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Abstract 

This research was conducted with a group of middle-aged women who participated in a series of 

four reflective walks together over four weeks in various natural settings in an effort to reconnect 

them with the more-than-human world and their own natures. Adapting The Work that 

Reconnects fourfold framework and correlating open-sentences to guide the walks, I used an 

integrated methodological approach rooted in hermeneutical phenomenology and Creative 

Analytic Practice (CAP), to better understand the participant’s lived experiences and subsequent 

expressions of artwork created from ‘found’ objects along the walks to communicate those 

experiences. This study examines the importance of making time and space for life’s transitions 

– especially at a time when one might feel ‘thrown-away’ themselves and created the opportunity 

for these women to (re)source and rediscover who they really were and what life they were 

called to live. 

 

Keywords: reflective, walking, reconnection, more-than-human, phenomenology, transition, 

mid-life, arts-based, resource, recovery, renewal.  
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Introduction and Contextualization  

 In my work as an environmental educator, I have witnessed repeatedly what seems to be 

a lack of awareness or care for nature in the use and disposal of materials within Western culture. 

I have worked and volunteered for Parks Canada, a local thrift shop, and kids programs where I 

have seen items thrown or tossed away that could have been reused or refurbished. Currently, I 

work with the City of Airdrie, in Waste and Recycling Services and I continue to see these same 

patterns replicated every day, where it seems to me that people are just throwing things away 

without any regard to the earth’s systems and where these items go or what impact they have. I 

often wonder if people understand that these items are thrown somewhere; there is actually no 

‘away’ in thrown away.  

I was raised within a family that continued to find new life in discarded items rather than 

always replacing them with something new. Now, as a sculptor, I am continually considering 

thrown away items as potential resources and how they might be recovered or reclaimed. To me, 

every object has a deeper meaning, a place of origin, and a story to tell. I believe if we step back 

and engage with the potential of these items, we may find we develop a stronger connection to 

not only the object itself, but the environments that we share. Every item came from somewhere, 

is made from something, and will end up somewhere. Despite society’s proclivity to situate 

dumping grounds outside of city limits, these items never disappear because there is no ‘away’ 

within a finite planet such as ours.  What draws me in most to this study is that I see the potential 

these items still hold, the amount of energy and life that still exists within them.  I am interested 

in making more time and space for people to interact with these items and in effect, through 
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creative and personal reflection, arrive at a new understanding of what it means to (re)source 

what gets thrown away.  

In environmental journalist Richard Louv’s (2005) pivotal work, Last Child in the 

Woods; Saving Our Children From Nature-Deficit Disorder, he wrote that when we experience 

the natural world directly we begin to better understand it and are more likely to care for it.  In 

my work with the City and other organizations, I have lead numerous outdoor youth activities 

creating found-object art that is influenced by artists Andy Goldsworthy’s (2012) and Peter von 

Tiesenhausen’s (2015) nature based artwork. von Tiesenhausen reminds us that, “Art has no 

boundaries, it is a way of being conscious and opening up our understanding of how the world 

works, how, and who we are in this world” (n.p. 2015). By making art and participating with the 

environment, students expressed themselves beyond spoken word and this activity I had created 

connected the student, environmental education, place and, art.   

When I take the youth on a recycling depot or compost site tour, they scrounge for 

materials and they are challenged to consider the objects they find as resources, instead of trash.  

As each student begins to assemble a work of art they start to look at things differently. These 

activities are challenging on many levels.  First, we forage through the garbage for art materials, 

which is not typically considered a very aesthetic place for art materials to be found. Second, I 

ask them to create art unlike anything they have likely experienced in their previous school art 

classes, because the materials do not come pre-packaged and need a different kind of 

consideration and manipulation. Third, I ask them to present their work, further pushing them 

outside of their comfort zones to share their insights about the objects they used, why they chose 

them, and how they came to be assembled into something new. What I have noticed is that when 

the students showcased their art, many illustrated new-found understandings of environmental 
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issues and concerns. Often their roles in contributing to pollution or behaviours of littering have 

come up. In addition, some have made connections to the negative impact that waste can have on 

animal welfare and habitat, as well as the impact it can have on global systems.  At times, this 

leads students to consider solutions to sustainability issues. I saw this as a transformational 

moment for many of these students not only through the evidence of their words, but by how 

energized and alive they became while giving their presentations.  In many instances, this 

activity provided them with the opportunity to make new discoveries and build further 

connections to the environment around them.  Because of the experiences I had with the youth, I 

became interested in wanting to follow these threads of environmental education and art-making 

further. I knew we were onto something!  

These experiences with the students illustrated for me that reconnecting people creatively 

to their environment through object relation/ creation is a powerful tool. Following this idea, I 

wondered if the same connections would be made if an older demographic was exposed to the 

same activity and as a result this inspired my thesis project. I wanted to explore how to reach, 

engage, and encourage an older group of female participants (ages 40-55), who may be 

experiencing mid-life transition, to reflect on their journey in connection with the natural world 

as expressed through found object art. While I am on the younger side of mid-life, I wanted to be 

able to relate to the next stage of my life and I have been intrigued with how our culture does (or 

does not) address life transitions and in particularly, the way we express (or repress) the 

experience of that transitional time.  

Much of Western society lacks opportunities for people to celebrate or ceremonialize 

life’s transitions. There are few ways we mark or ritualize important threshold crossings or 

passages into the next stages of development that help us to become more of who we are and 
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discover what we were meant to do with our lives. Comparative mythologist and author, Joseph 

Campbell wrote, “the privilege of a lifetime is being who you are” (Osbon, 1991, p. 15). I take 

this to mean that we need to make intentional space and time to know ourselves better in order to 

participate more fully in life.  

Campbell studied cultures all over the world and came to understand that all of them 

share a very similar experience for rites of passage. He coined this transition “the hero’s journey” 

(Campbell, 2003) which offers the opportunity to leave the comfort of home, to step across a 

threshold and have difficulties but also beneficial experiences that allow us to become more self- 

actualized as we return back home to our families, work, or communities. Mythologist Michael 

Meade (2011) says that this type of transition allows us to listen to what one needs over what one 

feels socially obligated to do. He posits if we can listen to the soul in this way, we might realize 

the life we are supposed to live and begin to have the awareness of what the world needs us to 

live in contribution to the whole system.  

 While there are many life transitions, the one I am most interested in studying is the 

transition that Jungian psychologist James Hollis outlines in The Middle Passage: From Misery 

to Meaning in Midlife (1993) and Finding Meaning in the Second Half of Life: How to Finally 

Really Grow Up (2005). Hollis identifies that if we can recognize and challenge the choices we 

make based on the patterns in our lives, we can unlock the potential for our true calling.  We are 

afforded this opportunity in the second half of life, if we take the time to listen to the soul and 

participate in meaningful mid-life transitions.   To this end, my research investigated how the 

thinking and behaviours of a group of mid-life women, as captured in walking and reflecting in 

nature, might have affected their emotional, physical, and perhaps even spiritual transitional 

time. Through conversations, journals, and artistic expression, I examined some of their feelings 
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and insights as we walked out over diverse landscapes over four separate weekends. I was most 

curious about what connections might be drawn from the women’s lived experience (van Manen, 

1997) and so I encouraged them to create environmental art from found, and even thrown away 

objects.  I wondered if natural art-making might assist them to developing greater ecological 

understanding, environmental awareness, and perhaps even gain a more fortified sense of 

themselves. If so, could this activity serve to guide other groups to participate with transitional 

life moments? Could this perhaps even influence their future behaviours or their future lives?  

While I am not a trained psychologist, I make my living as an environmental educator.  I 

do not intend to write the definitive word on nature-based, creative, reflective processes and how 

creative expression can be used during transitional moments in life, but I am motivated to 

encourage more people to participate in seeing the potential in what we throw away and how it 

can be recovered or renewed. I am interesting in continuing to uncover a correlation between 

what our society no longer sees as valuable (e.g. ‘trash’) and the beliefs and struggles that one 

can experienced at mid-life within a culture that views aging as a time of devaluation. I see found 

object art as providing help during transitional life moments, specifically when someone feels 

discarded and deeply identifies with discarded items being renewed through their art making 

process. Through these reflective practices, we challenge our mid-life experiences to discover 

potential meaning and beauty in the second half of life. If are we willing to unpack our 

assumptions and beliefs, we need to call for more creative ways to move forward, creating a new 

relationship to the self and to this world.  

Please Note: I have placed computer generated word art (known as Wordle created in 

2011 by Jonathon Feinberg from http://www.wordle.net July, 2016) at the top of each chapter 

under research findings in order to provide another artful representation to emerge in this 
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randomized format which I hope will serve to enhance this study. All photographs are the 

property of the author. Photo consent was obtained from the participants in this study.  

 

Research Questions 

In light of this, my key research questions are:  
 
1. What happens for women in mid-life transition when they spend time in nature and 

express that experience creatively?   

2. Does expression of their emotions through art help them through this transition?  

3. Does this expression (in this case art made from found or thrown away objects) 

impact, enhance or build on their sense of ecological identity and emotional 

awareness, or possibly shape future actions or behaviours? 

4. How can these results help to create a better curriculum for environmental programs? 

How might these findings be more widely shared among other environmental 

educators and communicators?   

In posing these questions my assumptions were, that during a time of transition: 

1. When people spend time in nature they may receive physical, emotional, and spiritual 

benefits and supports, including and perhaps healing benefits (Louv, 2005; Macy & 

Young Brown, 1998; Plotkin, 2003; Roszak, 2003). 

2. When people spend time in nature they often connect to something greater than 

themselves (Macy & Young Brown, 1998; Plotkin, 2003). 
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3. When people spend time interacting and engaging with their environment their 

behaviours and sense of care may shift (Louv, 2005; Macy & Young Brown, 1998; 

Thomashow, 1995). 

4. When people are in transition they need a healthy way to express a full range of 

emotions and art can be one wide range of allowing such expression (Allen, 1995; 

Nachmanovitch, 1990).  
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Research Methodologies 

My research was qualitative and phenomenological in nature. I observed and recorded 

participant’s experiences of “being-in-the-world” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962), how they made sense 

of things, and specifically how they made sense of their lived experiences of the encounters they 

had. van Manen (1990) writes, “there is a difference between comprehending the project of 

phenomenology intellectually and understanding it ‘from the inside out’” (p. 8). As researcher, I 

was able to witness the participants as well as actively observe and record my own experience 

included here within this study. Following Gadamer (1976) and van Manen (1990), I believe that 

by including my own phenomenological insights that my research was made better and the 

validity increased rather than decreased. The women’s voices were the primary data, while mine 

took a secondary but significant role as my hope is that other educators will learn as I share my 

experiences (the difficulties and the joys) of facilitating this work. My own voice is captured 

within this thesis as 10 point Lucida Calligraphy single spaced block style text to more easily 

differentiate from the rest of the data and voices found here.   

For my research, I recruited six middle-aged women. I took them collectively on four 

walks in four distinct and specific locations in nature I had selected to correlate with four open 

ended questions based on eco-philosophers, activists and teachers Joanna Macy and Molly 

Young Brown’s (1998) open sentences from their fourfold spiral framework of The Work That 

Reconnects (TWTR) as found in, Coming Back To Life. Practices to Reconnect Our Lives, Our 

World. The fourfold spiral framework is a process that begins in gratitude and moves through a 

number of steps with an end result of participants making meaning of their experience to go 

forward with their active hope for the world. Macy & Young Brown’s TWTR is also intended to 
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reconnect people to the natural world and to their own ecological identities and it underpinned all 

four walks in this way: 

1. Gratitude Walk. Participants were prompted to consider and finish the sentence: “What I 

appreciate about living during this time is…” 

2. Honouring the Pain and Despair Of This World Walk. Participants were asked to hold 

this question in their hearts and complete it as they walked: “To be alive at this time of 

global crisis, what is particularly hard for me is…” 

3. Seeing the World with New Eyes Walk. Participants were guided to consider this: “As I 

look at my life, it seems like some of the ways I take part in contributing to a sustainable 

world are…” 

4. Going Forth With Active Hope Walk. Participants reflected on completing this sentence: 

“Knowing what I know, how can I see myself contributing to the transition of the 

world…” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998, p. 100). 

While the women were walking and reflecting, with their full permission, I 

inconspicuously captured some of their experiences with photographs that are included 

throughout the following pages. I conducted four post-walk interviews to capture data through a 

sharing circle by listening to the participants as they spoke about their reflections, insights, and 

possible revelations as they related to each of the four open sentences. The women were also 

encouraged to express anything else they felt comfortable contributing in an impromptu fashion 

or from their journals. I captured this data through audio recording in order to transcribe and 

analyze it later.  

 Between the fourth walk and the final gathering, participants considered and reflected 

upon their walking experiences by creating an artistic expression assembled from collected 
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objects found during the walks. To wrap up the experience each participant brought forward their 

artwork in a final private art gallery-type session where they were able to fully express their 

journeys amongst themselves. I captured this in an audio recording to theme and analyze later 

and I also took photographic images of the event to include within these pages.     

Recruitment, Selection and Preparation 

Prior to starting the official recruitment, I talked face-to-face to numerous middle-aged 

women about the research and their level of interest in potentially participating. Some of these 

women were people I knew who had recently gone through a life transition and I thought would 

benefit from this research and add value to the study. Specifically, these women had recently 

retired, changed career, or had children leave home. Other women I met through a snowball 

sampling process (Robson, 2011) where they were referred to me through conversations with 

other women. This early communication built up a cadre of women that I could potentially draw 

from for the recruitment of this study. 

A more official recruitment process started in January, 2016, when I sent out email and 

Facebook invitations (see Appendix A) to several of my friends, acquaintances, or women I had 

previously talked to. I lined up public speaking opportunities through committees I am involved 

with or committees that acquaintances considered to be of value. For example, I spoke at the 

Airdrie Women in Business Association meeting to encourage participants to join the study. I 

personally handed out an invitation (see Appendix A) to participate in this research to those who 

expressed interest. I made myself available for any email, phone, or personal face-to-face follow-

up questions.  

I received thirty-five inquiries from women ages 40-55 interested in participating and I 

responded to them all by conducting a preliminarily interview on the phone or face-to-face. One 



(RE)SOURCING	  WHAT	  GETS	  THROWN	  AWAY	   	   20	  
	  

of the criteria for participation was that they have a moderate ability to move within an outdoor 

environment because a low level of physical exercise was required to participate on the walks on 

well maintained, well-traveled paths. Also, the women needed to live in or near the community 

of Airdrie, Alberta. They were asked if they could fully commit to participating in all four 

facilitated walks and needed to be open to explore their relationship to nature and finally they 

needed to be open to sharing their insights and feelings that may emerge from this experience. I 

was also clear at the outset that they must be willing to be interviewed about their experiences in 

an un-structured group sharing circle and finally, be willing to make an artful expression of their 

journey. I made it clear that no prior artistic experience was necessary.   

In order to reduce any potential anxieties, I highlighted my previous experience of 

guiding hikes, my level of first aid, and risk management that equips me solidly for being out in 

the woods, specifically for the more remote terrain I had anticipated on some of the walks. 

During all the walks, there was also a potential to interact with wildlife and other hazards that 

could present themselves in the outdoor environment. To mitigate any possible harm at the 

beginning of each walk, I went over risk management procedures that are standard for any 

wilderness guiding programs and provided any special or necessary gear (e.g. safety whistles, 

gloves for collecting objects, etc.). I also provided people with a list of appropriate gear 

associated with each of the walks to ensure they were wearing proper equipment (see email 

correspondence in Appendix C). Further, I carried a first aid kit, bear spray, and other items 

needed to ensure participant safety. As a group, we all start out each walk together yet during the 

walks many went off individually and we all regrouped at the finish (in the case of the landfill 

we walked as a collective through the landfill site as a precautionary safety measure). 
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Participants were always within visual distance of the researcher. We were also within cell phone 

reach of each other during the walks.  

There was no cost to participate in this study.  There were no inducements offered to 

prospective participants, but I indicated they could experience myriad benefits from nature-based 

walks, be introduced to, or extend their reflective practices such as journaling, mindful sitting, or 

art-making.  

After the initial interview, from the thirty-five women who were initially interested, ten 

agreed to participate. After sending out an email consent form (see Appendix B) that included an 

information sheet for their future reference of the research being conducted (see Appendix B), 

and an outline for the first intentional walk (see Appendix C), only six participants remained 

committed. Two of the participants dropped out the week before the first walk, however one of 

the remaining four women recruited a friend to participate. Throughout this interview process, I 

trusted that the right people would show up, and happily the night before the first walk, I secured 

my sixth and final participant through appeals to my extensive network. 

Ethical Considerations 

I obtained approval for the ethics review for research involving humans and I was 

sensitive to issues of privacy, confidentiality, and consent during this study and the treatment of 

the data. Participants were advised at the outset that they were free to withdraw at any time up to 

the point of completing the final gallery session. Each participant signed an informed consent 

agreement (see Appendix B). Pseudonyms were used to protect the participant’s privacy.  
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Research Participants 

In keeping with ethical sensitivity, I have assigned the participants a pseudonym of a 

natural object and each are colour-coded for easy identification whenever their verbatim 

comments are included in this text. Here are the names I have chosen: 

Polished Skipping Rock (PSR). PSR has two adult children who are in the transition of 

leaving home. She is considering a change in career and aspires to live sustainably.  

Green Aspen Leaf (GAL). GAL has recently downsized to a smaller home and is 

supported by her friends and loving husband. 

Purple Flight Feather (PFF). PFF is weaving through a medical journey with the support 

of her friends and aging parents. She strives to finish up her entrepreneur ties and move to 

Mexico.  

Hanging Birch Sap (HBS). HBS has two children who left home years ago. She takes 

care of her aging parents and loves her grandchildren.  

Pinyon Pine Cone (PPC). PPC has a young family she had later in life, is keen to try new 

career paths and shares a home with her husband’s parents.  

Coppicing Growing Stump (CGS). CGS is at the end of the transition of her children 

leaving home, has faced many medical challenges, and inspires to reconnect with her artistic 

side.  

Participants were not asked their demographic information, religious, or ethnic 

backgrounds, although each participant had an assorted range in careers and came with various 
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levels of nature-based experience.  Four of the participants lived within the City of Airdrie and 

worked for the City in different departments. The other two participants lived in north Calgary.   

Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

This research is subjective because these are the experiences of the participants and 

validates their sense of what it is like to “be-in-the-world” (Heidegger, 1949) embedded in this 

particular place and specific time in their lives. By walking exploration, participants let 

themselves move towards what they were drawn to in nature, deeply experiencing each place 

they walked (Clayton & Opotow, 2003; Sewall, 1999; Thoreau, 1862/1982). By its nature, 

phenomenology allows us to gain “a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of our 

everyday experiences” (van Manen, 1990, p. 9), and what it’s like to really be human in-situ, in 

relationship to nature (Abram, 1996). To study human science through phenomenology draws 

awareness to the individual participant and van Manen (1990) claims this includes their 

“conscious decisions, actions, and historical influences”. Phenomenology creates the ability to 

explore how one engages with lived experience, in that we investigate an exact moment, or 

place, where we can be fully present and deepen our understanding of that engagement. 

 For this research, participants came to realize that the environments they were asked to 

participate with became the experience of living itself, and what lay at the confluence of humans 

and nature helped to better inform or lift a veil of their sense of knowing themselves and nature, 

especially during a time of transition.  

van Manen (1990) outlines the main concern is to give attention to the exact experience 

as it is being represented by allowing oneself to just participate in life. From this he argues, that 

we can start to understand what is trying to be communicated from the deep sense of who we are 

being in this world. As we listen and communicate, we become the instrument of the research 
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itself, the medium by which it is received and gathered. This opens the gate for the hermeneutical 

method, as we are called to make meaning and interpret how we see ourselves as both place and 

self at the same time (Abram, 1996; Clayton & Opotow, 2003; Elkin, 1996; Sewall, 1999).  

I recognized that this approach has various levels of interpretation based on the situation, 

the person, and the researcher. The details are co-created and together make up a whole, along 

with the conscious and unconscious contributions. Therefore, it needs to be recognized that 

understanding of these interpretations include personal histories, biases, and experiences that 

simply cannot be bracketed off and left out of the equation (Gadamer, 1976), rather the choice is 

open for the research to arrive at a place that consists of essentially mixing of many parts to re-

create the fullness of a lived human experience.  

This chosen method helped me to understand that meaning-making is a participatory rich 

process of interpreting the phenomenal experience which includes one’s past and one’s present 

and the present context one finds themselves in. Eco-psychologist and educator Hilary Leighton 

writes, “We are always interpreters after all, by the very nature of something metabolizing 

through our senses…” (2014, p. 43). When I transcribed, analyzed, themed, and then interpreted 

the post-walk interviews and the data from their final art-making presentations, I admit that I 

choose to include some things and not others using my own lens of experience and 

understanding and by virtue of this subjective sifting and sorting process, I was shaping this 

research (Gadamer, 1976, 1983; Moustakas, 1998). Leighton (2014) goes on to write, “We self-

define with this insight or that illumination, make one word choice over another, and bring our 

background of experience and pre-knowledge to determine what to include or leave off 

regardless of our immediacy to the situation or our skill in grasping language arts” (p. 43). In 

other words, Taylor (1987) writes that: 
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We are fundamentally self-interpreting, self-defining, living always in a cultural 
environment, inside a web of signification we ourselves have spun. Thus there is no 
outside, detached standpoint from which we gather and present brute data. When we try 
to understand the cultural world, we are dealing with interpretations and interpretations of 
interpretations (p. 35).  
 
Hermeneutics is our best option of interpretations of the lived experience because we 

investigating patterns, rhythms, and other forms of communication in order to make claims 

concerning what has just happened. This method is co-created in partnership with the participant, 

the researcher, and then ultimately the deeper understanding of what story has been created, what 

story was there, and how we may look twice at things to create new meaning entirely.  

  In this study, participants actively engaged in creatively reflecting and interpreting their 

fresh experiences in the different environments they were exposed to. Also, as the researcher, I 

was able to establish meaning by witnessing their experiences as well as my own process of 

investigation in order to build upon and formalize certain understandings.  

In the phenomenological tradition, our own definitions are considered true yet continually 

changing to generate imagination interpreted through language or in the case of this research. 

van Manen (1990) writes, “Objects of art are visual, tactile, auditory, kinetic texts—texts 

consisting of not a verbal language but a language nevertheless, and a language with its own 

grammar” (p. 74). van Manen continues to say that artists— in this case participants, “are 

involved in giving shape to their lived experience, the products of art are, in a sense, lived 

experiences transformed into transcended configurations” (p. 74). In following van Manen’s 

thinking, art helped the participants explain their experiences in the summary piece they created 

that went beyond any words they could share and was extremely meaningful nonetheless. Yet, I 

imagine there were also stories the participants did not tell and were not conscious to at that 

point in time, that were of equal importance.   
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This method worked well when interpreting journaling, poetry, and creative expressions 

like art making. With this in mind, the treatment of this data needed to have appropriate space 

and time in order for its full richness and great depth to emerge honourably and with integrity to 

the participants, and it could not be generalized (van Manen, 1990). It allowed participants and I, 

the researcher, to be met where we were comfortable engaging with our worlds.  

Hermeneutical phenomenology created an authentic platform for the intimacy of 

relationship to be explored and reflected upon, ultimately permitting us to investigate what we 

were wholeheartedly curious about at the confluence of our own natures and nature. This 

approach awakens a deep understanding of what a particular experience is like and how we can 

express that thoughtfully through story, poetry, art, or other means of communication. By 

investing in this method, it wove both the participants and researcher into an agreement of caring 

and being deeply connected as we shared of our experiences, rather than separating study-objects 

from researcher, and attempting to analyze in a more objective, distanced manner.  

Phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty (1962) states that we need to find “language that sings 

the world” (p. 13), not speaks of it. This method tends to keep the research “alive and breathing” 

in a constant state of transition, which offers no final results, or correct certainty (van Manen, 

1990). This research continued to evolve in multiple ways throughout the course of this study. 

Through the deepening of the participation of the women, the unfolding understanding of the 

researcher through analysis and writing, the complexity of the topics discussed, the creation of 

the artwork and its interpretation, combined with our established individual and collective 

worldviews, beliefs, and ideas, more and more information poured forth. This research took on 

more of a circular form rather than a linear argument and became a lived story to be told.  
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Reflective Journaling 

Each participant was provided a new journal to encourage them to engage in self-

discovery, to document this through kinetic scratches, sketches, drawings, or make rubbings of 

actual objects, or simply to just play and move beyond the traditional uses of a journal 

(Nachmanovitch, 1990). I gave these journals as a gift that I hoped would help the women, delve 

deeper into their felt experience as they participated with and collided with nature and their true 

selves. This helped yield insight and document personal memories, emotions, and thoughts. This 

tool was also provided as a support mechanism to assist them to reflect and contextualize their 

experiences later on and to encourage ongoing participation (Rainer, 1978). It was intended to 

help give multiple ways to allow participants to express themselves and give shape to their lived 

experience (van Manen, 1990). These journal entries were not collected for data analysis rather; I 

encouraged the participants to use this private reflective space to assist their ongoing process. 

They were used as reference points and memory-keepers for their unstructured interviews and 

were great source books for their creative expression making in the end.   

Collecting Object for Art Making 

Participants were encouraged to pick up items they found as they walked that ‘spoke to 

them’ such as rocks, sticks, or objects that others might consider litter or discarded garbage. 

They were encouraged to collect items that recalibrated and challenged their relationship to the 

material and the natural world. The prompting of the open sentences (Macy & Young Brown, 

1998) guided them in terms of which objects they paid attention to or as Merleau-Ponty (1962) 

says called out to them and to their experience and could be incorporated into the assembly of 

their final creative expression of their journey. For example, during the gratitude walk someone 

might find a heart shaped rock that would ‘speak’ to and reflect their open-hearted experience.  
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Un-structured Interviews  

In order to create a space to open the walks and also start the unstructured interview 

sharing circles at the outset of each walk, I adapted a circular methodology from The Way of 

Council (Zimmerman & Coyle, 1996). The heart-centered principles for participation in circle 

councils are as follows;  

1) Speak from the heart and open-heartedly, trust in the moment; 

2) Listen from the heart, suspend reactions and judgement; 

3) Get to the heart, of the matter, with awareness of time and size of the circle 

for everyone to share; and 

4) Be open hearted, let yourself be spontaneous and don’t practice in your head 

what you are going to say when it is your turn to share.  

In council, the aim is to allow people time and space to experience and express their own 

heartfelt emotions, appreciate that expression comes in many forms, and to allow each person to 

whole-heartedly feel and express that openly. Each person is a participant as well as a witness in 

this process. Council also allows for silent sharing in honour of a person’s ability to contain their 

expression and still participate in this way. 

Forming a circle naturally creates a non-hierarchal discourse. The practice of circle 

facilitates an opportunity where each participant can look into each other’s eyes and provides 

equal space for participation while generating a sense of community (Baldwin & Linnea, 2010). 

Sharing in circle allows for participants to build on and respond to words, emotions, facial 

expressions, or responses that are sometimes missed in other forms of group interaction.  
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During these unstructured interview sharing circles that followed each walk, I audio 

recorded the women speaking by placing a recorder in the middle of the circle. I consciously 

remained as a facilitator during these sharing circles by not verbally contributing more than I 

needed to. I stayed as present as possible as a member of the circle, listening intently to the 

women as they spoke. Instead of contributing my own narrative, story, or insights, I made small 

notes or scratches in my journal, similar to what I had done while the women were walking. I did 

this minimally to capture specific moments, comments, or if nature provided its own cue (such as 

the sunlight appearing from behind a thick cloud just at the moment someone commented on 

their own clarity, or when a car horn honked punctuating a certain comment). I also used my 

journal as a distraction for myself at times to keep myself from talking, assisting or influencing 

the women, as historically I am used to being the guide that is looked to for information or 

approval. While I did my best to be faithful to what occurred in the field, it would have been 

impossible for me to stay present and record all of the interactions of communications between 

the women such as body language, facial expressions, or tone of voice.  

For the final gallery session, I asked the participants to submit a written statement, similar 

to an artist’s statement to accompany their work. An artist’s statement is a verbal overview of the 

artwork being represented and one method of connecting with what the artist is trying to relate to 

in their work. This allowed them to prepare for their presentation, to translate their own work, 

and reclaim ideas or processes they invested in while creating. It was a way to encourage the 

women to consider concepts regarding object relationship, ideas or feelings from their journals, 

and to delve deeper into what they were really trying to portray as their work did not need to be a 

complete piece because the process of creating and reflecting is just as important.  	  
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Before all the unstructured sharing circles and the final gallery session, I re-iterated how 

all the information the women shared would be confidential and that I had assigned pseudonyms 

to them to ensure anonymous contribution. Because this was a public space I made sure we were 

in a quiet area, away from high traffic public use, and any interruptions when I conducted the 

interviews.  I did this to ensure the women felt a level of comfort while wholeheartedly sharing 

their feelings and emotions and reduce any anxiety.  

I also recognize that because I am early of mid-age myself it may have been hard for the 

women to relate and open up honestly with me. In order to build trust and rapport, I physically 

assisted them through challenging features on some of the walks, made sure their comfort level 

with gear and expectations were met, along with providing them with what I believed what I 

believed to be a safe area for the sharing circles and some light nourishment during the 

interviews. Because of this and my age, the women considered me in a kind of ‘eldest daughter 

role’ and from this I believe the women were more easily able to share their feelings and 

insights. I had considered this potential challenge through my preparation work for the walks and 

then when introducing and facilitating the walks or interviews for the women.   

Creative Analytical Practice (CAP) 

Immediately after the walks, I would transcribe the audio recordings into a typed format. 

I would find it rather meditative to revisit not only what I heard but to then write what I heard 

and relate it to what I wrote in my own journal. In a first attempt to filter the information, I wrote 

a poem derived from the experience to my supervisor to highlight the field work and to check in. 

This become one way of interpreting the walks through the lens of my experience and will 

appear in the following pages.  
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With the various backgrounds and perspectives of the women, it was important for me to 

incorporate and honour multiple ways of considering the information they brought forward. I 

analysed my data by considering it differently than conventional research that outlines a certain 

way of finding and validating a response to a specific question. In standard research, there is 

usually a form of an interview, census data analysis, and then documentation of the findings.  

With the information I had collected and was attempting to analyze, I recognized that there were 

more than these three elements to this specific research study. When I had transcribed all the data 

from the unstructured interviews and the final presentations I realized that from whatever angle I 

looked at it from, it would give me a different set of pattern to consider, or themes to analyze. 

Without losing the integrity or structure, I knew I needed to investigate how I might consider this 

complex and vast information.   

I invited and integrated another qualitative methodology to help me filter the information 

into finding meaningful themes. Richardson’s (2000) postmodern creative analytical practice 

(CAP) fits well, as it involved a thoughtful and honest documentation of personal memories, 

emotions, and thoughts that mainly arise through writing but can in this case be used to find 

common threads in diverse data. CAP incorporated the mixing of poetry which the women and 

myself had created, journal entries that were shared as a verbal means through the sharing 

circles, self-reflection, photographs that I had taken, and interviews that allowed the project to be 

viewed in multiple ways, generating alternative perspectives, and honouring the assorted ways 

the participants came to represent themselves (Richardson, 2000; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). 

While reading over the written transcripts of the walks and final gallery session, I 

considered looking at the information through a creative or artistic lens to help enhance the 

researches integrity and authenticity as outlined in Writing: A Method of Inquiry (Richardson, 
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2000). CAP outlines five standards to verify information from the data and asks the researcher to 

consider:  

1) If there was enough of a contribution to our social perspective;   

2) What is the aesthetic contribution and does it open various responses;  

3) Is the information and contributor both a product and a creator and is it 

adequate means of gathering information;  

4) What impact does this data have; and finally  

5) Is this a credible account of an experience? (Richardson, 2000, p. 937)  

Using these standards, the data was transcribed first into a word document and crossed 

referenced from my notes. Next, I reread all the data allowing themes to surface and emerge and 

began to record these higher level themes in my journal. From there, I took the themes and 

placed them on five large pieces of art paper. I decided to split up the walks and the final session 

and to treat them as separate entities and chapters within my research mainly because each walk 

was prompted by a specific question but I also wanted to be accountable to the reader and to 

keep clarifying the process as I was pulling the data together. I took coloured pencils and felt 

pens and then brought up those particular participants quotes and expressions that influenced my 

themes in the first place. My pages filled up with so many voices, so many colours.   

Using CAP allowed me to not worry about “getting it right”, or finding a fixed point per 

se, rather it was just about just “getting it” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005, p. 962) which means 

finding points that would validate the participant’s experiences and help me to authentically 

analyze the data.  
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This research became deep, complex, and sometimes challenging. As about eight or nine 

themes began to emerge, I knew I needed to narrow this work through a process of re-analyzing 

and re-interpreting in order to solidify and distil themes down into six strong and manageable 

categories, or what Holliday (2002) refers to as creating ‘pegs’ to hang my research on. These 

final themes emerged and are represented throughout this research:  

1) The Environment  

(Accessibility to land, the particular aspects or attributes that spoke to the 

women);  

2) Self-Awareness and Perspective  

(The expression of grief, joy, waking up, etc. through reflective practices);  

3) (Re)clamation1 

(The process of remembering and salvaging identity and understandings);  

4) Walking Their Own Path  

(What part of this journey was most important to them and for their life’s 

purpose);  

5) The Physical Body  

(Concerns around aging and health); and  

6) Transformation and Renewal 

(Moving toward active hope, and realizations of the relationship of self 

and world).  

Not least of all, this methodology weaved itself beautifully with Macy & Young Brown’s 

(1998) TWTR. More specifically the open sentences the participants considered during their 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Please Note: I have intentionally bracketed the first two letters in reclamation throughout this document to emphasis the 
significance I place on the act of claiming once again a person’s identity and sense of self. I have done the same thing for the 
word (re)source in the title of this thesis to place emphasis on how going back to the source – the soul – for renewal and recovery 
is primary to this work. 
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walks generated the majority of this data and evoked responses that were reflective, had social 

relevance, held impact, and were based on real lived experience.  

It is my hope that this method helps the reader to experience this research in multiple 

ways of knowing, in keeping with the multiple ways the participants experienced or represented 

their experiences, staying true to the stories that were and continued to unfold of these women.  

Limitations 

There are a number of limitations in this work. First of all I only have data from one 

sample size of women from one geographical area. This study conducted in another city, with 

another age group could likely look very different. The timeframe of my study was limited by 

ten weeks with the walks taking place in a four week period of time. During this period of time 

we cannot begin to understand what other physical and emotional experiences the women could 

have had, nor can we imagine how any of their previous experiences may have impacted their 

responses. This would include understanding their worldviews, ethnic and religious 

backgrounds, or cultural values, etc. as I did not ask for any of these criteria while recruiting. If 

the timing of this study were longer (i.e. I could follow up within a year for instance) there may 

be more insights the participants could share beyond the ten week study period. Often, when 

using reflective practices, deep insights can and often surface long after the original lived 

experience has taken place. Finally, my own biases factor into this study in how I treated the data 

(e.g. what data I chose to look into and what I chose to leave out).   
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Literature Review  

My research looked at how nature and arts-based activities can encourage women to 

reflect, express, and analyze some of their mid-life experiences and what difference this may 

have on their behaviours and beliefs around nature and their own natures and even maybe 

influence their future lives. This research created both physical and emotional space to allow for 

the expansion of ecological identity and closer connection to the natural world (Abram, 1996; 

Macy & Young Brown, 1998; Macy, 2007; Naess, 2008; Plotkin, 2003; Thomashow, 1995). 

Self- discovery, inner knowledge and other insights that arose from both the nature and creative 

process underpinned this research (Allen, 1995; Palmer, 2000; Nachmanovitch, 1990; Naess, 

2008). The literature informed the design of this research, while providing me with the 

opportunity to understand the relationship between life’s transitions, the natural world, creative 

art expression, a greater wholeness, and healthy healing.  

In order to build a stronger connection with the women, I considered literature that would 

help me better understand their journeys with particular attention to ways they could express 

their environmental, emotional and transitional experiences. I explored concepts of ecological 

identity and behaviours (Abram, 1996; Macy & Young Brown, 1998; Macy, 2007; Naess, 2008; 

Louv, 2005; Plotkin, 2003; Thomashow, 1995), of the experiences of women in nature (Griffin, 

1978) with the potential for psychological maturity through a life’s transition or rite of passage 

(Campbell, 2003; Hollis, 2005; Meade, 2011; van Gennep,1920/1960), using reflective and arts 

based inquiry (Abram, 1996; Elkin, 1996; Goldsworthy, 1990; Nachmonovitch, 1990; Rainer, 

1978; van Tiesenhausen, 2015). 
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Our Lack of Connection 

 Louv (2005) named nature-deficit disorder as one cause of Western culture’s “diminished 

use of the senses, attention difficulties, and higher rates of physical and emotional illnesses” (p. 

34). He recommends that we need to work together in various fields, with some sense of 

immediacy, to re-nature ourselves in order to heal and understand and learn how nature self-

heals.  Meade (2011) passionately calls us to awake up as a culture as he sees our disconnection 

as going beyond the physical and the emotional to reach deep down into our very souls and that 

our greatest deficit is that we are not connecting with the soul of the earth, at our own peril.  

In Korpela, Stengard, & Jussila (2015), a study was conducted that noted the importance 

of  “linking green space, mood, and positive well-being in terms of the ability to build personal 

resources (reflecting) for coping with ongoing life tasks” (p. 8). In this research, my focus of 

taking women into nature partly depended on them being able to experience a (re)source their 

own identities, abilities, strengths, and even souls in order to better cope with their thresholds 

they were crossing in life, specifically mid-life.  

American philosopher and naturalist Henry David Thoreau (1862/1982) was a great 

believer in participating with the natural environment through the simple “art of walking” (p. 5) 

and reflecting. He was known to take long walks and saunter, to participate with the human and 

non-human neighbours he shared the environment with and this was a significant part of his 

genius. In taking up Thoreau’s lead, this research helped the participants to simplify life by 

simply going for a walk and participate by meandering, reflecting, and reconnecting to their 

surrounding environments.  

Not least of all, research has shown that walking is beneficial in all sorts of health-related 

capacities such as reducing stress, anxiety, and depression to an increased level of fitness and a 
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reported level of tranquility and positive engagement (Johansson, Hartig & Staats, 2011; Lee & 

Buchner, 2008).  

A Feminine Perspective   

Eco-feminist Susan Griffin’s (1978) perspective suggests that the world is a feminine 

place and further based on the “Gaia theory” (Lovelock, 1979) we understand the world is a self-

organizing, self-regulating, biosphere that we were born of and have evolved from. This builds 

upon Greek mythology that tells us the world is a benevolent mother as in “Mother Nature”. 

Griffin, goes on to say it is important to relate to the world as ‘mother’ and to use this myth to 

deeply connect to the natural world more lovingly. If we consider that the word ‘mother’ comes 

from the same root as the word ‘matter’ from the Latin “mater meaning ‘origin, source, mother’” 

(Retrieved from http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?allowed_in_frame=0&search=matter, 

July, 2016), then because the world is made up of matter, in effect, it is easy to make the link 

between earth and mother. The ability to consider and honour earth is to “love her daily grace, 

her silent daring, and how loved I am…[and] not forget: what she is to me, what I am to her” 

(Griffin, 1978, p. 221) just as it would be in a loving mother-child relationship. In essence, this 

idea encourages and opens many opportunities for us to be non-violent, gentle, and loving with 

ourselves and all living beings in this place that supports transitions and ultimately life2. All told, 

I could not think of a better place to take women on hikes than in various natural (nurturing) 

environments as they experienced sometimes difficult transitions.  However, it is beyond the 

scope of this thesis to discuss more of eco-feminism in any sort of depth. I acknowledge that 

while I focused on a group of middle-aged women, I feel this work could be equally as important 

for men and even explored for other age categories moving through rites of passage.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  While of course this could be considered a romantic view of nature, there tend to be very few species (other than humans) who 
are gratuitously violent and for other species the taking of life is usually done in response to a threat or in seeking a food source.	  
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Psychological Maturity  

Depth psychologist James Hollis (1993, 2005) suggests that choices made in life create 

the patterns we live our lives by.  He further suggests that these patterns are formed from any 

traumatic experiences in our past and are solidified by the limited interpretation of the child in us 

who is trying to make sense of what happened and are linked to the choices and values that 

inform our current adult worldview. Hollis, denotes when we do not make these patterns 

conscious, then we risk being our own enemies in a paradigm of self-defeating patterns that can 

undermine our best interests of growth and development. These old entrenched patterns are our 

ego’s defence, where “such reflexive responses make the decision for us, and usurp 

consciousness…” (2005, p. 51) (italics mine). In this way, we live on auto-pilot defending our 

early choices by succumbing to comfort, security, and safety to feed the ego. In essence, we stay 

small and limited, safe from the harms of a childhood long gone and in effect, limit our own 

potential for life. 

In the transition to the second half of life, Hollis, goes on to say, we are given an 

opportunity to self-examine, be completely honest, and ultimately “really grow up” (title of 

Hollis’ 2005 book) by becoming conscious of our past in order to create a possible future. This is 

only granted if we are willing to become aware of these patterns, become our own life authors, 

and challenge our defences. Hollis (2005) claims we need to identify these historical-repetitive 

patterns that we continue to participate with, and truly accept that we are engaged with them. He 

states we need to critically observe and understand them if we are to seriously participate with 

changing or transitioning. He further identifies that there will be things that evoke unpleasant or 

challenging thoughts for us in this process and that it is our natural desire to suppress these 

feelings and/or look outside ourselves for answers, even potentially blame others. In order to 
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embrace the idea that in mid-life a person has lived long enough to construct and participate with 

these patterns, and if a person at mid-life is going to transition to the second half of life, then 

they “can’t do the same thing and expect different results” (Hollis, 2005, p. 31).  

However, when actively participating and bringing awareness to these patterns as we 

move through life transitions, new energies can emerge and as Macy (2007) identifies, feelings 

of grief and despair related to our natural environment are likely to also be present as we become 

vulnerable to “acknowledge, feel, and express inner pain” (p. 116) for ourselves and the world. 

Hollis (2005) writes it is necessary that we go through this struggle, participating with our 

despair and doubt, perhaps even experiencing depression. Both he and Macy agree that by 

participating with these feelings that eventually they will lift and we can heal ourselves in the 

process. Macy (2007) describes that if we embrace these emotions -- specifically pain -- it can be 

turned into healthy pain, a feeling that lets you know you’re still alive. She claims that if we can 

let go through our full authenticity and creative expression of the grief and despair that comes 

with this pain, and truly participate in the darkness of these emotions, we will redeem ourselves 

and renew our vitality and health.  Not least of all, with this personal redemption there may be 

positive societal implications including the potential for more sustainable behaviours in 

relationship to all living beings of this world.  

The Work That Reconnects (TWTR) 

I chose to use Macy & Young Brown’s (1998) TWTR to guide this research, because it 

provided a theoretical framework used by thousands of facilitators in workshops, conferences, 

and other environmental programs intended to guide people in a spiral pattern through the four 

stages that comprise the work. Macy & Young Brown (1998) designed TWTR in response to 

feelings of fear, despair, depression, and hopelessness that were emerging as a result of the 
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environmental crisis. This work allows ample time, safe space, and engaging activities for people 

to feel and express rather than repress any of these strong emotions and to start deeply 

identifying and connecting with humans and the more than human world. TWTR is a cyclical 

four phase process that allows us to shift our consciousness and foster greater compassion and 

along with that a desire to change our behaviours, as we start to understand, relate to, and 

ultimately love (and want to protect) all other living beings.  

For this study in order to evoke each of the four stages of the spiral, I used open-ended 

sentences that I offered to the women to reflect upon that correlated with each of the phases of 

TWTR which I will explicate in the findings section.  

Far too often, as Macy & Young Brown (1998) suggest, humans can take for granted the 

ability to self-reflect and fail to pause and appreciate the world, especially in an ever-busy 

technologically-focused society. TWTR spiral framework identifies this necessary self-reflective 

quality and opens the spiral process by encouraging self-awareness as ‘gratitude’ towards life on 

earth. They identify that in partnership with a thankful attitude “that reflection, too, awakens in 

us the precious gift of the present moment” (p. 82) and is required to bring to a mindful 

appreciation for this world. By starting the walks from a place of self-awareness and loving 

ability, it allowed this study to be strongly grounded in authentic gratitude that participants 

continued to draw upon throughout their process.  

The second stage of the spiral honours the grief and despair participants feel for the 

world. By creating a safe and secure, contained space, participants can face their own suffering 

and experience their darker feelings while witnessing the suffering of others. Palmer (2000) 

writes that, “before we come to that center, full of light-we must travel in the dark” (p. 18) and 

participate honestly by coming to terms with our own emotions. Here, in the process we begin to 
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form a deep compassion for the pain of others in response to what is happening in the world that 

evokes these emotions, and particularly for the plight of all other suffering beings.   

With this in mind, I guided the women on the second walk to consider that positive and 

negative thoughts are more like ‘sisters’ named ‘Love’ and ‘Grief’. Both are needed in order for 

us to feel a whole range of emotions and avoid creating another false dualism through negative 

and positive thinking. I encouraged them to welcome all emotions and to contemplate that in this 

way they cannot have one ‘sister’ without the other. It was important to create a space that could 

support the women to feel comfortable (as difficult as that might be given the experience). As 

Macy & Young Brown (1998) identify, I wanted to make it all right for them to participate with 

and express all feelings, and through a deep self-discovery, let insights come from these thoughts 

and feelings to become part of their meaning-making process. I have found that when 

participants feel safe enough to suspend their defences and more fully participate with their own 

grief and despair, a real unfolding can take place.   

Coming out of this stage, participants start to consider new relationships, identify with 

being more interconnected, and start to “see the world with new eyes” (Macy & Young Brown, 

1998). This third phase of the TWTR is a transitional point, where participants start to (re)source 

their own strengths, beliefs, values and insights to begin to see the world anew rejuvenated by 

the process itself. It is much like the astonishing clarity of vision and mind that can arrive after a 

good long cry. This can be a shift for most people to be able to understand that their feelings hold 

the necessary power for change, and begin to form new realizations about how to act and live 

in—and – for the world.   

 This sets the stage for the final phase of the spiral which is “going forward with active 

hope” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998). This stage is designed to link our new found insights and 
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intentions back into action within our lives, communities, and the world by asking us to 

contribute to the health of the whole ecology with every step we take. For this research, I asked 

the women to assemble a piece of art as an exercise to help bridge this final transition of 

meaning-making into action and to bring TWTR to a close. 

Ecopsychology 

Looking at how mid-life experiences can be influenced by nature is rooted itself in the 

field of ecopsychology. Ecopsychology seeks to rebuild the relationship between humans and the 

natural world. Greenway (2009) suggests that there is still a missing language between the 

human-nature relationship and the appropriate language to describe this field can be better found 

in multiple ways we come to know through our actual experience. He identifies that we need to 

explore ourselves in relationship to nature and identify “wounds that stand in the way of healing” 

(n.p.) this connection. Macy & Young Brown’s (1998) TWTR correlates the destruction of the 

earth with our own deep woundings. However TWTR helps people to not fall victim to self-

destructive tendencies by identifying their part in the human destruction of the earth, rather, it 

allows for the safe expression of deep grief and at the other end of that despair, people always 

discover hope, actions, and practices that can make for real change and healing.  

Eco-philosopher David Abram (1996) considers how we can more fully participate with 

the world by entering into a relationship that is one of continual contribution through deep 

engagement and ‘conversation’. Merleau-Ponty (1962) encourages reciprocal exchange and asks 

that we slow down and listen to the forest which will help us to understand that it is also listening 

back. But in order to listen or be listened to, we need to change our perceptions! One way to do 

this is by having silent conversations with things, creating the space for the dialogue that 

imagines the whole world is alive and can communicate (even without words). By doing this, we 
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are participating in the collective breathing body of this world and involved in a deeper ecology 

(Naess, 2008). When we learn to connect with the environment in this way, we are more likely to 

leave our cultural-social boundaries and pay more attention to the rhythms, patterns, or textures, 

and experience the whole system rather than identifying that we are separate and alone (Abram, 

1996; Naess, 2008). Abram (1996) suggests that we are the world “perceiving itself through us” 

(p. 66) meaning that if we let ourselves deeply feel and truly listen with all our senses then we 

take up the patterns and rhythms of this world in our bodies and are more seamlessly connected 

to the whole by this more sensual relationship. To take it one step further, Macy (2007) says it’s 

not enough to only have a loving reciprocal relationship rather we have a responsibility to move 

forward and defend, protect, and create a more life-sustaining environment for all. When we 

begin to see the world as ourselves, we relinquish our isolation, we mutually belong, and we are 

not as likely to doom or destroy something that is so near and dear.  

Rites of Passage 

 While there are many obvious times of transition that as humans we are forced to deal 

with in our lives such as physical appearance or social status, van Gennep (1920/1960) wrote that 

we need to participate and honour these changes in order to move forward as a society. In 

Western culture, we lack the opportunity to fully participate and honour these changes. Campbell 

(2003) identifies in his life’s work, that other cultures take time to celebrate and ritualize 

moments of change in a person’s life through rites of passage.  

The symbolic experience the participants go through during a rite of passage ceremony or 

ritual has a lasting effect on their values and behaviours. This gives them confidence, 

responsibility, and the ability to act knowing they have considered who they are and how they 

can contribute to their life and to their community (Campbell, 2003; Meade, 2011; Plotkin, 
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2003). van Gennep, (1920/1960) considers this as a three part cycle, with separating from the 

comforts of home, moving towards a threshold experience, and then after that experience has 

unfolded in whatever individual way, coming back to culture rejuvenated and renewed. 

Therefore to fully engage, Campbell (2003) and van Gennep (1920/1960) agree that one needs to 

remove themselves from familiar and comfortable spaces and people for this activity to become 

meaningful. Campbell (2003) famously called this “the hero’s journey” and passionately advised 

us to partake in this initiation over and over again during our lifetime if we are to honour our 

humanness and become more of ourselves.   

In relation to Campbell’s (2003) and van Gennep’s (1920/1960) rites of passage it could 

be argued that Macy & Young Brown’s TWTR work provides a similar initiatory opportunity 

because using their framework in this study, the women stepped away from their daily lives, and 

moved toward thresholds of gratitude, despair, grief, pain to walk through the world and feel 

deeply in connection, in communion with the world.  In doing so, they began to see with new 

eyes and returned to their lives with a more profound understanding of themselves and a renewed 

responsibility toward a more hopeful existence.  

I imagined the design of the four walks to be a kind of rite of passage, and yet after each 

walk the women came back resourced and rejuvenated because as Thoreau said “every walk is a 

sort of crusade” (1962/1982, p. 6) in and of itself. I realized that a form of celebration of the 

entire journey was in order to acknowledge the women’s experiences and assist them with their 

turning points and further encourage what they were beginning to understand was the work their 

souls were designed to do (Hillman, 1996; Plotkin, 2003; Palmer, 2000).  
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Art as Expression  

One way that we could celebrate the culmination of this rites of passage experience for 

the women would be for them to assemble a representation of their experiences that 

communicated their deep understanding of their journey beyond words. Allen’s (1995), Art as A 

Way of Knowing, describes the active imagination as the soul’s narrative that emerges from the 

deepest truths and presents itself as images and metaphors. She claims that if we try not to 

interpret or create a story but just receive information through this deep truth, the reaction will be 

great art and “will guide you to your medium of expression” (p. 119).  

Elkins (1996) says we collect a woven pattern of thoughts and images with all the 

thinking and looking that we engage in. Elkins goes on to say that there is no such thing as a 

single act of observing objects, as the “object is part of the world and therefore part of me, …that 

looking is something I do but also something that happens to me” (p. 35). The women collected 

and found objects that spoke to them in a way that allowed for this reciprocal relationship to 

occur where they were seeing and being seen by the world in the process.  

Cope (2012) says, “The whole world is inside each person, each being, each object. To 

know any part of the world deeply, intimately, is to know the whole” (p. 123). He suggests that 

to approach this knowing or new calling we need to live the experience fully. One way of 

participating with this is to consider things outside of ordinary vision. Cope writes about the need 

to deliberately practice and know our souls, or true selves, through creative expression such as 

poetry, or in the case of this research, art. Through this practice, he identifies a way to know the 

world, to know the soul, the landscape, or any object of beauty. The participants were 

encouraged to work with the objects they related to and collected from their walks, and to “give 

voice to the world from [their] experienced situation within it” (Abram, 1996, p. 46).  
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French sculpture Antoine Bourdelle (as cited in Campbell, 2003) says, “artist’s recreate 

the world” (p. 32). Through the process of collecting objects, assembling them, and then 

presenting their work, it seemed to me that the women were recreating or renewing their own 

sense of self in the world. Elkins (1996) suggests that art is one way to express what we are 

seeing yet it is also a way to physically construct what we know that could be used to alter who 

we are. From the final gallery session, many of the participants made it clear through their show-

and-tell sessions that they had been altered by this experience in some positive way.  

When nature-based artist, Andy Goldsworthy (1990), creates land art3, he identifies that 

every environment has something to offer. The work he creates in a certain space comes from 

examining the landscape, through looking, learning, and seeing what the landscape has available 

as tools or concepts, and in addition, he responds to the day and the materials, and attempts to 

understand or express that specific place at that specific and fleeting moment. The art work 

creations that he makes are never the same as the ones he previously assembled, even if he is 

interacting with the exact same or similar space. He relates to the natural world by identifying 

that it is in a constant state of transition, and just as his own work is always in flux, he documents 

it in video, or time lapse photos to illustrate this.   

By looking at this kind of post-modern land art that Goldsworthy (1990) employs in his 

creation of work, was one way to help the participants to start considering how they might 

approach the assembling of the objects they were collecting knowing that their works of art were 

in the same kinds of transitions they were. The various environments the women walked in 

influenced their process, creativity, and ability to respond to what inhabited the various spaces. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Land Art is an art movement that uses natural landscapes and natural materials to form the artwork. This form of art often works 
acknowledges the natural changes in the environment and participates with natural erosion or nature reclaiming the materials or 
space as part of the process or complete work.	  	  
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Art is one way to express their sense of their own ecological identities as they moved through the 

environment, relating to different aspects of the natural world, being drawn in by one thing and 

not another, noticing some things and not others. Their final collections and art-making 

represented something very personal to each one. Allen (1995) writes that art can also be seen as 

another way of knowing. The act of creating space to contemplate or consider our impacts and 

behaviour on the environment can in some cases also influence people to make lasting changes.  
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Research Findings  

The four walks and art gallery session that I facilitated in this study provided me with the 

opportunity to gather data through various means as I considered my research questions. I 

wanted to know what was happening for women in the midst of a life transition when they spent 

time in nature and expressed that experience creatively. I wanted to know if expressing their 

emotions through art helped them at all during this time, and if so, what impact art might have on 

their ecological identity and emotional awareness, or future actions and behaviours.  I have 

broken these findings into five sections based on the four walks and art gallery showing.  

The walks took place on consecutive Saturday mornings for one month. With time in-

between the walks, the participants were able to reflect on their experiences, expand their 

imaginations and creativity, let ideas percolate, flow, and in turn, begin to create works of art 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Randall, 2009). While analyzing the data from the walks, six themes 

emerged. I have divided the four walks and gallery session up into subchapters using these six 

themes as categories within each.  
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The Gratitude Walk 

	  

Figure 1. Participant’s words from the first walk.  

While on the Gratitude Walk, participants were prompted to consider and finish the 

sentence: “What I appreciate about living during this time is…” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998, 

p. 100).                    

This first walk took place on February 13th, 2016, in the pristine mountain area of Grotto 

Canyon, near Exshaw, Alberta. The participants met eagerly outside my home in Airdrie, 

Alberta, at 8 a.m. where I had a van ready to transport us altogether to the walk location. I sent a 

follow-up email prior to the day (see email correspondence in Appendix C) to the women that 

outlined any gear they would need to bring, and that anything they did not have, I assured them 

that my personal gear closet would be able to provide. The first walk was the furthest distance 

away of one hour, which made this walk the most time commitment of all the walks. I outlined 

that we would be back in Airdrie around 1:30 p.m. for a total engagement of five and half hours.  
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Figure 2. Participants walking in silence at the mouth of Grotto Canyon. 

At the parking lot of Grotto Canyon, I presented a traditional guided hike overview. I 

focused on health and safety, gear comfort and use, along with a few highlight details of the walk 

and area (appendix D). Once the women were comfortable and ready to go, I gathered them in a 

circle council. As they stood standing shoulder-to -shoulder, I asked each participant to offer an 

introduction of themselves that included their name, a brief outline of who they were, and where 

they were from. I asked them to do this in a way that spoke to not only what they did as an 

occupation, but to say something about themselves and to describe the land that they related best 

to, or the land where they came from. The participants were also asked if they felt comfortable in 

offering any information as to why they felt drawn to participate in this research.  

I offered the first open-ended sentence, which as “What I appreciate about living during 

this time is…” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998, p. 100), to the women and asked them to hold it in 

their hearts as they walked silently through the canyon. I also asked them to continually 

reconsider how they might finish this sentence as they opened all of their senses up to this frozen 
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and rocky environment. As a final reiteration, I asked the women to write the sentence down in 

their journals and just before the walk, we spoke the sentence out loud together.   

As the women spoke the words together out loud, their voices created 
what felt like a vibration of excitement and eagerness that was ready to 
meet the experience of the walk.  

 

I informed them that I would be walking beside them not guiding them. When we came 

to forks in the path, I told them I would use minimal signals or words to direct where we were 

going. I encouraged the women to consider the environment that surrounded them, and instead of 

‘just looking’, to make a slight shift and try to ‘look into’ things. I recommended that they make 

space and time to communicate and have ‘conversations’ with everything they encountered.  

By doing this I was hoping the women would be pulling on any ‘threads’ 
that connected them to whatever was drawing them in. I saw this as an 
opportunity for a kind of personal tapestry to take the shape of their 
ecological identities as expressed in their journals through a weave of 
words, drawing, poetry and such.  

As a sustainability measure and to ensure ethical consideration for the environment that 

we were in, I facilitated a process whereby the participants created rules and guidelines about 

collecting items. Collectively, as a group they came up with five elements to consider before 

removing, collecting or altering the object. They are as follows:  

1) Ensure they see a number of other similar things or to not take that one;  

2) Avoid disturbing habitat;   

3) Be aware that they are not destroying or breaking off anything alive or 

threatening the life of things;  

4) Could take things they may not use in their final project (because you 

never know what you might use in the end); and  
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5) Consider drawing, smooshing, or rubbing an object into the journal, as an 

alternative way of ‘collecting’ the object. As a group, we reminded 

ourselves of this commitment at the beginning of each and every walk. It 

was a form of honouring the world before we interacted with it.  

To close our first circle council and begin our walk, we did one last check-in by saying 

our names and a word that described a current feeling. To make the final transition into silence 

and start walking, I read a poem that I hoped would instil gratitude in the women as they started 

on their journey, guided by the mountainous walls of the canyon, the glacier ice of the floor, and 

the first open–ended sentence. 

    

Figure 3. Exploring the relationship to the canyon - singing out for an echo.  

The simple act of bringing the women together in a circle, introducing them to circle 

council, and reading the poem created tears of what I felt were from joy and hesitantly fell into 

the circle space.  

A breath of bliss - I felt at this moment that this work could be more 
important for these women than I might ever know. 
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I also stopped and journaled alongside the women when I felt it was possible to do so 

without losing track of them.  This was appropriate because I was not only the researcher, but I 

was experiencing the process of research too, and wanted to capture my own reactions to the 

place and this moment of all of us together.  

Asking the women to journey through the canyon in a silent, reflective, contemplation, 

and to see with more-than-ordinary vision challenged and stretched their comfort zones. I noticed 

the women formed a line and waited for each other. They began to take pictures, and fell into a 

polite follow-the-leader type of walk. I realized I had to reconvene with them to reiterate the 

instructions and encourage them to take their own journeys, to listen to their souls, and be 

present in this moment. I encouraged them to pay attention and rise to the sensorial experience, 

play to the rhythms and textures, and give voice to the objects or patterns they were 

experiencing. I witnessed them starting to explore this freedom by the time we arrived at the 

waterfall at the end of the canyon where they were free to go and engage with their journals 

while I set up a quiet area for the sharing circle and refreshments.  

 

Figure 4. Discovering relationships inside the canyon. 
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“Tea is ready” signalled to the women that it was time to collect themselves in council. I 

served hibiscus rose tea, along with snacks made from organic ingredients and love, all placed in 

the middle of a circle for the women to help themselves. I facilitated by opening with reminding 

the participants of the basic council principles, along with offering an appreciation of each of 

them and the natural space that made this opportunity possible.  

Using creative analytical practice (CAP) when analyzing this ethnographic data, six 

themes arose which are represented on the following pages by verbatim comments from the 

participants in addition to my own insights.  

Environment.  
	  

 While drinking tea and enjoying snacks, all of the women spoke gratefully about the 

environment the canyon had provided. PSR identified “how powerful water is” acknowledging 

that water can create things of beauty and life, “but can also take life away” and be destructive to 

the landscape. GAL identified with the season and said she was “thankful for today [that she] got 

to walk on water, because of winter.” PPC laughed with joy, having realized how having the 

right gear (such as the cleats I handed out) in the canyon allowed her to experience winter as she 

was able to “run on ice- literally breaking convention.” For some of the women this was their 

very first hike, for others this was their first canyon ice walk. It appeared to me, by their sense of 

awe, they were all able to interact, see, and experience the physical environment in some new 

way.   

Regarding the collecting of potential objects for their art project, PSR talked about how 

she was hesitant “…to pick up anything.” As she felt she wanted to just appreciate walking in the 

canyon and “the ability to just enjoy” participating in the present moment. Nods of appreciation 
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meant the women were resonating with this comment and shared similar feelings in relationship 

to the environment. In correlation to this sentiment, I noted their deep engagement in my journal 

in that: 

-….the women were taking full opportunity to explore and discover the ice 
filled canyon, finding small gems of spaces, interesting forms of rocks, or 
manipulated plants that were resilient to living in the canyon.  

Self-awareness and perspective.  
	  

When the women started to talk about their experiences, they identified perspectives that 

they may not have previously considered or had gratitude for. CGS claimed this experience of 

silently walking, journaling, and analyzing was “a huge thing” as she identified that she “lived 

[her] life by observation, more than participating,” and this walk allowed her time and space to 

consider and acknowledge that she “was participating (in life), just in a different way.”  

PSR talked about how sees herself in relationship to how water moves and that she no 

longer “wants to be like water, taking the path of least resistance.” She identified that she “wants 

to learn to not comply or be silent,” rather she wants to “find [her] voice again,” and be strong 

and confident and to live a healthy, balanced life. I felt by the smiles and nods that the other 

women were reflecting their agreement to this statement.  

 By walking through the canyon, PPC happily recounted that she was able to play and 

explore and was “thankful to have people in [her] life,” that she wanted to “share every 

experience with,” however she acknowledged that in this instance some of this magical 

experience she might keep for herself.  
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(Re)clamation.  
	  

The women talked about how they were considering different aspects of their lives and 

because of the silent walking they were questioning their actions and the actions of others. GAL 

identified that she is “trying to fight for what’s right, without having people judge,” her choices 

and to have confidence in claiming her position. She identified a significant amount of exterior 

pressure from family, friends, and society that she is trying to work through. PPC spoke of early 

family trauma of non-acceptance for who she was and similar patterns set out by society around 

a person’s physicality and abilities.  All of these had played into her issues of self-identity 

creating self-defeating patterns and she identified that after this walk she was “trying to be okay 

with that part of (herself),” that was not accepted and loved early on. She acknowledged that this 

was the first step for her in trying to change herself. GAL felt these external expectations were 

not purposeful and that “you should be able to set your own boundaries,” and make your own 

rules to influence the way you live.  

CGS appreciated that she had “a different perspective of time and age,” that she had 

outlived what doctors had predicted for her life expectancy and expectations and she had gone 

beyond any expectations of what she was told she could accomplish.  She appreciates that “life is 

still here,” regardless of the medical challenges she has overcome, and that she still has a lot of 

life to live.  

Walking their own path.  
	  

 The walk provided the opportunity for the women to wander on their own terms, in their 

own space and time. PPC identified that even though she wanted to share this experience with 

her family, “this is [her] own moment, [her] own journey,” and acknowledged that she wants to 
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be able to fully participate and take time to consider who she wants to be. She encouraged the 

women based on her own silent reflective experience of discovering the canyon to consider an 

altered perspective the next time they walk and “take a different step.” PPC continued “you are 

going to see that there are options, there is no path, you can create your own path,” and that we 

should not “be afraid to do that.” All the other women nodded with what I felt was a deep 

understanding.   

PPC continued to identify with the environment of the glacier blue ice she was able to 

walk on and view from different angles. She talked about the lightly marked trail by other people 

who had been here and following each other and that this “was the path the majority of people 

would take, the easy path.” She acknowledged PSR’s comment about water taking the path of 

least resistance and restated that we “should find [our] own path.” The other women continued to 

smile and nod with acceptance that I understood to be a resonance for their own way-finding.   

Physical body. 
	  

The walk in the canyon required a certain level of physical effort that the women were 

not use to exerting on a regular basis. They were also given equipment, such as cleats and poles, 

to help them manoeuvre more easily within this environment. As I walked, 

I knew I would need to address this fitness challenge of keeping the 
women altogether in some form, while allowing exploration and their 
own direction, and physical fitness to lead them. Some of the women I 
could tell were struggling, but were driven to participate with everything 
that presented itself, even physical pain, during this experience.  

CGS later identified that “walking up this canyon, [she] had morphine, just in case and 

after about the first five minutes [she] thought, oh dear god, then thought, ok, I’m going to be 

fine,” and pushed through at her own pace to experience the walk drug free.  
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PSR considered the physical fitness that was required to walk in the canyon and what 

emerged for her in regards to her physical body. She remarked “how quickly, like water, things 

can change,” as she relating this to mid-life “especially when going into menopause.”  She 

further explained the parallels between her emotions while walking and her everyday life that 

“everything is fine and then it falls apart.” GAL smiled and added that, “hormones are doing a 

lot of crazy things right now.” As some of the women shared a laugh, PPC identified that she is 

still wanting another child and that she “does not have a lot of time,” in regard to her hormones 

and her reproductive system. She appreciated that today’s walk provided signs to her, letting her 

know she is going to be alright regardless of having another child or not.  At times she saw 

groups of objects in threes which she took to represent her existing family… her husband, her 

child, and herself and resigned herself to the thought that perhaps there would not be an 

opportunity for another baby. She admitted she was still trying to figure out how she was feeling 

towards her aging body.  

CGS said that with each birthday she celebrates she claims “I AM HERE.” Her doctors 

did not expect her to make 40 and so each milestone she reaches is a cause for celebration. She 

was grateful for her life.  

Transformation and renewal. 
	  

PPC gave voice to powerful comments such as, “I realize I AM ENOUGH” and that 

nature gave her signs to make her feel that she will “be okay,” regardless of what happens or the 

expectations of others. PSR talked about how in life she “still has lots to learn,” specifically from 

her children and their experiences of learning to move out, into their own lives.  PPC elaborated 

on that this was a safe space and that she is “grateful that we can do this here,” together.   
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I was not expecting this silent walk to have such a profound effect on the 
women. They easily opened up and shared insights, emotions, and feelings 
that I feel they may have bottled up and they needed time, space, and 
experience like this to allow the opportunity to be whole heartedly with 
their feelings.  

The women shared their beautiful voices and allowed for tears to pour 
into the safe space. They had collected a few objects but spoke mainly 
from their reflections of visually connecting with the land revealing their 
thoughts as captured through their journals.  

 

 

Figure 5. Appreciating one of the waterfalls at the end of Grotto Canyon.  

I felt so moved by this experience that upon self-reflective I wrote a poem of the 

Gratitude Walk experience and have included it here: 

Gloomy with gnarly wind. 
We entered the Canyon as if it was expecting us. 

 
The colours illuminated 
Glacier blue ice grasped moments of the fresh mountain sun. 
Exploring awes, echoes, and play. 
We came to the waterfalls –frozen-  
as we found our own places for the forest to find us. 
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Or for us to find ourselves in our new Moleskine.   
 

The aura of the energy danced in the canyon walled air.  
Hibiscus rose tea in white cups, 
Snacks of love brought us together – to share. 
Emotions easily poured open.  

 
Silently walking 
The sun sparkled through the high trees, 
And through the glistening ice on the canyon wall. 
Fairy dust as a light snow sprinkled upon us. 
 

Honouring the Pain and Despair of the World Walk 

	  

Figure 6. Participant’s words shared from second walk. 

In between the first and second walks, I continually second-guess myself 
and am nervous if the women felt these walks were serving them or if 
they felt the time they had committed was well utilized.  
At first, I was excited about the process, the data I had collected, and the 
experience as a researcher that I was experiencing. While I continued to 
analyze the materials from the first walk and prepare for the second, I 
am wondering if the women would return for the second walk, or even 
the third! I wondered if they would be willing to make the final piece of 
art? I was contemplating if the open sentences or the process of 
experiencing the diverse environments was too much outside of their 
comfort zones or expectations?  
 
 
I respond to my anxiety by sending an email to thank the women for 
their contribution to the first walk and how to prepare for the second. But 
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the anxiety stays with me until the second Saturday morning when the 
women showed up early, eager with their journals in their hands, and 
ready to go! 

 

The second walk took place on February 27th, 2016, in the recently logged out area 

around Waiparous, Alberta, in the 4x4 staging area of the Ghost Reserve Public Land Use area. 

The participants met outside my home at 8 a.m. where once again we loaded the van that would 

transport us to the walk location. Similar to the first walk, participants were sent an email (see 

email correspondence in Appendix C) outlining the gear they would need and the general 

timeline. The drive to this area was shorter and we were back in Airdrie around 11:30 a.m. for a 

total commitment of three and a half hours.  

 
 In the van ride leading to the second walk, a few of the women had commented that they 

had felt or experienced a level of what they called anxiety or fear from reading the brief outline 

of TWTR that I presented at the beginning of the last walk, that today we will honour the pain 

and despair for the world. The women said that they knew that these emotions were something 

they were not as familiar with and were nervous as to what it might look like to making time and 

space to engage with these thoughts. I paused for a moment of silence while driving to create 

space to reassure them that this was common in a society that for the most part did not take time 

to honour pain and grief between humans let alone humans and other living beings. I continued 

by telling the women that we would make time to begin by appreciating the work we will be 

doing today, and that there is no pressure or expectation of them in regard to how they 

contributed or involved themselves. I let them know that they were free to share only what they 

felt comfortable sharing, nothing more.  

 I noticed that the trip out to the logged area was, 
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-…louder, filled with more energy, and the women were keen to share 
insights and reflections they had contemplated during the week from the 
previous walk. They were already sharing their thoughts around what 
today’s walk might be like and things they had already considered.  

As we approached the site and got out of the van, the sun’s rays were 
strong, blanketing us with warmth. There were storm clouds threatening 
in the distance and I hoped we would be finished our walk before they 
arrived. The storm on the horizon seems to correlate with the 
anticipation of the women…something is brewing!  

At the side of the backcountry dirt road, with no trees or specific starting area, I gathered 

the women in a circle council. I distributed any extra gear, made sure everyone was comfortable, 

and started the introduction by reconnecting the women to the awareness of hazards, safety, and 

any materials they may need or want to use such as extra crayons, paints, etc. I tried to keep a 

structured start to the walks anticipating that the women would be new to the idea of 

participating with open sentences and the areas we were interacting with. I found that this was 

one way to help them have a sense of order and routine. I gave a brief bit of background 

information and an outline of the general area where we could wander through.  

The women naturally got squished physically closer (in circle council) 
together. I felt this to be a form of holding each other up and caring for 
each other, knowing that today’s walk of pain and despair would 
potentially require more support.  

I introduced this part of the walk by honouring the work the participants had done on the 

previous walk, and thanking them for any work they had done away from the group individually 

while reflecting or collecting. I reminded the women of the agreement for collecting objects and 

I encouraged them to continually try and commit to their journals when thoughts and insights 

arose. I repeated the principals of circle council as outlined in the previous walk as this practice 

was still pretty new to most of them. I challenged the women, (similar to the first walk), to try to 

stay present in the moment by documenting in their journals or by finding objects rather than 

reverting to their cameras.  
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In order to help the women start to identify and relate more to things that they found, I 

passed around a few pictures of the kind of art that made using natural materials. I asked them to 

imagine what relationship the materials in the artwork might have to the artist who collected and 

created the piece. While the pictures were being passed around, I encouraged the women to 

notice what they were being drawn to on their walk and how those pieces might represent the 

shape of the kinds of conversation they were having with themselves, or that might help weave 

their own thoughts and ideas into reality as art form.  

Before we walked silently in the recently logged out area, I asked the women to open-

heartedly contemplate how they might finish the open-sentence “to be alive at this time of global 

crisis, what is particularly hard for me is…” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998). I again asked that 

they continually reconsider and think about this while opening up all of their senses to the 

environment. In keeping with the structure of the first walk, I also asked the women to write 

down the sentence in their journals and we collectively spoke the sentence out loud. I conducted 

a quick circle check-in by each woman saying their names and a word that described their 

current feelings. Before departing I read the poem that I thought would be helpful for the women 

to consider the pain and despair for the world.  

As the women started on their personal walk, I intentionally stayed back, attempting to 

set the expectation that they were free to go wherever their journey took them. Initially, they 

followed each other in a linear line along what could be identified as the remnant of an old 4x4 

path. I witnessed them about 100 meters down the path break this line and start to wander in all 

directions, spreading out into all parts of the terrain. Some women found an area to sit and 

participate with the land or write in their journals and others while collected objects as if on a 

scavenger hunt. This area had no natural walls like a canyon to guide the women and no trees 
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that could be seen as clearly identifying a path. The women were free to experience this place 

however they felt they needed to.   

 

Figure 7. Participant’s following their own paths.  

As the women scattered, hanging in the air there was an uncertain 
feeling. I can’t decide if this feeling comes from my anticipation of grief 
and despair work, or if something else is contributing to the sensation. 

I called ‘Tea is ready’ and the women emerged from the landscape moving towards a 

circle of fallen trees where I had set up the tea and snacks in the middle. I re-engaged and 

reminded the women of circle council principles once more. I did this to help them to feel 

supported and also so that we all checked our judgments as each shared their thoughts and 

emotions.  

Environment. 

As the women came together from all different directions of the landscape and created a 

circle, they welcomed each other with gentle smiles and genuine questions asking each other if 

they were all right. I felt this was an acknowledgment and appreciation for participating with 

their feelings and emotions on their personal wander.  
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HBS shared that because there was no wind and everything seemed to stand still that she 

felt “the air was dead” in this logged-out area. This was different from the first walk where she 

communicated that she felt it the wind was so alive, mountain fresh and full of energy. CGS 

considered that as she wandered in the area it felt “like a tree graveyard.” She said it reminded 

her of “an elephant graveyard” and that “it looks like a battle field in which the defeated were 

utterly decimated.” PSR identified “that we needed to be careful how we walked” as the terrain 

demanded more attention for stepping safely.  

   

Figure 8. Silent contemplating through the clear cut. 

PSR commented that it was her nature “to go up the hill to see what was there,” even 

though she knew that she would “see that there was another hill.” The other women nodded and 

agreed as if they had wandered up or around the hill for the same reason. PSR continued to relate 

climbing the hill to the metaphoric relationship she has to her life in that “there is always going 

to be another hill,” or another challenge. She reminded the women that “we think we have 
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learned a lesson, but if we have had to learn it once, there is not a finish line, we are never really 

finished… things are going to resurface… they are going to just keep coming up.”  

Pondering over the idea that there is always another hill, another challenge, PPC 

identified that although she saw that how devastated the area was, she “actually got to see a lot of 

beauty in this space,” too. HBS noted that she saw “little green saplings,” just starting out, trying 

to find their way among other interesting adaptive relationships in this landscape. New life found 

prevailed despite the clear cutting.  

Self- Awareness and perspective. 
	  

PSR acknowledged in the van and then again in the circle that she was “…not that open 

to dealing with despair or negative feelings…she was nervous about today.” I felt the other 

women were very appreciative of her comment based on their soft smiles of acknowledgment.  

GAL identified that similar to the ongoing hills already mentioned that in her perspective, 

“there is always going to be a challenge and if you get to the destination, you might as well be 

done with life.” This came up as she talked about finding purpose in dealing with difficult 

feelings, emotions, or situations that had come up in her life. Through sharing a personal poem, 

PPC questioned, “what is the purpose,” of her life? She was questioning if she was not able to do 

the things she wanted in life, such as have another child, then does she “still have life…still have 

a purpose?” All of her questions related to knowing that another challenge will come regardless 

of her successes or defeats. PSR continued by asking, “what is the actual value of life?... How do 

you fulfill your purpose as an individual, rather than associate with other things that we look to 

define us?” These questions were met with a silent pause that I considered to be the women 

mulling over their thoughts.  
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PPC communicated to the group her personal question of, “how far into the rabbit-hole 

am I willing to travel?” in order to figure her life out. She also identified that she is “discovering 

who [she is], and some things [she] doesn’t particularly care for and [is] trying to figure out why 

[she does] those things.” She identified that this behaviour can be seen as not moving forward 

but rather staying in the self-defeating patterns she had previously spoken of. GAL expressed 

that as hard as these feelings and emotions are to interact with, she was appreciative for the 

opportunity to have this time and space to do so. She had contemplated the outline of these walks 

and “did not want these Saturday walks to end,” based on the personal conversations she was 

able to have and the ability to share her deep thoughts in a safe space. I appreciated that she 

expressed how valuable these walks were and assured her that this work does not need to end 

after our time together. I encouraged her to keep journaling and creating art well past this 

research project.  

 

Figure 9. Journal reflection at recently logged out area. 
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(Re)clamation. 
	  

PSR shared this comment, “when you question yourself, you are looking to improve” 

while GAL went on to say, “I think that it’s strong to question yourself.” While wandering, PSR 

acknowledged the feelings of anxiety she had expressed leading up to the walk and revealed her 

understanding that “…we do need both…whether it’s two sisters (“Grief” and “Love”), or that 

the picture can’t always be what we think is pretty.” She took solace in her feelings and to know 

that “when we look, we can find something (to learn from) if we take the time to stop,” and 

partake in the moment.  

Considering what PSR said about needing to have a perspective that includes having 

space for a full spectrum of feelings, including what is difficult, PPC mentioned in a poem that 

“death is near, but it should be the beginning, if I believe what I believe.” This thought came 

from the relationship to her personal religious background that she has relied on for comfort and 

guidance. With her current situation of her physically aging father PPC questioned herself by 

asking, “why don’t I believe, why do I fear death?” I took this to mean that even though we face 

our fears as best we can in this lifetime, and in her case, PPC had a means of comforting herself 

with her religious beliefs, that in terms of the finality of death there will often be ongoing 

challenges and emotions that we can only hope to better identify and feel deep in order to move 

forward.  

The conversation continued to consider the situation humans had created for the world. 

CGS talked about an interview she had heard recently that explored how “the world has the 

capacity to care for human needs, but not human greed.” PPC identified that a lot of our 

declining resources and escalating prices are “based on a world of greed.” She continued to 

“wrestle with herself” in how she participates within a capitalist system, by identifying the work 
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that she does is selling stuff and the idea that relying on people purchasing these things made it 

possible for this retail system to keep going. PSR shared with the women what she learned about 

systems and our relationship to this planet from David Suzuki’s, Blue Dot campaign4, and “… 

how we all share this little dot, this air. We all share this!” Because of this campaign PSR 

considers herself a little more conscious about how she participates with things in her life by 

identifying her own actions have a great impact on this world. PFF shared her thoughts about the 

logged out area declaring “This is this. I looked out over the whole area and thought about this 

whole system that we have created. It is in so much opposition as to what we need.” She went on 

to say she knew there are many contributing factors to changing the systems we live in and that 

we need to reconsider how we live in order to have a more sustainable place to live.  

Walking their own path. 

 PSR identified that she was aware of the light 4x4 trail that she first following toward 

some destination but recognized that it really was not a trail after all and so she started to climb 

the hill at “what used to be (her approach of…) let’s see who can get to the top of the hill first.” 

From reflecting on this, she said that she notices how she has “really changed in how [she] 

approaches things...now [she] really just wanted to get up the hill.”  By choosing her own path, 

on her own time, she knew that she could do it. PSR commented on the obstacles of logs or thick 

small bushes, that she encountered along the way and related this to how challenges of all kinds 

can “sometimes dictate how we move through life.” Her advice was to just simply be aware of 

them. PPC claimed that she felt that she “must make it to the top” of the hill in order to 

physically feel her “heart beating uncontrollably” and claim herself to be “alive,” yet she was left 

with the question, “but am I living?”  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  David Suzuki spent the last few years going across the country in a movement called “The Blue Dot Campaign” to gather 
Canadians together to stand up for their rights to a healthy environment (e.g. clean air and water, safe food, a stable climate and 
to have a say in decisions that affect our health and well-being). (Retrieved from http://bluedot.ca/the-plan/, August 8, 2016). 	  
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 PFF talked about reading an article about a sea turtle with a plastic straw that had gotten 

stuck in its nose and felt compassion about the pain this animal was experiencing. She was 

thinking this kind of cruelty and wondered “how do you make that stop?” She did not want other 

living beings to have to suffer from the “big monstrous machine” that we humans have created 

by our actions. She had decided to make changes in her own life, for example asking for “no 

straws” when ordering a drink. While this might seem like a small gesture, it held personal 

significance for her and indicated increased awareness at every turn.  

 

Figure 10. Wandering with the pain and despair of the land.  

Physical body. 

 “I used to define myself in being strong and able-bodied,” said PSR. She felt in 

“transition of still feeling young,” but that “my body is betraying me,” by not allowing her to 

physically “just go and do” what she wants to do. PSR went on to say that while age is just a 

number, although she does “feel a sense of urgency with time, more than before,” and has things 

she wants to accomplish or figure out before her physical body is not able to. She identified that 

some of these desires for achievement “don’t have to be perfect,” and that by attempting to try 

and do her personal best she “can be good” at the task and to herself at this age. At this mid-life 
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moment I got the sense that it was more important for these women to feel integrity with what 

their own bodies and energies could accomplish rather than what society or others may expect of 

them. In this way, they would be meeting their own expectations and needs rather than 

performing for others. What a relief this insight provided!  

Transformation and renewal.  

PPC noticed that the logged-out area already had “newly growing evergreens” and “life 

[was] still here.”  CGS related to a song she knew, where there is a line that goes like this… 

“Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.” She went on to say, “Because I 

started to see scat and evidence that animals were here” she started to think that “it is part of our 

journey to see the other, the death and then some other new beginning.”  

 Finishing this sharing conversation, I asked the women to stand together in a circle, once 

more, join hands and be witness to each other by speaking what words they had heard others say 

that stayed with them. This can be a powerful way to reiterate the stories shared as well as 

indicate what stuck for each person about the other person’s journey. I started by saying I heard 

women trying to find something positive about this place. The women shared that they had heard 

sadness being talked about. They heard women who felt they were loved and appreciated. They 

heard women speaking from their hearts, not feeling like they were judged but rather in a safe 

space to explore these feelings and emotions.  

At first, I thought that a recently logged-out area would bring a deeper 
emotional connection to loss. As it turned out, there was a significant 
amount of new growth that the women discovered that related to how the 
forest resourced and recovered itself. I wondered if this related to the 
women themselves as this time of life as well as the forest… 

I am continuing to learn just how much work is to be done in order to 
open our hearts to our true natures and be vulnerable enough to allow 
this to happen.  
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 Again, following this experience I wrote a self-reflected poem and have included it here:  

Dead but still here 
Anxiety to try  
Cautiously creeping up the hillside 
Concurring the hill or mountain 
Why? 

 
Can we sit? 
where we are,  
and participate? 

 
There is beauty in the darkness? 
Breath it will find you. 
You will find beauty.  
The landscape sparks new energy.  

 

Seeing the World with New Eyes Walk  

 

Figure 11. Participant’s words from the third walk.	  

This third walk took place on March 3rd, 2016, in Nose Creek Park located in the middle 

of the city of Airdrie, which shares wetlands, purposely landscaped green spaces designed for 

community events and playgrounds, and natural prairie grass areas. The participants met in the 
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middle of the park at 9:30 a.m. in circle. Prior to the day, I again sent out a reminder email (see 

correspondence emails in Appendix C) to the women that outlined materials they might consider 

bringing and encouraged them to dress accordingly for the weather. The third walk required no 

group transportation on my part. I encouraged the women to walk from their homes if they could 

manage it or if they wanted to meet at my house and walk with me to the park, they were free to 

choose. Three of the women arrived early to my house and accompanied me on the walk, the 

other three women we met in a green space just in front of the main parking lot. We planned to 

finish in the park around 11:30 a.m.  

	  

Figure 12. Wandering in the tall prairie grasses at the urban park. 

In a green space in the middle of the park we formed a circle council. I kept to the 

structure of the two previous walks, where I first confirmed that everyone was comfortable and 

had what they needed in regards to clothing, journals, or something to sit on if they chose to find 

an area on the ground. Secondly, I gave a brief outline of the park, describing the features of the 

area, and a rough idea for places the women could wander. Thirdly, I reminded the women of the 

ethical considerations we decided upon when collecting objects to use as art materials and I 
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acknowledged the work they had previously done on the walk, in their journals, and in our 

sharing conversations.  

 In the middle of the circle, I placed a small gray rock I had found and asked the women 

to consider the rock and consider all the found objects they had potentially collected up to this 

point. I did this to help the women identify with and start to communicate with the items they 

had obtained. I then asked, “What is this rock?” and waited for responses. After listening to 

various descriptions of what the rock was, I asked the women to think about how they might 

‘talk’ to this rock. With a bit of humour, because most of them had likely never talked to an 

inanimate object before, I asked them to converse with good intentions, an open heart, and a 

reflective mind. As we stood in a circle quietly, I guided the women into conversation with the 

rock. I continued by asking the women what lens or filter they were seeing this rock through? I 

asked, “What story does it have to tell you?” I then asked the rock, “Where were you made?”, 

“How did you get here?”, “What are you good for?”, “What is your story?”  The women were 

quiet as they listened to what seemed like a one-way conversation.  

I imagine that this little rock had rolled a long way down a river to get 
here to us. I picked this rock because it was different from the others. This 
little rock is made from the core of this earth and continues to form into 
what it is going to become as it gets polished by its journey on the river. 

I can relate to this as I continue to find my own place in this world and 
through my changes refine my thinking and understanding of my 
relationships to all things.	  

To close the conversation with the rock, I asked the women to consider if they were 

geologists, would the rock say something different to them? What if they were a native of the 

land, an explorer, an engineer, or a fish, would the rock have something different to 

communicate? From this exercise, I encouraged the women to listen for all the potential stories 

of the ‘things’ they might find and what they could tell them. I hoped that this would allow them 
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to more freely participate with what they would find and to think about all the stories that we 

don’t tell that are also a part of the world around us. 

I then offered the women the open-sentence “as I look at my life, it seems like some of 

the ways I take part in contributing to a sustainable world are…” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998, 

p. 100) and to write the sentence in their journals and hold it in their hearts as they walked 

silently through this urban park. As we had before, prior to setting out on our walk, we spoke the 

sentence out loud together. We also conducted a quick circle check-in by saying our names and a 

word that described our current feelings. To start the silent walk, I read a poem that I felt could 

help the women see the area with new eyes.  

I felt the women were completely comfortable with the structure and intention of these 

walks because as:  

I started to walk, in a general direction on a path that would lead around 
the park; the women did not follow and went in all different directions. 
At first I was half confused as to why they were not following me, but 
then realized they had found their own paths, perhaps indicative of them 
finding their own voices? I was no longer who they looked to for guidance.  

 
I witnessed the women un-self-consciously discovering different parts of the park, as if 

they had no regard for anyone else in the vicinity or even their fellow participants. Some women 

found a specific place in the park and began to write in their journals, other women continued to 

walk and scavenge items. They did this in their own time, at their own pace, and I felt they were 

guiding their own journey by listening to whatever was calling them.  
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Figure 13. Journal reflection contemplating a small creek. 

After an hour, I called out, “Tea is ready”, and as the women collected, the general 

consensus was that they could have used more time for this walk. Similar to the previous walks, 

we gathered in a circle council with hibiscus rose tea and organic snacks placed for sharing in the 

middle of the circle.  

I gave each of the women a piece of beeswax to hold in their hand as we shared our 

thoughts and ideas regarding this walk. I guided them to warm the wax with the heat created 

from holding their own hands together and to start manipulating the wax as it became malleable. 

I asked that they continue to manipulate the wax as we shared in the circle and to not pay too 

much attention to what structure it might become, rather, to allow their hands decide, in response 

to the conversation, what the wax might form into. I hoped this would help the women believe 

that they had the ability to create something with their hands and that their hands had the 

capacity to craft something when the women listened to themselves as practice and preparation 

for their final art making. 

It was unfortunately a little chilly outside for the women to really move 
the wax but some good laughs were shared at the end of the conversation 
in regards to what their wax looked like (e.g. flat, ball-shaped, or torn 
apart) as opposed to what they felt their hands were trying to represent.   
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Figure 14. Wandering in the park in a part of the park where urban development is present. 

Environment. 

Nose Creek Park is framed into the city with a major road on one side of the park, train 

tracks that cut through town on the other side, and beyond this are housing developments. The 

main feature in the park is a creek that wanders through the city. PSR talked about how the 

various parts of the park provided different experiences, she “noticed the sounds changed” 

dramatically depending on what she was close to, or paying attention to. First, she “was around 

the swings and there was a squeaky sound…around the corner there was this water and the echo 

was beautiful,” and she considered what the park had to offer based on her ability to just ‘be’ in a 

different way than she was accustomed to.  

 CGS felt a strong connection to water in the different walks and noticed, “I’m drawn to 

water,” she continued that, “there are a couple of places I felt more comfortable like the waterfall 

(on the first hike)…” In this park, she felt the creek was not providing any areas she could be 

comfortable with. She identified that near the creek there was the markings of a beaver in the 

area and the question came to her, “where are the beaver’s voices?”  She made this comment 
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after discovering little pieces of wood that had been chewed by a beaver and she recognized the 

creature was communicating when she said, “you do have a voice, you’re just finding a different 

way to express it.” I feel CGS was able to think about how other voices can be ‘heard’ when we 

look at things from a different perspective, beyond words.  

PSR also related to water, finding comfort sitting next to it and she noticed a relationship 

with the beaver damn in the creek when she asked herself, “Do we do that to ourselves naturally? 

Do we form damns within ourselves over time?” PSR was thinking about, “…whether it’s a 

resistance or thinking things have to be different than they are?” And finally she asked, “or can 

we be okay with things as they are?” GAL identified that, “beavers brought the debris or the 

water brought the debris, but at some point (the water) was stuck and it found an avenue to keep 

going and sustain itself…”  She went on to say that it is only “a little blip that’s in its path,” 

similar to the things that jam up our lives. GAL put this in perspective when she spoke to the 

ways we might work through the natural damns in our lives caused by our own debris of 

thoughts or stuck feelings that can hold us and keep us temporarily trapped.  

PPC used what Macy calls her “moral imagination” (Personal Communication, 2011). 

She “started to look at things differently and give them a voice,” including something that was 

natural in its beginning but was now man-made. She went on to write a poem from the 

perspective of the wood theatre amphitheatre to honour the trees that it was constructed from, 

I was great 
I stood among my peers and I provided shelter from the elements. 
A home for millions of creatures, a resting place for tired souls who had flown 
Thousands of miles for the safety of my branches. 
When you found me, I was great. 
You cut me down with knives and dragged me away from my family and friends 
My home 
You chopped away at my arms and my mighty branches 
You cut off my skin and discarded it like it meant nothing 
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You divided me and sent my body in all different directions. 
Only a part of me remains. 
I still have hope. 
Hope that I can provide shelter for the small and the weak and the needy 
You carried me off and stabbed me with your metal bolts 
You smothered me with your toxic paint. 
And then you moulded me or bolted me to my brothers and sisters and friends. 
What’s this I hear; you’re bringing more of my friends? 
This tears at my soul and my heart breaks for them  
I may serve a purpose now, your purpose. 
But I am not great 
I was great 
I was great 

 
Sincerely, 
The Tree.  

 
After hearing this poem, I was amazing that she could find this deep 
connection to the trees and articulate it in this way. I was also saddened 
by what we do and continue to do to the living world around us without 
regards to the lives we alter and take. PPC was teaching us all to look 
more deeply into the incarnation of things as difficult as that may be.  
 
I want to insure that when we do take things for our own use that we do 
so in reciprocity and with conscious appreciation for the lives at stake.  

 
Self-awareness and perspective. 

PFF identified that “we can’t always control people,” but that we should still have hope 

despite that sometimes the actions people take are unthinking. She went on to say that if we 

connect and relate to our actions we “learn and grow” and see how we impact the world. PPC 

commented on how she struggles with her relationship to consumerism and asked “if I don’t 

support that, what will our world be like?” She identified that she is still learning about changing 

her impact and feels uncomfortable with the thoughts and emotions that are emerging for her. 

She normally tries to “not bring it forward, it’s usually all back of mind”, which makes today’s 

walk hard. GAL felt a similar feeling as she recognized that in a way, “we are realizing our own 

mortality,” through how we engage with the world.  
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CGS expressed her feelings toward the word ‘sustainability’ and what it meant to her. 

She identified that “there is a fear of seeing your kids grown up and when you see your kids have 

a kid” then there is a question of how we will go forward in a more sustainable way for these 

future generations. She acknowledged that sometimes she “feel(s) like a catalyst for change” but 

considers that she has conflicting ideas of change and although she is happy, she has personal 

issues that she is still trying to work through in regards to what sustainability for herself and the 

greater world looks like.  

(Re)clamation. 

PSR witnessed a little boy playing in the park and remarked, “we just need to play 

more… have that (childlike) sense of wonder and humour…and it is okay to get dirty.” She 

happily admitted to using mud and berries to draw with in her journal.  

As the women walked they saw litter that had weaved its way into being a part of the 

landscape in the park. PCC “saw thousands of those black ties that are used to tie down things at 

the winter festival and it was overwhelming.” PSR contributed the question she was 

contemplating which was, “Are we coming to enjoy the park or are we coming to use it?” and 

reflected back to the little boy she saw participating with every aspect of the park and in her 

mind not just using it.  

 GAL talked about the garbage on the ground, the decorations in her house and 

specifically the things she is not quick to replace, and remarked that, “there is so much stuff out 

there, what happens to all that stuff?” She remembered the lessons her parents taught her and 

realized once she realized she could have more ‘stuff,’ she “did not want it.” She now questions 

wanting to replace something if it is still viable and asks herself instead what purpose will it have 

to buy something new and “accepting that the stuff we have,” relates to “who we are.” Instead of 
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trying to keep accumulating, perhaps if we can be more comfortable with what we have and what 

we are, then we will finally have and ‘be’ enough.  

Walking their own path. 

 The women all took different directions and visited different things on the walk. They all 

had experiences of identifying with parts of the walk that were uncomfortable. GAL shared that 

she was reflecting on a time in her life when she was uncomfortable but stayed the course, 

(similar to this experience) and said it reminded her of “when you’re scared and you jump in…it 

can be the best thing.” She noted this about her life, “it’s been a bit of a struggle but it’s been 

wonderful.”  

PSR talked about making environmentally friendly changes in her life and reflected that 

“the idea of sustainability on a big scale is overwhelming, it’s a scary thing, how do we get a 

hold of this?” PCC identified that she is doing what she can and “has to be proud of that and not 

fret for everything I can’t change.”  

Physical body. 

 Through her poem that she shared about the amphitheatre PPC identified the damage that 

humans have done to the body of the earth, and went on to recognize a links in terms to what she 

has done to her own body. She admitted that she was attempting to making changes, specifically 

in regards to her weight, especially after her son said to her, “I don’t want you to die,” and how 

she reflected “How could I have done this?”   

Transformation and renewal.  

 PFF identified that we need to work on a global scale and “try to develop that piece of 

tolerance because without (tolerance), each country is an island.” She was referring to the types 
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of reductionist (redneck) attitudes that can be stereotypical to Albertans and that in going 

forward she suggested that, “we need to continue working on our prejudices in order to be 

sustainable on a global scale.”   

Some of the women started to identify with the items they have accumulated in their 

lives. PSR commented, “if you really think how ridiculous it is, you have so much stuff that you 

need someone else to organize it” and she considered what happens to it all after a person dies. 

The group laughed about how they could hire someone to organize the things they owned or they 

could pay someone to disassemble and distribute their personal wealth once they had passed on. 

PFF stated more soberly that, “We really need to reconsider things,” and not just the items we 

own in our lives but “how we interact with people we share our lives with, and specifically how 

we interact with people from other cultures and communities.”  

From what the women had shared,  

I felt they were considering how they related not only to the immediate 
environment of the park but also to the bigger scale of the world in 
regards to what they generate through their own actions and through the 
stuff they buy.  

 

GAL identified that by participating in these walks she felt that she was getting more 

comfortable in share and express her emotions and feelings “of the things we hold inside,” and 

often repress. Some talked about how they were looking at things in their life more critically and 

giving meaning to things they may not have previously considered before this experience.  

I had a strong feeling to step-back as the “facilitator” of this conversation 
as the women had started to see with new eyes, reclaim, and renew their 
understanding of the relationship to all things.  They were using this time 
and space to discover and accomplish new understandings without the 
need for any guidance from me.  
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	   The self-reflective poem I wrote in summation of the Seeing with New Eyes Walk, is as 

follows: 

We are also the stories 
We don’t tell 
Change the filter, change the lens 
What do you hear? 
 
Hear your voice,  
See your object, 
Seek you as you scatter.  
 
Leaves are dead, 
New growth about.  
Beaver dams holding, 
Still filtering through 
 
Our lives are still filtering  
There is a way of change. 
voice - or different sound - to find. 

 

Going Forth with Active Hope Walk 

	  

Figure 15. Participant’s words from the final walk. 

	  	   This fourth and final walk took place on March 12th, 2016, at the newest landfill cell at 

the City of Calgary’s, Waste and Recycling north location, Spyhill Landfill.  This location has 
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had most of Airdrie’s garbage transported to it and dumped there. The participants met outside of 

my house at 9:30 a.m. and together in the van we drove south to the landfill. I sent a follow-up 

email prior to the day (see email correspondence in Appendix C) to the women outlining the 

proper safety clothing and shoes that they would need to wear to experience the environment 

safely. I outlined that we would be back in Airdrie around 12:00 noon. 

At the Spyhill landfill, we were met by the supervising foreman who assisted and guided 

us to the specific cell that I had permission to observe and walk around. At this new cell, we 

gathered closely in a circle, so our bodies would protect us from the wind that was lightly 

pushing us and bringing a chill to the air. I presented the introduction to the final walk by 

outlining health and safety protocols and handed out traffic control safety vests. I focused on risk 

assessment and concentrated our attention to where the City had confirmed we would be allowed 

to walk. I gave a brief overview of what happens at the landfill, how a landfill works, and 

highlighted some of the visual elements the women would see as they walked.  

The landfill was definitely a foreign territory and only one of the women 
ever remembered being to a large city landfill as a child. I was excited 
but wondered if I should have been a bit nervous too.  

After I covered basic safety information and an overview, I spoke to the ongoing work 

the women had previously completed. I highlighted the previous walks the women had 

participated in and the correlating open-sentences the women had contemplated up to this point. I 

again challenged the women to listen for their own voices, for the voices of the more-than-

human-world they could connect with, and to consider what lens or filter they were seeing this 

waste-world. 

The women were asked to consider how they might complete the last open-sentence, 

“Knowing what I know, how I see myself contributing to the transition of the world is…” (Macy 
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& Young Brown, 1998, p. 100), as they walked silently between windblown refuse. Again, the 

women were encouraged to write the sentence down in their journals and before walking we 

spoke the sentence out loud together. We once again said our names and a word that described 

our current feelings and I read a poem that I felt was appropriate for the walk. 

After this circle, the women scattered with purpose. I felt they knew what 
they were doing, and that they knew what they wanted to achieve. Their 
determination was different from the other three walks, this was clearly 
their walk.  

 

Figure 16. Contemplating the landfill. 

This walk was guided by a cold chill in the air and I worried about the 
women’s ability to participate knowing that the conditions were not ideal. 
There was a cover of cloud and no sun to warm us. This did not phase the 
women as they walked with their warm blankets or did up the hoods on 
their jackets and went out with a purpose to reflect upon the space and 
actively participate with the time they had to do so.  

After an hour of observing and walking around the landfill the women gathered in a 

circle to share any reflections and thoughts that had arisen for them. 

Environment. 
	  

The landfill provided an environment that had been completely manipulated by humans, 

the surrounding hills had previously been open garbage piles and had just been covered over. 

PSR commented on the windblown objects she saw, “like wrapping paper, or a personal letter,” 

and mentioned that all these things hold someone’s story. “What we are actually looking at is 
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everyone’s story,” she said “that had been thrown away.” PFF identified that by throwing things 

away “we measure time”, by “discarding things” we consider ourselves to be moving forward 

onto better things. She felt that this landfill can be seen as a time capsule of our society. In effect, 

a social commentary of what we valued and what we chose to throw away.  

PSR related back to being a child and “growing up on a farm”, and how her family 

diverted their waste, such as “any peelings or pickings were put back into the garden or fed to 

something.” She felt that by not having a catch-all style of landfill, such as this one but instead 

diverting material like her family used to do, made her feel more connected to the cycle of food. 

PSR related to her life now and considered that “big cities have their challenges”, and she went 

on to say we need to create more things like “community gardens” to know about our 

interrelationship to all things.  

Self-awareness and perspective. 
	  

PPC acknowledged that she was starting to try and incorporate more sustainable actions 

into her life but wanted to know more about “how we can facilitate this… and be conscious of 

other’s feelings?” especially as it would pertain to her family coming to these realizations too. 

GAL recognized that “we are moving forward” in relationship to how we deal with waste and it 

is “really exciting that we are going in a positive direction.” She reflected on the technology 

available at the site and systems available in the community. PFF stated that she “…was actually 

really impressed… we are doing an awesome job here,” as she related to other parts of the world 

that she had visited and felt were not dealing with their waste properly. She recognized that we 

are “making an attempt” and started questioning, “Is there any way to transfer this information 

elsewhere” in the world?  
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HBS commented that “I don’t have much garbage…I have never really ever thrown 

much out” as she identified with how she composts and creatively wrapping gifts using 

alternative means and how much she is into recycling by finding new uses for things. She 

attributes this to what her parents instilled in her and that today’s walk made her “a little more 

aware” of what we are doing to our environment. PSR identified that she felt “really, really small 

and not in a good way,” although she identified that “the small parts make up the whole” and she 

wanted to “focus on things that are closer” to her in order to feel hopeful and participate 

positively with change.  

The found objects the women observed made GCS ask, “how does the city allow us to 

just throw things in a bin?” with no real knowledge of where it goes. PSR questioned “how did 

the garbage get here, and what did it serve before it got here?” She alluded to the materials still 

having a use and wondered what the reasons were that prompted the owner of the items to toss 

them away.   

This type of question made me think about the in-depth conversations the 
women were having with the found items they chose to collect. I feel that 
they were taking time to really appreciate, communicate with, and 
potentially have empathy for the found objects.  

(Re)clamation. 
	  

GAL identified the landfill as a metaphor for our lives in that, “all we are doing is making 

more holes and covering them…then we move onto the next hole and start again, like we do with 

our personal issues.” PPC mentioned that the landfill makes it “out of sight, out of mind…and 

gives new meaning to ‘shove it under the rug’” and she made the connection that we cannot 

continue to avoid the issues in our lives. She further stated that “there is a lot that we can do, if 

we decide to put in the time and effort.” I understood that the women were acknowledging that 
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not only has our society avoided many things but so have we as individuals in our lives and that 

if we become aware and are able to talk about these issues from a personal perspective than we 

may- as a society- have a better chance of moving forward together. 

  

Figure 17. Walking among the windblown garbage at the landfill.  

The women went on to collectively talk about the idea of giving and receiving gifts and 

how much waste it created and the various meaning we have associated to gift giving. PFF 

mentioned that “we have moved so far away from where we need to be” in regards to gift-giving. 

She talked about how giving can be seen as a “measure of being better, or different, or more,” 

and that we need to reclaim what it means to really give. The women talked about other ways of 

giving, such as an edible gift with alternative wrapping. In this way, they were still honour the 

idea of giving, but were conscious of their contribution to waste while managing the expectations 

of others. I took this to be a real shift.  

Walking their own path.  
	  

GAL talked about how “we still have a lot more to do on a personal level, not just as a 

community but on an individual level.” She was certain after this experience that she will 
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“scrutinize more”, be willing to understand more about what she is consuming, be more 

conscious of what she puts in her mouth, and be aware of where things go after she is finished 

with them. With this in mind, she also wanted to be conscious of the items that are currently in 

her life, or how she chooses to obtain things in the future.  

Physical body. 
	  

PSR noticed that she had a desire to live somewhere that she can “garden all year long” 

and have other self-sustaining actions incorporated into her lifestyle. As she gets older, she wants 

to “move back to that littler girl, that child” that she once was and wants to make time and space 

to live the way she remembers. PSR wanted to participate with the natural world in a simpler, 

more appreciative way in childhood.  

Transformation and renewal.  
	  

 The women were reflective and shared numerous ways they wanted to change their 

relationships with the world going forward after this walk experience. PPC states that she 

“knows it starts with me… I could make a difference” and even continued, “it starts with me and 

my family.” CGS identified that we need come up with “creative solutions to these issues based 

on knowledge and education” in order to break old ideas down and recreate new solutions for all 

ages.   

PPC acknowledged “how proud I am of all of you to take this journey,” and that while it 

was hard, she felt “pride in being here” and for being able to collectively find ways of moving 

forward with positive action in this world. GAL said how she is normally always questioning 

things and this process gave her the confidence that she “just needs to do it,” which means to 

more actively participate in the process of contributing to more sustainable existence. CGS wants 
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to continue to “grow knowledge with a joyful heart,” for herself and understands that one way 

she can positively affect to this world is to persistently “be inspired.”  

The self-reflective poem I wrote for the Going Forth with Active Hope Walk, is as 

follows: 

The delicious smell 
The ignorant disposers 
The contemplating women 
The crisp air 
 
A chilled day to seek hope 
 
Everyone’s story is in that pit 
Sections of something 
How did it get there? 
The pit is a story collector 
 
Story to reclaim, recover, and renew. 

	  

Final Art Gallery Sharing   

 

Figure 18. Participant’s words from the Art Gallery Sharing session. 

At the completion of the final walk, the women decided as a group when they would 

share their creative expressions. Due to personal schedules and how long the women felt they 
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needed to make art and make sense of their experiences, the women were given just over a 

month and a half to assemble their pieces.  

I was really nervous giving the women so much time between the walk 
and the gallery session, anticipating that they would procrastinate, lose 
interest, or maybe not create anything. I needed to trust the process! It 
comforted me when the women reached out for guidance, because then I 
knew they were working on their pieces and fully intended to complete 
this research with me.  

The final gathering of the participants took place on Monday, May 9th, 2016 in a safe and 

private room in the city of Airdrie in the Environmental Education Center, where I work. 

Participants met at 7 p.m. with their artwork and placed it around the room on display. I had sent 

an email out (see correspondence email in appendix C) prior to the evening to instruct and 

remind the women to create an Artist’s Statement outlining the overarching meaning of their 

work and to be ready to speak about their pieces. I gave them online links to Andy Goldsworthy 

(2012) and Peter von Tiesenhausen’s (2015) artwork, that they could consider, look at for ideas, 

and be inspired by. I also reminded them that they could ask for help or guidance if needed. The 

sharing of the artwork in a gallery-style setting took about two hours and we finished up around 

9 p.m. 

Between the fourth walk and the final gallery session, I provided some instruction to the 

women who reached out for help assembling their found objects and to talk about how to 

conceptually build something meaningful and representative of their experiences. I continued to 

encourage the women as they were creating their artwork especially as most of them did not 

identify as artists. I talked about trying different things and suggested that they not be concerned 

with having a final perfectly completed piece because the process of the creation itself is just as 

important as a means of sharing their stories.  
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When all the women arrived, we gathered in the middle of the room forming our familiar 

circle. I introduced the evening by first acknowledging and appreciating all the deep and heartfelt 

work they had done so far on this journey.  To start the gallery sharing, I also acknowledged 

current events that had directly influenced the participants and the community of Airdrie. I lit 

three candles and asked for moments of silence so we could reflect and honour what these 

candles represented. I indicated that one candle was to acknowledge the work the women had 

done. Another one was indented to acknowledge the forest fires that were burning in northern 

Alberta that had a significant impact on the environment, the communities, and the non-human 

creatures that inhabited in the north and the many losses being felt there. I then lit a third candle 

to give gratitude to the environments that we had interacted with on the various walks.  

 I reminded the women of basic circle council principals and outlined that for this session 

they would be given the opportunity to talk about their artwork however they chose. I let them 

know that they would not be interrupted and that they could decide to express whatever was most 

relevant to them in the moment. I asked the women listening to hold any questions that arose for 

them until the end and that they please consider from making any comments such as “that’s 

really good,” or “beautiful,” as those interpretive judgements sometimes hinder rather than help.    

To make sure that everyone was clear, I asked if there were any questions and if someone 

would like to go first. The women made a quick agreement as to who would go first, second, and 

so on. Before the first presentation, I did a quick check-in by having the women one last time say 

their names and one word that described their current feelings.  

As the women presented, I was floored with how conceptually in-depth 
the work was, the time and effort they put into their creations, how proud 
they were of what they had created, and how well they expressed their 
ideas.  
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I thought about the women and the extended time between the final walk 
and the gallery session and realized this created space for them to really 
reflect on their experiences and contribute to a richer piece of artwork. 
This affirmed my ability to trust the process, by accepting that the time 
between the experiences would produce whatever it was it was intended 
to produce.  

In the end, it turned out great! This was a really powerful night hearing 
the women express themselves and I was honoured to be a part of it.   

 The women presented the following creative expressions and accompanying Artist 

Statements to describe their journey: 

	  

Figure 19. Title: Within a Circle. (26” x 32” x 15”). Artist: Hanging Birch Sap.  

Artist Statement for Hanging Birch Sap (HBC): 

Within a circle 

As we come together I am reminded of my experiences of our walks in a mountain gorge, burnt 
out area in the foothills, urban park and a making of a new pit at the city landfill site.  

I felt many emotions from these outings. Peacefulness, tranquility, breath of fresh air, sadness, 
anger, stress and helplessness. 

On each walk I collected a number of items that reflected these emotions. 

This piece reflects the tranquility and peacefulness of nature. Beginning with the gorge walk, huge 
rocks, circular growing limbs of trees, shrubs and the freshness of the air. The renewal of nature 
through a burnt limb of a tree with cones still attached to reseed and grow again in the burn out 
section of the foothills. Nature was starting to thrive again following its natural path. 

Our walk in an urban park showed how nature and mankind could survive together. Bring with it a 
peaceful setting for those who do not have the access to natural areas where the wildlife and forest 
thrive in abundance. Urban parks do show the struggle between nature and mankind when viewing 
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the litter in the park. The cans, bottles, and plastic floating in the creek and intertwined in the 
grasses influenced new life in the area.  

The landfill exhibited the large amount of unnecessary waste created by everyday life. Many items 
are not recycled and this puts a huge burden on our environment and resources.  

My sculpture reflects the cycle of growth and death with nature, which is often compromised by 
human waste. My piece is not attached in a permanent way so when natural parts disintegrate they 
go back to nature leaving only the garbage to remain for a much longer period of time. 

HBS was often quiet in the unstructured interviews after the walks and she participated 

more by in nodding or acknowledging other participants comments as if to signify that she 

agreed with what they were saying. During the questions from the other women, HBS shared 

about how the birch twigs in her artwork represents, “little circles into big circles” and how “you 

grow from one circle to the other, it’s a continuous cycle.” This for her represented various 

sections of her own life and how things are never straight and narrow. She continued by talking 

about where she is in regards to being represented in the artwork, and identified that she is at 

“the start of the re-growth,” and she sees herself “not quite at the top of the circle, but right 

before we start to disintegrate.”  She finished by saying that she is still in a learning curve which 

was to me a beautiful statement coming from someone clearly moving through a mid-life 

transition.   

	  

Figure 20. Title: Love. (12” x 10” x 2”). Artist: Polished Skipping Rock.  

Artist Statement for Polished Skipping Rock (PSR): 
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Love 

Love was the message, clear, and true throughout the time spent with these amazing ladies. At 
times the feeling of gratitude was strong enough to carry me away and fill my heart with utter and 
profound contentment along with such a sense of belonging.  

This is what my simple piece reflects… a large heart filled by the caring and acceptance that each 
of these ladies gave. The feeling of love extended to the setting in nature and for me was 
reciprocated by all the living things that my gaze fell upon or my hand touched. The trees, water, 
rocks, grass, soil, sky, sun, wind, mountains, and birds.  

PSR stated that “we are all tied together,” and thought about how this journey had re-

shaped the way she considered looking at things, specifically things that might have a negative 

impact on her. She talked about emotions that had come up during this transition in life and 

wanted to “celebrate and be ok with all these feelings” as she experienced them on this journey 

and in life. As PSR presented her artwork, she re-identified that she was more invested in what 

was physically happening and how she was feeling about it, rather than collecting found objects 

to make art and felt that she was “making the most out of the time we spent together,” in her own 

way. She also identified on a self-aware note that “when we make ourselves vulnerable, who 

knows what can be?”  

	  

Figure 21. Title: Evolution. (25” x 15” x 20”). Artist: Green Aspen Leaf.  

Artist statement for Green Aspen Leaf (GAL): 

Evolution 

As humans we are always changing and evolving either from outside influences and expectations 
our own desires. Sometimes there is support and other times conflict. I feel if we keep a good 
foundation of friends, family and values with positive support, we can face the conflicts.  
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In my piece, the rocks are my foundation, I am the aging/ changing wood- my present and the 
insect is my evolution. The two balance the present, the sustainable. I kept it organic, I didn’t want 
to convolute the environment of my foundation, myself and my evolution. This reminds me to 
protect all that I value, the important and strip away all embellishments, otherwise we forget to see 
what is around us.   

I AM AN INSECT  
 

I AM AN INSECT, LIFE CAN CRUSH ME WITHOUT ALARM  
BE IT LIGHT, BE IT HEAVY  
DEATH ALWAYS LINGERS  

 
YET LIFE HAS GIVEN ME WINGS, I CAN SWIFTLY MANOEVER FROM HARM  
BE IT FLIGHT, BE IT SCURRY  
LIFE ALWAYS LINGERS  

 
I AM AN INSECT, I CAN BE RE-MADE OF EARTHLY CHARM  
BE IT METAL, BE IT FEATHERY  
RE-BIRTH ALWAYS LINGERS.   

 
One of the experiences on the walks that stood out for GAL and that allowed her to feel 

comfortable participating, happened on the first walk. When she presented she talked about a 

“whooshing sound… my first thought was of breathing. I thought Dad, are you there? Because 

that was the person I was thinking of and after that I felt comforted.” She was really close to her 

father who had recently passed on and while experiencing feelings that she described as 

depressing, she felt comforted by what she took to be the presence of her father on the walk (as 

in the whooshing sound) who let her know she was going to be ok.   

GAL described that The Honouring the Pain and Despair for the World Walk, is where 

she found herself most. She acknowledging that the walk represented “me aging, 

decaying…dying,” and that “we are going to move on,” as she identified how valuable life is. 

This artwork for her represented “evolving from this to that…which is hope as well,” and 

incorporated what she hoped is her future-self, that could be seen as balancing her now-self. She 

shared the many crafts and other interests that she hopes to re-participate with in life and reports 

that she become stronger based on what she described as a positive experience.  
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Figure 22. Title: Unknown. (16” x 22” x 3”). Artist: Purple Flight Feather. 

Artist statement for Purple Flight Feather (PFF): 

I went on a journey with some very special ladies. We crawled over rocks, marvelled at landfill 
waste, pondered over parks and ponds, and saw the beauty in a logged out forest. We each created 
a special piece to identify our journey - a journey of our own but shared in time and space briefly 
with kindred spirits. This is my special piece. With profound gratitude for the clarity you brought 
to my path ladies!! 

PFF “was extremely averse to picking anything up” as she was trying to downsize in her 

collection of material things. She identified that she spent a lot of time thinking and planning for 

this creation and yet no ideas came to her, until one day, “BOOM, a door opened and it 

downloaded,” and her piece “is just there.”  Reminding her of the journey we took together. She 

noted that everything in her piece was not perfect because “the perfection is in the imperfection 

and that’s what makes us so great… All of those pieces have their own unique beauty. In every 

one of them, yet they are broken, discarded, and battered. They are natural and they are perfectly 

fine the way they are.”  

PFF stated “there is nothing new under the sun,” because “we are all going through the 

same thing, thinking similar thoughts, were all experiencing life in our own way…handling it in 

different ways.” This piece for her was a form of validation for herself, as she identified that “we 
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are all connected to something,” and we are in some form of transition. PFF acknowledged that 

she needs to “consciously make space to allow,” for clarity in the “download of information” she 

is experiencing during this transitional time in her life.  

	  	  	  	  

Figure 23. Title: A Soul’s Window. (20”x 15”). Artist: Pinyon Pine Cone.  

Artist statement for Pinyon Pine Cone (PPC): 

A Soul’s Window  

The Medium  
When we look at ordinary objects in our lives they usually have one or two uses for us. This piece 
represents the variety of uses that objects can have if we open our minds to them.   

 
The Divine  
Water renews all and makes everything clean; even time and experience.  
 
The Message  
We go through different cycles of life. This cycle of birth, death and rebirth allows us to see with 
new eyes. An object through the eyes of a child is different than through the eyes of a parent. The 
same object to a dying person has a significantly different meaning. To change your world, see 
with new eyes. 
 

PPC identified herself as “coming out of a cocoon,” where she felt she had been 

previously sheltered. She said that she “felt empowered” while making the piece and noticed that 

her “perspective has changed” in regards to how she sees life and identifies with the world. She 

also noted that she “felt very youthful, almost childlike,” and appreciated having this kind of fun.  
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Figure 24. Title: This is me…in a flower pot. (28” x 46” x 22”). Artist: Coppicing Growing Stump. 

Artist Statement for Coppicing Growing Stump (CGS): 

This is me… in a flower pot.  

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to step out of my comfort zone… for helping me to 
better understand me. 

From the first moment, I think I knew that the objects I was collecting would form a skeleton. I 
did not then have a clear picture of what the final piece would look like, but I knew part of it 
would be a structure, with living pieces and multiple levels. I had a vision of doing some sort of 
elaborate carving with nooks full of treasures and symbolism…but ultimately that just isn’t who I 
am.  

I volunteered for this project to meet other women about my age to get out and start working out 
again, to maybe uncover the mystery that is me. Ultimately, this project is me - torn down to my 
most basic elements. While I am used to spending hundreds of hours on a piece of art, most of this 
piece was assembled in an evening. Assembled in an evening- contemplated for a couple months. 

This is me …in a flower pot. 

The twigs and branches are the skeleton of my soul. Some look extremely fragile, while others are 
stripped bare and weathered. They are tied together randomly and without formal intent. This 
represents the looping, unexpected, and tossed by the will of Gods path I have taken thus far. 
Crazy as it seems, the twists and turns bound the skeleton together, and have made it resilient, 
stronger than it appears.  

Unexpected items are hidden/contained at the bottom of the structure. The broken light bulb 
symbolizes broken ideas - the ‘ah-ha’ moments that were never followed up. The shotgun shell, 
represents conjured, preventable pain, both internally and externally directed. The broken clay 
pigeon is a symbol of all of the irreparable broken thing I work to keep assembled or to keep 
control of, despite the futility of the effort. There are actually dead garden bulbs under the broken 
clay pigeon.  
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They are the beautiful things that were unable to bloom due to the presence of the broken pigeon. 
There is also a dandelion. These little, yellow flowers are actually very pretty; they are extremely 
destructive if they are allowed to take root, like the self-sabotaging thoughts I plague myself with. 
All of these things are covered up, contained, and hidden. Further camouflaged in the bottom of 
the pot is a collection of moss - which is one of the single, most fertile substances. It represents the 
creative part of me. The piece that never gives up, regardless of the odds stacked against me.  

The ivy growing through the piece is the beautiful, living part of me. It is the part that seems very 
hardy but can wither or be destroyed without attention. The variegated ivy at the bottom represents 
the ‘nature’ part, whereas the solid green plant represents the ‘nurture’ idea. In the middle of the 
top ‘nature’ ivy, is a button from a dress I made for my girls when they were small. They teach 
and inspire me every day. As much as I am supposed to nurture them, they nurture my soul. I owe 
them more than I could ever express.  

There are some unexpected objects too. Throughout the skeleton, there are 7 glittery gems. These 
represent the seven years I have been married to my amazing husband. He is a beautiful part of the 
structure of me, but he does not overshadow my soul. Instead, his influence sparkles unexpectedly, 
bringing a light to dark places.  

The music note specifically represents my son. I cannot read a note or play an instrument, but 
music is a hugely influencing aspect of my life. I am surrounded by musically-talented people, a 
true blessing. The dinosaur represents unrealistic fears popping up in unexpected places - 
something I imagine everyone experiences. The bat is the little bit of ‘crazy’ (bats in my belfry), 
which is so often misinterpreted in me. 

The heart was one of the things I knew I was going to add as soon as I really solidified the 
structure in my mind. I wanted to it to be small, unique, and unpretentious. And it had to hang 
somewhere precarious-looking like it could be pulled off easily and at will. It contrasts the hidden 
elements at the bottom of the piece. I protect pain, broken ideas, and regret, but my heart is out in 
the wide open - to share or be yanked about at will. Ultimately, I knew I had to share a piece of 
lyrical me “…and I’ll take you for who you are, if you take me for everything and do it all over 
again”.  

Which leads me to the branch across the bottom of the piece. It contains a few quotes and lyrics 
representing my connection to me and my worldview. These are the principles upon which I have 
structured my reality. The two stones are not labelled, but they represent faith and gratitude. They 
are prominently featured to illustrate that they are my ‘rocks’ and have no names because I do not 
parade them about. Instead, they subtly influence every aspect of my being. The purple bows are 
life’s exclamation marks. Perfect days, perfect choices, and perfect moments. “Be happy” means 
love, it means share smiles, hugs, and compliments without limitations. It represents healing, 
which happens at the deepest level. Just as plants cannot grow in alkaline soil, illness, and despair 
cannot take root in happiness and love.  

The gold ribbon symbolizes the skein of mortality. Sparkly and woven throughout every aspect of 
my life, it has both prevented me from being who I imagined myself to be and made me who I am.  

Broken and blessed. Despairing and inspired. Seeking and protected. Determined and loved. This 
is me.  

	  

CGS shared there “is an imperfection that I like about myself,” and felt “humbled and 

empowered.” She was appreciative for being given the opportunity to “step out of the comfort 
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zone.”  It was apparent by her statement that this final piece was a true combination of her 

journey and that she had deeply considered how it would come together and represent her own 

soul. She felt so tender toward the art piece that she literally gift-wrapped it before transporting it 

to the session.  

 To finish this gallery sharing session, the women reformed their circle. I thanked them 

with deep gratitude and appreciation for participating in my research project and told them I was 

honoured that they contributed with their whole hearts. To close the gallery session and our time 

together, I read a poem that I felt represented moving forward from the experience that we had 

shared. Genuine smiles and honest hugs continued after the session had closed.  
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Final Analysis and Recommendations 

In the final analysis, I realize that I will never be able to fully understand or come to a 

final meaning about the rich lived experiences of these women, however through their words and 

their art I do have an idea of my first research question and that is, “What happens for women in 

mid-life transition when they spend time in nature and express that experience creatively?”  

The themes themselves indicated that increased self-awareness correlated to an increased 

awareness of the environment (including human behaviours as an impact on the land). The 

women deeply identified with the landscapes and the changes they were experiencing in their 

aging bodies and as they move through these spaces they discovered their own physical and 

metaphoric paths. It can be said that for the most part these walks with the open sentence 

prompts evoked a kind of (re)clamation of the self—where the women found unexpected 

(re)sources and renewal at every turn.  

Both Abram (1996) and Merleau-Ponty (1962) agree that “perception is a participatory 

event” where there is “interplay between the perceiver and the perceived” in relationship 

(Abram, 1996, p. 90). The women found “the reciprocity between [their] sensing bodies and the 

animate, expressive landscape” (p. 90) supported a ‘new language’ beyond words formed by 

“evocative shapes and patterns of the more-than-human terrain” (p. 90). For example, one 

woman found a heart-shaped rock and interpreted it as the world expressing its love to her and 

asking her to look into her own heart in reciprocity.  

I have come to understand through this study that a loss of connection is a loss of 

participation, is a loss of our senses, and in the end, a loss of our ability to communicate with all 

other living beings. Deaf to these other voices, we have lost our ability to participate and 
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reciprocate with the world itself. The women knew, and now I know, that if we can regain our 

reciprocity to the living landscape that we can heal ourselves and no longer abstractly objectify 

the world. Ecotheologian and historian, Thomas Berry (1999), said it so eloquently when he 

wrote that the cosmos is "a communion of subjects” in relationship, "not a collection of objects" 

[to be exploited] (p. 82)5. If we take time to experience the world in relationship and reflect upon 

that relationship, we are in essence living the world from within by the human animal that is 

herself part of this world. 

From the final gallery session, it was obvious that the women did express a full range of 

emotions through their artwork (from the darkness of depression to the heights of joy and 

everything in-between) and that this held a therapeutic effect. So, in this way, the second 

question, “Does the expression of their emotions through art help them through this transition?” 

is affirmed. It confirmed for me that participating with creativity allows us to better connect to 

our deep emotions and the ability to share that creativity makes more room for growth and this 

was true despite the women initially showing reluctance to engage with their more negative 

emotions. Even as the women continued to talk about their art, it seemed that new insights and 

feelings emerged. This piece was critical to the success of this study as it enabled the women to 

connect all of the experiences of the walks, their journaling, the relationships they built with the 

materials they collected and the landscapes they traversed, with their ability to make meaning of 

the whole lived experience at a difficult time of life. Because art is a different form of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  In retrospect, my use of the word “object” in relation to the “things” the women collected stands corrected by Berry’s (1999) 
statement about the world being a “communion of subjects” rather than a “collection of objects” (p. 82). I will, from here 
forward, cease to use the word “object” to avoid any confusion with “objectification” when communicating with the participants, 
and will instead use terms such as: “living beings”, “others”, animate world”, or I will simply name the item properly such as 
“rock”, “branch”, “leaf”, and “cone”, etc. This was – for me – a big lesson learned because I was asking the women to relate and 
acknowledge various items on a deep level and came to understand that my use of language may have been a challenge to help 
them make stronger connections.   
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articulation, it helped to break down any barriers that the women might have experienced with 

trying to only communicate through words.  

The third question, “Does this expression (in this case art made from found or thrown-

away objects) impact, enhance or build on their sense of ecological identity and emotional 

awareness, or possibly shape future actions or behaviours?” Considering found objects – some 

that were in their natural habitat, some that were thrown-away or discarded – facilitated an 

opportunity for the women to have a ‘conversation’ and to listen to the stories of other living 

beings as they considered their present situations from different standpoints. In this way, they 

were delving into an ecological reciprocity which helped them to find solidarity and compassion 

for the more-than-human-world and evoked a new sense of responsibility (response-able-ness) 

for their future positive actions regarding the way they could live their lives more sustainably.   

It is important to note that while painful for some to look into and honour the pain and 

despair for this world, that feeling our pain so totally is key for us in releasing old patterns, to 

emotionally mature, and to (re)source our generative creativity in solving some of the problems 

that our world faces. “As our pain for the world arises from our systemic inter-existence, so does 

our power” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998, p. 52). I take this quote to not mean ‘power-over’ in 

terms of domination, rather creating a situation of ‘power-with’ all others living beings in terms 

of opening to a compassionate reciprocity. Macy & Young Brown write, “Grace happens when 

we act with others on behalf of our world” (p. 56). 

Hollis writes (2005), “It is far easier to walk in shoes too small for us, than to step into 

the largeness that the soul expects and demands.” He goes on to ask, “Can we really bare to 

know who we are, with all those contradictions, all those other energies and agendas that do not 

conform to our ego ideal of ourselves?” (p. 65). The women noticeably struggled as they took 
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small steps and made great gains toward self-awareness and self-acceptance and let go of their 

own ideas of perfection within a youth obsessed society. I have come to understand through this 

study, that mid-life can seem like a time when women feel discarded and worthless and yet, it 

can also be an opportunity for them to rediscover what they love, who they really are, and what 

life they are called to live in a graceful contribution to the whole ecology (Meade, 2011; Palmer, 

2000).  

I saw great courage and intelligence arise in these women throughout this engagement 

and it appeared to me that this is what they would need in order to make real change in their lives 

and to have the confidence to stand in the ground of their beliefs for a more possible world. I 

don’t believe this could have happened in quite this way if they had not gone through all four 

walks prompted by the evocative open-sentences that asked them to take an artful journey of 

recovery and renewal.  

Finally, in answer to the last question, “How can these results help to create a better 

curriculum for environmental programs? How might these findings be more widely shared 

among other environmental educators and communicators?”, it is my hope that this research 

could be expanded to be offered to groups of men and women of all ages experiencing a life 

transition. The curriculum could be enriched by expanding not only the participant categories, 

but the size of the groups and would benefit by inviting people from various religious and ethnic 

backgrounds and diverse worldviews to participate. Now that I have piloted this program, I hope 

to offer it again to women experiencing mid-life transitions and perhaps condense it into a 

shorter more intense program, making it more feasible in terms of commitment and participation.  

One recommendation to building a more successful program might be to consider 

changing up the various landscapes I exposed the participants to in correlation to the open-
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sentences. Various landscapes in different geographical areas might prompt the participants to 

interrelate with the world in different ways. For instance, I noticed in the logged out area that 

was meant to evoke feelings of grief and despair, while that might have been true initially, 

people instead discovered their hope and focused on new life. I can’t help but wonder what the 

implications might be in terms of outcomes if I switched the locations of walks two and three, 

because walk three, which was a park within a city, was in fact a place where people felt more 

grief. With this in mind, switching locations, shifting timing, sourcing new poetry, etc. could also 

affect participant’s experiences and potential outcomes.   

It is my hope that this work will be used to inform future curriculum to help 

environmental educators and communicators educate people at the intersection of nature and 

human nature at times of change, therefore I will attempt to publish these findings and present 

them at future EEC conferences and workshops.  



(RE)SOURCING	  WHAT	  GETS	  THROWN	  AWAY	   	   107	  
	  

 

References 

Abram, D. (1996). The spell of the sensuous. Perception and language in a more-than-human 

world. NY: Random House Vintage Books. 

Allen, P. (1995). Art as a way of knowing. A guide to self-knowledge and spiritual fulfillment 

through creativity. Boston, MASS: Shambhala. 

Baldwin, C. & Linnea, A. (2010), The circle way. A leader in every chair. San Fran, CA: Berrett- 

Koehler Publishers, Inc.  

Berry, T. (1999). The great work. Our way into the future. NY: Bell Tower. 

Campbell, J. (2003). The hero’s journey: Joseph Campbell on his life and work. Novato, 

California. New World Library. 

Clayton, S., & Opotow, S. (2003). Identity and the natural environment. The psychological 

significance of nature. MA: The MIT Press. 

Clinebell, H. (1996). Ecotherapy. Healing ourselves, healing the earth. Minneapolis, MINN: 

Fortress Press. 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal experience. NY: HarperCollins. 

Cope, S. (2012). The great work of your life: A guide for the journey of your true calling. NY: 

Random House Books.  

Elkins, J. (1996). The object stares back: On the nature of seeing. NY: Harcourt Brace & Co. 

Gadamer, H.G. (1976). Philosophical hermeneutics. (D. Linge. Trans.). Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press. 



(RE)SOURCING	  WHAT	  GETS	  THROWN	  AWAY	   	   108	  
	  

_______. (1983). Hermeneutics as practical philosophy. In F. G. Lawrence (Trans.) Reason in 

the age of science. (pp. 88-138). Cambridge: The MIT Press. 

Gibb, G. (2007). Analyzing qualitative data. London: Sage.  

Greenleaf, A.T., Bryant, R.M. & Pollock, J.B. (2014). Nature-based counseling: Integrating the 

healing benefits of nature into practice. International Journal for the Advancement of 

Counselling.  36 (2), 162–174.	  

Greenway, (2009). The ecopsychology interview. Ecopsychology. 1(1), 47-52. 

Griffin, S. (1978). Woman and nature. The roaring inside her. NY: Harper & Row. 

Goldsworthy, A. (1990). Andy Goldsworthy: A collaboration with nature. New York: H.N. 

Abrams.  

Goldsworthy, A. (2012). Land art. [Video]. Available from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FPDH8yCnlk0. 

Hillman, J. (1996). The soul’s code. In search of character and calling. NY: Random House.   

Heidegger, M. (1949). Existence and being. South Bend, WI: Gateway Editions Ltd. 

Holliday, A. (2002). Doing and writing qualitative research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Hollis, J.  (1993).  The middle passage: From misery to meaning in midlife.  Toronto, ON: Inner 

City Books. 

_______. (2005). Finding meaning in the second half of life: How to finally really grow up. NY: 

Gotham Books. 



(RE)SOURCING	  WHAT	  GETS	  THROWN	  AWAY	   	   109	  
	  

Johansson, M., Hartig, T., & Staats, H. (2011). Psychological benefits of walking: Moderation by 

company and outdoor environment. Applied Psychology: Health and Well-Being, 3(3), 

261–280. 

Kellman, J. (1998). Telling space and making stories: Art, narrative, and place. Art Education, 

51(6), 35-40. 

Korpela, K., Stengard, E., & Jussila, P (2015). Nature walks as a part of therapeutic intervention 

for depression. Ecopsychology. 8 (1), 8-15. University of Tampere, Finland.  

Lee, I.-M., & Buchner, D. M. (2008). The importance of walking to public health. Medicine and 

Science in Sports and Exercise, 40(7), 512–518. 

Leighton, H. (2014). Wild (re)turns: Tracking the epistemological and ecological implications of 

learning as an initiatory journey toward true vocation and soul. (Unpublished doctoral 

dissertation). University of Victoria, Victoria, BC. 

Louv, R. (2005). Last child in the woods: Saving our children from nature-deficit disorder. New 

York, NY: Workman Publishing. 

Lovelock, J. (1976). Gaia: A new look at life on earth. London, UK: Oxford University Press. 

Macy, J. (2007). World as lover world as self. Berkley CA; parallax press.  

Macy, J. & Young Brown, M. (1998). Coming back to life. Practices to reconnect our lives, our 

world. Gabriola Is., BC: New Society Publishers. 

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1962). Phenomenology of perception. (C. Smith, Trans.) London, UK: 

Routledge. 



(RE)SOURCING	  WHAT	  GETS	  THROWN	  AWAY	   	   110	  
	  

Meade, M. (2011). Interview by J. Malkin [Magazine article]. Your own damn life: Michael 

Meade on the story we’re born with. The Sun, 431, 4-12. 

Moustakas, C. (1988). Phenomenology, science and psychotherapy. Cape Breton: Family Life 

Institute. 

Nachmanovitch, S. (1990). Free play. Improvisation in life and art. NY: Jeremy P. 

Tarcher/Putnam. 

Naess, A. (2008). The ecology of wisdom. Writings by Arne Naess (A. Drengsen, & B. 

Devall, Eds.). Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint. 

Osbon, D. (1991). A Joseph Campbell companion: Reflections on the art of living. NY: 

HarperCollins Publisher.  

Orr, D. (2000). Ecological literacy. In C. Hernandez & R. Mayur. (Eds.). Pedagogy of the earth: 

Education for a sustainable future. Mumbai, India: International Institute for Sustainable 

Future. 

Palmer, P. (2000). Let your life speak. Listening for the voice of vocation. San Fran, CA: Jossey-

Bass. 

Plotkin, B. (2003). Soulcraft. Crossing into the mysteries of nature and psyche. CA: New World 

Library. 

Rainer, T.  (1978). The new diary. How to use a journal for self-guidance and expanded 

creativity. NY: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Putnam. 

Randall, R. (2009). Loss and climate change: The cost of parallel narratives. Ecopsychology, 

1(3), 118-129. 



(RE)SOURCING	  WHAT	  GETS	  THROWN	  AWAY	   	   111	  
	  

Richardson, L. (2000). Writing. A method of inquiry. In N. Denzin, & Y. Lincoln, (Eds.). 

Handbook of qualitative research. (2nd ed.), (pp. 923-948). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage Publications. 

Richardson, L. & St. Pierre, E. (2005). Writing. A method of inquiry. In N. Denzin, & Y. 

Lincoln, (Eds.). Handbook of qualitative research. (2nd ed.), (pp. 959-978). Thousand    

Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.  

Ricoeur, P. (1981). Hermeneutics and the human sciences. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Roberts, E. (1998). Place and the human spirit. The Humanistic Psychologist. 26, No. 1-3, 5-34. 

Robson, C. (2011). Real world research: A resource for users of social research methods in 

applied settings (3rd ed.) Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons Ltd.  

Rosenthal, A. T. (2003). Teaching systems thinking and practice through environmental art. 

Ethics & the Environment, 8(1), 153. 

Roszak, T. (2003). Ecopsychology: A review. The Trumpeter, Vol.19, Number 2. 

Roszak, T., Gomes, M. E., & Kanner, A. D. (1995). Ecopsychology: Restoring the earth healing 

the mind. San Fran. CA: Sierra Club Books. 

Sewall, L. (1999). Sight and sensibility. The ecopsychology of perception. NY: Jeremy P. 

Tarcher/Putnam.  

Taylor, C. (1987) Interpretation and the sciences of man.  In P. Rabinow & W. Sullivan,(Eds.). 

Interpretive social science. A second look. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Thomas, A. (1987a). John Dewey’s theory of art, experience and nature. Horizons of feeling. 

Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. 



(RE)SOURCING	  WHAT	  GETS	  THROWN	  AWAY	   	   112	  
	  

Thomashow, M. (1995). Ecological identity. Becoming a reflective environmentalist. Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press. 

Thoreau, H.D. (1862/1982). The great short works of Henry David Thoreau. (W. Glick, Ed.) 

NY: Harper & Row. 

Turner, C. (2007). The geography of hope: A tour of the world we need. Toronto: Random House 

Canada. 

van Gennep, A. (1920/1960). The rites of passage. (G. Caffee, & M. Vizedom, Trans.) ILL: 

University of Chicago Press.  

van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experience. Human science for an action sensitive 

pedagogy. London, ON: SUNY. 

von Tiesenhausen, P. (2015). Lieutenant Governor of Alberta 2015 distinguished artist.[Video]. 

Available from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iZO_LAbEdnM    

Wengraf, T. (2007). Interviewing for life-histories, lived situations and ongoing personal 

experiencing: the biographic-narrative interpretive method (BNIM). Guide to BNIM 

interviewing and interpretation. UK: University of East London.  

Zimmerman, J. & Coyle, G. (2009). The way of council. FL: Bramble Books. 

 

 

    

 
	  

	  

 



(RE)SOURCING	  WHAT	  GETS	  THROWN	  AWAY	   	   113	  
	  

Appendix A: Participant Letter of Invitation  

From: Pratt, Mara 
Sent: 2016- 01-28 
To: Potential Participants  
Subject: Letter of Invitation to Participate in Research  

  

Dear Friends, 
 
I invite you to contribute to a research project that I am conducting that explores midlife 
transition for women using reflective and nature-based practices including art-making. 
This project is part of the requirement for a Master’s Degree in Environmental Education 
and Communication at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads can be 
established by contacting, Dr. Rick Kool at Rick.Kool@RoyalRoads.ca.  
 
The objective of my research project is to look at how nature-based and reflective 
practices might help transitional life journeys and how contemplation about these 
experiences might be expressed through creative art forms. These findings, when 
examined, may hold considerations and implications to inform arts and nature-based 
curriculum to help further educate people in transition. I will be submitting my findings 
as a thesis to Royal Roads University. There is potential that these findings may be used 
in future for teaching and professional development purposes.  
 
My research project will consist of four facilitated walks in nature and a fifth and final 
‘art gallery’ session. For each walk, you will be asked to consider an open-ended question 
that will give you the opportunity to reflect upon and discover more about your 
relationship to the environment and your life journey. You will be asked to journal your 
insights and then share anything you choose about your experience in a group discussion 
at the end of each walk with five other women participants. During these walks, you will 
also be encouraged to collect objects of interest (both natural and “found”) that will then 
be used to create an art piece that reflects and represents your journey. At the final 
session, you will be asked to display your artwork in a safe and private area and talk 
about your creation and your experience arriving at this moment. No prior artistic 
experience is necessary. I will provide examples of other artwork using similar materials 
and will provide some instruction, consultation and assistance with any technical aspects 
of the final art-making.  
 
Each walk will take on average 2-3 hours, travel time included. The first walk will take 
place on February 20, 2016, where we will walk in a pristine mountain area. The second 
walk will take place Saturday February 27th, where we will wander and sit in a recently 
logged area. Both walks begin with instruction and risk management in order to reduce 
any risk of wildlife or hazard interactions. The third walk will take place Saturday March 
5, 2016, at Nose Creek Park in Airdrie. The final walk will take place Saturday March 12, 
2016 at a Landfill site, where we will safely walk among the materials. I will provide 
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gloves and protective gear as required. The fifth and final art gallery session will take 
place at a time in early April that all participants can agree to, in order to share the works 
of art made from objects collected during these walks.  
 
Your contribution to this research will be very helpful and will be kept strictly 
confidential (used only for the purposes of this research). Discussions and presentations 
will be recorded in audio format and visual documentation (photographs) will be taken of 
your artwork. Where appropriate, data will be themed and summarized in anonymous 
format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be 
attributed to any individual, rather participants will be assigned pseudonyms in order to 
maintain anonymity. At the completion of the research any raw data obtained will be 
destroyed. Your artwork will remain your property and you can choose how best to use it.  
If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice 
right up until the submission of the final paper by emailing or telephoning the researcher.  
 
If you are a female between the ages of 40-55, available to commit to the four walks, art-
making and a final sharing session, and would like to participate in this creative journey, 
please email me with your intent to participate. You can also contact me if you have any 
questions about this research at all: 
Name: Mara Pratt 
Email: mara_pratt@hotmail.com  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Mara Pratt 
Master of Arts, Environmental Education and Communication, graduate student, 
Royal Roads University 
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Appendix B: Participant Consent Form 

Informed Consent Form  
 
Title of Project: (Re)sourcing what gets thrown away. An artful journey of recovery and 
renewal.  
Name of Researcher: Mara Pratt  
Project Advisor: Hilary Leighton, Ph.D.  
Telephone number of Advisor: 250-391-2600 extension 4475  
 
 
1. I have read and understood the attached information sheet giving details of the project.  
2. I have had the opportunity to ask the researcher any questions that I had about the project and 
my involvement in it, and understand my role in the project before proceeding.  
3. I understand that I am free to participate and that I have the right to withdraw at any time 
without prejudice and without giving a reason.  
4. I understand that data gathered in this project (including visual images of my myself and 
artwork) may form the basis of a report or other forms of publication, presentation, or curriculum 
design.  
5. I understand that the use of pseudonyms to identify the results obtained from my participation 
will protect my anonymity, and that every effort will be made to protect my privacy, 
confidentiality and anonymity.  
6. I understand that my name will not appear on any final documentation (whether the report is 
published or unpublished).  
7. I understand that I am invited to participate in the above-named research project and I may 
withdraw at any time without prejudice right up until the final analysis of the data.  
 
 
 
Name of participant (in CAPITALS):              Participant signature:  
_______________________________            ______________________________  
Date: __________________________  
 
Researcher’s signature:  
_______________________________  
Date: __________________________  
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Attachment to the Consent Form (Information sheet)  
 
Title of project: (Re)sourcing What Gets Thrown Away. An Artful Journey of Recovery and 
Renewal.  
Identification of the researcher and the university affiliation:  
University affiliation: Royal Roads University  
Researcher: Mara Pratt  
Telephone number: (403) 948-3789 mobile: (403) 512-5954  
Project Advisor: Hilary Leighton Ph.D.  
Telephone number: 250-391- 2600 Ex.4475  
 
Statement of research purpose: the purpose of this research is to better understand how nature-
based and reflective practices might hold implications for transitional life journeys and how 
through those experiences and contemplation, participants might express their knowing in 
creative art forms. It is my hope that this work will be used to inform arts and nature-based 
curriculum that helps to educate people in transition at the intersection of nature and human 
nature.  
Contact person who can verify the authenticity of the research project:  
Name: Rick Kool PhD Email: rick.kool@royalroads.ca  
 
Participants: Women, aged 40-55, with a moderate ability to move within an outdoor 
environment, experiencing a mid- life transition, are invited to participate in the above named 
research project.  
Involvement in this research project will require the following commitment:  
Participate in four intentional walks, at four different locations. Reflect and contemplate those 
experiences in discussions and represent their understanding through art-making. Participate in a 
final gallery session to present a work of art created from found objects collected during the 
walks. 
  
Duration of participant involvement in the research project: Four intentional walks ranging from 
2-4 hours, travel time included. Final gallery session – approximately 3 hours. Total 20-25 hours. 
Four Saturdays spread over February and March 2016 and one gallery session at a later date to 
be determined by participants.  
 
The following describes the nature of questions that participants will be asked: Each 
intentional walk will start with an open sentence question that participants will be asked to 
reflect upon during the walk. These questions are designed to allow participants to engage with 
nature and their own human nature, and hopefully guide participants to create a work of art using 
the materials they collect on the walks.  
There is no cost for this program.  
 
Conflicts of interest: There are no known conflicts of interest at this time. The researcher will 
acknowledge and address any actual, perceived, or potential conflicts of interest that arise during 
the course of the research by communicating them to all stakeholders including the research 
ethics board.  
Participants will have the opportunity to discuss any perceived or potential conflicts of  
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interest with the researcher(s) so that they can make an informed decision about whether or not 
to participate. Participants are asked to retain a copy of this consent form for their reference.  
 
Project Findings: Interview conversations that provide the information for the research will be 
recorded, transcribed and analyzed. Visual documentation will be recorded of the artwork the 
participants create.  
Results will be stored as recordings and transcripts and disseminated by including the findings in 
a final thesis. Participants will be informed of the results of the research by being provided with 
copies of the final thesis.  
 
Participant Anonymity and Records Confidentiality: All data will be stored on the 
researcher’s personal computer, and backed up on one external hard-drive to be locked in a home 
office. Both the data and hard-drive will require a user ID, and will be password protected. The 
only data to be shared will be the final research paper, using pseudonyms for all participants. 
That will assure participant anonymity.  
Only the researcher named above and her academic supervisor will have access to raw data with 
identifying information.  
 
Audio, Video, or Photographic Recording of Participants  
The researcher will secure the permission of the participants through the informed consent 
materials for the use of audio recordings from the post walk discussions and final artwork 
presentations and visual recordings of the participant’s participating and their final artwork. 
Disposal of the audio and visual recordings will occur March 2017. It will be specified, at that 
time, how and when this will occur.  
 
Right to decline: When a participant indicates that they will not be participating in this research, 
then effectively they will not be included in this study. Participants have the right to decline at 
any time up until the data analysis, which will occur after all data has been gathered.  
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Appendix C: Email Correspondences with Participants  

Walk One Email to Participants: 

From: Pratt, Mara 
Sent: 2016-02-09 
To: All Six Research Participants  
Subject: Walk One  

Walk One: Grotto Canyon, Alberta 

Saturday, February 20th, 2016 

Location: Head west on the Trans-Canada Highway to the Sebee turn off (Highway #40) and 
make a left (west) onto Bow Valley Trail for about 11 kilometres, look out for the signed Grotto 
Pond Day Use Area sign and pull into the parking area there. 

We will meet at my house (8AM) and carpool as we will potentially not start at the trail head, but 
instead do an alternate route.  

Highlights: 

-‐ A stunted forest where the trees are small and oddly shaped. 
-‐ Grotto Creek is a frozen creek bed winding through the narrow gorge.  
-‐ Geology from ancient ocean floors- result of a mountain building process. 
-‐ Pictographs 
-‐ Icefalls seeping from the cliff face.  

 

What to Bring: 

-‐ Warm clothing (thermal layers/ snow pants/ jacket), dress in layers so you can adjust to 
the temperature as needed. Be comfortable!  

-‐ Mittens and gloves, maybe an extra few pairs if you feel the need to dig or explore.  
-‐ Scarf 
-‐ Hat (for sure needing a toque- sometimes the wind in our foothills is chilly- and our ears 

are the first vulnerable spot). 
-‐ Warm sturdy boots (water proof/ snow proof) 
-‐ Extra socks, always a treat at the end of the adventure.  
-‐ Water bottle, to stay hydrated.  
-‐ A backpack to carry all items in.  
-‐ It’s better to have too many layers and warm items than not enough. 
-‐ Optional: Something to sit on (sometimes just an extra jacket for the ground, I have a 

stadium seat that I love, or a small cushion- London Drugs has a lizard lounger if your 
interested).  
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-‐ Optional: Trekking poles and cleats (please let me know if you already have these items- 
as I will be renting them).  

-‐ Extra drink or snacks.  
-‐ Please let me know if you require any of these items- as I have a LARGE gear closet!  

 

Things I will bring: 

-‐  Hot Chocolate and contemplation snacks, made with love.  
-‐ A first aid kit, bear spray, and safety equipment. 
-‐ Cleats (for walking safely). 
-‐ Some trekking poles (feel free to bring your own). 

 

What to expect: We will gather at my house for carpooling (8AM). From there we will make 
our way to the walk start, where I will introduce and outline the walk. You will then be given a 
moleskin journal and an option of a few mediums for documentation (feel free to bring your own 
pens, markets, or pencils). We will then walk in silence to a comfortable place- contemplating a 
question.  

 

Walk Two Email to Participants: 

From: Pratt, Mara 
Sent: 2016-02-23 
To: Research Participants  
Subject: Walk Two  

Greetings,  
 
Thank you for you beautiful ability to contribute to the walk on Saturday in silence.  
 
This Saturday we will again meet at 8:00 AM outside my house. 
We will be going to Waiparous area, in the Ghost Reserve Public Land Use area. But no worries- 
'Taj-ma-Toyota' will carry us there.  
 
We will be back around 11:30 AM.  
 
Gear for this trip is similar to last Saturday. Dress comfortably! Lots of layers. We will not be as 
protected as we were in the canyon, but more exposed in a recently logged out area.  
 
What to Bring: 

• Warm clothing (thermal layers/ snow pants/ jacket), dress in layers so you can adjust to 
the temperature as needed. Be comfortable!  

• Mittens and gloves, maybe an extra few pairs if you feel the need to dig or explore.  
• Scarf 
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• Hat (for sure needing a toque- sometimes the wind in our foothills is chilly- and our ears 
are the first vulnerable spot). 

• Warm sturdy boots (water proof/ snow proof) 
• Extra socks, always a treat at the end of the adventure.  
• Water bottle, to stay hydrated. Could even bring a warm tea for extra love.  
• A backpack to carry all items in.  
• It’s better to have too many layers and warm items than not enough. 
• Optional: Something to sit on (sometimes just an extra jacket for the ground)- I will also 

have the outdoor chair cushions from last week.  
• Optional: Trekking poles 
• Extra drink or snacks.  
• Please let me know if you require any of these items- as I have a LARGE gear closet!  

 
Things I will bring: 

•  Tea and contemplation snacks, made with love.  
• A first aid kit, bear spray, and safety equipment. 
• Some trekking poles (feel free to bring your own). 

 
 

Walk Three Email to Participants: 

From: Pratt, Mara 
Sent: 2016-03-02 
To: Research Participants  
Subject: Walk Three 

Thank you for your thoughts and contemplation this past Saturday!  
  
This Saturday we will meet at 9:30 AM, you can meet me at my house (around 9:20 AM) and I 
will be walking over to Nose Creek Park, or you can meet me at the Park for 9:30 AM. 1701 
Main St S, Airdrie.   
  
We will be done around 11:30 AM.  
 
Gear for this trip is a little different. But do dress comfortably!  
The weather is supposed to support us again with sun and warmth- but that could change! 
  
What to Bring: 
·         Warm clothing (thermal layers/ jacket), dress in layers so you can adjust to the 

temperature as needed. Be comfortable!  
·         Mittens or gloves 
·         Scarf 
·         Hat 
·        Good Walking Shoes 
·        Water bottle, to stay hydrated.  
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·         A backpack/ or smaller bag to carry all items in.  
·         Writing materials to experiment or explore more in your journals (markers, crayons, 

felts, stickers?, pencils, water colours)  
·         Optional: Something to sit on (sometimes just an extra jacket for the ground)- we will 

have a bit more time to sit this Saturday.  
·         Extra drink or snacks.   
 

Things I will bring: 
·          Tea and contemplation snacks, made with love.  
·          A first aid kit and safety equipment. 

 

Walk Four Email to Participants: 

From: Pratt, Mara 
Sent: 2016-03-08 
To: Research Participants  
Subject: Walk Four  

Greetings, 
 
We will have our final walk this Saturday, March 12th, 2016.  
We will meet promptly at my house at 9:30 AM.  
 
The Landfill is expecting us for 10AM. 
 
For this walk, there will not be a lot of physical activity. Please bring something comfortable to 
sit on. 
 
The weather says 9C, with sun, again I will check closer to the day.  
 
Please bring: 
- Your journal with whatever mediums you choose to mark the pages up with.  
- Comfortable warm clothing. 
- Something comfortable to sit on.  
- A few times and dates that might work for you to share your creative piece post our fourth 
walk.  
 
I will bring: 
- ‘hit me’ safety vests.  
- tea and snacks (and YES I will remember the cups)! 
- a few extra blankets and jackets  
 
Have a brilliant week. 
 
If you would like to have a conversation or need/want help with any creative thoughts, ideas, or 
motivation- please give me a shout. 403-512-5954 or email.  
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Cheers, 
Mara 
 

Check In Email to Participants Between Final Walk And Gallery Session: 

From: Pratt, Mara 
Sent: 2016-03-21 
To: Research Participants  
Subject: Poems and Creative Ideas 

Greetings, 
 
Looking forward to when we can share our creative expressions.  
I am looking at Monday, May 9th evening at 7 PM, at quiet room in Airdrie.  
 
Please reach out if you would like some help, guidance, or just a conversation about creativity 
and creations.  
Some places to start: Look into your journal for some things that stick out. What ideas are 
strongest? Remember that this is YOUR creative creation. Consider some of the objects that you 
collected. Why did you collect them?  
As you will be asked to talk about your creation something that I encourage is to write an artist 
statement... YIKES- don't panic! It’s a basic outline where you can put a skeleton to your 
creation.  
 
For example: 
I used x item because it conveys for me x emotion/thought/concept/resembled, or/and makes me 
think of x idea/action/place and I connected/ attached/ placed it to x item because of the 
relationship/connection/feeling I felt/wanted to express because of x.  
 
The artist statement is something you could start with to see your creation come to life or end 
with to talk about your creation.  
 
I would also suggest looking at creations done by Andy Goldsworthy-
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FPDH8yCnlk0 
I love this video as it shows Andy 'playing'... but how he 'looks and learns and responds to the 
materials, the place, that day'.  
 
I would also suggest sussing out Peter von Tiesenhausen, he is a local Alberta artist (and a fellow 
ACAD sculpture graduate) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iZO_LAbEdnM  
He talks about the process of the material, and how creating is an endless journey.  
-a little bit of politics in this clip too.  
 
I would suggest staying away from 'Pinterest' or craft based websites for ideas. Make this 
creative expression- your voice! Listen and look at the materials - I’m here to help you if you 
would like some help, guidance, or support.  
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Much Love, 
Mara 
 
 
Goldsworthy, A. (19). Land Art. Retrieved March 20, 2016 from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FPDH8yCnlk0. 
 
von Tiesenhausen, P. (2015). Peter von Tiesenhausen, retrieved March 20 2016, from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iZO_LAbEdnM  
 

Gallery Sharing Email to Participants: 

From: Pratt, Mara 
Sent: 2016-04-13 
To: Research Participants  
Subject: Creative Work Sharing  

Greetings, 
 
I have booked a quiet room for: 
Monday, May 9th, 2016 for 7PM. 
 
I hope your creative expressions are coming along nicely. Some of you I know have been 
thinking hard about what to make, I encourage you to start wherever your heart takes you. Please 
remember that this is a research project and the work you create is highly important and 
beneficial to future programs similar to the four walks or other work in conferences, workshops, 
or schools.  
It’s okay to not have a finished piece; it’s an expression of what you have come to understand. 
Your work when you describe it will be full of thoughts, insights, and will touch on what is 
going on.  
 
Please let me know if I can be of any help, guidance, or assistance!  
 
Along with your creative expression, if you could write a small note about what your piece is 
about, like an artist statement.  

What will happen next Monday is we will all set up our creative expressions and then together 
we will go around and share our work. I might ask why you chose a certain item, why you placed 
it in relation to another item, or why you manipulated it the way you did. It will mainly be you 
telling us about your work/ journey.  

I'm so excited! 

Cheers, 
Mara 


