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In Santa Rosa Beach, a new 
chapter in education is begin-
ning — one rooted in curiosity, 
creativity, and a deep belief  in 
what every young person is ca-
pable of.

At the center of  it is Mary 
Louise Gillis, an educator with 
more than 20 years of  experi-
ence and nearly a decade work-
ing within the Acton Academy 
network. After years serving as 
Founding and Lead Guide in 
Austin, Texas — where Acton 
fi rst began — Mary Louise has 
brought her commitment to 
innovative, learner-driven ed-
ucation home to the Emerald 
Coast.

Her new school, Canopy 
| An Acton Academy, is set 
to open near Walton Sports 
Complex, off ering families a 
radically diff erent approach to 
education — one that centers 
independence, critical think-
ing, and creativity.

What Is Acton
Academy?

Acton Academy is a glob-
al network of  learner-driven 
schools designed to empow-
er students to take ownership 
of  their education. Instead of  
traditional classrooms, Acton 
studios emphasize hands-on 
projects, real-world problem 
solving, and the development 
of  character alongside aca-
demics — because at Acton, 
those things aren’t separate.

Growing Young Minds: Mary Louise Gillis Brings a 
New Vision for Learning to Santa Rosa Beach

Learners are encouraged to 
set goals and track their prog-
ress, take on real-world chal-
lenges through project-based 
learning, collaborate with 
peers across age groups, and 
learn through exploration 
rather than memorization.

The result is an environ-
ment where children don’t just 
absorb information — they 
actively engage with it. They 
know why they’re learning and 
who they’re becoming in the 
process.

Introducing Canopy:
A Place to Grow

At Canopy | An Acton 
Academy, Mary Louise is 
fostering those same princi-
ples right here in Santa Rosa 
Beach. The name refl ects the 
vision: a supportive environ-
ment where young learners 
can grow, stretch, and thrive 
— together.

Her goal is simple but pow-
erful: to create a space where 
young people are inspired to 
ask questions, test ideas, and 
discover their own paths.

A Summer of 
Creativity: Neuron 
Garage Growth Mindset 
Camp

Before Canopy’s fall open-
ing, families can experi-
ence this approach fi rsthand 
through Neuron Garage, a 
Growth Mindset summer 
camp hosted at the Canopy 
space.

This isn’t your typical camp.
At Neuron Garage, kids will 

build using recycled materials, 
experiment with creative solu-
tions and open-ended prob-
lems, and test ideas — and 
then test them again. The fo-
cus isn’t on getting everything 
right the fi rst time. It’s on de-
veloping the persistence, inno-
vation, and resilience that lasts 
well beyond summer.

In other words, it’s about 
discovering that failure isn’t 
the end of  the process — it’s 
part of  it.

Partnering with 
Storytellers

Mary Louise’s vision for 
creativity extends beyond sci-
ence and engineering. This 
summer — and each season 
after — she is partnering with 
Emerald Coast Storytellers to 
off er a series of  writing and 
storytelling workshops for 
young people through Junior 
Emerald Coast Storytellers.

Held at Canopy on the fi rst 
and third Tuesday of  each 
month, with a fi nal celebration 

event at Distillery 98, these 
workshops give young par-
ticipants a chance to explore 
imagination through words — 
learning how to craft stories, 
share ideas, and build confi -
dence in their voice, all while 
being in community with oth-
ers who are fi nding theirs.

An Invitation to 
Local Families

Whether your child loves 
to build, write, imagine, or ex-
plore, this summer is a chance 
to try something new — and 
to discover what’s possible 
when learning feels like it ac-
tually belongs to them.

Because sometimes, all it 
takes is the right environment 
and the right encouragement 
for a young person to discover 
just how capable they are.

Canopy | An Acton Acade-
my A learner-driven commu-
nity serving ages 4–18 to fi nd 
a calling that can change the 
world. www.canopy30a.com | 
850.790.2806 | @canopy30a

Neuron Garage — The 
Growth Mindset Camp
Where 5 to 12 year olds have 
fun building with recycled 
materials, make friends, and 
develop the tools for a growth 
mindset. www.neurongarage.
com | 448.444.5172 | @neu-
rongaragesantarosabeach

Junior Emerald Coast Sto-
rytellers A space for young 
writers and creatives ages 8–13 
to explore storytelling in all 
its forms — through writing, 
sharing, and connecting with 
others their age who are learn-
ing to fi nd their voice, too. 
www.emeraldcoaststorytellers.
com/junior-storytellers | @
junioremeraldcoaststorytellers
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Illustrating Joy: Stories Rooted in 30A 
By Paige Turner

I met the author on a breezy 
30A morning, the kind that feels 
lifted straight from the pages 
of  a children’s book—and in 
her case, quite literally so. Her 
trio of  titles—”Arlo’s Day on 
30A”, “Gigi’s Shells”, and “Dog 
Beach Party”—are more than 
stories; they are love letters to a 
place and a season of  life.

Each book, she tells me, be-
gan not with a publishing plan, 
but with a paintbrush.

“I hand-painted and drew 
(in the case of  “Dog Beach Par-
ty”) every page,” she says, al-
most casually, though the work 
itself  is anything but. “I wanted 
children to feel like they were 
stepping into something per-
sonal—something real.”

That authenticity shows. In 
“Arlo’s Day on 30A”, readers 
follow a sun-soaked adventure 
along the familiar bike paths 

and beach accesses locals know 
by heart. Gigi’s Shells feels qui-
eter, more reflective—a gentle 
celebration of  curiosity and 
small treasures found along the 
shore. And Dog Beach Party 
bursts with energy, capturing 
the joy and community of  sea-
side life, where even the dogs 

seem to have a social calendar.
When I ask what inspired 

her storytelling, she doesn’t hes-
itate: “Reading with my chil-
dren.”

It was a daily ritual, she ex-
plains—one that shaped not 
only her children, now grown, 
but her own creative voice. 
Their shared bookshelf  was 
filled with folk tales, the imagi-
native mischief  of  Roald Dahl, 
the rhythmic charm of  Dr. Se-
uss, and the immersive worlds 
of  J.K. Rowling.

“We didn’t just read stories,” 
she says. “We lived in them.”

That sense of  immersion 
is woven into her own books. 
There’s a warmth, a familiarity, 
as if  each page carries echoes 
of  bedtime reading and sandy 
feet tucked under covers.

Her work is also deeply root-
ed in place. Set along 30A, the 
stories reflect a lifestyle many 

families cherish—slow morn-
ings, salt air, and simple joys. 
It’s no surprise her books have 
found homes in beloved local 
shops throughout the panhan-
dle. Sarah’s books are avail-
able at The Hidden Lantern 
in Rosemary Beach, Clay 30A 
in Seagrove, Sundog Book in 
Seaside, The Zoo Gallery and 
the Studio Gallery in Grayton 
Beach, Lola’s Boutique in Santa 
Rosa Beach, Topsail Preserve, 
La Luna Children’s Boutique 
in Grand Blvd, Footprints in 
Miramar Beach and Tailwinds 
at Northwest Florida Beaches 
International. 

Before we part, I ask what 
she hopes children take away 
from her stories.

She smiles. “That the ordi-
nary moments—the walks, the 
shells, the laughter with friends 
and family—are actually the 
most magical ones.”

It’s a fitting sentiment. Much 
like her books, it lingers with 
you long after the last page is 
turned.

website :)
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Summer Reading Recom-
mendations from  Bonnie 
Shelton —Media Specialist 
at Butler Elementary  

• Age 4: Where the Wild 
Things Are by Maurice Sen-
dak

• Age 5: Elephant & Piggie 
books by Mo Willems

• Age 6: The Velveteen Rabbit 
by Margery Williams

• Age 7: Good Dog books by 
Cam Higgins

• Age 8: The Velveteen Rabbit 
by Margery Williams

• Age 9: Pippi Longstocking by 
Astrid Lindgren

• Age 10: Where the Red Fern 
Grows by Wilson Rawls

• Age 11: The Secret Garden 
by Frances Hodgson Bur-
nett

• Age 12: Hatchet by Gary 
Paulsen

Each of  these books offers 
something special—whether 
it’s imagination, humor, adven-
ture, or heartfelt lessons. Perfect 
for building a lifelong love of  
reading over the summer!

Happy reading,
Bonnie Shelton

Summer reading recom-
mendations from Rachel 
Carol —Media specialist at 
Dune Lakes Elementary

• Ages 3-6: Odder (picture 
book) by Katherine Apple-
gate

• Ages 5-8: Over and Under 
by Kate Messner

• Ages 5-8: Fireworks by Mat-
thew Burgess

• Ages 7-9: Wildlife Rescue by 
Kate Messner

• Ages 8-11: Odder (novel) by 
Katherine Applegate

• Ages  9-12: Manatee Sum-
mer by Evan Griffith

Katherine Applegate is one of  
my favorite children’s book au-
thors!  Her newer book, “Odd-
er,” is excellent and was recent-
ly made into a picture book as 
well. The “Over and Under” 
books are great nonfiction 
choices.  Kate Meisner has a 
new series called “Wildlife Res-
cue” that is inspired by her time 
rescuing animals in FL. The 
reviews are positive.  Manatee 
Summer is another book that 
takes place in FL. And Fire-
works is this year’s Caldecott 
winner!  

Keep turning pages,
Rachel Carol

Kid Tested: Librarian Approved  

“Shhhhh,
These Books 
Are Really 

Good”




