
Rough seas and high winds can force cancellation of the water
taxis that transport students from throughout the four Southern
Gulf Islands to middle and secondary schools on Salt Spring
Island. And that's exactly what happened seven times during
storms last November and December.

But just because the boats remain in dock doesn't mean
learning grinds to a halt for the hundred or so students who avail
themselves of the water taxis on any given school day. As
education is transformed to meet the demands of the modern
era, educators are working hard to make sure students in School
District Nº64 don’t lose out, regardless of where they live and
the unpredictable moods of mother nature.

School Superintendent Lisa Halstead reports there is now a
major new initiative in the school district to let students do more
of their course work on their home islands. The program, called
Access 64, operates out of the Gulf Islands Secondary School on
Salt Spring and provides services to the smaller southern
islands. ‘It’s a combination of individual learning and teacher
support,’ she explains, adding that a wide range of learning tools
are used, including computer technology, course materials
specifically designed for independent study, and
telecommunications such as videoconferencing.

An important part of the new program is a preliminary trial
involving an itinerant teacher who travels from island to island
meeting with students at individual school sites. ‘It’s a very
different concept, but we’re exploring all avenues to meet the
needs and expectations of our students,’ says Halstead.

There’s also something innovative to link young Southern
Islanders before high school. Through the creative use of ferries
and water taxis, the district provides opportunities for students
on Mayne, Galiano and Pender to get together for sports and
exploratories such as cooking and woodworking. That initiative,
which has been in place for the past three years, is part of the
Outer Islands Middle Years Program (OIMY), ‘We've tried to
find ways for educators and students to connect in smaller, rural

schools,’ says Halstead. ‘The idea is to create a sense of place and
community.’

She is also enthused about this year's enrollment figure
which has jumped to 1700, one hundred more than expected.
District enrollment has generally been variable, but on a
downward trend in recent years.

Halstead is ‘absolutely delighted’ by the new stats.
Enrollment is up throughout the district, even on Saturna, the
least populated of the Outer Islands. She indicates more young
families are moving to the Gulf Islands, but also credits the
richness and diversity of the district’s programs–initiatives such
as place-based ecological programs, which focus on natural
learning environments, and the Strong Start program, which
encourages family involvement and helps prepare young
children for success in kindergarten and beyond.

The superintendent is less enthusiastic when discussing the
painful work of trying to balance the district budget, particularly
in the face of a government directive requiring administrative
cutbacks of $219,000 beginning in 2015. The district’s budget
is currently in the $20 million range, with one twentieth of that
going to transportation.

On a philosophical note, Halstead looks forward to the new
curriculum which is to be implemented from Kindergarten to
Grade 12 over the next couple of years. The emphasis will be on
student-centered activities, student engagement, and student
ownership of learning. 

‘Society has changed dramatically over the past 20 years,’ she
asserts, ‘Employment opportunities are different as are
expectations for core competencies. Everything has to be
reconsidered: the personal, the social, the way people
communicate, and how we teach critical thinking. The future is
all about focusing on the big picture rather than small details.
What are the essential skills and ideas we want to make stick,
for life?’ 0
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Sea Roving Teacher Part of New District Initiative
Frants Attorp


