
Building Culturally Inclusive  
Sustainability Education

in Metro Vancouver
BY JOSINA V INK

CATALYZING
COLLABORATION





 4 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 4 INTRODUCTION
 5 Who are we?
 5 Purpose and Scope
 6 10 Principles of Sustainability Education
 7 Terminology
 8 Culturally Inclusive Sustainability Education

 8 THE RESEARCH
 8 Key Findings
 9 Gaps and Opportunities
 10 Filling the Gaps

 12 8 RECOMMENDATIONS

 15 DEVELOPING CULTURALLY INCLUSIVE SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION
 15 Principles
 15 Planning
 16 Promotion
 16 Implementation
 17 Evaluation

 17 CONCLUSION

 18 APPENDIX
 18 Individuals Interviewed for this Report
 18 Relevant Organizations
 18 Network Organizations
 19 Interview Questions



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY INTRODUCTION
British Columbia is one of the most multicultural provinces 
in Canada. We are also active in sustainability education. 
However, linguistically and culturally diverse communities 
are not always engaged in sustainability education.  There 
is a great need to integrate the knowledge and resources 
of individuals from a variety of backgrounds and create 
communities that support and create sustainable practices.   
Many sustainability educators are aware of this void, yet 
they struggle to find the necessary resources within their 
organization to overcome challenges around intercultural 
communication and engagement.
 
If members of different organizations share their assets and 
experiences, we can build capacity and engage all community 
members in sustainability education. The following are 
recommendations for sustainability educators and service 
providers to move toward this goal:

1. Create opportunities for dialogue and networking 
between settlement services, ethnic groups, 
neighbourhood houses and sustainability educators;

2. Develop new communication channels to effectively 
collaborate and share organizational assets;

3. Initiate collaborative projects to fill current unmet 
needs in culturally diverse communities;

4. Support the incredible capacity of neighborhood houses; 
5. Commit more attention to the needs of 

rural and northern BC communities; 
6. Seek community participation throughout the 

development of sustainability education;
7. Develop more effective evaluation processes 

for sustainability education; and
8. Build awareness about culturally inclusive 

sustainability education.

These suggestions are the first steps toward a flexible model 
of culturally inclusive sustainability education. This involves 
engaging community leaders, involving community members 
throughout development, employing ethnic media, and 
embedding feedback into the method of education.

This report was commissioned by the BC Working Group on 
Sustainability Education. It is intended to initiate a dialogue 
about the involvement of linguistically and culturally diverse 
communities in sustainability education and how community 
organizations can collaborate to achieve this. This report 
outlines key findings and insights from twelve interviews 
with sustainability educators, community developers, and 
individuals working in settlement services. The research 
describes the current ad hoc approach to cultural inclusion 
that exists within sustainability education in Metro 
Vancouver. Furthermore, the study highlights the opportunity 
for organizations to collaborate and deliver culturally-
appropriate sustainability education.

As ethnic diversity continues to rise across BC, sustainability 
education must evolve to become more inclusive in order to 
be effective. This report describes 8 recommendations to 
move this process forward. Lastly, the final section of the 
report outlines a model for culturally inclusive sustainability 
education in the future.
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The BC Working Group and Network on Sustainability 
Education has been created as a multi-sectoral, collaborative 
network where participants can engage in dialogue 
and action around sustainability education. It includes 
representatives from higher education, K-12 education, 
non-formal education, industry, government, and NGOs. 
The group has organized dialogues, workshops and 
conferences, wrote the Taking Stock report on sustainability 
education in BC, provided scholarships for students to 
pursue research in the field of sustainability education, 
and currently hosts a website to facilitate dialogue and 
expand the Province’s capacity to innovate in this field.

This report was written by Josina Vink on behalf of the BC 
Working Group on Sustainability Education. Special thanks to 
Tricia Edgar, Amy Greenwood, and Janet Moore for directing 
the research and offering suggestions and edits.

If you have any concerns or questions about this research 
please contact Dr. Janet Moore at Simon Fraser University: 
jlmoore@sfu.ca or 778-782-7884.

If you have anything to contribute please visit us at  
www.walkingthetalk.bc.ca. 

This research follows from a dialogue themed “Setting the 
Scene to Walk the Talk” hosted by Walkingthetalk, the British 
Columbia Network on Sustainability Education, on February 
26, 2008, . At this dialogue, 12 sustainability educators from 
across Metro Vancouver gathered to discuss the engagement 
of ethnic and immigrant communities in sustainability 
education. The following key issues arose:

 » Individuals from different cultural backgrounds 
have different understandings of sustainability 
and different sustainability practices;

 » Some sustainability education organizations are 
struggling to engage non-English speakers or 
those with English as their second language;

 » There is an immense wealth of knowledge within 
ethnic communities, and this knowledge clearly 
relates to sustainability education; and

 » There is a need to educate the educators about appropriate 
and relevant ways to engage culturally diverse communities. 

As a result of the February 2008 dialogue, this report 
was commissioned to develop resources for a variety of 
community organizations interested in directing attention 
toward culturally inclusive sustainability education. These 
organizations include those working in settlement services, 

ethnic specific organizations (e.g. Japanese Community 
Volunteer Association), environmental groups , community 
inclusion organizations (e.g. neighbourhood houses), and all 
others working in some way on education related to social, 
economic or environmental sustainability. 

This research is intended to provide a basis for dialogue 
between these organizations and facilitate further 
exploration of culturally inclusive sustainability education. 
We hope that the results of this research will be an 
understanding of the challenges, ideas, and partnerships 
that could create more culturally-inclusive sustainability 
education. By outlining the opportunities to collaborate 
and making recommendations for how this process can be 
advanced, this research is a step forward in addressing 
the needs of diverse communities in Metro Vancouver. 

In addition, by highlighting key insights and common 
challenges of individuals working primarily in Metro Vancouver, 
this report provides a gap analysis around culturally inclusive 
sustainability education. It is by no means a complete 
examination of all the work relating to culturally inclusive 
sustainability education in this region. It is a starting point 
for exploration and the first report of its kind to focus on 
these issues in the BC Metro Vancouver region.

Who are we?

Purpose and Scope
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Sustainability education is fundamentally about values, with 
respect at the centre. This includes respect for present and 
future generations, for difference and diversity, for the 
environment, and for the resources of the planet we inhabit 
(United Nations Decade for of Education for Sustainable 
Development). Sustainability education does not reside solely 
within the formal education system and does not focus only 
on environmental education. It is about lifelong learning and 
understanding ourselves as well as others and our links with 
the wider natural and social environment.

In March 2007, more than 75 educators, government officials 
and students came together at the “Why Sustainability 
Education?” event, held at the SFU Wosk Centre for Dialogue 
in Vancouver. By the end of the day participants had 
identified the following principles:

1. Sustainability education is really just about good 
education.
While sustainability education is about meeting contemporary 
challenges, it builds on teaching and learning wisdom that 
have developed over time through many different cultures. 
It is learner focused and incorporates the stages of action, 
reflection and practice. 

2. Sustainability education commits to new ways  
of thinking about—and being in—the world. 
Education must be ecological in the sense that it illuminates 
interconnections and the subtle wisdom of ‘enough’. As 
Rick Kool from Royal Roads University says, education must 
encourage “living like we plan on staying here”. 

3. Sustainability education needs to be integrated  
not inserted.
It is not so much a subject on its own, but the lens through 
which other subjects need to be understood and taught. 

10 Principles of Sustainability Education

4. Sustainability education demands both leadership  
and collaboration. 
Educators need to model the change we want to see. We 
cannot realize sustainability in education without support and 
leadership from faculty, staff, administration, and community. 
We need to participate in valuable work going on, support and 
improve existing projects, and create meaningful partnerships. 
Working across sectors is challenging but worthwhile. 

5. Sustainability education encourages us to take  
risks and to address hard questions. 
Experimentation with uncertainty, ongoing discussion and 
adaptation, and critical thinking are all important. In our 
resource-based province, it’s vital to address directly the 
personal risk felt by those who fear loss of their livelihood 
due to an increased focus on sustainability. 

6. Sustainability education draws from a diversity  
of cultural traditions. 
BC has a wealth of cultures and traditions. We need to create 
education that acknowledges, learns from, and incorporates 
the sustainable practices of all of these cultural groups. 

7. The language of sustainability education must be  
simple and transferable.
The term ‘sustainability’ is difficult to define and has been 
mobilized for many, often conflicting, purposes. While we 
continue refining our understanding, educators need to ensure 
the core values of right livelihood, ecological integrity and 
social justice are embodied in the language of sustainability. 
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8. Sustainability education is about the individual  
and the collective.
Sustainability education is both about authentic personal 
transformation and community building. To questions 
of personal and collective, whether the proper focus of 
interventions surround transforming individuals or structures, 
educators suggest ‘both/and’ rather than ‘either/or’. 

9. Art, culture and creativity are vital for sustainability 
education. 
The arts can play an important role in promoting reflection 
and inspiring individual and collective creative action. 

10. Sustainability education is dynamic, positive and 
contains hopeful messages.
Sustainability education must adapt to changing 
circumstances. Hope and excitement inspire positive change 
more than guilt and fear. We need to provide concrete tools 
that individuals can use and to celebrate success. 

Strathcona Community Garden Music Session

To create a culture of dialogue and inclusion, this report 
employs several encompassing terms and phrases that are 
defined below. 

Culturally inclusive sustainability education 
This phrase describes methods of sustainability education that 
engage linguistically and culturally diverse communities rather 
than ignoring or simply “reaching out” to those communities.

Sustainability educator 
An individual who facilitates learning that connects 
individuals to concepts and practices relating to the long 
term well-being of our society, economy, and environment. 
This includes those who work in the formal and non-formal 
education system. 

Settlement services 
Community organizations or agencies that help newcomers to 
Canada adjust to new lives and settle into new communities.

Ethnic community 
A group of people living in a shared location who identify 
with each other usually on the basis of common cultural, 
linguistic, or religious traits and/or ancestry.

Sustainability 
This report uses the Fraser Basin Council’s definition of 
sustainability: “social well-being supported by a vibrant 
economy and sustained by a healthy environment”.

Terminology
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British Columbia is one of the most culturally diverse 
provinces in Canada and it is projected that this ethnic 
diversity will only increase in the next ten years. According 
to the 2006 census by Statistics Canada, the proportion of 
foreign-born individuals living in British Columbia is just 
under one third of the current population. A similar proportion 
has a “mother-tongue” that is neither English nor French. 

Sustainability educators are aware of these trends and 
they struggle to educate in ways that adequately engage 
diverse populations. Some of the challenges encountered 
in intercultural communication include language barriers 
and misunderstanding, different terms of reference that 
make it hard to reach a mutual understanding, differing 
perceptions and worldviews, confusion over how time 
and space are handled, and different learning styles.

If sustainability educators do not actively seek involvement 
from linguistically and culturally diverse participants, they 
fail to tap a wealth of ingenuity and exclude a growing 
percentage of the population. One example of this is 
the contribution that Traditional Ecological Knowledge, 
developed, adapted and practiced by generations of 
aboriginal people, can make to sustainability education by 
shifting ways of thinking about and living off the land. 

If effective ways of engaging culturally diverse 
communities in sustainability education are implemented, 
current education methods will be enhanced and 
collectively communities can leverage the necessary 
tools to create a vibrant, sustainable future.

Culturally Inclusive Sustainability Education

To investigate the current state of sustainability education 
in Metro Vancouver and identify how organizations can 
work to better address the needs of culturally diverse 
communities 12 individuals were interviewed in this research. 
The interviewees brought a range of perspectives from 
settlement services, neighborhood houses, government, and 
community organizations involved in sustainability education 
in various capacities. All individuals live and work in Metro 
Vancouver except for one interviewee from the Prince George 
Multicultural Society. (For a complete list of individuals 
interviewed in this research see Appendix).

Sharing experiences from years of work in their field, 
interviewees answered questions about engaging ethnic 
communities and new immigrants as well as communication 
strategies used to reach these communities. In addition, these 
individuals were asked about the main challenges they faced 
when implementing these initiatives and key lessons learned 
in the process. Interviewees offered suggestions about 
unmet needs and gaps they saw in the overall engagement 
of ethnic and immigrant communities in sustainability 
education and made suggestions to address these gaps. 
(For the list of interview questions, see Appendix).

Common themes expressed in the interviews were:

 » There is a pervasive disconnect between the Western 
understanding of sustainability and that of new immigrants 
or other ethnic communities. As one interviewee 
explained, “there are significant differences in people’s 
attachment to the natural world depending on the 
location of their upbringing, experience, and culture”. 

 » The self-worth and the existing cultural resources of 
all community members are clear, but limited capacity 
makes it different to implement inclusive education.

 » There is great interest in supporting the valuable 
contribution of neighborhood houses.

 » More work needs to be done to improve communication 
between sustainability educators, settlement services, 
neighborhood houses and ethnic communities.

THE RESEARCH Key Findings
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Some key challenges raised in the interviews include:

 » The idea that individuals working in sustainability 
education can do more to promote the holistic concept 
of sustainability, including the cultural dimension. All 
too often, this dimension is not seriously integrated. 

 » One sustainability educator shared her impression that 
“sustainability education is not quite there in terms of 
communicating messages in a culturally sensitive way”. 

 » As settlement services work to welcome and 
integrate newcomers, there is a need to better 
integrate elements of sustainability education. 

 » “We need to do better at bridging ethnic groups 
and mainstream organizations to better engage all 
community members in sustainability education” stated 
one interviewee working in settlement services.

Interviewees described the following strategies to 
successfully engage linguistically and culturally diverse 
communities:

 » Develop an ongoing relationship with ethnic 
media (e.g. Fairchild Media or Epoch Times).

 » Identify and engage ethnic communities 
as a powerful resource.

 » Listen to ideas of community members, 
regardless of their cultural background. 

 » Engage key community leaders whom 
community members already trust.

 » Seek community involvement in all stages 
of the development of each initiative. 

These themes, challenges, and strategies create the backdrop 
for some of the large-scale community needs and the range of 
possibilities for fulfilling these needs.

Where are the gaps in the engagement of linguistically and 
culturally diverse communities, and how can sustainability 
educators meet community needs?

Many of the interviewees stated that sustainability educators 
are struggling to find ways to move beyond “outreach” to truly 
engage with diverse populations. The good news is that those 
who currently work with ethnic communities suggest that the 
tools to engage with ethnic communities already exist.

To engage new immigrants and local ethnic communities, 
sustainability organizations must identify their assets and 
capacity for implementing culturally inclusive sustainability 
education. As one interviewee said, “the biggest gap is in 
the internal people power and expertise of organizations”. 
When an organization analyses its needs, it can then seek 
out partnerships to fill these gaps and develop more effective 
sustainability education for culturally diverse communities.

In communities and established organizations in Metro 
Vancouver there is a diversity of tools and experience that 
can be pooled to develop culturally-inclusive sustainability 
education. Through partnerships and sharing organizational 
assets, sustainability education can be enhanced to engage 
communities that have otherwise been excluded. 

Gaps and Opportunities
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SETTLEMENT SERVICES
Because organizations working in settlement services (e.g. 
MOSAIC, SUCCESS and Immigrant Services Society of BC) 
are well established in Metro Vancouver, these first-line 
services have great internal capacity to engage culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities. 

Typically, immigrant services organizations focus on 
supporting social integration, providing information on public 
services, and providing employment and business training. 
There is little focus on the environmental or community 
wellbeing aspect of sustainability. By using the skills and 
resources of sustainability educators to embed the broad 
concept of sustainability into existing programs, settlement 
service organizations can enhance their current services and 
support a more holistic approach to community development. 

Settlement service organizations bring a wide variety 
of expertise to such a partnership. Some assets these 
organizations bring to a partnership include: 

 » Established connections and communication 
with community members and leaders;

 » An understanding of the cultural context and 
challenges of different ethnic groups;

 » Language translation; 
 » Relationships with ethnic media; and
 » A large volunteer base.

ETHNIC COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS
Similarly, community organizations that focus on a specific 
ethnic group (e.g. the Japanese Community Volunteer 
Association or Filipino Canadian Support Services Society) 
have an opportunity to collaborate with local sustainability 
educators to meet their group’s needs through current 
engagement methods. 

These groups can learn from successful groups with a 
sustainability focus, such as the Green Club, which provides 
environmental education to the Chinese community in 
Metro Vancouver through eco-tours and nature walks. Ethnic 
community groups have a lot to offer other ethnic community 
groups, and some may act as sustainability educators 
themselves. 

Resources and skills these organizations might bring to a 
partnership include:

 » In depth knowledge of cultural traditions and practices;
 » Tight network of community members;
 » Trusted community leaders; and
 » Culturally relevant sustainability concepts and practices.

Filling the Gaps
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SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATORS
Organizations focusing on sustainability education also have 
a great opportunity to develop programs that are culturally 
inclusive. As one individual mentioned in the “Setting the 
Scene” dialogue in 2008, to be effective, “engagement and 
outreach initiatives need to get beyond the linguistic and 
cultural barriers”. Cross-cultural sustainability education 
needs to become more than outreach. It requires a dialogue 
between people of different backgrounds to create culturally-
relevant messages and educational methods. By learning and 
developing capacity through partnerships with settlement 
service and ethnic community organizations, sustainability 
educators can develop methods of education that engage 
culturally diverse communities. Those organizations whose 
mission relates to sustainability education bring the following 
assets to a partnership: 

 » Experience developing educational 
materials, projects, and programs; 

 » A depth of technical knowledge;
 » Relationships with other sustainability 

educators and researchers;
 » An orientation towards community building that integrates 

dialogue, systems thinking and innovation; and
 » An understanding of barriers and interventions 

related to taking action on sustainability issues.

INCLUSIVE COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS
By connecting inclusive community hubs like neighborhood 
houses to settlement services, ethnic community 
organizations and sustainability educators will improve 
the effectiveness of sustainability education by reaching 
community members who are often excluded. 

Neighbourhood houses are a local, neutral ground for diverse 
groups to congregate, and they also bring unique assets to a 
sustainability education partnership:

 » Central, neutral community locations for a 
wide range of inclusive social programs; 

 » A welcoming atmosphere that respects and 
celebrates diversity, cultures and beliefs;

 » Experience addressing the specific needs of children 
and parents, youth, adults and seniors, immigrants 
and refugees and people with disabilities; and

 » Regular low risk opportunities for neighbors 
to meet and address common concerns

 » Together, these organizations can work to create 
powerful, effective and culturally inclusive 
programming around sustainability education.
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During the interviews conducted for this report, interviewees 
were asked to suggest priorities as we move towards 
improving culturally inclusive sustainability education 
in Metro Vancouver. The following is a list of these 
recommendations.

1. Create opportunities for dialogue and networking 
between settlement services, ethnic groups, 
neighbourhood houses and sustainability educators

It is vital to create opportunities for dialogue and networking 
between these organizations to find common ground, create 
a shared vision and outline areas where they can work 
together to improve cultural inclusion in sustainability 
education. These organizations don’t often get an opportunity 
to connect. Most individuals involved in this research 
emphasized the need to connect with others to get the 
entire picture of the current situation in Metro Vancouver and 
address what can be done to move towards a common vision. 

Dialogue and networking events on the issue of culturally 
inclusive sustainability education would allow for the initial 
stages of partnership development and project brainstorming. 
There is an important opportunity to host a dialogue through 
Walkingthetalk in partnership with service providers such as 
AMSSA, the Affiliation of Multicultural Societies and Service 
Agents of BC, and the Association of Neighbourhood Houses. 

2. Develop new communication channels to effectively 
collaborate and share organizational assets

In order to effectively collaborate and share organizational 
assets, it is essential that there are accessible communication 
channels between ethnic groups, ethnic media, settlement 
services, neighbourhood houses, and sustainability educators. 
Once established, these communication channels could create 
an accessible network to provide avenues for engaging a 
diverse set of participants in sustainability education in a 
way that is relevant and appropriate. This could be facilitated 
for example by linking existing networks, compiling 
organizational contacts, or hosting regular community 
meetings for these organizations convene.

3. Initiate collaborative projects to fill current  
unmet needs in culturally diverse communities

To begin addressing current barriers to engaging culturally 
and linguistically diverse communities, opportunities for 
coordinating collaborative projects are vital to support the 
development of culturally inclusive programming around 
sustainability education in BC. As one interviewee mentioned, 
“we must not only facilitate long-term programming 
partnerships, but also immediate projects to create tangible 
results and encourage further collaboration”. Furthermore, 
this research substantiates that organizations have the 
collective capacity to effectively incorporate cultural diversity 
in the context of sustainability education and collaborate to 
tackle unmet needs in Metro Vancouver’s diverse communities. 

A collaborative project suggested in an interview was the idea 
that Metro Vancouver and sustainability education groups 
could collaborate with a settlement services organization 
such as Immigrant Services Society of BC to provide 
newcomers to Metro Vancouver with a welcome package on 
broad sustainability concepts and initiatives. An example 
is SUCCESS’s partnership with the Vancouver Foundation. 
The two organizations held a press release to the Chinese 
community and coordinated input and votes from the Chinese 
community about what areas they thought need to be 
improved in Metro Vancouver.

8 RECOMMENDATIONS

Afghan immigrant Leila Akhtary and Afghan refugees Shima Avrani, Najiba Ahmadzai 
and Masoumeh Vahidi meet at Burnaby’s Edmonds Community School to discuss food 
programs and the Afghans Together group. Photo: United Way of Metro Vancouver
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4. Support the incredible capacity  
of neighborhood houses 

To bridge cultural differences and integrate sustainability into 
local communities, it is necessary to maintain and develop 
the unique position and capability of neighborhood houses. 
The current positioning of neighbourhood houses in the 
community creates a comfortable and welcoming avenue for 
community interaction. For example, Gordon Neighborhood 
House in the West End regularly hosts multicultural lunches 
with up to fifteen languages spoken and neighbours gathering 
to learn and celebrate culture and music. Connections to 
these events and other ongoing programs can provide a strong 
way to integrate services and engage a diversity of individuals 
in a neighbourhood.

5. Commit more attention to the needs of rural and 
northern BC communities 

More must be done to support related issues and needs in 
rural and northern areas. Challenges in these communities 
include welcoming and engaging immigrants from a variety 
of cultural and linguistic backgrounds with major language 
barriers and limited personnel. 

One individual interviewed spoke of the need for staff 
training, improved funding, consultation with experts, and 
opportunities to collaborate with similar organizations. 
These challenges demonstrate the great need to facilitate 
dialogue between these communities to adapt concepts of 
sustainability to rural as well as northern areas and to better 
understand how culturally inclusive sustainability education 
can take shape locally.

Bicycle wedding at Gordon Neighborhood House in Vancouver’s West End

Students in Natural Resource Management at UNBC in Prince George.
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6. Seek community participation throughout the 
development of sustainability education

In all aspects of programming, community input should be 
integrated into the development of sustainability education. 
The model outlined below in “Principles for Culturally 
Inclusive Sustainability Education” for illustrates how this 
process can be done effectively and some tips for how 
linguistically and culturally diverse communities can be better 
engaged. The processes employed by community developers 
in neighbourhood houses with experience engaging ethnic 
communities in program development can add value to 
program development. 

7. Develop more effective evaluation processes for 
sustainability education 

To help determine if organizations are indeed reaching 
targeted community members, a better evaluation process for 
sustainability education must be shared. Several interviewees 
expressed frustration with their inability to measure the 
effectiveness of education and determine if they are reaching 
individuals from specific cultures. One individual commented 
on the need for education programs to have clear goals as 
this allows for progress tracking and monitoring changes 
in behavior. Perhaps some organizations have ideas around 
effective methods for evaluation and these could be shared 
with others or methods can be collectively brainstormed in a 
dialogue or networking event.

8. Build awareness about culturally inclusive 
sustainability education

To address the current gaps outlined in this research, it is 
necessary to develop awareness about the need for culturally 
inclusive education within organizations and communities. 
There is no “one size fits all” approach to sustainability 
education. Educational initiatives need to complement 
the situations of the unique communities that they serve. 
Furthermore, this research shows the need to communicate 
the benefits of collaboration to ethnic groups, settlement 
services, neighbourhood houses, and sustainability educators.

 Examples 

The Green Club, led by President Joseph Lin, focuses on 
connecting Mandarin speakers to nature and discussing 
their role in the ecosystem. The Green Club uses regular 
advertisements in Chinese newspapers, radio and TV, their 
established email list, and deep community connections to 
generate program participation. In 2007 alone, they held 
17 eco-tours, 86 natural programs, 95 cultural programs and 
259 walks bringing together 6,659 people. The Green Club 
models the successful engagement of an ethnic community in 
sustainability education at a local level.

S.U.C.C.E.S.S is a large organization with eleven branches 
in Metro Vancouver region. Their mission is to act as a 
bridge between ethnic groups and mainstream media and 
organizations while encouraging community participation, 
specifically focusing on new immigrants. S.U.C.C.E.S.S. has 
established relationships with a wide variety of ethnic media 
such as Fairchild and Channel M. They often conduct joint 
press releases with other agencies and work hard to share 
information with their network.
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Sustainability education must be enhanced by working 
towards educational methods that are culturally and 
linguistically sensitive. By using principles of cultural 
inclusion, an organization can address some the major 
challenges of engaging communities with diverse 
backgrounds. These include language barriers, accessibility 
issues, lack of understanding, and differing expectations.

To develop sustainability education that is truly inclusive, 
individuals from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds must be key resource people in the development 

of that education. Community members need to be involved 
in the programming process from development to evaluation. 
Organizations and educators must engage individuals in 
decision making, listen to their needs, adapt to their cultural 
values and practices, find common ground, and establish trust 
between the organization and community members. 

Every ethnic community is unique and has a different capacity 
to participate in sustainability education. As such, each 
community must be approached in a manner that is sensitive 
to the variation in different communities’ capacity. 

DEVELOPING CULTURALLY INCLUSIVE  
SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION

Principles
The model below is based on the principles of cross cultural 
education developed by Joseph Lin, founding president of 
the Green Club. He has spent years successfully connecting 
Mandarin speakers to nature through educational programs. 
These principles are enhanced by wisdom from people 
interviewed who are working on developing welcoming 
community initiatives. These guidelines for culturally inclusive 
sustainability education are not meant to be a cookie cutter 
approach for all education, but rather some basic insights that 
can steer the planning of educational methods as they are 
adapted to specific communities and contexts.

PLANNING
Education planning must be mission-driven, yet flexible to 
the needs and realities of communities with culturally diverse 
backgrounds. Below are some guiding principles to consider 
during the development process:

 » Work to establish trust by engaging key 
community members or groups and encouraging 
input into the development process

 » Seek to understand the cultural context and worldview 
of the community by asking respectful questions, 
acknowledging cultural differences, recognizing 
your own prejudices, and acting with humility

 » Base the educational focus on community indicators by 
surveying specific issues or interests in the community

 » Identify key community members as a resource: they have 
an abundance of skills and knowledge to contribute

 » Allow additional time for brainstorming and 
discussion with members from the community

 » Define the educational goal by determining common 
ground between the mission of the organization 
and the interests and needs of the community

 » Network and collaborate with allies and specific 
interest groups who can help with organization, 
promotion, volunteer recruitment, and fundraising

 » Provide affordable alternatives to accommodate 
individuals from various socioeconomic backgrounds

 » Offer opportunities for training and learning for 
key individuals in the community, since individual 
and community transformation go hand in hand 

 » Bring educational programs to the existing gathering-
locations of these communities, such as language schools, 
places of worship, cultural centers, ethnic-specific business 
locations, cultural festivals at a time that is convenient

 » Understand that some communities may be ready 
to integrate with other communities, but some 
might first need to nurture their own identity 
through community-specific programming
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PROMOTION
To communicate with linguistically and culturally diverse 
communities, an organization must be aware of the following: 

 » Develop an ongoing relationship with ethnically-
based community groups and media to publicize 
your programs and promote public awareness

 » Hold special press conferences to introduce programs and 
invite a key community member for media interviews

 » Use clear imagery, simplify messaging, and translate at 
least key words into community-relevant languages in 
posters, newspapers, and on-line advertisements or articles

 » Employ alternative mediums to reach 
audiences such as Facebook or blogging

 » Organize a free introduction to the educational 
message or program for community leaders

 » Market skill-development opportunities 
to community members 

 » Reach communities in the places they go and 
work with the community members they trust 
instead of solely relying on translation

 » Create a focus for promotion that is based on 
capabilities of the organization, its partners, 
and the needs of the community

IMPLEMENTATION
When the educational program or project is put in place, 
several considerations should be taken into account to ensure 
smooth implementation:

 » Incorporate culturally-specific philosophies 
and practices into the program

 » Encourage involvement and stimulate concern 
through respectful questioning

 » Use simple language, examples, and popular education 
that are based on learners’ experiences, high participation, 
and reflection, often drawing from popular culture. 

 » Provide translation, when necessary, allow extra time 
to implement and advise groups to register in advance

 » Show participants how sustainability 
issues are relevant to their lives

 » Provide supplementary information in community-
appropriate languages and employ a variety of 
presentation methods; different cultures may be 
accustomed to different approaches to education

 » Allow opportunities for individual 
attention and clarification

 » Disclose the purpose of the program to the individuals who 
are participating or volunteering and be transparent about 
the challenges they may face

 » Clearly articulate the benefits a participant will 
receive from being a part of program involvement

 » Recognize that ongoing direct contact is critical to 
relationship-building and community development

 Examples 

Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood House is currently 
implementing a program called Leveling the Playing Field 
where 6 mothers act as parent facilitators at weekly drop-
ins. These women received training for 6-8 months on 
facilitation and skills around specific family issues. Since the 
program started, the mothers have engaged 40 families from 
Vietnamese and Spanish communities. This model establishes 
trust between the neighbourhood house and the community 
and also builds capacity to address community needs.

Moms and kids in Leveling the Playing Field, at Mount Pleasant Neighborhood House
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 » Provide supplementary information in community-
appropriate languages and employ a variety of 
presentation methods; different cultures may be 
accustomed to different approaches to education

 » Allow opportunities for individual 
attention and clarification

 » Disclose the purpose of the program to the individuals who 
are participating or volunteering and be transparent about 
the challenges they may face

 » Clearly articulate the benefits a participant will 
receive from being a part of program involvement

 » Recognize that ongoing direct contact is critical to 
relationship-building and community development

 Examples 

Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood House is currently 
implementing a program called Leveling the Playing Field 
where 6 mothers act as parent facilitators at weekly drop-
ins. These women received training for 6-8 months on 
facilitation and skills around specific family issues. Since the 
program started, the mothers have engaged 40 families from 
Vietnamese and Spanish communities. This model establishes 
trust between the neighbourhood house and the community 
and also builds capacity to address community needs.

EVALUATION
Evaluation is an important step in education, but all too often 
it is left out of the process. It can be challenging to recognize 
and measure the actual effect an educational program, 
campaign, or project has on the community. The following are 
some ideas to improve feedback:

 » Appreciate and recognize the resources, time and 
assistance of liaison persons, program partners, 
volunteers, promotion outlets, participants, etc.

 » Actively solicit feedback through a variety of methods 
such as group discussion and translated feedback forms.

 » Build some methods of evaluation into the 
program itself to ensure participation

 » Demonstrate that you are listening to the 
feedback and communicate changes that 
have been made based on suggestions

 » Provide ongoing information about educational programs 
to participants, volunteers and network contacts through 
email list-servs, websites, bulletin boards, etc.

 » Invite liaison persons and their members to your events
 » Encourage liaison persons, network contacts 

and volunteers to become members of your 
organization or join the board of directors

More must be done to engage culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities in sustainability education in Metro 
Vancouver. There are challenges that arise related to cross-
cultural communication and many organizations focusing 
on sustainability education do not have the capacity to 
address them alone. Furthermore, organizations in settlement 
services, specific cultural groups as well as neighbourhood 
houses have great assets that can be harnessed cooperatively 
to create effective sustainability education that actively 
involves culturally diverse populations. By building 
partnerships and strengthening channels of communication 
between organizations, culturally sensitive community 
solutions can be applied in Metro Vancouver. The principles 
of culturally inclusive sustainability education and the 
recommendations outlined in this report set out a clear path 
to move forward.

If you have questions or would like further information about 
the BC Working Group on Sustainability Education or this 
research, please contact Dr. Janet Moore at Simon Fraser 
University: jlmoore@sfu.ca or 778-782-7884.

CONCLUSION
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Individuals interviewed for this report

 » Blanca Salvatierra, Community Developer, 
Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood House

 » Judy Robertson, Communications 
Specialist, Metro Vancouver

 » Joseph Lin, President, Green Club of Canada
 » Jackie Dion, Volunteer Programmer, ISSBC
 » Eriko Arai, Manager of Curriculum Programs, 

Vancouver Aquarium, Board Member of Gordon 
Neighbourhood House West End

 » Jim Siemens, Refugee Programs, Community 
Development and Capacity Building, ISSBC

 » Bronwen Geddes, Environment Canada
 » Eileen Loa, Public Affairs Manager, SUCCESS
 » Bill Walters, Immigrant Settlement, Ministry of 

Advanced Education & Labour Market Development
 » Andy Wachtel, Consultant, WelcomeBC
 » Marlis Vreulich, Executive Director, Prince 

George Multicultural Society
 » WeiHsi Hu, Project Coordinator, SPARC BC

RELEVANT ORGANIZATIONS
Settlement Services Organizations  
and Multicultural Societies
AMSSA, Affiliation of Multicultural Societies and Service 
Agents of BC www.amssa.org

Neighbourhood Houses
Association of Neighborhood Houses www.anhgv.org 

Sustainability Educators
Walkingthetalk, BC Working Group and Network on 
Sustainability Education www.walkingthetalk.bc.ca

NETWORK ORGANIZATIONS
Sustainability Educators
Metro Vancouver www.metrovancouver.org
Green Club of Canada  www.greenclub.bc.ca
Lighthouse www.sustainablebuildingcentre.com
Environment Canada  www.ec.gc.ca
Fraser Basin Council  www.fraserbasin.bc.ca
Lynn Canyon Ecology Centre www.dnv.org/ecology
FOREDBC www.landscapesmag.com
Social Planning & Research Council of BC www.sparc.bc.ca
Vancouver Natural History Society www.naturevancouver.ca
Georgia Strait Alliance www.georgiastrait.org
Langley Environmental Partners Society www.leps.bc.ca 
BC Sustainable Energy Association www.bcsea.org  
Livable Region Coalition www.livableregion.ca
Check Your Head www.checkyourhead.org
Sierra Youth Coalition www.syc-cjs.org
SmartGrowth BC www.smartgrowth.bc.ca
Stanley Park Ecology Society www.stanleyparkecology.ca
BC Spaces for Nature www.spacesfornature.org
Environmental Educators of BC bctf.ca/EEPSA
 
Settlement Services
Immigrant Services Society of BC www.issbc.org
S.U.C.C.E.S.S. www.successbc.ca
Interpretation Canada www.interpcan.ca
Canadian Immigrant www.canadianimmigrant.ca
Pacific Immigrant Resources Society www.pirs.bc.ca
Vancouver Refugee Services Alliance www.vrsa.ca
Surrey Delta Immigrant Services Society www.sdiss.org
Citizenship & Immigration Canada www.cic.gc.ca
Immigrant Services, Langley Family Services www.lcss.ca
WelcomeBC www.welcomebc.ca

APPENDIX
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Inclusive Community Organizations
Britannia Community Services Centre britanniacentre.org
North Shore Community Services www.nscr.bc.ca
Ray-Cam Community Association www.raycam.com

Multicultural Societies/Ethnic Community Organizations
Mulicultural Helping House www.helpinghouse.org
MOSIAC www.mosaicbc.com
Richmond Multicultural Concerns Society www.rmcs.bc.ca
Chinese Community Library Services www.vcn.bc.ca
Japanese Community Volunteer Association www.jcva.bc.ca
Filipino Canadian Support Services Society 604 879 3277
Department of Canadian Heritage www.pch.gc.ca
City of Vancouver Social Planning  
vancouver.ca/commsvcs/socialplanning/
Metropolis British Columbia mbc.metropolis.net
Canadian Council on Social Development www.ccsd.ca
North Shore Multicultural Society www.nsms.ca
Taiwanese Canadian Cultural Society www.tccs.ca

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. What are you currently working on related to 

engaging ethnic and immigrant communities? 
2. What successful programs or initiatives have 

you been involved with in the past? 
3. What ethnic communities are you or 

have you been focusing on?
4. What communication strategies have you 

used to reach these communities?
5. What are your major challenges when 

enacting your programming?
6. What are the key lessons you have learned when 

seeking to engage these communities?
7. What environmental, social, or economic issues within 

these communities have a lot of interest right now? 
Are there any issues have no one acting on them?

8. Do you see any other gaps in outreach to ethnic 
communities in your area? (Specific communities 
or specific needs currently unmet.)

9. Do you have an idea that you would like to see put 
into action? What would you need to make it happen? 
Who could help move this from idea into action?

10. Do you know of any other people or organizations 
involved in engaging ethic or immigrant 
communities in Metro Vancouver that I should 
connect with to further this research?




