
 
NATURE’S MATHEMATICS - exploring mathematical patterns in plants and rocks  
 

• 2001 and 2002 
• youth outreach plus language revitalization; science promotion and pattern research 
 

 

When we started developing new curricula for the Integrative Science academic program at 
Cape Breton University, we wanted to use innovative means to encourage young people to 
understand that mathematics in a language of patterns.  Towards this goal, we decided to focus 
on creating awareness of commonly encountered patterns in the natural world and some of the 
simple mathematical understandings that were represented in those patterns.   
 

Thus, in summer 2001, artist Basma Kavanagh, in conjunction with 
summer student research assistants Chantelle Cormier, Shauna Gould, 
Nadine Lefort, Clifford Paul, and Loren Pemberton (and also other 
members of the Integrative Science Research team), developed a set of 
bilingual (Mi’kmaq and English) cards that illustrated patterns found in 
local plants and rocks.  The set contained seven plant cards and four rock 
cards plus two legend cards.  Each card was a 12.5 cm x 17.5 cm, 
laminated, and printed on both sides. The series of cards that we 
developed is displayed on the pages that follow.   
 

The initial audience for our cards was the group of young campers at the 
Mi’kmaw Junior High Science Cultural Camp in Potlotek (Chapel Island) First Nation in Summer 
2001.  Our Integrative Science summer research assistants accompanied the campers on hikes 
along nearby shorelines and guided the young people towards observing the plants and rocks 
along the way.  In the discussions that ensued, the Nature’s Mathematics cards were used to 
help participants recognize diverse patterned features in the various plants and rocks 
encountered.  And, at the end of the week-long camp, a complete set of cards went home with 
each of the 70 campers.  And, we encouraged the new owners to share the cards with their 
teachers when they went back to school in the fall.  We also note that, although this was the 
camp’s fourth year of operation, it was its first with a mathematics component.   
 

In Fall 2001, we filled many requests for sets of cards from individuals in administrative and 
educational positions in Aboriginal communities throughout Atlantic Canada.   
 

In Summer 2002, the Mi’kmaq Science Culture Camp went mobile and travelled to the various 
Mi’kmaw communities in Cape Breton, NS.  Nature’s Mathematics was an integral part of the 
program in each community and approximately 80 campers partook in activities. 
 

This project was financed, in part, by an NSERC PromoScience program grant to Eleanor 
Bernard, (then) Director of the Mi’kmaq College Institute at Cape Breton University; the 
PromoScience grant was applied for and implemented by Cheryl Bartlett.  The project was also 
partially financed by a research award by Sable Offshore Energy, Inc. to Cheryl Bartlett.   



  



  



  





  



  



  



 



  



 



  



  

legend card #1 



 

  

legend card #2 



 

back of each card 



 
 
 


