
WILD MINDS 2017
Welcome to a unique youth garden project where young minds were free to 
explore, learn, and play in urban wildness. For 9 glorious days, a group of

12 youth came together in year two of the WILD MINDS project and 
experienced a deep connection to nature where they had the opportunity 
to visit various gardens and natural areas and helped to re-wild a beautiful 
community garden space, transforming it into a more diverse ecosystem.

In the process, youth gained new skills and knowledge about food growing, 
ecology, healthy eating , and environmental leadership.



DAY 1 - Britannia youth discovered what urban wild means to them. For some it 
meant exploring, being outgoing, having fun, creativity, adventure; for others it 
meant taking care of, knowing or being a part of nature and what better place to 
explore this theme but at Strathcona and Cottonwood Community Gardens. 

Through a program partnership between the Grandview Woodland Food 
Connection, Environmental Youth Alliance, and Evergreen BC, the project again 
focused on growing native plants and rewilding an area in the Cottonwood 
Gardens in an effort to better understand the importance of not only growing 
food in the city, but in creating spaces that support ecosystem and biological 
diversity. 



DAY 2  – Is part learning and work, with enough fun to keep the youth 
engaged. Since Wild Minds is about rewilding urban spaces, one focus of this 
years work is the Environmental Youth Alliance native plant nursery. 

Youth learned about soil composition then potted up trays of young salal and 
huckleberry. These plants will later be planted in gardens or given away to 
community groups to do their own re-wilding. 



DAY 3 - Visited Trillium North Park and Sharon Kallis, natural plant and fibre 
artist in residence, where we learned to harvest Tansy for dyes, St. John’s Wort for 
medicine, and Oregon Grape for food and tea. Sharon also showed us how to 
make rope from plants. 

This was such an informative and interesting learning opportunity for the youth 
who were fascinated by the many uses of the plants but also impressed by the 
beautiful natural area situated within an industrialized inner city area. Sadly 
however, we also learned much of the park’s natural areas are getting mowed 
down due to some “messiness”. The youth stepped up to advocate to protect the 
park’s natural spaces with messages that were sent to the Parks Board and staff.



DAY 4 – Visited the The Sharing Farm in Richmond, which is mostly volunteer run 
and grows food to support the local foodbank. This was such a beautiful reprise 
from the busyness of the city and a chance to get out into rural nature. Took the 
skytrain to Richmond and bus to No 1 Road and Westminster Highway, then 10 
minute walk to the farm. 

Saw an amazingly productive greenhouse with abundant tomatoes and 
cucumbers. The experience of working on a real farm is something the youth have 
never done before (let along most of us city dwellers) and they really enjoyed the 
meditative nature of weeding the carrots. Was so much fun, the youth wanted stay 
longer. 



DAY 5 – We are in the mid summer doldrums and heatwaves. The plants 
need a lot of watering and the youth are keen to take on this task. Took some 
more time to clear some scrub bush to replace with new native plants as part of 
Environmental Youth Alliance workto clear invasive plant species and rewild areas 
of the youth garden and further afield. 

Later collected calendula seeds as part of our seed saving effort. With the heat, 
we stayed indoors out of the sun after lunch and built some swallow, flicker, 
chickadee, and mason bee homes to put up in the gardens.



DAY 6 – Nature has an remarkable way of growing back in force, in particular, 
the invasive plants, such as Himalayan Blackberry. We spent time clearing away 
unwanted plants in an area of the youth garden to help support a new food forest 
and planting of native plants. 

Later picked oregon grapes, mulberrys, apples and plums and made fruit leather, 
as a suggested activity by one of the youth.



DAY 7 – I have said it before that Strathcona and Cottonwood gardens offer 
such a wonderful variety of learning experiences to keep the youth interested. It is 
the beauty of semi wild, diverse spaces. 

This week we cleared some more invasive plants and bushes in preparation 
to plant more native species and to create a food forest structure in the Youth 
Garden area. We learned more about pollinators and pollinator attracting flowers, 
and did some seed saving.



DAY 8 – Visited the beautiful Loutet Farm in North Vancouver run by the Edible 
Garden Project. These urban farm visits provided an opportunity for youth to 
check out different forms of urban agriculture.

The youth really connected with the farm work, in part, the physical work but also 
knowing that they are contributing to something meaningful. Cool to hear some 
of the kids actually say they would like to be farmers.



DAY 9 – It has been a great Wild Minds summer working in the Cottonwood 
and Strathcona Gardens where the youth connected with nature and worked to 
heal the land. Last day we continued our work in the youth garden – watering, 
weeding, fixing trellises, and and replanting a once overgrown area with native 
plants. Wrapping up the summer, the youth reflected on what a wild mind means, 
with one youth describing it as “something that wants to explore and learn new 
things”, which kinda sums up the summer program.



WILD MINDS PROJECT 0VERVIEW:

Wild Minds builds on 8 years of food growing education with students in the 
Britannia School gardens and surrounding community garden spaces and provides 
valuable hands-on skill building and understanding of food growing, healthy 
eating, environmental sustainability, and community leadership in their school and 
community gardens. 

Wild Minds emerged in 2016 as a program collaboration between the Grandview 
Woodland Food Connection, the Environmental Youth Alliance, and Evergreen 
Foundation BC in order to expand Britannia Student’s connections to the much larger 
Strathcona and Cottonwood community gardens where EYA works and youth would 
be exposed to considerably more learning opportunities than at the smaller school 
gardens.

This year, 12 Britannia youth joined the program, many of them from Streetfront 
Alternative and who have been labelled “at-risk”. The youth received minimum wage 
honorariums for attendance. For many youth, Wild Minds provided their first paid 
work experience and were given a program certificate upon completion.

The opportunities to learn in the gardens were varied and unique, keeping the youth 
engaged and interested. In fact, the youth showed alot of interest in the 4.5 acre 
gardens which include orchards, bee hives, community gardens, pond areas, animal 
habitat, food forests, herb gardens, and existing wild areas.  The beauty of these 
gardens provided the youth a new perspective of food growing and nature in the city.

Over the 9 sessions that the youth participated, they learned about bees and 
pollinators, native plants and soils, seedsaving, composting and mulching, 
permaculture practice,  natrual dyes, and plant clothing, animal habitat, food growing 
and garden maintenance, urban farming, herbs and medicinals, and fruit growing, to 
name a few.

The youth also visted urban farms in North Vancouver and Richmond where they 
learned about larger scale urban farming and helped work on the farms. For many 
youth, these farm visits were a highlight, opening up new understanding of where our 
food comes from,  with one youth proclaiming he might like to be a farmer when he 
grows up.



WILD MINDS PARTICPANT EVALUATION:
# of written evals responded: 9
Date: Aug 30, 2017

After participating in the Native Plant Nursery program:
Do you feel inspired to spend more time in nature? 
Yes: 9/9
No:   0/9
No reply: 0/9

Did you develop new friendships and connections through this program? 
Yes: 9/9
No: 0/9
No reply: 0/9

Do you feel more confident to participate in nature stewardship in Vancouver?  
Yes : 6/9
No: 0/9
No reply/inconclusive: 3/9

What was your favorite activity and why during the program? 

• Taking down a tree
• Planting new plants and growing food. It was my favorite because it’s good to know 

how to grow your own food and more people need to know how to grow their own 
food.

• My favorite activity was making the swallow box (birdhouse). My reason I liked it is 
because I get to help out.

• All of it, but fruit leather was a stand out for me.
• The farm because it reminds me of my family and how it felt  like when I was 8
• My favorite activity was going to Trillium gardens because I got to learn about natural 

dyes and  I am very interested in learning natural ways to do things before people 
invented the new ways.

• My favorite activity was when we start to plant seeds because is good to know new 
things that you haven’t done before.

• Gardening and making new friends



Since your involvement in this program have you changed your behaviour in any way? 
Yes: 3/9
No: 4/9
No reply: 2/9

What do you think the most significant change in your behaviour has occurred because 
of your participation in this program? Please give a specific example/s?

• More appreciation to wildlife, more relaxed
• I’m gardening a LOT more at home, happier, more outgoing
• I have been more accepting of long grass and old trees that don’t look so good. My 

Dad was talking about cutting our lawn on Pender Island (it’s all grown over with 
many different grasses) and I told him long grass is good for birds to hide in. Instead 
of keeping quiet

• I learned to plant seeds
• My associations with people

Can you describe one significant thing you learned or skill you gained while 
participating in the program? 

• I learned a lot about plants and bees
• Saving seeds from plants  to reuse them
• I learned how to plant properly
• How to make rope from a leaf
• How to plant
• Knowing how to prepare lunch

Were there any challenges for you in this program? Do you have any suggestions for 
ways the program could be improved or make more of an impact on youth? What 
would you like to see more of?

• I would like to see more activities that involve animals
• It was a lot more slow paced. More work! Learning about medicinal plants
• I found it hard to make many new friends at this program. I think it would be better 

if there were more team building exercises. That way we’ll all know each other so we 
don’t form little cliques of 2 or 3 people

• Would like to learn more about bees
• The spiders were a challenge. You can go for hikes and swimming in the future
• Listening



LESSONS LEARNED
• Youth are interested in real life experience such as working on farms. Spend more time at 

the farms. 
• The field trips were great: in future, find a connection to a wild space (Pacific Spirit, North 

shore, Maplewood Flats) to view the plants we work with in their native environment 
and/or a garden/farm that uses native plants for traditional uses (Harmony Garden in the 
selílwitulh (Tsleil-Waututh) community).

• Youth are curious and eager to learn. Engage youth beyond their usual worlds and 
thinking and you will get their attention. 

• Hands on, hands on hands on. As many opportunities to get the youth working on real 
spaces and concrete projects with a clear and visible outcomes. (ex. building birdhouses, 
clearing the invasive trees out, planting new native species in their place). Allowing youth 
to be responsible to themselves and others in the group and use tools to accomplish task 
goals inspires confidence & leadership. 

• Listen to what youth are interested in learning and doing.  Make it happen and the youth 
will be more likely to engage if it is something they want to do.

• Over-book the program as there will always be some who drop the program. 
• New skills gained that they can take away an example of: habitat boxes, rope, plants. 

If they have something to show for it, the new skill generates pride and confidence. 
Plan more activities with that follow-through. Successes: fruit leather (show them how 
a dehydrator works next time), bird and habitat boxes (install on the same day as 
construction if possible), workshop with guests like Sharon (with a clear finished product 
when possible).

• Take more time to build the group with activities and group challenges. Break up small 
groups intentionally with rotating work groups. 

• Find a way to facilitate the group to take more initiative towards the second half of the 
program: get small groups to take on specific garden beds? 

• Build up program activities and learning around wildlife: do a focused session on birds 
and bees and bugs: wildlife camera, guest expertsx. Youth are engaged to see & impact 
animals as a way to connect the dots to plants and wild spaces. 

• Taking the time to cook and prepare food together is always worth the time. Plan other 
opportunities to forage, harvest and prepare together.

• Plan surprises and games to help encourage the keeners and jostle the more resistant 
youth out of their entrenched modes. 



WILD MINDS 2017
Project Leaders: Jess Henry (Environmental Youth Alliance) , Ian Marcuse (Grandview 
Woodland Food Connection)

Youth Mentors: Nicole Spouge and Sam MacTavish (Environmental Youth Alliance),
Drew MacDonald and Julia Gellman (Evergreen Foundation) 

Project Youth:  Avalon Scott, Claire Brown, Braden Young, Brandon Westenberg, Johnny 
Rapa, Chris Kematch, Arniston Aguirre, Chelsea, Lisa Tran, Linda Tran, Zarzel Dominiquez, 
Angelo De Lunas, Abiel Awoul

Thank you also: Richmond Sharing Farm, Edible Garden Project Loutet Farm, Sharon 
Kallis and Earthand Gleaners

More Photos: https://www.flickr.com/photos/gwfc/albums/72157686105612316
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