Students Embrace Diversity
Unique program a true learning experience for Geo Mac trip
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Three George McDougall High School students have made some very special connections through a unique multicultural school.
     As participants in Connections Outdoor School, the three - Hannah Mahar, 16, Jocelyn Brant, 15, and Taryn Hodson, 16 - spent Oct. 28 to Nov. 1 at camp with other young people from the region and presenters from around the world.  The experience included not only diverse cuisines and languages but also provided opportunities for cooperative
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learning and discussion of such global issues as tolerance and racism.  
     “We did so much,” Hodson said.  “It was so cool.”
     Brant echoed the sentiment.
     “It was so amazing she said.  “It was an awesome
experience.”
     Established in 1987 by the Calgary Board of Education, with support from the Kiwanis Club, Connections Outdoor School offers a special learning environment for high school students from Rocky View, Calgary, Foothills and Red Deer school districts.
     Based out of a permanent wooded camp west of Calgary, the program’s aim is to connect issues of culture, leadership and environment through dialogue and discussion, simulation exercises, problem-solving opportunities and cooperation.
     Living is family groups of four to six members, participants learn about people from around the globe, as well as enjoying the chance to get a taste of a wide variety of cultures - literally.
     “Everyone brought food from everywhere.” Hodson said.  “It was great.”
     Taking part in various activities - hikes and campfire get-togethers, a sweatlodge and a language shock seminar, a Hindu wedding and a Kashmir dance - the Airdrie students experienced other beliefs and lifestyles hands-on.  “It kind of immerses you right into the culture.” Brant said.  “It’s a lot of fun.” 
     The chance to walk in another’s shoes provided some eye-opening moments and a better understanding of challenges facing people the world over - Cree and Hindu, Jamaican and German - as well as in their own backyard.
     “It was more like an anti-racism, tolerance camp.”Mahar said.
     Although they came away with a greater appreciation for the differences among people, by transcending borders, languages and cultures, the students discovered commonalities with one another and began to see their own world from a different perspective.
     “(It was) something you wouldn’t learn in the classroom.”  Mahar said.
     Hodson agreed.
     “Some things you just can’t learn from a book,” she said.
     One of the most telling lessons for the three Airdrie girls was the realization of how often they hear racist comments in their own environment.
     “It was quite a shock when I came back to school.” Hodson said.
     While not pointing fingers of blame or reproach, the teens are now much more aware of just how easily people make hurtful or intolerant remarks without even realizing what their words really mean.
     “You’re not born racist.” Brant said.  “These are learned behaviours.”
     And with that realization has come a new view of Canada and its supposed multicuturalism.
     “Maybe we’re really not like we think we are,” Brant said.
     Although some of the lessons learned throughout the week were disturbing, all three would nonetheless recommend Connections to their peers.
     “It’s a good thing for youth to go to.” Mahar said.
     Hodson added: “You can’t really explain it; you can’t really understand it until you  experience it.”
