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Abstract 

In this action research project, I sought to explore how involving graduating boys with Individualized 

Education Plans (IEPs) in directed discussions around learning challenges, strengths, goals and teaching 

strategies could enhance self-advocacy skills. The IEP process encourages both parent and student 

participation, but often this occurs only during formalized review periods. In this context, the boy's voices 

can sometimes be lost. I was interested, therefore, in developing a strategy that included the boy’s voices 

and encouraged deeper self-reflection. My assumption was that directed questions and participation in the 

process would help the boys to develop better self-advocacy skills. Over a twelve-week period, students 

were asked a range of questions, using online surveys and one-on-one interviews, designed to elicit 

discussion around elements typically found in IEPs (strengths, challenges, goals and teaching strategies). 

Responses were analysed to identify emerging themes. At the conclusion of the study, the boys were 

asked to evaluate whether they felt that they had developed a better understanding of their learning 

preferences, as well as whether they felt more able to advocate for their needs as a result of participation 

in the project. The results suggest that explicit, directed discussions in these areas contributed to a greater 

ability for graduating boys to enhance their self-advocacy skills. 

Glossary  

Self-Advocacy: The ability to speak-up for yourself and the things that are important to you. Self-

advocacy means you are able to ask for what you need and want, and to tell people about your thoughts 

and feelings (Schaufelberger & Dore, 2020, para 1).  

Individualized Education Plan (IEP): An education plan designed to meet the needs of complex learners. 

There are many variations, but IEP’s usually include strengths, challenges, goals and effective strategies. 

CEGEP: A post-secondary, pre-university college which students in Quebec attend after graduation in 

Grade 11. Typically, students attend CEGEP for two years.  
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Introduction 

As a Learning Strategist, a significant part of my role involves IEP creation, maintenance, and review. 

This project began with the desire to find new ways to include boys’ voices more authentically throughout 

the process. I also wanted to establish methods in my practice that help to ensure graduating students are 

in a position to advocate for their own learning needs as they continue their schooling. With more 

involvement in the process, it was anticipated that boys would develop a greater sense of independence as 

they moved through their educational journeys. Furthermore, it was hoped, the process would encourage a 

sense of “ownership” of one’s own areas of strength and weakness, allowing for adaptation and 

adjustment on a personal level, and supplementing the educator's efforts with differentiation, 

individualization or personalization. In Quebec, the boys graduate after Grade 11 and most often move 

onto CEGEP which requires a significant level of independence in order to be successful. Our goal in 

education is to prepare our students for success at the next level. I hoped this project offered an effective 

way to prepare students with IEPs to more easily make the transition. 

Research Question 

How does explicit discussion of learning strengths, challenges and teaching preferences help build self-

advocacy skills in graduating students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs)? 

Action Research Methodology 

Even though I have always encouraged student participation in IEP development as much as possible, I 

was keen to develop consistent methods that can be reliably applied. The goals of this project were to 

move towards a more self-directed process that would help the boys learn more about their strengths and 

challenges, and to determine if this would help them to become better self-advocates. Action research was 

an appropriate approach for this project as it is an inclusive methodology that encourages participation, 

which was one of the desired outcomes of this project. The small number of students I had access to was 

also suitable for this approach. It was also an ideal approach as the action would have an immediate 

impact for participants. Finally, action research promotes ongoing cycles of refinement. My background 

in inclusive education informed me that no one approach would be effective for all students. Therefore, 

after the first cycle of research was completed, I intended to use my findings to develop other methods 

that might be more effective with different students. 
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Literature Review 

The use of the Individualized Education Plan (IEP) has become an integral component for delivering 

equitable educational services to students with complex learning needs. The IEP is the conceptual and 

practical intersection of policy, schools, and families of students with disabilities (Blackwell & Rosetti, 

2014). Different jurisdictions use various, but similar terms, including Individualized Education Program 

(IEP), Special Education Plan (SEP), Individualized Program Plan (IPP), Student Support Plan (SSP), and 

Individual Support Services Plan (ISSP) (Centre for ADHD Awareness, Canada, 2017). Whichever term 

is preferred, the plan provides written documentation that tracks the goals, accommodations, 

modifications and strategies for students with learning difficulties which arise through a broader process 

of meetings and review. The use of the IEP stemmed from the United States 1975 Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act (EHA) which required an IEP for all identified students (Boyer, 1979). Since 

then, the use of IEPs or similarly named processes, has spread internationally (Fu et al., 2018; Omar et al., 

2013; Sahin, 2012).  

Within a few years of the implementation of the EHA, academic study began to examine the benefits of 

student participation in the IEP process (Gillespie & Turnbull, 1983). At this early stage in the evolution 

of the IEP, significant progress had been made in efforts to involve parents in the process (; Lynch & 

Stein, 1982; Morgan, 1982). However, little had been done to include students (Filer, 1981), despite 

evidence of the benefits of doing so. Gillespie and Turnbull (1983) posit that, “[T]he potential of this 

involvement for furthering students’ growth, maturity and the exercise of appropriate power over their 

own lives is tremendous” (p. 26). Although these early insights into the benefits of student involvement 

were compelling, the practice of explicitly including students in the IEP process was elusive, and more 

than a decade later students still felt removed from the process (Van Reusen & Bos, 1990).  

Efforts to implement methods to effectively engage students in IEP development emerged as a response 

to research that indicated students were rarely included in the process. The Educational Planning Strategy 

(Van Reusen et al., 1987) laid the theoretical foundation for the Self Advocacy Strategy (Van Reusen & 

Bos, 1990), which aimed to encourage students to be more participatory in a five-step process that took 

between five and ten 45-minute sessions. The acronym IPLAN was used in this method to represent the 

steps of the process: Inventory your strengths, weaknesses, goals, interests and choices for learning, 

Provide your inventory information, Listen and respond, Ask questions and Name your goals (p. 30). The 

Self-Directed IEP (Martin & Marshall, 1995) used the ChoiceMaker curriculum, which consisted of three 

sections (choosing goals, expressing goals and taking action) completed through explicit instruction over 

six to ten 45-minute sessions. Based on the theory of self-determination, the successes of both these 
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approaches helped to generate further research in the area of student participation in IEPs (Branding et al., 

2009; Childre & Chambers, 2005; Test & Neale, 2004; Seong et al., 2014: Valezuela & Martin, 2005)).  

Student participation in planning IEPs “can encourage motivation, self-awareness and decision-making 

leading students to become their own agents of change” (Childre & Chambers, 2005, p. 231). While the 

key areas of participation and agency are an integral part of the IEP process, educators must assist 

students by providing them with the tools and language to be able to successfully engage with their IEPs. 

“Self-determination values, such as self-awareness, decision making, self-advocacy, independent 

performance, and adjustment, are embedded in the IEP process but require a process for cultivation” 

(Valezuela & Martin, 2005, p. 6). Furthermore, in order to fully immerse students in their IEPs, educators 

should be explicit in guiding students towards preference. Branding et al. (2009) found that in addition to 

“teaching self-determination skills, practitioners must actively enable the expression of self-determining 

behaviors by providing support and opportunities for making choices” (p. 756). Choice, opportunity and 

self-directed implementation are at the core of the IEP. Scott (2011) notes, “the link between self-

determination and student leadership in the IEP process is critical to understanding the importance of the 

student-led IEP process” (p. 12). Yet, despite the strong evidence towards the need for explicit instruction 

and the availability of tools such as IPLAN and ChoiceMaker, even special education teachers find it 

difficult to teach students to lead the process (Scott, 2011). 

Despite these theoretical advances, the practice of having boys be the main drivers behind their IEP 

development, as well as in the execution of their learning planning, is impeded by some significant 

barriers. First, there is a strong tendency amongst administrators to assume that students are actively 

engaged in the IEP process, which differs significantly from what special education teachers report 

(Martin et al., 2004). This suggests that administrators believe in the value of such participation and 

expect it to be commonplace, but have a limited understanding of how and when this is executed in 

practice. Second, teachers highlight their own feelings of self-efficacy as a barrier to increasing student 

involvement. Noting an issue with preparedness, teachers indicate the critical importance of 

administrative support in promoting self-efficacy as it relates to teaching students with the necessary 

skills to lead the IEP process (Scott, 2012). The barriers are, thus, integrally related. Administrators report 

that student participation is occurring, while teachers note a disconnect between how they are supported 

by administration and their own levels of self-efficacy. 

While the movement towards increased agency for students with learning difficulties is certainly 

important for all educators, it may be particularly relevant for educators in boys’ schools as males are 

overrepresented in special education. In the U.S., among those 6- to 21-year-old students enrolled in 

public schools in 2017–18, a higher percentage of male students (17 percent) than female students (9 
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percent) received special education services (NCES, 2018). Another study evaluates variance between 

states and found the male to female ratio to range from 2:1 to 3.4:1. (Coutinho & Oswald, 2005). There 

are three main explanations for this occurrence: biological differences, bias based on stereotyped 

expectations, and differences in behaviour due to early social learning (Wehemeyer & Schwartz, 2001). 

Educators should be informing themselves of gender-based differences and developing sound 

instructional design and implementing strategies with this in mind (Bonomo, 2010). To do so, teachers 

must first begin by understanding the complexities around gender (Bristol, 2015). In addition to creating 

lessons with gender preferences in mind, the single gender format should be explored to reduce the 

overrepresentation of males and minorities in special education (Piechera-Couture et al., 2013).  

In summary, the literature relevant to my research topic clearly indicates the importance and benefits of 

student participation in the IEP process to the development of self-advocacy skills (as defined in the 

glossary). While the theoretical basis for this has been posited since the introduction of IEPs, authentic 

and practical applications have often remained elusive. Certainly, most schools are compelled by law and 

by standards for best-practice to involve students and parents in some aspects of IEP planning, but too 

often this remains at the surface level. Specialized programs that explicitly encourage student 

participation and self-advocacy such as IPLAN and ChoiceMaker provide educators with useful, 

evidence-based strategies. Unfortunately, these types of programs are complex and time consuming, and 

thus are not used extensively outside of specialized schools. Furthermore, most teachers in a general 

education setting, even those tasked with working with complex learners (Learning Specialists, Resource, 

Special Education, etc.), feel unprepared to build student IEP engagement and report low feelings of self-

efficacy, as well a lack of support from their administrators. All of this is perhaps more relevant in boys’ 

schools, since boys receive special education services at nearly double the rate of girls. Schools that base 

their philosophies around providing superior gender-specific programming should be acutely aware of 

this tendency. 

Research Context 

Selwyn House is an independent Kindergarten to Grade 11 school in Montreal, Canada. Throughout much 

of its 120-year history, it served the anglophone community in the enclave of Westmount. More recently, 

Selwyn House has evolved to serve a wide range of students by embracing bilingualism, multiculturalism 

and by becoming non-denominational. As a result, participants in this study reflect the inclusive nature of 

the school, and of Montreal. In Quebec, students in Grade 11 graduate, and most move on to CEGEP, 

while some others attend Grade 12 programs at both Canadian and American boarding schools. 

All Grade 11 students with IEPs were invited to participate in the research project. Of these twenty-three 

boys, fourteen boys agreed to participate. At this point, parent and student consent forms and information 
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sheets were distributed in order to ground the project within a solid ethical framework. The project was 

then undertaken over the winter semester of the 2019-2020 school year. 

The Action 

The action was developed with a few key limitations in mind. I do not have regular classes with students, 

preferring instead to meet individually with the boys in regular 15 to 20-minute sessions. Depending on 

the level of need, students either meet with me twice a week, weekly, or once every two-week cycle. 

Because of their busy class and extra-curricular schedules, these sessions typically take place before, 

between, or after classes. Another limitation related to the amount of time I could reasonably expect these 

boys to engage in the project outside of our scheduled sessions. The winter trimester includes half-year 

exams, and all of the results are crucial for a successful application to CEGEP in February. Finally, I was 

keenly aware that the population of boys I work with typically have issues impacting focus, organization 

and task initiation. With these factors in mind, I designed methods of data collection adapted from 

elements of both IPLAN and ChoiceMaker, that consisted of a pre-interview, a comprehensive online 

survey, a follow-up videotaped interview and finally, an online exit survey.  

Data Collection 

Utilizing the process of polyangulation, I combined multiple sources of data to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of how explicit discussion around leaning strengths, challenges and teaching preferences 

help build self-advocacy skills.  Furthermore, in the on-line survey, similar questions were asked in 

different ways in order to encourage a range of replies. In the follow-up interviews I posed some of the 

same questions with three intentions. First, I wanted to be able to cross-reference these responses to the 

survey answers. Second, I hoped that the boys would be able to clarify their initial statements in the areas 

of learning strengths and challenges, effective teaching strategies and when they learn best. Third, I 

wanted to give them an opportunity to add any further details to their responses. Finally, the data from the 

exit survey helped me to evaluate how effective participation in the project was in achieving the stated 

goal of helping the boys become better self-advocates. 

Data Analysis 

As a result of my research design and the very individual nature of learning differences, the range of data 

I collected was expansive. I conducted an inductive analysis of the data collected from both the survey 

and the interview transcripts in order to make sense of the wealth of information gleaned from my 

responses (Mertler, 2017). I began by reading through my data in order to develop a coding scheme 

looking for patterns, themes and similarities. Then, I grouped the codified data into categories that had 
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some connection with my research question. Finally, I interpreted the data in such a way as to assess how 

participation in the action supported my research question. 

Discussion of Findings  

Through the process of analysing the data from the two surveys and interviews, I identified five broad 

themes: 

1. The boys had a better sense of their challenges than their strengths. 

2. The boys had strong opinions on a variety of teaching strategies. 

3. The majority of boys cited external factors when asked when they learn best. 

4. The boys felt responsible for achieving short term goals and mostly trusted their teachers’ 

knowledge of their individual learning styles in helping them to achieve these. 

5. The boys developed a better ability to be self-advocates through participation in the study. 

Strengths and Challenges 

In general, the boys had a good understanding of their challenges as learners. They were asked to list at 

least three examples of each in both the survey and interviews. All fourteen of the boys were able to list at 

least three challenges, and five boys were able to cite four or more. The challenges listed most frequently 

were those of concentration, focus or distractibility, with eleven boys citing a variation of these as a 

personal learning challenge. The next most common response was procrastination or “getting and staying 

on-task” with ten boys listing this as a difficulty. It follows that these two challenges are deeply 

interrelated. One student summed up this connection in one of his survey responses:  

I find it very challenging to sit through long lessons and lectures. I fidget a lot and move 

my legs a lot whenever I'm not really doing anything, which could sometimes be 

distracting for others, and I find it very difficult to sit down and get all my homework 

done in a timely manner because I get distracted and off-task very easily.  

The other challenges described were wide-ranging. Three boys noted that they need to read or hear 

questions more than once to understand. Two cited difficulties with memory or remembering. 

Organization was described as an issue by two other boys. The remainder of the challenges listed were the 

following single responses; stress, behaviour, handwriting, reading, spelling, motivation and thinking “on 

the spot.” 

The boys had more difficulty when responding to questions about their strengths. Only two of the boys 

listed more than three strengths, while five were not able to specify the minimum requested number. One 

of these simply responded, “I’m not sure.” There was even less uniformity to the boys’ answer to this 
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question. Five boys listed being good at grasping new concepts and three more noted that they enjoyed 

learning new topics. Four boys said that they were able to complete work quickly. Other categories with 

at least two respondents were reading comprehension, writing, and taking notes. That the boys 

demonstrated difficulty with identifying their strengths is concerning, but not surprising.  Too often, 

educators take a deficit approach when working with students with challenges. Instead, helping boys in 

explicit ways to help them uncover and capitalize on their strengths could be a way to help them progress 

more successfully through their academic work.  

Teaching Strategies 

I was very interested in hearing what the boys had to say about effective teaching strategies. As such, I 

asked related questions explicitly in several different ways in the survey and then in a broader sense in the 

interviews. As might be expected with this line of questioning, numerous individual responses emerged 

that made categorization challenging. Over 35 different strategies were mentioned as either effective or 

ineffective. The most common teaching strategy listed as effective was pairing verbal instruction with 

some form of notes (11 times). One student said, “I wish they would not teach without making notes on 

the board or on a PowerPoint (or other form of notes).” Other strategies that were repeated included; 

managing a quiet classroom (seven times), hands-on learning (four), repetition (four), in-class work time 

(four) and using visual aids (three).  

Three main areas surfaced when the boys were asked to comment about teaching methods that were not 

effective. Explaining concepts or instructions too quickly was mentioned seven times. Perhaps 

predictably, assigning too many small assignments or too much homework was listed six times. Lecturing 

was referred to five times. On the question of ineffective teaching methods, one boy wrote “lecturing 

students for too long,” another responded, “lecturing for over 20 minutes,” a third commented that he 

wished teachers would “speak less in front of the class.” Four responses referred to teachers not 

communicating clear expectations of work and timelines through the use of online portals and/or course 

syllabi.  

In the interviews I asked the boys to complete the following phrase: “I learn best when . . .” because I was 

interested to see how the boys would respond to a general open-ended question of this type. My previous 

experience working with IEP boys informed me that, at this age, they possess a strong understanding of 

what classroom conditions they need to be successful. When analysing the responses to this type of open 

ended questioning, I found it useful to categorize the responses in terms of internal and external factors: 

Were the boys with learning challenges citing personal factors for which they had control (student-

centered) or did they feel that the conditions under which they learned best were dependent on the 

environment their teachers created (teacher centered)? 
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External Factors 

A large majority of boys responded to this open-ended question by citing external conditions, largely 

dependent on teachers, that affect their learning. I grouped these into three further categories: a quiet 

environment, teacher support, and engagement. 

Quiet. Five of the fourteen responded that they learned best in a quiet environment. Variations on this 

theme included: “I am in a quiet and controlled environment”; “I am in an environment that is quiet”; “In 

a quiet classroom environment”; and “There is not much surrounding sound - noise distracts me!” Yet 

another boy cited both internal and external factors in his response, replying, “my stomach is full and 

there is a quiet environment.” 

Teacher Support. Four boys responded that they learned best when the teachers offered some type of 

explicit support. One student wrote that he learned best when “I am supported by the teacher and asked 

relevant questions,” while another wrote simply, “when the teacher answers my questions.” One student 

spoke in more general terms, stating that he learned best when “we are given the opportunity to take notes 

and then review as a group.” Only one boy refers specifically to methods to address a learning challenge, 

responding, “I am taught more slowly with visual examples”. 

Engagement. Not surprisingly, the importance of engagement also surfaced in these open responses, 

highlighting a third external factor. One boy stated that he learned best when “the class is engaged.” 

Another put it simply that he felt he learned best when his “teachers are enthusiastic.” 

Internal Factors 

On analysis of the open-ended responses, I was somewhat surprised by the low number of boys that cited 

internal, student-centred factors as being key to their optimal learning conditions. Since in their previous 

responses, boys indicated a better understanding of their challenges than their strengths, I had expected a 

more introspective view as to when a student felt they learned best. Only two students phrased their 

responses in this way. One student said he learned best when “I am focused,” and the other stated, 

emphatically, “I’m interested in the topic!!” 

Goal Achievement 

I asked the boys a series of questions related to short term goals. I was not surprised to find that most of 

the boys focused on grades in listing their goals. Eleven of the fourteen boys noted this as a priority. Of 

the eleven, only four discussed grades, while seven reported other goals such as, “getting a good grasp on 

all the work to get ready for next year at another school,” “focus on handing in my assignments on time, 

and finishing tests and exams within the allotted time,” “procrastinate less,” “read 2-3 books non-school 

related to practice my reading,” and “I would like to focus on getting all of my homework done on time, 
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studying long and well for tests especially exams.” The three boys that did not mention grades responded, 

“study more for exams,” “keep on track and not fall behind,” and “none, really.” 

When asked what they could do to achieve their goals, the boys’ responses centred mostly around focus 

(six boys), procrastination (five) and increased study (three). Encouragingly, most boys felt that their 

teachers’ knowledge of their learning styles would help them to achieve their goals in a yes/no question 

format. Eight boys replied in the affirmative, and one of these added, “all my teachers and my school 

should do to help me achieve my long-term objectives is to continue doing the same as now.” Only one 

boy felt that his teachers did not have a good sense of his learning style and challenges and thus would not 

be able to help him achieve his goals. He stated that teachers needed to “teach us in a way that prepares us 

better for CEGEP, I hear way too often that people are hit with a big shock in terms of the academics once 

they get to CEGEP.” The five remaining boys replied “maybe/sometimes” which likely indicates that they 

feel that some, but not all of their teachers, possess the knowledge or skills to help attain their goals. Two 

of these five responded they were unsure about what their teachers or school could do to support them. 

One student felt that teachers could assist by “helping to improve my time management.” Another felt 

that teachers should “be stricter and have more consequences; I feel that there isn't enough discipline and 

that students feel free to do what they want.” The last boy who was unsure about whether teachers had a 

sufficient understanding of his learning styles to help him achieve his goals stated, “I am hoping to meet 

with someone who knows a lot more about degree options than I do.”  

Development of Self-Advocacy Skills 

In an effort to evaluate whether the boys had a greater ability to act as self-advocates after participating in 

the study, I asked the boys to complete a brief exit survey. Seven of the fourteen students completed the 

survey. The partial response rate was likely due to the academic demands that graduating students in 

Quebec experience at that time of year. In response to the question “do you feel that you have a better 

understanding of your learning needs after participation in the project,” six replied yes, and one replied 

no. When asked “do you feel better equipped to advocate for your own needs after participation in the 

project,” five felt they were, while two did not.  

The final question in the exit survey also asked the boys to describe some things they had learned while 

participating in the project. Their responses were positive and help to illustrate the importance of utilizing 

mechanisms to involve IEP boys in explicit discussions of this type. An increased understanding of 

personal strengths and weaknesses was an aspect discussed by several boys. One wrote that he learned 

about his “learning strengths and which teachers work for me.” Another stated, “my strengths and how to 

work on my weaknesses.” One responded “I now have a more clear understanding of what my strengths 

and weaknesses are, and another, “I learned about which styles I learn best with and about what I need to 
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succeed at school.” One student referred specifically to his diagnosis by saying “what dyslexia really is 

and what are some of the advantages of it.” Perhaps most encouragingly, two boys indicated that they 

developed a greater level of comfort with their challenges through participation in the project, with one 

stating that “I learned that I shouldn’t be ashamed of who I am and what I need to do to reach my dreams 

and goals” and the other responded, “I learned that asking for help when needed is not a sign of weakness, 

but rather evidence of strength.” 

Conclusions 

The specific nature of the individual boy’s responses made the thematic organization of the data quite 

challenging. Yet, this is reflective in the realities of individualized instruction. No classroom is made up 

of boys who have the same strengths, challenges or learning preferences. Therefore, teachers must eschew 

a “one size fits all” approach in favour of more personalized strategies. However, a number of universal 

trends can be drawn from the boys’ responses, such as pairing verbal instruction with notes, limiting 

lecture time and the importance of maintaining a quiet environment. An approach which pays attention to 

universal trends and is coupled with a learning strategy designed by and for the boy, could have 

maximum impact. IEP documents which pay respect to universal trends and incorporate unique 

information provided by the boys' voices could provide a teacher with an actionable direction to 

implement. This, coupled with an increased level of implementation support from school administrators, 

should help to improve outcomes for boys with IEPs. 

The development of a method (tools and process) which I can utilize on an ongoing basis requires further 

refinement; however, the relative simplicity of the method used in this study allows for this. Initial 

refinement efforts could include the reduction of the amount of questions used in the online survey. This 

would reduce the amount of time needed to complete, and thus likely make it more palatable to boys, and 

more useful if it were to be used on an ongoing basis during the various IEP review periods. Another area 

that requires attention, would be expanding the use of the method to other grades levels. I would be 

curious to see if the positive aspects reported by graduating students with IEPs would translate across a 

larger sample size. 

I was pleased with the exit survey results, which indicated that six respondents felt they had gained a 

better understanding of themselves as learners and five had developed an increased ability to be self-

advocates. The main aim of the action research project was to determine if directed discussion of learning 

strengths, challenges and teaching preferences or preferred learning conversations help to build self-

advocacy skills in graduating students with IEPs.  These outcomes indicate that this approach has 

potential. The inclusion and privileging of boys’ voices in IEP planning, maintenance and review could 

well result in an overall increased meaningfulness of the IEP process.  Having their own voices privileged 
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and meaningfully embedded in their personal IEP through preferred learning choices conversations could 

contribute significantly to the boy’s ownership of the process. The results of the exit surveys suggest that 

explicit directed discussions which offer boys the opportunity to give voice to their preferred learning 

choices contributes to a greater ability for them to engage in self-advocacy. The survey results also 

suggest that these types of explicit conversations and the capacity for perceived increased self-advocacy 

seem to be linked.   

My research not only strengthens the link, but highlights that the quality of the participation is key. It 

sheds light on factors that are associated with explicit discussions or preferred learning choices 

conversations that promote self-advocacy.  The essential component for boys to become better self-

advocates appeared to be a process made up of: (1) authentic conversations that promote self-awareness; 

(2)  inclusion in planning that privileges and values the boy’s voice and choices;  (3) boy generated 

decisions that are honoured and embedded in the learning plan and; (4) the opportunity for boys to 

provide feedback regarding the process. These factors, which make up the preferred learning choices 

conversations, increased the boys' understanding of their learning profiles and reported capacity to self-

advocate as evidenced by the exit surveys.  The number of boys indicating they had gained a better 

understanding of themselves as learners, as well as the number reporting an increased ability to self-

advocate, bear this out. In summary, preferred learning choice conversations increased a boy's 

understanding of himself as a learner. They invited him to partner in the process of voice sharing and 

choice making, building his capacity for self-advocacy and improving the chances for his success at the 

next level. 

Reflection 

So much has changed since the “Developing Agency: Boys Voice and Choice" cohort embarked on this 

journey. While the world reeled as it attempted to address the COVID-19 pandemic, I also struggled to 

put the final touches on this project. Despite this, my involvement in the IBSC Action Research program 

has been a tremendously valuable exercise for my professional development. Although the program was 

rigorous and challenging, it was structured in such a way as to make each step clearly attainable, and the 

whole, a sum of its parts. I have learned so much by being involved in this process. The immediate results 

indicating that the boys had a positive experience are very encouraging. By listening to the boys’ voices, I 

have gained knowledge I will be able to use to inform and enhance my practice. The methods which were 

developed for this study provided me with a relatively simple and flexible tool that can be adapted for 

further expansion and use. I now understand that some of the initial study design was not appropriate and 

that my process for student engagement could benefit from being refined. I look forward to undertaking a 

second cycle of action where I can address these issues to improve my approach and build upon what I 



13 

have learned. While I made a number of missteps and certainly found the process challenging, as with all 

worthwhile ventures, I gained invaluable knowledge and experience along the way.  

I want to begin by thanking the 14 boys who generously shared their voices with me. It was their choice 

to participate in this project that made it happen and it was their voices that inspired and drove this 

project. I owe immeasurable thanks to my team leader Janet Lien for keeping me positively focused on 

the end goal as well as for her comprehensive revisions. My mother, Rhea, also edited the final paper with 

a keen eye for detail.  Bill Bedard, my staff-advisor, delivered the invaluable combination of big picture 

planning and technical assistance. Beth Saunders, my fellow Learning Strategist and dear friend, lent 

many wise insights throughout the process. The fabulous Minna Shulman, newly retired as both the Dean 

of Students at Selwyn House, provided an exceptional vision of student support. Kathy Funamoto, 

Director of Elementary School, prompted me to consider how boys learn best, regardless of age. Carol 

Manning, the Head of Middle School, amongst many other things, reminded me of the importance of 

proper grammar usage. And finally, a great deal of thanks is owed to both Mike Downey, then Director of 

Senior School, now incoming Headmaster, and the incomparable Hal Hannaford, for their continued 

support and guidance without which participation in this project would not have been possible.  
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