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Introduction: Joining the APGA IDEA cohort 
The Wellesley College Botanic Gardens (WCBG) team joined the APGA IDEA cohort in 
May 2023, in the midst of ongoing work toward centering IDEA (inclusion, diversity, 
equity, accessibility) values in all aspects of garden operations, and aligning with a 2021 
strategic plan from our parent institution (Wellesley College).  We had general goals and 
lots of ideas from both staff and students, and a need to coalesce as a team around 
concrete actions, specific language for our vision and goals, and feasible priorities. 

The APGA IDEA cohort program provided an exceptionally helpful structured learning 
opportunity and resources for our team to increase our understanding of core goals and 
concepts (such as “what does decolonization mean?”, “what does justice-centered 
mean?”), and to build networks and learn from experiences of other public gardens 
pursuing similar goals.  The focused one-year program enabled us to keep momentum 
on IDEA work amidst many challenges (e.g. pandemic recovery, major capital projects 
and construction, staffing changes, etc.), including setting aside committed time to 
continue learning, reflecting on our process and progress, and developing a concrete 
next step: a community survey and focus groups, co-led by students and staff, with a 
goal of creating an updated mission and goals to launch at our 2025 Centennial.

This report is organized into two main sections:
● Section 1: Pre-work & Helpful Resources: Reflections on processes leading up to 

our cohort project, including questions and resources we found helpful to explore
● Section 2: Cohort project: Our WCBG Mission survey and focus group outcomes



Section 1
Pre-work & 

Helpful Resources



Pre-work: Defining diversity
What does “diversity” mean to us?  WCBG staff and students began engaging with 

what it means for us to be a public garden in the U.S., through a lens of intersectional 
justice. An important initial focus was racial diversity and antiracism in the gardens.

The WCBG staff shared a statement in Fall 2020 (WCBG Friends newsletter, 
page 5), expressing specific desires to help address racial injustice in the fields of 
botany, ecology and horticulture, and to begin to address the harms of colonial history 
and white/Euro-centrism in botanical gardens. At that time, all of WCBG’s permanent 
staff were white, and the collective statement reflected a desire to confront racial bias 
and injustice, beginning with a focus on self-education, without deterring WCBG’s 
(predominantly older and white) existing public audience and Friends/donors.

By contrast, Wellesley College students working with WCBG (as interns, work-study 
students, fellows, or leaders of campus affinity groups) were majority young students of 
color, with strong interest and enthusiasm around engaging with topics of antiracism, 
environmental justice and intersectionality.  To work toward centering students’ 
perspectives, and co-creating efforts toward better inclusion with students, staff began 
asking questions around these topics, including updating interview questions for 
students who applied to work with WCBG, e.g.:  “What does inclusion mean to you, 
when thinking about working with gardens/plants?”, “How might antiracism or 
decolonization relate to your work at WCBG?” or “What is most meaningful to you about 
a (botanic) garden on campus - what are you most excited to learn or do here?”



When examining issues of racial diversity, equity, and inclusion in public gardens, our 
team found some of the following approaches and resources helpful (links are in bold):

● Sharing personal experiences: e.g. experiencing the lack of racial diversity at ecology 
or garden-related conferences, in classes, neighborhoods, and at botanic gardens; 
experiencing microaggressions, not being treated as belonging or having credibility, 
experiencing harmful or off-putting language, and having views, values, or aesthetics 
outside of Eurocentric cultural and historical frameworks dismissed or devalued.

● Dorceta Taylor (speaker and workshop) on racial inequity in environmental non-profits
● Carolyn Finney’s talk with NYBG sparked conversations about systemic and 

structural barriers to a sense of belonging in the outdoors, including the history and 
impacts of colonial and racist policies in outdoor recreation and national parks, and the 
rise of “white environmentalism” in contrast to Indigenous environmental justice

● Addressing harmful botanical names, and choosing to use common names that are 
least likely to cause harm (e.g. saying “round-leaved bittersweet” rather than “Oriental 
bittersweet”; using the accepted “spongy moth” rather than the offensive “gypsy moth”; 
replacing the name of the popular Tradescantia houseplant “Wandering Jew” with 
“wandering dude”), and learning about the process of naming and advocating for 
changing Latin names with harmful terms (examples here and here and here)

● Learning about the rise of “invasive” species biology and policy frameworks, in the 
historical context of xenophobia that resulted in militaristic, problematic language and 
management approaches. (Look for Dr. Banu Subramaniam’s work on this topic.)



WCBG students, WCBG staff, and other environmentally-focused staff and faculty 
collaborators co-led pilot programs, course collaborations, and events to engage with 
ways that WCBG can intersect with environmental justice work, for example:

● Launching a team of “Antiracism Ambassadors” across campus environmental groups, with a goal 
of creating an educational affinity space for students of color interested in environmental justice. 
This effort included the Paulson Ecology of Place Initiative, Frost Center for the Environment, 
Environmental Studies, Office of Sustainability, and Office of Intercultural Education. Students 
renamed this group the Students for Intersectional Environmental Justice and engaged with 
resources such as All We Can Save circles and the Dreamspace Workbook for Public Gardens, 
e.g. examining WCBG’s location and audience, pages 28-32 “Let’s Take a Walk”

● A WCBG student-led (staff-advised) biweekly Zoom discussion group open to the campus 
community, “WCBG Grassroots: Sowing Anti-racist seeds for a more Equitable Outdoors”

● A reading group co-created with Paulson staff, called “Creating Sense of Place: Antiracism, 
Nature, and the Environment, cross-listed by Environmental Studies and Peace & Justice Studies

● Paid participation in the campus’ “21 Days Against Racism” program launched by the Office of 
Intercultural Education, and additional similar initiatives by other campus groups throughout the year

● Collaborative exhibits, class sessions with faculty, and invited speakers, examining colonial history 
and contemporary impacts, including with speakers and faculty such as: 

Dr. Kathleen Gutierrez , Mardi Fuller , Ashanti Shih (who developed WCBG’s ongoing 

“Botany and Empire” exhibit in the Global Flora conservatory), Xan Chacko, Banu 
Subramaniam, Melissa Nelson, Tracy Qiu, Kristen Wyman

Photos below: student-led programs that promoted inclusion, diversity, equity, and 
accessibility, as well as photos of WCBG’s student team and campus collaborators.



Student-led fun, programming and art!



Student-created signage and exhibits, including a focus on plant names, multicultural perspectives, and examining colonial harms in botany





Pre-work: All-staff retreat
Prior to the start of the cohort program, all WCBG staff (5 staff + 1 fellow, at the time) 
participated in a brainstorming retreat to share ideas for the future of WCBG, and to 
coalesce around an updated set of core values and action steps related to IDEA. The 
staff generated 86 potential goals/actions/values (next slides) and grouped these into 
recurring themes: education and active engagement (e.g. hands-on, interactive, 
experiential, intentional learning opportunities), community building (specifically 
“inclusion, sense of belonging, and accessibility”), decolonization, climate 
resilience, and sustainability. 



Example ideas brainstormed by staff members during a retreat, grouped by core theme.

Education & Active Engagement

Community Building, Inclusion, Belonging, 
Accessibility & Decolonization





Sustainability & Climate Resilience



Section 2 
IDEA Cohort project



“Reimagine WCBG for the next 100 years”
For the APGA IDEA project, WCBG staff and students engaged the campus community 
in a mission survey and focus groups in spring 2024 to develop a compelling updated 
mission and goals for the next era of the Botanic Gardens. 

We developed a timeline that would result in a launch of the mission and goals update 
during WCBG’s 2025 centennial. WCBG staff and students co-led the survey design and 
launch in March, and held a focus group follow-up event in April, with steps including: 

(1) co-creating survey questions and demographic questions, 
building from core themes in the initial staff brainstorm

(2) co-creating a list of groups and individuals to contact, 
and a prize/raffle incentive to encourage participation

(3) creating ads and presenting the launch of the survey
 at a “Green Gathering” open campus event

(4) reviewing all survey responses, summarizing, and 
visualizing key takeaways and core themes

(5) developing and leading a “planning picnic” with 
student-facilitated focus group discussions on each
core theme, with representatives from across campus



Example snapshot of mission survey questions and demographics questions (Google Form)



Results: Mission Survey



Results: Mission Survey



Results: Mission Survey
The mission survey was highly successful, resulting in 125 thoughtful and detailed 
responses from a diverse, representative group of students, faculty, staff, and alums. 

Core values: 
Core values that the campus community voted for WCBG to center in the upcoming 
era included: Environmental Justice, Antiracism and Decolonization, & IDEA (119 
votes), Community Building & Wellness (98 votes), Education & Interdisciplinary 
Engagement (88),  and Sustainability & Climate Resilience (79). Written responses 
suggested goals for WCBG that shared recurring themes, including enhancing 
educational value, building community, and increasing accessibility.



Results: Mission Survey
125 responses during the two week March 2024 survey period 
included a broad representation of students, faculty, and alums, and 
a diversity of identities and disciplines.



Results: Mission Survey



Results: Mission Survey



Results: Focus Group
WCBG student ambassadors developed the idea of a fun “planning picnic” format with 
food in the outdoor garden classroom for a focus group, to further develop a draft 
mission, core values, and goals. Participation was capped at ~40 with priority given to 
representatives from diverse groups and departments across campus. A key highlight 
was having highly engaged pairs of student ambassadors lead each small discussion 
group through a structured discussion of draft mission ideas, implementation ideas and 
goals for each core theme from the survey.  Participants and survey respondents were 
invited to continue contributing feedback via a digital document after the picnic.



Summary: Project Outcomes
The community survey and focus group was an essential step that yielded a lot of 
helpful feedback, some of which staff were able to act upon immediately (e.g. 
increasing the hours of campus access to the greenhouses), and many ideas which 
require more time to review and consider.  There are clear core values and a strong 
sense of a desire for change from the campus community. Next steps prior to the 2025 
centennial including further developing the new mission statement, and co-creating an 
implementation plan with concrete goals for each core value. WCBG staff and student 
ambassadors will launch working groups in Fall 2024 to accomplish these next steps!

From a newsletter statement, to pilot programs, to a co-created visioning and feedback process with our community - with more to come! 



Thank you!
Our team (Jenn Yang, Julianna Razryadov, and Kristina Jones) would like to extend a 
huge thank you to the APGA IDEA cohort team, especially Mae Lin Plummer, all of our 
instructors, and our cohort network, for sharing support, resources, and inspiration.

We would also like to thank all of our students, staff, collaborators and community 
members at Wellesley College Botanic Gardens.

For questions or further information about our cohort project, please contact our team 
at wcbg@wellesley.edu


