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Introduction 

 
The Environmental and Sustainability Education (ESE) Initiative at OISE is committed to 
addressing key concepts environmental and sustainability education in that largest Faculty of 
Education in Canada. The OISE Community Learning Garden is one aspect of the ESE initiative. 
Students, staff, and faculty work, with the ongoing assistance of TD FEF, to create space for 
education around environmental sustainability and stewardship through gardening. The Garden 
integrates ESE into OISE’s physical and pedagogical spaces, inspires graduate student learning 
through inquiry, and builds connections through community partnerships and professional 
development. This report aims to give an overview of the Learning Garden’s successes and 
contribution to ESE at OISE throughout 2019. 
 
 

 
OISE students & Learning Garden team members preparing for the  

spring planting day.  
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OISE Community Learning Garden 
 

The OISE Community Learning Garden is found in an urban location at the front of the OISE 

building (252 Bloor St. West in Toronto), on a busy public edge of the University of Toronto’s 

campus. The Learning Garden is a highly visible example of the positive impacts of greening 

urban spaces, where the Garden ecosystem and the plant and animal species that benefit from 

it are easily accessible to all those who travel past it along Bloor Street.  

 

The six garden beds that comprise the Learning Garden maintain a strong presence at the front 

of the OISE building; the project creates space for over 30 species of native plants, as well as 

the many insects – bees, butterflies, birds, and other local wildlife that call downtown Toronto 

home.  
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The garden beds have their own themes 

which are related to one of the 

foundational concepts and pillars of OISE’s 

programs: 

• Indigenous Education  

• Equity and Inclusive Education 

• Holistic Education 

• Creativity in Education  

• Environmental and Sustainability 

Education 

The Garden’s central location is used to 

showcase OISE's focus on environmental 

learning to its local community and the 

thousands of people who frequent the 

spaces around the OISE building each year.  

 

A map of the gardens and information on 

each plant species can be found at 

http://uoft.me/OISEGarden 

 

 

 

  
                 

One of the many bee friends feeding on a purple 
coneflower in the OISE Learning Garden 

http://uoft.me/OISEGarden


 

OISE Learning Garden Report 2019      

 
 

  

4 

Our Community Members 
 
The Garden acts as a hub for educational events and workshops, offering a wide variety of 
opportunities for our community to get involved in its growth, care and concepts. People from 
across the OISE community are engaged on the Learning Garden team, including students, 
faculty, and staff.  It also reaches thousands of people that walk by the front of OISE each week, 
impressing both local citizens and international visitors. It continues to inspire TDSB teachers, 
Early Childhood Educators (ECEs) and staff who come to learn from it as part of the ESE 
Initiative’s programming. 
 
 
 

 
 

Learning Garden team members Madeleine Long and Rachel Simas connect with community 
 members at the Learning Garden’s summer Open House.  
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Garden Highlights 2019 
 

 
 
 
 
The Summer Open House of the Garden was a 
huge hit in July 2019 as community members 
came out to enjoy the warm weather, 
seasonal snacks, and blooming plants. We had 
a great turn out, and as the plants in the 
garden grow, the number of people wanting 
to learn more about the garden grows as well.  
 
 
 

 

The Spring Planting Day at the end of May 
2019 was a success. A dedicated group of 
OISE students, staff and faculty braved the 
chilly weather and came together to kick off 
the growing season by tending to our 
perennial plants and planting new additions.  
It was the coldest planting day in the history 
of the Garden, but we made it work! 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Throughout the summer, we hosted 
numerous summer camp and daycare 
groups in the garden to deliver Educational 
Programs. Exploring our local ecosystem 
and the roles of native plants with young 
learners was a definite highlight of our 
growing season! 
 
 

OISE ESE Lead Hilary Inwood hosts a 
tour of the Learning Garden. 
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In September 2019, our Fall Open House 
showcased our beautiful garden. The rain did 
not stop curious new graduate students from 
stopping by to learn about the educational 
opportunities the Learning Garden provides. 
We were also happy with the turnout of 
returning students, staff, and faculty who 
dropped by to check on the Garden’s 
progress. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
OISE students and teachers from the TDSB 
participated in our annual Seed-Saving 
Workshop in September 2019. This popular 
workshop highlighted the importance seed 
saving for both ecological and ecojustice 
purposes. We brought our Learning Garden 
seeds to the Toronto Seed Library (in the OISE 
Library) for sharing, and some TDSB teachers 
took seeds to plant in their own school’s 
garden. 
 

 
 
 
In October 2019, Learning Garden team 
members delivered Student Workshops in 
our local community. The workshops 
strengthened existing school partnerships 
and centered around biodiversity, seed 
saving, and ecological stewardship.  The 
children had a wonderful time, and took 
seeds back to their own school gardens to 
plant. 
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Ensuring the Growth Continues 
 
The success of the Learning Garden each year is dependent on the involvement of the 

OISE community. The Garden is cared for and maintained by a dedicated team of OISE students, 
staff and faculty who volunteer their time to plant, water, and tend to it. This year our 
volunteers showed remarkable dedication to the Learning Garden, and contributed many hours 
to maintaining the garden. The team shared their developing knowledge about the Learning 
Garden with their own communities, gardens, and teaching placements. The seeds from our 
Garden are now sprouting in gardens across the city, including those at many of our partner 
TDSB schools.  
 

While our team is dedicated and enthusiastic, the success of our Learning Garden 
programming would not be possible without the funding received from the TD Friends of the 
Environment Foundation. The grant allows us to hire 1-2 work-study students to coordinate 
the Garden (one in the summer, and one in the fall), maintain the garden (plant stock, supplies, 
etc.), and as well as cover the costs of programming the Garden events, workshops and talks. 

 
   

 
 OISE Learning Garden team member tending to our beet plants. 
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Educational Programming: Teaching & Learning Events 

 
Over the past year, the learning garden has continued to be a starting point for educational 
activities and workshops. We have had the pleasure of hosting experts to facilitate workshops 
that have facilitated meaningful dialogue surrounding environmental justice, social justice, 
Indigenous education, creativity, and holistic learning. These workshops are attended by TDSB 
teachers, OISE students, and community members, providing opportunities for meaningful 
connections to place-based education.  
 

 
 

  Winter, Spring & Summer Events 
 
 
Educational Gardens in Faculties of Education 
AERA Conference 
Researchers from across Canada 
April 7, 2019 
 
Spring Learning Garden Planting Day  
Learning Garden Team 
May 23, 2019 
 
Indigenous Garden Teaching 
June 11, 2019 
Jacque Lavalley, Traditional Teacher 
 
Summer Learning Garden Open House 
Learning Garden Team 
July 9, 2019 
 
Community Educational Programs 
July and August 2019 (various dates) 
Madeleine Long, Coordinator of the Learning 
Garden 
 
Early Childhood Butterfly Inquiry 
August 9, 2019 
Madeleine Long, Coordinator of the Learning 
Garden 

                     Fall Events 
 
 
Fall Learning Garden Open House 
Learning Garden Team 
October 2, 2019 
 
Seed Saving Workshop 
October 2, 2019 
Alysse Kennedy, PhD Student and former 
Learning Garden Coordinator 
 
Take it Outside:  Nature-based Education 
October 10, 2018  
Bill Kilbourn 
 
Primary School Workshops 
October 2019  
Madeleine Long, Coordinator of the Learning 
Garden 
 
A New Climate: Environmental Ed & Equity in 
Action Conference  
TDSB Eco Schools and OISE ESE 
October 26, 2019 

Workshops related to the Garden: 
Exploring Foodshare’s Field to Table School Program 
Natural Curiosity 
Beautiful Ecology 
Greening a School Campus Through an Urban Lens 
Getting Re-acquainted with Trees 
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Programming & Educational Resource Development 

 
Educational Programming in the Garden 
 
Each year, some of our funding from TDFEF supports our educational programming with local 
teachers and their students. There are number of schools within walking distance of our garden 
that we have developed connections with over the past two years. As a result, we had local 
classes visit our learning garden to participate in education programming. Our Learning Garden 
Coordinators (work study students Madeleine Long) collaborated with classroom teachers to 
facilitate programming that complemented the learning that was happening in the students’ 
classrooms. With the help of other ESE team members, Maddy was able to facilitate programs 
with children and their teachers to ensure that the activities were age-appropriate, educational 
and engaging.  
 
Supporting the Growth of a New TDSB School Garden  
 
OISE’s Social Justice & EcoJustice Cohort, a class of 26 teacher candidates, is based at Ryerson 
Community School, a K-8 TDSB school. These students are continuing to support Ryerson’s 
education garden, which started in 2016.  They are transferring their learning from the OISE 
Learning Garden throughout their teaching practica at the school, and by helping with the 
school’s Eco-team.  They have been using their knowledge of gardening and native plants to 
assist with a hydroponic growing tower, an indoor gardening system, with a variety of classes at 
the school. To deepen education around the garden and the tower, four teacher candidates 
delivered garden-based workshops to classes in the school in 2019.  The school also hired a 
garden coordinator, Mimi Ristin (an OISE graduate student) to help students to learn how to 
plan and care for their new garden.  OISE faculty member Hilary Inwood complemented this 
with a series of environmental art workshops to develop an art installation for the garden, 
working with six classes.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Clay relief tiles act as field guides to the native 
plants in the Ryerson PS garden 

Ryerson PS Garden Coordinator  
(& OISE student) Mimi Ristin 
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Growing Educational Gardens in Faculties of Education 

 
OISE was happy to host a session on educational gardening as part of the annual conference of 
the American Educational Research Association, held in Toronto in April 2019.  Over forty 
people from universities across North America attended this half day event, entitled “University 
Learning gardens: Cultivating the Margins, on Borrowed Land and Time”. This 
interactive session highlighted the scholarly and hands-on work of faculty and students who are 
engaged in the day-to-day stewardship and programming of learning gardens on campuses in 
Canada and the US. As the session began outside, it allowed the OISE garden to shine, even 
though it was early in the growing season. Photographs of the garden were also featured in a 
slide show, a talk, and an art activity; TDFEF was credited for providing the funding for our 
garden at this event. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Two of the artworks created in the AERA 

workshop inspired by photographs of the OISE 
Learning Garden 
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Beyond Soil and Seed 
 

Our garden is a meeting place for many visitors. Beyond our OISE community, we have many 
more-than-human species frequent our garden beds. The positive effects of our garden reach 
beyond the soil and the seed.  
 
Friends of Many Stripes 
Due to the wide variety of native plant species growing in our garden, it attracts many insects 
and animals. We have observed lady bugs, bumble bees, wasps, caterpillars, butterflies, and 
squirrels, rats and birds enjoying the bounty of the garden. This year, we watched many 
Monarch caterpillars go through their lifecycles during the summer months in the Garden. This 
reached a zenith as we observed a new phenomena in late August – a small cloud of Monarch 
butterflies outside the 11th floor office windows.  We like to think they were coming to say 
‘thanks for the milkweed’ before heading off to Mexico! 
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Student Training 
In 2019, OISE students were formally trained to maintain and develop ESE initiatives at OISE. In 
particular, Learning Garden Coordinator Madeleine Long spent time learning in the Garden, 
caring for the plants and soil. Maddy helped coordinate the Garden volunteers, maintained the 
blog, website and social media accounts, and planned and facilitated events and workshops.  
She was assisted by a team of Garden volunteers, who were also eager to get their hands in the 
soil. These students will take these skills, acquired knowledge, and enthusiasm for educational 
gardening with them as they begin their careers as educators.  We will continue to support the 
educational gardening movement with TDSB teachers, particularly at Ryerson Community 
School and at the neighbouring Scadding Court Community Centre. 
 
Seed-Saving: We will continue to contribute to the Toronto Seed Saving Library by harvesting 
seeds from the Learning Garden, and promoting the Seed Saving Library on campus for use by 
students in their practica, and by sharing with TDSB teachers. 
 
Gardening Online: We are aiming to continue to develop videos to promote our garden and for 
use within the classroom.  We have just launched our newest video about the Garden, found 
here. These videos showcase our garden, provide information on the plants found in the 
garden, and hopefully inspire others to try creating their own native plant gardens in their 
communities.  We continue to maintain an active social media presence on Twitter (@OISEese) 
and Instagram (@learnOISEese) to share photos and updates on our Garden, which connects us 
to our community at OISE and with external ESE organizations. Our Down and Dirty blog 
continues to record growth in our Garden, which include updates, recaps of our events, info on 
maintaining a garden, as well as educator resources. (http://uoft.me/OISEGarden)  Through 
videos and other social media, and continually diversified programming and outreach events, 
we are hoping to reach a larger audience both within OISE and in the larger education 
community.  
 
Building Community: The OISE Community Learning Garden will continue to be a place that 
connects OISE community members to each other and to nature. By caring for the garden, 
community members have created a passionate, dedicated and inclusive community. This 
garden will continue to be a place where OISE community members can come together to 
discuss, plan and reflect on how they want to live sustainable, environmentally- sustainable 
lives. 

  

https://play.library.utoronto.ca/595d96f0d475504003026127d5533c03
https://play.library.utoronto.ca/595d96f0d475504003026127d5533c03
http://uoft.me/OISEGarden)
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Many 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! 

 
 
  

       


