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This Interpretive Framework provides 
the structural context for the program 
design and implementation processes at 
ClearWater Farm. It defines the parameters, 
articulates themes, and anchors potential 
visitor experience and educational 
programming in an integration of 
ecological principles, design archetypes 
and program tenets.

Introduction
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Statement of Purpose ClearWater Farm’s place-based combination 
of ecological principles, program tenets, 
and landscape design archetypes will 
provide opportunities for transformative 
behavioural change.  

What will set ClearWater Farm apart in 
the field of environmental education is how 
it will create partnerships with organizations 
equally invested in the success of the 
communities we serve.

The integration of traditional ways, including 
First Nations knowledge, and new technologies 
will open new avenues for change. 

ClearWater Farm will help inspire 
a new vision for water conservation 
and sustainable agriculture in 
Southern Ontario. Visitor experience 
and educational programming will 
rekindle childhood connections to 
nature; connect people of all ages 
to their food source and watershed; 
and nurture a new generation 
of agri-preneurs.
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The ClearWater Farm Interpretive Framework 
applies principles of ecological literacy, 
design archetypes in the geography of childhood, 
and elements of transformative learning. 

Ecological Principles  
Design Archetypes 
Learning Tenets

ClearWater Farm Ecological Principles
− Networks
− Nested Systems
− Cycles
− Flows

ClearWater Farm Design Archetypes
− Making Forts and Special Places
− Playing Hiding and Seeking, and Hunting and Gathering Games
− Shaping Small Worlds
− Developing Friendships with Animals
− Constructing Adventures
− Following Paths and Finding Shortcuts
− Experimenting with Water

ClearWater Farm Learning Tenets
− Ownership
− Authenticity
− Adventure
− Experience 
− Full Process
− Community
− Continuity 
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networks
nested 

systems
All living things are connected and 
exist in interdependent relationships. 

Nature is composed of systems 
nested within larger systems.

cycles flows
Materials are recycled 
in a continuous loop, 
the Earth moves in a daily 
and annual cycle.

The constant flow of energy 
from the sun sustains life and 
drives most ecological cycles.

Ecological Principles
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Making Forts and 
Special Places
Children building life-size shelters 
and small-scale fairy homes out of
loose natural parts (sticks, willow, bark, 
grasses, leaves, rocks, mud).

Playing Hiding and 
Seeking, and Hunting 
and Gathering Games
TIme-honoured games (hide and seek, 
treasure hunts, capture the flag, 
predator-prey) that never get tiresome 
take kids through landscapes in ways
that build relationships with many
elements.

Shaping Small Worlds
Designing and building microcosms of 
the larger world around them, weaving 
narrative through these worlds which 
give meaning and purpose.

Developing 
Friendships with 
Animals
Children instinctively relate to other 
animals, in particular barnyard animals 
(pigs, hens, lambs, sheep, goats, cows 
and horses) and wild animals 
(rabbits, beavers, otters, frogs, turtles, 
owls, chickadees, foxes, deer). 
These relationships, real and 
imagined, develop empathy that can 
be applied to human relationships.

Constructing 
Adventures
Children can create their own narrative 
journeys through physical landscapes. 
These adventures have meaning and 
purpose, conflict and resolution, 
and often a story arc.

Following Paths and 
Finding Shortcuts
Children seldom choose straight paths 
and hard ground (concrete and asphalt). 
They prefer trails that weave through 
bumpy, hummocky landscapes that 
offer shortcuts and off-trail 
passages, portals, tunnels, and 
self-made bridges.  

Experimenting with
Water
Children instinctively take to creeks 
and ponds, riversides and lake shores, 
that offer a creative interplay between 
water and land. They make little boats, 
build harbours and sand castles, race 
sticks down currents, set boats off to 
sail, etc. 

Design Archetypes
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Ownership

Authenticity

Adventure

Experience

Full Process

Community

Continuity

Learning Tenets

People need to be personally invested in what they are learning, take ownership of it and responsibility for it.
Within ecological context, ownership inspires a sense of personal connection to the Earth and a reverence for it.
This is the basis of a conservation ethic. Ownership arouses a sense of responsibility for the Earth and the incentive
to conserve its resources for future generations.

The feeling of going on a journey that assumes physical and emotional risk presents the possibility of reward, and 
creates the conditions people need to experience personal discovery.

Learning activities, initiatives and projects need to be real-world and relevant in the lives of the learners.

Experiential learning is learning by doing and learning by being. It is being physically and socially active and engaging 
all the senses, including the sense of wonder. Experiential learning appeals to all learning styles, ignites curiosity and 
creativity, and allows a feeling of uncovering the curriculum. Experiential learning sews the seeds for personal reflection 
which then instigates more experiential learning, and the cycle continues.

Participants who find personal paths to learning uncover a deeper and more abiding relationship with
what they come to know. Full-process learning weaves a system of interconnected roots beneath
knowledge, creating an increasingly integrated understanding and a foundation for more knowledge.

When people learn in relation to one another, they become more invested in what they come to know
because this learning is attached to an emotional framework. When people take ownership of what they 
know, they can bring it back home and give it life in places where they live. This is about learning in a 
community, and learning for a community. 

The best learning continues in the lives of students beyond a program. Conduits for continuity need to be 
designed into programs. There is more work to be done after the program ends with partners in the 
home communities guiding the continuation of learning and witnessing its application and development.
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Responsive 
Emergent 

Continuous 

Confluence and Continuity 
To create sustainable behavioural change around food 
and water — ClearWater Farm must work in concert with 
partners invested in communities served. We must build 
key relationships and combine our efforts in networks of 
continuous support. To use a watershed metaphor, we will be 
a stream in a confluence of change. The change will come in 
time; emerging within each community as unique expressions 
of place in the very places people call home.

ClearWater
Farm
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Physical Conduits to 
Local Infrastructure
Physical conduits – food, craft, art –
carry the learning into communities. 
For example, ClearWater Farm could 
have a weekly food basket subscription 
program at a Newmarket public 
elementary school whose children 
planted some of the food on a trip to 
the farm. The weekly food basket 
harvest table is right beside the nature 
playground ClearWater Farm helped the 
school build, modeled in the Barnyard. 
There are local food and craft vendors, 
a children’s art program, a foodshare 
agency, a local musician plays. 
Community gathers.       
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The Farm As Place
There is a special place, not so far away, where food grows. The place sits 
on the shore of a beautiful lake called Shining Waters. People have always 
gathered here beneath the branches of an old maple tree to trade and 
tell stories.  

Children explore the barnyard, they hunt and gather treasures in the 
forest, they plant food in the fields. Play is their work. They work with 
their hands and they make things. They build forts and create special 
places. They tell stories as they move through the winding trails of their 
own making. They breathe in the fresh air from the lake. They love this place. 



people 

water 

land
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Making the Invisible Visible 
Making the Intangible Tangible
Nature’s own patterns and processes — nested systems, cycles, flows, and networks — 
are what make it resilient and sustaining. These same patterns and processes are 
also what make communities resilient and sustaining.

ClearWater Farm will reveal these patterns and processes — the myriad connections 
between food, land, water, and people — through hands-on exploration, inquiry and  
discovery. Everyone will begin to sense how the water moves through the land all the 
way from headwaters to the Lake, they will come to know how the land refreshes and 
replenishes the water. And how water, land, people can live in harmony, and how food 
can reflect that harmony.
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Between the ages of 6 and 12, a window opens for children to connect with nature. 
In these wonder years, a child’s instinct is to explore and seek adventure, to hide and 
seek, and to hunt and gather. Climbing trees, building forts, tracking animals, collecting 
treasures – children place themselves at the middle of a story they will never forget.

But today, according to the Children in Nature Foundation, the range of exploration for 
this age group has shrunk to less than a tenth of what it was 25 years ago. 
Children no longer play freely and take physical risks, and the health costs of 
such containment are now clear.

The Wonder Years
Between the ages of 11 and 14, when children begin to cross the bridge 
of adolescence, they require a program that can match the intensity of their 
transition. They are beginning to explore beyond the boundaries of their 
childhood. They are seeking adventure and searching for meaning. Our youth 
programs will be designed and delivered by experts in the field of adolescent
experiential education. The program will provide empowerment through 
authenticity, and a sense of purpose steeped in a sense of place.

The Kids in the Middle
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Emergent Design
Emergence 
Emergence is the process in program design of coming into view or becoming  exposed after being concealed. 
It creates  experiential conditions that allow participants to uncover the curriculum. Program leaders allow 
the experience to speak and the participants to explore and discover for themselves what they come to know. 
Thus – the program emerges.

The ClearWater Farm Program Design process will embrace the Principles of Emergence, in this order:

1. Encourage Exploration and Experimentation

2. Welcome Disturbance and Differentiation

3. Discover Meaning

4. Magnify Reflection

5. Create Coherence and Seek Simplicity

Predesign 
Predesign shapes what participants will do and where a program is heading. Particularly in the pilot phase of program 
implementation, predesign is essential. Parents need to know what their children are doing and what risks they are 
assuming. Teachers need to plan for what their students will be learning.  In a framework for Emergent Program Design, 
ample space should be left so that what happens on the ground can dictate continual design change. A good rule is: 
predesign 50%, and allow 50% to emerge.  Program leadership should begin predesign as soon as possible so that what 
emerges can be shared, highlighted and worked with so that the best ideas can evolve. 

Reflection
This is a key phase in Emergent Program Design and there must be space for it. Reflection happens in 2 stages: 
1. As soon as possible after the hands-on activity and, 2. After the day-long or week-long program, and before the start 
of the next program. This allows the program team to reflect on both the hands-on experience and the program experience 
as a whole as a basis for redesign.  Program staff need to be able to hold an open stance and stay in conversation with each 
other and programming partners to allow programs to evolve.

Design
After the 2nd run-through of a program, and after reflection and redesign, comes the core design phase. This is when
to write things down.

Remaining Open to Emergence
One should never “nail down” a program or write the program guide in stone. There needs to be ample space for continuous
emergence; especially in a program in partnership with other programs (schools, local education and social agencies).
Program staff need to be able to hold an open stance and stay in conversation with each other and with programming
partners. This allows the program to evolve.

Participatory Design
The visitor experience will, in part, be designed by the visitors’ voluntary participation, by program staff noticing what they 
get drawn into, what they find most compelling. Children tend to pull their parents into programming and parents can then 
provide feedback to program staff. Participatory design is also a way of working with leadership partners (parents, teachers, 
community leaders), who provide valuable feedback. In the context of the Farm, participatory programming might include 
experimental ‘pop-up’ gardens, temporary farming and food events, and trial arts and craft activities.
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Paul Gifford Teacher, Program Designer, Experiential Educational Consultant 
Paul is an award-winning classroom teacher with 15-years-experience teaching primary, junior, 
intermediate and senior students. Paul began working at summer camp for nine summers, and then as an 
outdoor instructor at three outdoor, environmental education centres. Paul was an Outward Bound 
instructor for five years in the most remote Outward Bound School in the world. He designed Outward Bound 
Canada’s first urban adventure program in downtown Toronto, and brought adventure education into the 
academic setting, creating two exemplary high-school interdisciplinary programs—one in rural Quebec, 
one in urban Ontario. These programs integrate academic curriculum with outdoor adventure and 
authentic hands-on projects, engagement students and improving grades—often dramatically. Paul has 
received several teaching awards for his work, including Governor General’s Award for Excellence in 
Teaching Canadian History. Paul also co-created Evergreen Canada’s renowned Toronto Brickworks 
children’s environmental education program in downtown Toronto, where he was the Education Manager 
for three years. (http://www.evergreen.ca/get-involved/evergreen-brick-works/). More recently, Paul has 
taught in the Community and Environmental Leadership Program (CELP, grades 10 and 12) in Guelph and 
worked as educational consultant for Adventures in Learning, which helps teachers teach academics through 

outdoor adventure in cities. Paul lives in Guelph, Ontario with his wife and two children.

Ferruccio Sardella Artist and Interpretive Planner
Ferruccio served as artist-in-residence for the Evergreen Brick Works through the conception of the project 
and redevelopment of the site. In this position, he performed in a variety of roles — from producer of public 
artworks and exhibit designer to architectural design team member and interpretive planner. He also 
assembled interdisciplinary teams to engage in an array of unique, site specific projects. Ferruccio emerged 
from his residency as an experienced multi-disciplinary artist with a methodology that looks to integrate his 
artistic sensibilities into wider planning and programming processes. Through his multi-disciplinary art 
practice, Ferruccio explores the invention of identity and the movement of perceptions as it pertains to 
issues of ecology, culture and environment.

ClearWater Farm Educational Advisory Committee: 

Greer Atkinson, Education Manager, Chippewas of Georgina Island

Mike Walters, Chief Operating Officer, Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority

Heidi  Campbell, Evergreen Senior Designer and Child Development Specialist 

Pam Schwartzberg, President and CEO, Learning for a Sustainable Future 

Dianne Hawkins, Superintendent York District School Board

Ron Crocco, Superintendent of Education, York Catholic District School Board

Annabel Slaight, Founding Chair, Ontario Water Centre  
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Ontario Water Centre is a CRA-approved educational charity helping people 
feel more connected to water, and to protect and restore freshwater systems 
in ways that stimulate the economy and benefit communities.
 
OWC’s flagship ClearWater Farm is working with nature to grow fresh 
thinking to advance community, the economy and the environment.


