
One of the busiest areas of HeartWoods youth programs was environmental 

education. HeartWood had become accredited by the Institute for Earth 

Education (www.eartheducation.org) to run Earthkeepers, Mysterious 

Encounters, etc. They had also developed their own resources based on their 

experience with nature and wilderness adventure. Each spring and fall, they 

provided these programs to schools from around NS. So it was a very hard 

decision a few years ago when they decided to stop offering these particular 

learning opportunities. The reason? During a process of clarifying their 

Mission and Vision, they realized that the focus of their work was shifting 

(towards community youth development) and that the amount on time and 

energy that was being given to Earth Education had to be re-allocated to 

new and emerging priorities. Because of HeartWood
,
s strong relationship 

with HRM
,
s Adventure Earth Centre, these programs have been continued 

as part of AEC
,
s own environmental education offerings. See: www.halifax.

ca/recreation/adventureearth.html.
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In 2005, HRM’s Recreation, Tourism, and Culture (RTC) engaged youth in consultations 

as part of the Youth Engagement Strategy. They utilized diverse tools - dialogue ses-

sions, asset mapping, and surveys - and in some cases, youth conducted the research. 

The importance of consultation follow-ups with youth was highlighted by a World 

Café4 facilitated by HeartWood and HRM RTC staff at the Captain William Spry Centre 

in May, 2005. At the Café, fifty or sixty youth said that they wanted a skate park in 

their community. However, when the facilitators followed-up with a smaller group of 

youth a few weeks after the World Café, they found that many of these youth don’t 

skateboard. They simply want more informal gathering spots for youth, and skate parks 

do that for skaters – and non-skaters. Had HRM RTC not followed-up, they may have 

concluded that most of the youth who attended the dialogue session want a skate 

park, and overlooked a more common youth need – gathering spots! 

The Youth Action Team (YAT) at the J.L. Ilsley High School in Spryfield Nova Scotia 

decided to find out what all the students would like to do to make their school a better 

place. So, they asked them - using a PAR framework. A few key ideas started to emerge 

from all the interviews, photo-mapping, and focus groups, and those eventually co-

alesced into one central idea: students wanted to “green” the school grounds so that 

they were more aesthetic, enjoyable to use, and made better use of natural materials 

and living plants. The YAT then focused on questions like: What would that look like to 

you? How could we do that? How would we get everyone involved? What, specifically, 

would you like to do? Then, with help from Evergreen (see: www.evergreen.ca/en/in-

dex.html) they helped organize the activity to make it happen. At the end of the school 

year, the Principal praised the project because it involved so many students – practi-

cally everyone – and it had such positive outcomes. (See www.heartwood.ns.ca/tools.

shtml for a manual on PAR, which also describes this project in detail) 

  Appreciative Inquiry is a methodology 

for positive intentional systemic change developed by David 

Cooperrider of Case Western Reserve University. The process 

- discovering, dreaming, designing, and delivering (i.e., taking 

action) – is one of gathering positive stories and images in an 

organization, system, or community – the very best of “what is” 

– while igniting the collective imagination of “what could be.” 

Participants in the process, who are inspired by these possibilities 

and dreams, organize themselves around a design of how it might 

work. They then take action to make it happen. The end result is 

a common understanding of what energizes the community (or 

system, organization) to translate images of possibility into reality 

and beliefs into practice. (See: http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/) 

4.  A World Café is a tool used throughout the world to draw community members together for a dialogue 
about important issues faced by those in attendance. The method used is that of simple dialogue circles. 
See www.theworldcafe.com for more information.
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5.  A concept introduced by Gladwell, M. (2000). The Tipping Point. Little, Brown and Company, 
Boston • New York • London.
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6. RTC refers to Recreation, Tourism, and Culture.
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Best practices for meaningful action projects:
•  Youth-identified

•  Locally based (which will further connect the young person  

 to his community and, possibly, local natural environment)

•  Hands-on, action oriented, and have the potential to yield  

 direct, tangible results

•  Have the capacity to involve a larger number of youth (i.e.,  

 they are inclusive and participatory) 

•  Engage a broad diversity of youth

•  Involve collaboration between youth, adults, and 

 organizations or municipalities. 

Meaningful Contribution is one of the five “Program 

Tools” in HeartWood’s Community Youth Development model. It 

is based on the concept of “service” to your community. When 

young people serve others by meeting a genuine need, they are 

participating in a community-building process and contributing 

their time, energy, and creativity in a meaningful way. We have 

found that service is a powerful learning tool for young people 

developing their leadership skills and roles in their own com-

munity. Service is action oriented, often with very tangible results 

and immediate satisfaction. It also creates positive and mutually 

rewarding connections between youth and adults.   32
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As youth start out in their roles as partners with 

adults, they need more support,and adults can provide 

this. They can motivate youth, hold youth accountable, 

and provide opportunities for youth participation, 

ownership, and skills-building. They can orient youth 

to the workings of organizational or municipal sys-

tems, facilitate a healthy team dynamic, and connect 

youth to community resources (Dumond, C., 2003). 

In a healthy youth-adult partnership, young people are 

empowered to take ownership of their responsibilities, 

share leadership, decision-making, and action with 

other youth and adults, and step up to new respon-

sibilities and roles as they gain confidence and skills 

(Dumond, C., 2003; Laidlaw Foundation, 2002). 



   34
7. As one of its guiding principles to youth engagement, the J.W. McConnell Family Foundation notes that, 
“One interesting characteristic of these organizations (youth-led organizations, or youth serving organiza-
tions with a high level of youth engagement) is their tendency to create ‘spaces’ rather than programs.” 
See: www.mcconnellfoundation.ca/
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 Where are you 

 being nudged 

 in your work? 

Intrigued? 

Challenged? 

What questions are arising that spark

 your interest?
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