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Abstract The idea of personalised learning is of particular
interest to educators, policy makers and parents concerned
about the persistent problem of student disengagement from
schooling especially in communities ‘at disadvantage’.
Escalating numbers of young people are ‘dropping out’ of
school both literally and metaphorically because they no lon-
ger find it relevant to their lives. Put simply, these students do
not fit the standardised curriculum or mechanical ways of
‘doing’ school. In response, there has been a plethora of alter-
native schools/programmes established tomeet the interests of
students deemed to be ‘at risk’, ‘disengaged’ or ‘troublesome’.
Whilst a great deal is already known about ‘what works’ in
terms of engagement (relationships, relevance and rigour)
schools have remained stubbornly resistant to major structur-
al, cultural and pedagogical change. If we are serious about re-
engaging all students in learning, then it will require a funda-
mental shift in the way we design schools for learning. In this
article, we wish to explore what this looks like from the point
of view of two students attending a small school in the process
of integrating the Big Picture Education Australia (BPEA)
design for schooling. BPEA is a small not-for-profit organisa-
tion committed to creating small schools based around the
personal interests of each student. From the students’ vantage
point we seek to identify a number of organisational, peda-
gogical and relational conditions that appear to be making a
difference to their lives. A central argument is that students are
more likely to engage in learning when they have ownership

and control over what, how and with whom they learn. When
these conditions are brought into existence, we see evidence
of enhanced relationships with peers, teachers, families, com-
munities and other significant adults. Finally, we wish to argue
that the provision of learning choices is a social justice issue
because all students irrespective of their backgrounds have a
right to a good education.

Keywords Personalisation . Student engagement .

Curriculum . Social justice . Big Picture EducationAustralia
and Portraiture

Introduction

Young people of school age in Australia are switching off,
disengaging and being excluded from schooling in unprece-
dented numbers, Bparticularly those from non-traditional, ad-
verse and challenging backgrounds^ (Smyth et al. 2010, p. 1).
Brotherhood of St Lawrence CEO Tony Nicholson describes
the situation as an Bunfolding social disaster^with between 30
and 40% of young people not completing 12 years of second-
ary schooling (Cook 2014). The fallout can be devastating for
individuals, school communities and society alike. When stu-
dents fail to complete their schooling and make a meaningful
transition to adulthood, then we are all worse off. The problem
of disengagement from schooling continues to be one of the
most complex, persistent and protracted problems facing ed-
ucation systems today.

In response, Australian federal and state governments have
shown some commitment to improving school retention rates,
addressing disengagement and lifting educational outcomes as
measured by standardised test scores [e.g., Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) and National
Assessment Program–Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN)].
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As well, there are undertakings to create more equitable out-
comes for low socio-economic status (SES) and Indigenous stu-
dents. In pursuing these goals, the National Partnerships on
Youth Attainment and Transitions negotiated between the
Australian federal, state and territory governments as part of the
Council of Australian Governments (CoAG) agreement in 2009
provided the political framework formuch of this work. Through
this agreement, each state government signed up to the Compact
with Young Australians whereby all students are entitled to an
education or training place based on a ‘learn or earn’ policy until
they turn 17 years of age. Within this arrangement, each state
government has its own specific strategies relevant to local pri-
orities and circumstances. In the case of Western Australia, in
which this research was conducted, there are a host of school and
community-based engagement programmes approved by local
Department of Education Participation Managers. In addition,
there are also a number of Curriculum and Re-Engagement
(CARE) schools established to cater for disengaged and disrup-
tive students who, for a range of reasons, do not fit conventional/
mainstream schools (see te Riele for discussion).

Yet, despite these political commitments and declarations
far too many young people fail to achieve and/or engage in
schooling (or more specifically learning). The irony is that this
situation continues despite decades of knowledge about how
people Bactually learn best^ (Farrell 2008, p. 11). The prob-
lem, according Farrell and Hartwell (2008), is that we never
question the basic model of Bformal schooling^ (also referred
to as ‘mainstream’, ‘traditional’ or ‘conventional’) because it
takes on a Bseeming intractability^ (p. 111) based on Brituals,
traditions, and conceptions of how learning occurs and what is
most worth learning that were developed well over a century
ago^ (p. 109). Tyack and Tobin (1995) refer to these resis-
tances to reform as the Bgrammar of schooling^ characterised
by self-contained classrooms, didactic teaching, age-related
classes, timetables, subjects, testing and competition, to name
a few (see Haberman 1991; Freire 1970; Postman 1979;
Dewey 1938/1997; and Sizer 1996).

Nonetheless, as Farrell and Hartwell (2008) argue, there
has been a significant movement globally (Woods and
Woods 2009; Farrell 2008) and nationally (te Riele 2012;
McGregor and Mills 2011; Mills and McGregor 2014) to-
wards alternative school programmes characterised by
Bchild-centred, active pedagogy, with heavy involvement of
the parents and community in the learning of their children^
(p. 115). By way of example, in 2005, there were an estimated
12,000 alternative schools/programmes in the USA with at
least a million home-schoolers (Farrell 2008, p. 112). In
Australia, 33,000 young people are involved in over 400
programmes in 1200 locations (te Riele 2012, p. 17). Whilst
varying considerably in philosophy and pedagogy, all of these
schools/programmes share a fundamental desire to move
away from the Btraditional, age-graded Begg crate^ pedagog-
ical model^ of the formal school system (Farrell 2008, p. 121).

It is in the context of these wider developments that we
want to examine how students themselves understand, expe-
rience and respond to a pedagogy of personalisation within a
Big Picture Education Australia (hereafter, BPEA) setting.
BPEA is a small not-for-profit organisation (http://www.
bigpicture.org.au/) committed to the principle of Bone
student at a time in a community of learners^. Patrick et al.
(2016) define personalised learning in the following way:

Personalized learning is tailoring learning for each stu-
dent’s strengths, needs, and interests—including en-
abling student voice and choice in what, how, when,
and where they learn—to provide flexibility and sup-
ports to ensure mastery of the highest standards possible
(p. 5).

This approach asserts the importance of placing stu-
dents’ interests at the centre of everything the school does.
At heart, this more personalised approach demands a fun-
damental rethinking of school design in terms of pedagogy,
structure, relationships and culture. Such calls for school
change are hardly new and can be traced back through
the work of progressive school reformers like John
Dewey (1938/1997), Herb Kohl (1994), Jonathan Kozol
(1967/1995), Neil Postman (1979), John Holt (1964/1982)
and Ted Sizer (1996). Of particular relevance to this article
is Ted Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools (http://
essentialschools.org/) which influenced the early work of
the Australian National Schools Network (ANSN; Ladwig
et al. 1994) and the eventual establishment of BPEA in
2006. This followed an extensive search worldwide for a
new design for schooling capable of engaging students over
time. Whilst most interest for this work came from schools
in disadvantaged communities struggling with issues of dis-
engagement, BPEA believes the design is relevant for all
students, irrespective of their circumstances.

At the outset, we would like to add four caveats to this
discussion: first, the challenge identified by Farrell (2008) of
avoiding the pitfalls of Blaudatory^ accounts of alternative
schools which can create Ban impression that they are all par-
agons of pedagogical virtue, which they are not. They are all
very human institutions^ (p. 37); second, the idea of
personalisation itself is neither neutral nor innocent. Indeed,
we are mindful of the Bpolitics of personalisation^ which has
been linked in its dominant form to a broader set of neoliberal
imperatives related to human capital formation based on the
principles of individualisation, responsibilisation, marke
tisation and school choice (Mincu 2012, p. xiii); third, the
research informing this article is written primarily from the
perspective of two students, which has both strengths and
limitations; and fourth, whilst most teachers have heard or
seen the term personalised learning, there is far less certainty
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about what this actually means in the classroom context
(Watkins 2012, p. 4).

With these caveats in mind, we are in agreement with
Watkins (2012, p. 3) when he argues the need for a Bricher
view of personalisation^, one that moves beyond Bindividual^
and Bpersonalised inquiry^ to embrace what he describes as
Bthe personalised community classroom^. This perspective
advances the view that learning is Ba web of relationships
and contexts, and learning is seen as fundamentally social,
the means by which people join communities and become
who they aim to be^ (p. 12). In this sense, personalisation is
Babout building participation through belonging and
collaboration^ in order to advance Bcollective knowledge^
(p. 12). In this spirit, Fielding (2012) urges educators to look
beyond instrumentalist market versions of personalisation
and, instead, see schools as Bagents of democratic fellowship^
for the purpose of developing Ba commitment to education in
its broadest sense in an explicitly democratic form^ (p. 82).

With these introductory remarks in mind, we want to do a
number of things in this article. First, we want to provide an
overview of the broader social context in which the idea of
personalisation is located. This means understanding some-
thing about how social context impacts on education especial-
ly in school communities characterised by high levels of pov-
erty and student disengagement. Second, we provide a synop-
sis of BPEA—its history, philosophy, distinguishers, and de-
sign for learning. Third, we explain the use of portraiture as a
methodological tool to investigate the experience of students.
Fourth, we present the portraits of two students—Chuckie and
Rose—as a means of getting up close and personal to how
students themselves understand, experience and respond to
personalised learning approaches. Finally, we draw on these
accounts to identify some of the key pedagogical lessons we
might learn from students themselves.

The social context

In Australia, like most western countries, the shift towards
neoliberal ideologies and policies since the mid-1970s (e.g.,
marketisation, competition, managerialism, performativity,
school choice, standardisation, high stakes testing and back-
to-basics) has resulted in growing levels of social and educa-
tional inequalities (Teese and Polesel 2003; Wilkinson and
Pickett 2009). In the context of school choice in particular,
wealthy families with resources have turned in large numbers
to private/independent schools, significantly subsidised by
public funds. As a consequence, public schools with dwin-
dling budgets are left to cater for working class and poor
children (Bonner and Shepherd 2016). This policy manoeuvre
gained ascendancy under the conservative Howard govern-
ment during the 1990s. As a result, Australia now has one of
the most highly stratified and residualised education systems

in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OCED; OCED 2011).

In this environment, the logic of the market endeavours to
explain inequality in terms of deficits and pathologising dis-
courses (Nilan et al. 2007; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002)
that function to mask the broader historical, structural and
institutional forces at play in society and schools. For instance,
when a young person experiences difficulties in life, the per-
sonal deficits of the individual are identified as the cause of the
problem (e.g., lazy, lack of aspirations, poor behaviour, low
levels of literacy, dysfunctional families and so on) rather than
the systemic structural forces shaping the formal school sys-
tem. As a consequence, the real causes of injustice (e.g., pov-
erty, unemployment, health and housing) are hidden by a
Bpublic sphere…dominated by individualising, victim-
blaming discourses [in which] structural perspectives are ab-
sent or marginalised^ (Fraser 2012, p. 45).

Hence, when mainstream schooling is not working for stu-
dents, they are blamed for their failure and are likely to, in
turn, blame themselves. Young people from families with so-
cial, cultural and economic backgrounds alien to the normal-
ising high school are not only indirectly excluded from the
benefits of education, but denied the Binterpretative schema^
with which to explain their situation in terms of injustice
(Fraser 2012, p. 46). From a social justice perspective then,
what is needed is Ba schooling system that includes
everybody^ (Lynch 2002, p. 12) and that actively works
against both the historical and contemporary forces of exclu-
sion. To this end, there is a need to identify those aspects of
pedagogy, curriculum, assessment and organisation of schools
that are more likely to re-engage marginalised young people
for learning (e.g. Smyth and McInerney 2012; Mills and
McGregor 2014; te Riele 2012; Zyngier 2011).

Against this backdrop, we want to explore how a pedagogy
of personalisation might contribute to these broader debates
based on the experience of students themselves. In other
words, we want to listen to what students have to say about
Bwhat works^ best for them and from their vantage point,
identify what needs to change. In this task, we use two student
portraits to highlight not only the limitations of mainstream
schooling for marginalised young people but also the possi-
bilities for success linked to a renewed emphasis on the dem-
ocratic public purposes for Australian education (Reid et al.
2010, p. 8).

Putting it another way, we want to explore a different way
of ‘doing’ school based on the experience of two students
involved in a more personalised approach to learning within
a BPEA setting. In the BPEA context, Bpersonalisation^ has a
very specific set of educational practises attached to it:

With the help of the advisory teacher and parents, each
student develops a learning plan that explores their
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interests and passions, and identifies personal learning
goals, authentic project work and wider curriculum re-
quirements. This plan is reviewed and updated regularly
(BPEA, 2017, p. 2).

In keeping with this approach to personalisation we adopt
the methodology of portraiture to place students at the centre
of our research. In doing so, we seek to explain how
personalisation is also a matter of Bcurricular justice^ for
marginalised students (Connell 1995). The two portraits rep-
resented below are taken from a larger research project carried
out between 2013 and 2015 in a low socio-economic status
(SES) community in an outer metropolitan area of an
Australian state capital city. The purpose of the overarching
project was to investigate initiatives to enhance student en-
gagement and aspirations in education and training in the re-
gion. The BPEA project was one of four key initiatives to
encourage innovation in teaching and learning.

Big Picture Education Australia—an overview

We nowwant tomove on to explain something about BPEA, a
small not-for-profit organisation seeking to re-engage young
people in learning. BPEA offers an innovative educational
design that requires schools to work in highly personalised
ways with students, families, community organisations, busi-
nesses, government and non-government agencies. BPEAwas
established in collaboration with Elliott Washor and Dennis
Littky who set up the Metropolitan Career and Technology
School (The MET) in Providence, Rhode Island in the
1990s (http://www.themethighschool.org/; Littky and
Grabelle 2004; Levine 2002). They have since created Big
Picture Learning (BPL) with over 80 schools in 20 states in
the USA and worldwide including the Netherlands, Italy,
Canada, New Zealand and Australia.

BPEA draws on a number of key assumptions about how to
improve student engagement for learning (BPEA 2009).
Foremost is a preparedness to challenge what Washor and
Mojkowski (2013) describe as Bthe deeper four^ causes of
widespread student disengagement—not mattering, not fitting
in, unrecognised talents and interest, and restrictions (see
Fig. 1).

When looking at the Bdeeper four^ elements of student
disengagement, we can begin to see why school size is impor-
tant in the BPEA design. Schools must be Bsmall enough to
encourage the development of a community of learners, and to
allow for each child to be well known by at least one adult^
(BPEA 2009, p. 4). The relationship with the community is
also important and schools must connect students and the
school to the community Bboth by sending students to learn
from mentors in the real world, and by allowing the school
itself to serve the needs of the local community^ (p. 4). At this

early stage of implementation in Australia, there are two
schools identified and approved by State Departments of
Education as BPEA-designed schools. However, there is a
network of approximately 40 schools exploring the design
principles by integrating the design across the whole school
(as was the case for Chuckie and Rose’s school) and those
establishing Bacademies^ inside larger schools.

The BPEA approach is founded on the belief that deep
learning takes place when:

& each student is an active participant in his/her education;
& his/her course of study is personalised by teachers, parents

and mentors who know him/her well; and
& school-based learning is blended with outside experiences

that heighten the student’s interest (p. 4).

Based on a substantial body of research, we know that
schools need to be highly relational, personalised, non-
competitive and success-oriented places if they are going to
work well (e.g. DiMartino and Wolk 2010; Noddings 2005).
When these kinds of qualities are evident, then there is a much
greater likelihood of achieving improved levels of student
engagement, academic performance, parental involvement,
teacher satisfaction, community engagement, health and
well-being and social cohesion (Toch 2003; Benitez et al.
2009; Wasley and Fine 2000).

Therefore, the BPEA design requires schools, primarily
through the Advisory Teacher, to identify the interests and
capabilities of each student. The Advisory Teacher negotiates
personal learning plans, and also convenes meetings with stu-
dents, parents and mentors in order to develop plans and dis-
cuss progress. They broker internships in the community and
find support in areas outside of their own discipline. In addi-
tion, they help students to develop depth in extended projects
and exhibitions for learning. Advisory Teachers work with
their students for extended periods of time each and every
week ideally for the duration of their high school years
(Choules et al. 2017, p. 22). Thus, knowing each student well

Fig. 1 Why students drop out (Washor and Mojkowski 2013, p. 120)
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is a pre-condition to developing personalised approaches
based on students’ interests and passions. This structural and
pedagogical shift from conventional schooling sets up the
possibility of school being a place where every student is
known well and made to feel welcome.

The question becomes then: how are students responding
to this personalised approach and what are they learning? One
way to find out is by listening deeply to what the students
themselves have to say about their experience. But first, we
shall briefly say something about portraiture as a methodolog-
ical approach.

Research approach—portraiture

Portraiture is described by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis
(1997), pioneers of this approach to research and documenta-
tion in the social sciences, as combining:

…systematic, empirical description with aesthetic ex-
pression, blending art and science, humanistic sensibil-
ities and scientific rigour. The portraits are designed to
capture the richness, complexity, and dimensionality of
human experience in social and cultural context, con-
veying the perspectives of the people who are negotiat-
ing those experiences. The portraits are shaped through
dialogue between the portraitist and the subject, each
one participating in the drawing of the image. The en-
counter between the two is rich with meaning and reso-
nance and is crucial to the success and authenticity of
the rendered piece (p. 3).

In the written portraits of Chuckie and Rose, we have
sought to capture in some way the essence of these young
people as learners. We acknowledge that portraits can only
ever be partial and incomplete accounts. There are questions
unasked, reflections unspoken and stories untold. Each of the
students interviewed presented themselves as strong unique
characters. In the individual semi-structured interviews (30–
45 min), we were able to gain a sense of who they are. The
contemporaneous notes made during the conversations were
developed into narratives and checked against the transcript of
the interview. The intent was to allow the participants’ identi-
ties to become apparent within the ethical requirements of
protecting confidentiality (Smyth et al. 2004). These identities
are constantly being shaped, both consciously and
unconsciously, in relation to the external environment. As
Quinn et al. (2009) explain: BAll research that relies on ‘voice’
faces [the problem of slippage], because there is no true and
authentic self only multiple narratives that are culturally
shaped^ (p. 194).

The two portraits used here are not exceptional. They tell
stories which are similar to many other students we
interviewed. In selecting these two students, we adopt what
Connell (1995) refers to as Bstrategic sampling^ whereby the
focus is on a few cases Bwhere the theoretical yield should be
high^ (p. 90). In other words, we chose the portraits of
Chuckie and Rose to identify productive possibilities in order
to better understand ‘what works’ best for them. As a research
method, portraiture requires researchers to sit in an empathic
position alongside the participants. We have sought to repre-
sent in a faithful way the life-worlds of each student. As
Ashworth and Lucas (2010) suggest, we can determine the
success of an interview based on whether it gives access to
the person’s life-world. We are confident that the portraits
communicate, no matter how incomplete, the spirit of the
young people we interviewed.

As a method of enquiry and representation, portraiture is
also well-suited to pursuing social justice in education because
it creates a process for young people to describemore fully their
experience of schooling. The portraits place the students voice
at the centre of the research— legitimating their experiences,
opinions, desires and fears. It requires us to work Bon and from
young people’s territory as determined by the definitions of
space, needs, interests, concerns and lifestyles^ (Pring et al.
2009, p. 72). In the process, researchers must first unsettle some
of their own assumptions, move from a place of knowing and
then listen to what students are saying. We went back to the
students with a copy of their written portrait to read and con-
firm, adapt and/or modify how they were represented. We
wanted the students to feel comfortable with the composition
of their portrait and how they would be used. Both Chuckie and
Rose showed great pride as their portraits came to life.

Thus, portraiture seeks to confirm the centrality of people’s
lives in research rather than the use of abstract categories and
statistics. It is interested in the daily realities of students’ lives,
their hopes, fears, pain and dreams and how we can relate to
them. This allows the reader to connect with young people with
a greater sense of empathy, respect, trust and care. However, the
methodology is not without difficulties. Portraits can have a
strong flavour of transformation about them. We did not want
to produce an overly celebratory rendition, lacking in critique
and reflexivity. Academic research requires us to look beyond
the superficial by asking more probing kinds of questions to
reveal the gaps, silences and contradictions. In short, there is still
much to learn and know about creating sites of learning for
marginalised young people. Indeed, whilst Chuckie and Rose’s
schools adopted a personalised learning approach, they did not
pretend to have faithfully enacted or fully grasped the meaning
of personalisation. There are still many complex issues and ques-
tions to be investigated as it relates to depth of learning and
understanding what is really going on (Talbot and Hayes 2016).

So, we present the portraits, not as proof that all is well but
as a starting point for ongoing teacher reflection and inquiry
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(Farrell 2008). Our bigger purpose in the context of this re-
search is to provide schools with constructive feedback to
enhance teaching and learning. Putting the voices of the stu-
dents centre stage enables us to name our own position too—a
preference that the needs of students especially those from low
SES school communities are given proper recognition in
framing institutional life.

Portraits

Chuckie

The first portrait is that of Chuckie, a student in the middle
years of high school who lives in a low socio-economic com-
munity. He had been at the BPEA school for one termwhen we
first interviewed him. For the first two years of high school he
was enrolled at a local school with approximately 1000 stu-
dents. He said, BI did some stupid things^ there. In hindsight,
he did not feel as though the school was helping him to learn.
He experienced a lot of bullying by other students. Some of the
teachers also Btriggered^ Chuckie’s behaviour. In retaliation, he
often walked out of class and school. He estimates that he was
absent for about half of year 9. So far, he has only missed one
day at his new BPEA school due to sickness. He acknowledges
that this is indeed a remarkable turn around for him. Chuckie
lives with his mum, aunty and two sisters. His mother didn’t
finish high school and Chuckie has not heard from his father
since he was 2 years old. He is now fully engaged in learning,
in a better relationship with his mother and having Bmore ups
than downs.^ In Chuckie’s words:

If I wasn’t here I would probably be sitting on the oval,
smoking and wagging it with the other kids.

He goes on:

Before I came to the Big Picture school I was at main-
stream high school. That didn’t work out so well. I used
to have fights and get into trouble. Even though I would
sit in the corner and keep to myself, so many kids would
come and pick on me and start fights. I have anger
management issues. It’s as if there is a little switch that
gets triggered in my head and I start retaliating, first
verbally, then physically. I was swearing at teachers,
walking out of class, throwing chairs, the kind of things
teenagers do. I did a bit of work but not much. I didn’t
really like it.
I decided to come to this school because it wasn’t work-
ing where I was. If I did not come here I would probably
be sitting on the oval, smoking and wagging it with the

other kids. This school has given me a chance and got
my head out of my arse. I wish I’d been to a Big Picture
school all my life.
There’s been a huge change in me as a result of chang-
ing schools. The last time I did any work in school was
in Year 5. Now I do a lot of work. It feels the same as I
did in Year 5 where the teacher was standing over me,
helping me with my learning. They also help me with
anger management. If I feel angry, I go for a walk, and
get some fresh air and when I’m ready come back in.
I still stay on the edge of things and talk to myself. The
difference is that there are no bullies. The teacher is
always around the corner.
The relationship with Sal [Advisory Teacher] is sort of
like my mum. She is nice, calm, easy. She walks around
and helps you. I like having someone that stands over
my shoulder and is there when I need more help.
Here it’s like a big family. The relationships with the
other students are different too. They are like brothers
and sisters. I get to know the other students better. We
know a lot about each other – details – it is a whole lot
better. It’s the relationships that make this school differ-
ent to the mainstream school I was at. It gives us all a
chance to be part of something, to belong. Here we get
to sit on a park bench that students made. We get to sit
on couches and use pillows and bean bags that the
students have made. And they are comfy!
The Big Picture approach helps us with our work, we
understand each other better and it’s helping us find out
how hard things are in life.
We go on different excursions and see different places.
Get the opportunity to see different reactions.
Rather than having to do all my work on paper like in
the mainstream school, we do a lot on the computer
here. I’m not that good at writing but I can type fast.
When we did a test recently I was the first to finish. It felt
pretty good I got 350 words done in the time. I could
never do that with pen and paper.
After school finishes I’m thinking of being a bricklayer
or going into the army. Being in the Big Picture
programmes will help me achieve those aims. With my
personal learning plan Sal and I worked out what I want
to learn. She is going to help me find out about the army.
I’m looking forward to researching that with her. I do
have to improve my writing which makes me a bit ner-
vous as it is very messy and it’s been a while since I’ve
had to write. But if I want to be a bricklayer I have to be
able to write – a resume, safety paperwork,
documents…
My mum thinks it’s excellent that I’m doing something
with my life instead of sitting on the oval, smoking and
doing nothing. My mum is happy with me and brought
me a motorcycle as a reward. I feel much better than I
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did before. Before I was angry and upset but now I’m
happy and jumping around. Although we still have ups
and downs, now there are more ups and downs.

Rose

Rose is also amiddle school student who had been at the BPEA
school for one term when we interviewed her. Rose previously
attended two large mainstream high schools where she experi-
enced bullying. By the end of year 9, Rose was attending only
half of the time. She had been streamed into the less academic
classes and her self-esteem was not good. The decision for her
to come to the BPEA school was made by her teachers and
Rose’s mother. Rose did not have great hopes for this school—
scared of not fitting in here either. Even though Rose has had
some days off during the term, her attendance has significantly
improved. Neither of her parents completed high school or
further study. She lives with her mother, father and little sister
in a low socio-economic community. Her parents are support-
ive of her move to the BPEA school. In a sign of her growing
maturity and social skills, Rose told us that one of the girls who
bullied her at her previous high school had recently started at
the BPEA school. Despite this difficult history, Rose offered to
show the new girl around because she would like someone to
do that for her. It was nearly three years since this bullying
incident. Rose did not want to carry a grudge around any lon-
ger. In a nutshell, Rose says:

If I was still at mainstream school I would have dropped
out …

Rose continues:

I came to this school because of the bullying I experi-
enced at the mainstream high school I attended. The
bullying started at the first high school where the girls
chased me out of school. So I tried another mainstream
high school. That didn’t work out either. The kids were
bullying me because I had red hair. By Year 9 I had
stopped going to school a lot of the time. I’d come home
from school in tears or just not talking. Now when I go
to school I’m happy, my head is not down like before. I
say hello to Colleen [Registrar] and my teacher and it’s
all okay. I am enjoying school and I tell my mum what
happens each day.
Even though I was scared on Orientation Day, it has
worked out well. We are like a family and everyone gets
along, well nearly everyone. There is always someone
there for you – either a teacher or another student. The
teachers are more like our friends. We call them by their

first name. If I’m feeling down on the weekend I text them
and they call me and ask if I’m okay. They call me if I have
a day off too. They care about me. You get a bond with
your teacher because you stay with them through to the
end of year 12. It is like everyone cares about each other.
Here learning is made to be fun. Sport is down on the
beach, you can kick a football, or go for a walk. It’s
much more joyful. I’m learning more because I am
enjoying it. The class sizes are smaller and there are
always people to help us. That makes a big difference.
I don’t give up just because it’s too hard. I also like that
we don’t have a high class and a low class. At the pre-
vious school I was in the lower class. It puts your self-
esteem down.
I think the biggest difference with mainstream school in
size. Here I know everybody. I think I could name nearly
everyone in the school. It is so much better, so much
more enjoyable.
I’m interested in doing childcare when I finish high
school. I tried hairdressing but didn’t like it. In my per-
sonal learning plan I have planned the research I will do
on child care. I will find out what pathways there are to
become a child care worker.
If I was still at mainstream school I would have dropped
out and got a job because I couldn’t do it.

Productive practises

Based on Chuckie and Rose’s portraits, we can begin to identify
the kinds of pedagogical conditions that appear to help
marginalised students re-engage in learning. Both students de-
scribe their alienation from mainstream schooling because it
wasn’t meeting their needs or interests. They had largely discon-
nected from school and anticipated that this would have been
permanent if they had not found a different way of doing school.

The level of engagement coming through in these students’
portraits is a vital precondition to success in school, careers
and life. Drawing on these two portraits, we can identify at
least four pedagogical conditions that are likely to re-engage
young people in learning, among them:

(a) Schools are small enough for each student to be
known well;

(b) Students’ passions and interests are embedded in the
curriculum;

(c) Students have control and ownership over their
learning; and

(d) Student experience, culture and knowledge are valued
and respected.

We now consider each of these pedagogical conditions in
turn.
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Schools are small enough for each student to be known well

Creating small schools by design is an important element of
personalisation. Whilst large high schools have been politically
and economically expedient, they simply do not work for stu-
dents like Chuckie and Rose. We are in agreement with
Darling-Hammond (2010) when she argues that school districts
should have a Bportfolio of schools^ because choice is better
than coercion in themanagement of education. Furthermore, all
students deserve a decent education that not only suits their
interests and philosophies but also prepares them extraordinari-
ly well for success in careers, family and life. (p. 267). Smyth
et al. (2014) adopt the heuristic of the Bsocially just school^ to
describe those schools in which all young people are fully
engaged and made to feel welcome irrespective of their back-
grounds. Importantly, such schools see young people Bat
promise^ and as having strengths rather than being Bat risk^,
Bbundles of pathologies^ or Bdeficits^ (p. 3).

Both Chuckie and Rose are clear that these kinds of per-
sonal approaches are essential to their learning. For them, the
opportunity to re-engage in learning was made possible only
because they felt a sense of connectedness and belongingness
in a small community of learners. Education on a Bhuman
scale,^ as Toch (2003) describes it, whilst not providing any
guarantees, does appear to enhance the likelihood of success
for some students. By way of example, evidence from the UK
shows that the numbers of student Btemporary exclusions^ are
more than three times higher in schools with more than 1000
children (10% of students) than in schools with 1000 or fewer
children (3% of students; Pring et al. 2009, p. 26). It would
appear that large institutions create significant problems for
learning and relationships simply because of their size.

Based on the two portraits described here (and echoed by
the other students interviewed), schools are more likely to be
successful when they are small enough for each student to be
known well and provided with individual attention, care and
support (Boyer 1983; Sizer 1996; andWasley and Fine 2000).
For this reason, we argue that the provision of small schools is
a distributive justice issue (Fraser 2012). This is especially
important in low SES school communities where Bone size
fits few^ (Ohanian 1999). The portraits of Chuckie and Rose
are powerful reminders of how small school size and
personalisation of the curriculum can support students as they
search for a sense of belongingness, stronger bonds and a
spirit of mutual obligation.

Students’ passions and interests are embedded
in the curriculum

Chuckie and Rose are still exploring their interests and build-
ing curriculum around those interests. Both students referred
to their personal learning plan and the central place it played in
thinking about their future career goals. For example, by

focusing on Chuckie’s interests, the curriculum all of a sudden
becomes relevant and meaningful to him in terms of deeper
learning. Thus, by giving priority to students’ interests and
experience, we gain a stronger appreciation of how learning
begins from where students are at (Dewey 1938/1997). Pring
et al. (2009) explain:

Informal learning in and out of school, and the learner’s
aspirations and motivations, need to be the focus of the
educational endeavour rather than be marginalised by it.
The evidence for Bthe learner’s voice^ in the planning
and the development of learning is considerable (p. 73).

Chuckie and Rose’s teachers acknowledge that they were
still exploring the idea of personalisation to ensure students’
interests are at the heart of learning. In other words, they are
still some way off achieving fidelity to the principle of
personalisation. However, the initial steps taken to ensure stu-
dents like Chuckie and Rose have the opportunity to explore
their interests appears to be paying dividends and supporting
their re-engagement in learning. Importantly, teachers them-
selves have an opportunity to pause and reflect on their own
practice. They are starting to generate a curriculum relevant to
students’ interests rather than delivering a prescribed syllabus.
Within the constraints of time and resources, teachers and
school leaders are willing to ‘have a go’ by exploring students’
interests and then back-mapping it onto official syllabus re-
quirements. These practises demonstrate a high degree of
teacher autonomy involving professional judgement, innova-
tion, creativity, flexibility and imagination.

Students have control and ownership over their learning

Both Chuckie and Rose feel as though they have some control
over their learning and are supported by the school to achieve
their goals. As a result, they are actively engaged in learning.
Such approaches are consistent with the social justice principles
espoused by the United Nations on human development:
BPutting people at the centre of development is much more
than an intellectual exercise. It means making progress equita-
ble and broad-based, enabling people to be active participants
in change…^ (United Nations Development Programme 2010,
p. 9). Linking the idea of participation to Chuckie and Rose’s
portraits, it is apparent that their teachers are endeavouring to
remove barriers to learning by giving students greater power
and control through the notion of negotiated curriculum
(Boomer 1982). In other words, these teachers are trying to
break deep-rooted Bbanking^ approaches to education in
which the Bteacher teaches and the students are taught^
(Freire 1970/2000, p. 73). Instead, they are exploring stu-
dent-centred, participatory and cooperative forms of instruc-
tion. In this way, Chuckie and Rose are able to experience less
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hierarchical and authoritarian ways of learning by sharing
power with their Advisory Teacher (Shor 1996). What we
see, then, is evidence of students becoming active participants
in decision-making about their own education, a key ingredi-
ent in achieving Bcurricular justice^ (Connell 1993). In
Connell’s words: Bthe criterion of curricular justice is the ten-
dency of an educational strategy to produce more equality in
the whole set of social relations to which the educational sys-
tem is linked^ (Connell 1993, p. 47).

Students feel trusted, valued and respected

For the first time in many years, Chuckie and Rose feel
trusted, valued and respected as individuals. By the age of
14, both students had disengaged from mainstream schooling
because they saw it as inhospitable and irrelevant to their lives.
Despite having supportive families who wanted the best for
them, it appears their cultural and social capital put them at
oddswith the social patterns, norms and behaviours associated
with middle-class families and schools (Lareau 2003).
Historically, the social institution of schooling has been caught
up in the cultural processes of advantaging and
disadvantaging of different classes of students (Bourdieu and
Passeron 1981). In this context, personalisation of learning
can play an important role, no matter how modest, in terms
of interrupting the wider historical, cultural and economic
forces of social exclusion.

The simple act of getting to know students well and
including their interests into the curriculum appears to be
making a difference to both Chuckie and Rose. Bryk and
Schneider (2002) call this Brelational trust^ by which they
mean a form of exchanges that bring with them Brespect^,
Bpersonal regard for others^, Bcompetence^ and Bintegrity^
(pp. 22–26; see Smyth et al. 2010). Students like Chuckie
and Rose appreciate how personalisation puts them at the cen-
tre of learning by giving them a greater say in what they learn,
how and with whom. In other words, the school is willing to
create a set of Bhumanising relationships^ (Bartolome 1994) in
which students can explore a range of questions, like: Who am
I? Where do I fit in the world? What do I want to be? What are
my choices? How do I get there? These kinds of questions open
up new possibilities for students to re-engage with each other
and the world. Herbert Kohl (1998) refers to these learning
environments as Bschools of hope^:

Schools of hope are places where children are honoured
and well served…. They are safe and welcome places,
comfortable environments that have a homely feel. They
are places where students can work without being
harassed, but also places where the joy of learning is
expressed in the work of children and in their sense of
being a part of a convivial learning community. They are

places where teachers and staff are delighted to work
and free to innovate while at the same time they are
willing to take responsibility for their students’ achieve-
ment. If you talk to children in schools like these, they
express a pride and sense of ownership that are also
manifest in how the rest of the community regards the
school (p. 332).

As we bring together the lessons from these two student
portraits, we gain a clearer sense of how students are granted
recognition, respect, dignity and basic human rights.
However, as noted above, while engagement is a vital precon-
dition to success in school, careers and life, it is not sufficient.
We need to be vigilant to ensure that the kind of learning that
goes on is robust and capable of linking students’ interests to
powerful forms of knowledge associated with the subject dis-
ciplines (Connell 1993; Young and Lambert 2014). This work
is ongoing.

Conclusion

Chuckie and Rose’s experience offers some important clues
into the ways in which schools can make a difference in the
lives of students. Personalised learning and knowing each
student well are some of the key pedagogical shifts that
allowed Chuckie and Rose to re-engage in learning. Without
this opportunity, it is unlikely that either of them would be at
school and more likely find themselves among the growing
ranks of disaffected young people who no longer believe in
the promises of education, training and employment.
Furthermore, their portraits highlight the failure of entrenched
ways of ‘doing’ school for large numbers of students.

Whilst we acknowledge the limitation of generalisation
based on two portraits, we believe this approach adds a rich-
ness and authenticity to the kinds of arguments being
mounted. In short, we have argued that the idea of
personalisation of learning provides a small window, primar-
ily from the point of view of students, to explore the potential
benefits of ‘doing’ school differently. To this end, we have
tried to develop a much deeper appreciation of why young
peoples’ accounts of schooling really matter and what works
best for them (Kozol 2005, p. 12).

In the process, we also alluded to the work of Fraser (2012)
and Connell (1993) to argue that this is fundamentally a social
justice issue requiring an imaginative and courageous
educational response. Furthermore, when schools fail students,
the students are vulnerable to the harsh realities of what Bauman
(2004) describes as Bwasted lives^. The costs of school failure
and disengagement to both the individual and society are stag-
gering in terms of a range of indicators around mental illness,
health and well-being, anti-social behaviour, alcohol and drug
abuse, crime and unemployment. Governments and education
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systems not only need to listen more deeply to what young
people have to say but respond in ways that lead to a fundamen-
tal redesign of schools for learning.

In this article, we have identified four starting points for
ongoing self-reflection and investigation: (a) schools are small
enough for each student to be known well; (b) students’ pas-
sions and interests are embedded in the curriculum; (c) stu-
dents have control and ownership over their learning; and (c)
students are trusted, valued and respected. Based on the pos-
itive change evident in the lives of Chuckie and Rose, we can
conclude that a more optimistic and humane future is possible
when schools pay close attention to these fundamental peda-
gogical principles. However, it is important to recognise that
schools cannot do it alone in terms of addressing wider struc-
tural injustices (Anyon 2005). Nonetheless, it is a small but
modest step towards creating a more personalised pedagogy.

Acknowledgements The research informing this article was funded by
the Australian Federal Government as a Department of Industry,
Innovation, Science, Research and Tertiary Education (DIISRTE) project
grant (2012–2016) administered by Murdoch University and entitled
Murdoch’s Aspirations and Pathways for University (MAP4U) Project.
We wish to acknowledge the contribution of two anonymous reviewers to
this article.

References

Anyon, J. (2005). Radical possibilities: Public policy, urban education
and a new social movement. New York: Routledge.

Ashworth, P., & Lucas, U. (2010). Achieving empathy and engagement:
A practical approach to the design, conduct and reporting of
phenomenographic research. Studies in Higher Education, 25(3),
295–308.

Bartolome, L. (1994). Beyond the methods fetish: Toward a humanizing
pedagogy. Harvard Educational Review, 64(2), 173–194.

Bauman, Z. (2004).Wasted lives: Modernity and its outcasts. Cambridge:
Polity Press.

Beck, U., & Beck-Gernsheim, E. (2002). Individualization. London:
Sage Publications.

Benitez, R., Davidson, J., & Flaxman, L. (2009). Small schools, big
ideas: The essential guide to successful school transformation.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Big Picture Education Australia. (2009). The big picture, one student at a
time: Briefing paper. Sydney: Big Picture Education Australia in
conjunction with Gerrard Brown.

Big Picture Education Australia. (2017).What is the big picture design for
schools? The big picture education distinguishers. Sydney: Big
Picture Education Australia.

Bonner, C., & Shepherd, B. (2016). Uneven playing field: The state of
Australia’s schools. Sydney: Centre for Policy Development.

Boomer, G. (Ed.). (1982). Negotiating the curriculum: A teacher-student
partnership. Sydney: Ashton Scholastic.

Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J. (1981). Reproduction in education, society
and culture (2nd ed.). London: Sage.

Boyer, E. (1983). High school: A report on secondary education in
America. New York: Harper & Row.

Bryk, A., & Schneider, B. (2002). Trust in schools: A core resource for
improvement. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Choules, K., Down, B., & Hogan, J. (2017). The big picture academy
project. Promising practices: What students, parents and teachers
say about learning in a big picture context. Combined school report
3. Perth: MAP4U Murdoch University.

Connell, R. (1993). Schools and social justice. Leichardt: Pluto Press.
Connell, R. (1995). Masculinities. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Cook, H. (2014). 10,000 children dropping out of school. The Age.

Retrieved from: http://theage.com.au/victoria/10000-children-
dropping-out-of-school-20140511-zr9me.html. Accessed 2
February 2015.

Council of Australian Governments (2009). Communique, 2 July.
Retrieved from: https://www.coag.gov.au/meeting-outcomes/coag-
meeting-communiqu%C3%A9-2-july-2009.

Darling-Hammond, L. (2010). The flat world and education: How
America’s commitment to equity will determine our future. New
York: Teachers College Press.

Dewey, J. (1938/1997). Experience and education. New York:
Touchstone.

DiMartino, J., &Wolk, D. (2010). The personalized high school: Making
learning count for adolescence. San Francisco: Jossey-Boss.

Farrell, J. (2008). Teaching and learning to teach: Successful radical al-
ternatives from the developingworld. InK.Mundy, K. Bickmore, R.
Hayhoe, M. Madden, & K. Madjidi (Eds.), Comparative and inter-
national education: Issues for teachers (pp. 77–106). New York:
Teachers College Press.

Farrell, J., & Hartwell, A. (2008). Planning for successful alternative
schooling: A possible route to education for all. Paris: United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization/
International Institute for Educational Planning.

Fielding, M. (2012). Personalisation, education, democracy and the mar-
ket. In M. Mincu (Ed.), Personalisation of education in contexts:
Policy critique and theories of personal improvement (pp. 75–87).
Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.

Fraser, N. (2012). On justice: Lessons from Plato, Rawls and Ishiguro.
New Left Review, 74, 41–51.

Freire, P. (1970/2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: The
Continuum Publishing Company.

Haberman, M. (1991). The pedagogy of poverty versus good teaching.
Phil Delta Kappan, 73(4), 290–294.

Holt, J. (1964/1982). How children fail. Cambridge, MA: The Perseus
Books Group.

Kohl, H. (1994). ‘I won’t learn from you’ and other thoughts on creative
maladjustment. New York: New Press.

Kohl, H. (1998). The discipline of hope: Learning from a lifetime of
teaching. New York: The New Press.

Kozol, J. (1967/1995). Death at an early age. New York: Plume.
Kozol, J. (2005). The shame of the nation: The restoration of apartheid

schooling in America. New York: Random House.
Ladwig, J., Currie, J., & Chadbourne, R. (1994). Toward rethinking

Australian schools: A synthesis of the reported practices of the na-
tional schools project, may 1994. Ryde, NSW: National Schools
Network.

Lareau, A. (2003). Unequal childhoods: Class, race and family life.
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Lawrence-Lightfoot, S., & Davis, J. H. (1997). The art and science of
portraiture. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Levine, E. (2002). One kid at a time: Big lessons from a small school.
New York: Teachers College Press.

Littky, D., &Grabelle, S. (2004). The big picture: Education is everyone’s
business. Alexandria, Virginia: Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development.

Lynch, T. (2002). Full service schooling: Building stronger relationships
with schools and communities. Melbourne: Myer Full Service
School Project.

McGregor, G., & Mills, M. (2011). Alternative education sites and
marginalised young people: ‘I wish there were more schools like

Curric Perspect

http://theage.com.au/victoria/10000-children-dropping-out-of-school-20140511-zr9me.html
http://theage.com.au/victoria/10000-children-dropping-out-of-school-20140511-zr9me.html
http://dx.doi.org/https://www.coag.gov.au/meeting-outcomes/coag-meeting-communiqu%C3%A9-2-july-2009
http://dx.doi.org/https://www.coag.gov.au/meeting-outcomes/coag-meeting-communiqu%C3%A9-2-july-2009


this one’. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 16(8), 843–
862.

Mills, M., & McGregor, G. (2014). Re-engaging young people in educa-
tion: Learning from alternative schools. London: Routledge.

Mincu,M. (Ed.). (2012). Personalisation of education in contexts: Policy
critique and theories of personal improvement. Rotterdam: Sense
Publishers.

Nilan, P., Julian, R., & Germov, J. (2007). Australian youth: Social and
cultural issues. Frenchs Forest: Pearson Longman.

Noddings, N. (2005). The challenge to care in schools: An alternative
approach to education. New York: Teachers College Press.

Ohanian, S. (1999). One size fits few: The folly of educational standards.
Portsmouth: Heinemann.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2011).
Country note: Australia for divided we stand: Why inequality keeps
rising. Paris: OECD.

Patrick, S., Worthen, M., Frost, D., & Gentz, S. (2016). Promising state
policies for personalized learning. Vienna, VA: International
Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL).

Postman, N. (1979). Teaching as a conserving activity. New York:
Delacorte Press.

Pring, R., Hayward, G., Hodgson, A., Johnson, J., Ewart, K., Oancea, A.,
et al. (2009). Education for all: The future of education and training
for 14–19 year olds. Abingdon: Routledge.

Quinn, J., Lawy, R., & Diment, K. (2009). ‘Drifting’, ‘desperate’ or just
‘diverse’?: Research in young people in jobs without training. In J.
Field, J. Gallacher, & R. Ingram (Eds.), Researching transitions in
lifelong learning (pp. 189–200). Abingdon: Routledge.

Reid, A., Cranston, N., Keating, J., & Mulford, B. (2010). Exploring the
public purposes of education in Australian primary schools.
Melbourne: Australian Government Primary Principals
Association. Retrieved from: http://www.agppa.asn.au/images/
papers2011/Exploring_the_Public_Purposes_of_Education_in_
Australian_primary_Schools_October2011.pdf.

Shor, I. (1996). When students have power: Negotiating authority in a
critical pedagogy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Sizer, T. (1996). Horace’s hope: What works for the American high
school. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Smyth, J., Down, B., & McInerney, P. (2010). ‘Hanging in with kids’ in
tough times: Engagement in contexts of educational disadvanatge in
the relational school. New York: Peter Lang.

Smyth, J., Down, B., & McInerney, P. (2014). The socially just school:
Making space for youth to speak back. Dordrecht: Springer.

Smyth, J., Hattam, R., Cannon, J., Edwards, J., Wilson, N., & Wurst, S.
(2004). ‘Dropping out’, drifting off, being excluded: Becoming
somebody without school. New York: Peter Lang Publishing.

Smyth, J., &McInerney, P. (2012).From silent witnesses to active agents:
Student voice in re-engaging with learning. New York: Peter Lang.

Talbot, D., & Hayes, D. (2016). Teachers’ experiences of re-engaging
disenfranchised young people in learning through inquiry-based
pedagogies: A phenomenographic study. International Journal of
Child, Youth and Family Studies, 7(2), 257–274.

te Riele, K. (2012). Learning choices: A map for the future (for the
Dusseldorp foundation). Melbourne: Victoria Institute for
Education.

Teese, R., & Polesel, J. (2003). Undemocratic schooling: Equity and
quality in mass secondary schooling in Australia. Melbourne:
Melbourne University Press.

Toch, T. (2003). High schools on a human scale: How small schools can
transform American education. Boston: Beacon Press.

Tyack, D., & Tobin, W. (1994). The grammar of schooling: Why has it
been so hard to change? American Educational Research Journal,
31(3), 453–480.

United Nations Development Programme. (2010). Human development
report 2010-20th anniversary edition. In The real wealth of nations:
Pathways to human development. New York: United Nations.

Washor, E., & Mojkowski, C. (2013). Leaving to learn: How out-of-
school learning increases student engagement and reduces dropout
rates. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Wasley, A., & Fine, M. (2000). Small schools and the issue of scale. New
York: Bank Street College of Education.

Watkins, C. (2012). Personalisation and the classroom context. In M.
Mincu (Ed.), Personalisation of education in contexts: Policy cri-
tique and theories of personal improvement (pp. 3–18). Rotterdam:
Sense Publishers.

Wilkinson, R., & Pickett, K. (2009). The spirit level: Why greater equality
makes societies stronger. New York: Bloomsbury.

Woods, P., & Woods, G. (2009) (Eds.). Alternative education for the 21st

century: Philopshies, approaches, visions. New York: Palgrave.
Young, M., & Lambert. (2014). Knowledge and the future school:

Curriculum and social justice. London: Bloomsbury.
Zyngier, D. (2011). (Re)conceptualising risk: Left numb and unengaged

and lost in a no-man’s-land or what (seems to) work for at risk
students. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 15(2), 211–
231.

Curric Perspect

http://www.agppa.asn.au/images/papers2011/Exploring_the_Public_Purposes_of_Education_in_Australian_primary_Schools_October2011.pdf
http://www.agppa.asn.au/images/papers2011/Exploring_the_Public_Purposes_of_Education_in_Australian_primary_Schools_October2011.pdf
http://www.agppa.asn.au/images/papers2011/Exploring_the_Public_Purposes_of_Education_in_Australian_primary_Schools_October2011.pdf

	Towards a pedagogy of personalisation: what can we learn from students?
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The social context
	Big Picture Education Australia—an overview
	Research approach—portraiture
	Portraits
	Chuckie
	Rose
	Productive practises
	Schools are small enough for each student to be known well
	Students’ passions and interests are embedded in the curriculum
	Students have control and ownership over their learning
	Students feel trusted, valued and respected


	Conclusion
	References


