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Grade 2 and 3 students prepare a Sun Circle planter for rough fescue plugs—October 20, 2010. 
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Place Value: Ecological Education 
in Northwest Calgary
Polly Knowlton Cockett 

I have discovered that in Whispering Woods there are lots of trees. I know this because I went for a walk there. 
—Nandini, in Stories of Community, p 124 

Right Here in 
Brentwood 

“This is fun!” chirps a Grade 3 
student while gleefully turning over 

the soil and pulling out weeds by 
their roots in the Sun Circle gardens 
at Dr E W Coffin School, in 
Brentwood, a suburban community 
in northwest Calgary. On a glorious 

blue-skied morning, October 20, 
2010, small groups of Grade 2 
and 3 students, pulled from their 
classroom to work with volunteers 
for 20-minute sessions, prepared a 
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planter for rough fescue plugs 
donated by the city parks 
department. These plugs of our 
provincial native grass will be nursed 
through the winter and transplanted 
into the nearby Centennial 
Natureground grassland reclamation 
area in the spring. On the same day, 
more than 100 Grade 7 students 
from nearby Simon Fraser School 
walked through the neighbourhood 
with their picnic lunches, 
accompanied by teachers and 
parent volunteers, and crossed 
Whispering Grasses Walkway to 
Nose Hill Park to help City of 
Calgary Parks plant thousands of 
fescue plugs as part of a prairie 
restoration project. 

Three weeks earlier, Grade 6 
students from Dr Coffin led a tour 
of Whispering Signs for visiting 
students, parents and teachers 
from Olympic Team Sports School’s 
outdoor education program. 
The student guides were well 
prepared, having participated in 
the creation and celebration of the 
signs over several years and having 
recently taken part in mentoring 
sessions by community volunteers. 
During the tour of the signs, 
gardens, and prairie and aspen 
parkland spaces, on-the-spot 
research was conducted using an 
iPhone in response to the questions 
that arose. In particular, when 
observing the mounds made by 
resident northern pocket gophers, 
a student asked, “What do they 
look like?” Lo and behold, after 
seeing a web photo, the students 
soon actually saw a real gopher 
tentatively poking its head out of its 
mound! After the tour, with its 

many provocative conversations, the 
afternoon was rounded out with a 
rollicking game of camouflage in 
Whispering Woods. 

These recent autumnal 
adventures are just a few of the 
outcomes of more than two 
decades of building school and 
community connections in 
Brentwood’s outdoor spaces. Many 
of this residential community’s 
schools—Brentwood, École St Luke, 
Captain John Palliser, Simon Fraser, 
and Dr E W Coffin—have 
schoolyard naturalizations and/or 
gardens, each different from the 
other. Students from the Biology 20 
and 30 classes at Sir Winston 
Churchill High School (also local) 
use Nose Hill Park for ecosystem 
and biodiversity studies. A 
cooperative community garden 
has just been established. Young 
people have painted anti-graffiti 

murals on strip mall walls at busy 
intersections. Teams of volunteers 
and corporate partners have 
erected playgrounds. The local 
public library has hosted meetings 
and partnered for events. Jane’s 
Walks [inspired by the resident-
centred urban design philosophies 
of Jane Jacobs] have been led to 
promote walkable and sustainable 
neighbourhoods. Grassroots 
Northland Farmers’ Market was 
established with proceeds 
supporting environmental education 
initiatives. Students have named a 
bridge and a park. Trees have been 
planted; outdoor ice rinks—free 
and accessible to all—have been 
maintained. Community 
celebrations, often supported by 
in-kind donations from local 
businesses, have been held with 
neighbours, new friends and 
passersby. 
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Calgary’s Very 
First Earth II School

Amid all of this, in June 2010, 
Dr E W Coffin School became 
Calgary’s first Earth II School. Since 
1992, the students have completed 
more than 2,000 environmental 
initiatives with the SEEDS 
Foundation’s GREEN Schools 
Canada program, which 
“encourages students to be 
environmentally responsible and to 
take personal action at school and 
with their families. Classes 
undertake projects to communicate 
about or to enhance the 

environment” (GREEN Schools 
Canada, nd). See www.
seedsfoundation.ca for lots of great 
ideas for home, work or school. 

On June 8, 2010, in association 
with World Environment Day and 
National Environment Week, the 
students at Dr Coffin quietly 
celebrated their green achievements 
by writing eco-messages to each 
other during class. Parents baked 
cupcakes with green icing, and put 
the messages attached to toothpicks 
into the cakes, which were handed 
out by Grade 3 Environment Club 
students at recess. Each message 
went to someone in another class. 

There was also a class activity, in 
which the students took their 
messages home to their families for 
follow-up conversations. What a 
great way to thoughtfully share with 
each other and their families some 
of the meaningful environmental 
concepts being addressed at the 
school! Many thanks go out to the 
parents and teachers on the 
Environment Committee for 
promoting such active recognition 
among the students. 

Whether through art, poetry, 
science, literature, social studies or 
games, and whether inside or 
outside the school or on field trips, 
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Dr Coffin students have been 
exposed to a broad array of 
environmental concepts and 
activities. Through the Sun Circle 
gardens, revitalizing an asphalt 
expanse left when the original 
school burnt down; the Millennium 
Playground’s environmentally 
harmonized colours; the Centennial 
Natureground’s reclaimed grassland 
and biofiltration basins; the 
sandstone Prairie Amphitheatre 
outdoor classroom accessible to the 
public; the 40th anniversary mural 
on the original school’s foundation 
walls; sending students and projects 
to the Mayor’s Environment Expo; 

Natural Area Park, the local prairie/
parkland remnant adjacent to the 
school. Dr Coffin School also 
hosted the first Schoolground 
Naturalization ThinkTank in 2005, 
now an annual collaborative event 
between the Calgary Board of 
Education and the Calgary Zoo. 
As well, community members and 
students have been vigilant for 
15 years in providing stewardship 
in Whispering Woods through the 
city’s Adopt-a-Park program: 
picking up litter, pulling weeds, 
monitoring vandalism and invasive 
plants, and noting local and migrant 
wildlife activity. Summer 2010 saw 

and the creation of the 
34 Whispering Signs interpretive 
panels, Dr Coffin students and the 
wider community have transformed 
the outdoor spaces in Brentwood 
Heights for all to enjoy. 

Moreover, local students and 
community members participated in 
the naming of the 2005 pedestrian 
overpass over John Laurie Boulevard 
to Nose Hill Park. The name chosen, 
Whispering Grasses Walkway, was 
suggested by a Grade 6 girl from 
Dr Coffin School and officially 
approved by Calgary City Council, 
exactly 10 years after a Dr Coffin 
student named Whispering Woods 
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“Whispering Signs: Ecological Encounters in an Urban Prairie” was 
considered for an Emerald Award in 2010. Here is the abstract for the 
project’s nomination: 

 Prairie conservation, biodiversity, invasive species, geomorphology, and 
native landscaping are but a few of the natural and cultural history 
concepts touched upon by this unique set of thirty-four interpretive 
panels in a suburban grassland and aspen parkland setting in northwest 
Calgary. Working collaboratively over several years, local students, 
teachers, parents, community and municipal members produced the 
compelling and original art, poetry, and text. Detailed GPS data situates 
each sign, and this generative project is supported by a website: www.
natureground.org. 

 An overarching ecophilosophy informed the place-based and 
curriculum-connected ecological pedagogy used in this grassroots 
public education initiative. The cumulative sign content addresses an 
extensive cross section of interrelated concepts from the biosphere, 
hydrosphere, atmosphere, geosphere, and sociosphere. Thus, the 
Whispering Signs speak closely to the complexities of our ecological 
context and our place in the web of existence, especially at the precious 
and precarious interfaces of our natural and built environments. 

Polly Knowlton Cockett was the project manager throughout the four 
years of development, although it actually started as an idea in 1995 when 
the school community adopted Whispering Woods and wanted a sign to 
show the new name. You are strongly encouraged to visit www.
natureground.org for additional information. There you will find newsletter 
articles, photos, teacher resources and videos from our grand opening, in 
2008, which help tell the story of the signs. For all the projects at the 
school and in the community, we started small, and built relationships and 
connections with each other and the wider community as we went along. Be 
sure to celebrate all the little successes along the way and have fun through 
all the challenges. It’s all about inquiry and the learning process! 

10 organized community 
weeding bees, most followed 
by potluck gatherings. And 
the people come from all 
over Calgary. Hooray for 
intercommunity friends! We 
tackled a host of annual and 
perennial weeds, all the while 
enjoying the amazing 
blossoms of the wild prairie 
throughout July and August. 

To honour some of these 
projects, the Friends of 
Dr E W Coffin Society has 
published a community 
history book, created 
posters of Whispering Signs 
and launched a website, 
www.natureground.org. Here 
you will find much more 
about Whispering Signs, a 
unique set of panels with 
original art, poetry, and text 
by students and local 
residents that celebrate our 
socioecological context 
amidst our biological 
diversity, all embedded in an 
urban prairie where we live, 
work, attend school and 
play. 
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Useful Sources of 
Further Information
•	 Alberta	Emerald	Foundation—

www.emeraldfoundation.ca. 
Each year, the Alberta Emerald 
Foundation presents Emerald 
Awards in recognition of 
excellence in environmental 
initiatives. There will soon be 
a list of past projects available 
on the website—check out 
www.emeraldfoundation.ca/ 
green-stories for stories from 
Dr E W Coffin School. 

•	 Cockett,	A	R	B	(website	design),	
and P Knowlton Cockett (ed). 
2008. www.natureground.org. 

•	 GREEN	Schools	Canada.	http://
seedsfoundation.ca/index/
asp?pid=9 (accessed 
December 7, 2010). 

•	 Gummo,	K,	and	P	Knowlton	
Cockett, eds. 2002. Dr. E.W. 
Coffin School: Stories of 
Community. Calgary, Alta: 
Friends of Dr E W Coffin 
Society. 

•	 Knowlton	Cockett,	P	et	al,	eds.	
2008. Whispering Signs: 
Ecological Encounters in an 
Urban Prairie. Calgary, Alta: 
Friends of Dr. E W Coffin 
Society. 34 outdoor interpretive 
panels and two posters. 

•	 SEEDS	foundation.	www 
.seedsfoundation.ca (accessed 
December 7, 2010). 

Polly Knowlton Cockett is a doctoral 
candidate in the Faculty of Education at 
the University of Calgary. She is also a 
teacher with the Calgary Board of 
Education, and holds master’s degrees 
in both science education and geology. 
For more than a decade, she has 
voluntarily managed several award-
winning school and community outdoor 
environmental projects in Brentwood, in 
northwest Calgary. Her research on 
understanding sense of place is a 
multiperspective investigation with 
participants in these same projects. 
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