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DR. GILLIAN (RICHMOND) KYDD '63 was 
awarded the 2024 York House Lifetime 
Achievement Award for her groundbreaking 
work in elementary school education. Her 
innovative “site school” model fosters critical 
thinking skills and extends across North 
America and beyond.

“There were eight of us students who just 
clicked,” says educator Dr. Gillian (Richmond) 
Kydd '63 of her York House classmates. “We 
wanted to take physics, but no girls’ school in 
British Columbia had ever offered it before. 
YHS scrambled and found Mrs. Young, who was 
trained as an engineer. There was no money for 
equipment, so she had us make our own.” When 
staging an experiment that included a ball 
rolling down a track and needed to be timed, Dr. 
Kydd remembers that one of her classmates was 
assigned to serve as a makeshift electric timer. 
“She called out, ‘Tick, tick, tick,’” says Dr. Kydd. 
“It was hilarious. We had a really good time.”

A love for science and learning, coupled with 
playful improvisation, has been the throughline 
of Dr. Kydd’s career. She went on to study 
science at The University of British Columbia, 

A Legacy 
of Learning
A lifelong educator’s lesson plan 
includes curiosity and fun
by Marisa Procopio

Right: Dr. Gillian Kydd accepts her flowers.

a group of senior students 
dissecting complex ideas within 
a particular novel while one 
member of the group analyzed 
their discussion to determine 
their abilities to collaborate 
and build on individual 
contributions. Metacognition—
the process of thinking, is a 
powerful and necessary part of 
assessment here at YHS.”

WHAT’S NEXT? 
RETHINKING SCHOOL  
AS WE KNOW IT 

If the years since the pandemic 
have shown us anything, 
it’s that the pace of change 
is accelerating. If education 
doesn’t move alongside it, 
students are the ones who will 
be left behind. Schools like York 
House are ensuring that this 
doesn’t happen by preparing 
students not just to pass exams 
but to think critically, adapt to 

change, and shape the future.

But this shift isn’t complete 
without schools rethinking 
their most sacred structures: 
the traditional school day, class 
groups, and timetable. As Lee 
points out, “There are some 
aspects of education, no matter 
how much the world changes, 
that haven’t changed in schools. 
The structure of the school day, 
age-based grouping, and the 
way we divide subjects—these 
are ripe for rethinking.”

At York House, the willingness 
to question and innovate is 
embedded into the Spark Plan. 
The school is exploring new ways 
to integrate learning experiences 
that reflect the complexities of 
the world beyond its walls. With 
its small, tight-knit community, 
it has the agility to experiment 
and adapt in ways that larger 
institutions cannot.

Lee questions what this could 
look like at York House. Should 
students spend more time 
outside of classrooms working 
on interdisciplinary, real-world 
projects that make an impact? 
Should flexible scheduling allow 
for deeper, sustained inquiry 
into complex problems? Should 
students of different ages 
collaborate more frequently, 
reflecting the diversity of 
perspectives they will encounter 
in the workforce? “We are 
looking at re-envisioning how 
we structure the day. That could 
mean changing the schedule, 
but it has to be done in a way 
that maintains the sense  
of community. 

But Lee also acknowledges 
that innovation will need to be 
balanced with custom, “There’s 
a fear of breaking tradition. 
People worry that if we use less 
time for certain subjects, we are 
compromising learning. But we 
need to ask whether the current 
model is actually serving 
students for the world they  
will enter.”

The schools and educators 
with the courage to ask these 
questions are already starting 
to move beyond rigid structures 
to enable students to navigate 
uncertainty with confidence, 
resilience, and creativity. 

The question for parents is no 
longer, Will my child get into a 
good university? but rather, Will 
my child be ready for a future 
that is not yet knowable? 

At York House, the answer  
is yes. 

ELEVATES THE MIND
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then worked in a laboratory. 
After the birth of her first 
child, she went back to school 
for education and later taught 
elementary school students. “I 
really enjoyed it because you can 
dabble. I’m a dabbler,” she grins. 
“I love to make connections and 
have fun.” Teaching was much 
like the culture at York House, 
“where things were open-ended 
and we could go in different 
directions and enjoy learning.” 

Dr. Kydd next took a position 
as a science consultant, where 
she served all the elementary 
schools in the Calgary district. 
In 1993, the Calgary Zoo invited 
Dr. Kydd to a meeting to discuss 
fresh ways to connect with 
students. “They wanted to go 
the technology route,” she says, 
using computers to show classes 
what the zoo offers, from a 
distance. She had a better idea. 

The experience “has to be 
firsthand; if it’s on a screen, it 
doesn’t work the same way,” 
she told them. “I suggested that 
we have a classroom at the zoo 
where teachers could bring their 
classes for an extended period.”

Classes commonly visited the 
zoo for day-long excursions, 
but that model doesn’t foster 
knowledge retention. “Research 
shows that very little learning 
happens on a normal field 
trip,” says Dr. Kydd. “My idea 
was to have the teacher pick up 
their classroom and move it to 
an interesting place. The site 
would be the classroom. She 
or he would tailor a weeklong 
experience to their curriculum.” 

Her friend and fellow educator 
Angela Rokne helped flesh out 
the concept, and enthusiastic 
teachers quickly raised 
their hands to take part in 
the program. Sure enough, 
students flourished in the 
deeply immersive experience. 
One teacher measured and 
drew animals to scale while 
the students marvelled at their 
sizes. Another class met a live 
boa constrictor, then drew it. 

Investors began to take notice. 
Calgary philanthropist Don 
Harvie “loved the idea” and 
provided the seed money 
to start the program’s first 
iteration: “Zoo School”. The 
following year, Dr. Kydd realized 
the model would work beyond 
the zoo grounds and extended it 
to Calgary’s Glenbow Museum, 
along with the Science Centre 
(now TELUS Spark Science  
Centre). Harvie tapped Chevron 

Canada for more substantial 
financial support, and the 
company funded all three sites. 
Under Chevron’s steadfast, 30-
year partnership, the program 
has added at least one new site 
school annually. 

Other successful locations 
include Calgary City Hall, 
where students meet the mayor, 
city planners, architects, and 
emergency response teams. The 
Edmonton Oilers hockey team’s 
new stadium is another, as well 
as The University of Alberta. 
The latter “focuses on high-
needs schools,” says Dr. Kydd. 
“Students see what it’s like and 
it gives them a dream of what 
they can accomplish.”

Now under the umbrella term 
“Beyond the Classroom,” site 
schools dot the North American 
map and beyond. 20,000 
students participate in the 

program per year. “There’s 
a new generation of people 
running the program, and 
they’re so passionate about 
learning,” says Dr. Kydd. “They 
get support as they work with 
their students in ways that are 
often new to them: journalling, 
inquiry, group work, and giving 
students time and choice.” 

The program, geared primarily 
toward students aged seven to 
twelve, sets them up for success 
by engaging them with the 
community and teaching them 
essential life skills. 

“Our main goal is critical 
thinking,” says Dr. Kydd. 
“Today, people are fed 
information, but it’s in quick 
sound bites or images on social 
media.” When students journal 
at a site school, “there’s dead 
silence, and they will do that for 
an hour,” she says, “even those 
who have behavioral problems 
in the classroom. It’s because 
they can make choices about 

what to pay attention to, and 
now have the skills to be able 
to pay attention. They don’t get 
pushed into blind acceptance of 
what the world offers.” 

A breast cancer survivor, Dr. 
Kydd co-founded Sunshine 
Coast Dragon Boat Club and 
coached the breast cancer 
team for 15 years. “It’s been a 
huge part of my life,” she says. 
Another huge part is her York 

House friends; the women have 
stayed in touch since their 
school days, regularly gathering 
in person or on Zoom. “The 
atmosphere at the school helped 
create that feeling of friendship 
and depending on each other,” 
she says. In February 2024, 
Brenda (Agnew) Beckstrom, 
with whom Dr. Kydd became 
“fast friends since Grade 9,  
through thick and thin,” 
nominated her friend for the 
2024 York House Lifetime 
Achievement Award. 

“Presented to an alum who, 
through extraordinary 
dedication and lifelong 
commitment, has utilized 
their talent and passion for 
their profession to make 
outstanding contributions to 
their field and community,” 
the 2024 award celebrates Dr. 
Kydd’s groundbreaking work in 
education. She dedicated it to 
her YHS physics teacher, Mrs. 
Young, to whom she attributes 
her “drive to be curious and to 
look at the world carefully.”

Last Christmas, Dr. Kydd and 
her family visited a gallery show 
in Lyons, France, that included 
a piece by her artist son, Owen. 
The group also visited Paris 
and the newly renovated Notre 
Dame Cathedral, where Dr. 
Kydd witnessed something 
unexpected: “The first thing 
the grandchildren did was to 
get their journals out of their 
backpacks and start drawing 
and writing,” she says. “I 
thought, ‘Yes!’”  

Class of 1963 members at the 2024 YHS Golden Alum Luncheon. Gillian Kydd in the 

centre first row and Brenda is the second on the left side beside Gillian.

They get support as 
they work with their 
students in ways 
that are often new 
to them: journalling, 
inquiry, group work, 
and giving students 
time and choice.

DR. GILLIAN KYDD 

These Beyond the Classroom Grade 3 students followed up their week at Bird School by 

adopting trees outside of their school.




