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Introduction  

The Environmental and Sustainability Education (ESE) Initiative at OISE presents opportunities 
to engage in learning, leadership and action to address environmental and sustainability issues. 
The ESE Initiative builds community through facilitation of leadership teams, learning circles, 
and faculty-wide action projects, provides educational support to graduate students, and 
infuses advocacy across educational programming in addressing environmental and 
sustainability issues in both the OISE facility and building and beyond. A key part of its work is 
the OISE Community Learning Garden, which provides a physical and symbolical space for ESE 
at OISE. The garden acts to inspire learning, provides opportunities for personal and 
professional growth and development, and cultivates roots for nature-based learning across the 
community. This report provides an overview of the Learning Garden’s contribution to the ESE 
Initiative at OISE in 2020. 

 

Raised garden beds at the OISE Learning Garden in summer. 
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OISE Community Learning Garden  

The OISE Community Learning Garden is literally at the forefront of the OISE building in urban 
Toronto (252 Bloor St. West), along a busy public thoroughfare at the north end of the 
University of Toronto campus. The Learning Garden consists of five raised concrete beds filled 
with diverse native and non-native plant species that grow and transform throughout the 
seasons. (Due to recent OISE facility renovations, we have lost the use of one garden bed). 
There are 35+ different species that are showcased across these garden beds. In accordance 
with OISE’s goal of strengthening ecological and social responsibility, the OISE Community 
Learning Garden raises awareness about educational gardening and models its practices for 
those engaged in education. Each garden offers its own theme related to foundational concepts 
within OISE: Equity and Inclusive Education, Indigenous Education, Holistic Education, Creativity 
in Education, and Environmental & Sustainability Education. Standing proudly in this central 
location, the garden presents OISE’s deep commitment to environmental and sustainability 
education to the thousands of local and international onlookers that pass through, along and by 
the OISE building annually. Updated garden maps and plant species information is accessible 
through the OISE Learning Garden website at 
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html  

The Garden serves its community 
by creating an outdoor hub for 
events, educational programming, 
workshops and opportunities for 
professional development, inviting 
others to become involved in ESE 
learning, garden care and its 
growth. The Learning Garden team 
unites graduate students, staff and 
faculty and continues to welcome 
the Toronto community walking by 
to examine, engage, and learn 
more. The Learning Garden is a 
space where TDSB educators, staff 
and Early Childhood Educators can 
come to learn, reflect and glean 
inspiration through the 
programming designed and 
delivered through the ESE Initiative.  

 

Native Pale Purple Coneflower bloom in the OISE Learning Garden. 

https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html
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Garden Highlights 2020  

While the year started off with the OISE community community meeting on campus, this 
quickly changed. In response to emerging COVID-19 challenges and the closure of the OISE 
building, the Learning Garden’s “biological highlights” feature the ways that the garden has 
been able to adapt to the new climate.  

   
 
The Learning Garden at OISE’s Climate Action Summit in January 2020 became a topic of 
discussion and focus as shared through the knowledge, expertise, and skills of those in 
attendance Making space for native plants in our garden is vital for preserving biodiversity, 
fostering a culture of sustainability, and contributing to climate action within the OISE facility. 
 

 

  

Place-based learning in our garden became an all-seasons endeavour! A group of OISE students 
were inspired by the Learning Garden and gave the milkweed a voice using augmented reality 
to keep the garden “alive” throughout the winter. 
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The Learning Garden introduced an art 
initiative to encourage members of the 
OISE community and beyond to 
contribute to one another’s wellbeing 
through the painting and display of 
kindness rocks in the garden. Participants 
were encouraged to paint a rock and 
leave it on the edge of the OISE Learning 
Garden with a message or design to bring 
a smile to onlookers passing by or 
stopping to take a look at the garden. 
 

Kindness Rocks Eco-Art Project. 

 
 

 
 
 
Not surprisingly, the Learning Garden kept 
growing throughout the pandemic, and 
we were able to continue to maintain it, 
albeit with a smaller Garden Team than 
normal, and with no ability to put on 
public gatherings or in-person events. We 
were delighted that the milkweed in the 
Garden was bountiful this year, bringing 
monarchs, caterpillars, bees and insects in 
from afar with its bright blossoms and 
lush foliage. Its pink and purple blooms 
were seen from June through July, which 
brought all of us a bit of cheer in what 
proved to be a difficult summer. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Milkweed blossoms attracting bees and pollinators to the OISE Learning Garden. 
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Although our seed-saving workshop was unable to run this year in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, one of Learning Garden volunteers was able to harvest, sort, and store seeds from 
the OISE Learning Garden for future donation to the Toronto Seed Library (found in the OISE 
Library). In addition, detailed instructions on seed-saving were shared on our Down and Dirty 
Updates blog for OISE community members to engage in seed saving within their own gardens.  

 
Cedar, white sage and milkweed in the Indigenous Education Garden. 

https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/Down_Dirty_Updates.html
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/Down_Dirty_Updates.html
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Educational Programming: Teaching & Learning Events 

Throughout the 2020 year, the Learning Garden continued to inspire others to engage in 
environmental and sustainability education and deepen knowledge through online webinars. In 
the spring, Learning Garden events adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic and transitioned to 
feature virtual conferencing, webinars, digital activities and community outreach. With these 
events we were fortunate to be able to share the knowledge and expertise of gardening experts 
via online webinars, which have been very well attended by TDSB teachers and OISE students, 
on topics surrounding environmental justice, Indigenous approaches to gardening, social 
justice, wellbeing, and creativity in the garden among many others.  This touched a nerve with 
educators both locally, and across the country – we had over 1,100 people participate in these 
webinars by attending live and/or watching the recordings of them.  This is a huge increase in 
the number of people who have engaged directly in our garden-based educational 
programming in previous years, and a success story amidst the huge challenges of the 
pandemic.  
 

Learning Garden Webinar Series  

Spring & Summer Events        Fall Events

 

Growing Gardening Online with Children 
May 12, 2020 

Green Scene: Growing Innovation in U of T 
Gardens 
Sept. 2, 2021 

Unsettling the Garden: A non-Indigenous 
Gardener’s Reflections 
May 20, 2021 

Activist Approaches to Educational Gardening 
Oct. 14, 2020 
 

School Grounds of Resilience: creating Native 
Plant Gardens 
July 9, 2021 

Indigenous Land-Based Teaching & Learning 
Nov. 12, 2020 

Touring the Evergreen Garden with 
Indigenous Educator Isaac Crosby 
July 16, 2021 

 

Description of Webinar Events  

Growing Gardening Online with Children   - Tuesday May 12, 2020 
Many teachers introduce gardening to their students for the rich opportunities it provides for cross-
curricular learning - but how can this be done online? Join gardening educators from Foodshare and 
Green Thumbs Growing Kids to learn their tips and tricks for encouraging young gardeners with limited 
access to the outdoors. This webinar is part of OISE’s Educational Garden series, and generously 
supported by TDFEF. Speakers:  Brooke Zeilbell (Foodshare), Sunday Harrsion (GTGK), Laura Penney 
(EcoSource) 

https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html


 OISE Learning Garden Report 2020 8 

Unsettling the Garden: A non-Indigenous Gardener’s Reflections  - Wed. May 20, 2020 
In this illustrated slide show, writer Lorraine Johnson explores the garden in the context of reconciliation 
and land sovereignty, looking at the ways gardening is tied to settler-colonialism and the role of native 
plants in restoration/restitution. This webinar is part of OISE’s Educational Garden series, and 
generously supported by TDFEF. Speaker: Lorraine Johnson 

School Grounds of Resilience: Creating Native Plant Gardens  - Thursday July 9 , 2020 
In this illustrated presentation, author Lorraine Johnson explores the particular benefits and challenges 
of creating native plant gardens on school grounds and offers suggestions of ways to ensure that they 
thrive. Also included will be examples of the hardiest native species for sun, partial sun, and shady 
conditions. This webinar is part of OISE’s Educational Garden series, and generously supported by 
TDFEF. Speaker: Lorraine Johnson 

Touring the Garden with Indigenous Gardener Isaac Crosby - Tues, July 16, 2020  
Join Indigenous educator Isaac Crosby (also known as “Brother Nature”) for an online tour of the 
Evergreen Garden. Learn about Indigenous approaches to gardening, native plants species, maintaining 
a summer garden. This webinar is part of OISE’s Educational Garden series, and generously supported by 
TDFEF. Speaker:  Isaac Crosby 

Green Scene- Growing Educational Gardens at U of T – Wed. Sept 2, 2020 
Join gardeners from across the University of Toronto for short virtual tours of their educational gardens 
on campus. Learn about innovative approaches to urban gardening, and how gardening has been 
adapted in light of the pandemic. A panel discussion and Q&A with these garden enthusiasts will follow 
the tours. This webinar is part of OISE’s Educational Garden series, and generously supported by TDFEF. 
Speakers: Lauren Azzopardi, Liat Margolis, Denelle Carvalho, Sami Fassnacht, Nathan Postma 

Activist Approaches to Educational Gardening - Wed. October 14, 2020   
This webinar introduces how urban gardening and farming is being used to develop social justice and 
eco-justice education with children and youth across North America. Learn about the work of activist 
gardeners Ron Finley, Will Allen and Stephen Ritz, who are working with marginalized students in the 
US. Hear about similar trends locally from TDSB teachers Dan Kunanec and Ben Gross who are growing 
activist approaches in the urban farm at Don Mills CI, and Stephanie Ustianov, who cultivates belonging 
and community in the garden at West Prep PS for primary and middle school students. This webinar is 
part of OISE’s Educational Garden series, and generously supported by TDFEF.  

Indigenous Land-Based Teaching & Learning - Thursday November 12, 2020  

Join Mike Izzo, Site Supervisor with two of the TDSB Outdoor Education Centres, for this webinar that 
explores Indigenous knowledge and educational pedagogy that assist teachers in the delivery of 
Indigenous Education experientially in natural settings. There will be a focus on fundamental knowledge 
such as the Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action, as well as strategies for educating youth at a variety 
of grade levels and in a variety of subject areas on the Land. This webinar is part of OISE’s Educational 
Garden series, and generously supported by TDFEF. Speaker:  Mike Izzo 

 

https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/index.html
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Digging into the Community 

The OISE community drives the success of the Learning Garden, and a committed team of 
students, staff and faculty from across OISE dedicate time to plant, water, care for and maintain 
the garden. This year our Learning Garden volunteer team adapted to COVId-19 protocols and 
worked carefully to ensure the safety of one another throughout the spring and summer 
months by alternating shifts and schedules. A dedicated group of returning team members 
helped to initiate the involvement of incoming graduate students at OISE with the garden. The 
Learning Garden team has translated their new knowledge from the garden into their teaching 
placements, home communities and own gardens across Ontario, cultivating seeds from OISE’s 
garden to the wider community, and growing roots with Toronto schools through our 
partnership with the TDSB.  

The TD Friends of the 
Environment Foundation 
plays a pivotal role in 
facilitating the success of 
the OISE Community 
Learning Garden. The grant 
directly supports the hiring 
of two work-study graduate 
students that become 
Learning Garden 
Coordinators (one during 
the spring/summer, and 
one for the fall/winter). The 
grant also supplies funds for 
garden maintenance 
including plant material, 
promotional material, signs 
and supplies, as well as 
Learning Garden 
educational programming, 
events, and workshops.  

Black Chokecherries and Black-Eyed Susan blooms in the Holistic Education Garden. 

 

 

 



 OISE Learning Garden Report 2020 10 

Visitors in the Garden  

The Learning Garden continues to attract many visitors beyond our OISE community. Many new 
non-human species have been spotted among the foliage within our garden beds, and these 
creatures signify the garden’s contribution to a deeper purpose. 

Pollinator Promotion 

The rich and diverse indigenous plant species in the garden attract a great variety of birds, 
animals and insects. Often seen in the garden are bumble bees, caterpillars, butterflies, lady 
bugs, squirrels, rodents and song birds. The pollinators in our garden seem to well represent 
the cross-pollination of ideas, networks, resources and learning shared across the OISE 
community and our partners at the Toronto District School Board.  

Seed-Saving 

This year, the Toronto Seed Saving Library will be receiving our contribution of seeds from the 
OISE Learning Garden once again to distribute throughout the Toronto community. In response 
to our annual seed saving workshop cancellation due to the pandemic, we have used our Down 
and Dirty Updates blog to instruct others through a seed saving tutorial and have outlined the 
steps needed to save healthy seeds for the following season.  

Student Training  

Throughout 2020, OISE students have been trained to continue the development of the ESE 
Initiative at OISE. Specifically, Learning Garden Coordinators Lauren Azzopardi and Georgia 
Hinton worked virtually to sustain the garden’s care and maintenance through coordination of 
the volunteer team, planning and facilitating online workshops and webinars, updating plant 
maps and descriptions, promoting the garden through social media, and developing an online 
presence for the garden and it’s educational programming. As the OISE building shut its doors 
for a period during COVID-19, Lauren and Georgia kept the OISE community up to date with the 
Down and Dirty Updates blog and the continuation of online events. They were each supported 
by a dedicated team of volunteers who showed support and commitment by taking part in 
watering, maintenance, and care for the garden. The students involved in the OISE Learning 
Garden will bring forward the knowledge, skills and passion for ESE into their future 
placements, careers and pathways in education.  

Moving Gardening into the Online Context 

Throughout the duration of this year we have developed several educational videos that help to 
promote our garden and keep our community up to date. Our latest videos of the garden 
introduce  the garden beds at OISE and discusses the significance of plant material within each 

https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ese/OISE_Learning_Garden/Down_Dirty_Updates.html
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planter, as well as showcases some of the ways that the Learning Garden contributes to the ESE 
Initiative at OISE. View the April 2020 video here, and the October 2020 video here. 

Our Learning Garden Coordinators keep the OISE community and ESE organizations informed 
through the use of Twitter (@OISEese), Instagram (@learnOISEese) and (@OISEese) where we 
share short posts, pictures and video updates of our Garden. We also continue to maintain the 
Down and Dirty Updates blog which records updates, event recaps, garden maintenance 
information, educator resources, and growth in the garden. The extension of the Garden into 
digital contexts allows us to reach a wide audience, particularly at a time where educators and 
community members are connecting through virtual communications and distance learning. 

Building Community 

The OISE Community Learning Garden has continued to grow a community of students, faculty 
and staff united in environmental and sustainability education. By fostering a deep-rooted love 
of and connection to nature, individuals have cared for the garden as a collective and have 
constructed a dynamic, more equitable and inclusive community team together. Just as our 
Garden inspires those that come to know and care for it, we hope that community members 
will work together, reflect and build pathways for future practice in leading and living an 
environmentally-friendly, sustainable life. 

Growing Educational Gardening in 2021 

Reflecting upon the last year has led us to examine our areas of strength and resiliency 
throughout adaptations to Covid-19, and the accomplishments we would like to work towards 
in the next growing season.  

Expanding Webinar Development and Facilitation: Building on this year’s commitment to 
expanding virtual educational programming, we will continue to innovate and enhance the 
Learning Garden webinar series. Our webinars will proceed to draw focus to equity, inclusion 
and Indigenous perspectives through inclusion of diverse featured experts and speakers. 
Through our Learning Garden webinar series, we aim to continue our support of educational 
gardening efforts of TDSB teachers and provide a community of learning, reflection and 
dialogue through environmental and sustainability education. 

Re-Development of the Equity and Inclusivity Garden: During the 2020 growing season, the 
OISE Learning Garden’s 5th and 6th garden beds were impacted by structural facility 
renovations. As such, next year our efforts will centre a re-development and redesign of the 5th 
garden bed, centering equity and inclusivity in its plan and educational objective. 

 

https://play.library.utoronto.ca/play/595d96f0d475504003026127d5533c03
https://play.library.utoronto.ca/49b3096367dccb80c33d0ea1e9cf29c0
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With Thanks! 

 

The OISE Learning Garden Team would like to express our sincere appreciation to 
TD Friends of the Environment’s for their ongoing contribution to the development of our 

Learning Garden and the educational programming that surrounds it. 

Thank you for your support of OISE’s ESE initiative! 

 


