
At its March 11 board meeting, School District Nº64
trustees passed a motion recommending that three new
place-based, nature-based school programs be

established on Salt Spring and Pender Islands. The first two,
which would be multi-aged kindergarten to grade three classes,
would be based at Fernwood and Fulford Schools on Salt Spring
Island. The third recommendation is for the creation of a middle
years (grades 4-8) program on Pender Islands. If enough
interest is shown by parents before the deadline of April 8, these
programs would get under way this fall.

Place-based Learning?
In a letter sent to parents by SD Nº64, the school district states
that place-based learning ‘incorporates cultural studies, nature
investigations, real world problem solving and immersion in
community life and mentorship.... Program structures to be
explored include a cohort model with parent participation that
blends classroom, outdoor, and home learning.’

Steve Dunsmuir, founder of the place-based Saturna
Ecological Education Center (SEEC), which started about eight
years ago, and the Middle Years Shared Ecological Education
Community (MYSEEC), believes that ‘a place-based curriculum
emerges from our awareness and exploration of the human and
natural communities in which we are active and contributing
citizens. School is not just preparation for what some people call
‘real life’. It must be real life—every day. Our learners are part of
the real world right now. Place-based education honours that
reality and the amazing potential of our youngest community
members.’
What Would These Programs Be Like?
The proposed programs would be full-time and teach all aspects
of the curriculum. They would most likely take place in an
already established classroom within the schools, but children
would go outside everyday to explore and participate in
community and environment. 

Roz Kempe, a parent involved in the Pender Island proposal,

says she envisions a place where children work together on
multi-disciplinary, multi-skill projects that reflect their interests
and get them out on the land, in the environment, and in the
community. She stressed that teaching communication skills,
teamwork, critical thinking, and problem solving is also an
important factor of these programs. Collaboration and a hands-
on approach to learning provide the backbone to a place-based
approach. 

‘When children are in the location they are learning in, their
learning is so much deeper,’ explains Kempe. Place-based
learning leads to a more complete and holistic method of
teaching and learning, that reflects children’s interests and
passions. Kempe also believes that these place-based programs
will add increased diversity to schools and communities, helping
to strengthen them.

One of the core ideas of place-based learning is to focus on
‘competencies’ as well as subjects. Competencies such as critical
thinking and communication are important for every day life
and in almost all career paths in the world. They are important
skills to add to children’s ‘toolboxes’ at an early age.

Kempe does say, however, that these programs may not be
for everyone, and are ideally suited to children whose learning
styles are tactile, hands-on, active and, at times, self-directed. 

Parent Involvement
The motion of recommendation for these three programs was
the result of many parent meetings and discussions. Parents
who are interested in these opportunities for their child or
children are asked to contact their school principal before April
8, the Wednesday after the end of SD Nº64’s Spring Break.

Fulford Principal Marie Mullen can be reached at
mmullen@sd64.bc.ca, and Fernwood Principal Kelda Logan
may be emailed at klogan@sd64.bc.ca. For parents on Pender,
Cameron Fraser, Pender Principal, can be contacted at
cfraser@sd64.bc.ca or by phone at 250-629-3711. On Pender a
‘next steps’ meeting for parent involvement has tentatively been
scheduled for the evening of Wednesday, April 15. 0
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