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A new school grows 
in the Comox Valley

The Comox Valley opens a K-12 school to serve
the growing needs of students who are opting
to know more about the Francophone culture and language.

by Leslie Dyson

The recent opening of  école 
Au-coeur-de-l’île, a Fran-
cophone public school in 

the Comox Valley, embodied the 
expression pignon sur rue (we’re at the 
gate to the street; we’re established).

The program opened in the 1980s 
with 20 students at Airport School 
on the Comox military base and 
mainly served military families. 

Since then, enrolment has grown 
and the school “has moved around 
quite a lot,” said Principal Stéphane 

LeBlanc. “It’s not that we didn’t like 
sharing, but it’s hard to forge an 
identity.” 

Elementary and secondary stu-
dents were housed separately until 
the new school opened in October 
2011. The kindergarten to Grade 
12 school now serves over 160 stu-
dents. Two staff  members, Carole 
Frappier (special education assis-
tant) and Annick Floucault (kinder-
garten teacher), have been with the 
program from its early years. 

The school is under the auspices 
of  School District 93, the Conseil 
scolaire francophone. The CSF was 
created in 1996 to provide direction 
to Francophone programs across 
the province. It is responsible for 37 
public francophone programs and 
schools in every part of  B.C. and 
they follow the BC Ministry of  Edu-
cation curriculum.

“It’s the same, it’s just taught in 
French, and we provide the high-
est standard of  French instruction,” 
said LeBlanc. The curriculum re-
sources come from Manitoba, On-
tario and Quebec. Technology plays 
a big role as well. 

The new school has all the proper 
wiring to provide interactive White 
Boards in every classroom and give 
every student in grades 4 and up ac-
cess to laptop computers supplied 
by the school district. There are two 
class sets of  iPad tablets for the four 
kindergarten to grade 3 classes. 

LeBlanc, from New Brunswick, 
said, “Our teachers are from every-
where in the Francophone-speaking 
world and many of  our students Ph
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come from all over the world as well. 
Our school reflects that diversity.” 

Many of  the Canadian-born 
students bring varied experiences 
because they’ve been stationed 
with their families at military bases 
around the country. “We have a 
high turnover rate,” LeBlanc ac-
knowledged, “but all schools in the 
Comox Valley go through that. The 
base is the economic motor of  the 
community. We’re dependent on 
the base, but it’s thriving.” 

Christine Beaudoin, with a son in 
Grade 10, was elected as a North 
Island CSF trustee last year. The 
board meets in Richmond once a 
month and much of  its work is done 
through teleconferencing. She’s 
been a hard-working advocate for 
many years. “Francophone culture 
is very much a part of  me,” she said. 
“I want to pass on my language and 
my cultural heritage to my son.”

CSF schools provide a bilingual 
education and Grade 12 students 
write the provincial English exam. 
Parents and students appreciate the 
advantages that a Dogwood certifi-
cate as well as a diploma in French 
provide. “It does give kids a leg up,” 
LeBlanc said. 

The number of  students contin-
ued to increase and there was grow-
ing interest in finding a stand-alone 
site in the region. In 2005, the Min-
istry of  Education and CSF granted 
their approval for the idea, but it 
took six years to achieve it. In an-
ticipation, the francophone school 
community chose a name for its fu-
ture school, Au-coeur-de-l’île (heart 
of  the island). 

“Because we were renting, we 
were always having to make ar-
rangements. When you don’t have a 
school of  your own, you can’t have 
a true French experience,” she said. 
“We always had the leftovers, not 
the full meal. It was frustrating for 

the principal and the parents, but 
mainly for the students.”

In 2008, the Comox Valley School 
District was under pressure to close 
schools because of  funding short-
falls and a reduction in enrolment. 
Allowing the CSF to purchase Cape 
Lazo School, which was housing the 
elementary school program, seemed 
like a good option. 

But the timing wasn’t right. Paren-
tal resistance to the sale and closure 
of  schools in District 71 was intensi-
fying. Parents won an unprecedent-
ed court ruling that quashed the 
board decision’s to sell Cape Lazo. 
The judge criticized the public con-
sultation process.

“There was misunderstanding 
and misperceptions,” Beaudoin ex-
plained.

There is a lot of  misinformation 
about CSF programs. The board 
even offers a myths and reality sec-
tion on its website (csf.bc.ca) with 
responses to unfounded criticism 
that it’s an exclusive private school 
system.

LeBlanc ensures that people who 
come to school are welcomed. “I will 
respond in whatever language I’m 
spoken or written to. I tell people, 
‘We need to speak about whatever 
you want to talk about.’ The bot-
tom line is what’s best for the kids. 
And I speak to the children only in 
French.”

In 2009, after the court case, the 
Ministry of  Education agreed to 
provide funding to allow the CSF to 
build a new school at the district’s 
former Village Park Elementary 
School site. “We were thrilled,” Be-
audoin said.

The new building meets the high-
est seismic standards and received 
the Gold level of  Leadership in 
Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED). Motion detector lighting 
has been installed, but numerous 

windows reduce the need for indoor 
lighting. Geothermal radiant floor 
heating cuts down on energy costs 
and galvanized metal on the out-
side of  the building is designed to 
withstand the rainy weather. A gi-
ant cistern under the school collects 
rainwater and all the toilets draw 
water from this source. Recycled 
concrete, steel and wood from the 
old building were used in the new 
construction. 

The building has an open, flex-
ible design with high ceilings, many 
large windows and interesting archi-
tecture. The outer wall of  the gym is 
lined with huge windows overlook-
ing a wooded area. Pods of  double 
classrooms have glass sliding doors 
and can connect to project rooms. 
There are several large cubbies with 
big windows that invite quiet read-
ing in small groups.

“One of  my priorities is to create 
more community links [and] demys-
tify what we’re all about,” LeBlanc 
said. 

The school is equipped with a 
regulation-sized soccer field which is 
also available to the public. There is 
a Francophone preschool onsite and 
adults are invited to take French lan-
guage classes. 

“We are part of  the community,” 
Beaudoin said. “Like other parents, 
I feel proud to drop off  my son at 
a French school rather than at the 
back door of  another school. Now, 
we don’t have to check with some-
one to see when we can have a 
Christmas concert.” 

Like many small schools, the next 
issue to address is how to retain high 
school students through to gradu-
ation. Currently, there are 50 stu-
dents in grades 7 to 12. Next year 
the school is hoping the number 
rises to 65.

“There are many reasons we have 
a retention problem,” said Beau-
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doin. “The Francophone commu-
nity stopped believing we would 
have a school, so they enrolled 
their children in French immersion. 
When kids start in French immer-
sion in grade 6, they won’t neces-
sarily come back. It appears that 
many teenagers prefer humongous 
schools and parents don’t put their 
foot down. But students succeed in 
small classes. There’s a community 
sense. Yes, there are fewer potential 
friends, but a big school doesn’t nec-
essarily provide more friends.

“But we won’t solve that problem 
in just a couple of  years. We would 
have had many more students if  
we’d had our own school 30 years 
ago. It needs a good principal who 
listens to the community and we 
have a wonderful principal and we 
are very lucky. We have amazing 
teachers,” she said.

“The beauty is our kids are fluent-
ly bilingual. I’m not, but my son is. 
We have an amazing English teach-
er as well. Our kids are very lucky.”

A small school setting does have 
its pluses. “There are fantastic ad-
vantages from a learning perspec-
tive,” LeBlanc added. “Our senior 

classes run with a small number of  
students, almost like private tutori-
als. Students can get the extra atten-
tion they need to succeed. 

“But we have don’t have sports 
teams.” Students who want to par-
ticipate in team sports join the local 
Highland high school soccer and 
basketball teams “and they’re wel-
comed,” he said. 

From the students’ perspective, 
the biggest downside is reduced so-
cialization opportunities.

LeBlanc said the school staff ’s 
“Number 1 goal is to keep them 
here to Grade 12.” So this year stu-
dents will spend two days at école 
Victor-Brodeur in Victoria attend-
ing the Valentine’s Day dance and 
auditing classes. A field trip to Bam-
field Marine Station and a ski trip 
are also coming up. 

In May, the school will be host-
ing the BC Francophone Games 
(four days of  sports, art, culture and 
leadership events) and housing 150 
high school students from across the 
province. “The school becomes a 
massive dorm,” said LeBlanc. The 
students in the grades 7 to 9 Lead-
ership Class will be helping to orga-
nize the event.

The school has also invited stu-
dents and staff  from nearby Robb 
Road Elementary, a French immer-
sion school, to attend a music con-
cert and other cultural events. 

“We have a very involved student 
council,” LeBlanc added. “The 
spirit and motivation is high and we 
hope to attract other Francophones 
to this school.”

The school was built for 300 stu-
dents. “It will grow,” said Beaudoin. 
“We will have 300 eventually.”

Leslie Dyson is a regular contributor to Adminfo. She can be reached at 
Leslie@F2Fcommunications.ca


