Problem-solving exercise draws 175 students
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An educational problem-solving tournament for public school students has attracted 175 participants to the Grande Prairie Regional College.
The first Destination Imagination event on Friday gives 35 groups of students in Grades 1 to 9 the chance to respond to challenges testing their critical thinking skills. All three local school districts have teams of four to seven students participating.
It runs from 8:30 to 4:30 in the GPRC gym.
Destination Imagination puts students in group situations where they must respond creatively to challenges set out by the organization. The teams participating in Friday's tournament will be tested in an instant challenge, and a long-term project the group has been developing at their school for the last few months. 
Destination Imagination determines all of the challenges, and doesn't inform the local tournament's organizers of the instant challenges until late tonight.
"They're more secretive than the CIA," said the tournament's volunteer co-ordinator Ainsley Lamontagne.
The instant challenge forces teams to think on their feet within the 10-minute time limit.
"You're either given a number of objects, such as pipe cleaners and toothpicks and foil, and you have to create an object that is blown by air or moved by air, or you're given objects you have to create a story about," Lamontagne said.
The longer challenges are more complex, and some of the groups have been working on them since last fall. Parameters for these projects have been provided by Destination Imagination, and each group chose a single challenge to develop over the past few months. 
One example is a system that must move three objects to an elevation of 10 feet, then back down again. The apparatus must fit inside a two-foot-square box, and be taken out, assembled, disassembled and put back into the box within the specified time frame.
Another challenge deals with mythology.
"That one they have to research six different cultures, six different mythical beasts of that culture," Lamontagne said. 
On the day of the competition the group is randomly given one of these six cultures and beasts.
"They have to make a story about what they've researched about those cultures and beasts," said Lamontagne. "They have to have done their homework in advance, but there's not a lot they can do in terms of preparation." 
The group's performance in responding to these challenges is marked by volunteer appraisers, who evaluate how the students work as a team to creatively respond in the situation.
"They're given extra points for different things in the challenge, such as using all of the objects, or creating a good story or good advertisement about the object they've made," Lamontagne said.
Although each team has an adult manager, this person can only facilitate communication within the group without giving suggestions. Some of these managers are teachers, who Lamontagne has noticed have the hardest time dealing with the limited manager role.
"All you can do is watch and wait for them to find a solution because it's not about how well you teach them, it's about how well they work together themselves," she said.
Lamontagne has already seen the program's influence on students.
"I can see that the kids involved are already thinking for themselves," she said. 
He finds Destination Imagination to be a progressive alternative to the emphasis on the memorization of course material in schools.
"When I look at the school system, I found a lot of what they're told to do is they're told to learn and answer and repeat it,' Lamontagne said. "That's what they're evaluated on; how well they can repeat and answer or learn and answer."
One or two of the groups competing in the Friday tournament will get the opportunity to progress to Destination Imagination's international competition this May in Knoxville, Tenn. Thirty-two countries will be represented at the global tournament.
Friday's tournament in Grande Prairie includes opening and closing ceremonies, where competing groups get to perform their own cheers and a glow-in-the-dark show for families in attendance. 
Activities will also be held around the college for the participating students, including funny hat-making, a drama workshop and an interactive dinosaur display provided by college instructors. 

