
: Feature

I D E A L  M I N I  S C H O O L

location: marpole 
grades: 8-12     students: 120 

When Ideal Mini School was founded in 1972, a 
call for teachers promised its future staff  “freedom, 
fascination, and abject poverty.” 

I’ll admit my bias upfront. Ideal is close to my 
heart; it’s where I spent the full five years of my 
high school experience. Having been raised in the 
suburbs, I was desperate to escape the Wonderbread 
blandness of South Delta. 

The atmosphere at Ideal is relaxed, welcoming, 
and informal. Teachers are addressed by their 
first names, and every school year starts off by 
painting your locker with colourful designs. In 
tenth grade, I covered mine with chalkboard paint, 
to be decorated all year with hearts, flowers, and 

questionable messages to and from friends. The 
students of Ideal worship the flat heater in the 
school entryway, sitting on and clustering around it 
on cold winter mornings. Lunchtime trips to “The 
Chevron” for junk food and gas station coffee are 
another daily practice. 

Former head teacher Jim King describes Ideal students 
as “well-rounded kids.” Housed a few blocks away 

from massive Churchill Secondary, the comfortable 
environment Ideal offers is cherished by many. “I 
think you always need some kind of system for kids 
that will just drown in a big school,” says King. “There 
are lots of kids like that at Ideal, but there are also lots 
of kids that aren’t. They choose to go for a specific 

reason. It’s not that they need to be here, necessarily, 
but they’re able to flourish here in a way that they 
wouldn’t in a big school.” Projects that involve the 
whole school are important, such as staging a play or 
putting on a science fair. Every year, the whole student 
body attends a weekend-long camp together.

“It attracts a certain kind of teacher, even if they don’t 
know they’re that kind of teacher yet,” King explains. 

“You’re all discussing kids’ problems and stuff, which 
is almost like what counsellors do. You hesitate to say 
something like, ‘It’s a family,’ but in a weird way, that’s  
what it is.”

And Ideal is not the only one of its kind in Vancouver.

THE PERKS OF BEING  
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“You hesitate to say something like, ‘It’s a family,’ 
but in a weird way, that’s what it is.” 

Ideal Mini School
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W I N D S O R  H O U S E  S C H O O L

location: north vancouver 
grades: k–12      secondary students: 60 

Windsor House is a school built on respect and self-
determination—a place where no one has to go to any 
class they don’t find useful, and teachers address 
students with the same respect they would another  
adult. A publicly-funded satellite of the Gulf Islands 
School District, Windsor House ensures decisions 
are made democratically, and every member of the 
community has a vote. “I think it’s the only school in the 
Lower Mainland that gives students a similar level 
of autonomy as a university,” says principal Meghan  
Carrico. “We give them a voice—in how they want to  
run this school, how they want to treat each other, and how  
they want to deal with problems.”

Classes at Windsor House are conducted four 
days a week, with initiatives including an outdoor 

leadership program that combines physical 
education, visual arts, English, and sustainable 
resources. The school also offers a film, English, 
social studies, and arts program that runs one 
day a week and is accessible to both teens and 
middle schoolers. Learning at Windsor House 
is done in multi-age groups driven by interest 
rather than predetermined grades, and progress is  
continuously tracked by a personal portfolio instead  
of traditional report cards.

It would be easy to question just how much the 
students get done with all this freedom. Can you 
really count on kids to take charge of their own 
education? “Of course there are kids who go 
to school here to graduate, and they don’t love 
everything they’re doing,” Carrico says. “But it’s 
always on the table: ‘Why are you doing this if you 
don’t want to be here?’” In every case, the interests 
and aptitudes of each individual student are  
the central concern. 

What the students of Windsor House do with their 
freedom is vast. Currently, a 14-year-old student is 
writing a play “loosely inspired” by Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer that the whole school will work together to 
stage. Other students are actually teaching classes: 
one 17-year-old wrote the entire curriculum for a 
post-secondary level course on the history of Western 
philosophy, and another is teaming up with a staff 
member to offer Comparative Civilizations 12. 

“It feels a lot like a home,” says Carrico. “Everyone’s 
on a first-name basis. There’s a community 
kitchen where you can go make yourself a cup 
of tea. You can wander down the hall and sit in 
the library, have a conversation with a friend. 
We even have couches in the halls, and we’ll 
have people lounging, playing the guitar. You’ll 
see parents sitting there, having little meetings 
with the staff. One of our teachers brings out a 
thermos of coffee and has his break in the hall 
with the kids. It doesn’t feel institutional.”

Fomapan R 100 Windsor House School
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: Feature Streetfront Alternative School

S T R E E T F R O N T  A LT E R N AT I V E

location: downtown eastside 
grades: 8–10      students: 22 

Streetfront Alternative is billed by the Vancouver 
School Board as a program for students who 
are “capable of age-appropriate work, but are not 
succeeding due to a myriad of issues.” At Streetfront—
housed in a portable on the Britannia Secondary 
School campus—snacks are provided and running is 
a daily practice.

“A lot of our students have quite an aversion to 
authority figures. My job is to sort of break 
that edifice and try to get them into a situation 
where we’re not seen as foes, but as allies,” says 
teacher Trevor Stokes. “They are quite often 
pretty dismayed with the educational system, and 
they haven’t been very successful. It’s our job to 

re-energize and re-motivate those kids to find  
their strengths.”

He describes typical students as “hyperactive boys”; 
to accommodate their impressive energy level, days 
are made up of 60% core academics and 40% intense 
physical activity. That includes daily runs, marathon 

training, and excursions including camping and hiking. 
Every year, groups from Streetfront participate in the 
Vancouver Sun Run, BMO Vancouver Marathon, 
and Scotiabank Vancouver Half Marathon.  

Streetfront has recently found itself in the news because 
of Street2Peak, an initiative that took 15 inner-city 

students to the top of Mount Kilimanjaro. While that 
might seem like an impressive achievement, Stokes 
and his students are just getting started. Street2Peak 
was the first installment of a project that plans to 
take Streetfront kids to five continents over a decade; 
the next stop is South America in 2017. “It isn’t 
like St. George’s or Crofton House pulled this off,” 

says Stokes. “It was a little school in the Downtown 
Eastside. I’m pretty proud of that. It gives the kids a 
real opportunity to be participants on the vanguard of 
something, rather than being people that watch the 
parade go by.” He adds: “Sometimes, people lower 
the standards for kids that enter into my program.  
I think that’s absolutely unacceptable.”

“Sometimes, people lower the standards for kids that enter 
into my program. I think that’s absolutely unacceptable.”
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Britannia High where Streefront  
run their PE program

“[It’s] for open minded people  
doing open-ended things.”

C I T Y  S C H O O L 

location: west end 
grades: 10–12      students: 25–30 

Vancouver’s longest-running alternative program, 
City School, was founded in 1971. Described 
as a non-graded, continuous progress approach 
to education, its founding objectives included 
community involvement, social justice, and 
participation on an equal basis from both students 
and teachers. 

There are no formal classes held at City School. 
Instead, each student starts the day with a half-
hour meeting with their chosen advisor, who 
provides guidance and assistance with their 
personal educational goals. Next there is the full-
school, half-hour Context period, where discussion 
of current events and social issues lends relevance 

to material being learned. Every second day there 
is a Fundamentals period set aside for graduation 
essentials including math, but otherwise, learning is 
completely self-directed. Students are free to sign up 
for courses, offered through the school or distance 
education, or pursue their goals in other ways, such 
as research, volunteer work, and job shadowing. 
Evaluation styles differ from topic to topic, with 
graded quizzes and tests for math, and ongoing self-
evaluation in English. 

In particular, what sets City School apart from a 
traditional education is its mandate to “use the city 
as a classroom.” Out of a 159-day academic year, 
City School students spend an average of 65 days 
attending events around the city, including films, 
theatre performances, full-day conferences, and 
guest speaker lectures. This past year, the school also 
participated as a whole in four extended projects, 
each lasting three weeks or more. One of these 

involved working with an architect to design and 
build a new quiet study space within the school.  

In another project, students researched the history 
of five downtown neighbourhoods to create walking 
tours meant to transport participants back to 1915. 
If they have an idea for a course, field trip, or activity 
that’s not offered, students and staff are welcome to 
bring it to the table at a general meeting. 

Staff member Sal Robinson describes the school’s 
atmosphere as “welcoming and definitely non-
institutional. It can be messy, loud, and chaotic, but 
solemn and respectful when necessary.” In the words 
of one student, “City School is for open-minded 
people doing open-ended things.”

Fomapan R 100
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