studies educators, and thirteen 

parents of students in the program. All participants signed consent forms; and parents also 

consented on behalf of their children as they were under the age of 19 and are considered part of 

a vulnerable population.  

Interview matrix. The Interview Matrix process was used at the beginning, middle and 

end of the year to check in with students and gain an understanding of how they were feeling 

about their journey in the Flex Studies Program, what aspects of the program has been the most 

meaningful and challenging to them, and how they had seen themselves change over the year 

(See questions in Appendix G). Interview dates were selected in collaboration with the teachers 
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on days when there was no special programming and students were expected to be available. 

Nonetheless, due to students being away or unavailable for a variety of reasons, the number of 

participants varied in each session.  The Interview Matrix approach is thought to be ideal for 

large groups of people as a way to express their own personal views, while engaging the whole 

group in dialogue. Intended to ensure equal “airtime” for all while exploring common ground 

and identifying areas for deeper exploration, this method can guide further discussions. Adapted 

from Tools for Leadership and Learning: Building a Learning Organization (2002), the 

interview matrix, while formally used in a leadership context, has been “known to work well 

with students and offers an engaging way to interview youth and understand their outlook on a 

defined experience or program” (M. McClaren, personal communication, May 25, 2016). The 

first session in September had 28 participants, 19 participated in January, followed by 17 in the 

final session in June. 

Participants were separated into groups of four and had the opportunity to participate as 

both the interviewer and the interviewee over the course of the session. If there was an odd 

number of students, and some groups had an extra participant, the extra participant asked 

questions 1, 2, 3 or 4 alongside the other participant in order for everyone to have the experience 

of interviewing and listening for responses. Each person asked the others one of the four 

questions, writing down the answers they heard, and including their own answers, on the 

interview forms provided (Ormond et al., 2015) (see the question/answer form in Appendix H).  

Participants are actively involved and as the data is gathered collectively, there is no 

personal identifying information associated with responses. The process is designed to be fast 

and has been likened to ‘speed dating’, as each interview round only takes several minutes 
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(Ormond et al., 2015). While gauging the energy in the room allowed me to assess when the 

questions had been answered, on average, participants were given two to two and a half minutes 

per round. Students knew who the “interviewers” and the “interviewees” were each round by the 

accompanying PowerPoint that I provided; in total, there were seven rounds, including 

answering their question themselves (see Appendix I for diagram). The total process takes one to 

two hours and generates a considerable amount of data. 

Once the interview phase concluded, all the participants who asked question one gathered 

together, discussed their data, and found the overall trends and outliers. This practice continued 

for each of the four question groups. Students were supplied flip charts and markers to 

summarize their notes. To ensure inclusion and accuracy, the final phase of the matrix involved 

every participant having the opportunity to review and comment on the major findings for each 

question (Ormond et al., 2015). I supplied each student with eight stickers (stars or dots) and 

asked them to add one or more stickers to the findings they identified with most for each 

question in a kind of ad-hoc rating system. Some students developed their own unofficial rating 

systems by drawing stars or adding numbers to indicate points made with the highest frequency 

and repetition.  

Summarized data from the flip charts and individual interview sheets were collected, 

reviewed and analyzed for themes. I also reread the student’s interview sheets and compared 

what notes they had summarized in groups. In many cases, I felt like important points had been 

left out, despite them being repeated on the interview forms and therefore, I added them to the 

final transcription.  Findings that left me wondering or were contradictory, became prompts for 

further investigation during the student focus groups later on. 
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Student focus groups. Part of the consent forms students were asked to sign, allowed 

them to check off if they were, or were not, interested in participating in a focus group. Of the 34 

students who consented to be part of the research, 16 expressed interest in sharing their 

perspectives through the audio-recorded focus groups. Initially, I was going to randomly select 

four to eight students to participate, but with deeper consideration, I was concerned that a 

“randomly selected” group would not adequately represent the diversity of students within Flex 

Studies.  Of those that expressed interest to participate, ten were female, seven were male, and 

only three were in grade nine. Thus, I decided to let all the Flex students participate and just split 

them up into smaller more manageable groups, to make sure that there was a mix of males and 

females and grade nines and tens in each group. This choice more adequately represented the 

varying personalities within Flex Studies and allowed for a greater range of voices and 

perspectives to be heard and shared. 

 Having facilitated and participated in focus groups prior to my research, I felt 

comfortable with facilitating the procedure and looked forward to informal and honest 

discussions with the students. The focus groups were “semi-structured,” guided by questions, yet 

still maintained a “substantial degree of flexibility” (Robson, 2011, p. 293). For example, I kept 

flexibility within the focus group by seeing where the students took the discussion, adding in 

clarifying questions as needed, and encouraging students to think “deeper” by shifting the way I 

asked questions (e.g. around what they had learned). Focus groups, as oppose to one-on-one 

interviews were selected for this study due to the strength of the group interaction; namely that 

participants were empowered to share their own perspectives and feelings, “while being 

stimulated by others’ thoughts and comments” (Robson, 2011, p. 294).  Furthermore, the focus 
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groups allowed me to explore potentially frustrating or challenging aspects of their day-to-day 

experiences in school; thoughts and feelings that may not be shared with their teachers in the 

same way.  

Common focus group disadvantages such as: needing a limited number of questions, 

group size, personality conflicts and skilled facilitation (Robson, 2011), were not of much 

concern as the groups sizes were small to begin with (usually 5-8 students). Few questions were 

asked but because the focus groups were not my only means of data collection and were solely 

meant to amplify my understanding to get deeper explanations (Robson, 2011), this did not 

concern me. The students had close bonds and respected each other and their differences of 

opinions therefore, personality conflicts were a moot point. And finally, I felt “skilled” enough to 

lead these students as we had begun to form a sense of mutual respect and trust with each other. I 

did sometimes struggle to keep students from talking over one another when they got animated, 

passionate, or frustrated while sharing. To try and resolve this, I would summarize what I had 

heard, and wait for acknowledgement or correction which allowed the group to move forward.  

Three distinct focus group sessions occurred throughout the year, one in early November, 

the second in late November and the final session in June. However, as students were separated 

into small groups each time we met, variances occurred in terms of the numbers of small groups 

due to attendance levels. For example, in one session, I had three smaller groups all being asked 

the same questions while in another, I had only two. 

Focus group discussion questions primarily arose from surprising findings in the 

Interview Matrices that I felt needed further explanation. In addition, the Flex Studies teachers 

provided a handful of questions they were keen to know more about and I developed questions 
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during my observations in the classroom and from reading the literature. A full list of student 

focus group questions can be found in Appendix J. 

All focus groups were less than thirty minutes and averaged about 22 minutes, except for 

the final focus group in June, which was close to one hour! Furthermore, half of the students 

came back (through their own initiative) after the third and final focus group to continue 

discussing what was ‘top of mind’, for another 28 minutes.  Focus groups were held in one of the 

smaller classrooms with the doors closed. Each focus group was audio recorded, but usually one 

student took point form notes to help keep track of the discussion (Robson, 2011). All audio data 

was transcribed and common themes where identified. The point form notes were never used for 

analysis in the end, but were “nice to have” as backup.  

Teacher focus groups.  Apart from inviting me into the classroom and allowing me to 

participate in class, the Flex Studies teachers consented to partaking in three focus groups - at the 

beginning, middle and end of the school year. Focus groups were scheduled by the teachers on 

September 20th, 2016, January 24th, 2017, and June 7th, 2017, on days were all three could 

participate for at least 60 to 90 minutes. Focus groups were conducted in their shared office after 

class.  

Similarly, to the students, focus groups were chosen for the teachers as oppose to one-on-

one interviews so that they could openly share their perspectives while bouncing ideas and 

experiences off of each other. Furthermore, the discussions with the teachers altogether 

“provided checks and balances” (Robson, 2011, p. 294) in a more natural way to their responses, 

allowing me to feel confident that what I was hearing was the true opinion of the teacher team. 

Once again, the typical disadvantages to focus groups did not exist. There were only three 
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teachers, who obviously deeply respected each other, who had all agreed to participate in the 

study to openly discuss and discover ways to improve the program, and who each had a trusting 

relationship with me. In addition, I carefully crafted my questions so they could be compared 

throughout the year to highlight the successes/strengths and challenges/weaknesses within the 

program, and provide an opportunity to deeply and easily reflect within a short timeframe.  

A series of questions were asked pertaining to their goals for the program and what 

resources were needed to conduct an effective program, to what aspects of the program were 

most meaningful, and including what changes they may have noticed in their students. A full list 

of teacher focus group questions can be found in Appendix K. Several questions (e.g. the goals 

of the program) were revisited each time to see what progress had occurred and where 

improvements could be made.  The teachers’ focus groups were intended to give the teachers a 

“check in” as well as an opportunity to discuss what was or was not going as planned. 

Furthermore, it offered a way to compare what kind of learning environment the teachers were 

trying to create and how the students were perceiving it.  

 Each focus group was audio recorded.  In addition, I wrote highlight notes as the 

teachers were talking and reflecting, to remind us what had been said. Notes from the previous 

focus group were brought to subsequent sessions and often used as reminders of what had been 

discussed previously.  Throughout the focus groups, I continually summarized what I had heard, 

allowing the teachers to confirm that I had not misinterpreted the information, to add additional 

insights they may have had or to correct me as needed. The entire recorded discussions were 

transcribed and later analyzed through repeated readings where high-level themes that emerged 

could be identified.   
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As Robson (2011) notes, paying attention to the group dynamic is key; silence may be 

interpreted as an agreement, but it may also be a reticence to disagree. While the teachers were 

not silent on any issue, they often had long pauses prefaced with “hmmm… let me think” or 

some such indicator, which helped me to interpret this as “time to think and reflect before 

speaking.” Nonetheless, pauses (along with laughter, and inside jokes) were noted in the 

transcription too. 

Parental survey. As I did not have direct contact with the parents, but was interested in 

their opinions and understanding of the Flexible Studies Program, I chose to include a short pre-

and post self-completion survey administered online, as a secondary data collection method 

(Robson, 2011).  As noted by Robson, it is critical that the complexity of the questions is kept to 

a minimum, when respondents are expected to answer on their own. I carefully chose and refined 

my questions as the questionnaires were expected to only take 10-15 minutes to complete and the 

questions needed to directly apply to their own and their child’s experience in the Program.  

Parent consent forms were sent home with students asking them to participate in a pre- 

and post-online survey. The consent forms asked for the parent’s email address to send them a 

link to the survey, which was created on Google Forms (see Appendix L for screenshots of 

original survey). One survey per household was asked to be completed; with one parent taking 

on the role individually, or if preferred, parents could collaborate. The survey did not ask for any 

personal information that may link them to their child. However, in a couple instances when the 

parent did refer to their child by name, his or her name was omitted. A number code - their house 

number - was asked for and used a means to correlate and compare pre- and post-surveys. 
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There are noted disadvantages of surveys including: data can be greatly affected by the 

characteristics of the respondent (e.g. knowledge, prior experience, motivation etc.) and 

respondents may not always be completely honest (Robson, 2011). In addition, there are some 

disadvantages to administering a survey online, including: the researcher won’t know if the 

sample of respondents is representative; respondents who misunderstand survey questions may 

not be detected; there may be a low response rate; and respondents may not treat it seriously 

enough (Robson, 2011). Despite the concerns associated with surveys, I thought it was the best 

method to target and reach the parents. I did not need a large number of parent participants and 

made the assumption that only parents with the time, ability, and a keen interest in this type of 

education would make the time to complete it. However, this bias has no bearing on the data 

retrieved from the parents who did participate.  

Surveys also have many advantages, including: the ability to provide a “simple and 

straightforward approach”; the ability to collect large amounts of data in an easy and non-

expensive way; and they allow “anonymity which can encourage frankness” and honesty 

(Robson, 2011, p. 241). The last point was of critical importance, as the survey allowed the 

parents to share authentic feelings and understandings about the program in a way that their 

voices could be heard, their opinions respected, and their insights safely included in the study.  

The first survey asked questions related to the parent’s understanding of a flexible 

learning program and their reasons for wanting their child to be involved. The second survey 

asked questions as to whether their understanding of the program had changed, if they found the 

program to be a meaningful experience for their child and whether they saw any significant 

changes in their child over the course of the program. A final list of survey questions can be 
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found in Appendix M.  Although, Cohen et al. (2000) point out that it is wise to pilot the survey 

questions, I did not do this directly with the Flex parents as there were few participants, a short 

number of questions, and those that agreed to participate were thought to be quite knowledgeable 

with the topic as it directly related to their child and their child’s education. However, prior to 

sending out the survey each question was carefully considered and reviewed by my supervisor.  

Of the seventeen parents that offered to participate and provided an email address, 13 

parents completed the pre-survey sent out in September 2016. Several reminders were emailed 

out (through a blind copy email from the researcher), prior to the closing date. Ten parents 

completed the post survey sent out in June 2017. Similarly, several reminders were sent out via 

blind copy email, prior to the closing date, which ended up being extended by one week.  

Surveys answers were downloaded and were copied and pasted into a word document 

where they were analyzed further for overarching themes and trends. Although, I had a relatively 

low number of parents participate and the voices that were shared may not be entirely 

representative of all the student’s parents, I did not foresee this as a breach of generalizability, as 

the comments I received from parents consistently paralleled points that both the teachers and 

students had made. This extra data source from the parents’ perspective ended up providing an 

excellent means of triangulation.  

Direct observations.  As Robson (2011) eloquently states, “…the actions and behaviours 

of people are a central aspect in virtually all real world research, a natural and obvious technique 

is to watch what they do” (p. 315). Direct observation was used as a supplementary method to 

complement my other data collection methods and more fully integrate me into my co-

researchers’ classroom experience. Unlike covert observation methods (e.g. becoming a 
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“complete participant”), the students knew I was going to be present and clearly understood my 

intentions and what I was doing there hence, I was a “participant-as-observer,” becoming 

integrated into the classroom culture of the participants (Cohen et al, 2000, p. 310).  

Direct observations, what I heard, saw, and noticed in the classroom, along with personal 

notes (insights, hunches, doubts, feelings, reminders of people to connect with, etc.) were kept in 

field notebook. Due to field notes, often being “hastily written by hand,” I took Gillham’s (2010) 

advice and disciplined myself to create summaries each day, transcribing my notes into an 

electronic document in chronological order. These “field notes” were primarily used as a 

reminder of what took place in class that particular day revealing questions that I needed to 

follow up on, and detailed how I felt and what insights I had gained in class. These notes were 

carefully acknowledged because according to Richardson (2000), “they affect what I know and 

how I claim to know” (p. 941). 

As a participant-observer, it was critical to spend a considerable amount of time engaged 

with the students and teachers in the Flexible Studies Program, listening to their concerns, 

experiences and suggestions. And I did so, to the point where students were so accustomed to my 

presence that they carried on as though I wasn’t there (Robson, 2011). It was through watching 

the students go about their day-to-day studies, and interacting with them directly, that allowed 

me to gain further insights in a more holistic way and to see for myself the successes and 

challenges within the Flex Studies Program that they often referred to in the interviews and focus 

groups. Furthermore, this sort of immersion over the long term allowed me to accurately see how 

events within the classroom evolved over time, “catching the dynamics of situations, the people, 
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personalities, contexts, resources, roles, etc.,” rather than solely “relying on [my own] 

inferences” (Cohen et al. 2000, p. 311). 

Early on the teachers invited me to come as often as I wanted. I had full access to be 

present and observe class on days that suited my schedule and interest. The ease of the 

relationship with the teachers and our constant and direct communication was extremely 

beneficial and made my research generally flow with ease.  I was given access to the Flexible 

Studies Google Calendar and often texted or emailed the teachers to check if there was anything 

“exciting” I should be in for. I was particularly interested in participating during field trips and 

community excursions and when guest speakers were present to get a better understanding of 

how diverse the program was, what opportunities were being offered, and to capture how much 

effort the teachers put into setting up these experiences.  The majority of my time, however, was 

spent observing “typical” classroom days, where half the afternoon was scheduled for a lesson 

and the other half was referred to as “Flex time,” where students could choose what they needed 

to work on. In addition, the Friday timetable had shortened classes and often included a student-

led science demo (approximately 5-10 minutes) and/or dedicated “Flex time” to work on inquiry 

projects later in the year.   

Data Analysis 

This next section further explicates how I managed the coding and theming of the data. I 

also discuss how the three perspectives (namely the students, teachers and parents), allowed me 

to more easily crystallize my findings and establish clear themes. Furthermore, I will discuss the 

writing process and the importance of situating myself not only as the researcher, but also 
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intertwined within the research itself, allowing me to be honest, engaged and fully present in my 

work (Richardson, 2000). 

The data analysis of the matrix interviews, focus groups, parent surveys and direct 

observation was not bound by a particular approach to data analysis, rather it was conducted 

subjectively and in a creative way that, “faithfully reflected…what [I] had found” (Gillham, 

2010, p. 25), while honouring the voices and the integrity of the students, teachers and parents. 

Audio recordings of focus groups and data from matrix interviews and parental surveys were 

fully transcribed into a word document and then organized and summarized into point form 

answers to the questions that were posed. In order to begin thematic coding of the data, I would 

read and reread each transcription multiple times, highlighting words in different colours that 

offered up patterns, themes or items of interest (Robson, 2011).  

On the first round of data, initial themes began to appear like “pedagogy,” “resources,” 

“goals,” “successes” and “meaningful aspects” of the program. However, as I collected more 

data during the middle and the end of year and compared transcriptions between each focus 

group, interview and survey, I saw overarching trends emerging revealing the successes and 

challenges of the program. I constantly wondered if I was on the “right” track with picking out 

these subjective patterns. Through diligently reading – not scanning the content –  and 

comparing each data set, I realized that for subjective, qualitative research, the “meaning is in the 

reading” (Richardson, 2000, p. 924) and I was comforted by Richardson’s (2000) advice that 

“there is no such things as getting it right – only getting it” (p. 930).  

Discovering the final overarching themes was an arduous process and required holding 

my work at a distance to clearly see the natural emerging patterns. To accomplish this my 
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supervisor and I worked together, using a flip chart to sketch out all the programs’ successes and 

challenges that had I identified. Closely inspecting the collection of words on the flipchart 

revealed that many of the successes and challenges were in fact two sides of the same coin – with 

a tough balance needing to be struck. This breakthrough in the data highlighted that Flexible 

Studies is a dynamic program that is incredibly successful and innovative, yet has a few 

weaknesses, which lead to frustration among all parties and ought to be improved. I chose to 

organize my findings under the following two categories and their subsections as follows (the 

original themes that I gleaned from the initial data can be found integrated throughout the 

overarching themes): 

What’s Working:  

• It’s more than a classroom, it’s 

a community 

• Learning to take risks 

• Student voice and choice 

• Collaboration 

• Real-world learning 

• Transformative learning  

Striking a Balance: 

• Clear expectations, structure 

and guidelines 

• Timely feedback 

• Goal grades: Creative or 

ineffective? 

• The transition back to Grade 

11 

 

Each data source was constantly reread to ensure that the context of the statements and 

appropriate quotes from all participants were separated into the various “positive” (What’s 

Working?) and “improvement” (Striking a Balance) themes (as above). It was often a struggle to 

choose the “best” quotes due to the depth of information collected as I did not want to leave out 
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any critical statements whether positive or negative. Further, if I was suggesting that the program 

must strike a balance, it was critical that I too remained objective and clearly acknowledged both 

what worked well and where improvements could be made.  

As I investigated, I was surprised and delighted how often the three perspectives – 

students, teachers and parents – coincided. The positives and challenges of the Flexible Studies 

program quickly became evident, and in response recommendations naturally began to surface in 

my mind without much need for “reading between the lines.” Triangulating data in this way 

proved its importance. As Robson (2011) suggests, “any one way of measuring or gathering data 

is likely to have its shortcomings” (p. 87), thus “data triangulation – the use of more than one 

method of data collection – is a valuable and widely used strategy used to enhance the rigour of 

research and increase confidence in the validity of the findings” (p. 158). Comparing data from 

interviews, focus groups, surveys, direct observations, and my personal reflections and insights, 

helped reveal aspects of the program that were highly consistent and I began to better understand 

the Flexible Studies Program from various perspectives.  In triangulation, discrepancies in the 

data can also be revealed but surprisingly there were few divergent opinions and perspectives in 

this study overall.  

As I came to learn from reading Richardson’s, Writing: A Method of Inquiry (2000), that 

different data collections methods that are deployed usually carry the “same domains of 

assumptions” (p.934). Rather, for “postmodernist mixed-genre texts” (p. 934), Richardson, 

proposes that we crystallize, not simply triangulate. It is through the process of crystallization, 

that we move from a “rigid, fixed, two-dimensional object” (p. 934) to something of substance 

with “multidimensionalities” and the ability to see not one truth, but multiple truths depending 
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on what angle we look from. By exploring the Flexible Studies program from three perspectives 

(parents, teachers and students), I viewed the program from various angles such as from those 

heavily involved (myself included) to those standing on the sidelines (community mentors) 

which provided a means to get a “deepened” and “complex” understanding while clearly 

recognizing that “there is always more to know” (p. 934). In this way, I actually mixed 

triangulation with a form of crystallization through depth and complexity.  

From analysis to writing. Beyond collecting the data, one must not only explore it and 

make sense of it, but also be able to “recreate the context and sequence of evidence in a way that 

enables the reader to see and understand the meaning of what is recounted” (Gillham, 2010, p. 

22), therefore, I needed to create an engaging narrative. While this study is not a complete 

ethnography, to help guide my writing and provide a reliable framework, I followed 

Richardson’s (2000) Creative Analytic Practice (CAP), acknowledging that “there is no single 

way – much less one right way – of staging a text” (p. 924). To follow Richardson’s thinking, it 

is through the process of writing, knowledge and understanding is gained because writing is the 

quintessence of knowing. To verify the integrity of information gleaned from the data, CAP 

outlines five criteria for the researcher to consider: 

• Substantive contribution: does it contribute to our understanding of social life?; 

• Aesthetic merit: does this piece succeed aesthetically, does it open up the text, is 

the text expressive, complex?; 

• Reflexivity: how is the author positioned, are they self aware and are they 

accountable for knowing and telling of the people studied?; 

• Impact: How and does this work affect me?;  
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• Expressive of reality: does the work seem true, is it flushed out and embody the 

lived experience? (p. 937) 

As I have already mentioned, I was deeply enmeshed in the Flexible Studies community, 

therefore it was critical to place myself not only as the researcher, but within the research. CAP 

provides an excellent means to do so, as “knowing the self and knowing about the subjects are 

intertwined” (Richardson, 2000, p. 929). Further, by nurturing my own voice and assuming a 

poststructuralist stance, I acknowledged that I was writing from a “particular position at a 

specific time… and could free [myself] from trying to write a single text in which [I] say 

everything at once to everyone” (p. 929). Nonetheless, the case study is not just impressionistic; 

evidence is constantly interwoven, substantiating my claims and moving the narrative of Flexible 

Studies forward (Gillham, 2010).  
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion 

 

 

By the time that the first Matrix Interview occurred (September 23, 2017), I had already 

been in the classroom several times, introduced myself, presented on my planned research, and 

could easily feel the excited-nervous energy in the room at the onset of a new school year. The 

first interview was intended to get a baseline of how the students were feeling, why they chose 

Flex, what excited them and what they were concerned about. Interestingly – and unexpectedly – 

the majority of likes, dislikes, challenges and successes remained virtually the same over the 

course of the year. 

As the same successes and the same challenges came up again and again from each 

research group – the teachers, students and parents – it became clear that in many instances the 

successes and the challenges were in fact opposite sides of the same coin. Flex Studies has been 

Figure 7: The essence of flowering by N. Ewing, 2016. 
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navigating a narrow tightrope: when things were done to the “right” level, it promoted good 

learning and stretched the students, but when pushed too far, students (and often teachers) fell 

into states of frustration, trying to regain their balance.  

My findings and discussion will explore my observations of Flex Studies thriving, 

followed by an examination of which aspects of the program require more balance. To begin, I 

will discuss the true successes of this innovative and creative program and the excellent aspects 

of Flex Studies that all classrooms and education programs should strive for. I will, in turn, 

discuss the reoccurring challenges of how, in a pursuit to provide opportunities for students to 

learn critical life skills, often a loss of structure and guidelines in the program has lead students 

to frustration, angst, and in some cases to lose their motivation. I will comment on how learning 

to find a sustainable balance has the potential to shift Flexible Studies into a model program that 

aligns with Sterling’s (2001) four functions of sustainable education, and offers students the 

opportunity to engage, to become truly invested in their education, and in turn, transform 

themselves. Not least of all, I am hoping that by striking this balance, this model may be taken 

up by more teachers with respect to the “how’s” of the new BC curriculum.  

The insights that I have gained from the experiences, opportunities, and projects I 

witnessed do not always fit neatly into one theme. As the program was flexible, so too was the 

writing of this thesis! There will be some necessary overlap between the themes, and certain 

concepts and ideas will be repeated in order to not only emphasize their importance, but to fully 

and respectfully honour the voices I heard. This paper is not meant to be the “final word” on 

flexible study programs and flexible learning environments, rather, a culmination of the insights 
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that I have gained over a ten-month period working closely with a great group of students and 

amazingly dedicated teachers.  

Please note: To protect the identity of students, teachers and parents, and yet to share 

their story honestly and bring the richness of the program alive, I have decided to show their 

collective voices in the text through the use of colour. Student voices will be represented in green 

(as I associate green with novices, growth and hope); the teachers’ voices will be shown in blue 

(as blue can represent qualities like wisdom, education and guidance, [it is also the Reynolds 

Secondary School’s colour]); and finally, the parents’ voices will be portrayed in orange (as 

orange can signify qualities like safety).  
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What’s Working  

The Flexible Studies Program has continued to evolve over the last 25 years. The current 

model and teacher team has created a flourishing program that offers students a unique 

experience, full of opportunities to learn, grow and transform as individuals. Much success 

comes from two simple, yet integral resources: space and time.  

First, let’s look at space. The Flexible Studies Program makes use of three classrooms on 

the first floor in one wing of the school (called “Flex Alley”). It is critical to have students 

together and multiple rooms to drift between for “Flex time” and to provide separate spaces to 

work on group projects. In addition to Flex Alley, they make use of the courtyard and school 

garden, and spend considerable time off school grounds and within the community.  

Next, it is essential to consider time. Having administrative support to create a timetable 

that allows Flex students and teachers to spend extended time together (e.g. all afternoon, for the 

whole year, for two consecutive years) is precious, and allows for a safe and respectful 

community to form and for many deep relationships to be established. While more funding, more 

Chromebooks, and vibrant furniture that liven up the learning space would always be welcomed, 

beyond the dedicated teachers, space and time continually proved to be the program’s greatest 

existing assets. 

The Flex philosophy is deeply ingrained in the program and is constantly reinforced. 

From day one, students are encouraged to: engage in the process of learning; take risks, learn 

from mistakes; share their voices and make educated choices; develop relationships with the 

community, environment and each other; provide service to others; have an open mind to 

alternative worldviews, beliefs and cultures; and, to inquire about the world around them and, in 
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doing so, follow their passions (The Flexible Studies Program, n.d.). And if students buy into the 

philosophy and allow themselves to “stretch” beyond their current mindsets and worldviews, 

there is a significant amount of transformation that can take place. 

It’s more than a classroom, it’s a community. It is my understanding that a classroom 

is not just a place where students gather and educators teach, a classroom is not a place where 

students are held “captive” until the bell rings, and a classroom is not a place isolated from 

everything outside the institution. As the classroom is where kids typically spend a significant 

amount of their waking hours, I propose a classroom can be more like a community where 

learning, safety, respect and the ability to share perspectives goes hand in hand. John Gatto 

(2002), author of Dumbing Us Down, makes a powerful statement about what a true learning 

community should aspire to do: 

A community is a place in which people face each other over time in all their 

 human  variety: good parts, bad parts and all the rest. Such places promote the 

 highest quality of life possible – lives of engagement and participation. (p. 51) 

The Flexible Studies classroom is a true community. The students and teachers were 

given the time to foster deep relationships and to create a space that was safe. Students coming 

from a range of backgrounds and experiences – some of which they portrayed as negative – 

described the Flex community as “accepting,” “honest,” and “like a family.”  It became apparent 

to me that the strength of this community – like any community – comes from those who put in 

the time and effort to build it.  

I was fortunate to become part of the Flex community and to keenly observe how 

students and teachers actively fostered the respectful community atmosphere. Month to month, I 
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became profoundly aware of how the students were being affected by such an inviting classroom 

environment; they were learning to openly and honestly be themselves and to not only feel 

comfortable, but to accept their individuality.  

The integral elements of a good education are not simply about a “good curriculum,” 

“good equipment,” or even “good teachers,” but to have opportunities to learn lessons in “self-

motivation, perseverance, self-reliance, courage, dignity, love…and service to others” (Gatto, 

2002, p. 19). Creating the opportunities to learn such critical life skills can only be accomplished 

when a safe and respectful space exists. As most youth today rely on the schoolyard or classroom 

as their social hubs where they make friends and engage in the day-to-day lives of their peers, 

feeling secure and having “a sense of belonging” is critical – especially if youth are to 

“appreciate and explore their place in the world” (Peterson et al. 2014, p. 10). 

In the elementary and middle school years, students create “longstanding relationships 

with a single teacher and a small cohort of peers”; high school, however typically offers multi-

classrooms, multiple teachers and hundreds, if not thousands of peers (Toshalis, Nakkula, 2012, 

p. 13). High school students still need to establish “relational connections with teachers,” 

“opportunities for identity experimentation,” “structured time” (p. 13), and opportunities to 

explore and delve into questions. In this way, the Flex community is unique in that it offers a 

much-needed foundation for students to learn, grow and “prepare for adult ways of thinking” (p. 

13). 

In addition to the “basic community,” Flex offers opportunities not typically found in 

conventional schooling. The students appreciate the sense of equality that has been created 

between themselves and the teachers. For instance, one student mentioned that, “calling your 
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teacher by their first name establishes a friendly environment where they welcome you and make 

sure you’re comfortable.” Another commented that, “it's easier to understand and be interested in 

a topic if the teacher is talking to you rather than at you.” Not only is the Flex community 

inviting to those directly involved, it has become a place that others recognize as being special 

and want to join. In particular, the teachers remarked how their Teachers on Call (TOCs) have 

commented on: 

…the real sense of community here, that the relationship of the teachers and 

 students is very unique in their experience, and that Flex is somewhere that they 

 want to be, a model they would like to be teaching.  

Gatto (2002) considers it to be “anti-life” when the typical schooling system forces 

students to sit in “confinement with people of exactly the same age and social class” (p. 24). For 

Flex, this is yet another unique aspect, where students of multi-ages and grades share space, 

actively communicate and collaborate. One grade 10 student recounted how in Flex she is free, 

and encouraged, to interact:  

The other day, I was like ‘I’m gonna go to the grade 9 table’. So, I went and sat in 

 the middle of their table and I made 6 new friends that day. There are not many 

 classes that you have the opportunity to do that ‘cause grade 9s and 10s are not 

 typically together. And when they are, there must be a ‘no judgement zone’, to 

 be able to go up to a group of people and start talking to them. And that is here. 

One day the students remarked that, “everyone who comes into Flex is always awesome. 

We’re not sure how that happens, but we get the best people.” In particular, the Flex teachers set 

the foundation of the space by openly demonstrating how much they care in a continued 



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 64 

 

 

 

relationship between themselves and their students. The students highly respect their teachers 

and acknowledge that “the teachers really want to be here!”. As Palmer (1998) points out, “good 

teaching comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher...join[ing] self and subject and 

students in the fabric of life” (p.10-11).  

I would often want to commend the teachers for speaking to the students as intelligent 

young adults with eager minds. I consistently heard the teachers using powerful statements of 

inclusion, not generalizing across populations, being transparent, and actively making references 

to themselves, their families, and connecting their life’s passions to what they were teaching. 

Modeling this behaviour day-to-day was significant and continually reinforced the culture of the 

Flex community. 

Students continually spoke highly of their teachers, and through their deep relationships, 

the students have come to recognize how fabulous their teacher team has been in leading the 

way. Furthermore, they also acknowledged their teachers’ individual strengths. One teacher is 

respected for being calm, for “their ability to help” and the way they make learning fun. Another 

is esteemed as “the backbone of the program” and is well-respected for making “Flex stronger by 

keeping everything organized and on track.” The third teacher is known for their probing 

questions, encouraging deeper thinking and being “willing to support students with everything 

they do.” Even parents (who only got a small snapshot of the personalities of the teachers), were 

inspired:  

When I think of my kids being in the education system, I want to know that the 

 people who are teaching them are motivated, inspired, and interested in creating a 
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 positive learning environment. I feel pretty confident that the Flex teachers are 

 doing this. 

Amongst the teachers themselves there is a strong and respected community. Working as 

a truly integrated team is unusual within a K-12 setting, where many say it can be one of the 

loneliest professions. In Flex, however, a different story is unfolding. These teachers are walking 

away from the “sage on the stage” model and entering a collaborative relationship that is 

“progressive,” “sparks creativity and innovation” and is a constant source of “professional 

development.”  

The teaching team strengthens and full-heartedly embodies Aristotle's (384 – 322 BC) 

phrase that “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” The teaching team does not just 

influence the teachers personally, it directly correlates to how they can teach effectively. One of 

the most important factors is having “three people for two classes worth of kids,” which provides 

incredible flexibility and allows the teachers to split up their time to work with students, go on 

fieldtrips, foster partnerships, and deal with emerging and administrative issues. The teaching 

team also allowed each educator to take an afternoon of prep time every third week and to ensure 

this happened, they “made each other take it.” In addition to having more time to attend to 

program dynamics, they also had more time for the students. For one teacher, it was meaningful 

to just have the time for thorough “conversations with every single student about their inquiry 

projects” and to get to know their students.  

In face-to-face classroom settings, it is true that teachers “know” their students, but to 

what extent? How many teachers truly connect with each student as an individual, rather than 

lumping the class together as a functioning whole? Due to the flexibility and duration of the 



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 66 

 

 

 

program, the Flex teachers make a significant effort to connect with each individual student, 

learning about (and accepting) their struggles, backgrounds, beliefs, desires, and deep interests. 

In this way, the teachers have “the ability to translate what [they] see (and discover) and turn it 

back around for the students, reflecting and igniting their brilliance” (Leighton, 2006, p. 303). 

Through knowing their students, they can teach more effectively, ultimately helping their 

students to know themselves. As Palmer (1998) concludes, students who undergo 

transformations are blessed to have been taught by courageous teachers, those that have “the 

courage to teach from the most truthful places in the landscape of self and world, the courage to 

invite students to discover, explore, and inhabit those places in living of their own lives” (p. 

183). 

Learning to take risks. From the start, the Flex teachers acknowledged that flexible 

learning environments are different in both expectations and classroom culture, which leads 

students to undertake a steep learning curve in order for them to be successful and to find the 

deeper meaning of the program. One of the difficulties for the teachers is to compare and 

contrast their program with others mainly because programs that consider themselves to be 

progressively flexible may not explicitly identify in that way. However, one such program does 

exist in the BC interior and in April 2017, one of the teachers visited this Flex-like program and 

was thrilled to see so many similar successes and challenges. Upon his return, he continued to 

emphasize to the students that the risks they have taken help to create – and continue to evolve – 

a thriving and successful program. The students were commended as being “‘trailblazers’: 

willing to be different, try something new, and trust the process.” As the second semester 

continued, the idea of taking risks and allowing themselves to become vulnerable, as a means to 
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grow, was highlighted. Furthermore, it became clear that the teachers were also taking risks and 

that the philosophy of the Flex program engages students at a “whole-person” level, whether 

they recognize it or not.   

“Teaching from the wisdom of a whole person perspective includes the body, mind, 

heart, and soul” (Leighton, 2014, p. 312). Whole-person learning is central to sustainable 

education, emphasizing not just the process, but also the quality of learning; seen as “essentially 

creative, reflexive and participative” (Sterling, 2001, p. 61). Through the shift towards whole 

person learning, a valuing of space and time, creativity and imagination are encouraged (Sterling, 

2001), while “presence rather than mere attendance” is key (Leighton, 2014, p.3). 

Dr. Brené Brown, author of Daring Greatly (2012), eloquently acknowledges that:  

…vulnerability is the core, the heart, the centre of meaningful human 

 experiences…What we know matters, but who we are matters more. Being, 

 rather than knowing, requires showing up and letting ourselves be seen. It 

 requires us to dare greatly, to be vulnerable.  (p.16) 

The philosophy of the Flex Studies program and its culture allows the students to feel 

free to open up, be vulnerable, and thus, “dare greatly.” In addition to gaining academic 

knowledge, the students are learning to “be” more themselves. As the teachers said during a 

focus group,  

Flex is much bigger than prescribed learning outcomes (PLO's); we are trying to 

 create a certain environment. That is what the whole program is about: creating an 

 environment for students to learn about themselves, to engage in the world, build 
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 relationships, learn how to learn, find passions, and contribute to their 

 community…the philosophical priority is developing the whole person.  

The teachers go on to note that “PLO’s can be picked up anywhere and anytime”: 

however, true development is found in the student themselves; their own person, their place in 

the world and how they interact with others.  

K-12 schools rarely produce “experts” in any one field, but rather “strive to move 

students closer to expertise,” enabling them to create a diverse toolbox of strategies to “develop 

further on their own” (Kintsch, 2009, p. 230). This too is true for BC’s New Curriculum, as the 

core competencies are intended to “foster deeper, more transferable learning” (Government of 

British Columbia, 2017b, para. 19) and to assist students in developing critical skills for “life 

beyond school” (Kintsch, 2009, para. 8). In short, it is critical that schools offer students creative, 

innovative and experiential ways to learn how to learn, empowering them to contribute to the 

greater good as a global citizen. It is imperative that schools go beyond the “passive assimilation 

of facts and cultural traditions” (Nussbaum, 2010, p. 18), and in a sense, mechanically pump out 

cookie-cutter-like graduates. Rather, it is necessary to actively include creative thinking and deep 

reflection of the humanities, giving students the opportunity to understand a “wide range of 

cultures, groups and nations” (p. 10), and be empathetic to diverse “human experiences” (p.7). In 

doing so, students will become problem solvers, more “competent and thoughtfully critical in a 

complex world” (p.18). Nonetheless, thinking and acting globally, starts with the individual.  

What is it that allows a student to open up and dare to act responsibly for a better world? 

Parker Palmer (1998), author of The Courage to Teach, powerfully states what a true classroom 

should aspire to do: 
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If a space is to support learning, it must invite students to find their authentic 

 voices, whether or not they speak in ways approved by others. Learning does not 

 happen when students are unable to express their ideas, emotions, confusions, 

 ignorance and prejudices. In fact, only when people can speak their minds does 

 education have a chance to happen. (p. 75) 

The teachers noted that “just giving them space every day for a long period of time, they 

feel like they can be themselves and be safe and not be judged by their teachers.” But they also 

recognized that “true growth happens when you have the right balance of risk and security.” 

Further, the teachers acknowledged that there is a “difference between a 14 and a 16-year-old,” 

but that it comes down to “empowerment and having the opportunity to take risks and be put into 

a situation where they’re taking safe risks.”  

Responses from students were consistent. Many stated that the “connection with the 

teachers” was the greatest strength of Flex, as it “helped them feel comfortable to share and 

made it easier to learn.” Students not only noticed, but appreciated the mix of risk and security as 

illustrated by findings in the matrix interviews: “teachers don’t hold your hand and spoon feed 

you, but are there when you need them.” If teachers are to be guides, then “[t]eachers themselves 

need to be immersed in meaning-making, and share meaning-giving ideas and illuminations with 

each other and their students” (Leighton, 2014, p.3). For “real learning does not happen until 

students are brought into relationship with the teacher, with each other and with the subject” 

(Palmer, 1998, p. xvi). 

In speaking with a teacher from a Flex-like program in the BC interior, safety in the 

classroom as perceived by the students, was a critical factor in their abilities to “dare greatly” 
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and to learn. Through their time in class, the students and teachers create a learning community, 

where students feel they can articulate what they are thinking and feeling honestly, can move on 

from mistakes without judgement, and begin to discover their sense of self.  Approximately one 

third of their students “step in, say ‘yes,’ and can do it well,” another third “take a while to 

adjust,” and the last third after multiple years in the program have begun to establish their 

“critical thinking skills, can trust [the] adults [in the room] and feel safe to explore and learn” 

(M. Sasges, personal communications, May 17, 2017).  

The ability to “dare greatly” in a supportive environment was echoed by a Flex student 

who asked the teachers for a chance to stretch herself by volunteering to take a lead role during a 

public celebration for Flexible Studies’ for the national Ken Spencer Award (for which they 

received an honourable mention). The teachers recounted: “She was like, ‘oh, I've never MC’ed 

anything before and I'm scared of talking in front of people, can I be the MC?’”. The teacher 

replied “Yeah, absolutely.” In a later conversation the same teacher added, “I think there's the 

risk and the support to provide many opportunities” within this program. The support of the Flex 

community is essential for the students to feel empowered to try new things; as Palmer (1998) 

powerfully remarks: “We grow by private trial and error, to be sure - but our willingness to try 

and fail as individuals is severely limited when we are not supported by a community that 

encourages such risks” (p. 144). 

As I interacted with the students, discussed their projects, listened to the guest speakers, 

and witnessed that feeling of empowered-energy within the room during the Ken Spencer Award 

Ceremony, I began to recognize how important “risk taking” was for the success of Flexible 

Studies. The teachers were taking incredible risks by stepping outside the textbook and 
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traditional classroom model to more fully realize the new curriculum through meaningful 

experiences. I further noticed the students stretching beyond their comfort zones and going 

outside the mold to try something exciting, scary and new. Not to mention parents taking a risk 

by enrolling their child in an innovative program and trusting that they would be supported and 

succeed. I came to learn that in risk, there is incredible learning and growth. This powerful 

message was constantly mirrored back to me; as I watched the students embrace their projects, 

struggle with certain concepts, and step into the unknown, I felt a sense of comradery as my 

entire thesis project was a risk for me as well.   

The teachers firmly acknowledged their own balancing act: “we have the security of 

having each other's backs, we have the security of building those relationships with students and 

then taking the risks of trying something new.” They all agreed on “being ok with the messy - 

the messiness of learning,” pointing out that, “we have to be okay if something doesn't work 

because we're trying new things all the time.” Through Palmer’s (1998) rich career as an 

educator he explains that, “teaching is a daily exercise in vulnerability…taking place at the 

dangerous interaction of personal and public life” (p. 17). For example, some of the major risk 

taking comes from partnerships, and asking community members and mentors from outside the 

school to participate. The teachers explained that partners from outside are of “paramount 

importance and allow you to become more recognized in community. And it’s real.” But the 

stakes are higher, as teachers are not only “willing to take risks, but are willing to work more 

than typical” educators to ensure the partnerships are solid despite the kinds of difficulties that 

often come with relationships of this nature. The teachers gracefully rise to the challenge by 
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stating: “I don’t think we can avoid the messiness. That’s where we get some of the richest work 

done.” 

Brené Brown (2012), describes that hope is plan B; that hope is learned, and that “hope is 

a combination of setting goals, having the tenacity and perseverance to pursue them and believe 

in our own abilities” (p. 240).  C.R. Synder, emphasizes that in order for children to learn 

hopefulness, they need “relationships that are characterized by boundaries, consistency, and 

support” (as cited by Brown, 2012, p. 240). An education system that provides opportunities for 

students to try and fail with support is critical. The final pages in Brown’s book (2012) ring true 

for Flexible Studies, and in many ways, embodies much of the philosophy: 

Raising children who are hopeful and who have the courage to be vulnerable 

 means stepping back and letting them experience disappointment, deal with 

 conflict, learn how to assert themselves, and have the opportunity to fail. If we’re 

 always following our children into the arena, hushing critics and ensuring their 

 victory, they’ll never learn that they have the ability to dare greatly on their own. 

 (p. 240) 

In the final matrix interview, the students confirmed how they had changed through Flex. 

Students commented that they “became more self-reliant,” “came out of their comfort zone,” 

“became more comfortable with who they were,” “developed emotional maturity,” and “became 

more independent.” Studying the top-ranking students in the world, journalist Amanda Ripley 

(2013), found similar traits where students reported they “knew what it felt like to grapple with 

complex ideas,” “think outside their comfort zone,” understand “the value of persistence” and 

“knew what it felt like to fail, work harder and do better” (p.192). In short, these high achieving 
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students “were prepared for the modern world” (Ripley, 2013, p. 192).  However, a high 

academic standing is quite different than being emotionally prepared to overcome significant life 

challenges. C. R. Synder suggests that, “children with high levels of hopefulness have experience 

with adversity. They have been given the opportunity to struggle and in doing so they learn how 

to believe in themselves” (as cited by Brown, 2012, p. 240). 

Due to the Flexible Studies philosophy to provide a safe community, encourage students 

to take risks, and support them in opening up and facing their vulnerabilities, the students have 

learned incredible life lessons that will enable them to continue, “daring greatly.” As they step 

into adulthood with this experience and into careers within a world that requires self-actualized 

citizens who need to have the ability to think critically, take appropriate risks, accept challenges, 

and bring their emotional maturity, they will be more adequately prepared to deal with the 

complexities of today’s world issues.  

Student voice and choice. As “student-centered learning is to promote active, self-

directed and life-long learners” (Mascolo, 2009, p. 10), this type of learning environment 

typically offers a “higher degree of autonomy” (p. 10), encouraging student voice and choice. 

Student voice can be understood as “expression,” “performance,” or “co-constructing” the 

learning environment, and most importantly, it allows students to develop a sense of “agency,” 

and become positioned as the “agents of change” (Toshalis, Nakkula, 2012, p.23). Further, 

student voice is “profoundly student centered” as “it begins and ends with the thoughts, feelings, 

visions and actions of the students themselves” (p.23).  

Inviting students to share, voice opinions and state perspectives within the classroom is 

vital. Yet the level to which teachers, school administrators and school districts actively consider 
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student voice is spread across a spectrum. On the one side, when students are provided with 

informal opportunities to publicly share their perspectives (e.g. through art, theatre, petitions, 

etc.), the students’ voices are but merely personal “expressions” if their perspectives are not 

incorporated or implemented in a substantive way (Toshalis, Nakkula, 2012). On the opposite 

end of the spectrum, students are considered “consultants” when their opinions are invited and 

subjective feedback is actively considered and perhaps integrated into formal decision making. 

 In a study conducted by Rudduck and Demetriou (2003), students were invited to be 

consultants, and were asked what they wanted their schools to be like. Unanimously students 

wanted to talk, to share their experiences of school and to have their account be “taken seriously” 

(p. 278). Being able to share and be heard led to students having “a stronger sense of 

membership,” “a stronger sense of respect and self-worth,” “a stronger sense of self-as-learner,” 

and “a stronger sense of agency” (p.278). 

Flex students recognized that they had “opportunities that most students don’t have in 

‘normal school’,” such as, “learning in fun and unique ways” and being able to “follow their 

passions.” For smaller projects – particularly in Humanities – students had a significant amount 

of choice in how they created their project and demonstrated their learning. For many, this 

process of voice and choice allowed them to be more “motivated” and “become passionate about 

learning”; two statements that suggest Flex Studies is living up to its philosophy. And two 

statements any teacher and parent would be thrilled to hear!  

Students were thrilled at “being able to complete projects the way they chose.” When 

they got an assignment, rather than being told to simply write an essay for completion, they had a 

choice to draw a picture, create a poem, or write a song to demonstrate what learning had 



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 75 

 

 

 

accrued for them. The students “got lots of creative freedom” and enjoyed “having a connection 

to their work”; a connection to their schoolwork that I posit to be both personal and heart 

oriented.  

While everyone enjoyed having a choice, students used this opportunity differently. 

Several students, particularly those who “hate essays,” appreciated the option of doing something 

artistic as they felt that they could “express themselves more through artwork.” Parents seemed 

to also agree and opted for their children to be in Flex so that they could “utilize their creativity.” 

For some, essays were considered “awful,” especially for one student who self-identified as 

dyslexic and was discouraged by how long it took her to write. Another student embraced the 

opportunities of Flex Studies as the perfect place to expand her horizons, gain new skills, and try 

new things in a safe place. For her, she could write easily, think logically and articulate herself 

well on the page; artistically, however, she did not feel as competent. In one focus group, she 

confidently stated: “I am taking a break from the logical and structured way that I think and am 

trying to be more artistic. I am trying new things, like blackout poetry.” For yet another student, 

the ability to choose his projects was more of a way for him to see what he liked or didn’t like; “I 

don't like doing stuff like drawing and poems, but I get to experience stuff like that and learn that 

I didn't like it.” Thus, allowing him to concentrate on further developing his skills in a medium 

he prefers. 

This ties in nicely with Carol Dweck, author of Mindset: A New Psychology of Success 

(2006) work on mindsets. Dweck’s research has led to the understanding of two different 

mindsets. Someone with a fixed mindset, is said to believe that their “qualities are carved in 

stone…creating an urgency to prove [themselves] over and over” (p. 6). On the other hand, those 
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with a growth mindset believe that their basic qualities can be cultivated through “effort”, 

“strategies” and “help from others” (Dweck, 2006, p. 7). In short, although people may differ in 

their initial “talents and aptitude,” “interests” and “temperaments,” people with a growth mindset 

trust that they can “change and grow through application and experience” (p. 7).  

Many of the Flex students were already growth-oriented or were being encouraged to 

develop such a mindset. For the one student who was interested enough to try writing in a more 

creative way (despite the challenge), her growth mindset allowed for a possibility where 

“challenge and interest went hand in hand” (Dweck, 2006, p. 23). Further, students with a growth 

mindset do not need to accomplish their goal instantly or have “immediate perfection,” because 

for them it’s about “learning something over time: confronting a challenge and making progress” 

(p. 24). And finally, just like the student who tried drawing and poetry anyway, “students with a 

growth mindset” don’t stop trying, rather it is a “time of opportunity,” “a time to learn new 

subjects” (p. 59), a time to discover what they like, and in effect, even imagine their future 

vocation. 

Offering students considerable voice and choice, expression and self-determination is not 

only meant to “elevate academic achievement,” but to “immerse students into the possibilities of 

their own minds” (Toshalis, Nakkula, 2012, p. 29). Being immersed and “captured by one’s 

work…can be life-altering for adolescents in search of meaning, identity, and trajectories toward 

fulfilling adulthood” (p.29). This is further explored by renowned educator Sir Ken Robinson 

(2009), author of The Element: How Finding Your Passion Changes Everything, who believes 

that finding your ‘Element’7 – the intersection between “the things we love to do and the things 

                                                 
7 To further emphasizes the importance of this, Robinson (2009) continually refers to “Element” using a capital “e”. 
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we are good at” (p. xiii) – is essential to one’s “wellbeing and ultimate success” (Robinson, 

2009, p.8). Due to the fact that we are in school for a significant portion of our young life, it 

would follow that through the education system students should have ample opportunities to 

develop their “natural abilities and enable [them] to make [their] way in the world” (p. 16) and to 

build a toolbox of skills that allow them to live purposeful and meaningful lives. Unfortunately, 

however many high school graduates leave “unsure of their real talents and not knowing what 

direction to take next” (p. 225), a truth that punctuates the typical education systems’ lackluster 

approach to the student as self.  

Even a decade ago when I graduated high school, I don’t recall being encouraged to 

follow my passions or having been given opportunities to explore my true self as a means to 

identify my ‘Element’. Rather, my grades in various classes were correlated to possible career 

opportunities and were suggested to me as “good” options, but a career in education and outreach 

was never proposed. Years later, pursuing a career I enjoy, I now have a “sense of freedom and 

authenticity,” feeling “centred in [my] true sense of self” (Robinson, 2009, p.90); the ultimate 

goal in my opinion, of great education. 

It is imperative that programs like Flexibles Studies continue to offer their students 

choices in how they move through and experience their education, needing freedom to voice how 

they learn and what they learn.  Exploring all aspects of self, intimately experiencing the world, 

and “discovering where [their] own true strengths lie” (Robinson, 2009, p. 51), students will be 

better able to track their proclivities and passions towards future work. If they reach their 

‘Element’ at an early age it “turns possible underachievers into happy warriors” (Dr. Samuelson, 

as cited by Robinson, 2009, p. 7), as students are “being who [they] are meant to be” (p. 90).  
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Collaboration. Important aspects of socializing, being in community and excelling in 

one’s chosen vocation is effective to being able to collaborate with partners and work in team 

settings. Another Flex Studies attribute is the overt focus on collaboration both inside and 

outside the classroom. While there are many opportunities for students to collaborate with one 

another on projects, perhaps an even greater benefit to the program are the community 

partnerships that the teachers help foster in order to provide alternative opinions and 

perspectives, “real-life” vocational examples, and possible mentors for students.  

The students like that they are given the “opportunity to collaborate with people” outside 

the school, and believe that this “aspect is one of the most beneficial parts of Flex.” In addition, 

they also enjoyed working alongside their classmates, and commented on being encouraged to 

discuss and share ideas, as “it is not seen as cheating, but rather collaborating.” Further, despite 

the large maturity difference between grades 9 and 10, the teachers noticed a big change this year 

from previous years;  

It's a group of students working this year, not separated into grade nines and tens. 

 When watching them work on labs or activities we’re seeing how much more 

 accomplished the grade 10s are and using their skills to help the nines. 

Thus, not only is Flex encouraging collaboration, but there is a natural gravitation for 

peer-to-peer mentorship as well. While there “will always be a place for personal study,” 

interacting with teachers, peers, the community, and those from older generations is critical – 

because it is well known that good “learning depends on the interactions with others” (OECD, 

2017, p. 23).  



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 79 

 

 

 

As with any project involving a team, the sharing of tasks can be challenging and requires 

skills to navigate conflicts, create balance and continue moving forward. Many students worried 

about and struggled with being the most “dedicated group member.” Although parents realized 

that in most groups, there was always someone who did less or ignored the rules, they found it 

challenging to “watch their kid work hard on their part of the project.” For at least one parent, it 

was a “lesson in frustration more than anything.” Due to the way the survey was conducted it 

was unclear whether it was the parent or the child who was frustrated which shows that not 

everyone sees collaborative work as easy.  

According to authors of the OECD Handbook for Innovative Learning Environments 

(2017), co-operative learning is not just about “letting young people talk and share tasks,” it is 

much more than that and when done well has “robust effects” (p. 23). More often than not, 

collaboration can be viewed as providing a valuable learning opportunity for deep skill 

development especially because teamwork will never cease to exist. Other parents described how 

their kids were thriving in teams and appreciated the benefits of collaborative learning, which 

were thought to “provide students with an opportunity to strengthen their ability to listen to and 

work with others to foster critical thinking and develop grit.”  

In addition to teamwork in the classroom, students really appreciated and recognized the 

benefits of collaborating with others in the community and being exposed to the ideas of “people 

they had never really spoken to.” I observed the teachers working incredibly hard to foster 

relationships with individuals from the community. From scholars and artists, to farmers and 

Indigenous Elders, the range of input from outside the classroom was remarkable. I was awed by 

the teachers’ commitment to create genuine experiences and opportunities for their students to 
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learn, grow and be exposed to alternate perspectives. Through the many diverse transformational 

opportunities (e.g. being invited to the University of Victoria’s scholarly Ethnoecology 

Symposium, or environmental fieldtrips to the Southern Gulf Islands), students appeared to 

become deeply engaged. For example, in listening to the students debrief their experience at the 

Ethnoecology Symposium, I could feel the powerful energy in the room; the students were quiet, 

respectful of the content being discussed, and keenly listened to every word being shared. Being 

invited into such meaningful discussions, appeared to have shifted them to become more eager to 

learn and be involved, and to experience the various cultural practices they had heard about first 

hand. 

While the new BC Curriculum (2015) acknowledges how “learning can often be enriched 

through collaborations involving members of the community” (p. 7), it does not suggest that true 

collaborations and genuine learning experiences also require forming meaningful relationships 

with community members. A true collaboration takes time to foster, a skill at which the Flexible 

Studies teachers were wonderful and from which the students benefited from. The Ministry 

document further states that, “teachers are encouraged to incorporate these experiences into their 

students’ learning when possible and appropriate” (p. 7). I believe that relationships are at the 

core of meaningful collaborations and authentic learning and despite varying degrees of 

resources available that making and taking the time for this to occur must move beyond what is 

easy to fit in where “appropriate.” Prioritizing relationships allows for an unparalleled beneficial 

return on investment for all involved.  

The teachers all agreed that one of the huge successes of Flex is the creation of a “real 

true community of learning.” From student teachers, to community mentors, to even me – the 
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researcher – we all “became part of the learning environment, by sharing and participating.” 

Through gathering diverse and committed allies, the teachers recounted the well-known phrase 

of, “it takes a village to raise a child” ...as they believed they were creating a “village”!  

According to the OECD (2017), Flex Studies is on the right track, as “creating wider 

partnerships should be a constant endeavour for the 21st century learning environment” (p. 44). 

Furthermore, they note that not only can partners be a great source of knowledge, they “promote 

horizontal connectedness,” “influence the pedagogical core” and “are an ‘invest[ment]’ in the 

social, intellectual and professional capital of which a thriving learning organization depends” (p. 

44). 

The Flexible Studies teachers also strengthen “the village” by passing on their knowledge 

through a collaboration with the University of Victoria’s Teacher Education Program where they 

are providing examples to in-service teachers showing them: 

…an alternative of what teaching really can be. The next generation of 

 teachers is not just getting the same old view of what they can do; they get 

 to experience a team situation and explore how they want to possibly teach 

 and run their classes in the future. 

Real-world learning. Over eighty years ago education theorist, John Dewey (1938), 

opened the discussion of “old” and “new” schools; he posited that the world needed to begin 

thinking of education as “socially situated,” “real” and “experiential.” Today, we are still 

navigating these terms and are still – slowly – moving towards “new” or “progressive” schools.  

All schools, traditional or progressive, always have had students undergo a set of 

experiences. While this is true, education and experience cannot be equated.  There are many 
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experiences that are of “defective and wrong character” (Dewey, 1938, p. 27), which can lead 

students to disconnect from further experience. Thus, “everything depends on the quality of the 

experience which is had” (p. 27). Dewey knew that choosing a quality experience by the teacher 

could be challenging, as the chosen experience must be one that will engage the student in the 

activity at the time and promote future experiences as also being desirable.  

Flexible Studies is a progressive program, that bringing much of Dewey’s insights to life, 

both within and outside of the classroom. As I have already mentioned, one of the most 

significant assets to the Flex Studies program is having time; time to not only create the beautiful 

classroom culture that exists, but time to deeply explore concepts, create meaningful experiences 

and help students make connections. Rather than just getting through the curriculum, the teachers 

explained that “having the time, takes the pressure off and allows them to focus on the real 

positive learning experiences.” One critical piece is: 

…moving away from facts and fact memorization; we are putting it together and 

 showing the connections. However, it takes time to gather the knowledge pieces, 

 understand them, connect them, and synthesize them. 

An example of understanding, connecting and synthesizing knowledge occurred through 

a science term project in first semester – creating a magazine. This project was also 

interdisciplinary as it was “driven by biology, but used English as a platform to deliver what they 

had learned.” Students were expected to write articles and editorials to demonstrate their 

knowledge in science by making connections from the content to “create their own opinions and 

express them.”  The teachers watched as the students formed connections between “genetics,” 

“diseases,” “DNA,” and “the consequences to personal health.” In talking with the students as 
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they built and designed their magazine, the teachers sincerely felt that through this unique project 

“they were getting the deeper concepts” because the connections “made it real.” 

One parent wanted her kids to “not just enjoy school, but to love learning - to ask the 

deeper questions and become invested global citizens.” A goal the teachers have too. From 

“inquiry projects,” to “bringing in guest speakers” to “going on field trips,” the teachers are 

actively exposing their students to a wide spectrum of ideas, people and vocations to help them 

discover their own interests and passions. And the students are getting it. They constantly spoke 

about how they love “learning through real experience, rather than textbooks,” contributing to 

and learning in the “community, rather than memorizing facts,” “becoming more aware of world 

issues through projects and guest speakers.” The students’ eyes, ears, hearts and minds had been 

opened. A welcomed outcome for Sterling (2001), who argues that until teaching occurs in a way 

that “sustains the ‘whole person’ – spirit, heart, heads and hands” (p. 12) – education will 

continue to be less focused on the sustainability of the environment, the planet, and future 

livelihoods.  

Throughout the year, the students had opportunities to experience real-world learning in 

many different ways. Guest speakers from universities, local First Nations, and from distant 

lands, shared their stories, their histories, their struggles and interests with the students. An artist-

in-residence (a grant that Flex Studies received from Artists in the Classroom8), shared her gift of 

spoken word and beliefs of poetry as a form of resistance to open the students’ minds and 

                                                 
8 Artists in the Classroom (AIC) – is a grant (from $3500 -10,000) which brings professional artists into BC classrooms 

for rich learning experiences. Learn more at artstarts.com.  
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process their feelings. This experience was the catalyst for the students to create a raw, real and 

honest classroom zine9. One student said, “this project helped her grieve.”  

For millennia humankind has sought out the arts (e.g. poetry, music, drama, etc.) to 

“uncover meaning and to fight back with the most powerful gift: to be human” (St. Thomas & 

Johnson, 2007, p. 13). Yet, it is only when trust is built that students “dare to enter the more 

creative possibility of releasing stories, affect, images, and play more openly with whom they are 

and what they have experienced” (p. 37). Through the freedom to reflect and openly express 

themselves students may find a deeper connection to their present self and gain an elevated 

understanding of their future potential (St. Thomas & Johnson, 2007). Perhaps this was an 

example of Dewey’s call for more genuine experiences. By linking her personal life with this 

unique learning opportunity, this student’s future may be positively impacted through her ability 

to adequately express herself, make sense of her own difficulties, and move through them in a 

healthy and empowered way in order to move forward.  

Partnerships with places such as, the BC Legislature and OUR Ecovillage, were a 

showcase of “real-world” vocations and offered students a new perspective through tours, 

presentations and hands-on activities (e.g. participating in a mock parliament; making yogurt and 

butter; etc.). The experiences I witnessed were endless, deeply inspiring to the students, and 

often left me to reflect about my own high school experience in comparison. I can’t help but 

wonder where I would be if I had a high school experience like this, immersed in the flexible, 

student-centred program? Would I be further along in my career? Would I have taken a different 

                                                 
9 Zine – short for magazine, a zine is typically a collection of short stories, poems, song lyrics, pictures or other self-

published works of art created by one or a small group of people, with the intention is to raise awareness of issues key 

to authors heart. Zines are usually photocopied in small batches and are not intended to make a profit, but rather show 

self-expression.  
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route and fallen in love with astrophysics because I had a mentor who inspired me in a subject 

that I currently do not understand? Would I have developed an interest in sports or become more 

proficient in music? While I ruminated on these questions for weeks (if not months), I 

recognized that I will never know the answer.  Even though it was hard for the students (at 14, 

15, or 16 years of age) to imagine themselves 5, 10, or 20 years down the road, I constantly 

encouraged them to envision where they would be and what they would be doing. I am confident 

that in due time they will reflect back and recognize the phenomenal opportunities Flex 

presented them with and be grateful for the genuine experiences they had. 

One of the most impactful partnerships was with a humble and kind sʔéləxʷ (a 

Lekwungen term meaning “old one” and in this case, preferred over the term, “Elder”) from the 

Songhees Nation. The students “listened and honoured the experiences and memories shared”; 

showing their respect for the tragedies that occurred throughout Canada’s history and offered a 

willingness to have “deep conversations about reconciliation.” The students established a deep 

trust with — and from — the sʔéləxʷ. Through conversations, students began to understand and 

“connect to the story being told”; new knowledge opened up opportunities for reconciliation 

practices that inspired many of the students’ inquiry project topics.  

The raw, deep, and heartfelt conversations I observed in this instance led me to think 

about students as active participants in these types of conversations. I congratulate the students 

(and teachers) for rising to the occasion and opening the doors for real and powerful discussions 

regarding so many ugly truths. It was impactful for me to witness these discussions and language 

being used, to see the motions of reconciliation occurring in youth - open hearts, open minds. I 

am convinced that we cannot keep sheltering youth from the hard truths – from the challenges 
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we face from global climate change to Canada’s ugly and racist history. These discussions must 

include youth front and centre, as they will soon be the problem-solvers, innovators and creators 

of the “new” story. 

With the idea that genuine experiences will help the student cope both with current and 

future issues, one may assume that “progressive schools can to a large extent ignore the past” 

(Dewey, 1938, p. 77). In this case, as “the nature of issues today cannot be understood save we 

know how they came about” (Dewey, 1938, p. 77), the example above perfectly illustrates how 

past, present and future need to all connect in order for the students to fully understand the 

gravity of the situation, especially because today’s youth are at the centre of dictating a new path 

forward and becoming instrumental in the process of reconciliation with First Nations. This 

intergenerational and cross-cultural experience was the epitome of real-world learning. Students 

were deeply impacted as they were inspired to choose projects that truly began the process of 

reconciliation from past tragedies through to the restoration of the land, as they learned from the 

sʔéləxʷ that the land and the people are one.  

The BC Ministry of Education (2015) has sought to include the voices “of Aboriginal 

people in all aspects of the education system…ensuring that Aboriginal content is part of the 

learning journey for all students, and ensuring that the best information guides the work” (p.7). 

Asking a teacher to include information about Indigenous cultures in a culturally-sensitive way 

can be very different than developing a long lasting and meaningful relationship with a local 

Elder. I have witnessed teachers left scrambling for resources, fearful of accidentally 

disrespecting Indigenous peoples and Elders being over taxed with too many requests to come 

and present.  
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Unlike many high school classes that often ask students for “meaning-lite” assignments 

(e.g. poster, diorama, etc.), the Flex Studies teachers dedicated significant amounts of class time 

to project-based learning via student-chosen inquiry projects. Larmer and Mergendoller (2010), 

believe that “well-designed and well-implemented project-based learning is meaningful” when 

the “student perceives the work as personally meaningful” and the “project fulfills an educational 

purpose” (p. 34). They go on to note seven essential principles that must be addressed for 

problem-based projects to be meaningful to students:  

1. A need to know: the reason for learning relevant material becomes clear;  

2. A driving question: captures the heart of the project in clear, compelling language, 

which gives students a sense of purpose and challenge;  

3. Student voice and choice: the key aspect for making the project individually 

meaningful;  

4. 21st century Skills: provide opportunities to build such 21st century skills as 

collaboration, communication, and critical thinking;  

5. Inquiry and innovation: where the classroom culture values questioning, 

hypothesizing, and an openness to new ideas and perspectives;  

6. Feedback and revision: emphasizes that creating high-quality products and 

performances is an important purpose of the endeavour; and  

7. A publicly presented product: when students present their work to a real audience, 

they care more about its quality (p. 35-37). 

The inquiry projects provided a phenomenal way for real-world learning to occur. Dewey 

(2009) viewed “education [as] life,” within which life includes three aspects: “scientific,” “art 
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and culture,” and “communication” (p.38). He goes on to note that the true “progress is not in the 

succession of studies but in the development of new attitudes towards, and new interests in, 

experience” (p. 38).  

The inquiry project ideas were “real, not contrived, and evolved organically,” due to the 

teachers “intentionally seeding ideas and letting them grow.” The teachers, with tremendous 

effort, would help find places and people to connect students with in order for them to be 

successful with their projects and gain that real experience. Some projects were larger than 

others and “some students were at different progress levels,” but it’s the journey and the learning 

process, “not a flashy and perfect finished product” that counts for this program. And for the 

teachers, it was reward enough and extra meaningful to see the “number of kids that were 

connected enough that they wanted to continue exploring and learn more from it.”   

Inquiry projects covered all four themes (oceans and climate change, Indigenous ways of 

knowing and being, food security, and policy) and ranged from learning about the cultural 

significance of the Camas Lily to local First Nations, to investigating the impacts of underwater 

noise pollution on marine mammals, to exploring school policy for students with head injuries, 

etc. (a list of projects can be found in Appendix N). The projects blossomed from many 

directions, but were primarily sparked from classroom partners and speakers. Each project was 

impactful in its own way and the students were inspired by “the changes their peers had made.”  

One project, evolved from a group of young men learning to garden in the courtyard with 

community partners, to then visiting public forums with their mentors, to eventually developing 

a Memorandum of Understanding with the School District for more garden programs to be 
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established. This resulted in a huge shift in their thinking and a win for these students from the 

BC Green Games10.  

Another group, calling themselves the “Flexedibles” spent their time learning food 

reskilling – such as how to make butter and yogurt – and created YouTube videos documenting 

the process. They may continue next year, and not only want to continue refining their food 

preparation skills, but hope to sell their products at the market, making enough to donate their 

goods to those less fortunate.  

The “Ocean Plastic Group,” or the “Garbage Patch Kids,” continued their project from 

the year before by taking their knowledge and disgust of plastic pollution into middle schools. 

Close to 3500 students heard their presentation, including how Flex gave them this remarkable 

opportunity to follow their interest. They connected with ocean advocates across BC and had 

newspaper articles written about them. They hope to continue moving forward on this project by 

installing recycling programs in schools.  

I was thrilled to see the “ripple effect” of education; how the transfer of knowledge was 

continuing and in effect, students were becoming teachers. Not least of all, I was closest to these 

students as I had mentored them the year before and was immensely proud of their determination 

and independence, and how they all took risks, overcame challenges and proceeded with their 

goals to raise awareness of this important topic within the community. I was honoured to see 

what I had shared with the Ocean Group (and their own research) was being repackaged with 

their enthusiasm and shared with youth younger than themselves. Through their voice they had 

                                                 
10 The BC Green Games are hosted by Science World to promote place-based environmental education. BC teachers 

and students are encouraged to create “green” focused projects and share their story digitally via a photo essay or a 

short video. Extensive prizes from class adventures to $2500 can be won. For a further description of the contest, rules 

and to view previous winners, please visit the website: https://www.bcgreengames.ca/  

https://www.bcgreengames.ca/
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embodied their own agency, wholeheartedly living up to Nelson Mandela’s (1918 - 2013) 

famous words: “education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world” 

Perhaps one of the most profound “real world learners” that I have run across in my 

research is Logan LaPlante, a youth working towards becoming happy by adopting a new 

mindset about his schooling, the hacker mindset. In his 2013 TEDx Talk, Hackschooling Makes 

Me Happy, LaPlante explains that he doesn’t use any particular curriculum or anyone’s 

approach, rather he “hacks” his education by taking advantage of experiences and opportunities 

within his community and through his extended network. With happiness, health and creativity 

as his priorities, he creates a unique way to embrace his self-directed education, learning through 

his interests and passions (e.g. skiing). To emphasize that learning can occur in many forms, 

LaPlante reflects on one of his realizations: “I realize that once you're motivated to learn 

something, you can get a lot done in a short amount of time and on your own.” 

While Logan Laplante may be thought of as a model for “progressive education + +,” it is 

true that hack schooling could be practiced anywhere. If Dewey’s claim that experiences need to 

be genuine and enticing enough for future learning, then focusing on personal interests, and what 

makes one happy while actively fostering community relationships, sounds like a fabulous way 

for students to become invested in their own education. Although never expressed this way, I 

think that the Flexible Studies Program’s dedication to student voice and choice, partnerships, 

fostering community, and experiential learning lends itself to “hack schooling,” at least in its 

essence.  

As one student impactfully stated; “learning through experience and having fun with the 

people and all the connections that we have made, is the strongest aspect of Flex.” Like a 
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microcosm of the real world, the Flex classroom has masterfully created a learning environment 

where genuine experiences, powerful connections, and life skills are at the base of all lessons. 

This compelling philosophy – and the people that are invited to collaborate –highlight the 

dynamic world beyond school and influences students to find their calling, their Element.  

Transformative learning. When one is a part of a program such as Flexible Studies, it is 

hard not to change. The very essence of being in a room full of unique individuals is bound to 

cause some amount of transformation. When courageous teachers “invite students to discover, 

explore, and inhabit those places in the living of their own lives” (Palmer, 1998, p. 183), share in 

profound experiences and begin to make connections from the classroom to the world, 

transformation into a whole-person learner starts to occur. The extensive changes occurring from 

within the students, were numerous and observable in profound ways.  

While students often sought grades as a means of motivation, for many “there was a shift 

towards not worrying about grades,” which made the teachers feel that their students were truly 

“learning for learning.” Teachers also noticed students “lowering their anxieties,” “taking more 

risks,” changing their “outlook” and their ability to be open to new ideas, and showing “comfort 

in being in the classroom, and expressing themselves and who they are.” From the perspective of 

sustaining the program and as a means to reflect on their own journey, the teachers were 

absolutely thrilled that some students took it upon themselves to “present and share with others 

about their experience in Flex” - a true testament to their transformation.  

Although parents were not a part of the day-to-day classroom experience, the 

transformations that took place in Flex were also observed at home. Parents noticed their 

children being more “confident,” “more aware of their education goals,” and “more 
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conscientious as a community member and citizen, attuned to the larger issues in our 

community.” With these changes in confidence and “being more engaged as a learner” brought 

up again and again, one parent simply concluded that her daughter is “happy and loves school, 

and it really can't be any better than that!” One parent recognized that her child had “really 

grown as a person this year.” From “focusing more on her learning than marks,” to smoothly 

taking on the “personal responsibility of the program” to “broadening her horizons by the depth 

and breadth of class discussions,” the parent was thrilled that her daughter “has been excited 

about her learning, in a way that had not been seen in a very long time.”  

While, it is fabulous that the learning that took place was observable by both teachers and 

parents, there is something even more powerful when students can notice transformations within 

themselves. This is emphasized by Gatto (2002), who describes that a big part of education is 

being able to “discover meaning for yourself as well as discovering satisfying purpose for 

yourself” (p. 62). Through the Matrix Interviews the students acknowledged personal changes 

like:  

“increased awareness about environmental and social issues,” “becoming more 

 confident,” “becoming a more engaged learner,” “becoming more independent,” 

 “learning how to deal with personal issues,” “developing time-management  

 skills,” “becoming more self-reliant,” “coming out of comfort zones,” and 

 “developing effective learning strategies.”  

Upon further reflection in the focus groups, the students shared more. One student shared 

how he learned how to “connect with people”; that it has become easier to talk with others and to 

share “different ideas and different ways to learn.” Another student “learned how to learn on her 



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 93 

 

 

 

own”; specifically learning how to feel comfortable public speaking due to an opportunity that 

arose through her inquiry project. This young woman was able to seize the opportunity available, 

try something new and grow. Another student also said they learned how to “teach them self,” 

but with a profound understanding of a growth-mindset, because now “they know they can do 

anything.” And, yet another student, may have learned one of the most important lessons of all - 

a lesson that most adults struggle with - “to ask for help and realize when you need help.” The 

ability to be self-aware, allow oneself to be vulnerable, to take a risk, and truly ask for help takes 

courage and is an incredibly important skill to gain at such a young age.  

The personal changes, lessons learned, and skills gained in a mere 10 months were 

tremendous. Yet, as another young woman rightly pointed out, she struggled to adequately tease 

apart what Flex had taught her and how she might be growing and maturing naturally outside of 

class. Between friends, family, travel, work and a myriad of other factors, students are constantly 

being influenced and growing in response. As Flex does not occur in isolation of the rest of their 

lives, I was unable to determine a direct causal relationship between students participating in 

Flex and the deep personal transformations that occurred. Nonetheless, after some reflection she 

stated, “I am definitely aware that I am becoming more knowledgeable, about how to be a 

human, like how to get in touch with people and how to talk.”    

 Looking back at Sterling’s (2001) four functions of education: socialization, vocational, 

liberal and transformative (p. 25), I noticed how the students’ perceptions of their 

transformations throughout the Flexible Studies Program matched up with what Sterling believes 

should be incorporated into all education. From the socialization perspective, students clearly 

noted that they learned how to talk and communicate better with others. They also participated in 
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and created a respectful community and classroom culture, acknowledging the diversity within 

the room. Collaborating with others outside the classroom, as was discussed, was critically 

important to the students and offered opportunities for new, culturally diverse and personal 

perspectives to be shared.  

While the more “important” transformations were at a deeper more-personal level and 

less explicitly “vocational,” the partnerships and thorough student inquiry projects offered many 

experiences to gain insights into several professions or occupations. Students trying their hands 

at gardening, policy development, cooking, restoration, and teaching, began to see what sort of 

tasks and skills were needed and helped them develop their interests and passions. As Sterling 

(2001) notes, the socialization and vocational function are common in current education settings, 

but do not, on their own, provide a sustainable education. Rather it is the addition of the liberal 

and transformative functions that are needed so that education can become mutually “informing 

and enhancing” (p.26).  

Throughout the Flexible Studies Program, students had many opportunities to develop 

their potential – the liberal function as described by Sterling (2001). Critical life skills ranging 

from developing growth mindsets and self-awareness to learning how to ask for help and manage 

their time, were developed to varying degrees within the student body. Beginning to understand 

that they were self-reliant, independent and uniquely individual, allowed many students to 

become acutely aware of their unlimited potential.  

And finally, the transformative function (Sterling, 2001) was embedded within the 

program from its onset, because the very experience of participating in Flex Studies and 

engaging in the opportunities presented couldn’t help but elicit change. Through deep reflections 
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about the state of the world, environmental conditions, and the dynamic and emotional stories 

from guests, most students came to have new outlooks, new perspectives and new appreciations 

for the world around them. The inquiry projects were a testament to how these individuals may 

engage in the world with more curiosity and critical thinking while taking on challenging tasks 

that may produce results for a fairer and better world as they find and make their way.  

When I think of learning, I do not think of “2 + 2 = 4” or how to appropriately use an 

adverb in a sentence, to me – especially through this research experience – education is so much 

more. I believe it is about determining connections, becoming inspired, establishing deep skills 

that will last a lifetime, and most importantly, learning who you are as an individual. Thinking 

about transformations and the meaning of education, I reflected on the impactful words of Gatto 

(2002): 

Whatever education is, it should make you a unique individual, not a conformist; 

 it should furnish you with an original spirit with which to tackle big challenges; it 

 should allow you to find values which will be your road map through life; it 

 should make you spiritually rich, a person who loves whatever you are doing, 

 wherever you are, whomever you are with; it should teach you what is important: 

 how to live and how to die (p. 67-68). 
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Figure 8: Flex students touring the BC Parliament by N. Ewing, 2016. 
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Needing to Strike the Balance 

Perhaps the sunset that paints a colourful backdrop across the evening sky, or the delicate 

wings of a dragonfly that defines the intricate beauty of nature can be called “perfect,” but for 

virtually all things in life, there is room for improvement. As laid out in the last chapter the 

Flexible Studies Program is fabulous in so many ways, yet it too has aspects that can be refined.  

The questions that I raise below and the suggestions that I give are derivative of what I 

observed and heard. I was like an extra set of eyes, being able to take a bird’s eye view from a 

distance that allowed me to recognize issues that perhaps those more deeply involved could not 

see. While, many alternative programs do not have the opportunity to receive a critique through 

such a case study, it is through a considerable investment of my time and energy in respect of 

this program that led me to these findings. I not only want to see Flexible Studies continue to get 

funded, grow and thrive, I want to see other students across the province – across the country – 

be afforded similar opportunities. Therefore, I must be objective and critical regarding 

improvements that could be made in order to make the program stronger and scalable.  

To this point Flexible Studies has been constantly growing and changing – and continues 

to evolve. Parents can see the potential for improvement; students commented how this year was 

better than last, but see where meaningful changes could be made; and teachers struggle to 

balance their mandate with being a “school within a school,” and trying to fit a flexible program 

into a very traditional system.  

Please keep in mind that Flex was not formed overnight, nor was there any one set of 

directions on how to implement this program and typically, truly innovative programs can take 

time to create. Further, one teacher positively pointed out that, ‘the challenges identified stem 
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from their successes and because we’re successful new challenges are posed.” This kind of 

attitude is of course the perfect mindset for further growth and innovation to occur in response to 

needs.  

Clear expectations and guidelines. Constructivist learning theory was thought to be first 

suggested in the 18th century by Giambattista Vico (Tobias & Duffy, 2009) and centuries later 

researchers are still engaged in rich debate over its place in today’s classroom. “The central idea 

of the theory is that meaning must be constructed” (Kintsch, 2009, p.234) suggesting that 

knowledge is actively co-created with the learner, not passively absorbed. Through the 

constructivist lens, educators tend not to “lose the bigger picture of education,” as they are 

oriented to critically “important values, including overall student growth, interest and agency” 

(Schwartz, Lindgren & Lewis, 2009, p. 37). Constructivism has become an umbrella term, 

lumping together “discovery,” “problem-based,” “experiential,” and “inquiry-based” learning 

(Kintsch, 2009, p.223) and with most teaching methods typically associated with less guidance 

than more traditional explicit instruction.  

Much of the controversy around constructivist theory is around the amount of guidance 

that is provided. While some believe that learning styles such as guided inquiry provide “too 

little guidance to support learning effectively,” others argue they are “superior,” offering enough 

support for students to achieve a “greater depth of understanding” (Wise & O’Niell, 2009, p. 82). 

Kintsch (2009), suggests that, “the nature of the material,” “background of the learner,” as well 

as “the stage of learning,” all contribute to what level of guidance is optimal (p.235). Further, he 

goes on to argue that, “the level of guidance should support the goal of keeping the learner 

focused on the topic of interest and actively engaged” (p.235). Joyce, Weil and Calhoun (2009), 
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suggest that an “optimal mismatch” must be established; a learning environment that pushes 

students to “better performance by working just slightly above their development level” (p. 15). 

Thus, there must be a balance that is struck between pushing students into some discomfort to 

“develop powerful strategies for learning” (Joyce, Weil and Calhoun, 2009, p. 15) and pushing 

too far so that students become overwhelmed and disengage. 

Due to the real-world and experiential nature of constructivist learning environments, it 

would follow that learning would not stop after a student leaves the classroom. Rather, with the 

eventual goal to create “self-guided learners” (Kintsch, 2009, p.233), students need to be taught 

how to “construct knowledge that is neither limited to concrete situations nor completely 

decontextualized, but rather linked to abstract, generalizable features of situations” (Kintsch, 

2009, p. 231) and real life. Not only do students need to “reorganize knowledge as they 

proceed...they come with knowledge and inevitably have to rebuild it” (Joyce, Weil, & Calhoun, 

2009, p. 20). As students “become continuously more aware of how they learn” (p. 20) and 

create their own learning strategies, constructivist theory emphasizes that, “how a learner knows 

is more valuable than what a learner knows” (Honebein, 1996, p. 22) in the end. 

Hill (2006), explains that a key aspect of “flexibility in learning is the recognition of 

differences,” including: “differences in what we want to learn, when we need to learn it, where 

we need to access the resources that will enable us to learn, why we want to learn, and how we 

like to learn” (p.189). By “recognizing that learners have individual needs and require varying 

degrees of flexibility to meet these needs” (p. 189), it is the teachers’, or guides’, role to attend to 

and mitigate these differences. In order to meet individual needs, Hill (2006) suggests that 
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“some, if not all, of the decisions should be open for discussion,” in a form of negotiation (p. 

190.). 

Negotiation can take many forms, including students and teachers actively and openly 

discussing the “what, where, when, why and how they learn” (Hill, 2006, p. 191). It is through 

these sorts of choices that are provided that begin to create an air of flexibility. However, with 

freedom and flexibility comes the added task of increased responsibility, in which learners are 

heavily relied upon to “create their own plan,” “start conversations,” seek out resources, “ask for 

assistance,” and engage in “proactive behaviours” (Hill, 2006, p. 192-193).  

Creating a respectful learning environment that pushes students to gain some 

independence without dangling them off a cliff, is a tough balance to strike. The teachers were 

clear about their goals for their students in that they wanted students to “set meaning goal grades 

that provided ‘stretch’ in the right amount,” to “be engaged in the process of learning,” to 

“articulate what they have learned and be proud of it,” to “be excited to talk about the 

program.”  The teachers did not want to mark students on the final answer, but rather assess the 

students on their “thinking process.” The teachers agreed that they did not want the regurgitation 

of facts and worksheets, but instead opted to allow students to have freedom to “follow their 

interests” in hope that the students would be encouraged by their own “growth mindset.” The 

teacher team preferred to think of themselves as “coaches to facilitate skill development” and to 

allow themselves to be flexible and adaptable they were “intentionally working with the new 

curriculum” without being strictly “beholden to the content.”  

Along with what might be referred to some as lofty goals, the teachers deeply recognized 

that they were “asking students to shift.” The primary shift they were seeking was students 
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moving away from memorizing facts to becoming more responsible, engaging with the process 

of learning, and beginning to develop their whole selves. The teachers empathically stated:  

…and that sounds so easy, but it is so challenging when you have experienced 

 things in a certain way. And now have to change. [It is] much more about being 

 an active learner, rather than a passive learner. It takes energy...and for most of 

 them that is not the norm. 

The very nature of Flex is to be flexible in the constructivist sense but how much 

structure should there be? Everyone – students to working professionals to CEOs – need some 

boundaries and guidelines to work within. As the year went on, I felt a rising frustration from the 

students for what was perceived as a lack of structure and a rising concern from the teachers that 

perhaps fewer self-directed skills were being actively demonstrated by some students. 

The first issue that presented itself was when students said that they would have liked 

“examples of work.” Many times, they expressed frustration that there were not enough 

guidelines in order for them to complete their projects efficiently. One student said, “the projects 

are supposed to be more open, but sometimes it’s like too open. There is like zero criteria on 

what to do. I like having some guidelines.” Having more guidelines for specific projects was not 

the only place some students sought out more structure. Although many were intrigued with the 

idea of “freedom” in September, throughout the year many students called for clear 

“expectations on how their time in Flex was to be used,” as some students felt that “Flex time 

was mostly empty.” Other students commented that not having clear expectations for how their 

time was to be spent and the idea of “soft deadlines,” often led them to “get off track” and lose 
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motivation for certain projects. One student felt that is was “easy to procrastinate” and that there 

did not seem to be consequences for such behaviour.   

Another issue that presented itself was that projects referenced at the beginning of the 

year were often forgotten about over the long term if not reinforced by the teachers as part of the 

requirements for completion. One student, confirmed this by saying, “my only problem is that I 

feel at times I struggle to remember what I have to work on.”  

 The students were told about their inquiry projects from the start and knew they had the 

entire year to work on them. Partly due to unguided Flex time and not having long term projects 

constantly brought up again and again by their teachers, students admitted that; “we just always 

did the things that come up first, we never did the inquiries.” In the focus groups, they agreed 

that more structure was needed and that “having a time where you have to do the inquiry” and 

having “a little bit more guided flexible time to work on specific things” would have been 

helpful. Later in the year, however, teachers did put Fridays aside for dedicated inquiry project 

time. I suspect much of the issue there however, was that not every group had dedicated mentors 

for the inquiry projects, or mentors that could regularly attend on those days.  

In addition to more guided Flex time, several students also mentioned that some classes, 

or specific workshops, such as sessions on grammar, were offered to them as “optional.” Despite 

multiple students asking for concrete lessons, they recalled that, “only four students showed up!” 

While offering this type of flexibility and personal responsibility is good in theory, comments 

indicated that a significant number of Flex students clearly wanted some boundaries to be not 

only established, but re-enforced. One high achieving and self-motivated student even stated; 
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“and the workshops were optional! The teachers shouldn't give us that option, they should be like 

‘go do grammar style class’.”  

As I pondered this predicament and the underlying principals of constructivist learning 

theory, I could not help but raise the following questions, further emphasizing the challenging 

balance to be struck. Are the teachers exemplifying enough guidance by offering the extra 

tutorials, or should they be “forcing” their students to attend? If the tutorials were not optional, I 

wonder how many students would request their right for freedom and flexibility and wish them 

to be “optional.” In situations like this, how often should these critical decisions be left up to 

students, if the teachers know they would benefit from the help?  

As much as the majority of the students started out enjoying the idea of being able to 

extend project deadlines, many just didn’t have the personal motivation to get projects in on 

time. The grade 10s recalled the previous year’s inquiry projects done in collaboration with the 

Royal BC Museum. The final event that year was to have a public showcase of the fabulous 

exhibits that were made. With close to 300 people in attendance, the students had to take 

ownership and have their projects complete. One student recounted, “when it was down at the 

museum, I think it was a bit better because people relied on us to get the stuff done, by the due 

date.” Another student also liked having some pressure. As an athlete, she was not only used to 

having pressure, deadlines, and expectations, but this constantly motivated her to keep striving 

for her own personal best. The absence of consequences and deadlines was a struggle for her:  

…with the pressure from dance it makes me really want to do well; so, coming to 

 school and not having so much pressure in Flex, I feel like I am not doing it to the 

 best of my ability. 
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The trifecta of motivation, engagement and student voice, allows students to “make sense 

of their world,” employing agency to “act in a desired direction or toward desired goals” 

(Toshalis and Nakkula, 2012, p. 2). Motivation can take many forms and be present at many 

levels; from prior experiences the student had in school, to what they believe their abilities to be, 

to their level of self-determination. Thus, motivating students is uniquely individual and teachers 

are required a balance the ideals of “knowing them,” understanding their prior experiences, 

“customizing approaches,” and “being both supportive and demanding” (p. 12).  

Using Toshalis and Nakkula’s (2012) definition of engagement: “the range of activities a 

learner employs to generate - sometimes consciously, other times unconsciously - the interest, 

focus, and attention required to build new knowledge or skills” it might be said that students 

become engaged “when they move from being motivated to actively learning” (p. 16). 

Engagement also does not just come in one form, rather it can be represented, academically, 

behaviourally, cognitively, and psychologically (Toshalis, Nakkula, 2012). Given positive 

feedback, the more engaged a student is, the more rewards, recognition and/or satisfaction she 

received, which in turn continues to further her engagement.  

To provide students with the kind of conditions where they can generate a sense of their 

own agency requires the opportunity for their voice to be shared. Motivation and engagement 

tend to raise and lead to agency the more that teachers provide opportunities for students to 

actively voice their choices, have some control, and collaborate openly (Toshalis, Nakkula, 

2012). Thus, “without motivation, there is no push to learn; without engagement, there is no way 

to learn; and without voice, there is no authenticity in the learning” (p.33). 
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It became clear that students were crying out for boundaries to be set by the teachers. 

They wanted to have voice and choice in how to create their projects and demonstrate their 

learning, but at the same time craved more structure. Rather than being given the gift of freedom, 

I came to believe that many students were often left feeling unguided and unsure how to proceed 

on certain tasks. With few consequences for late work, students did not need to feel accountable 

and were often less motivated. One top student pointed out her frustration 

I think that the flexible part of it has gone too far in some parts. Like there is the 

 lack of structure. I think that if it was more like regular school, a little bit, with 

 lessons and designated time for different subjects. But then they would still have 

 the same principles, where they could adapt to your situation. It would work so 

 much better for everybody, rather than just the people that can motivate 

 themselves.  

However, finding a balanced structure for the program that is both adequately open 

ended, but contained enough, is challenging. For one teacher, his biggest challenge was 

“unproductive time,” which was typically observed in the free Flex time, a space where students 

are requesting more guidance. The teachers continued to unpack why “a lot of students are 

choosing to be unproductive during class time.” Insights included; many “come with so many 

issues related to why they are not productive,” others may be using Flex to “tend to their 

foundational needs of Maslow's hierarchy, and are getting through it,” while others use any 

additional class time once their main work is complete to get some much needed “down time” 

amongst the busyness of school, work and extracurricular activities.  
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While the first two insights are commonly referred to in the literature and are discussed 

below, the third suggestion is interesting and highlights a significant change in amount that 

students are engaged with outside of class time, since the teachers themselves where in grade 

school. As one teacher began to unpack this, reoccurring event, she reflected that the need for 

students to have downtime is “a relatively new thing, as opposed to when I was in school. I don’t 

think I was involved in nearly as many things as kids are today.” She further recounted what 

some of the students had told her about their evening routines and parents’ demands, “I’m going 

to do my homework at home because my parents are going to make me do something anyways; 

this is my opportunity to connect with my friends.” Perhaps it is not the students or their attitudes 

that are needing to change, but rather the parents’ perception of the necessity or not of assigning 

homework within a progressive learning environment. During focus groups, the students 

suggested several times that “if you get homework it’s your own fault.” They maturely 

acknowledged that if they managed and used their time wisely, then the majority of their projects 

could be completed in class.  

Students came from a variety of backgrounds and have had a plethora of diverse 

experiences. Therefore, no two students were exactly alike. This means that teachers must 

understand each one of them individually and “discover as best they can the causes for 

recalcitrant attitudes” (Dewey, 1938, p. 56). Unfortunately, past schooling experiences may leave 

the students “victims of injurious conditions,” causing them to become “passive and unduly 

docile that they fail to contribute” (p.56). 

 In 1943, Maslow discussed the theory of human motivation, highlighting that whatever 

is lacking in one’s life – from food to safety to love – will be actively sought out above anything 
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else. For example, it is suggested that a child “needs an organized world rather than an 

unorganized and unstructured one” (Maslow, 2013, p. 5) in order to feel safe. If a child comes 

from a disturbed home, where their safety is in question, the child will desire safety above all 

else. From an education perspective, students who have not adequately had their basic needs met, 

will be unable to learn and unable to focus at a “higher social and self-respect level” (Thomas, 

2013, p. 28) required for progressive learning environments. Thus, creating a classroom culture 

that offers support and safety for students to begin understanding and working toward self-

esteem and self-actualization is critical. Although, basic needs are not met overnight, the 

“classroom can become a safe harbour” (p. 28) and consistently provide “positive opportunities,” 

allowing students to recognize their safety and begin finding ways to fulfill their own needs, 

enabling them to actively engage. And it can be differently timed for each individual student as 

to when they reach a place of being able to fully engage and feel met.   

When the goal is to help students succeed, but also develop life skills, how far do you 

push them? How much help do you give? When do you step in, rather then let them try, fail, and 

dare greatly? For example, when it comes to “downtime” in class – when students are truly 

finished their assignments – what should they do? In a perfect setting is it “the interplay of 

getting them to that spot when they are finished everything, but use that time for something 

interesting, like programming or using the 3D printer.” It becomes an intricate balance as the 

teachers do not want to “cover more and more stuff,” as some are “legitimately taking time to do 

a quality job,” others “just need a bit more time,” or there is the fear that some will get further 

and further behind. The teachers are constantly encouraging students to “develop that mindset of 

expanding their horizons when everything is done early.” However, the teachers accurately 
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acknowledged that, “a lot of that is a growth and maturity piece that they can work at 

encouraging, but can't make happen.” 

While the teachers are trying to create a fully integrated model and to instil responsibility, 

I am not convinced that all of the students at this age have the foresight, the motivation, or the 

self-discipline to fully invest and manage their own learning. This was also emphasized by a 

parent who noticed that, “There have been some growing pains in the last year,” but thought that 

the “Flex program staff are taking lessons learned from last year, acknowledging that there needs 

to be a transition from structured school situations to the Flex model.” A high achieving student 

further highlighted the idea of student accountability; “kids aren't responsible enough to do all of 

that for that amount of time, like keeping everything on track.”   

As the idea of student responsibility came up, I could not help but contemplate whether 

some students’ lack of responsibility was due to pure laziness or that they simply just needed 

more opportunities to practice. As I mulled this over and continued to observe the dynamics 

playing out the classroom, I came to believe that for students coming from a conventional school 

setting where they were dependent on the teacher and were told what to do and how to do it, 

entering a self-directed classroom is a massive shift in perception (as the teachers mentioned 

above). Like starting anything new (i.e. from a musical instrument to judo to a new way of 

thinking and being), it takes practice – lots of practice. I got the sense that students were still 

needing to engage in this learning process – through the various opportunities presented in Flex – 

to continually practice taking responsibility, being accountable for their actions and directing 

their own learning. 
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This process however does not happen overnight and some students may still not perfect 

these skills even after years of participating in the programs. Offering students opportunities to 

practice and develop these critical life skills take effort, time, and patience on behalf of both the 

teachers and the students. Yet, within flexible learning environments the onus at some point must 

shifts towards to the student, and this is when their self-regulation skills are brought to the 

forefront.  

Echoing constructivist theory where students build and generate their own knowledge, 

self-regulation explores what students do to generate and sustain their engagement” (Toshalis, 

Nakkula, 2012, p. 18) as active learning requires time, dedication and hard work. Once students 

decide to learn, they “muster the necessary techniques to keep at it until progress has been made” 

(p. 19); they become “capable of monitoring the effectiveness of their learning strategies and 

reacting to what they notice by changing their behavior” (p. 18). Self-regulation “does not arise 

spontaneously from within the developing individual” (Mascolo, 2009, p. 11), rather it is learned 

and develops in tandem through healthy “relationships with active, guiding and authoritative 

adults” (p. 11). Like so many aspects of flexible learning environments, the facilitators must 

model desired behaviours and provide adequate learning opportunities for students to develop 

their capacity to self-regulate. 

In a co-created space where there is a transfer of responsibility from teacher to student 

finding the right balance is a constant challenge with dozens of students with unique needs, 

learning strategies and interests. As the facilitators model and teach desired behaviours they 

constantly encourage students to emulate what they observe. As students are the “primary 
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architects of their learning” (Mascolo, 2009, p. 4) they must begin to take on more and more 

responsibility and becoming truly accountable for their learning and their future. 

Doll (2009), describes how the four R’s – “richness,” “recursion,” “relations,” and 

“rigour” – are the backbone of progressive and transformative programs (p. 268). In particular, 

Doll proposes that the richness of a curriculum comes from the right amount of “chaos,” 

“indeterminacy,” and “inefficiency” to be “provocatively generative, without loosing form or 

shape” (p. 268). By having both problems and possibility imbued throughout the curriculum it 

will not only be rich, but also have a sense of being real. As Flexible Studies continues to explore 

where the “right” balance of classroom structure, student freedom and teacher delegation may 

lay, the learning experience offered is certainly real and illustrates the competing challenges of 

the outside world.  

It was obvious that the students need some clear boundaries and instructive guidelines, 

but also wanted the Flex philosophy to be maintained. Discussions with both students and 

teachers lead to meaningful suggestions for improvement. Simple changes that add in just 

enough structure to increase motivation and accountability have the potential to take away a lot 

of frustration on both sides. The dilemma is front and centre; as one teacher put it: “on the one 

side I want to continue to give them space to meet their own learning needs throughout the day, 

but I also don't want to be in a position where I'm teaching them procrastination skills.” 

Furthermore, with 50 plus students, one teacher asked, “how do you better identify kids needs to 

address them earlier so they get what they need to be successful without forcing everybody into 

the same old mold?” 
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Similar to constructivist theory, learning environments are said to be more effective when 

“they are sensitive to individual differences” and constantly push each learner “up to and just 

above their own perceived limits of what they are capable of doing” (OECD, 2017, p. 25). By 

providing some structure students will understand what needs to be done, and when, but also 

give them enough room to explore, experiment and grow through actively choosing how to 

accomplish the task and how “deeply” to go into it. Balancing the curriculum with skills in self-

management is needed. Perhaps, it is not about telling students what to do, but rather asking 

them the “right questions to remind of what they need to do and why” (Thomas, 2013, p. 70). 

Often students need to deeply “understand and internalize the ‘why’” (p. 70), before tackling 

such work and taking responsibility through to completion. 

In addition to clearer project criteria and Flex time being more guided, many students 

also suggested that more immediate and direct feedback tied to a more concrete schedule would 

be helpful. While, a schedule sounds rather rigid, many of the students agreed that moving back 

to this structure, (like in the previous years) would be beneficial and help provide the necessary 

boundaries they were seeking:  

Something that I really like last year was we had the schedule - we had this thing 

 on this day. For example, one of our blocks was math or science and then another 

 block was humanities. Having a schedule, rather than just coming and seeing what 

 is happening...and that way you kind of work on every project a little bit...and you 

 don't forget, because every Tuesday/Thursday is, ‘I have to work on this’. I think 

 everyone liked that too. 
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In response to this, towards the end of the year the Flex teachers implemented a “Flex 

time agreement sheet,” as a means to plan out how the students would spend their final days and 

hours finishing their work. One teacher, noticed this worked well and commented that:  

I like what we did by giving them the Flex time agreement. I think I would like to 

 start doing that at the beginning of the year and maybe bring it back as a reminder 

 throughout the year. 

 The teachers also suggested having more “planning sheets that come out periodically,” 

recognizing that “some people will use it more effectively than others, but for those people that 

need it, it'll be there. And if it becomes a regular thing then they get used to that and it helps 

them plan better.” Planning sheets, Flex agreements, or dedicated time to reflect will help 

students acknowledge where they are at and gauge how far they have come and how far they still 

have to go. Taking time to stop and reflect is how students “make meaning of what [they’ve] 

experienced” and this allows them to “connect new information and skills to existing 

knowledge” as they learn (Thomas, 2013, p. 84). Furthermore, Thomas (2013) notes:  

Reflection is a bridge connecting one experience to another; a comma, providing 

 a pause in which to think and questions; and a mirror in which to view personal 

 and group behaviors. It is the linchpin in the learning process (p. 84). 

Given all of the moving parts in a flexible learning environment where the human self is 

central, it is always going to leave us with more questions than answers. This teacher adequately 

expresses this when she asks, “Are we helping them develop into their best selves? Their best 

selves - not our version of their best selves?” 

 



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 113 

 

 

 

Timely feedback. The sixth principle from the OECD handbook (2017) states that:  

The learning environment operates with the clarity of expectations and deploys  

 assessment strategies consistent with these expectations; there is strong emphasis  

 on formative feedback to support learning. (p. 25) 

This principle clearly outlines that not only do “students need meaningful feedback on 

their work,” “teachers need to assess progress regularly”; another task that emphasizes the 

“demanding role” that teachers must adhere to (OECD, 2017, p. 25). When feedback is 

compared alongside many of the other necessary tasks a teacher must perform, it is certainly one 

that should not – rather cannot – be unfulfilled. Feedback – meaningful feedback – must be 

realized as it is “vitally important” (McClaren, 2003, p. 3) and is “central to effective learning 

and development” (Mascolo, 2009, p. 19). The emphasis on meaningful feedback is critical. 

Feedback depicting a simple “B” or a “needs work” at the top of an essay is unhelpful – as it is 

merely subjective information. Rather students need to be “provided with specific information 

about how to improve their skills and understanding” and be “provided with opportunities to put 

feedback into practice by reflecting upon and revising their work” (Mascolo, 2009, p. 19).  

At the beginning of the Flex school year, the intention was to “constantly give students 

feedback and let them know if they were meeting their goals, exceeding them, or if not, what 

they needed to do to achieve it…” Teachers hoped that they could “...spend their time 

communicating to kids and giving useful feedback.” While that intention never went away, the 

reality of “constant feedback” in all classes, was not experienced by all of the students, often 

leaving many feeling discouraged and unsure of how to proceed.  
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Students agreed that the structure of science class was good due to regular feedback from 

“mini quizzes that didn’t really count for marks.” By seeing where their mistakes were made, 

students had the opportunity to ask questions, practice, and truly learn (one of the core message 

of the Flex philosophy) prior to the final assessment. The model also helped the students 

remember key concepts over the semesters when they referred to the feedback (mini quizzes) as 

a reminder of what they had learned. One student said, “It's right there when I go to relearn the 

part that I missed, or the part I didn't pay attention to.” And for some students it encouraged them 

to think about their own learning strategies, “It was also showing me a good way to study in the 

future, such as making a little mini test for myself.”  

Scaffolding during a learning activity allows students to digest concepts in a manageable 

way, piece-by-piece. As the learner gains understanding, confidence, and eventually moves 

towards mastering the task, the “scaffolding can be attenuated and ultimately removed” 

(Mascolo, 2009, p. 8). This is another form of structure that can frame the learning until the 

student no longer needs to rely on the support. “From a socio-cultural- constructivist point of 

view,” Mascolo (2009), notes that “effective feedback,” such as that from the mini quizzes, 

“operates as a form of scaffolding that promotes ongoing and future learning and development” 

(p. 19). The mini quizzes not only gave feedback, but helped students view their learning as a 

process and achieve a grade that demonstrated that learning by the end of the year. Although 

often not a common practice, Palmer (1998) offers his students a” chance to rewrite term papers” 

providing comments each time so that when the final grade is given (on the final paper, not on an 

average), he highlights that this “evaluation is to offer guidelines for learning rather than 

terminal judgements” (p. 138). 
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Brené Brown (2012) states that: 

…giving, receiving and soliciting valuable feedback has become rare...even in 

 schools where learning depends on feedback, which is infinitely more effective 

 than grades scribbled on the top of a page or computer generated, standardized 

 test scores (p. 197).  

What happens when feedback is not given? Brown goes on to emphasize that without 

“feedback there is no transformational change” (p. 197). In other classes, feedback was not given 

often enough or presented in a way that students were able to understand what they did wrong 

and learn from mistakes. For example, students remarked that after handing in written 

assignments, aspects of their papers would be drastically changed, “That's nice for making it 

better, but it doesn't help me learn how to do it better myself.” At the bottom line, “it doesn't tell 

us what we did wrong.” Receiving “feedback that identifies and corrects particular passages fails 

to provide the student with an opportunity to revise the problematic passages on [their] own” 

(Mascolo, 2009, p. 20). Even for the class perfectionist, this was a struggling point. She 

exclaimed in focus group that she: 

…would rather hand in an essay, not get a great mark on it, and get feedback on it 

 to make her next one better; than hand in an essay that's not all her words and not 

 know how it was made better. 

The students’ struggle with feedback – or lack thereof – made its way home as well. 

Parents were also concerned and shared their child’s frustration of how to adequately advance 

their knowledge and understanding when feedback was sparse. As one parent declared, “I was 

disappointed that my kids felt as though they didn't get enough feedback. How are they supposed 
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to learn and go forward without feedback and support?” Another parent commented that her 

child “had no idea half the time how they were being marked or how they were doing”; a 

situation that can leave students not only frustrated, but unsure how to proceed. Not to mention a 

situation that “drastically needs to be improved.” In short, if the feedback is non-existent, non-

constructive, or non-formative, it is essentially ineffective. Ineffective to the students because 

they cannot learn from it, and an ineffective way for a teacher to spend their precious time.  

The teachers recognized that areas of personal improvement were to “figure out how 

assessment could be done better with that many kids.” Further in a flexible and more 

individualized learning environment, students are all at different stages of learning, working on 

diverse projects, and expecting “timely feedback.” To which one teacher admitted, that it 

“doesn't happen generally” and that there needs to be a better balance struck between completing 

“assessments on an ongoing basis, while still putting out all the stuff that doesn't need 

assessment.”  

Part of this issue was due to the ratio of students to teachers. Although this year was still 

large at 54, there has been a “reduction in numbers,” from previous classes of 80 or more 

students. Between the two main classes of science and humanities, two teachers were dedicated 

to science, while only one teacher led humanities. The students were often challenged by not 

“getting as much time as they needed with the humanities teacher,” primarily due to him being 

“such a busy dude!” This was not unexpected. The teachers conducted a short survey and the 

primary comment from the students was that “they didn't get enough time with you; that they 

needed more humanities teachers.”  
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The students often wished they could have a fourth teacher “because it would be more 

helpful” and would provide another perspective. The year before, the students recalled having a 

second humanities teacher and they acknowledged how different teaching strategies was helpful. 

One student commented that, “one would give you the direct answer that you're looking for, but 

the other teacher would help you answer that question yourself and make your work better.” 

Although not discipline specific, parents also suggested to “consider more teachers in Flex” to 

assist “kids on a more one-to-one basis for mentoring, tutoring and support.”  

The teachers also acknowledged the benefits to working as team where, “different people 

also appeal to different learners... So, by having the three teachers usually there is one of us that 

can connect with one of the kids.” In case a fourth teacher is not possible in the future, the 

teachers came up with a suggestion on how to balance the tension of feedback in humanities by 

sharing the load in a more interdisciplinary way throughout all the subjects:  

I was thinking that maybe when there's a certain writing piece that's gone out, like 

 the editorial, how much extra work it would be for you to give us (the other 2 

 teachers) a mini workshop on what you would be looking for so that we can be 

 better as well, sitting down with kids. I mean, I know what feedback I would give 

 from my own writing ability, but there might be certain things that you could say. 

 Tips and comments that you would give so we might be able to do more 

 meaningful job working with kids on their writing. 

This last suggestion by the teachers was incredibly insightful and is yet another piece of 

evidence as to how close the teacher-student relationships are. Prior to the teachers bringing this 

up, a student said, “I felt confident with one of my essays, so I was like ‘okay there's only one 
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Humanities teacher, so I'll let the others read it’.” The feedback she received however – as 

predicted – was radically different between the teachers. In light of this, a second solution was 

suggested – office hours. Due to the flexible nature of the class schedule it was suggested that on 

Fridays the humanities teacher have dedicated time for “office hours,” where students could sign 

up for one-on-one time to ask questions, receive feedback, and thoroughly discuss projects.  

While the act of providing meaningful feedback typical falls to the teacher, it is not just 

the content of the feedback that is important; it is also critical to acknowledge how the teacher 

interacts and engages the student as well (Mascolo, 2009). Providing feedback is a 

“communicative act,” “occurring against the backdrop of the rules and expectations” of those 

involved (p. 20). As “learning occurs by doing” (p. 20), the act of participating and being 

actively engaged in the feedback dialogue, is also a learning and growth opportunity for the 

student. Further, the level of feedback provided is correlated with the level of work; as Thomas 

(2013) notes, “If students are engaged in meaningful work,” it is critical that teachers “…make 

the worthwhile investment of time it takes to provide meaningful feedback” (p. 105). 

Not only is feedback critical for growth, it is also valuable to acknowledge that 

“vulnerability is at the heart of the feedback process…whether we give, receive or solicit 

feedback (Brown, 2012, p. 201). Creating the conditions for students to trust and be open to 

receiving feedback, is heartening and suggests that they are in fact invested in their learning and 

want to learn.  

Furthermore, in order to prep students for their future, providing feedback to amplify and 

encourage a growth mindset is also beneficial. Dweck (2006), simply and wholeheartedly states: 

“praise effort, not ability” (p. 73). For example, commending students on their effort and how 
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they have improved, rather than calling them “smart.” For students of a fixed mindset, Dweck 

(2006) found that even one test had the power to influence “their most basic intelligence now and 

forever,” making every success extremely important (p. 27). Those with a growth mindset 

however, do not let failures define them rather; they harmonize the feedback with “learning and 

constructive action”, asking, “What can I learn from this? How can I improve?” (p. 209). In the 

end, feedback does not just help students see where they are, it helps them to visualize their 

futures, shape their mindsets, and acknowledge their potential.  

While there is no single or simple answer to overcome the challenge of constructive and 

timely feedback, there are many possibilities to be explored and trialed as Flex continues to 

improve and evolve in response to the learning needs of the students.  For example, the trifecta 

of teacher evaluation, peer feedback and self-assessment is a beautiful way to open-up 

conversations about learning potential, learning strategies, and help students learn to adequately 

and honestly praise themselves for what is praiseworthy. The hardest of the three is self-

assessment of course, as students must have a “clear picture of the targets that their learning is 

meant to attain” and undertake the new level of responsibility that occurs when self-assessing, 

“calling for a radical shift in [their] own perspectives about learning” (Black, 2000, p. 18).  

Further, it is critical to note, that if peer and self-assessment is to be effective, adequate 

time must be spent in thoughtful reflection and discussion (Black, 2000). As a means to help 

students reflect and provide feedback to each other, Larmer and Mergendoller (2010), further 

suggest that teachers “should coach students in using rubrics or other sets of criteria to critique 

one another's work” (p. 36).  
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Goal grades: creative or ineffective. Whether students should be defined by a letter or 

percentage is a long-debated issue. Many teachers today believe there are better ways of 

assessing knowledge than a final grade but as grades are still provincially mandated, alternatives 

are hard to conjure.  As a way to encourage students to be engaged in the learning process, 

without the pressure of a final number, the Flex teachers have students “set meaningful goal 

grades that provide stretch in the right amount.”  At the beginning of the year, students are 

instructed to think about mindsets (both fixed and growth mindsets) and were encouraged to 

recognize that they can in fact learn, grow and become proficient in subjects and develop skills 

(e.g. music, art, writing etc.) that they may not have considered in the past. Along with the 

understanding that skills can be developed, there is a push towards not letting grades be the 

pinnacle declaration of their learning and success. This year, the teachers were pleasantly 

surprised by how many grade 10s who were challenged the previous year, announced critical 

shifts in their mindset. One student stated (as recounted by the teachers), “I know I have a fixed 

mindset, and I don’t want that. I want to move towards a growth mindset and this year I’m going 

to really focus on process and let go of – try to let go of – my need for grades.”   

As I came to understand, there is not just a frustration of the goal grade process, but 

perhaps a slight disconnection with its greater purpose. Within the focus groups, the students 

brought up some of their concerns. One female student had a challenging time honestly assessing 

what she deserved when she said, “‘I worked so hard on this, I deserve 100%’. But I can’t just 

say that; that’s just rude in my opinion.” For her there was a disconnect between the level of 

effort she made and what she was comfortable giving herself:  
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A lot of people do these simple projects that get a way higher grade, because they 

 say ‘yeah, I deserve that grade’. Where other people that worked way harder, are 

 just like ‘Aweee, I’ll just take a C.’ 

 In comparison, another female student had no qualms about assessing herself highly 

because to her it just comes down to “being honest with yourself.”  While not a perfect way to 

measure what learning has accrued, it appeared to me that these two young women were also 

learning about honesty, self-assessment, and the recognition of self worth.  

While some life-changing lessons may be occurring, how much discussion should be had 

around expectations and the final agreed-upon grade? Some students felt that essentially there 

was no discussion, and they lost motivation and began “working the system.” Frustration arose 

when students felt they could “put in a C-level project and get an A,” or when little discussion 

was had and they were told by teachers (represented in green in the voice of the student) “looks 

good, just use the grade that you gave yourself.” One student even commented on how 

accommodating the teachers were in this way, “It’s sort of weird, but I think the teachers are 

somewhat too nice, ‘cuz there's not really a question of the level of quality they expect from you, 

it's just like ‘do something’.” For another student, her learning was in an unexpected, and 

perhaps unwanted direction; she openly commented that, “I have gotten pretty good at just 

winging it… doing it last minute, making it look good, and pretending I know what I’m doing.” 

For the majority of the students, however, the main stumbling block became motivation. 

Although the students clearly knew that the teachers “really don’t like grades,” they argued that 

“for students that's our way of seeing our growth and that what motivates us.” Seeing their mark 

increase is a big motivator as one student exclaimed, “‘Wow, I took that C all the way to an A’. 
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And then I’m proud and want to make all my essays good.” Another student reflected that when 

they had a project that not everyone was “passionate about” for example, “grades are a big 

influencing factor in everything they do.”  Students agreed that without grades as a motivator 

that: 

…it’s kind of like forcing yourself to do work, because normally you need some 

 kind of pressure. Like, if I don’t get this done, then I’ll fail it. But the pick your 

 own grades thing is just like, ‘Oh you tried’. 

Are students requesting grades for motivation I wondered, or are they simply needing to 

have a better understanding of what is expected of them and how assessment will be made? As 

mentioned in the previous sections, many students did not often feel that there were clear and 

explicit criteria for many of their projects. Without clear expectations how do students know 

what to do and how can teachers provide adequate feedback and assessment? Through the 

development of “quality criteria” and using them well, teachers might “overcome unintended 

biases based on cultural expectations or relative affluence and … help students be exactly as 

successful as they wish to be” (Thomas, 2013, p. 110). Providing students with clear criteria and 

expectations, would allow them to make an educated choice on what they would do, how much 

effort they would put in and what sort of learning experience they intended to create. Further, 

solely assessing the criteria presented – “nothing more, nothing less” – simplifies the teachers’ 

efforts and demystifies the assessment process for students (p. 134). 

Eisner (2009) has a different perspective. He considers how students transfer their 

learning such that they can apply their learning in different ways, to different scenarios or 

problems outside the classroom. If student learning is simply to increase the next score, Eisner 
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suggests that “school learning becomes a hurdle to jump over” (p. 331). Furthermore, it is not 

what students do in school, but rather outside the institution that counts as he writes, “what 

students do with what they have learned when they can do what they want to do that is the real 

measure of educational achievement” (Eisner, 2009, p. 331). Perhaps goal grades and thorough 

assessment practices are not what is necessary, but rather connecting classroom learning to the 

bigger picture, the outside world, and the student’s future – the very aspects Flex Studies is 

trying to integrate – may be more important in the end.  Once out of school, students who have 

not learned how to transfer their learning and skills to new scenarios may have a rude 

awakening. In the “real-world” no boss will mark or grade them on a given assignment per se; 

rather, they will need to be responsible for their level of effort and what impact their 

achievement makes on the intrinsic whole (work, family, community, etc.).  

Looking for the deeper learning, students did acknowledge that they eventually “have to 

learn that they just need to do it.” They decided that grades should not reflect, “how you should 

feel about yourself,” but that they can be a good indicator to “know where you stand.” Through 

further discussion they also acknowledged that grades are “not the only way to view your 

learning” and suggested other ways they could be motivated. One suggested, “peer feedback and 

having time to compare and contrast work,” to discuss what they worked on and the strategies 

that each took. Together they further reflected on the Royal BC Museum presentations the year 

before and the Ken Spencer Awards this spring, and agreed that, “instead of your motivation 

going into grades like a normal school, there is more of an emphasis on presenting yourself and 

your learning well in front of other people.” Having the expectation that it will be shown to 

others, preferably those from outside the school, but also to peers, was a process they liked in the 
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past and something that could hold them accountable to both finishing by the deadline and doing 

a quality job.  

During the last focus group with teachers, they easily recognized how powerful feedback 

and acknowledgement from the public is for students. This year, the students showed off their 

projects twice, once for the Ken Spencer Award (which numerous community members 

attended) and again at the end of the year (where attendance was lower). The teachers “wished 

there was some way to get more community members able to be part of it and share it at the end 

of the year,” but acknowledged that they “did it twice” and in retrospect suggested that “if it was 

just once at the end of the year you'd have more people there.” They continued to state that, “the 

audience is a key part of it all” and while doing “gallery walks for peers is nice,” it’s different 

with adults. Furthermore, over the two-year timeline, one teacher said that a  

big piece is providing them with a major recognition each year; so last year was 

 the Museum Gala, this year was the Ken Spencer Award, and next year, if we get 

 that grant, it'll be a Community Fair that they run.  

The idea of public presentations or demonstrations is not new. Of course, from an athletic 

or creative perspective, year-end recitals, playoff games and showcases are the norm. From an 

educational perspective, “schoolwork is more meaningful when it’s not done only for the teacher 

or the test” (Larmer, Mergendoller, 2010, p. 37). Rather, when students present authentic work to 

a “real audience, they care more about its quality” (p. 7), and presumably care about how they 

look doing it. In short, students take ownership. Further, a demonstration is not the “easy way 

out” as students must be engaged, offer and receive feedback and apply multiple skill sets under 

the pressure of presenting. A demonstration allows: the learner to shape their performance; the 
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opportunity for assessments that are “immediate, direct and often public”; students to learn from 

their peers; for the integration of “skills, attitudes and knowledge” to be displayed at once; and 

for skilled people to provide feedback (McClaren, 2003, p. 9). The teachers are not only wanting 

to provide the students with a means to showcase their work, they also recognize the importance 

of it and the powerful feedback the students receive. One teacher commented that by “having 

that extraordinary public display of their learning and the positive feedback that comes...those 

are kind of the moments that that make a shift.”  

The transition to grade 11.  Although the teachers recognize that it is challenging for 

students to adjust to a new structure and become engaged in it, how can this transition be made 

easier? In the first focus groups, students expressed just how different Flex is and one student 

said, “I guess Flex was intimidating. Like it's not just a little different than normal school it's a 

big difference.” And after beginning to settle into Flex and learn the ropes there, another 

transition comes at the end of grade 10 which sends the majority of students into angst. One 

student noted this kind of yo-yo effect when she said, “…so then it's kind of hard because we 

have to go from normal school, to flex, to normal school again...and grade 11 is a hard year.”  

The nervousness that some students felt with regard to grade 11 quickly approaching 

started right at the beginning of the year and like the other themes discussed, was continually 

mentioned throughout the study.  For many, even though they suggested more boundaries should 

exist in Flex, the assumption that their “freedom” would be removed was one point of 

apprehension. “I think it's going to be a difficult shift from all the freedom we were given in Flex 

into a more structured class,” declared one student headed for grade 11. A second point of 

trepidation was around behaviours; “I feel like we missed out on learning about the behavioural 
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things that have to do with grade 11/12 such as, getting used to doing homework everyday, doing 

lots of tests, and stuff like that.” And finally, a third point of unease for students was whether 

they had learned and developed adequate skills for grade 11, particularly with regards to content. 

For example, one area Flex Studies focussed on this year was on the Canadian history of First 

Peoples, including a thorough look at the Indian Act, Indigenous respect for and cultivation of 

the land, and the impacts of colonization and the need for reconciliation. In comparison, students 

heard from their peers that other important topics of Canadian history, such as the trials and 

tribulations of Canadian immigrants had been taught in the regular classes. 

While, each of the student’s concerns are valid, I want to delve into their third concern 

first. With the new changes to the BC curriculum, including the reduction of required content, 

the less “prescriptive” nature of the curriculum now allows for “teachers and students to go in 

directions of particular interest or local relevance” (Government of British Columbia, 2016, para. 

6).  Further, the simplified curriculum “is to allow teachers to spend more time delving deeper 

into fewer key topics” (British Columbia, 2016, para. 6). So, if I understand correctly, a teacher 

now has considerable choice on what to cover from the suggested list of topics, assuming they 

relate the chosen material to the “big ideas” and “core competencies.” Further, with teachers and 

students choosing what topics to focus on, there could presumably be a range of knowledge 

found in any one grade 11 class, as students merge from various classes. While, I took the Flex 

Studies students concern about content to heart, I don’t believe the choice to focus deeper on 

some topics rather than others will be a detriment given the built-in flexibility of the new 

curriculum.  
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During focus groups, I often found myself asking the students to reflect on the “core” 

skills they had learned. As noted in the Transformative Learning section, the students believed 

they had acquired numerous and profound life skills that will assist them in all areas of their 

lives, including the transition to grade 11. From my perspective, students were selling themselves 

short, becoming anxious about content and homework, forgetting that for the last two years they 

had developed better time management skills, gained more independence, adapted new learning 

strategies, and had become better problem-solvers overall. These skills, although not specific to 

individual curriculum outcomes, are more in line with the core competencies and will assists 

students on their journey much more than learning the particular details of a specific historical 

revolution. Two parents shared this perspective when they stated, 

“Self-direction is the key and if my child chooses their subject of interest, I see 

 them applying the same learning skills they used in the flexible studies. The 

 subjects they chose in grade 11-12 will be their choice,” and 

“I think she will have the necessary skills to be successful wherever she goes.” 

Although, I did not conduct interviews with previous Flex Studies students, the teachers 

commented on how many grade 11’s have “positive things to say about the program, despite 

similar challenges and frustrations.” Like so many things in life, the teachers often correlated the 

Flex experience with the timeless Joni Mitchell (1970) lyric; “you don’t know what you’ve got 

‘til it’s gone.” Although Flex students have electives outside Flex Studies, one teacher noted that, 

“they're not having other formal class experiences in high school, so sometimes I'm not sure if 

they realize what they have, when they're living it.” One parent agreed as well, commenting how 
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her son was looking forward to grade 11, but that she was “not sure he realizes how rich this 

organic learning environment has been.”  

The transition to grade 11 is inevitable, but the Flex Studies teachers are committed to 

honouring the relationships developed and assisting students by continuing to offer flex-like 

programming at the senior level. First implemented in the 2015/2016 school year, students now 

have the option of continuing in the “Senior Flex Program,” within which, year-long courses 

such as, Humanities 11 and Human Biochemistry and Physiology 11/12 are offered by the Flex 

teachers (The Flexible Studies Program – Program Summary, n.d., para. 6).  Students interested 

in taking senior flex courses do not have to re-apply, but must be enrolled in at least one year-

long course and “Flex Service” to be considered a “Flex Student” (para. 6). 

Further innovative programs are being proposed. Given the deep interest and “the 

willingness for students to continue inquiry projects that have been meaningful for them,” the 

teachers are proposing a new option for grade 11/12 students to go “further, deeper, and be 

supported” with their projects. Through Rx - Reynolds Exponential - an independent study course 

outside the school timetable, students can work with a Flex teacher/advisor, other teachers in the 

school, and community mentors to pursue a project of interest (and/or possibly continue a Flex 

inquiry project from grade 9 or 10). In selecting a project, students would also need to select 

additional school courses that would provide content and knowledge in that area of interest. For 

example, students interested in health sciences would enrol in the Flex Studies Human 

Physiology and Biochemistry 11/12, Recreation 11/12, Chemistry 12 and the Rx inquiry project. 

Other areas of focus could be psychology, leadership, international studies and governance, 

Indigenous worldviews and perspectives, engineering, and entrepreneurship.   
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While Rx has many possible advantages such as, career exploration, a means to seek out 

connections between courses, navigating a self-directed project, and establishing community 

connections, the Flex teachers also wanted a tangible way for students to “maintain their 

connection” to the program, to them (their former teachers) and to their previous mentors.  The 

option of staying embedded within the Flex Studies program and following their passion allowed 

for continuing opportunities to experience Sterling’s (2001) 3rd and 4th educational functions - 

the liberal and transformational. I suspect students will transition from grade 10 to grade 11 with 

more ease than they imagined as they continue to build upon the valuable skills they have gained 

and real life learning they have experienced in the Flex program, and will see themselves as 

contributors to society in profound ways. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  

 

 

To create, innovate and sustain progressive programs like Flexible Studies, requires 

teachers who are willing to provide tremendous effort, ample time and to accept the “messiness” 

that goes along with it. In short, these programs can only evolve through the dedicated effort of 

teachers. The Flex teachers seem to have each found their ‘Element’ to teach and to learn, as 

there is no “teaching without learning” (Freire, 1998, p. 31). As they pursue their passion for 

teaching, the teachers learn from their students continually and by adapting and using their own 

gifts to create a dynamic learning environment.  

 Essentially, these teachers are educators, career counsellors, psychologists, networkers, 

visionaries, project coordinators, and motivational speakers, all in one and have an incredible 

load to bear. Working with students on everything from grammar to mindsets to self-efficacy, is 

a Herculean task…multiplied by 50 plus kids! Teachers are literally entrusted with the students 

Figure 9: A reflection of the whole by N. Ewing, 2017. 
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lives and future lives as students are their responsibility and their legacy. No amount of 

“restructuring,” “revising,” or “rewriting” will adequately reform education if “we continue to 

demean and dishearten the human resource called the teacher on whom so much depends.” 

(Palmer, 1998, p. 3) Nothing “will transform education if we fail to cherish - and challenge- the 

human heart that is the source of good teaching” (p. 3). While Flex may not be “perfect” or be 

the final word on flexible learning environments, the teachers here are doing incredible work and 

continue their own learning to find a sustainable balance. 

It is clear that trying to strike a balance between student autonomy and responsibility; 

self-direction and structure; learning to learn and graded assessments; and academic rigour and 

transformative learning is critical to developing successful, rewarding, and sustainable programs. 

The double-edged sword for progressively flexible programs is not easily managed, but at the 

very least these dichotomies must remain top of mind and factor into the goal to balance all. 

The philosophy of the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program is impeccable, well thought 

out, and actively engages the student in whole person learning. Yet, there is a critical imbalance 

in its structure, or lack thereof. Flex Studies has taken to a post-modern approach and while that 

has its definite boons, it needs to redefine an open but supportive framework for the students to 

pin their work upon. Students are crying out for some necessary boundaries and structural 

guidelines to work – and learn – within. With the development of set boundaries and clear 

guidelines the Flexible Studies program will be able to weave their creative and innovative 

approaches throughout, allowing students to thrive, become more invested in their education, and 

continue to learn wholeheartedly.  
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Even after 25 plus years, the students acknowledge that “flex is still changing” and 

understand “that it is a work in progress”; that the teachers are trying, learning, pushing 

boundaries and “adapting to the times.”  At one point, the students referred to Flex as an 

“experiment,” not seeming able to fully appreciate the similarity to their work, that 

experimentation and trial-and-error are part of the process their teachers take in order to create a 

successful program. In a ‘thinkering’-like approach (a combination of both thinking and 

tinkering or even hacking), the teachers are designing an innovative learning environment that is 

engaging, dynamic and transformative. And each year the redesigning and innovation continues, 

as the students and the global context that Flex is situated within changes.  

As Dewey (1938) pointed out, there was no demand for teachers in traditional schools to 

“become intimately acquainted with the conditions of the local community, physical, historical, 

economic, occupational, etc. in order to utilize them as educational resources” (p. 40). Yet, 

through Flex Studies’ teachers are dedicated to actively fostering genuine partnerships and to 

creating meaningful real-world experiences, as they are obliged to think about the future. While 

these exceptional experiences offer students diverse perspectives and provide students with 

opportunities to learn about self and to potentially discover their ‘Element’, each partnership 

requires an extraordinary amount of time and effort to initiate and foster.  For time and effort to 

be sustained year to year there must also be significant consideration of the risk of Flex teacher 

burnout where a balance must be struck between the energy spent crafting the learning 

experiences and the depth of the learning to be had. 

Through the classroom community Flex students can challenge themselves by: becoming 

more responsible, taking accountability for their failures and successes, and maturing in ways 



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 133 

 

 

 

that can help them become self-actualized citizens. By educating the student’s whole being, by 

providing them with opportunities to learn about themselves and the world, and to become 

critical thinkers and problem-solvers, the outcome for this world will surely be different. 

 Although there is absolutely no empirical evidence here that can support this (due to this 

not being a multi-year study), it is clearly my own bias that, based on my depth of experiences 

with the students in this program, leads me to believe that the old thinking that created the 

problems of our world today will likely not be carried forth by these students. This program 

ensures that many will be personally empowered, prepared to ask questions, and willing to put 

their best, creative selves forward to meet modern challenges and will march forward to create 

another kind of possible future based on what they know of themselves and what is real. 

I started this research with a lofty goal to investigate and find answers to large questions 

over a ten-month case study, as follows: 

1. How and to what degree do students behaviourally, emotionally and cognitively 

engage during the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program? Do students perceive 

themselves changing after participating in a Flexible Studies Program? If so, in 

what ways? 

2. What do parents understand Flexible Studies to be? Do they perceive their 

children changing after participating in a Flexible Studies program? If so, how? 

3. What do teachers experience during a Flexible Studies program? How do teachers 

prepare to make a flexible learning environment meaningful for their students? 

Do teachers perceive their students changing after participating in a flexible 

studies program? If so, in what ways? 
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4. Did the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program meet the core competency 

expectations as described in the Know-Do-Understand model of the newly revised 

BC Curriculum (e.g. the development of:  communication skills, creative and 

critical thinking, and personal and social responsibility within a flexible and 

personalized learning environment)? 

While the preceding chapters have answered all of these research questions, I was also 

attempting to answer some of the BC Ministry of Education’s quandary regarding 

implementation of the new BC Curriculum because the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program holds 

incredible potential in terms of: “flexible”, “personalized”, “inquiry-based learning” as a means 

to develop competencies in the core curricular competencies of “communications”, “creative and 

critical thinking” and “personal and social responsibility” (Government of British Columbia, 

2017a). Innovative programs, like the Flexible Studies (which has been teaching these skills for 

decades) needs to be more fully recognized, appreciated, and promoted. As teachers and school 

districts across the province try to figure out ways of how to teach such diverse and important 

skills to youth, the Flexible Studies Program is one innovative model that puts the how’s of the 

new curriculum into practice in a way that can be expanded and applied.  

As the teachers have highlighted, there is a constant battle between what people think 

education is or should be. Therefore, progressive learning programs need to help learners – and 

their parents – truly envision what the constructive nature of a 21st century education can be. If 

perception becomes the learner’s reality, it is critical to find effective ways to reframe how 

students are perceiving both their education and their role in it. While being instructed to think in 

a new way and begin a new program, it is hard to imagine the outcome and how much growth 
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can occur. Yet, months and years later upon reflection, students can see the impact of their 

choice to embark towards the unknown. As one student remarked: “…but overall knowing what 

I know now, if I was back in grade 8, I would do Flex again and not go into the normal track…it 

taught me a lot.”  

Final Recommendations 

The recommendations that I make below are threefold and can be applied to the Flexible 

Studies Program, to other Flex-like programs, and may have application in broader educational 

terms.  

1. Create a classroom charter – I believe it would be useful at the beginning of the 

year to create a classroom charter that establishes clear boundaries and guidelines 

for how students and teachers will act, how time will be meaningfully spent, as 

well as what sort of expectations there are for the classroom culture and how it 

will be created. Alternatively, as the teachers suggested, it would be wise to create 

the “Flex Contract” early on and revisit it multiple times throughout the year as a 

way for students to self-articulate priorities and manage how their time will be 

spent. Furthermore, this would help to set up a baseline for students’ self-

regulation methods and to provide regularly scheduled check-ins to see how 

students were improving and what assistance they may yet need to succeed.  

2. Quality versus quantity – There is only so much time in a day for meaningful 

engagement and learning to take place. Despite the plethora of exciting 

opportunities and partnerships that exist for progressive programs (and those that 

the teacher fosters), it is critical that teachers choose meaningful experiences that 
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take their students into deeper realms of learning rather than simply skim the 

surface of dozens of concepts. Teachers must accept that they cannot engage in 

every opportunity and to learn to sometimes say, “No.” Focusing on a few quality 

experiences that offer students opportunities to explore the social, vocational, 

liberal and/or transformational functions of sustainable education will lead to a 

greater overall impact and allow for further exploration into areas of interest 

through dedicated inquiry projects. Less is more. And the new curriculum with all 

of its added elements makes for a very demanding agenda for teachers at all levels 

therefore, teachers must be cautious of trying to do too much. 

3. Create a network of innovative programs – Innovative and keen teachers may 

need in some cases to stop trying to “reinvent the wheel” when it comes to 

designing new progressive programs. And teachers already immersed in such 

programs may need to find better ways of communicating their successes and 

challenges to the wider educational community.  I advocate for the development 

of a network of progressive programs – of all shapes and sizes – to be created as a 

community hub of support.  Programs within the network could be searchable 

based on overall program philosophy, grade level(s), and location for instance. 

Furthermore, I want to suggest that this network also be a means for teachers to 

connect with community mentors such that both parties could list their needs, 

interests or skills, and discover and benefit from mutual synergies.   

4. Students as consultants – In light of the design of the current education system 

where much of the students’ future hinges on what and how they learn, students 
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should be more authentically engaged and the invitation extended for their voices 

to be more consistently shared and heard so their learning is more personalized. 

As ‘whole-person” learners, students should be actively consulted and encouraged 

to share perspectives on how to learn, as well as what, when, and where to they 

prefer to learn. Including students in these important decisions will give them a 

means to exercise their own agency, become more adequately equipped to 

discover their true selves, and be more invested in their own education. 

5. Earlier intervention – As we have seen here flexible learning environments 

require students to become more self-directed and take on more responsibility, 

and can thus be an enormous and challenging shift for students (and teachers) to 

undergo. Prior to launching students into self-directed study, I completely agree 

and advocate for Toshalis and Nakkula’s (2012) suggestion for the introduction of 

a workshop that incorporates: “insights and activities from learning theory, 

cognitive science, brain research, and educational psychology to acquaint students 

with their own brains and the supports and strategies necessary to help them 

develop” (p. 21) in preparation for this shift in learning.  This type of intervention 

– held within the few first week of class - would better equip students with 

resources to access when thinking about their role in their education and what 

skills will be required in order for them to succeed. Furthermore, the teacher’s 

overarching goals and expectations for their students’ development would be 

highlighted immediately in this kind of preparatory work, setting up a positive 

pattern and an early precedent.  
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As this research came to an end, the need for the continued exploration and 

understanding of flexible learning environments and student-centred programs became obvious 

to me. Now that I know what I know, I would in a future study ask deeper questions. I would ask 

students to tell me how their experience in Flex might be assisting them in becoming more self-

actualized, how it might help them to discover their purpose and passion, and how it may help 

them recognize their place in the world. And even if these questions may seem premature to the 

students it would touch in on and make more explicit some of the important learning occurring 

beyond curriculum outcomes. I could not do that a year ago, because I needed to discover the 

intricacies of Flexible Studies first by establishing a baseline of what worked, and what could be 

improved upon. It is my hope to publish this case in a journal article and to discuss my findings 

at local Pro-D-Day events by sharing my understanding of flexible learning environments and 

the necessary aspects that allow them to function effectively and in turn further the discourse 

around the many how’s of implementing the new BC Curriculum. 
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Appendix B – Student Consent Form 

Dear Flex Studies Students and Parents,  

My Name is Natasha Ewing and as a Master’s student in the Environmental Education 

and Communications program at Royal Roads University, I have been approved by RRU, 

Reynolds Secondary School and School District 61 to conduct research using the Reynolds Flex 

Studies Program as a case study.  

This study will be carried out under the supervision of Dr. Milt McClaren, from the 

Faculty of Education at Simon Fraser University and Dr. Hilary Leighton, the Director of 

Individualized Studies at Royal Roads University. Should you have any questions or comments 

please do not hesitate to contact Dr. McClaren at xxxxx@sfu.ca or Dr. Leighton at 

xxxxx@royalroads.ca. In order to move forward in this research, I need both student and parental 

consent.  

As more flexible learning programs are initiated, I am keen to work with students to 

understand their perspective and how they engage in and navigate through flexible learning 

environments. Understanding student expectations, needs, struggles and highlights is important 

in order to create a successful and meaningful learning environment. Flex Study students are 

invited to be my “co-researchers” and are encouraged to be as honest about their experience as 

possible. Student participation in my research will be entirely voluntary and their decision to 

participate or not will have no impact over their grades.  

Over the course of the school year (September 2016 – May 2017), I will conduct a series 

of individual surveys, group interviews, and focus groups to gauge how students are feeling, 

what they are learning and if their expectations are being met. I will also participate in a handful 

of learning days to observe team work and competencies that are developed in the classroom and 

during community fieldtrips.  

All information will be reported in such a way that anonymity will be maintained for all 

participants. Surveys will include no identifying information as only student numbers will be 

used to compare between pre and post surveys. Interviews will be conducted in groups and have 

no identifying information associated with the responses. All data will be kept in strict 

confidence and complete transcripts will only be shared among the immediate research team. 

Once the study is complete and the results are written up, all raw data will be destroyed. To 

further protect the identity of the participants, a pseudonym may be used for the name of the 

school, if requested by the Principal.  

Both parents and students can – and are encouraged – to ask questions at any point about 

the research. Furthermore, a participant may withdraw from the study at any point and doing so 

will not be of detriment to the student’s participation in the Flex Studies Program. However, if 

the student withdraws after group interviews have taken place, their responses will not be 

removed since all the data is combined in the recording. 

As the new BC curriculum is being implemented, I foresee this research study being 

important for Reynolds Secondary School, the Flex Studies Program, School District 61 and 

potentially for schools across the province and the BC Ministry of Education. Reynolds 

mailto:xxxxx@sfu.ca
mailto:xxxxx@royalroads.ca
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Secondary School and the School District will receive a final copy of my thesis; and, upon 

request I am happy to provide you with a copy of my thesis or a summary of the results.  

Thank you in advance for your consideration to participate. Should you have any 

questions or comments about the goals or methodology of this study, please do not hesitate to 

contact myself or my supervisors at any time. 

In addition to participating in surveys and group interviews, would you be interested in 

participating in a student focus group? Out of the students interested, a small group of 4-8 

students will be randomly selected (names drawn) to participate in student focus groups to 

further share their experience in the Flexible Studies Program. Any students who participates in 

the focus groups will have their identity protected through the use of a pseudonym. Please 

choose yes or no via the statements below as whether or not you would like to participate in a 

focus group. 

 

Yes, I am interested in participating in a student focus group: ________________  

 

No, I am not interested in participating in a student focus group: ______________ 

 

I, __________________________ (student print name), am willing to participate in this study 

 

I, ___________________________ (guardian print name), am willing to allow my child,  

 

_____________________________ (print name) to participate in this study. I have reviewed 

this letter, and am fully aware of the conditions above. 

 

___________________________________   ________________________________ 

Student Signature Date 

 

___________________________________ _________________________________ 

Parent or Guardian Signature Date 

 

 

___________________________________ _________________________________ 

Researcher Signature Date 

 

Natasha Ewing  

MA Candidate, Environmental   

Education and Communication  

Royal Roads University   

Email: xxxxx@gmail.com  
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Appendix C – Teacher Consent Form 

Dear Flex Studies Teachers,  

My Name is Natasha Ewing and as a Master’s student in the Environmental Education 

and Communications program at Royal Roads University, I have been approved by RRU, 

Reynolds Secondary School and School District 61 to conduct research using the Reynolds Flex 

Studies Program as a case study.  

This study will be carried out under the supervision of Dr. Milt McClaren, from the 

Faculty of Education at Simon Fraser University and Dr. Hilary Leighton, the Director of 

Individualized Studies at Royal Roads University. Should you have any questions or comments 

please do not hesitate to contact Dr. McClaren at xxxxx@sfu.ca or Dr. Leighton at 

xxxxx@royalroads.ca. 

As more flexible learning programs are initiated, I am keen to explore how educators, 

such as yourself, designs, preps for, and implements a meaningful learning environments across 

grades and disciplines. As educators in the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program, I would like to 

invite you to share your perspective and participate in this study as outlined below.  

Over the course of the school year (September 2016 – May 2017), I will conduct a series 

of focus groups to encourage reflection and team discussion on your expectations for the 

program, the program successes, challenges, and weaknesses and how you observe your students 

changing over the year. All data will be kept in strict confidence and complete transcripts will 

only be shared among the immediate research team. Once the study is complete and the results 

are written up, all raw data will be destroyed. In the final thesis, no identifying personal 

information will be released.  

You can ask questions at any point about the research and withdrawing from the study 

can occur at any point without any detriment to you. However, if you are to withdraw after 

participating in one or more focus groups, your responses may not be removed as the data may 

have been combined and analyzed.  

I foresee this research study as being very impactful for Reynolds Secondary School, the 

Flex Studies Program, School District 61 and potentially for schools across the province and the 

BC Ministry of Education. Reynolds Secondary School and the School District will receive a 

final copy of my thesis.  

Thank you in advance for your participation. Should you have any questions or 

comments about the goals or methodology of this study, please do not hesitate to contact myself 

or my supervisor at any time. 

 

I, __________________________________ (print name), am willing to participate in this 

study. I have reviewed this letter, and am fully aware of the conditions above. 

 

__________________________________ ________________________________ 

Participant Signature Date 

mailto:xxxxx@sfu.ca
mailto:xxxxx@royalroads.ca
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__________________________________ _________________________________ 

Researcher Signature Date 

 

 

Natasha Ewing  

MA Candidate, Environmental   

Education and Communication  

Royal Roads University   

Email: xxxxx@gmail.com   
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Appendix D – Parent Consent Form  

Dear Flex Studies Parents,  

My Name is Natasha Ewing and as a Master’s student in the Environmental Education 

and Communications program at Royal Roads University, I have been approved by RRU, 

Reynolds Secondary School and School District 61 to conduct research using the Reynolds Flex 

Studies Program as a case study.  

This study will be carried out under the supervision of Dr. Milt McClaren, from the 

Faculty of Education at Simon Fraser University and Dr. Hilary Leighton, the Director of 

Individualized Studies at Royal Roads University. Should you have any questions or comments 

please do not hesitate to contact Dr. McClaren at xxxxx@sfu.ca or Dr. Leighton at 

xxxxx@royalroads.ca.  

As a parent or guardian of a student in the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program, I would 

like to invite you to share your perspective of the program and participate in this study as 

outlined below (one survey per household). As more flexible learning programs are initiated 

across BC, I am keen to understand how parents’ understand flexible learning programs and how 

they perceive their child changing as a result of their participation in a flexible learning program. 

Understanding how parents view the program is important in order to create a successful and 

meaningful learning environment for your child and help teachers and school districts provide 

you with the appropriate information before, during and after the program.  

Over the course of the school year (September 2016 – May 2017), I will send two surveys 

focusing on: 

1) what your understanding of flexible learning programs and why you enrolled your 

child into such a program; and  

2) if your understanding of flexible learning programs has shifted and what changes you 

have noticed in your child as a result of the program.  

Surveys will be sent out via Google Forms, completed online and are expected to take 

approximately ten minutes. Surveys are completely anonymous, as only a numeric identifier will 

be used to compare between surveys. All information will be reported in such a way that 

anonymity will be maintained for all participants (i.e. if you use your child’s name in the answer, 

it will be changed or not used). All data will be kept in strict confidence and complete transcripts 

will only be shared among the immediate research team. Once the study is complete and the 

results are written up, all raw data will be destroyed.  

You can ask questions at any point about the research. Furthermore, withdrawing from 

the study can occur at any point, up until May 2017, and will not be of any detriment to your 

child’s participation in the Flex Studies Program or their grades.  

I foresee this research study as being impactful for Reynolds Secondary School, the Flex 

Studies Program, School District 61 and potentially for schools across the province and the BC 

Ministry of Education. Reynolds and the School District will receive a final copy of my thesis; 

and, upon request I am happy to provide you with a copy of my thesis or a summary of the 

results.  

mailto:xxxxx@sfu.ca
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Thank you in advance for your participation. Should you have any questions or 

comments about the goals or methodology of this study, please do not hesitate to contact myself 

or my supervisor at any time.  

 

I, __________________________________ (print name), am willing to participate in this 

study and will complete the surveys by their due dates (stated in the intro of each survey). I have 

reviewed this letter, and am fully aware of the conditions above. 

 

__________________________________ _________________________________ 

Participant Signature Date 

 

 

_________________________________   

Participant Email (to send the survey too) 

 

 

__________________________________ _________________________________ 

Researcher Signature Date 

 

Natasha Ewing  

MA Candidate, Environmental   

Education and Communication  

Royal Roads University    

Email: xxxxx@gmail.com  
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Appendix E -  Student Photo Consent Form 

 

Project Name:  Natasha Ewing’s / Reynolds Flex Studies Masters’ Thesis Project  

 

I agree that photographs/audio/video recordings taken of my child (print name)  

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

in relation to the above project may be used in whole or in part, for educational, 

promotional or research purposes by Natasha Ewing for her thesis project. This includes, but is 

not limited to: her final thesis project, her thesis presentation, and conference presentations.  

I hereby wave any right to inspect or approve the finished product that may be used. 

 

Parent/Guardian’s name: (please print)  

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Signature: 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Contact: (email and phone) 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F – Teachers Photo Consent Form 

 

Project Name:  Natasha Ewing’s / Reynolds Flex Studies Masters’ Thesis Project  

 

I agree that photographs/audio/video recordings taken of me in relation to the above 

project may be used in whole or in part, for educational, promotional or research purposes by 

Natasha Ewing for her thesis project. This includes, but is not limited to: her final thesis project, 

her thesis presentation, and conference presentations.  

 

I hereby wave any right to inspect or approve the finished product that may be used. 

 

Full name: (please print)  

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Signature: 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Contact: (email and phone) 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix G – Student Matrix Interview Questions  

 

Interview 1- Beginning of Year: 

1. Tell me your story about why you decided to join the Flex Studies Program? 

2. Describe what you are most excited about for your experience the Flex Studies Program? 

3. Describe what you are most concerned about for your participation in the Flex Studies 

Program? 

4. How would you describe your general feelings about embarking on this Flex Studies 

journey? 

 

Interview 2 - Mid-Year: 

1. How would you describe your general feelings about the Flex Studies Program now, 

roughly half way through the year? 

2. Describe what your biggest challenge has been in the Flex Studies Program so far? Why? 

3. Describe what aspect(s) of the Flex Studies Program has been the most meaningful to you 

up until now? Why? 

4. In what way(s) do you think have you changed since September as a result of 

participating in Flex Studies? 

 

Interview 3 - End of Year: 

1. Please explain what the greatest strengths of the Flex Studies Program are to you? Why? 

2. Please explain what the greatest weaknesses of the Flex Studies Program are to you? 

Why?  

3. Please describe what aspect(s) of the Flex Studies Program were the most meaningful to 

you? Why? 

4. In what way(s) do you feel you have changed over the last year as a result of participating 

in Flex Studies?  
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Appendix H – Example Matrix Interview Question/Answer Form 

Reynolds Flex Studies Matrix Interview – 3                     June, 2017 

 

Question 1: Please explain what the greatest strengths of the Flex Studies Program 

are to you? Why? 

 

Interviewee Answer for question 1 

YOU   

 

 

 

 

Person 1  

 

 

 

 

 

Person 2  

 

 

 

 

 

Person 3   
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Appendix I – Matrix Interview Diagram 
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Appendix J – Student Focus Group Questions  

 

Focus Group 1- Early November (most questions arose from after the first Matrix 

 Interview) 

1. Why is Flex intimidating?  

a. Why is conventional school intimidating?  

b. What do you like about Flex? 

2. Why is there concern about only having one humanities teacher? 

3. Why so much excitement about the chickens? The learning opportunity or having a 

“pet”? 

 

Focus Group 2 - Late November (most questions arose from the teachers) 

1. How do you feel about technology in the classroom? What do you think is the most 

effective technology?  (discussed the open-ended ness of the question and prefaced with 

a short talk about cell phones and Google classroom, the platform that is primarily used) 

a. Is Google classrooms where the majority of the assignments are meant to be 

done? or is that just the way to submit? or a way to see what's going on? 

b. Is Google classrooms for announcements or to see what you do have to get done? 

c. Do your parents have access to the Google Classroom platform? 

2. I see lots of you using your phone doing updates or taking your notes; do you find that to 

be effective?  

3. Is there any sort of technology that would be really helpful in the Flex setting that you're 

not using now? 

4. Let's pretend that Flex Studies had $10,000 to go buy a bunch of awesome stuff, what 

would you buy? 
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Focus Group 3 – June (questions arose from inquiry projects and as a way to summarize 

 and reflect on the year) 

1. What inspired you to do your inquiry project? 

2. How could the process of the inquiry projects have been made better? 

3. Explain the skills you have been learning over the last year from the Flex Studies 

Program? 

4. What has been the greatest learning for you in the last year in Flex Studies? 

5. Do you feel that you have transformed through the flex studies experience? If so, how? 

6. 20 years from now what will you take away from the flex studies experience?  Reframed: 

Is there something that you can imagine doing, that will be easier, or better, or different 

because of this experience?  

7. Can we go around the room and say a word or a sentence about this experience (flex) to 

wrap up? It doesn’t have to be positive –  if that’s not what comes to mind – but try to 

think of something that can move the program forward.  
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Appendix K – Teacher Focus Group Questions 

 

Focus Group 1- Beginning of Year: 

1. How many years have you taught in the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program? 

2. What are your major reasons for wanting to teach in flexible learning environment? 

3. What are your goals for the 2016/2017 Flex Studies Program? 

4. How have you actually prepped to begin teaching Flex Studies for the 2016/2017 school 

year? 

5. What resources have you needed in order to support you effectively teaching in a flexible 

studies program thus far? 

6. What are you most excited about for this school year? 

 

Focus Group 2 - Mid-Year: 

1. Mid-way through the year do you feel like your goals for the 2016/2017 Flex Studies 

Program are being accomplished? Why, or why not? 

2. What changes could be made to accomplish your goals in the next several months? 

3. In your opinion, so far through the 2016/2017 Flex Studies Program what has been the 

greatest challenge?  Why? 

4. In your opinion, so far through the 2016/2017 Flex Studies Program what has been the 

greatest success? why?   

5. In your opinion, so far through the 2016/2017 Flex Studies Program what aspect of the 

program do you think has been most meaningful to you? 

6. In your opinion, so far through the 2016/2017 Flex Studies Program what aspect of the 

program do you think has been most meaningful to your students? 

7. Describe what changes have you observed in you students since the beginning of Flex 

Studies.  

 

Focus Group - End of Year: 

1. Were your goals for the 2016/2017 Flex Studies Program met? Why, or why not? 
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2. Based on your experience of teaching in the Flex Studies Program this year, in your 

opinion: 

a. What is the program’s greatest strength/success? 

b. What is the program’s greatest challenge/weakness? 

c. What aspect(s) of the program is(are) most meaningful to the students? 

3. What do you think could be improved for next year? 

4. As a result of the Flex Studies Program what changes have you observed in your students 

over the last year? Do you have an example? 

5. What advice would you give for other teachers creating a meaningful learning 

environment and program, like Flex? 
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Appendix L – Example Screenshots of Parent Survey 
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Appendix M – Parent Survey Questions 

 

Survey 1- Beginning of Year: 

1. To be able to compare pre-and post-surveys, but remain anonymous, please provide your 

house number (e.g. 1407) 

2. Prior to enrolling or child in the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program for the 2016/2017 

school year, had you heard of a Flexible Studies Program before? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

3. If you answered “Yes” to question one, where did you hear about the Flexible Studies 

Program? 

a. Childs previous school 

b. Newspaper 

c. Friends 

d. Family 

e. Posters around town 

f. Social media 

g. other 

4. If you answered “Yes” to question two, have you had another child attend the Reynold 

Flexible Studies Program? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

5. Please select the grade your child is currently in. 

a. Grade 9 

b. Grade 10 

6. Please describe why you wanted to (or agreed to) enroll your child in the Reynolds 

Flexible Studies Program. 

7. Please describe your understanding of what the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program is. 

8. Please feel free to provide any other comments related to the Reynolds Flexible Studies 

Program.  
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Survey 2 – End of Year: 

1. To be able to compare pre-and post-surveys, but remain anonymous, please provide your 

house number (e.g. 1407. If you moved throughout the year, please use the same number 

as you did on the first survey).  

2. Having been a part of your child’s journey through the 2016/2017 Reynolds Flexible 

Studies Program, what is your understanding of a Flexible Studies Program now? 

3. Has the communication between you and the Flex Studies Teachers be adequate? In what 

ways could it have been improved? 

4. Please describe how you feel your child has changed as a result of participating in the 

2016/2017 Flex Studies Program. 

5. Did the Reynolds Flexible Studies Program meet your expectations; please explain. 

6. If your expectations were NOT met, in what ways do you think the Flexible Studies 

Program could be improved? 

7. If your child is currently in grade 9, would you like them to continue in Flex Studies for 

grade 10? 

a. Yes 

b. It will be their choice 

c. No 

8. If your child is currently in grade 10, how do you expect your child will manage the 

transition into grade 11; a transition back into a more conventional school system? 

9. Please feel free to provide any other comments related to the Reynolds Flexible Studies 

Program. 
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Appendix N – Overview of Student Inquiry Projects  

 

Food Security 

Shelbourne Community Kitchen 

• Every Friday volunteered at the Shelbourne Community Kitchen, washing dishes, 

sorting food, planting veggies, creating worm boxes, etc.  

• Felt it was a rewarding project and learned a lot about cooking and prepping food. Also 

began to realize the importance of helping people develop skills and cook sustainable 

and healthy foods. 

• One aspect that really stood out was how diverse people are the use the Shelbourne 

Community Kitchen. It is such a valuable resource and the students want to continue 

helping.  

• What’s next? They want to continue their project next year and help plan a fundraiser. 

How to Garden 

• Goal is to create a website that shows a live feed of the local weather and will help 

people decide what to plant for those conditions and different seasons. It will also teach 

people the basics of gardening. 

• The team was inspired to create this sort of website because they didn’t know how the 

garden and recognized that the raising food prices may not be sustainable; by learning 

how and what to grow in different seasons citizens of Greater Victoria could eat 

cheaper and healthier foods.  

• What’s Next? They want to continue their project over the next couple years to flush 

out the database and partner with other organizations like the Victoria School Weather 

Network for live streaming data.  

Food in School Policy 

• Worked with City Harvest Co-op and SD 61 to investigate how farming and school 

gardens can play a larger role in Greater Victoria Schools. When school is in session 

this could make a great learning opportunity and during the summers City Harvest Co-

op has access to the courtyard to continue producing, harvesting and selling food. 

• Cleaned up the Reynolds courtyard and worked with City Harvest Co-op to plant 

veggies that were used in the school’s salad bar program. 

• Established an MoU between Reynolds, City Harvest Co-op and SD 61 to continue 

working on this in the coming years. 

• Entered and was one of the finalists in the BC Green Games for their innovative ideas. 

• Inspired by how much they could actually do; changed a lot in a little amount of time. 

• What’s next? Want to continue working on this project and flush out a formal school 

food policy; potentially getting a full- time “farmer” on the school staff to help grow 

food and teach students. Eventually would like to be producing enough food in the 

school garden to start a food box program for local residence. 
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Flexedibles and Reskilling 

• Worked with the EcoVillage to learn how to make their own butter, yogurt, and cheese. 

The documented their learning by creating YouTube videos on reskilling and to show 

how easy it is to make these foods from scratch. 

• Learned valuable skills and many students felt they would continue to make these 

products from scratch. 

• What’s Next? The team want to continue using their new-found skills and eventually 

sell their products at local markets in order to develop business and marketing skills 

and to help support the Flexible Studies Program. They would also like to sell their 

product to make enough product that a percentage could be donated. 

Food Security and Home Hydroponics  

• Inspired by an overlap of interior design and the idea of living walls with creating a 

way to sustainably grow food at home. 

• Researched hydroponics and gained access to the Nutritower System 

• Tried to grow plants from seed and found it was quite challenging. Would like to try 

again with seedlings. 

• See the benefit in being able to produce food at home for consumption and like the idea 

of system and the aesthetics that it brings. 

• What’s next? would like to pass on their experience and project to another group of 

flex students.  

Local Flora and Where to Find Them 

• Created a booklet of beautifully drawn local edible plant species and recipes that could 

be made with them. They also included a few species that are poisonous and should be 

avoided.  

• Inspired by Nancy Turner, nature and food. 

• What’s Next? Would like to continue the project next year, adding in more species, 

where to find them and potential uses/recipes. Would like to design the booklet in such 

a way that multiple copies could be made and handed out to the public.  

Fermenting 

• Wanted to better understand and learn how to ferment food. 

• Learned how to make sourdough, kimchi, and pickles. 

• Inspired by how humans have preserved food for thousands of years and through 

fermentation have also made it more nutritious. 

• What’s Next? Want to continue learning about food processing.  

Oceans and Climate Change 

Marine Noise Pollution 

• Investigate and bring awareness to the marine noise pollution. 



LEARNING TO FIND A SUSTAINABLE BALANCE 166 

 

 

 

• Attended the 5th Annual Ocean Science Symposium at UVic hosted by Ocean 

Networks Canada to learn about noise pollution and connect with scientists studying 

the impacts of it on local marine life.  

• Collected data using a hydrophone in the inner harbour to better understand how loud 

human activities - shipping, drilling, etc.- can be. None of the students realized how 

loud it was underwater.  

• To show off their research and help other begin to understand how challenging it can 

be for marine mammals to communicate, forage and navigate in a world full of noise, 

they created an escape room. The goal was to complete the tasks and get out of the 

room within the allotted time all the while being submerged into a world of darkness 

(lights off, glow sticks and flashlights) and intense noise (hydrophone clips of tankers).  

• What’s Next? Some of the group members want to continue investing the impacts of 

noise pollution and share their insights with younger students. Potentially work with 

organizations like Sierra Club in helping to educate the public about this hidden source 

of pollution.  

Garbage Patch Kids 

• Steaming from their project last year (an exhibit at the Royal BC Museum), this team 

wanted to continue their inquiry into ocean plastics and share their knowledge. 

• Enter the BC Green Games and presented to local middle school. In total 

approximately 3500 students heard their presentation and became aware of plastics in 

the ocean.  

• They received a lot of attention including an article in the Saanich News and were 

asked to be Plastic Oceans first high school Ocean Ambassadors.  

• The Royal BC Museum was also so impressed by their exhibit last year that they want 

to make a permanent installation and help bring awareness to this global threat. 

• Inspired by how a little thing can go a long way. 

• What’s Next? Want to continue doing outreach for younger students and become more 

involved with Plastic Oceans. They also want to work on developing local policy and 

potentially create a petition to move the Greater Victoria landfill away from the coast.  

Policy 

Parliament & Political Action 

• Learn about the election process & encourage others to get involved 

• One team member volunteered for a political party office, while the other participated 

in “Youth at the Booth” on the BC General Election day, May 9th, 2017 

• Found it interesting to see who and what ages came out to vote. In general felt there 

was a lack of youth (those eligible to vote) at the polls and believe it is due to them 

either not caring, being apathetic or not thinking their one vote will make a difference.  

• What’s next? Want to continue learning about politics and encourage others to get 

involved. Want to help their peers - the Garbage Patch Kids - enter the policy world. 

Concussions: Political Action in Schools  
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• Inspired by peers on the soccer team, these students recognized that there is not much 

support for students with concussions.  

• They wanted to do research, and give presentations to raise awareness about 

concussions and impact of them for their peers. 

• They also wanted to explore the BC wide concussion protocol and begin establishing 

some policy around student brain injuries for SD 61. 

• Visited UVic’s concussion lab 

• What’s next? will continue with project in the coming year and hope to formalize some 

policy.  

Immigration 

• Inspired by her own experience of immigrating to Canada, one student wanted to share 

her story through a poem to explore how government policy could be shaped if 

politicians understood the process better.  

Political Action & Social Justice 

• Investigate what power the average citizen has. 

Welcome to Freedom 

• Wanted to bring awareness to people with disabilities and how a simple kind gesture - 

a smile, a wave, holding a door - can make a huge impact.  

• Created a website called “Welcome to Freedom” and included some interviews with 

students and a beautifully written poem  

• Inspired by a young woman at the school who is blind, deaf and has downs and the 

disheartening comments others make. 

• What’s next? want to continue working on the project and sharing her message through 

other forms of art. 

Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Being  

Chatham Islands: Indigenous History & Culture 

• Inspired by Indigenous peoples’ connection to the land and their sustainable practices.  

• Wanted to learn more about Indigenous practices and how youth can reconcile 

Canada’s history by tending to the land 

• Attended UVic’s ethnoecology Symposium and gained many connections 

• What’s next? trying to plan a trip one per month to Chatham Islands to remove 

invasive species, restore the land and begin a process of reconciliation. Would like 

future Flex students to join in.   

Camas Fields  

• Inspired by Nancy Turner and learning that Camas was an important food source for 

west coast Indigenous Peoples. 

• Wanted to learn how to grow Camas and re-establish flourishing camas fields at 

Reynolds; combine with the restoration of the Garry Oak ecosystem 
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• Learning that Europeans had a very different perspective as to what cultivation meant; 

no fences, no active cultivation. The Indigenous peoples however, actively cultivated 

their land in a natural and sustainable way. Much of the camas was lost.  

• Realized that Camas takes close to a decade to mature and that it the value does not lie 

in the end product, but in the process.  

• What’s next? their 4 potted plants will be cared for over the summer. Would like to 

eventually plant them on school ground and have upcoming Flex Students continue to 

care for them. Hope to use sustainable practices to keep them growing and get to try it 

in 10 years! 

Restoring Garry Oak Ecosystems 

• Restore the school’s Garry Oak Ecosystem; put in Native Flowers 

• Inspired by Flex teachers and First Nations speakers 

• This year was focused more on the conception of the project; hoped to get something 

physically done, but will continue. 

• What’s Next? Hopes to continue next year to restore the area and potentially mark it as 

a space of reconciliation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


