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Starting some of your vegetables or flower seeds 
indoors can give you a head start on the gardening 
season.  Ordering seeds from a catalog can give you 
a wider selection of vegetables, flowers and herbs.  
Look for varieties with insect and disease 
resistance. 
 
Seed packets have a wealth of information from 
basic planting to number of days to harvest.  
Packets also tell you how many weeks prior to the 
last frost date seed should be started indoors.  
Depending on the plant, this can mean from when 

you sow seed in the garden or from when you transplant seedlings outdoors.  Think lettuce (direct sow) vs. 
tomatoes (transplant). 
 
If you saved seed from last year, a simple germination test will tell you if the seed is still viable.  Pick seeds 
randomly so they are representative of the lot.  Do not select just the best-looking seeds or your results 
will be skewed.  The more seeds that you can spare to do the test, the more accurate your result will be.  
Test a minimum of ten seeds. 
 
To do the test put ten seeds on top of a damp paper towel.  Fold or roll the paper towel to cover the seeds.  
Try to keep the seeds from touching as those that do not germinate may start to mold.  Put the paper 
towel and seeds into a plastic sandwich bag and seal.  Label the bag with the date and seed variety being 
tested.  Put the bag in a warm place (70 to 80 degrees F) for about a week.  Parsley, carrot and celery seed 
may take a little longer.  Do not put the bag in direct sunlight. 
 
Count the number of seeds that sprouted after a week to ten days.  Ten out of ten sprouted seeds is a 
perfect germination rate.  Nine is excellent and eight is good.  If only six or seven seeds germinate you 
should sow the seeds more thickly in order to get a good crop.  If your germination rate is 50 percent or 
less the seeds are probably not worth planting and you should go seed shopping! 
 
Use a good quality seed-starting mix.  Often called ‘soil-less’ mixes, they contain peat moss, vermiculite 
and sometimes perlite but no soil.  Mixes are sterile, lightweight and free from weed seeds.  They also 
provide good drainage and water holding capacity.  Some mixes have enough fertilizer for the first 3 to 4 
weeks of plant growth. 
 
A wide variety of seed starting products such as peat pots, peat pellets, plastic flats, packs and plugs are 
available.  Most plastic seed-starting containers are reusable, but may harbor plant pathogens once used.  
Sterilize used containers by soaking them in a 10 percent bleach solution for 30 minutes.  Rinse with water 
and air dry before using.  This will help to protect seedlings from damping off, a fungus disease. 



 
Seedlings need bright light after germination for the best growth.  Seedlings and plants should have 12 to 
16 hours of light per day.  It is better to grow seedlings under fluorescent lights rather than rely on natural 
light.  Even a south facing window will not provide adequate light.  A light fixture containing two 
fluorescent tubes is satisfactory.  Use a combination of one cool white tube and one warm white tube.  
Using an automatic timer to turn the lights on and off is useful.  Do not leave the lights on all the time as 
some plants need a period of darkness.  Fluorescent tubes should be placed 4 to 6 inches above the 
foliage.  Make sure the light fixture or the plant shelf is adjustable to maintain this distance as the plants 
grow. 
 
Seeds are very sensitive to over watering and under watering.  The soil medium should be kept evenly 
moist but not soggy.  Seedlings respond well to bottom watering.  Set containers into an inch of water and 
let them soak up as much water as they can.  Do not leave the containers in the water for more than an 
hour.  Drain excess water that remains in the tray.  If bottom watering is not practical, use a fine mist 
sprayer to water newly planted seeds. 
 
Seeds generally germinate better if the soil temperature is 70 degrees F.  Consistently warm temperatures, 
day and night, signal the seeds to start growing.  Windowsills may be too cool for good germination, 
particularly at night.  Seedlings grown on windowsills tend to be leggy, with thin, bent stems.  If you start 
seeds in a cool room provide bottom heat using a plant heating mat.  Once sprouted, seedlings grow well 
at air temperatures of 65 to 70 degrees F. 
 
To promote good air circulation, try placing a small fan near your seedlings.  Keep the fan on low and direct 
it to blow across the containers at soil level.  Seedlings do not need fertilizer until they have several sets of 
true leaves.  Seedlings grown in a soil-less mix will benefit from a weak general purpose, water soluble 
fertilizer mixed at quarter strength.  Fertilize once a week. 
 
When 1 or 2 sets of true leaves develop, it is time to transplant the seedlings.  Plants grown in their own 
containers suffer less root shock when they are transplanted outside.  Containers need to have good 
drainage. 
 
Before seedlings can be planted outside, they need to be hardened off, or acclimated to sunlight and 
outdoor temperatures.  About two weeks before you plan to plant in the garden, put seedling containers 
in a lightly shaded, sheltered spot for a short time.  Gradually increase the time plants are outdoors to a 
full day.  Keep plants well-watered and protected from wind.  Bring them back inside for the night before 
temperatures cool off.  Seedlings can be planted in the garden after they have been hardened off.  Keep an 
eye on the weather as some plants are not frost tolerant. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell Cooperative Extension, University of Minnesota, Purdue 
University and Texas A&M University. 
 

 


