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School Community 

In his CBC Massey Lecture series, Thomas King said, “The truth about stories 
is that that’s all we are” (2003).  Welcome to our story: 

Desert Sands Community School lies on unceded territory traditionally 
shared by the Secwepmec and Nlaka'pamux people.  Each morning, we 
welcome approximately 270 students from Kindergarten to Grade 12, and we 
are grateful to include Strong Start and Early Learning programs for families 
in our learning community.  Many of these students travel to school by bus, 
and some students have already spent an hour travelling to school when we 
greet them in the morning. 

About 40% of our students declare Indigenous ancestry from the three local 
nations and beyond, and we appreciate the many members of our 
communities who help us integrate local knowledge into our students' school 
experiences.   

Our students enjoy a great deal of support from our families and our 
community, which invests in them physically, emotionally, and financially 
throughout the school year.  Parents and caregivers work closely with school 
staff to meet student needs, 
and community agencies 
offer an extra layer of support 
when necessary.  We 
appreciate our strong and 
active PAC, our many 
volunteer coaches, and a 
dedicated staff focused 
intently on student success. 
 

Pit cook year-end celebration, 

  June 2016 
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Our Dream 

In June, 2016, at the end of our first year as a K-12 school, we reflected upon 
the story of our year, celebrating our strengths as a learning community and 
determining our core beliefs for our students: 

 

At Desert Sands Community School, we believe 
that learning happens when students are connected 
to their families, their peers, and the adults at 
school.  We foster personal and academic growth 
through personalized, authentic learning 
experiences and support our students to become 
self-directed, collaborative members of the school 
and larger community. 

 

The foundation for our work is the research behind school connectedness, 
“students’ active engagement in the academic and social opportunities at 

their school based on their understanding that 
teachers and other adults at school care for them as 
individuals as well as for their learning.  School 
connectedness contributes to students’ inner 
strengths, life-long resilience and positive mental 
health” (2007). 

We know that we maximize our students’ learning 
ability by building relationships with them and their 
families.  Our priority in our first year as a K-12 
school was to establish a sense of school community, 
and this remains our primary responsibility. 

Shane Koyczan:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ltun92DfnPY 

 The second part of our dream is related to our long-term goals for our 
students, that when they leave us, they will tell a story of being engaged in 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ltun92DfnPY
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their learning, of their curiosity and 
innovation being enhanced rather than 
dampened, of seeing bright things in 
their futures and of staff teaching 
them how to work towards their goals.  
We have seen repeatedly that when 
students are given choice in what they 
read, in what curriculum they explore, 
in ways to express their learning, and 
when they see themselves and their 

lives reflected in what they are studying, their engagement increases and so 
does their achievement.   

We do this through a variety of structures:   

❖ Elementary Connected Classrooms 
❖ Monthly planning meetings with 

Education Coordinators 
❖ Gr. 7-10 interdisciplinary program 
❖ Literature circles 
❖ First Nations Studies 12 
❖ Experiential learning teacher 

collaboration 
❖ Full-time shop teacher providing skill-building activities for gr. 4-12 
❖ Extra-curricular activities & field trips 

 

    

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eg3c3Tmp3Rc&feature=youtu.be
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Design: Action Plan 

Over the next three years, we will deepen our work in the following areas: 

 

Building relationships: 

1. Continue a focus on building school community, with particular 
attention to ensuring that any vulnerable students will be connected to 
at least one adult in the school. 

2. Strengthen our connections with our families.  At first, we focused 
intently on establishing a sense of place and school connectedness with 
our students. While this continues, we want to ensure that our families 
feel as comfortable in the school as our students do. 

 

Building competence:  

 

1. Expand the number of personalized, 
real-life learning opportunities that 
our students experience throughout 
the year.  By this, we mean learning 
activities that are rooted in 
interdisciplinary study, that embed student choice and passion and that 
are relevant to our local context. 

2. Maintain a commitment to foundational literacy and numeracy 
development from K-12. 

3. Promote a growth mindset in our students so that students build 
personal & social skills based on our learner traits and the core 
competencies. 
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Destiny 

  

In our first year, we measured success by our celebrations, and, of course, the 
stories our students shared about their experiences in school.  In middle 
school, this meant presentations, exhibitions, focus groups and a story about 
our work: Working together to create student-driven, interdisciplinary learning  
https://vimeo.com/187105213. 

Last year, we wanted our students to tell their stories again so that our 
communities could see the lovely students who grace our school every day, 
who work, learn and play, sometimes through all kinds of struggles and joys.  
We want our stories to tell our best and our worst moments as a community 
of learners.  And always, always, we want our stories to be celebrations of 
who we are: 

Grad march 2018 

The success of our work will be measured by our students’ ability to identify 
their learning, their strengths and their next steps.  Student reflection is 
embedded in our assessment, and we monitored student reflections over the 
course of the school year, looking for examples of a growth mindset.  Here 
are a few of their stories: 

 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/187105213
https://www.facebook.com/385302241548575/videos/1745148402230612/
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Student report card comments: 

 
Fall 2015 

 
Spring 2016 

 
Year end 2016 

 
 
School has been fun so far 
this year.   I am proud of the 
friends I have made. 
 

 
 
This term I most proud of 
making our cool weapons. 
 

This term I liked collaborating 
with my partner during the 
Design Project.  I like doing 
inquiry posters.   During the 
Design Project I like learning 
about my straw water filter and 
how it worked to filter the 
water.  I am most proud of my 
Design Project. 

 
My learning experience is 
much more interesting and 
different experience from 
elementary school.   I feel 
more freedom because there 
is a nice open area where I 
can also work. 
 

 
This term has been very 
unorganized and I think 
made some very poor choices 
and decisions.  I guess I 
enjoyed learning new things 
that I have not known before. 
 

 
This term was really fun 
working with prototypes.  
Having hands-on experience 
was also pretty cool.  The term 
was much more successful and 
so was my group! 
 

 
The middle school learning 
is pretty interesting.  I don’t 
want to say anything good 
or bad about it yet because I 
am not used to the way we 
learn and process the 
information we learn. 
 

 
I am most proud that I chose 
an inquiry project that will 
help me learn about what my 
future might consist of.  But 
the inquiry process is hard 
and it will take some time. 
 

 
After a long period at the 
beginning of the year worrying 
about what I wasn’t learning, I 
started being able to find little 
things that I never knew before.  
I enjoyed learning more about 
Argentina and that we got to 
choose what to design in the 
design project. 
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2016-17 observations:  In June, 2017, we asked students to consider their year’s 
progress: 

- “This year was very interesting.  Different from last year, but tied in.  It 
had a good flow with transition from Grade 8 to Grade 9.  This year 
was more hands on and more guided freedom which I liked.  I want to 
be able to finish work faster and be more productive. 

- “This year, I really liked the Inquiry Program.  I have a hard time 
learning in an environment where I have to sit down.  I think there 
were too many projects, but I really enjoyed all the projects we were 
given.  I liked how we were given not a long time to do them in.” 

- “I feel like I have improved a lot I guess this year and I got a lot better 
at Math.  I learned how to say “No” in another way.  I worked at 
getting better at working as a team.  I am most proud of my Expansion 
in History because I worked alone and learned a lot.” 

Sharing Our Story, 2016-17:  The pictures in this presentation tell a few of our 
stories in each of the goal areas.  Over the course of the 2016/17 year, we were 
looking to deepen our work in all areas, building stronger connections with 
our students and their families, and encouraging academic depth and 
excellence. 

Community Connections at Quaaout Lodge:   Through this video link you can 
follow the initial work of Grade 9 to 12 students while they were fully 
immersed in the interdisciplinary project of building a traditional dug-out 
canoe.   

Gr 4/5 Building Community:  Ms Shrumm’s Grade 4/5 students extended the 
learning they did as part of the Elementary Connected Classrooms community.  
Over the course of the year, they explored planetary survival, researched 
animal life in different biomes, and built “ideal” communities. 

https://www.canva.com/design/DACUxtr3-00/8ODPRKfixnaSGKwg4v-AEA/edit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEPdA-g0EfA&t=33s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEPdA-g0EfA&t=33s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEPdA-g0EfA&t=33s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iPDWQ5yPSRw&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eg3c3Tmp3Rc&feature=youtu.be
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Staff Reflections: 

At the end of the school year, we asked ourselves if we were satisfied that the 
evidence we were gathering was telling us what we wanted to know.  We 
were looking for evidence of  

1) healthy relationships and personal connections;  

2) deeper thinking, risk-taking and metacognitive skills; 

3) an increase in students’ ability to be self-directed and self-regulated 

We felt that the stories we collected provided examples of situations 
throughout the year in which students engaged fully with their school 
experiences, and we wondered how we could refine our work to build upon 
what we are beginning to see.  We decided that we would take the following 
actions in the 2017/18 school year in order to go deeper: 

 
 
Building relationships 

- ensuring we make time to work one-on-one with 
students who are less “visible” 

- relating to students at their level 
(physical/mental/spiritual/emotional) 

- consistently demonstrating patience and acceptance - 
no judgement 

- modelling positive emotional responses 

Building competence 

 

- provide more experiential opportunities:  field trips, 
new experiences, hands-on learning 

- encourage risk taking 
- offer freedom to explore ideas  
- continue a team approach so that students have 

multiple adults to approach for help 
- encourage questioning 
- focusing on student reflection to promote self-

awareness and metacognition 
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Finally, we decided that we would like to ask the students if they feel they 
are making progress each year, so we want to ask them a few questions at the 
beginning and end of this school year: 

1.    The adults in school know me well & support my goals. 

0  1  2  3  4  5 

2.   I am able to use what I am learning to do new things or face new 
challenges.  (4-6) 

I am able to use what I am learning in other situations.  (7-12) 

0  1  2  3  4  5 

3.    I have opportunities to learn outside of the classroom (within the school 
day).  

0  1  2  3  4  5 
4.    I show determination when I face challenging tasks.  (4-6) 

I persevere with challenging tasks.  (7-12) 

0  1  2  3  4  5 

5.   I am learning strategies to help me manage my emotions. (4-6) 

    I am learning strategies to help me manage life’s pressures. (7-12) 

0  1  2  3  4  5 

We will use the initial survey to inform our planning and practice throughout 
the year and then repeat the survey in May.  
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2017-18 observations:  As planned, we asked our students in grades 4-12 for 
feedback in the fall, implemented plans based on that feedback, & we re-
assessed in the spring:  
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There were a few reflections for us that came from the student survey:  first, 
we had to interpret the results without a thorough conversation with each 
student, and we had to decide what the scale meant because we used 0-5.  So 
‘0’ was clearly a negative response, and ‘5’ was clearly a more desired 
response for staff. But in effect, we created a six-point scale, which shifted a 
‘3’ response over into a favourable end of the continuum.  We weren’t sure if 
students intended it that way.  Should we look at patterns using all 3-4-5 
responses, or should we only consider the 4-5 responses desirable?  
Ultimately, we decided that we should likely move to a 1-5 scale and focus on 
plans that might promote more positive responses in the 4-5 ranges. 

Second, we felt that our first question was a priority because we want our 
students to feel that there is at least one adult in the school whom they trust 
and are confident would help them if they need it.  We did find the survey 
results to be informative but not something that we could really act upon: the 
survey was anonymous, so we couldn’t tell which students needed us to 
focus more intently on building relationships with them.  Instead, we feel 
that we need to ask students flat out, face to face, “Who are the adults in this 
school that you really trust and would go to for help if you need it?”  Then 
we could intervene more explicitly with students who indicate that they are 
less connected than others.  That will be a focus for us in the 2018-19 school 
year.  In the meantime, our story continues to unfold:  Sharing our Story  

 

 

 

 

https://www.canva.com/design/DACUxtr3-00/8ODPRKfixnaSGKwg4v-AEA/edit
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2018-19 planning:  In this final year of our three year action plan, we want to 
deepen our work in the same areas in which we started: 

 

 
School 
connectedness 
 

• interview all students asking about trusted adults 
• continue to support Social Committee school-based activities 
• continue to support collaboration between cohorts, offering 

multi-age groupings for curricular and social opportunities 
• sustain Connections Room support as positive behavior support 

rather than using suspension, promoting discipline rather than 
punishment  

 
Personalization 
of learning 

• continue interdisciplinary planning to make curricular 
connections 

• expand collaboration with local Education Coordinators to 
include parents of Indigenous students so that integrating local 
Indigenous perspectives remains a guiding principle of planning 

• deepen work with reading comprehension, focused on solidifying 
decoding at the primary level and using the data from the 
reading continuum to guide reading comprehension work across 
the school 

• deepen our understanding of assessment within a redesigned 
curricular framework, sharing our learning with parents, who are 
looking for clear information 

• continue to develop proficiency and excellence in project-based 
learning so that students are showing their finest work at school 
Exhibitions 

 
Self-directed 
learning 

• continue to build students’ understanding of the way a growth 
mindset helps to develop determination 

• provide direct instruction or embed social-emotional/wellness 
education  throughout K-12  ie Zones of Regulation, mindfulness, 
self-management strategies for anxiety for older students 

•  
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Appendix: 

 

 

 
Developing a Growth Mindset – 5 Tips for Parents:  
https://www.oxfordlearning.com/growth-mindset-tips-for-parents/ 

Mindset on line:  http://www.mindsetonline.com/forum/parentsteach/index.html 

Huffington Post – Growth Mindset Parenting:  http://www.huffingtonpost.com/smart-
parents/growth-mindset-parenting_b_6951252.html 

https://www.oxfordlearning.com/growth-mindset-tips-for-parents/
http://www.mindsetonline.com/forum/parentsteach/index.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/smart-parents/growth-mindset-parenting_b_6951252.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/smart-parents/growth-mindset-parenting_b_6951252.html
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