
BOARDS MAKING A DIFFERENCE 
STORIES FROM YOUR COMMUNITIES

School District 20 (Kootenay-Columbia) has a good 
reason to celebrate: last year our students in the 
West Kootenay Take a Hike program achieved a 
100% graduation rate!  This is not only a victory 
for the School District, but a personal victory for 
the successful students who graduated from this 
amazing program.  

Take a Hike Youth at Risk Foundation works in 
partnership with SD20 to provide this alternative 
education program that engages at-risk youth 
through a unique combination of adventure-based 
learning, academics, therapy and community 
involvement. This program empowers district youth 
who are at-risk due to personal circumstances with 
the tools they need to forge their own path and 
achieve success in school and in their lives.

Not every student fits into the mainstream school 
system; some youth are struggling in a traditional 
high school setting and failing to graduate from 
high school. In many cases, this is due to their 
circumstances, not their abilities. Students in the 
Take a Hike program often struggle with issues that 
have inhibited their success such as abuse, addiction, 
mental health issues, hunger, poverty, or violence. 
The goals of the Take a Hike alternative education 
program are to minimize barriers to learning, address 
personal issues, and help students achieve a greater 
level of social and academic success.
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At Kootenay Columbia Learning Center, the team 
behind Take a Hike includes a teacher, clinical 
therapist, youth and family worker, and adventure-
based learning specialist. This dynamic team 
establishes the right conditions necessary for 
students to experience success and provides 
students the opportunity to graduate, rebuild 
relationships and develop life skills. The respectful, 
meaningful relationships that are developed among 
the staff and students are key to each participant’s 
success.  

The unique combination of academics, adventure-
based learning, therapy and community involvement 
are the pillars of this program’s success:

•	 Academics — Students are engaged with 
specialized learning modules providing a pathway 
to graduation. Learning is self-paced and 
students and teachers meet regularly to set and 
review academic goals.
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•	 Adventure-Based	Learning	— Weekly day trips 
and multi-day expeditions enable the youth to 
encounter challenges outside the classroom.  
Hiking, rock climbing, canoeing, kayaking, 
snowshoeing, and first aid training provide 
opportunities for students to develop skills and 
build confidence. The outdoor trips challenge 
students to problem-solve and work as part of 
a team. They experience stress, but also learn 
how to deal with these issues and realize a 
sense of accomplishment and success. Students 
experience a marked improvement in physical 
fitness, and several have also quit smoking.

•	 Therapy	— A full-time clinical therapist provides 
students with individual, group, and family 
counseling. Experiencing nature and physical 
challenges with the students on the outdoor 
expeditions provides a unique opportunity for 
the therapist to engage with students outside the 
classroom environment.  

•	 Community	Involvement — Each student in 
the program completes at least two hours of 
weekly volunteer service to the community. This 
teaches the youth that as a member of a larger 
community they have a responsibility to others 
and that their contributions are valuable. 

SD20 and the Foundation share resources in the 
provision of the Take a Hike program.  The school 
district provides the same level of staffing, resources 
and educational supplies provided to all students 
within SD20’s alternative education programs.  
The Foundation supplies the therapist and the 
adventure-based learning resources. Additionally, the 
Foundation— through the West Kootenay Take a Hike 
Foundation Community Engagement Committee— is 
active in many fund raising efforts.  Recently, as a 
result of these efforts, the Committee was successful 
in acquiring a van for the program.  


