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The Promontory approach to learning: 

“Reflections hang on the horizon, suspended on the pristine surface of a watery mirror. The surface, calm as my 

mind and clear as the present, invites me to join in its serenity. Distant mountains, rising majestically, towering over me, 

inquiring why I have intruded into their sanctuary. Softly, the wind whispers that I am welcome to linger and refresh my 

soul.” Curtis, age 13 

More than twenty years ago, I was in the Grand Tetons with my friend and mentor, Steve Archibald. We had a 

group of forty-seven middle school students hiking into Taggart Lake to study fire ecology. It was late October. October 

31st to be exact, and these kids had all given up their Halloween for a chance to study in the Tetons. Our expedition was 

ostensibly built around fire ecology, but it was richly mixed with geology, nature journaling, math, art, exploration and 

camaraderie. As we watched the kids gathering scientific evidence in their journals about the regeneration of Lodgepole 

Pines in this area, Steve turned to me and with a twinkle in his eye, causally observed, “You just can’t keep a child’s mind 

from wrapping around a natural object.” I spent the rest of the hike, and many years since, pondering that thought. At 

that time I was making tentative attempts to leave the classroom, leave the textbooks and get kids into real world 

learning settings. Steve had already blazed this educational trail, so I was following, learning and dreaming of the 

possibilities. I contrasted my experience along the Taggart Lake trail with the way I had been taught when I went to 

school, the way I had been taught to teach and the way I had attempted to teach up to that point. As a student, I tried to 

learn, I wanted to learn, but most of my days were spent in a fog of confusion mixed with boredom. I wish I had been 

able to learn fire ecology on the trail to Taggart Lake. As a teacher, up to that point, most of my classroom time was 

spent trying to find ways to cajole or coerce a child’s mind to wrap around the curriculum. But, in reality, they were 

probably sitting in the same boredom and confusion fog that I had experienced.  Yet here, on the trail to Taggart Lake, I 

sat back and watched the magic of learning unfold. I was not the teacher, at best I was a facilitator, but mostly I was an 

observer and a student. Nature was the teacher. The fog had lifted and in that moment, my educational paradigm 

shifted. This is not only the way children want to learn, it is the way children learn best. It even worked for me. 

“You just can’t keep a child’s mind from wrapping around a natural object.” At Promontory, our curriculum, our 

teacher training and collaboration, our educational compass is built around that concept. Our students, whether they be 

Kindergarteners or Eighth Graders, are placed in daily rich learning environments, around which their naturally curious 

minds can wrap. They won’t take a couple of “field trips” a year, but will be immersed in “field work” on an ongoing, 

daily basis. Parents, when they see and understand the learning that engages their child’s mind, frequently comment, “I 

wish I had been taught this way!”  

 

Bryce Passey, Director, Promontory School of Expeditionary Learning  
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Upcoming Events 

Public Meeting: Wednesday, November 16th, 7:00 P.M. at BATC will be a Public Meeting to introduce people to 

Promontory. Bring your friends along or just come for a little refresher. We will explain what makes Promontory and 

Expeditionary Learning such a powerful and unique educational option. We will also explain the registration process and 

answer any questions you or others may have. Join us for a fun and informative hour and mingle with your friends and 

neighbors. 

7th and 8th Grade Orientation: On the evening of January 5th, we will hold an orientation meeting for our 
incoming 7th and 8th graders. It will be held at BATC at 7:00 P.M. It will be a great opportunity for our incoming students 
to meet their fellow classmates, and become acquainted with the school. We will be meeting with the families of 
students enrolled in 7th and 8th grade, as well as those who are considering enrolling in those grades.  We will be 
releasing information about our beginning of school educational expedition.  Don't miss this meeting!   

Groundbreaking Ceremony: Promontory will once again be the site of an historic event. Not the Promontory of 
the west Box Elder desert, but the Promontory School of Expeditionary Learning in Perry. Promontory, the first public 
charter school in Box Elder County. We may not have a golden spike, but we have arranged for a couple of golden 
shovels. We will hold a formal ceremony and celebration on Saturday, December 10, at 9:30 am.  

 


