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Mission Statement

CEEDS is a culturally diverse, interdisciplinary group of faculty at the 
University of Washington’s College of Architecture and Urban Planning 
that seeks to enhance learning and community well-being through par-
ticipatory research and design processes.  Drawing upon faculty from 
the university’s professional, social science, and humanities programs, 
we strive to engage in transformative partnerships with K-12 schools, 
industry, and grassroots community organizations.  We are especially 
interested in partnerships that see the need for creating physical space 
as an opportunity to envision organizational change.  Our overarching 
goal is to use participative processes to establish democratic learn-
ing communities— in the university and beyond—while also sparking 
theory-building and policy-making nationally on this topic. Through 

collaborative teaching, research, and service, we aspire to bring about 
systemic change in communities, especially those serving children and 
families with limited access and untapped talents.

Our work reflects a belief that:

• Respectful relationships among people and with nature can en-
hance the human spirit, imagination, and intellect;

• Engagement with cultural and esthetic artifacts and activities are 
fundamental to individual and community development;

• All individuals and communities have the ability—and responsibil-
ity—to shape their own surroundings;

• Joy is a vital component of learning and community well-being.
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Introduction

As increased human activity upon the earth threat-
ens our ecosystems, many educators have recog-
nized their responsibility to help students learn to 
live to in a less environmentally destructive man-
ner.  Sometimes referred to as ecological literacy 
(or ecoliteracy), this approach to education seeks 
to help students understand the consequences of 
their lifestyle choices, while also engaging them 
in envisioning new ways of living in harmony with 
the earth’s life-sustaining natural systems.1 A key 
to promoting ecoliteracy is the physical setting in 
which it occurs—how it is designed, what mate-
rials are used, how it deals with organic wastes, 
what relationships it encourages with nature and 
among people.  The educational programs offered 
at Common Threads Farm (CTF) are based upon 
these principles of ecological literacy.

A newly established educational farm on Lummi 
Island, Washington, CTF’s mission is to help both 
children and adults develop thoughtful approach-
es to their consumption of  food and energy.  To 
heighten their awareness of how their daily lifestyle 
choices affect their bodies, communities, and the 

ecosystem, CTF offers age-appropriate educa-
tional programs that engage students in planting, 
tending, harvesting, preparing, distributing, and 
eating nutritious food.  For children, these hands-
on activities also create meaningful opportunities 
to develop capabilities in other curricular areas, in-
cluding math, science, geography, history, health, 
and physical fitness.

Currently, all CTF activities take place outdoors 
during the summer months, its most robust pro-
gram being an open-to-the-public seed-to-table 
Farm Day Camp.  The design strategies presented 
in this report show how CTF can develop into a 
facility that not only accommodates an extended 
season of indoor and outdoor programs but that 
also, through its very physical setting, promotes 
ecological literacy.

Background

The journey to heightening children’s ecological 
literacy began in January 2006 when the founding 
director of CTF, then a doctoral student in educa-

1 The term, ecological literacy, was coined by educator and environmentalist David W. Orr in the 1990s.

2 According to folklore, the term charrette came into use in the 1800s when Parisian students attending the first school of architecture (L’´Ecole de Beaux Arts) 
hurriedly finished assignments aboard horse-drawn carts (i.e., on the cart or en charrette) on the way to final reviews.  Today, the term is often used to describe 
intensive workshops that bring together diverse constituents to solve a difficult, timely problem, reflecting a belief that tightly scheduled brainstorming promotes 
creative consensus building.

tion at the University of Washington, took an in-
dependent study with the director of the Center 
for Environment Education and Design Studies 
(CEEDS). Though she initially wanted to learn how 
to teach children green building practices, she 
soon redirected her interest in architecture toward 
agriculture, where she found a more developed 
body of knowledge on the cognitive benefits of 
engaging children in gardening and farming.  Dur-
ing this period, the CTF director was also intro-
duced to CEEDS’ use of a community decision-
making process known as a design charrette,2 
which brings diverse stakeholders together in a 
workshop setting to develop a collective vision for 
a project.  Encouraged by a successful season of 
outdoor farming programs in the summer of 2007, 
she asked the CEEDS director to assist her in or-
ganizing such a charrette for the purpose of creat-
ing a long-range design for the CTF facility.

Planning began in earnest in January 2008, when a 
CEEDS graduate student assistant took the lead in 
organizing two separate charrettes, one for adults 
and another for youth, and in documenting their 
outcomes through this written report.
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Design Methods

The charrettes organized by CEEDS offered CTF 
a process for developing alternative design strat-
egies for achieving its vision of ecoliteracy, while 
also building a sense of community among its 
prospective constituencies.  Seeking to enrich the 
charrette problem-solving process by including di-
vergent skill sets, generations, and cultural back-
grounds, CEEDS and CTF identified an intention-
ally diverse group of participants consisting of ed-
ucators, farmers, gardeners, ecologists, children, 
parents, designers, and builders.  They invited life-
long residents of Lummi, along with persons who 
had never been to the area, a group whose age 
differences spanned almost six decades.  Within 
this complex social setting, participants were en-
couraged to integrate diverse perspectives and 
arrive an unconventional solutions.

The Challenge

CTF challenged charrette participants to create a 
long-range design approach that would preserve 
the wonderfully rustic feel of the farm, while ac-
commodating a variety of programmed spac-
es.   CTF envisions a learning environment that 
actively engages students, ages four and above, 
in structured programs related to solar energy, 
natural building techniques, water catchments, 
farm-based nutrition, and sustainable agriculture.  
In addition, CTF envisions informal experiences, 
for example a visitor might navigate the farm on a 
self-guided tour.
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To achieve this vision, CTF wants a combination 
of indoor and outdoor spaces that extend its pro-
gramming season to encompass early spring and 
late fall and that facilitate overnight stays (some 
spaces may also be available for rent by members 
of the local community).  However in developing 
the site, CTF does not want to lose the feel of 
open space and access to the natural world that 
the site currently affords.  In addition, CTF wants 
to use its physical setting to model thoughtful, re-
sponsible use and re-use of all the farm’s material 
inputs and outputs.  For example, CTF insists that 
all spaces integrate water catchments and gray-
water filtration.

The Charrettes

In late March and early April 2008, CTF held two 
all-day design charrettes, one with youth and an-
other with adults; CEEDS served as the principal 
design partner with assistance from volunteer col-
lege and university students.

On 28 March, approximately twenty fourth- to 
sixth-grade students from two Bellingham Mon-
tessori schools3 participated in the youth charrette.  
After a day of sketching and exploring the farm 
(see Appendix A: Youth Charrette Activities), the 
students offered informed advice on what would 
make programs at CTF exciting for children.  CTF 
and CEEDS staff were joined by volunteer stu-
dents from Oregon State University in facilitating 
these activities.

On 12 April, twenty persons participated in the 
adult charrette (see Appendix B: Adult Charrette 

3  These two schools, Cedar Tree and Cascades, partner with CTF in offering gardening programs.

Participants).  They began the day’s activities by 
touring the farm.  After hearing a presentation of 
the children’s design ideas and an analysis of the 
site, they worked in four teams to brainstorm ideas 
(see Appendix C: Adult Charrette Agenda).  Each 
team was facilitated by a volunteer architecture or 
landscape architecture student from the University 
of Washington and included a mix of CTF board 
members, local residents, volunteer profession-
als, and college students from Western Washing-
ton University and Whatcom Community College.  
These teams later merged to form two teams, each 
of which developed a specific design strategy.

The Site

CTF is located at 4050 Sunny Hill Lane, Lummi 
Island, WA 98262.  This rectangular six-acre prop-
erty is approximately 660’ x 400’ with a subtle 
south facing slope that provides a vista to Rosario 
Strait.  The most significant landscape feature is 
an old drainage trench that starts at the northern 
boundary of the property and seasonally flows to 
the south approximately 100 feet from the western 
boundary.  The property runs north/south with the 
only current access being from Sunny Hill Lane, 
which runs along the southern side.  Three Pheas-
ants Farm, a well-maintained market farm that has 
been active for over 10 years is to the east.  To 
the west is a single-family residence with no sig-
nificant landscape management.  To the north is 
Wild Wabbit Woad (currently a private road) that is 
heavily planted with coniferous trees.  Sunny Hill 
Lane and Wild Wabbit Woad both require 25-foot 
setbacks.  The interior of the property has four 

Bellingham

Anacortes

Lummi Island

Site Context

Common Threads Farm
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wetlands, which includes the drainage trench that effectively isolates a 100-
foot slice of land from the rest of the property.

The property has no habitable structure; cooking takes place on a camp 
stove; water for cooking and hand-washing is stored in re-used food-grade 
50-gallon barrels; gardening tools are stored in a retired horse trailer.  CTF’s 
most substantial site improvements to date have been the installation of a 
two-kilowatt photovoltaic system (the farm is off-grid, 100 percent solar pow-
ered), a composting toilet, a septic tank, a drain field, and a parking lot for 4-5 
vehicles and access road from Sunny Hill Lane located in the slice of land to 
the west of the drainage trench.

A wetland delineation survey of the CTF property4 references the SCS Soil 
Survey Map,5 which indicates Birchbay Silt Loam as the site’s dominant soil 
type.  This soil is very deep, moderately well-drained, and not extremely wet.  
The most hydrologically significant wetland on site is in the northwest corner.  
Classified as a seasonally wet depression, it is connected to a larger wetland 
complex to the west and north of the property with a regulated buffer of 60 
feet.  The drainage trench down the length of the site is listed as a slope wet-
land with seasonal drainage; it has a 40-foot buffer.  The largest wetland (in 
size but not as significant in terms of its hydrologic function) entails the major-
ity of the southeast quadrant and consists of a shallow depression with a buf-
fer of 40 feet.  The fourth wetland in the southwest corner consists of a small 
depression with no regulated buffer width.  The survey indicates that the site 
slopes 3 to 8 percent to the south (see Appendix D: Wetland Analysis).

The Report 
In addition to this introduction, this illustrated report has two chapters and 
six appendices that document the design methods and outcomes of the two 
charrettes.  Chapter I: Programming the Farm describes each of the spaces 
envisioned by CTF, as well as the precedents for those spaces; Chapter II: 
Designing the Farm presents two different design strategies for organizing 
the spaces (see Appendix E for Online Resources).

4  Northwest Ecological Services. 2007. Wetland Delineation for Parcel #370104069227 4050 Sunny Hill Lane Lummi Island, WA.

5  Goldin, A. 1992. Soil Survey of Whatcom County Area, Washington. United States Department of Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service. 
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Overview of Wetland C

Overview of Site from the Northeast Corner of Wetland B, Looking Southeast

Wetland A

Northern End of Wetland B

Wetland B, South of In-flowing Culvert Wetland D
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Chapter I: Programming the Farm

This chapter begins with the ideas developed by 
the Montessori students during the youth char-
rette.  The students ideas were taken verbatim 
from flip charts used during the charrette to docu-
ment their discussion, which CEEDS then orga-
nized thematically as the youth vision.  A few of 
the drawings that students completed that day (in 
the pouring rain!) are also included.

CEEDS presented the youth vision at the outset 
of the adult charrette as a precursor to involving 
participants in a structured brainstorming process.  
After this presentation, team leaders asked partici-
pants to fill out a form specifying the use, activi-
ties, and learning opportunities afforded by each 
of the spaces envisioned by CTF, as well as the 
desired  spatial relationships, which is referred to in 
this chapter as the Program of Spaces.  Through-
out the day, many design ideas surfaced, which 
were documented and added to the program. The 
spaces fall into three categories: educational, resi-
dential, and service.

This chapter presents a synthesis of programming 
ideas developed by the four teams, indicating the 
number of times each idea was mentioned across 
the entire group.6  In addition after the charrette, 
CEEDS investigated precedents for each space 
charrette participants identified, which are also in-
cluded with the Program of Spaces.  The program 
is not intended to be prescriptive, but rather gen-
erative of new ideas as CTF evolves.

In addition, CEEDS synthesized the design con-
cepts that emerged during the charrettes, orga-
nizing them in relation to best practices in the lit-
erature.  These concepts are presented as a set 
of eight design principles at the beginning of the 
chapter, right after the youth vision.  Unlike the 
program, CEEDS envisions that the design prin-
ciples can endure a variety of organizational redi-
rections.

To help reduce CTF’s dependence on traditional 
public utility services, many of the ideas discussed 

at both charrettes revolved around autonomous 
forms of infrastructure, including energy, water, and 
sewage disposal.  Specifically, the design strate-
gies presented in this report assume that electri-
cal power would be generated on-site through the 
use of solar panels and possibly a wind turbine.  
Motors, if needed, would be powered by these 
sources or by human effort.  Energy would be con-
served through such design strategies as building 
orientation, overhanging green roofs, earth shel-
tering, wood burning stoves, air-tight windows, 
and ample daylighting.

The water system would consist of a variety of col-
lection, reuse and conservation strategies with an 
interconnected network of greenhouses, cisterns, 
and composting elements.  For example, fresh 
water might come from a well or alternatively rain 
water might be sequentially processed for plant 
watering, washing, and then drinking.  A sewage 
system would consist of composting toilets, a 
septic tank with drainage field, and a process for 
turning human feces into a soil additive.

6 Throughout the chapter, an asterisk (*) indicates an additional mention of an idea.
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Youth Vision

Activity Themes

Caring for Animals***
Horses,** mini-horses
Rabbits*
Pigs*
Chickens 
Honey bees
Cows
Ducks
Goats
Llamas
Sheep

Growing Food*** 
Corn**
Strawberries*
All kinds of berries*
Cherries
Plums
Peaches*
Apple orchard*
Flowers*
Pumpkins*
Carrots*
Cabbage
Cucumbers
Squash
Asparagus
Sunflowers
Watermelons
Potatoes
Lettuce
Tomatoes

Building***
Chicken coop
Kitchen
Barn
Electric fence
Fence building

Making Food**
Jam
Caramel apples
Popcorn

Educational Opportunity Themes

Learning from Animals
Caring for animals***
Playing with animals
Horse lessons

Learning from Gardening
Growing food**
Watching how things grow
Making good soil

Learning from the Environment
Renewable energy*
Watersheds;* bugs in the stream, learning from 
the stream
Sustainability
Weather/gardening thermometer, weather station
History of the land
Fireplace
Self-sufficiency

1. Drawing What is Fantastic About a Farm

2. Sharing Our Ideas
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General Ideas
Haystack/hay loft***
Taking care of animals**
Renewable Energy,** wind turbines,* waterwheel* 
Place out of the weather to eat lunch*
Warm shelter
Orchard*
Library
Pasture
Clear trails—no vines, rocks, stumps
Barn/stables
Chalkboards/white boards for kids
Corn fields
Fire pit inside
Old farming tools—primitive
Thermometer for measuring outside and soil 
temperature
Greenhouse
Igloo made of hay to grow things on
Wooden house
Shelter next to fire to sleep
Two-day farm to learn about plants, animals, soil
Pond with fish, Lily pads, irrigation
Tree house
Kitchen with roof
Clothing and boots to borrow
Interpretive signs
Field for playing
Learning playground
Hands-on stuff

Concerns
Slaughter of animals**
Weather
Having proper clothing and footwear to wear
Having a lock on the bathroom door



��       Common Threads Farm design sTraTegies 

Design Principles

Minimal Footprint
The design of CTF should step lightly on the Earth.

Buildings should be clustered in close proximity so as to minimize services.  Developed outdoor 
space should also be compacted so as to preserve as much open, wild space as possible.

Youth Design/build
Youth should participate in the design and construction of CTF.

Participants in the youth charrette not only described what activities they wanted to do and what 
they wanted to learn, they also expressed an interest in being part of the design and building of the 
farm.  This idea can be found throughout Europe at Adventure Playgrounds where youth build forts 
and other structures, dig in the Earth, and explore their potential as creative beings.

Community Design/build
Community members should participate in the design and construction of CTF.

Like the youth, participants in the adult charrette also saw the design and construction of the farm 
as a potent way for creating educational programs and also for building community support. 

Physical Setting as Pedagogy
The physical setting should reflect and reinforce CTF’s educational mission.  

At both the youth and adult charrettes, participants discussed the potential of the farm’s physical 
setting to demonstrate sustainable living in an exciting hands-on way.   

Self-sufficiency
The design should incorporate and demonstrate a sustainable infrastructure.

Both the children and adults were intrigued by the potential to explore such sustainable 
infrastructure as rainwater collection, renewable energy, grey water recycling, and composting.

Natural Building
CTF should become a laboratory for experimenting with natural building methods and 
materials.

Many adult charrette participants expressed enthusiasm for being involved in natural building 
projects and learning about a variety of sustainable design techniques.
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Indoor/outdoor Permeability
Interior spaces should admit natural light and open easily to the outdoors.

A recurring design theme during the adult charrette related to the connectivity participants 
envisioned between interior and exterior space.

Permaculture
CTF should incorporate Permaculture concepts throughout the farm.

Adult charrette participants emphasized such Permaculture concepts as the stacking of functions, 
energy planning and layout, recycling of nutrients, grouping spaces of similar function, achieving 
resilience through biodiversity, and planting food everywhere not just in the production garden. 

Sense of Playfulness
The design should encourage children—and adults—to fool around with simple living 
concepts.

Adult charrette participants felt that CTF should provide opportunities for exploring unstructured 
relationships with nature, while integrating a sense of playfulness into learning how to live lightly on 
the Earth.
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Nancy Burnett’s farmhouse where the adult charrette was held 

Participants taking a walking tour of the farm



Common Threads Farm design sTraTegies        ��

Program of Spaces

Educational Spaces       Low SF High SF

Classroom and Library 600 960

Kitchen with Wood-fired Bread Oven 300 600 

Greenhouse 200 800  

Small Barn with Livestock Operation 400 1,000

Sheltered Gathering Space 200 400  

Play Area

Habitat Area with Pond 

Production Gardens with Children’s Plots 

Residential Spaces

Bunkhouse for 10-15 Children 330 440

Caretaker’s Residence  900 1,200

Services

Washing Stations for Vegetables 25 50

Composting Toilet (2 or 3) 50 75 

Hedge Rows

Septic Tank and Drain Field (not described)

Other Educational Spaces

Forest Gardens and Mixed Orchards

Construction Play Area
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Learning Opportunities
Research***
Weather and climate**
Science experiments/inquiry*
Microscopic investigation*
Social skills
Creativity
Self-sufficiency
Fire
Photography
Data analysis
History
Botany
Video documentary
Writing
Kid-facilitated lessons (teaching parents or peers)
Interacting with others
Maps/charts
From the building itself

Spatial Adjacencies
Bunkhouse
Barn
Workshop
Cafeteria/Kitchen
Recycling Center
Court Yard
Mud Room

Classroom/Library

Use
Inclement weather refuge**
Storage of resource materials**
Computer research*
Overnight accommodation
Lectures
Lessons
Discussion
Circle time
Quiet time
Community resource center

Activity
Reading****
Assembling/meeting***
Researching***
Teaching/instructing**
Playing*
Warming-up*
Learning*
Kids generating ideas
Reflecting
Listening to speakers
Exploring
Stretching
Making art
Making scrapbooks
Doing pottery
Book making
Weaving with willow
Making soil analyses

Educational Spaces

North Cascades Institute

Bellingham Environmental Learning Center
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Design Ideas
Daylight***
Multipurpose*
Indoor/outdoor connection (roll-up garage doors)
Open 
Views
Refuge space
Clean-up area
Cubbies 
Fireplace
Assembly area for large group
Science lab
Storage (twice what you think you’ll need for 
teacher prep materials, art supplies, weather 
gear)
Display of projects
Seating (with storage underneath and sleeping 
on top)
Dividers (create multiple spaces)
Yurt (as additional classroom, cottage, etc.)
Demonstration of green building (straw bale with 
truth wall)
Living roof
Public front
Sleeping loft
Office
Mudroom

Precedent
Red Butte Botanical Garden
Children’s Classroom
Salt Lake City, Utah

This classroom is a part of the Children’s Garden 
at Red Butte Botanical Garden in Salt Lake City, 
Utah.  The classroom literally blends in with the 
surrounding landscape by being built into a south-
facing hillside and incorporating a living roof  with 
vegetation from the surrounding hills.  The south-
facing exposure of the classroom is utilized as a 
heating source while subtle design features such 
as trellises and overhangs help to keep it cool but 
always with a significant amount of daylighting.  By 
integrating plants and blurring the boundary be-
tween indoor and outdoor space, this classroom 
feels like both a habitable and a greenhouse. 
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Kitchen

Use
Bread and pizza*
Food preparation/preservation
Making lunches
Food storage
Dining 
Commercial use

Activity
Preparing food******
Baking*****
Cooking****
Preserving food** 
Cleaning*
Playing
Making cheese
Milling grain

Learning Opportunities
Food preparation**
Garden to table*
Experimentation*
Energy*
Chemistry (measuring)*
Local foods (local, wild, etc)
Interconnectedness
Sanitation
Solar hot water
Nutritional history of grains
Recipes/community recipe collaboration
Math
Five flavors (sour, bitter, sweet, salty, pungent)
Solar oven
Small motors (kitchen appliances)
Nutrition

Spatial Adjacencies
Classroom/library
Barn
Cafeteria/dining area
Production gardens
Washing station/well
Greenhouse

Design Ideas
Open fire pit area
Cafeteria/dining area
Solar hot water
Solar cooking (solar oven)
Wood stove
Use as a classroom
Mirror above so you can see what’s going on
Large central island for working in a group
Refrigeration
Kid scale
Root cellar
Cob/earth oven
Mudroom

Precedents
The Edible Schoolyard
Berkeley, California

The Edible Schoolyard at Martin Luther King Mid-
dle School in Berkeley, California is a nationally 
recognized garden-based nutritional education 
program.  The open arrangement allows for flex-
ibility as both a kitchen and classroom.  Note the 
islands, which accommodate group instruction.

Educational Spaces
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Greenhouse

Use
Dry space
Re-use grey water

Activity
Starting plants********
Growing food***
Watering**
Planting**
Sifting
Soil mixing
Repotting
Transplanting
Experimenting

Learning Opportunities
Botany/horticulture (photosynthesis, growth 
cycles)******
Micro-climates*
Energy (solar)*
Observation of growing patterns*
Soils testing
Winter gardening
Germination
Temperature charting
Sustainability
Earth processes
Seasons
Plant breeding
Greenhouse effect
Pest control

Spatial Adjacencies
Production garden
Classroom/library
Kitchen

Design Ideas
Kid built (small scale, cold frame)***
Tables
More than one greenhouse
Water reuse

Seattle Tilth Greenhouse
at the Good Shepherd Center

Precedents
Farm Wholesale Greenhouses in Canby, Oregon

Farm Wholesale Greenhouses offers special pricing to educational facilities, along with kits that 
students can use to construct the greenhouses as these children are doing.

Hayesville Elementary School’s 
12’ Wood Gable Greenhouse was 
constructed by Jeri Gamaney’s 
2nd and 3rd grade class.  This 
photo shows the students holding 
up the frame while attaching the 
roof.  The greenhouse is used for 
plant propagation and agricultural 
projects.
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Small Barn and Livestock Operation

Use
Shelter*
Harvesting manure
Methane recovery

Activity
Feeding*******
Milking******
Cleaning up*
Play (hayloft)**
Fencing*
Birthing*
Petting
Playing with/connecting with animals
Breeding
Grooming/shearing
Slaughtering
Collecting eggs
Spinning/dying

Learning Opportunities
Animal care*******
Life cycle**
Chicken tractor**
Respect*
Animal health*
Where food comes from
Responsibility 
Nutrient cycles
From caretaking to table
Responsibility
Pasture rotation
Animal behavior
Reproduction
Building

Spatial Adjacencies
Bunkhouse*
Tool shed
Livestock production
Workshop
Caretaker’s residence
Recycling center
Production gardens

Design Ideas
Hay storage
Tool shed
Milking parlor
Three-sided access for kids
Shelter below windmill
Bee keeping
Creative fencing
Paddocks
Chicken coup
Water collection
Incubator
Meat preparation area

Precedents
S&S Homestead Farm
Lopez Island, Washington

The S&S Homestead Farm on Lopez Island in 
Washington is a good example of a sustainable 
livestock operation.  The owners recognize that 
the key component to raising livestock is growing 
healthy pasture and moving livestock frequently. 

Educational Spaces

Cob Barn with Living Roof

Ewes and Lambs in Pasture at S&S

Henning Sehmsdorf of S&S inside the barn
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Sheltered Gathering Space

Use
Retreat From the weather**** 
Picnic area*
Refuge
Mini-market
Performances
Wind break
Movies
Lecture
Party
Year-round use
Outdoor classroom

Activity
Gathering*****
Discussion*
Team building*
Singing
Sharing stories/experiences
Writing
Meditating
Reflecting
Teaching
Food Prep
Play market

Learning Opportunities
Kid Built**
Communication*
Friendship
Poetry
Inner Learning

Spatial Adjacencies
Classroom/library*

Design Ideas
Fire Pit**
Kivas
Yurt/willow yurts
Green cathedral
Sacred space
Moveable
Rainwater catchments
Use covered porches
Use greenhouse
Use barn
Sail/mast (roll or unroll shelter)
Covered play area
Kid built/decorated
Have more than one
Earth oven

Precedents
(See pictures)

Sheltered gathering space around a fire pit at 
Islandwood on Bainbridge Island, Washington

Cob Shelter in Portland, Oregon

Sculpted Cob Oven
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Play Area

Use
Building forts with hay bales*
Freedom
Large motor skills

Activity
Building**
Running*
Digging*
Playing in water*
Clean-up/set-up
Creating
Imagining
Climbing
Playing
Cuddling

Learning Opportunities
Social skills*
Leadership
Exercise
Recreation
Hay bale construction
Connect with nature
Time management

Spatial Adjacencies
Kitchen
Gathering space
Recycling center (construction play area)
Court yard

Design Ideas
Kid safe*
Everywhere is a play space
Mysterious places
Winding paths
Integrate with plants (maze, etc.)
Living structures (willows, sunflowers, etc.)
Wooded/wild area
Open area
Human powered play equipment
Drift wood structures
Labyrinth (grape trellis)
Edible planting
Kid built structures
Adventure playground

Precedents
(See pictures)

Educational Spaces

Reconstructed Native American shelter in the 
Children’s Garden at Red Butte Botanical Garden 

Youth building straw bale and cob structures

Living structure in the Children’s Garden at Red 
Butte Botanical Garden



Common Threads Farm design sTraTegies        ��

Habitat Area with Pond

Use
Reflective light from the pond
Storm water collection
Protection for aquifers
Kid facilitated projects for parents

Activity
Observing*****
Making art (painting, drawing)*
Weeding
Collecting

Learning Opportunities
Ecology/environmental education*****
Native versus invasive species**
Wildlife*
Restoration*
Soil samples*
Water cycle/habitat
Identification
Natural/cultural history
Ethno-botany
Animal behavior
Land use/low-impact development

Spatial Adjacencies
Washing stations

Design Ideas
With wetland
Boardwalk
Observation area/lookout
Bird blind (live willow structure)
Seal pond with on-site or local clay
Water collection from buildings

Precedents

DaVinci Arts Middle School
Portland, Oregon

Cedar River Watershed Environmental 
Learning Center (ELC)
North Bend, Washington

Outback Farm
Bellingham, Washington

Students at the Outback Farm are digging a new 
pond for ducks in an existing wetland

A creek that runs through the central court 
yard celebrates storm water at the Cedar River 

Watershed ELC

The DaVinci School collects water from the roof, 
stores it in cisterns, and then releases it into a 

pond and wetland for student study
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Production Gardens

Use
Herbs*
Revenue*
Storing rainwater
Test plots
Flowers

Activity
Growing******
Weeding******
Planting*****
Harvesting****
Mulching**
Preparing soil*
Double digging
Soil testing
Observing
Play
Transplanting
Watering

Spatial Adjacencies
Kitchen
Greenhouse
Livestock barn (manure)
Well

Learning Opportunities
Botany/horticulture (growing cycles, plant 
development, photosynthesis)********
Food and energy*
Sustainability*
Nutrition*
Soil composition*
Gardening techniques
Garden to table
Crop rotation
Companion planting
Compost
Permaculture
Food webs
Bio-dynamics
Responsibility
Bio-intensive
Deer fencing
How to use tools
Pest management

Examples of formal row-type production gardens

Educational Spaces
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Design Ideas
Wide rows (room for walking/kneeling/gathering)
Orchard and berries
With children’s garden/ kid scale
Production versus permaculture
Trellised/espaliered fruit
Water access
Kitchen herb garden
Named gardens
Bees
Microhabitats with plants
Xeroscape
Rain garden
Rotate with chicken tractoringPrecedents

Seattle Tilth Gardens at the Good Shepherd Center in Seattle, Washington
The Edible Schoolyard at Berkeley, California
Islandwood on Bainbridge Island, Washington

These informal, educational gardens demonstrate different gardening techniques.  The paths are wide 
for wheelchair access.  Groups of people can wander through, though the gardens are also productive.  
Each of these gardens has groups of visitors throughout the growing season, blending production with 
education.

An informal arrangement at Seattle Tilth Gardens integrates perennials and connects with the greenhouse.

The Seattle Tilth Gardens use wood chips for 
paths and craft branch timings into trellises 

The Edible Schoolyard Garden offers an informal 
arrangement of planting

The Islandwood Gardens use rocks and stones to 
delineate and raise the vegetable beds
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Bunkhouse

Use
Overnight stays
Hosting visitors (woofer/students/youth)*
Time out/rest
Storage of extra bedding
Privacy

Activity
Sleeping*****
Storytelling***
Processing/quiet time*
Playing (games)*
Journaling
Dressing
Quiet talking
Building Forts
Star Gazing
Showering

Learning Opportunities
Journaling
Responsibility (making bed)
Share experiences
Mythology
Dream Science
Meditation
Respect
Setting boundaries

Spatial Adjacencies
Barn
Caretaker’s Residence
Classroom/Library

Design Ideas
Upstairs of barn (views)*
Place for boots/ mudroom
Fire
Ventilation
Radiant heat
As pods or cottages around property
Sink(s) with solar hot water
Flexible use

Precedents

The Lodges at Islandwood
Islandwood is an Environmental Learning Center 
on Bainbridge Island.  The lodges are an exam-
ple less rustic overnight accommodations.  Each 
lodge has a few bunk rooms that can sleep up to 
6 people (each bunk has a small reading light and 
a window to the woods), two bathrooms, and a 
great room for telling stories by the fire.

Yurts in State Parks
A more rustic precedent are the yurts that are cur-
rently being used at state parks across the coun-
try.  They offer a more affordable and flexible ap-
proach.  The inside can be used for many different 
purposes depending upon the situation.

Residential Spaces
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Caretaker’s Residence

Use
Family time*
Privacy/refuge*
Natural, organic, sacred space
Inclement weather
Views

Activity
Overseeing
First aid
Meeting
Rejuvenation/relaxation
Living

Learning Opportunities
Affordable/sustainable**
Grey water
Rainwater harvest

Spatial Adjacencies
Workshop
Kitchen
Bunkhouse

Design Ideas
Balance public/private*
Living roof
Above other spaces
Demonstration of green building
Sight lines through farm
Thirteen degrees east of south
Bathroom and kitchen facilities???

Precedents

Earthen Accents
Earthen Accents, based in Bellingham, Washing-
ton, offers workshops on building with straw bales, 
earthen construction techniques, and natural plas-
ters.  Currently, they are working with Whatcom 
Community College on a community design/build 
earthen sculpture.

Ancient Earth School of Natural Building
Based on Whidbey Island, Ancient Earth School of 
Natural Building is a non-profit organization dedi-
cated to experiential education through building 
sustainable structures with natural materials. 

Cob/post and beam house in Canada

Straw bale/post and beam house in New Zealand

Sculptural elements with cob at the Peoples 
Food Co-op in Portland, OregonCob residence on Salt Spring Island in Canada
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Washing Station

Use
Assembly line processing

Activity
Washing produce*****
Washing hands/boots*
Washing animals

Learning Opportunities
Health care/sanitation*****
Water cycle****
Water re-use/conservation***
Roots*
Food preparation
Decomposition
Solar hot water
Slugs

Spatial
Kitchen
Well

Design Ideas
Table/counter
Several throughout property (kitchen, toilet, barn)
Worm bin
Water conservation measures
Naturally powered pump (teeter-tooter, solar, 
bicycle)
Grey water wetland
Mudroom

Precedents
(See pictures)

Services

Diagram of a branched drain-fed mulch basin grey water system, by Oasis Design in California. 

A washing machine on the delicate cycle can 
rinse large quantities of salad greens
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Composting Toilet

Activity
Private time/apace***
Pooping*
Exploration
Sitting

Learning Opportunities
Nutrient cycles (decomposition, 
composting)********
Flies
Maintenance
Compare water use with traditional toilet
Renewable resources
Kid built
Ventilation
Creating soil

Precedents

The Multrum Composting Toilet
One of the most popular types of commercially 
available composting toilets in the United States 
today is the multrum toilet, invented by a Swed-
ish engineer and first put into production in 1964 
(see Figure 6.4).  Because no water is used or re-
quired to flush human excrement, this toilet con-
serves—and does not pollute—water supplies. 
Studies of the use of these toilets have found 
that a single person using a Clivus (pronounced 
Clee-vus) Multrum will produce 40 kg (88 lbs.) of 
compost per year while refraining from polluting 
25,000 liters (6,604 gallons) of water annually.  The 
finished compost can be used as a soil additive 
where the compost will not come in contact with 
food crops.  

Spatial Adjacencies
Production Gardens
Composting Area

Design Ideas
Lock on the door
Bathroom graffiti art

A multrum toilet in Texas where water is scarce
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Hedgerow

Use
Wind barriers***
Privacy/separation of space*
Habitat

Activity
Pruning**
Planting*
Feeling
Hiding

Learning Opportunities
Wind****
Birds**
Wildlife habitats**
Forest gardens

Spatial Adjacencies
Production gardens
Orchard

Design Ideas
Fruit trees and bushes*****

Precedents

Some hedgerows have been separating fields in 
England for a thousand years.  We are now begin-
ning to understand the depth of their importance 
for agricultural landscapes as a way to integrate 
natural habitat and conserve biodiversity.

Services
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Forest Gardens and Mixed Orchards

Many of the participants talked about the impor-
tance of perennial, tree, and shrub food crops as 
a strategy for increasing the productivity of the 
farm.  The Forest Garden and Mixed Orchard can 
increase the biodiversity of the farm, provide habi-
tat for wildlife, and contribute to the food produc-
tion of the farm without high energy inputs such 
as organic fertilizers, heavy irrigation, or human 
cultivation. These ideas were integrated into both 
of the final design strategies.

Construction Play Area

A particularly interesting spatial idea that was in-
troduced in the adult charrette was the concept of 
a Construction Play Area.  The idea came about 
through a synthesis of blended spaces and youth 
interest in the design and building of the farm 
along with the thought that many farms have 
“bone yards” where left over materials or found 
resources await an appropriate use.  This idea of a 
Construction Play Area is similar to the Adventure 
Playgrounds first developed in Denmark, where 
youth explore with building, water, digging, fire, 
and just about anything they want.  Each Adven-
ture Playground has trained play facilitators that 
ensure safety and cooperation among youth.

Other Educational Spaces

Adventure Playground in Berkeley, California



��       Common Threads Farm design sTraTegies 



Common Threads Farm design sTraTegies        ��

Summary

The Adult Charrette culminated with two large 
groups each modeling a design strategy for the 
farm.  Each group incorporated the program of 
spaces into their design strategy while also think-
ing about year round use, phases of development 
and ideas for connecting spaces.    Both strategies 
utilized a cluster concept for the future develop-
ment, by keeping new building relatively close in 
proximity in order to limit infrastructure needs and 
maintain the open space character of the farm.  
As well, both strategies concentrate the parking 
closest to the primary entrance and offer a pe-
destrian experience when approaching the farm 
center.  The two strategies differ  via their central 
focal space.  In one scheme, spaces are oriented 
toward the Production Garden, making the labor 
of the farm its central focus.  In the other, spaces 
are oriented toward a Court Yard, placing gather-
ing and socializing at the farm’s center.

Chapter II: Designing the Farm
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Production Garden Design Strategy

The Production Garden Design Strategy celebrates the human labor associ-
ated with the farm, using a series of gardens as an organizing device.  All 
other spaces oriented toward these gardens; the built structures are clustered 
to the north, with pastures and wild spaces to the south allow a view out to 
Rosario Strait.  

Design Features

A winding path lined with mixed orchards and a pond takes visitors from 
the parking area past a Welcome Kiosk.

The pond is located adjacent to the existing north/south drainage trench.

The orchard-lined path leads to a sequence of gardens that step to the 
south.

The buildings are clustered toward the north, keeping the site open for 
views toward Rosario Strait to the south.

Except for the caretaker’s residence, the southern-most building is the 
small barn, which connects to the Pasture further to the south beyond the 
gardens.

The bunkhouse is located above the barn, providing children with a view 
of the Pasture.

The caretaker’s residence is oriented away from farm activity not far from 
the parking lot.

The kitchen and classroom/Library are sheltered by the heavily planted 
buffer of coniferous trees to the located north along Wild Wabbit Woad.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Team Leaders
Max Foley and Justin Martin
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Court Yard Design Strategy

The Court Yard Design Strategy provides visitors with two distinct experienc-
es.  One more formal experience occurs in a central court yard, a gathering 
space activated by the farm’s primary programmatic spaces.  A second more 
informal experience occurs at the perimeter where strollers can walk along a 
trail to discover wild and unprogrammed spaces.

Design Features

The Formal Experience

A trail leads visitors from the parking lot past two bridges, one leading to 
the production gardens, another leading to into the primary entrance.

The entry is flanked on either side by the classroom/library and kitchen, 
connected by a covered gathering space.

Also facing into, and enlivening the court yard are the children’s gardening 
plots, greenhouse, barn, and caretakers residence.

Instead of a bunkhouse, this strategy calls for small cottages.

The Informal Experience

A trail to the west of the drainage trench allows strollers to make a quarter-
mile loop around the perimeter of the property.

This south-to-north leg of the trail is bermed on either side, with the 
northern-most portion looping to the west around a  tree house and bird 
blind, located in the most sensitive wetland at northwest corner.

This leg also connects to Wild Wabbit Woad, facilitating vehicular deliveries 
to the center of the farm when needed.

The caretaker’s residence and a storage area is just to the east of the 
service entrance. 

Strollers can continue around the trail on a self-guided tour of wet- and dry-
season grazing areas (located based on the slope and wetland conditions), 
a cranberry bog, mixed orchards, and the production gardens.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Court Yard

Team Leaders
Brad Pavlik and Jason Medieros
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Appendix A

Youth Charrette Activities

The objective of the youth charrette was to gather meaningful input from the most important user group— 
the youth.  Participants included twenty fourth- sixth-grade students from Cedar Tree and Cascades 
Montessori Schools in Bellingham, Washington.  Day One of the youth charrette was to be held at Com-
mon Threads Farm, with Day two taking place at Cedar Tree.  However because Day One was unexpect-
edly cancelled, activities were compressed into one day at the farm.

Day One: Exploring the Farm Fantastic

Individually draw/describe a farm 15 min 

Share drawings in small groups (What is in your map?  How does a farm work?) 20 min 

Presentation of “The Design Challenge” (They are the experts) 15 min

Small group Farm Fantastic scavenger hunt                                                                                        
 (What is exciting about a farm? What would you want to do? Why?) 30 min

Whole class debrief (create a list of Farm Fantastic interests) 30 min 

Day Two: Making Your Farm Fantastic

Review of the Exploring the Farm Fantastic exercise 15 min 

Slide show of ideas 20 min 

Small group drawing of your Farm Fantastic 30 min 

Each group presents to class 20 min

Model your Farm Fantastic 60 min 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Appendix B

Adult Charrette Participants

Facilitator
Dr. Sharon E. Sutton, FAIA
CEEDS Director, UW Architecture Professor

Red Team
Team Leaders
Jason Medieros, UW Landscape Architecture Student

Laura Plaut, CTF Executive Director
Doug Southworth, Architect, Lummi Island Resident 
John Rawlins, Professor, Whatcom Community College, Community 
Expert on Peak Oil, Novice Farmer
Wanda Cucinotta, Forest Flor Recovery, Lummi Island Native Plant Expert

Blue Team
Team Leader
Brad Pavlik, CEEDS Staff, UW Landscape Architecture Student

Karma Hugo CTF Board President; Director, Child Development Center, 
Whatcom Community College
Cheryl Perry, Designer in Family-owned Design Build Team
Randy Smith, CTF Donor and Neighbor, Novice Gardener, Raw Food 
“Foodie”
Ashlee Carstens, CFT Intern from Western Washington University

The Red and Blue Teams collaborated on the Court Yard Design 
Strategy

Green Team
Team Leader
Max Foley, UW Architecture Student

Nancy Burnett, CTF Board Member, Skilled Farmer/gardener
Michael Oppenheimer, Vice President of Member Experience, Whatcom 
Museum
Scott Perry, Builder Family-owned Design Build Team
Carolyn Feffer, CFT Intern from Western Washington University

Fuchsia Team
Team Leader
Justin Martin, UW Landscape Architecture Student

Linda Smith, CTF Donor and Neighbor, Novice Gardener, Raw Food 
“Foodie” 
Charlie De Weese, Landowner, Educator
Samya Lutz, County Planner, Neighbor, Parent, Farmer

The Green and Fuchsia Teams collaborated on the Production Garden 
Design Strategy
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Appendix C

Adult Charrette Agenda

Saturday, 12 April 2008

09:30 am Meet at Farm to Walk the Site
 Rain or Shine

10:00 am Arrive at Nancy Burnett’s House
 View Children’s Design Ideas
     Continental Breakfast

10:30 am As a Plenary Group . . .
 Present Site Survey and Site Photos
 Present and Discuss Children’s Design Ideas

10:50 am In Four Small Design Teams (4-5 People . . .
 Brainstorm Program of Spaces

11:50 am In Two Large Design Teams . . .
 Develop Consensus on a Single Program of Space
     Working Lunch
     Break

0�:�0 pm in Two Large design Teams . . .
 Begin 3-D Master Plan using Model and Cutouts
 Consider Year-round Schedule
 Realign with Children’s Design Ideas
 Complete 3-D Master Plan

0�:00 pm as a Plenary group . . .
 Present Each Team’s 3-D Master Plan

0�:�0 pm Charrette ends

 

Ecological design is any form of 
design that minimizes environmentally 

destructive impacts by integrating itself 
with living processes.

Van der Ryn & Cowan (1996)

Soil Conditions
Sun Path    

Solar Access
Prevailing Winds

Temperature
Rainfall

Space
Activity

Learning Opportunity
Use: Number of Students,

Time of Classes

Children’s Activity Priorities
Growing Food
Making Food

Building Space
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Appendix D

Wetland Analysis

Goldin, A. 1992. Soil Survey of Whatcom County 
Area, Washington. United States Department of 
Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service.
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Appendix E

Online Resources

Educational Farms and Environmental Learning Centers 

Farm-Based Education Association in Concord, MA
http://www.farmbasededucation.org/

S&S Homestead Farm on Lopez Island, WA
http://csanr.wsu.edu/DemoFarms/

21 Acres in Woodinville, WA
http://www.21acres.org/

Islandwood on Bainbridge Island, WA
http://www.islandwood.org/

North Cascades Institute in Diablo Lake, WA
http://www.ncascades.org/

White Oak Farm and Education Center in Williams, OR
http://www.whiteoakfarmcsa.org/

Wolfe’s Neck Farm  in Brunswick, ME
http://www.wolfesneckfarm.org/

Morris Farm Trust in Wiscasset, ME
http://www.morrisfarm.org/

The Farm School in Boston, MA
http://www.farmschool.org/

Shelburne Farms (Shelburne, VT
http://www.shelburnefarms.org 

Red Butte Botanical Garden in Salt Lake City, UT
Sustainable Agriculture and Permaculture
http://www.redbuttegarden.org/ 
Sustainable Gardening, Agriculture Ecology and Permaculture

Seattle Tilth in Seattle, WA
http://www.seattletilth.org/

Plants for a Future
http://www.pfaf.org/index.php

AgroForestry Research Trust
http://www.agroforestry.co.uk/

Bullock’s Permaculture Homestead on Orcas Island, WA
http://www.permacultureportal.com/

Natural Building

Earthen Accents in Bellingham, WA
http://www.earthenaccents.com/

Ancient Earth School of Natural Building in Freeland, WA
http://www.naturalbuildingschool.org/

Cob Cottage Company in Coquille, OR
http://www.cobcottage.com/



Charrette Leadership

Laura Plaut, MA, shared responsibility with Brad Pavlik for organizing 
the charrettes and setting its overall goals and vision. She has been 
founding director of Common Threads Farm since 2006, designing and 
implementing all aspects of the farm’s educational programming, in-
cluding a day farm camp, a cooking program for pre-school children, 
and green-building workshops for adults. Laura holds a masters de-
gree in non-profit administration and has taught in and directed a vari-
ety of experiential education programs, ranging from international ser-
vice-learning to an urban ropes course to wilderness-based leadership 
programs.  Prior to founding Common Threads Farm, Laura taught for 
six years in the Education Program at Prescott College, chairing that 
program for the final two years of her tenure.

Sharon E. Sutton, PhD, FAIA, worked with Laura Plaut to develop the 
charrette brief; in particular, she facilitated the adult charrette and over-
saw the production of this report by Brad Pavlik.  Dr. Sutton is director 
of CEEDS and professor of architecture and urban design at the Uni-
versity of Washington.  In addition to numerous day-long workshops, 
she has facilitated major charrettes for the Tukwila School District, 
Seattle Department of Neighborhoods, Urban League of Metropolitan 
Seattle, The New School at South Shore, and the Washington State 
Department of Transportation.  A registered architect, Dr. Sutton has 
been an architecture education since 1975; she has degrees in music, 
architecture, philosophy, and psychology.

Brad Pavlik,  BS, MED, worked with Laura Plaut to organize the char-
rettes and synthesize information from those charrettes into this re-
port. During the adult charrette, he partnered with Jason Medieros to 
facilitate charrette participants’ development of the Court Yard design 
strategy.  A former resident of Lummi, Brad is enrolled in the gradu-
ate landscape architecture program at the University of Washington 
and has both a Bachelor of Science degree in Ecological Design and 
Community Ecology and a Master of Education in Community-Based 

Environmental Education.  Some of his former professional experienc-
es include managing an organic farm, co-directing a university-based 
service learning program, and managing projects for a wetland restora-
tion firm.

Max Foley, M.Arch, served as a team leader during the adult charrette, 
partnering with Justin Martin to facilitate charrette participants’ devel-
opment of the Production Gardens design strategy.  Max has worked 
at the Integrated Design Lab, a research facility dedicated to sustain-
able lighting design; he is pursuing a career in ecological design that 
integrates architecture with the natural environment in hopes to help 
solve the climate crisis that we are facing globally. He received a bach-
elor in Fine Arts degree and a Master of Architecture degree from the 
University of Washington.

Justin Martin, MLA, served as a team leader during the adult char-
rette, working Max Foley to facilitate charrette participants’ develop-
ment of the Production Gardens design strategy.  Justin has worked 
in watershed restoration, environmental education, and organic agri-
culture.  He brings this past experience and a passion for nature to his 
current efforts to design and create more sustainable and ecologically 
sound projects in the built environment.  He received a Bachelor of Sci-
ence in Biology from the University of Oregon, a Master of Landscape 
Architecture degree from the University of Washington.

Jason Medieros, MSC, served as a team leader during the adult char-
rette, working Brad Pavlik to facilitate charrette participants’ develop-
ment of the Court Yard design strategy.  Jason’s background is in sci-
ence education.  He continues to teach 6th grade science with Rainier 
Scholars, an after school enrichment program for college bound stu-
dents of color.  He is currently pursuing a degree in landscape archi-
tecture and hopes to work designing school yards, zoos and other 
educational spaces.
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