Program challenges kids
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A problem-solving program for gifted students is spreading through Grande Prairie's schools.
Destination Imagination entered the Grande Prairie Public School District last fall, engaging groups of students in challenging exercises requiring a combination of creativity and teamwork. 
The program has existed for nearly 30 years, and is currently used in schools around the world. Since starting in the public school district last September, the program has been adopted by schools in the Catholic district and the Peace Wapiti School Division. 
Thirty-six teams of local elementary students will compete in a tournament at Grande Prairie Regional College March 18.
Teacher Susan Picard encountered Destination Imagination at a conference for gifted programs in Calgary last year, and brought it to Alexander Forbes school to engage gifted elementary students.
"One of the things that (the district) recognized as important is for kids to work with other like-minded students," Picard said. "So they thought, 'Let's bring them in a few times over the course of a year'." 
The program entails sessions in which teams of five to seven students create solutions to challenges with parameters laid out by the international curriculum. 
Problem-solving can take place in instant challenges, where students are forced to think on their feet to find a solution in a few minutes, and long-term projects worked out over several sessions. 
On Thursday, Picard oversaw a group of students at Alexander Forbes work through one of these long-term projects, involving building a battery-or human-powered machine that can fit inside a 20x20x20-inch box.
"They have to build a machine that can move things from a pool to the top of a six-foot tower, and then from the tower back to the pool," Picard said. "It's been an up and down struggle."
Once the machine is made, students must be able to take it out of the box, perform the task and return it to the box within eight minutes. During this process the group delivers a sales pitch about the project.
This machine will be brought to the Destination Imagination competition at the college next month. 
"I thought I'd be starting with 20 teams at a tournament this year, we're now up to 36," Picard said. 
Teams gearing up
Sixteen teams from Grande Prairie and District Catholic Schools began preparing for the competition in January, and Peace Wapiti's Harry Balfour and Teepee Creek elementary schools are involved as well.
Teepee Creek principal Barbara Arend has overseen 13 students in the small rural school's Grade 2/3 class in Destination Imagination exercises. She has found that the program develops group communication and problem solving abilities.
"Our class is divided into two teams, and each team has the challenge of writing an eight-minute play to perform called Big Bugs, Bad Day," Arend said.
"Essentially the students need to research about insects and understand the relationship with each other, the environment and other animals."
The parameters of the challenges are provided by Destination Imagination, complete with specific instructions for teachers to not contribute any ideas as the project unfolds.
Adults can only facilitate communication between the students, and Arend has found this limitation to be the most difficult part of the exercises, especially with the instant challenges.
"They have to build a structure given a small number of materials that are unusual, say toothpicks, straws, pieces of mailing label and pieces of newspaper," she said. 
"With two minutes to think and discuss and three minutes to build, they have to build a tall structure."
Next year Teepee Creek plans to involve Destination Imagination in all of its grades, from kindergarten to Grade 8. 
"Our program is planning to expand next year throughout the school," Arend said. 
"My belief with this program is it's something that we can cover so many curricular areas with, so we've been working during our language arts time, during our drama classes. 
"Through science class we're able to take so many areas and give them a little bit of time to work on each aspect so we're ready for March 18."
Students benefit
Barbara London, a literacy coach and teacher for gifted students in the Catholic district, has been watching Grade 1 to 9 students prepare for the tournament.
"We invited students in our district who were identified as gifted learners and also teacher-nominated students who they thought would benefit from this program," she said. 
Feedback from teachers, parents and students has been mostly positive.
"The team totally owns the solution, which is exciting for kids," London said, although she admitted that Destination Imagination might not be for every student. 
"There was one student where the rapid-fire time limit was stressful. Mostly positive though."
After the March competition London hopes to spread the program into high school grades.
"Next year we might open up the program to other kids, almost like you try out for the volleyball team," she said. "It absolutely would benefit every student in the sense that it fosters creativity and teamwork and problem solving, which are critical 21st century learner skills to develop."
Positivie feedback is an integral part of the Destination Imagination program. Teams in the tournament will be graded on how they perform the challenges, but Picard stressed that these adults are not known as judges.
"They're not judges, they're appraisers," she said. "Judges usually knock off points, appraisers are adding them."
Teams that score highly might be eligible to compete in Destination Imagination's international tournament, held later this year in Knoxville, Tenn.
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