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Executive Summary

From June to August 2010, Edmonton Mennonite Centre for Newcomers delivered an innovative program that invited newcomers to Canada to an opportunity to learn English in the context of Alberta’s natural parks.  The program touched the learning journeys of more than 300 newcomers to Canada and involved 11 partners representing government, education, media, business, and academe. The project consisted of three phases: classroom preparation; a day excursion to a city park; a weekend camping excursion to a provincial park. The program was delivered three times to three distinct groups of newcomers to Canada.  Two groups were newcomers enrolled in English language classes and the third group was a community of Karen refugees. The aspirations of the project were to: introduce new Canadians to parks and wildlife in Alberta; offer newcomer families an opportunity to enjoy a Parks experience; increase use of Alberta parks by immigrant populations; research the impact and value of language study based in a natural environment.
Objectives

The purpose of this project is to pilot an innovative educational process created for low literacy Canadian-born and newcomer immigrants groups that combines language literacy and environmental literacy in an outdoor provincial park setting. The overarching goal for the project partners is to assist marginalized groups such as low literacy groups and newcomers to Canada to build a sense of competence and social belonging in Alberta society as well as a sense of place to, or rather a connectedness to and stewardship of, the land of Alberta.

The objectives of the project were well achieved with the newcomer sector; however, there were difficulties with some of the original project partners that prevented the inclusion of Canadian born individuals with low literacy skills in the project.  
Partnerships
This project was a collaborative effort of the following partners:

· Alberta Tourism Parks and Recreation – Parks Division
· Miquelon Lake Provincial Park 
· Edmonton Community Adult Learning Association (ECALA)
· Edmonton Mennonite Centre for Newcomers (EMCN) 
· The City of Edmonton - Office of Natural Areas
· Mountain Equipment Coop Edmonton 
· STRIX Ecological Consulting
· Rainbow Valley Campground
· OMNI Television
· McEwan University
· University of Alberta
This partner support enabled the success of this complex and multi-layered project. 
Within EMCN, the dependence on partners was evident in the commitment by several groups of staff that proved integral to the success of the project. These groups included EAL teachers in three separate programs, community development staff, agency volunteers, and leaders from the Karen refugee community group. 

The success of this endeavour resulted in new partners being engaged in the project. Some of the campers indicated their desire to try two new camping challenges: camping in the Rockies and winter camping.  Staff at Alberta Parks helped connect EMCN with two new partners that will enable us to organize those future opportunities for learners.  We have held conversations with Parks Canada in Jasper, Alberta to begin plans to include a mountain  camping excursion in the summer of 2011, and with Long Lake Provincial Camp who have facilities for winter camping.  There is keen interest on the part of the Karen refugee community group to try winter camping and we are making plans for that to happen in February 2011.  

Another new group of partners that emerged in the course of program delivery includes the broader staff group at Alberta Parks.  Each year the United Way organizes the Financial Day of Caring event.  This event encourages offices from the business and government sectors to donate a day of volunteer service to one of the United Way member agencies.  This year, 13 staff from the Parks Division of Alberta Tourism Parks and Recreation donated their time to come to EMCN to clean, count, and organize all the camping gear so that it could be put away in storage for the next use.  For many, this was their first exposure to the project, and to EMCN; several people were so inspired by the work that they have asked to be included as volunteers next summer to help facilitate the weekend camp trips.
Summary of Activities
Group 1 - LINC Classes

This section offered the project to students (and their families) enrolled in LINC (Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada) classes at EMCN. LINC classes are free language classes offered to permanent residents and refugees, and supported through funding from Citizenship and Immigration Canada.

	Activity
	Date
	# Participants
	# Newcomer participants

	 Classroom  preparation
	May 24-June 4
	220
	200

	Camping Fair
	June 8
	240
	200

	Rainbow Valley
	June 6
	74
	60

	Miquelon Lake Provincial Park
	June 11-13
	57
	35


Group 2 - Karen Refugee Group
This section offered the project to families participating in weekend community programming for Karen Refugees at EMCN. The Karen refugees are government sponsored refugees that come the northern regions of Burma (also known as Myanmar) and who have been exiled to Thai refugee camps for the past 20 years. 
	Activity
	Date
	# Participants
	# Newcomer participants

	 Classroom  preparation
	June 13 – July 11
	45
	40

	
	
	
	

	Rainbow Valley
	July 18
	28
	40

	Miquelon Lake Provincial Park
	July 23-25
	61
	39


Group 3 - ECALA Community EAL Classes
This section offered the project to students (and their families) enrolled in Community EAL classes. These part-time language classes are held at First Baptist Church through funding support provided by ECALA. The learners can be refugees, permanent residents, or Canadian citizens but they all share a struggle with low literacy skills and a desire to learn English as an additional language to their language of birth.

	Activity
	Date
	# Participants
	# Newcomer participants

	 Classroom  preparation
	July 19 – Aug 6
	65
	60

	
	
	
	

	Rainbow Valley
	July 29
	47
	37

	Miquelon Lake Provincial Park
	Aug 6-9
	50
	40


Total Participants: 330

Total Newcomer Participants: 300
Classroom preparation 

In the 2-3 weeks leading up to the camp trips, students were provided with a workbook that was designed and written expressly for this project.  The workbook included a pre and post test to assess the learner`s knowledge of Alberta parks and nature as well as their ability to express this knowledge in writing. The workbook was written for two levels of English proficiency and the teachers were able to choose which level best suited the needs of their particular classes. The teachers then worked through the material to develop vocabulary and language for all learners, and to prepare the ones who had chosen to participate in the camps for their excursions.

Camping Fair

This activity was a part of the learning process for the LINC classes but was not replicated for the other two groups due to logistical barriers. All 16 morning, afternoon, and evening LINC classes offered at the main office of EMCN participated in the Camping Fair.  This project saw each class select an aspect of Alberta Parks, nature, or camping and engage in a project-based learning activity as they designed a display or performance to be held at the Camping Fair.  

Projects included everything from a demonstration campsite with large labels naming each item; to a jazz chant about campfire safety; to role plays about proper garbage disposal in parks; to descriptions of different parks staff that a person might encounter.  The project were all displayed in our Community Room  for a full day and students, staff, agency volunteers, and project partners were invited to wander through this mini-museum. 

Rainbow Valley
Each group spent one day at Rainbow Valley. The intents of this section of the project were to:
· Familiarize participants with city parks that are accessible by public transportation and are available for overnight camping or day use.

· Demonstrate how to set up and take down a tent

· Introduce participants to  the local wildlife and vegetation through guided hikes

· Offer participants an opportunity to use watercolours and other arts mediums  to explore their experience in nature

· Provide a typical wiener roast picnic and encourage participants to share with each other their traditional picnic foods and customs

General Schedule:
12:00 PM 
 Board the bus at EMCN

12:30 PM
Arrive at Rainbow Valley



Introductions and Orientation 

1:00 PM 
Wiener roast lunch

2:00 PM
Break into groups for the following 3 activities:

1- Guided hike through the river valley

2- Camping demonstration
3- Art and sports activities

4:00 PM
Depart for EMCN

Miquelon Lake Provincial Park
From the larger population in each group, 10 ‘families’ were selected to participate in the overnight camping weekend.  Since we had 10 tents and 10 camping kits, we were limited in our capacity for camping.  We use the word `family`` in the broadest sense and these groupings sometimes included friends, extended families, or classmates. The idea was that the learners could share the experience with significant others in their lives with whom they felt comfortable sharing a tent.

The intents of this piece of the project were to:
· Create an opportunity for families to do an overnight camping trip

· Increase learner interest in Alberta Parks by involving specialists in the flora and fauna of the region

· Provide activities that involve direct physical/kinesthetic/sensual contact with nature. General Schedule:

Friday

5:00 PM 
Board Bus at EMCN (some people chose to take their own vehicles)

6:30 PM 
Arrive at Miquelon Lake
6:30PM 
Set up tents and distribute camping gear

7:30 PM 
General meeting in cook house for introductions and orientations

8:30 

Collective supper and social time

Saturday

Breakfast at individual camps at your own pace

10:00 AM 
hike to beach

11:00 AM 
bird watching and pond exploration

12:00

Lunch

Afternoon free time activities – included games, balls, skipping rope, hikes, art activities, kites, frog catching, swimming, sunning, rock collecting, bird watching

6:00 

Dinner

7:00 

Owl demonstration and talk

9:00

Campfire songs and stories

Sunday

Breakfast at individual camps at your own pace

10:00 

Break Camp

11:00

Debrief meeting with researchers

12:00 

Depart for Edmonton

Camping Gear provided to participants

· Tent

· Tarp

· One sleeping bag for each person
· Sleeping mat
· Styrofoam Cooler

· Camp Kit which includes:
· Camp dishes for a family of four
· Forks/spoons/knives

· Cutting board

· 1 Pot and  1 pan

· Kettle

· Washbasin

· 2 dish clothes

·  1 flashlight

· Tablecloth 

· 1 box of matches

· 1 pair of tongs and 1 flipper
General Comments from Participants

The majority of comments from adult learners on the camping trip revolved around how much they valued this experience for their children. The children were ecstatic to have this outdoor opportunity and the children’s joy was reflected in their parents’ eyes. 

Most participants expressed surprise; surprise that the city held such parks; surprise that camping was so available and affordable; surprise at the connections they found between the land here and their homeland; surprise at the different meanings of recreation camp and refugee camp; surprise at the kinds of people employed by Parks; surprise that marshmallows contain gelatine (oops!); surprise at being reunited with a relationship to nature without fear; surprise at the number of rules that our governments put on outdoor use (but they saw this as a good thing that preserves the natural environment for all).
All participants of the two excursions expressed interest in repeating the experience. Some of them were so interested that they pursued staff to try to make arrangements or get commitments for future involvement. Students on the first camp trip soon heard that there were two more camping expeditions planned and were quick to insist that they be put on a wait list in case we had extra spots in the future programs. Of course, there were no such vacancies.
Several families at Miquelon Lake commented that this was the first time they had had the opportunity to go outside of the city because they had no vehicle.   

A small number of students in the LINC classes (approx 1%) stated that they did not appreciate the camping topic and found the workbooks and Camping Fair largely irrelevant to their personal language learning goals. There were no such comments from either of the other two groups.

Teachers and organizers found this to be a rewarding, albeit hugely labour intensive project. This will be largely ameliorated the next time we run the program as the learning curve for all of us, and particularly our partners in Alberta Parks, was steep. By the third camping trip we had already put our learning into action and avoided many of the problems that we encountered on the first trip. We also learned that the natures of the groups vary significantly and that dictates that we organize each trip somewhat uniquely.

Personal Anecdotes
A staff member from Alberta Parks was viewing the lake with one of the Karen refugees and said, “You must have beautiful beaches in Burma.” The person replied, “I guess so, but I have never seen them; they are only for the rich.”
Two young boys from Afghanistan, brothers around the age of 8 or 10 were admiring the beachfront and the view of the lake and said, “Look, it’s just like on TV.” Their mother explained that they had never seen a real lake before – they only watch TV.

A community worker at EMCN approached the project manager with a request. She said she had been working with an Afghani family who would really benefit from the camping trip and although they were not a part of any of the three programs chosen to participate, could they still somehow be included. This family was facing multiple barriers – language, money, family supports and the mother was newly separated from her husband. She had two young children and was eager to assert her independence by taking on something completely new, and to offer her children a positive family experience.  We did include the family in the third intake.  When the family arrived at the camp we discovered that they had brought absolutely no food for the whole weekend. At first we assumed a communication breakdown due to language issues but soon it became apparent that the family simply had no money for food. An EMCN staff member took the family to nearby Camrose and used project funds to buy weekend camping supplies for the family, which enabled them to enjoy the camping weekend where they nourished both their souls and their bellies. Later with the case worker, the mother was brimming with happy stories about how much her family enjoyed the weekend. 
The full research report will not be available for another two months or so, but preliminary findings from researchers and teachers suggest that there were significant language gains realized through this project. Students self-reported that they understood more vocabulary and could read more signs, and their journal entries indicate a more sophisticated description of their views on nature, recreation, and the meaning both hold in their lives. 
A Palestinian family, consisting of a father, a son and a cousin, both in their twenties commented on how much they enjoyed being able to live in a camp without fear. They loved nature and the outdoors but their long experience in a Syrian refugee camp took away the love of camp life. They were elated to reclaim their positive relationship with nature.

An Iraqi family who joined the Rainbow Valley trip arrived with mother, father, and two children in a DATS taxi. Father is in motorized wheelchair. In spite of his mobility challenges, the man along with his family joined the guided hike through he river valley trails. Unfortunately, we could not negotiate all the challenges around having this enthusiastic family participate in the overnight camp, but staff from Alberta Parks are now trying to secure a special wheelchair for the park trails for our use next year.
At the camp, Dan, the camp security officer, befriended the children and let them explore his uniform, his devices and his vehicle.   One Afghani child had been terrified by police, uniforms, and sirens since his early experiences with war. Dan invited the child into the vehicle, allowing him to turn the siren off and on and to wear his officer’s hat. The mother was in tears watching her child laughing playfully, no longer a prisoner of his fears.
The researchers commented that the city/parks dichotomy did not exist for the Karen group. They had lived the majority of their lives in a natural context and felt quite at home with camping. One person said, “I feel like my head is breathing out here.”
Recommendations
· Group Use Camp #7 at Miquelon Provincial Park is a top-of-the-line camp and thus is a bit more costly.  It includes brand new and very clean washrooms complete with flush toilets and showers. It also has a large a lovely camp kitchen complete with stone fireplace. The washrooms allowed easier and less worrisome care of the children and the large cook house provided a warm ambiance as well as providing a comfortable back up plan to people who were worried that the tent might be too cold. We believe this red carpet camp site was an important part of transitioning newcomers from somewhat troubled histories to a positive camping experience and recommend this type of site for future events. We are convinced that the first camping experience for newcomers should be a little less rustic than might be valued by Canadians.  
· A designated person to organize campfire songs and stories goes a long way to fostering cohesion and friendship within the group.

· Participation of staff that are known to the participants (i.e.: teachers, community workers; program coordinators) is crucial. The Parks staff and guest presenters can connect faster and be of better service to the learners when they have the liaison of staff who already know the participants.

· In two of the three groups, there were a large number of Muslim and Hindi participants, as well as others who had special dietary restrictions.  We were careful to have beef and vegetarian wieners available and we decided to avoid pork altogether. It was also important to have separate and well- marked roasting sticks for the two kinds of wieners. On the first trip we demonstrated a marshmallow roast to the delight of all the children. However, some Muslim mothers didn’t realize until later that the marshmallows contained gelatine and were very upset. We have since discovered that Halal marshmallows are available and we would recommend those in the future.
· Food is hugely important to the experience. This includes both food provided by the program and the sharing of food by the participants. 
