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Introduction 

Zoo School is a part of Campus Calgary/Open Minds, a curriculum-based program comprised of over a dozen learning sites 

throughout the city of Calgary. This program, funded by the Chevron Corporation, is founded on a ground breaking 

educational model that represents inquiry learning at its finest. Students from grades 2-12 are immersed for a week into the 

world of plants and animals through the Calgary Zoo. Through hands-on activities, animal encounters, careful observation and 

interactions with zoo experts, students are able to experience learning beyond the walls of their classroom. Each week is 

tailored to meet curriculum objectives as well as a 'big picture' idea for the class. This can encompass a year of learning which 

helps to generate a lasting impact on students. 

With today’s wide-reaching human impact on the environment alongside a disconnect between many children and the natural 

world, it has become paramount to engage citizens with nature and to present opportunities for students to become 

ecologically literate. Chevron Open Minds Zoo School helps students form a lasting bond with nature which will hopefully 

result in the conservation stewards of our future.

Click the speaker icon to hear the pride and valuable learning made possible through this program, as summed up by a Grade 

3 student.
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Highlights of 2020-2021:
#1 Connecting with the School Community

Several times throughout a class’ week, the Zoo School team introduced specifically-curated thinking routines through virtual 

interactive meetings. Classes then took their prepared journals to their local communities and natural spaces to try them out. 

Upon their return to the classroom, the Zoo School coordinator met virtually with the class again to lead reflection and sharing. 

This model allowed teachers to experience firsthand how they could incorporate these rich learning activities into their whole 

school year from their classroom home base. We believe this may create a more sustainable change in teaching practice for 

teachers new to such concepts.



4

Highlights of 2020-2021:
#1 Connecting with the School Community

While this necessitated significant front-end work in exploring each school’s local community in the 

planning phases, it offered an additional entry point for establishing a connection with each class, 

as well as insight into the local context from which relevant topics could be explored.

Many students shared that these in-community activities were highlights of their Zoo School experience.

“Community

walks 

highlighted the 

importance of 

garbage pick 

ups and 

recycling.”

~Teacher
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#ZooSchoolyyc has already been introduced to the incoming cohort of teachers! As it gains traction, we look 

forward to using prompts for teachers throughout the year to promote year-long engagement.

Highlights of 2020-2021:
#2 Leveraging Social Media
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Highlights of 2020-2021:
#3 Bringing the Zoo to Classrooms

One 

class’ 

kits 

ready to 

deliver!

360°

imaging for 

up-close 

virtual 

biofact

observation

Display 

items in a 

zoo-ified

classroom
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Display kits 

featuring wildlife 

/ concepts being 

explored that 

week were 

created and 

delivered to 

classes

Highlights of 2020-2021:
#3 Bringing the Zoo to Classrooms
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Highlights of 2020-2021:
#3 Bringing the Zoo to Classrooms

Hands-on 

learning 

with skulls 

and field 

tool kits
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Highlights of 2020-2021:
#4 Classroom Move

Future Classroom Space
Previous Classroom Space

Shorter 

travel time 

at 

beginning 

and end of 

day

Central to 

all areas 

of the zoo

Immersive 

experience 

with a window 

overlooking 

the savannah 

and a program 

animal 

resident



Mission: To transform teaching and learning by increasing student 

engagement through community, funder, and educational partnerships.
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“My favourite

part was 

everything”

~Student

“They are 

excited to take 

on the 

conservation 

project for the 

remainder of 

the year.”

~Teacher

Can Zoo School 

be for the whole 

year? Because 

this is the most 

funnest thing on 

earth!!!

~Student

.
Vision: Each student experiences personalized learning within a 

connected community.

it is nice for the 

kids to learn

more about 

things that 

they are 

interested in.

~Teacher

“Thanks for the 

Behind the 

Scenes so we 

can see how 

everything 

works.”

~Student

“They were 

able to really 

immerse into 

the week of 

integrated 

schooling.”

~Teacher



1 

Charter 

school

10

Weeks of 

Classes

7

Schools
18

Experts and 

Guest 

Speakers

5

CCSD

classes

4 

CBE

classes

227

Total 

participants

3

Parent 

Volunteers

208

Students

16

Educators

Our Year in Numbers 



Diversity and Equity

This year’s participating classes came from 7 schools in Calgary. There was a wide range of student populations 

between schools. 

By quadrant: 

1 school was in the Northwest, 3 were in the Northeast, 2 were in the Southwest and 1 was in the Southeast.

Zoo School classes this year, as described by applying teachers, :

• 1 class of students in a Paced Learning Program (this class was Grades 7-9)

• 1 class of students in a charter school for Gifted Students (this class was Grade 5)

• 2 classes of students in a Science Program (this class was in Grade 9)

• 3 classes of students from a school with a high percentage of English Language Learners, many immigrant and 

refugee families, many students with limited experiences such as pre-school and extra-curricular activities, and 

families receiving school assistance in providing food and clothing

• 1 class of students from a school with a diverse student population, including First Nations and Métis students, 

immigrants, students born in refugee camps, and many families without means to go to paid places in the 

community

• 1 class of students from a school where the applying teachers aimed to instill conservation-minded attitude in place 

of society’s tendency toward a “throw away” culture
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Historical Application Statistics 
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Survey Results: TEACHER 
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Strongly Disagree
0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree nor 
disagree

0%

Agree
87%

Strongly Agree
13%

Because of my participation in Open Minds, 
I have a better understanding of my role in 

the inquiry process.
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Strongly 
Disagree

0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree 
nor disagree

12%

Agree
75%

Strongly Agree
13%

Because of my involvement in Open 
Minds, I am more likely to practice 

inquiry-based learning/teaching on a 
regular basis

“As a class, we take 
more time to do all 

of this important 
work and enjoy 
more exploring

and learning 
outdoors!”
~Teacher

“I learned some new 

journaling techniques 

that I will continue to 

use in the future. 

These techniques are 

effective and varied 

ways for students to 

demonstrate their 

understanding.”

~Teacher
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Strongly disagree
0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree nor 
disagree

12%

Agree
88%

Strongly Agree
0%

My ability to identify and create relevant and 
authentic connections among disciplines 

has increased and deepened after my 
participation in the Open Minds program.

Strongly 
Disagree

12%

Disagree
12%

Neither agree nor 
disagree

13%

Agree
63%

Strongly Agree
0%

Personalizing learning comes from an 
awareness of students' strengths and 

needs. My ability to personalize learning 
has grown after my participation in the 

Open Minds program.
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Strongly 
Disagree

0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree nor 
disagree

25%

Agree
62%

Strongly Agree
13%

My practice of listening to student voice 
through journals, conversation and 
experiences and responding with 

flexibility as we co-design learning tasks, 
has grown since my participation in the 

Open Minds program.

“The use of journals as 

a tool for both formative 

and summative 

assessment of student 

learning has increased 

over recent years and 

my Open Minds 

experience did help to 

push that practice 

forward.”

~Teacher

“Engaging student 

interest and showing 

what they learn in visual 

journals has been a 

great, reflective

process for us as a 

class and especially 

helpful with so many 

kiddos who are not yet 

able to read and write.”

~Teacher

“I liked how 

their 

journals all

looked 

different!”

~Teacher
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Strongly 
Disagree

0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree 
nor disagree

12%

Agree
75%

Strongly 
Agree
13%

The orientation, summer in-
service, planning meeting and 
CC/OM workshops throughout 
the year have met my needs. 

“I think that all the 

planning meetings 

were very helpful. I 

like that Zoo School 

was flexible at all 

time with us even 

when our needs 

changed rapidly. I 

don't think anything 

was missed. “

~Teacher

“Great overview 
and well 

organized staff 
made this 

orientation 
valuable.”
~Teacher
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Strongly 
Disagree

0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree 
nor disagree

37%

Agree
50%

Strongly Agree
13%

My participation in Open Minds has 
renewed my passion for teaching and 

learning.

“Open 

minds hasn't renewed 

my passion for learning 

as I never lost my 

passion. But I see out 

of school learning 

experiences in a 

renewed way and I 

would love to do more 

of them with the 

students.”

~Teacher
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0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

I am aware that the Calgary Zoo takes 
action to sustain wildlife and wild 

places.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Supporting the Calgary Zoo is a good 
way to support wildlife conservation. 
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0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

How would you rate your overall satisfaction 
with this school program?

“That week of zoo 

school and our work 

for our conservation 

projects has been the 

real bright spot for 

myself and my 

students so far in a 

year that has been 

pretty hectic and far 

from typical.”

~Teacher

“fun, engaging

and educational. 

I still hear kids 

talking about the 

pancake tortoise. 

Great learning 

and great 

memories!”

~Teacher
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Strongly 
Disagree

0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree 
nor disagree

12%

Agree
50%

Strongly Agree
38%

My students are likely to apply the 
knowledge and skills acquired across 

all academic disciplines since their 
participation in the Open Minds 

program.

“The sketching, 
inquiry and 

journaling skills 
are transferrable 
across all subject 

areas.”
~Teacher

“What a 

great 

program”

~Teacher
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Strongly 
Disagree

0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree 
nor disagree

12%

Agree
50%

Strongly Agree
38%

My students have gained confidence 
as learners since participation in the 

Open Minds program.

“I constantly use 

zoo school as a 

reference point for 

students to 

remember what we 

did and how they 

were successful at 

different things 

during the week.”

~Teacher

“The diverse

activities (from 

sketching to 

writing to 

discussions) 

allowed each 

student to engage 

in the concepts in 

areas of strength.”

~Teacher
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Strongly 
Disagree

0%

Disagree
14%

Neither agree nor 
disagree

29%

Agree
43%

Strongly Agree
14%

My students are more engaged as 
demonstrated by taking responsibility for 

their own learning since their 
participation in the Open Minds program.

Strongly 
Disagree

0%

Disagree
0%

Neither agree 
nor disagree

0%

Agree
37%Strongly Agree

63%

My students have gained a greater 
sense of environmental awareness 
and concern for the environment 

since their participation in the Open 
Minds Zoo School program.
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0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Through participation in this school 
program my students learned a 

conservation action that they can take 
to help sustain wildlife and wild places.
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I have a different 

perception 

of/attitude about 

the Calgary Zoo

Strongly 

agree

I have an 

increased 

understanding of 

zoos and the role 

they play in 

wildlife 

conservation.

Strongly 

agree

Volunteer Survey *

* Due to the changes throughout the year to policies regarding volunteers 

in schools, we had only a few volunteers and received only 1 survey from 

a former colleague of a participating teacher.

This was an 

outstanding 

programme.  I 

can't think of 

anything that 

could make it 

even better.
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I have an 

increased 

knowledge of 

teaching and 

learning in the 

21st century.

Strongly 

Agree

When I initially heard that the Zoo School was going virtual 

because of the pandemic I was extremely disappointed and 

worried what kind of experience that would be for myself and 

the children. However the Zoo School staff did an outstanding 

job using their exceptional command of technology to make 

the situation as good as it could possibly be given the 

circumstances. I was blown away by what could be 

accomplished by the use of tools like Zoom. [The coordinator] 

kept running back and forth from the zoo site to the school 

and all the other individuals involved from the zoo made a 

stellar effort to hold the children's interest.



29

I am aware that 

the Calgary Zoo 

takes action to 

sustain wildlife 

and wild places.

10 (Strongly 

agree)

Supporting the 

Calgary Zoo is a 

good way to 

support wildlife 

conservation.

10 (Strongly 

agree)

Through participation 

in this school program, 

I have learned a 

conservation action 

that I can take to help 

sustain wildlife and 

wild places.

10 (Strongly 

agree)

How would you rate 

your overall 

satisfaction with this 

school program?

10 

(Excellent)
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PARENT/GUARDIAN FEEDBACK

the zoo school 

program is 

amazing and 

they %100 will 

satisfy and make 

your kids happy

~ Parent 

“My family and I believe that 

it was a fabulous program, 

especially, [given] the 

constraints of covid. My kids 

still talk about it, as if it was 

yesterday! The virtual 

delivery is still a great 

option for kids who can not 

go to the zoo. For example, 

kids in remote locations.”

~ Parent/Guardian
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As we monitor the situation with COVID-19, we are filled with hope about the possibilities for next year!

We are knowledgeable and prepared, should an interactive virtual delivery format be required into the 2021-

2022 school year. We are also optimistic for a return, whenever it may be, to welcoming classes onsite to the 

Calgary Zoo!

There are also many important learnings and sources of enriched programming that have come from this 

past year, which we are excited to continue in our practice well into the future. 

These include:

- Using social media to connect with Zoo School teachers beyond their time at Zoo School. This will 

support teachers in making Zoo School a yearlong experience!

- Providing increased digital resources to teachers that can help their classes practice core skills before 

and after their week of Zoo School

- Leveraging technology to reach online schools, such as St. Isidore next year

- Engaging teachers in using the school community to connect the learning locally and extend the use of 

valuable thinking routines and journal strategies beyond the week of Zoo School.

- Inviting parents who were not present as volunteers to learn about their child’s experience after the week 

of Zoo School and share their feedback about the program

- Incorporating design challenges that introduce and draw on the deign thinking process

- Leveraging the different areas of the zoo as much as possible by removing barriers around classroom 

location. We are excited to begin programming from the central, immersive location of the Savannah 

classroom!

Looking Ahead
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Thank you 

Chevron, for 

another 

wonderful 

year of 

learning!



Appendix A
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• Biofact class kit with accompanying field kits (binoculars, thermometers, magnifying glasses) 

• Class set of ipads (12-15 units)

• Community learning resources customized to each school 

• Dedicated radio units

• Classroom signage

• Succession planning training and backfill wages

• Easels

• Entryway mat

• Large screen for presentations in Savannah classroom

• Audio headsets for socially distanced tours and programming (class set)


