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Abstract 

This study constituted a phenomenological inquiry into a group of older adult volunteers who 

were involved in guiding and interpretive work with groups of children in Linking 

Intergenerational Friends of the Environment (LIFE), an intergenerational gardening program at 

Assiniboine Park near Winnipeg, Manitoba. Through interviews and a subsequent focus group, 

the research explored the volunteers’ narratives about working with the children and the 

volunteers’ perceptions of the differences between their recollected childhood experiences and 

the modern childhood experiences. The research also sought to discover whether the program 

enhanced the lives of the volunteers through expanded social connections. The study results 

indicated that the older adults greatly valued their early childhood experiences in nature and their 

contact with children in the life program in the out of doors. They reported that being LIFE 

volunteers expanded their social contacts and enhanced their sense of belonging by becoming 

participating members of a community. 

 Keywords: intergenerational programs, social capital, elder volunteerism 
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Figure 1. Royal Roads ferns. 

Chapter One: Study Rationale 

I think it highlights that fact that there is nothing certain—we tend to look at the down 
sides of growing old [but] growing old has upsides as well . . . It’s good—there’s stuff to 
give, stuff not to regret. 

—Fran, Study Participant 

My desire to study the impact of the Linking Intergenerational Friends of the 

Environment (LIFE) program emerged as a result of witnessing the program’s progressive 

influence on its senior-aged volunteers. In my capacity as an education coordinator at 

Assiniboine Park, and as the program’s co-facilitator for the past 2 years, I have observed 

firsthand its effects on the lives of the senior-aged volunteer participants. My personal 

observations of the program’s impacts included mitigation of age-defined stereotypes, increased 

social interactions, promotion of healthy aging, and enhancement of the participants’ 

understandings of environmental issues. 
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The Importance of Environmental Education 

Thomashow (1995) has argued that a child’s earliest experiences in nature are profoundly 

important, shaping what he described as their “ecological identity” (p. 3) and later affinity to 

nurture and desire to protect the natural world. He defined ecological identity as “all the different 

ways people construe themselves in relationship to the earth as manifested in personality, values, 

actions and sense of self” (Thomashow, 1995, p. 3). Thus, nature becomes a significant aspect of 

an individual’s identity. As the narratives of the senior volunteers who participated in this study 

reveal, many of the volunteers have been profoundly shaped by immersive experiences in nature 

as young children. Reciprocally, they now are fostering in their young charges a love of nature 

and sense of responsibility for its betterment. This is a pedagogical task of some significance, for 

as Thomas Berry (1988) wrote in The Dream of the Earth, “Teaching children about the natural 

world should be seen as one of the most important events in their lives” (p. 131). 

Researcher’s Perspective 

This research has great relevance to me as a strong supporter and advocate for 

generational learning across the lifespan. Having worked alongside older aged adults in a number 

of capacities through my work at Assiniboine Park, I have come to greatly admire the 

progressive educational paradigm that intergenerational programs exemplify. Second, I am an 

adult whose identity and pedagogical leanings have been profoundly shaped by time spent in the 

natural world. 

My experiences in nature have had considerable impact on my environmental 

consciousness and have furthered my desire to nurture and protect the natural world. Some of my 

earliest memories include lingering over the messy sprawl of our urban backyard with my father, 

enjoying the first crisp bites of rhubarb stems in early spring, and harvesting tender baby carrots 
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from the garden, moist soil still clinging to their roots. I also had the opportunity to spend 

summers at our family cottage near Lake Winnipeg, where countless idle days were spent 

canoeing, swimming, foraging in the bush for wild cucumbers, building forts, and harvesting 

Saskatoon’s berries. It was in the warmth and familiarity of that rustic cottage that I wrote this 

thesis. 

Statement of The Research Problem 

Recent demographic studies indicate that one of the most notable trends in developed 

industrial nations is the growth of the older adult cohort within the next several decades (Liu & 

Kaplan, 2006, p. 8). Globally, in 2000, 605 million people were estimated to be aged 60 years or 

older. This number is projected to grow to almost 2 billion by 2050 (United Nations, 2002). As 

part of this trend, many older adults are now examining ways in which they can become more 

actively engaged in their communities, through enhanced lifelong learning experiences, through 

volunteerism, and by participating in community service projects. As a result, many have 

become involved in intergenerational learning programs that have begun to proliferate in 

communities and educational facilities. Although the concept of educational programming across 

generations is far from new, Granville and Ellis (1999) proposed that for a program to be defined 

as intergenerational, it must be beneficial for both generations and must demonstrate “an 

improvement in the quality of life for both, and from that, an improvement in the quality of life 

for all” (p. 236). 

As Meshel and McGlynn (2004) noted, although children are traditionally socialized 

from a very early age to interact primarily within their own age group (Peacock & Talley, 1984), 

societal changes—such as escalating divorce rates, technology, and the increasing mobility of 

families—have all perpetuated the segregation of the generations. The recent growth of cross-



NURTURING NARRATIVES IN AN INTERGENERATIONAL GARDEN 14 

 

generational programs being initiated in schools and community centres is intended to lessen this 

divide and to enhance understanding and communication resources between generations. 

Mayer-Smith and Peterat (2006) have noted that research into the long-term implications 

of cross-generational programs is less well developed and that studies from the elders’1 

perspectives are particularly limited. Kaplan and Liu (2004) also revealed that despite the fact 

that there has been growing interest in the “realm of older adult EE [environmental education]-

focused volunteerism, for the most part, there has been limited attention paid to the role of older 

adults in the environmental education enterprise” (p. 8). 

The research delineated in this thesis constitutes an inquiry into the experiences of a 

group of older adult volunteers involved in an intergenerational gardening program, specifically 

the LIFE program, located at Assiniboine Park in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada (see Appendix 

A). The thesis examines the elder participants’ narratives, educational paradigms, and perceived 

contributions to social capital. It is intended to provide a more systematic examination of the 

outcomes that I have previously observed informally and to identify unnoticed outcomes and 

potential barriers to the engagement of the older volunteers. 

Education Programs at Assiniboine Park 

The educational staff at the park facilitates a diverse range of programming, including 

curriculum-based school programs at the Assiniboine Park Zoo and Conservatory, guided tours, 

botanical workshops, camps, lectures, and outreach programs aimed at schools, daycares, and 

seniors’ centres. The intergenerational program from which this research was derived was 

                                                

1 “Elder” in this context is defined as an older person. Retrieved March 6, 2016, from http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/elder 
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intended to address two main goals: to allow the participants access to the natural attributes of 

Assiniboine Park and to help bridge a generational divide. 

The LIFE program. 

In the Nature Sprouts program, 25 children (aged 2 to 4) and 10 senior park volunteers 

(known affectionately as grandparents) join together each week for an hour-long program over a 

period of 7 weeks. Each week explores a different theme and area of the park. For the birds 

theme, the program takes place in the English Garden; for the leaves portion in the Abilities 

Garden and Conservatory; soils in the riparian forest; and animals in the zoo. In this program, my 

co-facilitator and I train and support the volunteers and largely play a logistical role: we 

coordinate transportation to bring the children to the park, purchase snacks, schedule volunteers, 

and provide support materials for the current days’ theme. 

In the Rupert Valley program, children aged 7 to 12—who have difficulty integrating into 

a regular classroom setting—are paired with senior volunteers for a 90-minute program once a 

week for 7 weeks. In this program, my co-facilitator and I have a much more integrated role as 

we develop and present curriculum based around themes of sustainability with the grandparents 

acting in a supportive role. Here again the children utilize all areas of the park including the zoo, 

conservatory, English Garden, and riparian forest. The themes include vermicomposting, 

rainforests, the origins of chocolate, endangered species, and polar bears. 

Volunteers are chosen for these programs based on the recommendations of the volunteer 

coordinator. My colleague and I facilitate the orientation and training for the programs. Our 
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approach is based on materials and resources provided by Generations United2 and published 

research focused on intergenerational programming. Through a process of weekly evaluations, 

the senior participants constantly evaluate and monitor the progress of the program. At the end of 

the Rupert Valley program, we also have a final debriefing just to discuss any issues that have 

come up and to offer any suggestions that would enhance the program. The program’s learning 

and behavioural support staff are also on hand to brief the volunteers during the orientation 

process. Additionally, before and at the conclusion of the Rupert Valley program, the staff of 

Assiniboine Park’s education program meet with support staff from the Rupert Valley School 

Division to discuss any issues that may have occurred. 

Research Questions 

The thesis presented here examined the following questions: 

1. How do the senior volunteers in the LIFE program describe (a) their experiences 

working with the children participating in the program and (b) the approaches that 

they use in working with the children involved in the LIFE Program? Are these 

approaches affected by the senior volunteers’ views of the goals and purposes of the 

LIFE program? 

2. Do the senior volunteers have suggestions to make about the general goals and 

structure of the LIFE program from their perspectives as volunteer facilitators of the 

program? 

                                                

2 Generations United is an organization that strives to improve the lives of children, youth, and adults through 
programming, informing public policy, and other forms of intergenerational collaboration. (Retrieved July 14, 
2015, from http://www.gu.org/OURWORK/Programs/MakingtheCase.aspx) 
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3. From the perspectives of the senior volunteers, has their work with the LIFE program 

changed their understandings of environmental issues? In what ways have they 

noticed these changes in their views of environmental issues? 

4. How do the senior volunteers compare the outdoor experiences of the children 

involved in the program with their own outdoor experiences as children? 

5. From the perspectives of the senior volunteers, has their work in the LIFE program 

affected their social interactions with fellow volunteers? 

6. Do the senior volunteers perceive positive changes to their health and sense of 

wellness that they attribute to their work with the LIFE program? 

Organization of the Thesis 

Chapter 2 will examine literature that explores research and scholarship on 

intergenerational learning as well as on the relationships and contributions of elder volunteers to 

lifelong learning and the development of social capital. Chapter 3 will delineate the research 

methodology and the data collection process applied in the study. Chapter 4 details the findings 

from the individual and group interviews with the eight study participants. Finally, Chapter 5 

will interpret the data, draw conclusions, describe study limitations, and provide 

recommendations for potential application of the study findings. 
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Figure 2. Stately tree. 
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Figure 3. The tree of life. 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

The research for this thesis included a thematic review of the relevant literature on 

intergenerational learning and the experiences of older adult volunteers involved in community 

service initiatives, with an emphasis on programs concerned with environmental education (EE) 

in various forms (including zoos, botanical gardens, science centres, aquaria, and park 

interpretation). The review also examined research that assessed the experiences of elder adult 

volunteers working in intergenerational programs, the volunteers’ perceptions of lifelong 

learning, and the contributions of intergenerational programs to social capital. 

The LIFE program at Assiniboine Park was the locus of the study reported in this thesis. 

The program has a focus on establishing awareness and relationships between groups of urban 

children as park visitors and the natural features of the park. The program has an 

intergenerational component in that a group of senior volunteers served as guides and facilitators 
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of the children’s experiences. Interest in the nature of intergenerational relationships and 

communication is growing and considerable research is now targeted at a variety of 

intergenerational program structures. Hence, I will provide a brief discussion of some themes in 

current intergenerational research before focussing on intergenerational programs that have a 

focus on EE. 

Rationale for Intergenerational Learning 

Intergenerational learning has been claimed to offer a significant catalyst for change as it 

“provides a conscious and continuous mutual exchange of experience between older and younger 

generations” (Boström, Hutton-Yeo, Ohsako, & Sawano, 2000, p. 296). Intergenerational 

programs have been noted for cultivating meaningful relationships, mitigating age-related 

stereotypes, and cultivating positive role models. In recent years, considerable research has been 

done on the impacts of intergenerational programs. Nevertheless, the majority of this research 

has examined the experiences of the younger student participants rather than studying firsthand 

the experiences of older adults in roles of tutors, docents, volunteers, mentors, and interpreters 

and/or guides (Breytspraak, Arnold, & Hogan, 2008; Herrmann, Sipsas-Herrmann, Stafford, & 

Herrmann, 2005; Weintraub & Killian, 2007). This thesis research project is intended to 

contribute to filling that gap in research studies. 

A number of writers have claimed that intergenerational programs have become more 

relevant in an increasingly mobilized society where children often have limited contacts with 

parents, grandparents, or other elderly persons, and the traditional intergenerational composition 

of family groupings has been lost (Holmes, 2009, p. 114). Bales, Eklund, and Siffin (2000) 

described the detrimental impacts of this familial divide and noted that limited contact with older 

adults, along with children’s limited knowledge of elders, can result in the development of 
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prejudice and discrimination against elders (p. 677). Furthermore, several theorists posit, 

“Children who perceive elders as sick, or unable to do anything, may dread their own aging. 

Their stereotypical thinking may affect how they, as adults, decide to provide and care for the 

elderly in the future” (Seefeldt, Warman, Jantz, & Galper, as cited in Holmes 2009, p. 114). 

Contemporary research indicates that positive, direct contact with healthy senior adults 

leads to improved perceptions and attitudes of children toward older persons, helps to transmit 

cultural traditions, and builds a sense of personal and societal identity while encouraging 

tolerance. This process is significant as “two very valuable groups in our society, elders and 

children, are frequently isolated from each other, yet both younger and older individuals have 

much to give and to learn through shared quality interactions” (Holmes, 2009, p. 114). 

In a recent analysis of seniors immersed in older adult learning programs, Russell (2011) 

noted that “people older than 70 years have lived through many historical, cultural and 

technological changes, possibly more than any other age group in our time” (p. 104). Russell 

continued, “Many seniors are experiencing an increasingly different world and social 

environment from which they grew up” (p. 104). She also noted, it therefore remains “a lifelong 

imperative to be adaptive to change in order to meaningfully participate in society” (Russell, 

2011, p. 104). 

Kaplan and Larkin (2004) have recently conducted a comparative analysis of two 

intergenerational initiatives within university-based early childhood programs. They claimed that 

an increasing body of literature provides some “compelling answers to why intergenerational 

programs in early childhood settings are beneficial to both older adults and young children” 

(p. 157). Kaplan and Larkin also proposed that children in intergenerational programs benefit 

significantly from the extra attention and nurturing that the seniors bestow upon them in these 
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types of learning environments, and they further offer that the seniors have enhanced feelings of 

well-being along with a greater sense of “being needed and appreciated” (p. 157). Their findings 

revealed that seniors frequently play complementary yet pivotal roles in working alongside 

younger staff members in intergenerational programs (Kaplan & Larkin, 2004). Though staff 

normally assume a more formalized role in these settings by facilitating curriculum development 

and managing classroom behaviour, the seniors, who draw on their former experiences as parents 

and grandparents, “demonstrate a greater capacity to be effective nurturing caretakers and 

educators” (p. 158). 

Seniors and Volunteerism 

As noted below, seniors are living longer, more productive lives. A recent Statistics 

Canada assessment indicated that within the past year, 41% of people aged 55 to 64 or over 

engaged in some form of volunteerism (Turcotte, 2010, “Table 2”). Gottlieb and Gillespie (2008) 

suggested that this trend has emerged largely due to recent advancements in preventive medicine 

and health. Consequently, many adults will live longer, healthier, and more productive lives than 

previous generations. Through volunteer activities and civic engagement, they have the potential 

to “eclipse the regnant decline and loss image of senescence and promote a more vital and 

dignified image of this life stage” (Gottlieb & Gillespie, 2008, p. 399). 

Analogous with this transformative perspective of aging, volunteerism “offers numerous 

and highly diverse opportunities for civic engagement and accommodates people with diverse 

interests and adaptive capacities” (Gottlieb & Gillespie, 2008, p. 400). Gottlieb and Gillespie 

(2008) also noted that this “has the potential to reverse the retrograde image of all older adults as 

needy, dependent, and requiring care in favour of them as Samaritans, activists and problem 

solvers” (pp. 399–400). 
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Volunteerism, health, and civic engagement among older adults. 

Gerontologists have long sought to examine the benefits of volunteerism on elders and to 

explore whether volunteering has longer-term positive implications on the psychological well 

being of older adults. Why should volunteering have a particular impact or be of special benefit 

to older aged adults? One may argue that in North American society being productive or useful is 

an important means of fostering self-esteem and of developing a positive self-identity 

(Midlarsky, as cited in Teachers College Columbia University, 2011). 

Gottlieb and Gillespie’s (2008) recent research suggested that volunteerism in older 

adults produces a number of long-term health benefits, including increased longevity and 

expanded social connections, and helps to instil a sense of being needed and valued. 

Another claim that has been explored in current literature about the role of seniors as 

volunteers is that older people demonstrate more altruism than younger adults. Midlarsky (as 

cited in Teachers College Columbia University, 2011) proposed that seniors may become more 

altruistic as they age and have less of their own lives or interests to protect. He added, 

As long as people have sufficient health and finances to meet their daily needs, they do 
seem to behave more altruistically as they grow older. Our research indicates that older 
adults (65 years plus) express the need to help others both for social reasons (they prefer 
to be engaged with others) and for altruistic reasons (they really want to be of help to 
others), and are willing to expend their own resources (time, money, effort) to do so. 
(Midlarsky, as cited in Teachers College Columbia University, 2011) 

Current research has indicated that not only are older adults keenly interested in engaging 

in volunteer opportunities and supporting the younger generation and that to do so significantly 

impacts their overall health. Several studies have indicated that older aged adults receive 

considerable benefits from volunteering, including improved physical and psychological health, 

well being, sense of purpose, social networks, and functional dependence and decreased risk of 

mortality and depression (Cattlan, Hogg, & Hardill, 2011; Jang, Mortiner, Haley, & Graves, 
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2004). Furthermore, current social science research has indicated that volunteerism in older 

adults helps to diminish feelings of powerlessness that often accompany the transition to 

retirement (Musick & Wilson, 2003). 

Intergenerational Volunteerism and Social Capital 

Another suggested benefit of intergenerational programming is that it augments social 

capital (Boström, 2003; Kerka, 2003; Newman & Hatten-Yeo, 2008; Parsons & Brynner, 2006). 

Academics often differ greatly in their interpretation and definition of social capital (Boström, 

2011, p. 300). 

Social capital has been described by Newman and Hatten-Yeo (2008) as consisting of 

those aspects of social life that induce people to act together and as exhibiting the “important 

products of individual learning with regard to intra-group and inter-group relationships that 

create synergy and provide cohesiveness, trust and solidarity” (p. 33). 

The World Health Organization (2002) has also noted the importance of seniors and their 

enhancement of social capital as optimizing opportunities for health, participation, and security 

in order to enhance the quality of life as people age. Boström’s (2011) recent assessment of the 

Swedish-based “granddad program” also reiterated the significance of lifelong learning 

initiatives’ impacts on social capital. Boström noted that the concept of lifelong learning was 

first introduced in the 1960s in a report prepared by Faure, Herrera, Kaddoura, Lopes, Petrovsky, 

Rahnema, and Ward (1972) for the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO). 

Dave (1976) clarified this concept: 

Lifelong education is a process of accomplishing personal, social and professional 
development through the lifespan of individuals in order to enhance the quality of life 
both individuals and collectives. It is a comprehensive and unifying idea which includes 
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formal, non-formal and informal learning for acquiring and enhancing enlightenment so 
as to attain the fullest possible developments in different stages and domains of life. 
(p. 34) 

Boström (2003) has described the relationship between lifelong learning, 

intergenerational learning, and social capital as seen in the Swedish Granddad Project. The 

original pilot for the program, developed in 1996, emerged as the result of interest shown by a 

male senior citizen in assisting as a volunteer handicrafts teacher within the public school 

system. It has since expanded its scope to incorporate over 1000 participants throughout the 

Swedish school system (Boström, 2011, p. 293). Boström found that the responses from the 

participating seniors indicated that though they found the work challenging, they also felt they 

derived tremendous benefits from the program. As she noted, they acknowledged that they 

expanded their social networks with others at the school and derived positive energy from the 

students, which indicates a significant increase in social capital (Boström, 2011, p. 293). 

Shared Site Intergenerational Care Programs 

Shared Site Intergenerational Care programs involve young people working as care-

givers to elders in a mutually beneficial relationship. Jarrott, Gigliotto, and Smock (2008) 

described these shared site programs as “providing ongoing services simultaneously to old and 

young community members in a single facility, thereby meeting the needs of multiple 

generations” (p. 73). 

In a recent CTV interview on Relaxnews (2014) looking  into shared site programs, six 

university students in the Netherlands lived rent free in a seniors centre. The students spent at 

least 30 hours per month with some of the residents of the centre and engaged with them by 

escorting them on shopping trips, playing games, or as one youth said, “just hanging out”  
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(Retrieved from http://www.ctvnews.ca/health/intergenerational-retirement-home-sees-

students-live-alongside-the-elderly-1.2136659, Dec. 7, 2014). 

Environmental Education 

In a 1977 policy, UNESCO (as cited in Ballantyne, Cornell, & Fien, 2006) proposed, 

Environmental Education aims to foster public awareness of and concern for the 
environmental issues, problems and solutions by providing people with the opportunities 
to acquire the knowledge, values, attitudes, commitment and skills needed to investigate 
issues, solve problems and protect and improve the environment. (p. 413) 

Recent EE research suggests that protecting the environment for future generations has 

increasingly become a major source of motivation for adults (Ballantyne, Fien, & Packer, 2000). 

Concurrent with expanding awareness of global environmental issues has been a growing interest 

in EE. School-based EE programs are becoming widespread across North America, as are 

offerings in “environmental centers, parks, recreational facilities, and farms” (Kaplan & Liu, 

2004, p. 8). 

Nevertheless, Kaplan and Liu (2004) also claimed that most common EE initiatives, 

program design, funding, and research have largely focussed on the younger generation “as the 

primary audience” (p. 4). They argued that the EE agenda should not only be situated within 

“school learning but also across settings and across lifespan” (p. 4) considering the rapid growth 

of the older adult population and the “recent emphasis on senior adult volunteerism and civic 

engagement” (p. 8). Nevertheless, Kaplan and Liu claimed, “Opportunities for older adults to 

take part in efforts to improve environmental health and sustain natural resources are still 

sporadic and limited” (p. 8). These authors commented that, although it is notable that some 

initiatives have been oriented to reaching and involving older adults, existing research suggests 

that opportunities for older adults to take part in efforts to improve environmental health and 

sustain natural resources are not commonly apparent. They noted that, ultimately, 
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“intergenerational programming, which brings children, youth and older adults together for 

mutually beneficial interaction, represents a relatively new strategy for broadening the public’s 

awareness and participation in environmental activities” (p. 9) 

As noted in Chapter 1, with the senior population expected to expand exponentially in the 

next few decades, considerable opportunity exists for elders to educate children about the natural 

world through mentoring and sharing histories and personal narratives. Cross-generational 

programs have significant potential for augmenting the impact of EE programs beyond the 

traditional boundaries of the classroom (Ballantyne, Cornell, & Fien, 2006, p. 413). According to 

Generations United (2015), a website devoted to fostering intergenerational relationships, these 

interactions also have the potential to enhance the quality of life for elder adults in several key 

areas, in that elders want to remain as productive members of society, continue to be socially 

active, and be less age segregated. As cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead (1974) wrote, 

“Somehow we have to get older people back to growing children if we are to restore a sense of 

community, a knowledge of the past, and a sense of the future” (p. 58). Integration of an 

intergenerational component into EE is thus seen as a powerful way of bringing people of 

different age groups together to engage in action projects and to engage in the social construction 

of knowledge. 

Ingman, Benjamin, and Lusky (1998) claimed that older adults who participate in 

environmental activism initiatives vary significantly in their motivations for doing so: some 

become involved as a result of their concern for future generations; others have experienced the 

desecration of natural landscapes that they enjoyed as children and exhibit a strong desire to 

protect these places; some wish to leave some form of legacy; and others, often highly trained 

individuals, wish to transfer the skills and knowledge that they have gained throughout their 
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careers or to serve as mentors. Ingman et al. also suggested that when intergenerational 

environmental projects are conceptualized and effectively organized there exists tremendous 

potential to have older adults become “seriously engaged” (p. 69) in these types of programs. 

Meadows, Meadows, and Randers’ (1992) further suggested that the solution to 

socioeconomic discord and environmental distress can only be addressed holistically by 

optimizing a multigenerational approach and claimed that a “sustainable society is one that can 

persist over generations; one that is far-seeing enough, flexible enough, and wise enough not to 

undermine either its physical or its social system of support” (p. 209). More recent research has 

indicated that learning often occurs through social interactions and the sharing of advice, 

insights, and information casually through “communities of practice” (Wenger, McDermott, & 

Snyder, 2002, p. 4). These contemporary learning communities allow people with diverse 

backgrounds and points of reference to come together to share their perspectives and experiences 

in colloquial settings. EE is particularly relevant in this regard, as it allows adults and youth to 

come together in informal outdoor activities to enhance communities (Kaplan & Liu, 2004,). 

Intergenerational Programs with A Specific Environment-Related Focus 

There are a number of recent examples of EE programs that employ or foster an 

intergenerational approach. The following are representative examples. This is not a 

comprehensive list. 

Farm Friend. 

Farm Friend (Alumni UBC, n.d.) is an innovative intergenerational program at the Land 

Food Community Garden located at the University of British Columbia. The program has a focus 

on agriculture and food as the link between a healthy environment and human well-being. 
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By uniting generations in a community learning initiative this program illustrates the 
values of lifelong learning, community mindedness, ecological and social citizenship, and 
civic responsibility. These are values that are difficult to communicate in schools and 
classrooms and are best learned through personal and community experience. (Alumni 
UBC, n.d., para. 1) 

The Farm Friend program structure is as follows, 

Farm Friend volunteers work in pairs (generally one senior and one younger volunteer) to 
mentor elementary children (ages 8–12) in growing food in raised garden beds at the 
UBC Farm. Over the course of the school year, the groups save seed, manage the 
compost, mulch, start seedlings, direct seed, transplant, water, make compost tea, weed, 
thin, harvest, cook, and eat. Volunteers meet with their garden groups 10-12 times during 
the year, or approximately every other week Sept-October and March-June. (Alumni 
UBC, “Position Description,” n.d., para. 1) 

The position description also emphasizes the importance of the intergenerational aspects of the 

program: 

The intergenerational relationships our volunteers form with the children and their adult 
partners create rich learning experiences and lasting memories. These relationships 
inspire healthy lifestyles and healthy communities that contribute to a healthy 
environment. (Alumni UBC, “Position Description,” para. 2) 

Farm Friend partners community elders with school-aged children. Although the program 

tries to recruit elders who are retired farmers, this is not a requirement for the volunteers. The 

main requirement is that the volunteer should have “the desire to care for the Earth, children, and 

the wider community” (“Skills and Qualifications,” para. 1). 

Garden Mosaics. 

Garden Mosaics is based at Cornell University in New York State and is a project of 

Cornell Cooperative Extension (Cornell University, n.d.). It is described as a “community-based 

action project in which youth of ages 10 to 18 are teamed with older gardeners to learn about 

planting and planting practices” (Kaplan & Liu, 2004, p. 13). The program connects youth and 

elders and helps them to investigate “the mosaic of plants, people, and cultures in gardens” 

(Garden Mosaics, n.d., para. 1). The program’s website describes four major program goals: 
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1. Science and asking questions, observing, interviewing, recording data, and using the 

Internet to learn about science; 

2. People and elder gardeners sharing their knowledge with youth and youth helping 

elders; 

3. Cultures and learning about the connections between plants, planting practices, and 

cultures from all over the world; and 

4. Action and enhancing gardens and the neighborhood. (Cornell University, n.d., 

para. 2) 

The mission statement for the project captures its spirit and principles: “Connecting Youth and 

Elders . . . to investigate the mosaic of plants, people and cultures in gardens, to learn about 

science, and to act together to enhance their community” (Garden Mosaics, n.d., para. 1). 

Partners for Polar Bears. 

The Partners for Polar Bears project is the most recent intergenerational project in which 

I was involved at the Assiniboine Park Zoo. This project partnered senior volunteers, aged 55 

plus, with middle school students from an inner city high school. The program, as our 

introductory letter to teachers indicated, was based on a “hand/heart/ head” model that involved 

having the students acquire more knowledge about polar bears (head); make meaningful and 

personal connections across generations and species (heart); and join together to take on projects 

that will contribute to an increasingly sustainable future for polar bears (hand). Ultimately, this 

program was intended to reinforce a sense of shared responsibility around the issue of 

environmentalism and social justice and to build cross-generational allies. 
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Summary 

The reviewed research suggests that multiple benefits can be gained when programs 

connect and actively engage members of different generations. Intergenerational programs 

enhance social capital by fostering the continued learning and activity of elders and by 

connecting them to a range of social networks and learning communities. When this happens, the 

elders are also likely to show gains to physical and emotional health and wellness—gains that 

can be calculated to have direct economic benefits. At the same time, the youth and children 

involved in intergenerational programs gain through direct contacts with the accumulated 

experiences and insights of the elders and can develop a historical perspective as a basis for 

appreciating the significance of changes to their local environments and the options for future 

sustainability. In simple terms, intergenerational programs are a win-win proposition. 
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Figure 4. Changing seasons. 

Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

This chapter summarizes the methodology incorporated in this study to investigate the 

lived experiences or phenomena of a group of senior volunteers who have participated in the 

LIFE program in Assiniboine Park in Winnipeg, Manitoba. Additionally, this chapter describes 

the process for the selection of participants, data collection methods, and data analysis. 

Choosing A Phenomenological Approach 

I chose to incorporate a hermeneutic phenomenological approach based on qualitative 

research methods for two reasons.	First, I believed that rather than using a survey, individual 

interviews coupled with a focus group discussion would afford greater opportunity for the senior 

volunteers to accurately depict their experiences, values, and perceptions of the LIFE program 

and for their voices to be heard in the data. 

Second, I value the fact that hermeneutic phenomenology is a reflective, interpretive form 

of human sciences research that involves considerable introspection on the part on the researcher. 

van Manen (1990) described hermeneutic phenomenology as a type of research that is “keenly 

interested in the significant world of the human being” (p. 9). Phenomenology is ultimately one 
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the most expressive forms of human sciences research and offers an effective lens in which to 

examine the essence or nature of a person’s lived experience. 

The profound significance of emphatically and thoughtfully examining another person’s 

life experience and revealing their thoughts with both clarity and intention is reflected in the 

words of visionary educator and philosopher Maxine Greene (1995) when she stated, 

To see things or people big, one must resist viewing other human beings as mere objects 
or chess pieces and view them in their integrity and particularity instead. One must see 
them from the point of view of the participant in the midst of what is happening if one is 
to be privy to the plans people make, the initiatives they take, and the uncertainties they 
face. (p. 10) 

As van Manen (1990) further suggested, 

From a phenomenological point of view, to do research is always to question the way we 
experience the world, to want to know the world in which we live as human beings . . . 
the act of researching – questioning – theorizing, is the intentional act of attaching 
ourselves to the world, to become more fully part of it. (p. 5) 

van Manen also noted that, to conduct a phenomenological study of any topic, it is not 

enough to simply recall experiences of others with respect to a particular phenomenon. Instead, 

he proposed, “We must recall the experience in such a way that the essential aspects, the 

meaning structures of this experience as lived through, are brought back” (van Manen, 1990, 

p. 41). Flood (2010) reiterated this by proposing that phenomenology is an interpretive, 

qualitative form of research that seeks to study the perception and experience of phenomena. 

Thus, phenomenology offers a means to “identify the essences of the experience” (van Manen, 

1990, p. 10). Van Manen further distinguished phenomenology from hermeneutics, although the 

two are often used interchangeably, and noted, “Phenomenology describes how one orientates to 

lived experience, whereas hermeneutics describes how one interprets the texts of life” (p. 4). 

Moustakas (1990) also posited that hermeneutic phenomenology is one of the profound 

and meaningful ways of conducting human studies research and stresses the significance of 
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paying careful attention and detailing to that which we appreciate and admire. The profound 

beauty and subtlety of such deliberate scrutiny is aptly demonstrated in the words of the poet 

Moffitt (1971): 

“To Look At Any Thing” 

To look at any thing 
If you would know that thing, 

You must look at it long: 
To look at this green and say 
“I have seen spring in these 

Woods,” will not do—you must 
Be the thing you see: 

You must be the dark snakes of 
Stems and ferny plumes of leaves, 

You must enter in 
To the small silences between 

The leaves, 
You must take your time 
And touch the very place 

They issue from. 
(p. 149) 

What is most significant about hermeneutic phenomenology is that it is ultimately a 

retrospective experience, an investigation that occurs after careful reflection on the part of the 

researcher. van Manen (1990) wrote, 

A person cannot reflect on lived experience while living through the experience. For 
example, if one tries to reflect on one’s anger while being angry, one finds that the anger 
has already changed or dissipated. Thus, phenomenological reflection is not introspective 
but retrospective. (p. 10) 

Dilthey (as cited in Moustakas, 1994) described the intent of hermeneutics and stated that 

all science and scholarship may be viewed as empirical, but all experience is originally 

connected, and given validity, by our consciousness. Early theorist Gadamer (1976) also 

suggested, “The hermeneutic process involves a circle through which scientific understanding 
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occurs, through which we correct our prejudices or set them aside and hear what the text says to 

us” (p. xviii). Because I was deeply interested in the senior volunteers’ perceptions and 

recollections of their experiences in the LIFE program, a phenomenological hermeneutic 

approach seemed the most appropriate for the purposes of this study. Further, as the research 

involved a small group of participants, I had no intention of approaching the interview and focus 

group data quantitatively using a survey. 

Background Information 

Assiniboine Park is one of the expansive urban parks in North America and incorporates 

a large conservatory, zoo, English and formal Gardens, and more than 300 acres of public green 

space. For the past several years, the LIFE program has been funded through the support of the 

regionally based Lount Foundation, Manitoba Regional Health Authority, and The Winnipeg 

Foundation among others. I have assisted with the coordination and logistics of the program for 

the past 2 years. 

Study Participants 

Participants in this study were recruited via direct contact and email. Each was provided 

with a letter outlining the study and describing what participation would entail (see Appendix A). 

All participants signed an informed consent agreement to participate in the study (see Appendix 

B). The agreement specified that their identities would be kept confidential in any publications 

about the research through the use of pseudonyms (see Appendix C). They were, however, aware 

of the names of the other participants as they had met in a focus group following the one-on-one 

interviews. 
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The LIFE Program 

In recent years, Assiniboine Park has facilitated a number of intergenerational nature-

based programs. The two children’s groups documented for the purposes of this study were 

“Nature Sprouts,” a small inner city day care that operates in a facility with limited green space, 

and “Rupert Valley,” a group of children from a suburban school with a focus on learning and 

behavioural challenges. The actual names of both groups have been protected through the use of 

pseudonyms. 

The Interview Structure 

The senior volunteers participated in two different interview formats. First, I conducted 

individual semi-structured interviews in which I guided the study participants through a series of 

questions. The second phase of the research involved a focus group interview designed to spur 

group discussion among the senior volunteers about their experiences within the LIFE program 

and their opinions about the educational elements of the program. 

I sought to recruit the study participants from among the 13 older aged volunteers who 

have assisted with the program since its inception. Of that group, eight agreed to participate in a 

one-on-one interview at the Park. The participants were not preselected for this study on the 

basis of any criteria other than their experience as volunteers in the LIFE program and a 

willingness to be interviewed. 

Though I acted in the capacity as both researcher and co-facilitator of the LIFE program, 

I perceived this potential conflict of interest was addressed adequately by having the participants 

sign a consent letter and by also verbally informing the participants that their decision to 

participate or not would not impact any evaluations of their performance or any other decisions 

about their work with the park. This proviso was also included in the consent letter. 
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Each interview ranged in length from approximately twenty to forty minutes. With 

permission of the participants, the interviews were digitally audio recorded using Recorder Pro™ 

(2013). I also kept a journal throughout the interviews. The digital recordings were transcribed 

for detailed analysis using the software program Express Scribe™ (NCH Software, n.d.). The 

participants were asked if they would like to review the transcripts to check for accuracy and 

make any desired additions or corrections. All participants declined the offer to review the 

transcribed interview notes. The transcriptions, journal notes, and observations were then coded 

by summarizing the raw transcripts and establishing keywords or descriptive codes. Codes were 

then sorted into categories and subcategories (axial codes) to identify themes for further analysis 

that emerged from the data (Creswell, 2012). The identities of all individuals involved in this 

study were protected through the use of pseudonyms. 

The one-on-one interview phase of the research was designed to examine the following 

topics in a semi-structured format. Much of the background for the interview process and content 

suggestions were derived from Seidman’s (2013) Interviewing as Qualitative Research. 

Topic 1: Experiences volunteering with the children in the LIFE program? 

1. How would you describe your approach in working with the children involved in the 

LIFE program? 

2. How would you compare the experiences of the children involved in the LIFE 

program with your own outdoor experiences as a child? 

3. Did you notice certain questions from the children that were particularly common in 

the groups you worked with? 

4. How do you feel about the general level of interest among the children in the LIFE 

program experiences? 



NURTURING NARRATIVES IN AN INTERGENERATIONAL GARDEN 38 

 

5. Do you have particular things that you like to point out to the children in your 

groups? How about any favourite stories that you like to tell to the children? 

Topic 2: Environmental messages and education in the LIFE program 

1. From your perspective, has your work with the LIFE program changed your 

understanding of environmental issues? Describe the ways have you have noticed 

these changes in your view? 

2. Do you feel that the LIFE program has any particular environmental messages that it 

communicates to the children? 

3. Do you feel that the LIFE program should try to communicate any particular 

messages about the environment to the children in the program? 

Topic 3: Personal outcomes from your work with the LIFE program 

1. From your perspective, has your work in the LIFE program affected your social 

interactions with your fellow volunteers? 

2. Have you perceived any positive changes to your health and sense of wellness that 

you can attribute to your work with the LIFE program? 

3. Would you recommend that a friend or family member become involved as 

volunteers in the LIFE program—what would you tell them about the volunteers’ 

roles and benefits? 

4. Do you have any suggestions to make about the goals and structure of the LIFE 

program from your perspective as a volunteer facilitator of the program? 

5. Are there any other comments or suggestions that you’d like to add about your 

experiences with the LIFE program. 
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The Focus Group 

The topics for the focus group, Phase 2 of the research, were derived from the data from 

the one-on-one interviews. I decided to amend my research to include a group discussion that 

would provide all participants the opportunity to interact with their fellow volunteers in a relaxed 

more informal setting. This allowed them to speak more freely in a collegial environment, and as 

result, overall engagement was higher. The research ethics proposal was updated to include the 

focus group at this stage of the research. 

Volunteer profiles. 

The following are short descriptions of the background and general experiences of the 

participants in this study. As mentioned previously, they are identified by pseudonyms. 

Sally. Sally, aged 67, is a former primary school teacher who is widowed. She has served 

in a variety of volunteer positions in the park for the past several years. She described herself as 

a tried and true city girl. As Sally confessed in a recent email, “I grew up in the city, but my 

husband came from a farming family, and he taught me a lot about growing vegetables, plants, 

and appreciating the land around us. Until I married him, I always thought chickens came from 

Safeway and potatoes grew on vines. Seriously.” 

She further remarked, “I still love being around children and love that the 

intergenerational program gives me that opportunity. My own grandchildren live out of the 

province, and I miss that connection with them.” 

Fay. Fay, aged 66, is a relative newcomer to the LIFE program, who grew up in an older 

residential neighbourhood of Winnipeg and has been married for 46 years. She has two children 

and four grandchildren. She is quite proud of the fact she recently completed an English degree 

after 17 years. 
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Kenzie. Kenzie, aged 56, is one of the youngest volunteers with the LIFE program, is 

single, and has spent her whole life in Winnipeg. An active volunteer at both the zoo and 

conservatory as an Ambassador (see Appendix D), (another type of volunteer at the park), she 

has also taught swimming and recreation classes for a number of years. 

Lu. Lu, aged 70, grew up on a farm on the outskirts of the city. She has been an active 

volunteer at the park for the past 2 years and also volunteers weekly at a local municipal hospital. 

She is divorced and has three adult children and six grandchildren. 

Jack. Jack is in his early 60s and is one of the most prodigious volunteers at the park, 

where he has volunteered for the last 2 years. He is married. Having grown up in a rural 

environment, he has called Winnipeg his home for more than 50 years. 

Beth. Beth, aged 71, is one of the most enthusiastic LIFE program participants. A 

frequent volunteer at the park, she has signed up for every intergenerational program since 

learning of the program 2 years ago. She credits the LIFE program with helping her to cope to 

the loss of her son. 

Tessa. Tessa, aged 67, has lived in Winnipeg all her life. She works as a nurse part time, 

sees a need for early language learning, and founded the first French speaking nursery school in 

Winnipeg. She recently revealed that child development and psychology were her favourite 

subjects in nursing school. Although a widow for 10 years, she recently remarried. She also 

suffered the loss of one of her adult sons but has another son who lives in the States. She remains 

a proud grandparent. 

Fran. Fran is in her late 60s, is a former physician who has an active interest in early 

childhood development practices. Most of her adult years were spent in rural Manitoba. Though 
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divorced, she remarried this past spring much to the delight of her fellow LIFE participants. She 

has two adult children. 

Volunteers occupy significant roles in the Assiniboine Park and facilitate a variety of 

roles with the zoo, park, and conservatory (see Appendix E). Last year (January to December 

2014), 406 volunteers contributed a total of 32,863 hours. So far this year (January to September 

2015), Assiniboine Park Conservancy has had 264 volunteers contribute a total of 25,165 hours 

(personal correspondence, September 21, 2015). In 2015, 38% of the volunteers at the park were 

individuals aged 55 to 64 years, and 29.8% were aged 65 to 74 years (personal correspondence, 

September 21, 2015).  
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Chapter Four: Research Findings and Analysis 

This chapter describes the purpose of the research, which was to explore the perceptions 

and opinions of senior-aged volunteers who were involved in the LIFE program at Assiniboine 

Park in Winnipeg, Manitoba. LIFE is an intergenerational program in which the senior 

volunteers work as guides and interpreters with young urban children. 

Several themes developed following the review and analysis of the transcripts from the 

one-on-one interviews and a subsequent focus group discussion. The following subsections 

describe the emergent themes. Pseudonyms have been applied in order to protect the 

participants’ identities. 

Qualitative Research Results 

As outlined in Chapter 3, the data collection process was comprised of two parts. In the 

first part, the study participants were guided through a series of one-on-one interviews framed by 

nine topics. The second stage in the research consisted of a focus group discussion involving the 

interview participants. The focus group was designed to extend and follow up on the themes 

arising from the individual interviews. 

Theme 1: Freedom to play: Participants’ recollections of their childhood 

experiences of nature. During the one-on-one interviews, study participants were asked to 

situate themselves in their own outdoor experiences as a child and to comment on the key 

incidents that they think had emerged from that period in their lives. All the volunteers involved 

with the LIFE program expressed a certain proclivity to the outdoors as young children and 

claimed to be profoundly shaped by these experiences. Many described themselves as having a 

strong affiliation with nature and as having spent much of their leisure time outdoors as children. 



NURTURING NARRATIVES IN AN INTERGENERATIONAL GARDEN 43 

 

They often shared stories and humorous anecdotes of their childhood times, both in the 

individual interviews and focus group discussion. Nevertheless, 86% of the participants 

commented that they believe their childhood outdoor experiences were significantly dissimilar 

from those of the children now involved in the LIFE program. (One of the criteria for applying 

for the subsidized LIFE program at Assiniboine Park is that the children must live in the inner 

city or come from an educational institution with limited access to green space.) 

Jack remarked about his view of the current experiences of the children involved in LIFE: 

Most of the kids that come are from inner city schools, and they don’t have access to 
green space, so exposing them to the environment, to show the kids what it’s all about, 
and ways of conservation… 

Jack’s comments were cut short by another focus group participant Fay, who interjected: 

“I think that schools have to do more, get them outside more—in the schools—they spend too 

much inside.” 

In the individual interview, Fay had talked at length about her own childhood experiences 

in nature and stated, 

[It was] totally different. I grew up in the fifties. We were outside as—I can never 
remember not being outside—and outside till dark, going home when the streetlights 
came on. Just a total different life from the kids now. We were free, we didn’t have 
structure, we didn’t have camps, except for one week in the summer. And we didn’t have 
sports that were all organized; we played baseball on the street; we played football on the 
street. Any age from little—as soon as you could play and run you were part of the team 
and we played street against street. It wasn’t organized by age group; it was basically a 
free for all. And the same thing with skating—there was a rink right behind us, and we 
walked in our skates across the field and climbed over the board and went skating and 
went home when we were frozen. 

In her interview, Fran also described the freedom that she experienced in her childhood: 

I grew up in Australia, at a beachside suburb, and it was about 2 miles. Well, my 
elementary school was a mile away, my high school was further—and we were actually 
allowed to go and play all evening unaccompanied, and we were able to go to the beach 
by ourselves and walk there at night and buy food without any supervision—none. And 
we’d play all up the street in vacant lots—cowboys and Indians and whatever. 
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Sally, however, commented about a somewhat different childhood experience: 

I don’t think that anyone took me outside and really showed me nature that much . . . 
especially, I don’t remember anything in the winter. We had a lake cottage, so we were 
outside a lot at the lake for sure. 

Kenzie stated, “I liked playing outdoors” and also remarked that she had spent 

considerable time at Assiniboine Park as a young child. She noted that she had been particularly 

fond of the zoo in her younger years and remains an active volunteer there today. 

Theme 2: Are we being too overprotective? Children’s loss of autonomy in a 

changing world. 

Within the individual interviews and subsequent focus group, several of the study 

participants commented on what they perceived as contemporary children’s loss of autonomy. 

Many expressed regret at the detrimental impacts of parents and educational facilities 

micromanaging children or imposing too many organized activities, thereby leaving little 

opportunity for unstructured play. These perceptions are found in the following comments. 

In her personal interview Fran remarked, “I think children in Canada suffer from a 

terrible loss of personal freedom anyway because they spend so much time locked indoors with 

their parents and they are ferried everywhere.” Beth’s comments from the focus group discussion 

also reflected this theme: 

I don’t think the children today have this freedom, and I think there more inside than they 
are outside, and it’s a shame because there’s nothing like being outdoors in the fresh air 
whether it’s sunny or whether it’s freezing cold—it’s so good for a child. 

During her interview Tessa advocated for a freer, less structured childhood experience 

and returned to this theme a number of times. She observed, “I think some of the kids from over 

parented backgrounds could use a bit more freedom.” She also added, 

They’re a little too structured even in daycares for a child of that age really because this 
is the time that you nap, this is the time you eat, this is the time you play, you know it’s 
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very structured. So I like to see them have a little more freedom and to explore and learn 
on their own. 

When asked about her outdoors experiences as a child, Beth remarked, 

When I was raising my boys, they were out from morning to night. We were lucky we 
had freedom, there were no fences at that time to climb. And we had all the backyards—I 
don’t [think] the children today have this freedom and I think they’re more inside than 
they are outside. 

During the focus group discussion, several of the group commented on the recent closing 

of the toboggan hills in Ontario and the disadvantages of overprotecting children. This past year, 

several municipalities in Ontario revived a bylaw from the 1970s banning sledding on city 

property. A January 2015 report in The Globe and Mail indicated that the ban was put into effect 

as the result of a 2013 lawsuit in which the plaintiff (an adult) received $900,000 from the city 

after injuring his spine while sledding (Picard, 2015). In this context, Fay remarked, “We didn’t 

worry about getting hurt. My parents sure didn’t worry about it.” 

Jack also noted, “Ourselves and our parents knew so we would always come home with 

bumps and bruises and—oh well, that’s just the way kids are. I think in this politically correct 

world, we maybe coddle children too much.” 

Lu commented within the focus group about a humorous incident that occurred when she 

was a child: 

I remember coming home with a gopher trap attached to my finger. Now did that bother 
me? I was setting the traps trapping gophers by age nine—now do kids nowadays know 
anything about that? When you leave the house in the morning, you’re taking a risk. 
When you step outside your taking a risk. I mean how silly to have to protect yourselves. 

Lu extended her view by adding, “It’s a confidence builder [for children when they take 

risks].” Lu’s sentiments may seem adversarial to those of many parents; however, as a growing 

body of research indicates, many are fearful of allowing children to take risks, particularly in 

nature-based play. As Louv (2008) delineated, 
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Fear is the most potent force that prevents parents from allowing their children the 
freedom that they themselves enjoyed when they were young. Fear is the emotion that 
separates the developing child from the full, essential benefits of nature. Fear of traffic, of 
crime, of stranger danger—and of nature itself. (p. 123) 

Theme 3: Sharing nature with children. Within the individual interviews, the 

volunteers were asked to comment on the approaches that they used to engage the children in the 

LIFE program or on any instructional models that they applied in order to increase the children’s 

comfort being outdoors at the park. During her individual interview, Tessa indicated that she 

liked to “communicate her enthusiasm to the children” and “point things out” to them as they 

moved through the park. Tessa also stressed that she simply enjoyed watching children discover 

new things and engage in new experiences: 

You teach the child as you’ve learned yourself. So I mean to me, “Wow, there’s a leaf.” 
When I was little, to my kids, I’d say, “Wow, there’s a leaf.” And to the kids, I say, 
“Wow, there’s a leaf.” You know . . . I do keep my eyes open all the time, and every time 
I see a bird or a squirrel or anything, I’ll point it out. 

Jack, who was the sole grandfather in the group, was particularly adept at interjecting 

play, a sense of wonder, and adventure in the encounters that he had with the children. When 

asked if there were any particular things that he likes to point out to the children in their groups, 

he remarked, “I don’t want to be that authority figure with them. I want to be more of a friend.” 

Sally stressed the importance of incorporating a variety of senses in her work with the 

children and the significance of multisensory, tactile experiences. She noted, “By touching, they 

get to touch things, feel and smell and taste sometimes, too. We do the same, so, to learn by 

example, hands on—watching things.” 

Fay also commented on the importance of direct, hands-on experiences: 

By exposing them to it—because when they’re young, they love to go outside, collect 
leaves and things like that. And then it seems that they get away from it. And when we 
get older, we like doing the same things, like walking in the woods, and then they get 
away from that. 
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The volunteers also commented that they needed to be flexible in their interactions with 

the children and drew attention to an incident when the children were on a zoo tour, and they 

started spontaneously rolling down a small hill close to the artic fox exhibit. 

As Fran remarked,	

And they love it outside—remember the day we went to the zoo and the highlight of the 
morning was they got to roll down the hill—and all the stuff you had prepared for them 
and they just wanted to roll down the hill—in the grass? 

Jack commented on this as well and talked about the children’s laughter as they climbed 

up the grassy hill. Lynn also stated, “It was one of those moments frozen in time.” 

Theme 4: The limitations of our burgeoning technologies. Strong opinions emerged 

among the participants on the role of technology and its perceived limitations within the 

intergenerational program. All seven study participants  involved in the focus group perceived 

technology as both a distraction for the children and a deterrent to more expansive direct 

communication within the group. 

In regard to the influence of new technologies, Jack’s focus group comments were as 

follows: 

All kinds of things I notice today with the newer generation, that a lot of those things are 
on that device in front of them, so we had to use our imagination a lot more. We had to 
make up our games and stuff like that. You don’t see that anymore. 

He added, “When [we] were kids, social media was ‘see you tomorrow in school.’ We 

didn’t need to talk to somebody every 10 minutes.” 

Sally saw technology as a distraction rather than an enhancement to the children’s 

outdoor experiences and commented, 

It’s [limiting] communication too . . . They are certainly not looking at the environment 
when they’re outside. If they’ve got their games or their phone, they’re just looking at 
that instead of what’s around them, which is unfortunate. 
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She further remarked, 

Even I’ve noticed at some Nature Tots [another park program facilitated for 3 to 4 year 
olds], I noticed the mothers or fathers or whoever that are with them, they can be there on 
their cell phone the whole time. 

Several of the volunteers also commented on the parent’s lack of engagement when 

participating with their children in nature-based programming at the park. Sally made particular 

note of this: “They are not absorbing what their child is doing. They are not listening to the 

program.” She added, 

There is no communication whatsoever, only in front of them here. You know and they 
have to be here, but they’re not really. It sets an example early, I think, that you can just 
ignore what’s going on and be on the cell phone—instead of participating in some way. 

The role of technology also emerged during the focus group’s discussion when the 

conversation turned to the interpretive messaging of the zoo’s new Journey to Churchill 

exhibition. The participants discussed whether the exhibit’s interactive digital games were 

carrying its conservation message effectively to the families who visited the display. The 

exhibition is one of the largest displays of its kind devoted to northern species. Its interpretive 

signage is focussed on the impact of climate change, loss of permafrost, and subsequent decline 

of northern species. Some participants made comments about these electronic displays. 

Sally is a participant who frequently works as a Zoo Ambassador (see Appendix E), and 

she commented, “I don’t know whether people read those things [the interpretive signage] or 

not.” Fran’s comments also addressed concerns about digital formats in interpretive signage and 

displays: 

I was thinking to myself, what really distresses me is the one in which the mom has the 
kid out for a walk and the child is staring into space and the mom is reading the phone, 
but the other side might be that we’ve got all the touch screens, the screens where you 
learn about Churchill, see the videos and listen to the tapes . . . maybe I’m wrong, but that 
doesn’t seem to be actually directed to the children—and I’m not sure children actually 
benefit from that sort of technology about the environment. 
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Nevertheless, Fay noted, “Some people do. I notice it when somebody stops to read 

because that’s how few actually stop to read it. They all want to see the animals.” Kenzie, who 

also frequently works at the zoo, stated that the interpretive signage wasn’t resonating effectively 

with the public; she added, “I’m sure they don’t stop to read. They just want to run and go.” 

The Personal Benefits of Volunteering 

Ultimately, one of the most significant findings in this research concerned the personal 

benefits that the volunteers stated they derived from the LIFE program, including perceptible 

health benefits, increased social contacts, and an expanded community of practice. A community 

of practice is defined as a group of people who are actively involved in an activity or experience 

as practitioners. They support each other, spend time together sharing skills, and share ideas and 

other resources (Brown & Duguid, 2000, p. 126). 

In the focus group, Sally commented about the benefits that she believes she has gained 

as outcomes of her work with the park: 

It’s great working with the kids. My grandchildren are in Saskatchewan, so I don’t get to 
see them very often, and so it’s nice to have little kids around. I think that we learn along 
with them too you know. I know I’ve learned more about the environment and having the 
whole park to explore than I would have if I hadn’t been part of that program for sure. 

Sally further remarked that social aspects of her volunteer work are important to her: “It’s 

the sociability of being able to communicate with people at the zoo and stuff—you know 

especially when you’re retired and you’re on your own it’s great to get out and meet people.” 

Within the focus group, Fran’s comments continued along the line of Sally’s remarks: 

I think it makes you feel part of the real world—at this age—as you get older. It would be 
easier I think to sort of hide off and separate and not feel part of the mainstream. I think 
it’s really lovely all the things that everybody is saying. You feel part of the real action, 
the kids, the cycle of things. I think it’s quite profound and I’ve said to you before—it’s a 
really important thing in life to be loved, it’s just as important to give of your own love, 
there’s a real need. It doesn’t matter how loving a person you are—you can’t stop 
someone on the street you know. 
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In her individual interview, Beth noted the personal importance of her involvement with 

the LIFE program: 

I have found that this program . . . I lost my son, and I found that this program helped me 
get over it—or helped me live with it. I think it’s the greatest thing for the children, and I 
also think it’s really great for the volunteers, especially me—because it’s really done a lot 
for me. I got a lotta love out of this program. 

The volunteers remained enthusiastic about the program despite some of the distractions 

of technology. Jack remarked, “I can’t think of any one person who’s been in this program that 

hasn’t been changed in some way by it.” 
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Figure 5. The impacts of humanity. 

Chapter Five: Discussion and Conclusions 

This final chapter presents a summary of the research findings, interprets the data, and 

describes the limitations of the study. The relevancy of the study, recommendations for 

application, and suggestions for further research are also presented. 

Discussion of the Study’s Findings 

The research delineated in this thesis constitutes an inquiry into the experiences of a 

group of older adult volunteers involved in an intergenerational nature-based program called 

LIFE, located at Assiniboine Park in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada (see Appendix F). This thesis 

examines the senior participants’ narratives, educational paradigms, and perceived contributions 

to social capital. The thesis was also intended to provide a more systematic examination of the 

outcomes that I had previously observed informally as program co-facilitator and to identify 

unnoticed outcomes and potential barriers to the engagement of the older volunteers. 

The study consisted of two components: first, a semi structured interview that guided the 

participants through a series of questions; and second, a focus group discussion intended to spur 

further dialogue among the participants who had been individually interviewed. Chapter 4 

presented the ideas and perceptions of the participants and illustrated these ideas and perceptions 
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with direct quotations from the transcripts. The intent was to allow the individual voices of the 

study participants to be heard in this report. 

As described in Chapter 3, the interviews were semi-structured, and I moderated the 

focus group with the intent of keeping the discussion focused around some of the experiences 

and perceptions reported by individuals during the interviews. In the case of both the interviews 

and focus group, my intent was to allow the participants to have opportunities to take the 

conversations in directions of importance to them, while being respectful of their time. Although 

several of the volunteers expressed trepidation about being involved in an academic study—

trepidation that was apparent in the somewhat stilted conversations of the individual 

interviews—they were generous with their time and expressed themselves fully within the 

community of the focus group. The LIFE volunteers are a group that clearly enjoys and revels in 

each other’s company. This was particularly evident in the jocularity and laughter that ensued 

within the focus group. 

My process of listening to and transcribing the recorded conversations, and then 

reviewing, rereading, and reflecting on the transcripts was similar to the approach described by 

Saldana (2013) and van Manen (1990) as living deeply into the data. As a result of the process, 

several themes began to emerge, some of which reflect the influence of the interview structure 

whereas others were unanticipated in the interview topics, but were emergent from the 

participants’ descriptions of their experiences in the LIFE program. I discuss the main themes in 

the following sections. 

Participants’ Childhood Experiences with Nature 

All of the LIFE volunteers reported having a proclivity to nature as young children and 

relishing the kind of autonomy that they associated with those early experiences. Many, 
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however, viewed children in contemporary society as no longer experiencing this freedom. As 

Fran observed, “So these little kids, many of them we’ve seen don’t spend an awful lot of time 

outside, and they certainly don’t have that lovely sense of freedom that that came with my 

childhood.” 

A sense of loss of freedom was a further dimension to the comparison made by the study 

participants between their remembered childhood experiences and their perceptions of the 

experiences for many of the children that they met in the LIFE program. All of the participants 

believed that the children involved in the LIFE program were more restricted in their personal 

autonomy than the seniors recalled being as young children. This sentiment was reflected in the 

findings of Lia Karsten (2005) who has been comparing children’s use of space over several 

decades. Her findings from a study of oral histories and from statistical and archival research, 

supported by direct observations made in the city of Amsterdam, indicated that in the 1950s and 

60s children had substantial freedom to move around on their own, with relatively large 

territories to play in. Further, they frequently played with children of diverse backgrounds. 

Karsten also noted, however, that children’s spaces have become more diverse—including those 

that are indoors and even the “backseat” spaces in cars—and that while the reduction of outdoor 

play spaces might be seen as a loss, new activities have emerged both outdoors and indoors. 

Even so, she does express concern that children’s agency has decreased because many of the new 

spaces are regulated, organized, and supervised by adults. 

The participants’ sense of the contrast between their childhood experiences of nature and 

those of modern children was of particular significance when viewed in the light of recent 

research findings: “That active care for the environment in adulthood is frequently associated 

with positive experiences of nature in childhood or adolescence, along with childhood role 
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models who gave the natural world appreciative attention” (Chawla, 2007, p. 147). The mention 

of the importance of role models as influences on the experiences of children in natural settings 

emerged in an oblique way from the focus group discussion in which some participants reported 

that a number of the parents and adults who accompanied children in the LIFE program seemed 

more engaged with their Smart phones than with the experience of the children. A theme 

discussed below in this chapter is that of concern about the influence of modern digital media 

and devices on children’s experience and on the role of parents. 

Participants’ Perceptions of Their Approaches to Sharing Nature with Children 

Most of the volunteers in this study stated that they didn’t have a formal pedagogical 

approach to working with the children other than communicating their own love of nature and 

enthusiasm for the opportunity to be in the natural setting of the program. During the orientation 

sessions with the senior volunteers, my co-facilitator and I took a background, low-profile 

approach during the sessions and offered opportunities to fully and independently explore with 

the children. During the orientation sessions, it was stressed to the volunteers that they had 

autonomy to simply explore and be guided by the children during the program. 

The comments of the participants under Theme 3 in Chapter 4 indicated the volunteers’ 

general enthusiasm for this approach during the orientation and their emulation of it in their own 

work. Tessa’s comments were representative of this view when she noted that she liked to 

communicate her enthusiasm to the children and enjoyed watching the children discover new 

things. As she said, “You teach the child as you’ve learned yourself, so . . . wow, there’s a leaf—

when I was little to my kids—I’d say wow, there’s a leaf—and to the kids I say wow there’s a 

leaf, you know.” 
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The other volunteers appeared to generally share the view that, if they were excited and 

interested in what they found during the program, their enthusiasm would be enticing for the 

children. Further, most of the volunteers seemed to prefer a friendly and nonauthoritarian 

relationship with the children. Jack’s comments captured this spirit: “I don’t want to be that 

authority figure with them; I want to be more of a friend.” The volunteers’ comments also noted 

an appreciation for involving the children through a multisensory approach and encouraging 

them to listen, touch, and smell the things that they found along the way. Although these 

volunteers had no formal background in instructional theories or methodologies, they seemed 

instinctively to want to engage all the children’s senses and perceptions in the experiences. 

Another aspect of the volunteers’ reports on their approach to working with the children 

was their appreciation of the need to be spontaneous and to be prepared to take advantage of 

unplanned opportunities. The reported “rolling down the hill” event described in Chapter 4 

captures the essence of the volunteers’ sentiments about having a flexible approach. Fran’s 

remarks vividly described this episode: 

[I] remember the day we went to the zoo and the highlight of the morning was they got to 
roll down the hill—and all the stuff you had prepared for them and they just wanted to 
roll down the hill—in the grass. 

Other volunteers also had fond memories of the episode and recalled the children’s 

laughter and joy. I believe the recollections and comments from this group of volunteers have 

implications for how organizations that recruit volunteers to work with groups of children (and 

possibly even with adults) should be oriented to their roles in interpretation and guiding. I 

discuss this later in this chapter. 
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Volunteers’ Perceptions of The Influences of Modern Media and Technology on Their 

Work in The LIFE Program. 

Digital media and technologies are now ubiquitous aspects of modern life for adults and 

children alike. Smart phones and other mobile electronics are often used by both children and 

accompanying adults who attend programs at the park. As a result, the volunteers in this research 

reflected on ways in which these technologies and media affected their interactions with the 

children (and accompanying adults). 

As shown in the comments presented in Chapter 4, all of the volunteers who participated 

in the focus group saw technology as a distraction for the children and as a detriment to greater 

direct communication with them. Some expressed that because these portable devices often 

included software games and media presentations, the children expected that the LIFE program 

and the volunteers would be just as engaging and effective in their presentations and interactions. 

They expressed the view that it was often difficult to compete in the real world with the virtual 

worlds being experienced by the children. Sally’s comments are representative of this concern: 

“They are certainly not looking at the environment when they’re outside. If they’ve got their 

games or their phone, they’re just looking at that instead of what’s around them which is 

unfortunate.” 

As mentioned previously, some of the volunteers remarked that parents or other adults 

who accompanied the children on the program were also more engaged with their mobile devices 

than with the program and the children and spent much of the time “on their phones.” Sally made 

a particular claim that, when the parents demonstrate this sort of distraction or nonengagement, 

they are in effect communicating to their children that this behaviour is acceptable. As she put it, 
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“It sets an example early I think, that you can just ignore what’s going on and be on the cell 

phone, instead of participating in some way.” 

Sherry Terkel (2015), a well-known writer on the impacts of information and 

communications technology and on the ways in which people interact both with the technology 

and with each other in technology-based environments, has described how pervasive 

communications tools, such as Smart phones and mobile media, have undermined conversation 

and relationships. 

An extension to the concerns expressed by the volunteers about technology during the 

LIFE program was found in some of the comments made about new digital signage as often 

found in modern zoos (including the one in Assiniboine Park), aquaria, and in other types of 

exhibit spaces. Some wondered whether the visitors began to pay more attention to the digital 

game displays than to the actual animals in the exhibit. The volunteers had some division of 

opinion about this, however, as some volunteers were of the view that these electronic displays 

actually had little effect on most of the visitors because they really ignored them in favour of 

seeing the actual animals. 

There can be no doubt that modern digital media on mobile devices are now facts of life 

for interpretive educational programs offered on sites such as parks, zoos, and museums. The 

question raised by this fact is how can volunteers, such as the group of seniors in this study, be 

oriented to work in collaboration with these media rather than by attempting to compete directly 

with them? 

Personal Benefits of The Volunteer Experience 

As noted in the Literature Review, extensive research has been done on the benefits to 

children (and to adolescents and adults) of participation in outdoor and nature-based activities 
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and experiences. Literature on the benefits to the volunteer guides and interpreters who work in 

these programs is less extensive. The results of this study provided insights into how this group 

of participants perceived the personal outcomes and benefits of their involvement in the LIFE 

program. 

Ultimately, one of the most significant findings in this research concerned the personal 

benefits the volunteers perceived that they derived from participating in the LIFE program, 

including perceptible health benefits and increased social contacts. Many of the volunteers in this 

study live alone, and for some, they are separated by distance from their own families, including 

children and grandchildren. Additionally, they are retired from their regular jobs and careers, so 

they don’t have regular workplace contacts with others. Thus, a significant theme in the 

interviews and the focus group was that serving as volunteers enabled them to reconnect with 

other people, make friends, and feel that they were making a social contribution. 

Sally’s remarks were representative of this perception: “It’s the sociability of being able 

to communicate with people at the zoo and stuff—you know, especially when you’re retired and 

you’re on your own its great to get out and meet people.” Fran’s remarks extended Sally’s 

comments, as she noted that by volunteering, “You feel part of the real action” and also, “I think 

it makes you feel part of the real world—at this age—as you get older. It would be easier I think 

to sort of hide off and separate and not feel part of the mainstream.” 

Most of the volunteers noted that the benefits and positive outcomes of the experience 

were reciprocal—having value for both the volunteer and those with whom they worked. The 

participants made special note of the joy that they experienced through their work with the 

children and that they had probably learned about as much from the experience as had the 

children. As Sally put it, “I think that we learn along with them too you know. I know I’ve 
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learned more about the environment and having the whole park to explore than I would have if I 

hadn’t been part of that program for sure.” Several of the volunteers noted that their own 

children and grandchildren lived away from them and that they saw them less regularly. Hence, 

they valued their chance to work with young children and expressed appreciation of having 

young children around. 

Some of the participants made strong comments about the reciprocal benefits they 

associated with their volunteer experiences. Fran’s comments captured this feeling well: 

I think it’s quite profound, and I’ve said to you before, it’s a really important thing in life 
to be loved, that there is just as important to give of your own love, there’s a real need . . . 
It doesn’t matter how loving a person you are—you can’t stop someone on the street you 
know (to show them a loving gesture).eg.(brackets mine) 

Jack offered a very concise summary that seems to apply to all the participants in this study 

when he stated, “I can’t think of any one person who’s been in this program that hasn’t been 

changed in some way by it.” 

Brown and Duguid (2000) have described a community of practice as a group of people 

who are actively involved in a shared activity or experience as practitioners. Members of a 

community of practice support each other; spend time together sharing skills, ideas, and other 

resources; and are involved in regular, interactive communications. The volunteers in this study 

appeared to represent a community of practice, and as such, they contributed and received 

benefits from their membership in it. 

Many of the volunteers formed friendships that continued beyond the parameters of the 

program. I noted that several met weekly for coffee prior to their volunteer duties or went for a 

walk together in the park afterwards. They have offered strong emotional support for those who 

were grieving the loss of family member and celebrated joyously when one of their members 
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was wed. Ultimately, they have often gained a profound sense of being valued, contributing to 

the program, participating, and gaining important personal connections to social networks. 

Volunteerism and The Benefits of Intergenerational Learning 

The LIFE program, as described in this thesis, may be seen as incorporating 

intergenerational learning in that the volunteer guides and interpreters were all seniors (age 55 

plus) whereas the participants in the program were children. Historically, elders and older 

grandparents once occupied a significant role as decision makers, wisdom sharers, and 

perpetuators of familial values. In many parts of the world and in a range of cultures, older 

people still play those roles. In recent years, especially in the developed world with the increased 

mobilization and segregation of families, older adults have become disenfranchised from 

contemporary society, and many have become progressively isolated from younger generations 

and, at times, even from members of their own peer group (Kump & Krašovec, 2007). 

Authors such as Morgan and Kunkel (2001) proposed that the concept of aging and the 

aged is socially constructed and noted that current conceptions often treat aging as a chronic 

disease and the aged as being frail, sick, incompetent, needy, or senile. The generational divide 

between the young and old can perpetuate societal discord, the unfair distribution of resources, 

and the perpetuation of negative stereotypes about aging. Morgan and Kunkel wrote that 

intergenerational programs have a chance to challenge these conceptions “through examining 

aging individuals’ opportunities, choices and experiences as the product of their individuality 

interacting with the surrounding social structure, [and] highlight[ing] how aging is much more 

than an individual journey through time” (p. xix). 

Intergenerational programs can be loosely defined as “initiatives that increase 

cooperation, interaction, or exchange between any two generations, and in which there is sharing 
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of skills, knowledge and experience” (Findsen & Formosa, 2011, p. 171). Further, 

intergenerational programs have been described as promoting learning by incorporating activities 

that deliberately involve two or more generations and involve the different generations learning 

from each other or together with a facilitator or tutor. This definition emphasized 

intergenerational learning as “co-learning” (Findsen & Formosa, 2011, p. 174). 

Findsen and Formosa (2011) went on to list three main rationales for supporting practices 

in intergenerational learning: the first, and most obvious, is that older and younger people learn 

from each other and mutually impart some form of knowledge, whether it be intellectual or 

experiential; the second rationale is that intergenerational programs provide an environment that 

encourages the “natural acceptance of a person from a different age group, fosters harmony 

among the generations and has the potential to reduce fears and distrust between generations-as 

well as encouraging younger and older citizens to overcome any prejudices” (p. 174); and the 

final rationale is that intergenerational learning has the potential to enhance or augment social 

capital. The latter point deserves further consideration and is discussed in the next section. 

Volunteerism and Its Contributions to Social Capital 

Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital as the potential resources and value one gains 

from personal connections including family, friendships, and other social groups. Correa (2013) 

claimed that some authors advocate that the term be discarded altogether and replaced simply 

with the appropriate term “community” (p. 38). It would seem that social capital is ultimately a 

form of reinvestment in community. 

Reflecting on the findings from this study, I believe that the results suggest that the LIFE 

program is clearly situated in the genre of intergenerational programs, although its learning 

outcomes are loosely developed with a focus on communication and co-learning between the 
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senior volunteers and the children. I also believe, however, that the LIFE program represented a 

contribution to social capital in the enhancement perceived by the volunteers of their general life 

experiences, sense of participation, and in the formation of new social networks. Some research 

also suggested that when older adults remain socially involved and connected, they experience 

positive benefits in terms of physical and psychological health. These direct health benefits 

include higher vitality and improved general health indicators. Given the rising costs of acute 

care for an aging population in Canada, approaches that will enhance the wellness of older adults 

have direct economic as well as social benefits (Richard, Gauvin, Gosselin, & Laforest, 2009). 

Limitations of The Study 

This study was conducted with eight senior volunteers who participated in the LIFE 

program in Winnipeg. As noted previously in Chapter 3, one of the limitations of the study is 

that the research participants were chosen as a sample of convenience rather than selected to be 

representative of a wider spectrum of all volunteers in intergenerational programs. Furthermore, 

the study group had a greater representation of female participants than males, which is reflective 

of the current volunteer demographic at Assiniboine Park. 

The study employed one-on-one interviews and was followed by a focus group involving 

all the participants. The interviews were loosely structured around a series of topics that I 

selected as relevant to the program’s structure and the nature of the volunteers. This approach 

meant that some issues of importance to the volunteers may not have been raised during the 

interviews or in the focus group simply because the participants were reluctant to widen the 

range of topics and wanted to help me by sticking to the interview topics as I introduced them. A 

less structured interview format might have seen participants raising subjects of importance not 

covered by the more structured approach. Nevertheless, as the participants were initially nervous 
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about their participation, a completely or almost completely open approach might have seemed 

threatening. 

The study was designed to focus on the senior volunteers. As a result, no attempt was 

made to involve the children or their parents or caregivers in an assessment of their views of the 

LIFE program. 

Both a limitation and benefit to this study was my closeness to the program as a co-

facilitator. It would have impossible to be completely removed from the subject matter; 

therefore, I choose to adhere strongly to the direct line of questioning during the individual 

interviews in order to mitigate my own biases. In the focus group, I was careful to not offer 

comments or to influence the participants’ answers in any way. I believe that my awareness of 

my bias renders my research more valid. 

Directions for Further Research 

Some of the participants in this study noted that they had learned new things about the 

environment of the Assiniboine Park as an outcome of their work in the LIFE program. As Sally, 

one of the LIFE program participants, noted, “I know I’ve learned a lot more about the 

environment now that I have this whole park to explore than I would have without the program, 

for sure.” 

It would be interesting to probe more deeply into whether the volunteers’ experiences 

affected their views of environmental issues and whether they became more interested in 

environment-related topics as covered in the media. It would also be interesting to follow up with 

them to see if any of them went on to join environmental organizations in their communities. 



NURTURING NARRATIVES IN AN INTERGENERATIONAL GARDEN 64 

 

Lessons Learned 

Ultimately, my research into the experiences of the senior volunteers involved in the 

LIFE program challenged many of my own perceptions about the aging process and the potential 

of older adults to learn, engage, and build community in later life. I believe that older adults have 

much to offer others as skilled mentors and teachers; their wisdom about the past has the 

potential to guide future generations. Their insights have been tremendously valuable in 

assessing future intergenerational program offerings at the park. As noted, Assiniboine Park has 

a large senior volunteer contingent that provides essential services on a day-to-day basis. 

Conducting this research, I have learned valuable skills that can enhance the orientation 

and training of these volunteers for future programming. I recognize that direct and ongoing 

communication with the volunteers is paramount throughout these types of programs. The 

volunteers are strongly invested in the success of the programs and have much to offer in terms 

of suggestions and resources for the program. My co-facilitator and I continue to monitor and 

fine-tune the success of the program through weekly evaluations with the volunteers and support 

staff. 

An additional outcome of this research is that my colleagues and I are preparing an 

intergenerational training guide to provide resources that will assist in the training of senior 

volunteers that will be shared widely in the future. Further, this research has contributed to my 

ability to write a chapter on the benefits of intergenerational programs for a colleague pending 

publication. 

I have also learned much about aging with grace and the attributes of lifelong learning. 

The volunteers were also tremendously helpful in offering insights and suggestions about future 

intergenerational programs. Their suggestions included the following points and comments. 
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• The orientation process should lay the groundwork for their work as volunteers early 

in the session. Volunteers should be provided with information and needed resources 

to perform their jobs adequately. (Orientation with all the volunteers present is a key 

requirement.) 

• The volunteers should be provided with the general program framework at the outset 

of the sessions, but the framework should allow for spontaneous events to occur (so 

that the volunteers can stray from the intended curriculum when needed—sometimes 

children just need to roll down the hill). 

• The volunteers and the program structure should recognize the value of nature as a 

teacher. 

• Volunteers need not overprotect children—a few scuffs and scrapes are good thing. 

• The program should be structured somehow to limit the use of technology by 

participants, especially parents or child-care workers, although even very young 

children are now often carrying mobile devices. 

• Facilitators (the role that I perform) should offer support to the volunteers when 

needed and otherwise stand back and take a relatively low profile. 

• Facilitators and the park administration should continue to evaluate the process and 

offer feedback. As noted previously, facilitation staff send out weekly evaluations and 

also audio record the responses of the volunteers involved with the program. 

Following the program, all of the volunteers are brought together for a celebration 

and the final feedback session. My co-facilitator and I also have ongoing facilitated 

discussion with support stuff involved in the program and volunteer coordinators. The 

final report is then written and sent to the sponsoring organization. 
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Conclusion 

Kaplan and Liu (2004), Boström (2003), Ballantyne, Fien, and Packer (2001) among 

others have all delineated the importance of intergenerational programs, but it is only recently 

that I have come to know firsthand the multiple benefits of these programs. The benefits are 

perceivable each week as children clamber eagerly off the bus to greet their volunteer 

grandparents and as joyous exchanges and welcoming smiles take place between the volunteers. 

LIFE is a program that fosters both civic engagement and social connectivity; in short, it both 

strengthens and builds community. 

In assessing recent literature on intergenerational programs from the perspective of the 

senior adults, I noted considerable gaps within the literature. As Kaplan and Liu (2004) noted, 

research into the long-term implications of intergenerational approaches to EE have been limited, 

particularly from the perspective of older adults. Given that context, to what do we adhere as the 

best course of action to encourage intergenerational dialogue and foster environmental actions 

for the future? Stories and narratives provide a prodigious means of communication. As Paul 

Kennedy (2014) remarked in a recent episode of the CBC podcast Ideas series, “Aging by the 

Book” (2015), “Stories have a power, not just in the stories we read, but in the stories we are.” I 

believe that we, as adults, must collectively listen deeply to the narratives of elders and older 

adults and once again make it possible for them to share their memories, wisdom, and the scope 

of their lived experiences in nature. It is by listening to these powerful stories and sharing then 

with future generations that we, as educators, can hope to shape a more sustainable future. 
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Appendix A: Project Information Email for LIFE 

(Linking Intergenerational Friends of the Environment) Volunteers as Potential 
Participants in a Research Study: Nurturing Narratives in An Intergenerational Garden 

 
This email will be used to provide project information for the previous participants of the LIFE 
(Linking Intergenerational Friends of the Environment) program at Assiniboine Park, and invite 
them to participate in my thesis research project. The information will also be available to the 
participants in hard copy print form prior to the interview. 

Dear: [Insert name of volunteer] 

Date: [Insert Date] 

I am a candidate in the Master of Arts in Environmental Education and Communications 
program at Royal Roads University in Victoria, BC. As part of my research for the thesis 
requirement of my program I wish to conduct interviews with volunteers who have recently 
participated in the LIFE. (Linking Intergenerational Friends of the Environment) program at 
Assiniboine Park. The purpose of the interview is to gain perceptions of your experiences of and 
interactions with visitors engaged in the Intergenerational Garden program. 

If you choose to participate in the interview, it will require approximately 45-60 minutes of your 
time. The interviews are planned to take place before January 30, 2015. With your permission 
the interview will be voice recorded for transcription purposes only and written notes will also be 
taken. Your name and other identifying information will be kept strictly in confidence and the 
interview transcripts and recordings will be held in secure storage. You will be sent a transcript 
of the interview so that you can make any additions, edits or corrections. 

At a later date, after all of the interviews have been completed, a group discussion will also be 
held among all those who participated in the 1:1 interviews. The purpose of the group discussion 
will be to compare experiences and develop any new ideas about the LIFE. program. The group 
discussion will be recorded via a video recorder and will take approximately 2 hours. 
Participants in the group discussion will be sent a summary of the discussion so that they can 
make any additions or corrections that they may wish. The video recording and notes made 
during the discussion will also be kept in secure storage and the identities of the participants will 
be entirely protected and pseudonyms will be used in place of your name. Your real name and 
any identifying information will not appear in the final research report or in any other documents 
that result from the research. 

All data, recordings and notes from the interviews and group discussion will be destroyed on 
conclusion of the research and acceptance of the thesis by the Royal Roads University 
administration and library. 

You are not compelled to participate in this research and if you choose to proceed you may still 
withdraw at any time. If you do withdraw any data from your interview or group participation 
will not be used in the research report and will be destroyed. 
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Your input is crucial to further my studies and your participation is greatly appreciated. Please 
note that even though I have been a co-facilitator of the LIFE. program, this research does not 
involve any assessment of your work as a volunteer or any evaluation of the merits of the 
program. The information that you provide may be helpful to the future development of the 
program and to the quality of the volunteer experience. 

If you agree to participate in the Interview you will be required to complete a Consent Form 
prior to the start of the interview. On the form you will note a separate line indicating your 
consent in a follow-up forum discussion that will be videotaped. Please indicate clearly on the 
consent form if you wish to participate in both the 1:1 interviews and the group discussion that 
will follow at a later date. It is not obligatory for you to participate in both parts of the study. 

If you have any questions about the research or my status at the university, please contact my 
thesis supervisor Dr. Milt McClaren [email address] [telephone number] or the MAEEC Program 
Head, Dr. Rick Kool [email address] [telephone number]. 

Please contact me at [email address] [telephone number] to set up a date and time for the 
interview if you choose to take part. The interviews will be conducted at the Qualico Family 
Centre in the Acorn Activity Room. 

Thank you for your time and consideration in participating with this thesis research. 

Sincerely, 

Bonnie Tulloch 

Masters of Arts, Environmental Education and Communication Candidate 
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Appendix B: Consent Form for Participants in the Research Project 

Nurturing Narratives In An Intergenerational Garden 

 

Two copies of this consent form will emailed to the LIFE volunteers if they express 

willingness to participate in the research after speaking to or emailing me and reading the 

Project information Letter (Appendix A). Both copies are to be signed by the participant; one 

copy is to be retained for their own records. Please note: there are two parts to the consent form. 

1) A line to indicate consent to participate in the 1:1 interview and 2) a check box to indicate 

consent to participate in the follow up forum discussion to be scheduled at a later date 

 

This consent form is for participants in Bonnie Tulloch’s Master’s thesis research at Royal Roads 
University, titled: Nurturing Narratives in an Intergenerational Garden. 

Participant Involvement 

Your involvement it will include a 1:1 interview of approximately 45-60 minutes of your time. 
The interviews are planned to take place before February 6, 2015. Topics discussed during the 
interview will include your perspectives and opinions as a volunteer facilitator of the LIFE 
(Linking Intergenerational Friends of the Environment) program at Assiniboine Park. At a later 
date, after all of the interviews have been completed, a group discussion will also be held among 
all those who participated in the 1:1 interviews. The purpose of the group discussion will be to 
compare experiences and develop any new ideas about the LIFE. program. The group discussion 
will be recorded via a video recorder and will take approximately 2 hours. Participants in the 
group discussion will be sent a summary of the discussion so that they can make any additions or 
corrections that they may wish. 

Privacy and Confidentiality 

As a participant in this research, your privacy, confidentiality and anonymity will be protected. 
With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded for transcription purposes only and 
written notes will also be taken. You have the right to decline electronic recording if you wish. 
Audio recordings will be stored on password-protected computer that will not be shared with 
anyone besides my thesis supervisor, Dr. Milt McClaren and myself. Your name and identity 
will not be used in any final documentation. Names will be altered with the use of pseudonyms. 
Hand written notes will be stored in locked cabinet. Audio files will be erased after they are 



NURTURING NARRATIVES IN AN INTERGENERATIONAL GARDEN 78 

 

transcribed. All data will be destroyed after the thesis is completed and accepted by the 
university 

Final Report 

The findings of this study will be published as a thesis at Royal Roads University. Identifying 
information of participants will not be included in the final report. 

If you have any questions prior to proceeding, or at any time, please don’t hesitate to contact me 
at: [email address] or call me at [telephone number]. If you would like to verify the authenticity 
of my research project, please contact my supervisor: Dr. Milt McClaren at [email address] You 
may also contact Dr. Rick Kool, Program Head for the Master of Arts in Environmental 
Education and Communications program at Royal Roads University, at [email address] 

Your signature on this consent form serves to confirm your participation as a volunteer in this 
research study and indicates that you have read and understood the Project Information Letter 
about this study being conducted by Bonnie Tulloch, Masters student at Royal Roads University. 
By signing below, you understand that your project involvement, your privacy and 
confidentiality will be protected and how the data collected will be used. 

I hereby consent to participate in the study: Nurturing Narratives in an Intergenerational 
Garden 
 

Name of participant (please print) Signature of Participant 

_____________________________________________________________ 

� Check here if you also agree to be part of a focus group discussion at a later date. 

 

Name of Researcher: Signature of Researcher 

____________________________ ____________________________________ 

Date: ______________________________ 

 

As a participant, you will retain one signed copy for your records and the second signed copy 
will be retained by the Researcher and held in secure storage. 

By signing this consent form, you are not waiving legal rights or releasing the Researcher or 
involved institution from their legal and professional responsibilities. 
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Appendix C: One-on-One Interview Questions for LIFE 

(Linking Intergenerational Friends of The Environment) volunteers participating in 
the Research Project: Nurturing Narratives In An Intergenerational Garden 

The Topics listed below will be introduced by the researcher into the conversations with 
participants. With the permission of the interview participant, they will be audio recorded. If the 
participant does not wish to be audio recorded the interview will be recorded using hand written 
notes made by the researcher. Prior to the interview proceeding, I will ensure the participant has 
signed two copies of the informed consent letter and that I have one copy of the signed consent. I 
will also make certain that the participant understands the purposes of this research project. 

My preamble and introductory remarks are in italics. 

Hello ______, thank you for taking time out to meet with me today. As a volunteer involved 
previously with the LIFE (Linking Intergenerational Friends of the Environment) program at 
Assiniboine Park, I am seeking your opinions and perspectives about your experiences with the 
program. Please note, that even though I have been a co-facilitator of the LIFE. program, this 
research does not involve any assessment of your work as a volunteer or any formal evaluation 
of the merits of the program. The information that you provide may be helpful to the future 
development of the program and to the quality of the volunteer experience. 
 
Topic #1. Your experiences in working as a Volunteer with the children in the LIFE 
program? 

(a) How would you describe your approach in working with the children involved in the 
LIFE program? 

(b) How would you compare the experiences of the children involved in the LIFE program 
with your own outdoor experiences as a child? 

(c) Did you notice certain questions from the children that were particularly common in the 
groups you worked with? 

(d) How do you feel about the general level of interest among the children in the LIFE 
program experiences? 

(e) Did you have particular things that you liked to point out to the children in your groups? 
How about any favourite stories that you like to tell to the children in your groups? 

Topic#2 Environmental Messages and Education in the LIFE program. 

(f) From your perspective, has your work with the LIFE program changed your 
understanding of environmental issues? Describe the ways have you noticed these 
changes in your views? 
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(g) Do you feel that the LIFE program has any particular environmental messages that it 
communicates to the children? 

(h) Do you feel that the LIFE program should try to communicate any particular messages 
about the environment to the children in the program. 

Topic 3. Personal Outcomes from your work with the LIFE Program 

(i) From your perspective, has your work in the LIFE program affected your social 
interactions with your fellow volunteers? 

(j) Have you perceived any positive changes to your health and sense of wellness that you 
can attribute to your work with the LIFE program? 

(k) Would you recommend that a friend or family member become involved as a volunteers 
in the LIFE program—what would you tell them about the volunteers’ roles and benefits? 

(l) Do you have any suggestions to make about the goals and structure of the LIFE program 
from your perspective as a Volunteer facilitator of the program? 

(m) Are there any other comments or suggestions that you’d like to add about your 
experiences with the LIFE program. 

 

Thank you for your time today and your assistance and participation in my research for my 
Graduate Thesis: Nurturing Narratives in an Intergenerational Garden 
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Appendix D: Addendum to Research Protocol – Focus Group Questions 

1 Given your experience with the LIFE program, what are your personal views on the most 
effective ways to encourage children to become more aware of their environment and 
begin to want to take care of, and enjoy nature and natural places? 

2 Considerable discussion has ensued recently about limiting children’s risk when playing 
out of doors (such as recent closing of toboggan hills in Ontario). What is your 
perspective on the right sort of balance between keeping kids safe in the outdoors and in 
recreation, vs. being over-protective and limiting their experiences? Do you feel this issue 
has any importance with the LIFE program? 

3 Do you think technology has become a help or a hindrance in encouraging children’s play 
outdoors? Have you seen examples where kids (and perhaps adults) have brought 
technologies into your programs with LIFE and the technology has either been helpful or 
a distraction? 

4 Have you perceived personal benefits from your role as a volunteer at Assiniboine Park? 

5 Are there things that the program could do to make your experience as a volunteer even 
better?) 

6 What do you think has been your most important personal learning from your 
involvement with the program in the past year? 

7 Do you have other observations or comments that you’d like to share with the group? 
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Appendix E: Assiniboine Park Volunteer Position Summaries3 

 

                                                

3 From Assiniboine Park Conservancy’s Volunteer Summaries by Assiniboine Park, 2016, Winnipeg, MB, Canada: 

Assiniboine Park. Copyright 2016 Assiniboine Park Conservancy. Reprinted with permission.  

 

 

Assiniboine Park Position Summaries: 

Ambassador:   
(Zoo, Conservatory, Tundra, Park, etc – 
Conservatory requires additional 
training) 
 

x Reports to Volunteer Resources 
x Ambassadors provide support and guidance to visitors in specific the areas, 

highlight attractions and offer suggestions to those visiting. These are year 
round activities which occur within the park and the zoo and volunteers are 
able to sign up on a first come first serve basis.  

Administrative & Office Projects x Reports to Business Unit requiring assistance 
x Administrative and office volunteers extend our work beyond which we would 

be able to achieve with paid and contract staff alone. Volunteers provide an 
extra set of hands that enable APC to accomplish tasks and activities that 
would not otherwise get done, as well as providing a valuable insider-out 
perspective on policies and procedures.  

Bus Marshal: 
 

x Reports to Visitor Services 
x Bus Marshals greet buses during the months of May—September and help the 

visitors to their group muster point as well as direct the bus driver to parking 
in order to control the traffic flow around the entrance. 

Program Assistants Include: 
Day Camps, LIFE Program, Botanical 
Programming, Birthday Parties, etc 
(requires additional training) 
 

x Reports to Programming 
x Programming Assistants provide assistance to the APC Programming team 

while they offer programming for preschool and elementary school-aged 
children. Programs include birthday packages, a Children’s Nature Adventure 
workshop series and other specialty children’s programming.  

Interpreter: 
(requires additional training) 

x Reports to Volunteer Resources 
x Approach visitors to start conversations about animal facts and environmental 

information while creating a connection between the visitor and our 
conservation efforts.  

Master Gardeners  
(English Garden Ambassador- through 
the Master Gardeners Association 
only) 

x Reports to the Director of Horticulture 
x This opportunity is a four-month program, designed for the Master Gardeners 

Association, for the students to obtain the volunteer hours needed to become 
a Master Gardener 

x Master Gardeners  greet visitors in the English Garden, answer basic questions 
regarding planting, shares knowledge about the plants and other horticulture 
features as well as provides general information about the Park and Zoo 

Shift Captain: 
(requires additional training) 

x Reports to Volunteer Resources 
x Shift Captains are responsible for delivering information to volunteers in their 

areas and making sure all volunteers are spending the required amount of 
time needed in each must cover area. Shift captains need to make themselves 
known to the volunteers on duty so they are easily identifiable.  

Tram Tour Guide: x Reports to Volunteer Resources 
x The Tram Tour Guide ensures the safety of the visitors on the tram, greets 

riders at trams stops and communicates with the driver. 

Visitor Services Concierge: 

 

x Reports to Visitor Services  

x Concierges at Assiniboine Zoo greet visitors at the Zoo entrance and provide 
exceptional customer service in order to exceed their expectations of their 
visit. They assist visitors in navigating the self-serve ticketing kiosks, provide 
support and engage with visitors in line, help guests plan their visit, highlight 
attractions and events that may be of interest to them and provide support to 
the retail, membership and visitor services teams as needed. 

Zoo Enrichment Assistants: x Reports to the Curator of Behavioural Husbandry 
x Creates and builds enrichment objects using a variety of pre-approved 

materials and techniques 
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Appendix F: Map of Assiniboine Park4 

 

                                                

4 From Assiniboine Park Map , by Manager of Marketing and Branding, n.d., Winnipeg, MB, Canada: 
Assiniboine Park. Copyright n.d. by Assiniboine Park. Reprinted with permission.  
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Appendix G: Research Approval: Assiniboine Park Zoo5 

 

 
                                                

5 From Research Approval Agreement (p. 1), by Assiniboine Park Zoo, 2015, Winnipeg, MB, Canada: 
Assiniboine Park. Copyright 2015 by Assiniboine Park. Reprinted with permission.  

 


