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SWEET ACRES PIG SANCTUARY
providing an understanding of potbelly pigs by David Tuley

There is a safe haven for potbelly pigs 
on Vivian Road, between Warden and 
Woodbine. The mission of the place is to 
educate and promote kindness through 
compassionate care and understanding of 
potbelly pigs. Sweet Acres Pig Sanctuary is 
open to the public by appointment. Beyond 
the mission, Sweet Acres has become a kind 
of sanctuary for families, special needs indi-
viduals, and seniors. Group outings often 
visit here.

Kirsten and Matt moved to the Vivian 
area 18 years ago. Matt is a Toronto Fire 
Fighter, and Kirsten is a chef in a long-term 
care home. There was never any intention 
to open a Rescue but over the years, Kirsten 
became known as someone who loved pot-
belly pigs and would take those in dire need. 
With each pig that was brought in, the back-
yard pens grew, and the Rescue evolved. 
Sweet Acres is now home to eleven potbelly 
pigs. Kirsten is also on call to help homeless 

potbelly pigs find homes at other sanctuar-
ies around the province.

Kirsten was born and raised in Toronto, 
Ontario. She came from a loving family and 
was blessed to watch her parents compas-
sionately care for animals throughout her 
childhood. That same gift of kindness and 
respect has resulted in Kirsten now open-
ing her home to animals in need. She finds 
comfort in being able to offer potbelly pigs 
with nowhere else to go, a place where they 
will have a second chance at a life full of love 
and peace.

Kirsten has had a variety of experiences 
like clearing trails for the Canadian govern-
ment in Western Canada, she has worked for 
wildlife centres, and took a two-year tour in 
Europe cooking her way around countries. 
She eventually made her way to Munich, 
Germany where she became a pastry chef. It 
is this journey that is how her Rescue came 
to be named Sweet Acres.

TO VISIT 
The Sanctuary is located at 2798 Vivian Road. Make 
an appointment, call (416) 805-6697 or email kdug-
gan1960@gmail.com. Sweet Acres is open most 
weekdays and weekends from 10am-1:30pm, and 
again at 4-6pm for dinner feeding. Once you have a 
confirmed appointment, please let yourself through 
and ensure the gate is secured behind you again. 
Please do not block other cars in the driveway. 

There is no entry fee, but there is a donation box – 
any help is appreciated. If you would like to donate 
fresh food such as melon, lettuce, cucumbers or 
berries, they would be happy to receive them. If 
wishing to purchase a bag of feed, the pigs would 
be over the moon about that. Kirsten reports that 
they order pellets from Copetown Feed Mill. “We 
are always looking for volunteers,” said Kirsten. The 
website describes needs under the “Volunteer” sec-
tion. For more information, see: 
sweetacrespigsanctuary.com

Although Forest Schools have been very 
popular throughout Scandinavia for over 
fifty years, they did not begin appearing in 
Canada until the early 2000s. 

Many know Willowgrove’s 100-acre farm 
as the home of Willowgrove Day Camp, or as 
a favourite field trip destination for school 
groups. However, you may be surprised 
to learn that it also houses Stouffville and 
Markham’s first-ever Nature School.

Willowgrove first opened their Nature 
School in 2020. The school provided a full-
time, outdoor learning program for chil-
dren from ages 5-10. However, as it enters 
its fourth year, Willowgrove’s Take Root 
Nature School has now decided to transition 
to a part-time program, offering a unique 
“Flexi-school” model specifically designed 
to work in tandem with a student’s public, 
private, or home-schooling.

Covered under the Education Act, 
“f lexi-schooling” or “Flexible School 
Attendance” is a regulation that allows chil-
dren to attend school in a part-time capacity 
as long as the guardian has received written 
permission from the school’s Principal. It is 
the same concept that has allowed children 
to be pulled out of class for competitive 
sports, or professional arts opportunities 
for decades, and it is becoming an increas-
ingly popular option for many Ontario fam-
ilies interested in alternative-education 
- especially since it means that students can 
now spend part of their school week learn-
ing on a 100-acre farm.

The Nature School’s move to a part-time 
learning model was primarily based on 
increasing accessibility. Many families 

who feel that their students would excel 
in alternative-education models simply 
cannot afford full time, private educa-
tion. Therefore, Willowgrove’s Take Root 
Nature School has created a unique model 
that offers a variety of flexible enrolment 
options. 

Nature School students can now attend 
afternoon programs on Tuesdays, full day 
classes on Wednesday, and/or morning 
classes on Thursdays. There are also season-
al enrollment options which allow a student 
to ease into outdoor learning, meaning that 
a family can now sign up for Fall program-
ming without needing to commit to Winter, 
or Spring. This intentional flexibility allows 
families to fully customize their student's 
learning, placing the focus on whatever 
options will most benefit the child. 

“Our daughter is thriving.” Shared Daniel, 
a Nature School parent. “Socially, mentally, 
emotionally, academically - and we know 
the team and environment at Willowgrove 
are a huge reason why.” 

That’s because Willowgrove’s team 
of educators come from many diverse 
educational backgrounds and teaching 
experiences. Each specializes in outdoor 
education, bringing equal passions for 
engaging students with inquiry-based, 
explorative learning opportunities, as well 
as about connecting children with nature.

Imagine building shelters in an old-
growth woodlot to learn about structures, 
engineering natural materials, and simply 
forming new ways of seeing the world. Or 
learning first-hand about the many wild 
animals that pass through Willowgrove’s 

diverse ecosystems by spotting Wild 
Turkeys in the apple orchard, or examining 
coyote tracks in the mud. That is the unique 
benefit of an intimate, outdoor classroom: 
It  focuses on the whole child, and works 
to integrate everyday learning into nature 
with unique, first-hand experiences. 

In addition to Take Root Nature School’s 
programming, Willowgrove also offers Take 
Root’s Parent & Tot program. Whereas the 
Nature School is designed for children ages 
5-10, Parent and Tots is designed for chil-
dren ages 1-4, alongside their caregivers. 
Each week, Willowgrove’s parents and tots 
are guided through a series of activities, 
nature walks, stories, and crafts, all with 
themed adventures like “TREEmendous 
Trees”, “Into the Garden,” and “Farmyard 
Friends.” This fun and engaging program 
focuses on connecting you with your tod-
dler in nature, alongside other like-minded 
families. 

As we know, learning takes many forms. 
Nature School, or Forest School learning, is 
a unique way for your child to develop a rela-
tionship with nature at an early age. These 
exploratory, nature-based programs pro-
vide part-time, affordable ways to enhance 
your child’s learning, develop confidence 
and social skills, and help to integrate their 
core subject learning into everyday life. 

If you are interested in expanding your 
student’s classroom, a world of wonder 
awaits your child at Stouffville’s own Take 
Root Nature School. To enroll for 2023’s 
fall programs, or for more information, 
be sure to check out willowgrove.ca/
nature-school.

A “FLEXI-SCHOOL” MODEL with
100-acres to expand a student’s horizons 


