MIND High School celebrates 50 years of alternative education

It is now simply known as MIND High School, but there had been a time when, based on the vote of its fledgling community, the school was known as Moving in New Directions. As the only alternative school of its kind in the English Montreal School Board, MIND is celebrating the 50th anniversary of its first academic year.
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It is now simply known as MIND High School, but there had been a time when, based on the vote of its fledgling community, the school was known as Moving in New Directions. As the only alternative school of its kind in the English Montreal School Board, MIND is celebrating the 50th anniversary of its first academic year.
MIND was founded in 1975. It originally shared space with FACE School in the old High School of Montreal building on University Street. In 1999, it moved to its current location on the top floor of Bancroft School on Saint-Urbain Street.
“It’s a kinder, gentler place to be on a daily basis,” says Pamela Gomez, a math and science teacher at MIND.
To quote the school’s website, “MIND is the ideal space for the creative, industrious student who is frustrated with rigid school management, and who wants to meet expectations rather than follow rules.” Its educational mandate has always been about fostering critical thinking skills and independent learning.
Academy Award-winning film producer Frederic Bohbot was at MIND from 1990 to 1993 (MIND goes from Grade 9 to Grade 11). He says it was “an amazing place,” though he did not appreciate it until he was older. “It was very self-directed,” he says. “You were responsible for yourself.
“There was a lot of freedom,” he adds. “But also expectations.”
Students are on a first-name basis with teachers. Gomez tells The Suburban she is not Ms. Gomez or Ms. Pamela, but simply Pamela. “I don’t know if we’re breaking the law,” she jokes, referring to former education minister Bernard Drainville’s mandating courtoisie in the classroom. “I don’t feel that the fact that I’m called Pamela makes me any less respected or undermines my authority in any way.”
It’s not always perfect, she says. “Monday mornings are still Monday mornings, and teenagers are still teenagers.” But, echoing Bohbot, Gomez says the students are there because they choose to be. “Annoying disciplinary issues that rear their ugly heads at other schools, we don’t often have to deal with that here, so we can just get down to learning for the pleasure of it.”
CBC reporter Matt D’Amours attended MIND from 2004 to 2007. “I was consistently challenged, stimulated, and encouraged to be an independent thinker,” he says. “I can draw a direct line from the time I spent developing my photography skills at MIND to my current job producing video journalism at CBC Montreal.”
Other notable graduates include Montreal’s own Melissa Auf der Maur, who went from studying in an alternative school to becoming an Alternative Rock musician. Auf de Maur is a bass player who has famously played in the band Hole, alongside Courtney Love, and later with The Smashing Pumpkins, before launching a solo career. In fact, she devotes a part of her new book, Even the Good Girls Will Cry: A ‘90s Rock Memoir, to her time at MIND.
Montreal-born singer-songwriter Allison Russell, who sang alongside Joni Mitchell herself and Sarah McLachlan in a tribute to Mitchell at this year’s Juno Awards, attended MIND. She has spoken publicly, and quite passionately, not just about growing up in Montreal, but about her experience as a MIND student in the MIND community, and how it helped foster her love of and need for the arts.
The school is celebrating its anniversary over the next few days, culminating in a party on May 15. Gomez says she has been trying to reach as many alumni as possible to get them to attend. Any who have not done so already can RSVP on the school’s website at mindschool.com. n
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Montreal’s Melissa Auf Der Maur attended MIND High School, which she talks about in her new rock memoir.


