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Introduction
This brief guide is designed to give you a crash course 
in how to develop and carry-out a simple youth-led 
environmental education program. In it you’ll find an 
overview of the steps necessary to ensure that your 
program is well-planned and thought-out, meets the 
needs of the community, and engages youth in meaningful 
activities. 

This guide is based on Skills for Change’s Kids Greening 
Toronto program, which ran during the summer of 2016. 
Kids Greening Toronto was funded by TD Bank’s Friends 
of the Environment Fund, and involved 12 youth ages 10-
16. The objective of Kids Greening was to instill a culture 
of environmental preservation, health and well-being 
for youth in the Jane-Finch community. We collaborated 
with the Yorkwoods Public Library in order to carry out 
programming activities.

Kids Greening Toronto activities included:

• Arts and crafts workshops
• Healthy living workshops
• Environmental stewardship workshops
• Outdoor planting and activities, including creating a 

cactus garden, planting of native trees, vegetables, and 
plants and painting/decoration of a picnic table used by 
the public 

As a result of our program, we were able to:

• Provide indoor workshops, and outdoor activities to 25 
at-risk youth ages 10-16 in Jane-Finch 

• Plant 20 trees 
• Create 6 urban gardens 
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Picnic table at Yorkwoods Public Library painted by Kids Greening 
youth. Summer 2016.
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Community and Beneficiary Analysis
The development of a program must start through the 
analysis of its beneficiaries and community in order to 
create a meaningful, sustainable program. This is also 
known as a needs assessment. 

Here are some questions you should be asking when 
completing your analysis:

• What level of understanding do your beneficiaries have 
towards being environmental consciousness? What is 
essential for them to know and understand?

• What type of content will help the beneficiaries learn 
how to respect their environment (recycling, energy/
water saving)? 

• What existing programs are accessible to this 
community? Where would the greatest need for this 
program be?

• Who are some potential community partners?

From our experience, gaining community partners can 
aid many different aspects of the program, either through 
providing space for the programs, helping with outreach, or 
providing an in-depth context of the community. Once this 
information is collected you will be able to build a concept 
and understanding of what will best work within the target 
community.  
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Experiential Learning Environments
Experiential Learning is the process that engages students 
to direct and active interactions with objects or phenomena 
in the immediate environment, usually through the use of 
one or more senses (observing, feeling, hearing, smelling, 
tasting and intuition). These are the best forms of practice 
when engaging with children and youth, as this process 
allows for a more hands-on approach and caters to a 
broader audience with different learning styles.  

Close observations, a form of suggested experiential 
learning, can stimulate student curiosity, enhance attention 
to detail and compel students to confront their existing 
understanding in light of observable evidence. Another 
option, giving the beneficiaries the ability to test their 
theories through design where they actively participate 
in the process of designing and refining experiments. 
Experiential learning can also be found in artistic design 
and role playing, each of these allow the learner to express 
their understanding in visual and palpable ways. These 
techniques allow the beneficiaries to engage with the 
information in a tangible way, through reflection upon the 
issues, emotions and perspectives that may occur during 
the interaction with the environment.

Throughout our programming, all the activities included 
some sort of hands-on, interactive component. For example, 
we set-up a community garden where the children were 
involved in the gardening process. We also held some 
art workshops where the beneficiaries painted natural 
landscapes. 
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Building Capacity: Youth Leadership
Through youth programming, it is vital to create spaces 
that allow the youth to take responsibility in their learning 
and actions. Environmental programming focuses on the 
human actions that contribute to a sustainable future for 
humans, animals and plant species alike. We incorporate 
leadership tactics to allow growth from a deep respect for, 
and desire to protect the balance of nature. These types of 
relationships are developed through having opportunities 
to explore and wander about the natural environment, 
unhampered by expectations of what they must know or 
learn. By allowing the beneficiaries to take their learning 
into their own hands, it allows for growth in self-awareness 
and confidence, as they have been given the chance to test 
out their knowledge in an open environment.
 
When it comes to youth engagement towards being 
environmentally conscious, this occurs within the context 
of extracurricular activities. When there is a broader access 
to environmental groups, it offers an excellent platform 
to empower youth by providing them with opportunities 
to exercise leadership within their community and model 
environmentally conscious behaviour to their peers.   

Plants potted by Kids Greening youth
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Safety and Nutritional Habits
Since we use programming that engages our youth with 
hands-on experience with the environment, there are 
proper measures that must be followed for safety purposes. 
The basics to keep in mind are: dressing appropriately 
and bringing the essentials. Depending the type of 
programming, anything that is related to spending time 
outside, one must be conscious of the changing weather 
conditions and to prepare the beneficiaries to dress 
appropriately. With our greening program, it is required that 
our youth have a pair of gardening gloves to make sure that 
they do not hurt themselves with the different plants that 
might have sharp spikes. If the beneficiaries are working 
in the sun, they must have access to sunscreen and water 
since the work can be quite strenuous and can easily lead 
to dehydration when working in the sun. 

These programs can also encompass information on healthy 
eating habits through hosting workshops on cooking, 
superfood groups or, growing fruits and vegetables. 
By adding these types of workshops the beneficiaries 
are provided the basic tools they need to lead healthy 
lifestyles. These are just a few examples of what to be 
mindful of when in the process of developing a program 
geared towards working in the outdoors. 
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Developing your Program 
Developing a youth-led environmental program should 
follow the same steps as any other program. Ideally, 
programs should have a list of defined objectives, outputs, 
and outcomes along with a clearly laid-out set of activities 
that will achieve these objectives. 

All effective programs are based on preliminary research 
that can give more information on the needs of potential 
clients, a program plan that identifies objectives and goals 
and a plan for how activities will achieve these goals, and 
work-plan and monitoring strategy that ensures you meet 
your targets and have the greatest impact. In order to 
conceptualize and plan for your program, consider doing 
the following steps: 

Step 1: Assess Need

• Consult with partners, team members, and the 
community

• Conduct primary research: surveys, focus groups, key 
informant interviews (KIIs)

• Conduct secondary research: literature reviews 
• Research questions: What needs are present in the 

community? What programs for environmental 
education are already in the community? What 
environmental education programs have been 
successful in the past? What gaps in services exist?  

Step 2: Program Planning and Development 
 
• Based on needs identified, draft a set of outcomes 

that you would like to see accomplished through your 
program

• Select appropriate plants related to soil conditions, 
natural light, season, and timeframe (the best time 
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for planting tends to be in mid-late May in Southern 
Ontario) 

• Consider outside influences, and how they could 
interfere with your program (e.g. do you have your own 
space, or will you need to coordinate with a partner to 
secure one?)

• Use a logic model approach to design: develop inputs/
resources, activities, outputs, outcomes, and impact

• Create a program work-plan, which details timelines 
and responsibilities of staff and partners

• Create a monitoring and evaluation plan to track 
progress and assess impact 

Step 3: Implementation

• Follow the requirements of your work-plan and 
evaluation plan 

• Collect data on targets and the program’s effect on 
participants and community (if possible) through 
qualitative and quantitative data-gathering 

• Measure progress through monthly reports – these 
reports could contain data on targets, but also any 
ongoing issues that interfere with the success of the 
program’s activities 

Button-tree completed by Kids Greening youth
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Recommendations for Youth-led 
Environmental Programs
We learned a number of important lessons during our 
implementation of Kids Greening. In a nutshell, youth-led 
environmental programming needs to be implemented 
in an informal learning environment, where youth can be 
given the freedom to socialize with their fellow program 
participants and self-direct their own learning (under the 
guidance of program staff of course). 

Below is a short list of recommendations for successful 
youth environmental programs, based on our experience of 
the Kids Greening program: 

• Set time aside to build rapport: Youth need to see that 
staff are committed to programming and spending 
time to ensure that participants get the most out of 
their experience (this is especially important for at-
risk youth). Setting time aside to get to know youth 
and their interests makes programming more effective, 
and ensures an open line of communication between 
youth and staff members that can positively affect the 
program. 

• Create a non-formal learning environment: Youth 
generally prefer with non-formal opportunities to 
learn as opposed to more formal learning settings. 
Environmental education programs should utilize 
experiential learning techniques to give youth a 
“hands-on” opportunity to use what they have learned 
in the classroom. 

• Encourage youth to be self-directed: The most 
important skills youth learned through Kids Greening 
were teamwork, leadership, and problem-solving. 
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Our youth would not have been able to gain these 
skills without being able to direct their own learning. 
Planting a community garden or planning what a 
greenspace will look like are excellent opportunities 
for youth to engage with each other, organize tasks, and 
work towards their goals collectively.

• Give youth a chance to be proud of their work: 
Outdoor greening projects such as urban gardens, park 
revitalizations, etc. are a great opportunity for youth 
to see the fruits of their labor. Involve youth in the 
planning and creation of these aspects of the program, 
and allow them to take ownership by giving feedback 
and suggestions.
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